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Prologue
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“It’s getting chilly out here.” Jason pulled his jacket tighter around his body.  His girlfriend sniggered at the comment.

“Well, duh, it’s fall.” Amy said, smirking. “It’s supposed to be cold.”

“Man, I wanna be by the bonfire.” Jason complained as the two moved deeper into the woods. “Why did you drag me out here?”  

He and Amy were hanging out with their friends at the Rust Springs State Park, drinking alcohol and smoking weed at the secluded location.  A lot of kids from their high school liked to use the area for different activities, usually those they did not want their parents or authorities to know about.

“Because I have something special I don’t want to share with the others.” Amy replied.  Jason perked up a little.

“Like what?”

Amy pulled out a sandwich bag filled with blunts from under her sweater.

“What’s this?”

He manipulated the green buds through the plastic with his chilled hands.

“What do you think, doofus?”

“I know what it is, but where did you get it?” 

“Got it from some women near the farms.”  Amy took one of them out of the bag. “I spent all night rolling these.  Do you have your lighter?”

“Sure.” Jason passed his shinny Zippo to her, eager to consume the stash.  Amy quickly lit the blunt, taking a long drag.  Relish lit up her face as she offered it to Jason.

“Have some, baby.”

Jason took it in his fingers and took a drag himself.  He smiled at the sweet, earthy taste.

“Damn, that’s good.” he coughed.  Amy grinned, kissing him on the cheek.

“That’s why I’m keeping these to myself.  You’re the exception of course.” 

Jason chuckled lightly as they continued to walk in the nighttime forest.  The moon was bright and the young couple soaked up the milky rays on their journey.  Jason and Amy came to a clearing where a couple of rocks were piled on top of each other.  A pentagram marked the stone structure in bright red.  A rainbow of melted wax candles littered the forest floor around the altar.

“What the hell?” Amy inspected the remains of a messy ritual.

“Hey, I think we found the little meeting area of those “teen witches”!” Jason laughed.

“Those dweebs?  Well, I did hear something from Vanessa about them conducting rituals at night.”

Jason already climbed on the altar, sending rocks tumbling down.

“What are you doing?”

Jason struck a regal pose, joint still in his mouth, and pulled his jacket’s hood over his head.

“Lord Satan demands a sacrifice.” he growled, “Give your weed and body to me, Amy.  Satan commands you!” 

The girl giggled at her boyfriend’s antics.  A snap of twigs caught her attention.  She looked around but could not see anyone or anything beyond the clearing.  Amy would normally chalk it up to a deer or some other animal making those sounds.  Uncertainty snuck into her heart.  Even through the mellow high, she had a strong urge to get back to the bonfire.

“Jason, we should go back...”

“Don’t tell me you’re scared!”

“I’m not!  I-!”

Jason fell, tackled off the altar by a large shadow.

The high school junior hit the ground with such force his body gave a sickening crack.  Amy gazed upon his motionless body, bloodied and clawed, for a split second.  Another figure rushed at her from the side.  She never had a chance to scream again as her throat was ripped out.
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Chapter 1
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Cleveland, Ohio

November 1997

––––––––
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ASH APPROACHED THE dead deer, nose wrinkling at the horrible stench.  Cars raced past him on the busy highway leading into the city.  He saw the innards spilling out of the deer’s abdomen and maggots accumulating on the festering body.  Ash deduced it to a standard hit-and-run.  The car hit the deer so fast its internal organs ruptured.  

Road-kill collection was not a glamorous or interesting job.  Ash would often pass the time by investigating the bodies of carcasses; determining what did the furry creatures in.  He was only a few weeks into the job, but he could already deduce the cause of death based on various signs.  Ash grabbed the buck by the antlers, pulling with all his strength.  The upper half of the carcass was pulled away from the rest of the body with a wet rip.  The disgusting smell became even more prominent.  It made him reconsider why he liked eating meat in the first place.  He regretted eating that leftover hamburger from earlier this morning.

HHHHOOONNKKK!!!

“Hey, fuck-tard!  Move your ass!  We ain’t got all day!”

Ash rolled his eyes at Johnny, who was yelling behind him in the truck.  Usually Johnny did not work with him, but the boss assigned them together for the day.  Groaning over the weight of the dead animal and his rotten luck, Ash managed to haul both parts of the deer to the back of the truck himself. 

“What took you so fuckin’ long?” Johnny questioned rudely as Ash got in the truck.  Johnny, a sloppy pudgy man with blond corn-rows on his head, was the epitome of white trash and would have never gotten anywhere in life if it was not for his father.  Ash ignored him, removing his orange hard-hat and gingerly removing some guts off his reflective vest.  He was not in the mood for a fight with his boss’s son.

“Whatever.  Fuckin’ faggot.” Johnny snorted when he did not get a response.  The truck tore off down the road to the compost plant where the animals would be disposed of.  Johnny pressed one of his pudgy fingers on the console and the radio came to life.

“Last night, the body of a Rust Springs High School boy was found in Rust Springs State Park.  Police said it looked like a vicious animal attack based on the wounds found on the body.  At the site of the slayings, a makeshift stone altar with a pentagram was found - ”

Ash listened passively to the gory news details, trying to block out Johnny’s one-sided conversations.

“There was this one time when I was with this chick and we were getting high...”

Ash continued to listen to the news.

“Authorities are searching for Amy Bryant in the area surrounding the park.  Friends and family remain hopeful for her safe return.  Meanwhile, Rust Springs police are looking into possible suspects - ”

Johnny turned the radio off.

“I was listening to that - ”

“Shut up, dick, unless you want me to write a report to dad.” 

Ash groaned as Johnny continued with his inane “high school glory days” stories.  The man found the need to brag about his exploits although no one cared to hear them.

“Man, those were the days.” Johnny concluded a tale of a hedonistic frat house party.  Ash never had a great school experience, little to any friends and lots of fights.  Sometimes he won, sometimes he lost.  His foster parents, whoever they were at the time, would get a call from the principal and punishments would follow afterwards. Most people were afraid of him after they saw him fight.  Ash was a ball of rage in the heat of the battle.  He remembered names of “psycho” and “freak” in the back of his mind.  It was not a way to make connections with his peers.  Not that he cared; he was fine being on his own.  

A dirt road marked where the compost plant was located.  Mud and rainwater kicked up on the truck, splattering the white vehicle a dark brown color.  They parked and Johnny waddled next to a particularly large pile of mulch where they would dispose of the dead animals for the day.  Ash would have to do all the work, but he was relieved that his shift would be over soon.

“Hurry up!  I wanna go to lunch!” 

Ash shot Johnny a dirty look for his outburst as he threw the dead bodies in the pile.

“Damn, you’re so slow.” Johnny groaned in frustration and hunger.

“You could help you know.  I mean, it’s a lot of work carrying some of these bastards.”  A hand landed on Ash’s shoulder.

“Don’t touch me, Johnny.” he warned, whirling around to face the obese jerk.

“You don’t get to tell me what to do.” Johnny pushed Ash, who lost his footing on the wet ground and fell into the mulch pile face first.  Old blood and maggots covered his head.  Ash tried to get up, but Johnny’s heavy elephant foot pressed on his spine like a cinderblock.

“You should know better than to mouth off to me, foster trash.  Yeah, I know about your little sob story.  I looked at dad’s files.  You’re just a sad little shit who’s mommy left him.  You comfy down there?  Kiss the little raccoons for me.”  Johnny ground his foot into Ash’s back.  

Ash gave a pained grunt beneath him, an ember of anger glowing inside him while Johnny laughed.  He was suffocating in the filthy fur, scrambling for any purchase with his hands. Johnny could kill him if he didn’t get off.  The god-awful smell of the carcasses sent him back in time.

A filthy little boy sitting in squalor.  He was so hungry.  The smell of blood, piss, and shit permeated the small house.  He had eaten everything until only the raw meat in the fridge was left.  And he ate that too.  He did what he needed, to survive.

Johnny stopped laughing when he noticed Ash’s muffled growling and thrashing underneath him.

“Hey, man.  Be cool - ” he stuttered fearfully.  Ash shook as he stood up, shivering with rage.  Johnny almost messed himself when he got a look of Ash’s face.  Lips pulled back in a snarl and eyes dark with hatred, Ash leapt onto Johnny.  The two were fighting on the ground.  Johnny was desperately trying to flee but Ash kept punching and clawing him like a feral beast.

“Get off me, freak!” Johnny yelled trying to push Ash back with his hand.  Ash promptly bit the extended appendage and punched Johnny in his fat face.  The men’s loud struggle brought the attention of the plant workers.  Five men were apprehending Ash and helping Johnny to his feet.  Ash was still struggling wildly until a well-placed blow to his midsection knocked the wind out of him.

“You’re done, freak!  You hear me!”

Ash came to his senses, not realizing what had transpired.  His back and upper abdomen were sore.  Johnny cursed him from a safe distance, holding his injured hand tenderly and sporting a shiner on his left eye.  Ash cursed himself, realizing he blew it with this job.
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Chapter 2
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The mailbox was filled with bills and junk mail.  He wasn’t looking forward to reviewing it all tonight.  Ash opened the door to his small apartment.  The sparsely furnished home was a welcome respite after the hellish day he experienced.  Collapsing on the musty couch, Ash curled up in a fetal position.  He considered his options.  He was relieved there were no charges pressed.  It was hard enough job hunting without having a criminal record attached.  The grey walls of the living room seemed much smaller to Ash.  He had to find something soon.  The holiday season was starting; he could find a seasonal job to get by.  Not like he had any plans anyway.  First, he needed a shower.

He had no known family and his “friends” were hardly worth mentioning.  At twenty-three, Asher Jagerhund’s life was bleak with few options.  Stripping off his clothes and standing under the water stream, he reflected on what happened at the plant.  He did not have a lot of memories of his mother after she abandoned him.  They came in brief flashes, usually if he was asleep or triggered by sensory input.  Some were pleasant but most of them were terrifying and surreal.  They always had a creature of sorts in them; unseen but present in the room where he hid.  His caseworkers chalked it up to PTSD from the trauma of parental abandonment and being left alone to fend for himself.  Out of the shower, he dried off quickly and put on a pair of sweatpants.

Ash’s stomach gave a hungry gurgle.  Time to eat.  Ash walked into the dingy kitchen and opened the fridge.  A half-gallon of milk, a carton of eggs, some moldy cheese, and some wilted salad mix.  He desperately needed to go shopping, hoping his last paycheck would be enough.  Something simple for now would do.  After fixing a bowl of cereal, Ash went back into the living room and looked through his mail.  Rent notice, junk mail, grocery store discounts...what was this?  A white envelope with blue ink written on it:

From: Jasper Jagerhund 25 Yellow River Road, Rust Springs, OH 45426

Ash’s mind started racing.  Rust Springs?  Where the killings took place?  Jagerhund?  Was this Jasper a relative?  With a quivering hand, he ripped open the envelope and pulled out the letter.  Typed on a word processor, it read:

––––––––
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DEAR ASHER,

Let me introduce myself.  I am your uncle:  Jasper Jagerhund.  I can’t believe I have found you after all these years.  Your mother, Naomi, fell out of contact with me years ago.  After months spent string-pulling and researching, I am elated to have finally found you.  I feel terrible for what happened to you and your mother.  I wish I was there.  Anyways, I wrote this letter in hope we could meet in person.  Unfortunately, I am in no condition to travel.  In the case you are not interested, you do not have to see me.  I know it must be disorientating to know you have a blood relative suddenly contacting you out of the blue and I would not force you to do something you don’t want to.

It would be nice to talk to a Jagerhund again since we are the last of our bloodline.  I will leave my telephone number in case you wish to communicate further.  I hope you come visit at least.

Thank you.

Best regards,

Jasper

Ash could not believe what he was reading.  He had family out there?  This Jasper could have the answers to the questions he had carried with him all these years.  Still, he was unsure.  How did Jasper find him and why now?  He was torn between hopeful curiosity and reluctant suspicion.  Walking toward the kitchen phone, he considered his options.  What did he have left to lose?  At the worst, Jasper could be a hoax.  In the best possible situation, Jasper could be family.  Ash punched the numbers, anxiously determined to get to the bottom of the mystery.  The ring tone clipped through the receiver.

A click and a pause.

“Hello?” A man’s voice answered on the other side, clear but slightly raspy.

“Uh, Jasper Jagerhund?” 

“This is him speaking.”

“My name is Asher, or Ash, Jagerhund.  I received your letter today-“

“Ah!  Yes!” the voice was elated.  “I was hoping you were going to call or respond but, how are you doing?”

“Uh, fine.” Ash didn’t know what to make of the situation.  He was talking to a complete stranger about his background.  It was best to tread lightly.

“Good, Good.  Well, how is Cleveland?” 

“Better yet, how did you find me?”  Ash heard a sigh on the line.

“It took some research.  The last time I spoke with your mother she was in the Cleveland area.  At the time, she told me she was pregnant with you.  After I heard of her disappearance, I launched my own investigation to see what became of you.  And here we are after a month of research.”

“Why not sooner?”

“I assumed your mother wanted to be left alone so I didn’t bother her.  Therefore, her disappearance was quite a shock.  It was a while before I exhausted the resources at my disposal to find her.  So I searched for you instead.” Jasper explained.  Silence followed, Ash not knowing how to continue with the conversation.

“So have you considered coming to Rust Springs?”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Well, let me know what you desire, if you wish to be in touch.  Have a good evening, Ash.” 

The line went dead.  His sweaty hand placed the phone on its resting place.  He walked into the living room, seeking to slump on the couch again.  A knock at the door diverted his intentions.  Opening the door, he found his landlord on the other side.

“Do you have the month’s rent?”

Ash scratched the side of his face and looked at the floor.  This was not a good day.  It was downright shitty.

“That was due today?”

“Ash, this is the second time you’ve done this...”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Ralston.  I-I’ve run into some difficulties - ”

A yellow slip appeared before his face, interrupting him.

“You have 90 days.  I’m sorry but this can’t go on.” Ralston told him, leaving his tenant in the doorway.  Ash slammed the door.  The day could not get any worse.  Ash returned to the couch, staring at the paper.  He balled it up and threw it in a dusty corner of the room.  Grabbing the remote, the TV came alive to provide its escapist offerings.  The news was on at this hour.

“Brutal killings send shockwaves through Ohio town.  Tonight, we discuss the latest set of bizarre murders by the alleged Rust Springs Ripper - ”

Rust Springs.  It was a city in southwestern Ohio, known for its namesake waters, which were a popular tourist attraction.  The documentary he remembered talked about the orange waters, caused by large iron deposits in the ground.  Other than that, it was another struggling post-industrial city in the Midwest.  Major manufacturing had moved out, sending employment to faraway areas.

“Joining me is Pastor Calvin Clarkson, televangelist and resident of Rust Springs.” the newscaster announced.  The image of a clean-cut man appeared on screen.  “Pastor Clarkson, what do you take from these recent slayings?  Any insight?”

“I have stated this time and time again.  We are dealing with possible occult ties.  Rust Springs, and America in general, are embracing these so called “post-Christian” ways of living and spirituality.  It’s not a mere coincidence those kids were killed at a Satanic ritual site – ”

Jasper’s offer lingered on his mind.  There was the issue of the recent killings.  Occultists or not, Cleveland streets were more dangerous.  It could have been a freak animal attack.  He walked back into the kitchen, TV still blaring in the background.  He didn’t have much choice, without a job and a place to live.  Maybe Rust Springs was his ticket out of here.  If not, he could always leave for another part of the world.  He might as well try.  He dialed the number from the letter again.  After a few minutes, Jasper answered.

“Hello?”

“It’s Ash again.”

“Have you made a decision?”

“Uh, yeah, I have no place to live now.  Just got the notice from my landlord.”

“Sorry to hear that.  “Ya’know, I have room at my place.  It’s a big farmhouse.  I wouldn’t mind if you decided to crash here for a while.”

“I wouldn’t want to impose - ”

“Believe me.  You’re not imposing on anyone.  It’s been a long time since I’ve had any company, let alone family.  It would be a welcome change.”

“Uh, okay.  Thanks.  I’m gonna head out soon.  Maybe tomorrow.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I don’t have much and the furniture practically came with the place.  I’m ready to move on, I guess.”

“Ok, I’ll see you soon, Ash.”

“Ok, thanks.  Bye.”

Ash hung up the phone and prepared to pack up his belongings.  Clothes and personal effects were packed in a large duffel bag, which had served Ash all his years in the foster system.  He could pack light, having moved so much in his young life.  Exhaustion draped over him like a heavy blanket.  This stressful day ended with a fresh start at least.  Ready to put it behind him, he took off his clothes and got into bed.  Sleep settled into his bones as his mind faded away to the dark sea of unconsciousness.
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Rupture
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A fissure opens further.

Far above the Midwestern sky, stars shined ever so brightly, unpolluted by the city lights.  White, blue, yellow, red; if ever there was a black star.  He knew it was here.  He often held communion with it, not wanting to leave the abyss from which it imparted him with great wisdom.

The dark light shines brighter.

Carve the runes into the flesh of the wall.  Meditate on the feeling and impose the force into this world.  Separate from all distractions; do not let them get in the way of the goal.  Nothing in the world motivates him more.

He couldn’t remember the last time he saw another soul.  Was it a week?  A month?  Speak the ancient songs of which know no origin.  Feed it.  Make it real.  Let the voice be strong and bold.

A cosmic maelstrom is coming.

The dead star shines now even brighter than its brethren; the dark rays soaking into his bones.  He could sense it becoming a part of him.  Rejoice!  A major breakthrough.  He knew he came to the right place.  “It rises above Ohio.”

Traveling through the aeons.

He remembered telling someone that, or at least he thought.  It did not matter.

The dead one they fear.

Their Aion was upon them now.

A black star shall rise.

When the end time draws near.
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Chapter 3
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Farmlands and fields rushed passed Ash’s vision as he continued on the interstate to his destination.  With only his used Volvo and belongings in tow, a sense of freedom mixed with uncertainty weighed on him.  He could not shake internal reenactments of potential encounters with Jasper.  What would happen?  Would Jasper be friendly?  He seemed amicable, based on their brief phone conversations.  There are always risks.  What if he was crazy or lying?  Ash drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.  He had to see it through; it was the only way he could know for sure.

A truck-stop off the road gave him a chance to relax and stretch his legs.  He walked over to the store, interested in finding some snacks for the final leg of the journey.  A trio rushed passed him out of the double doors, almost running him over.  

“Watch it, asshole!” a tow-headed man barked at him, “Unless you want some of this!” 

Ash looked at the man and his companions, two unremarkable and frumpy women.  They looked unfriendly.  Ash shook his head.

“I’m gonna head in...” He didn’t want any trouble.  The man glared, unhinged.

“That’s what I thought.” the man growled, making his way to the pale blue truck where the women were waiting.  Ash gripped the door knob, pushing effortlessly.  A frazzled clerk greeted him.

“You’re not with them are you?” the older man adjusted his glasses.

“No.  I just got here.”

“Good, good.  Anything I can help you with?”

Over-turned display stands and merchandise littered the floor.

“What happened?”

“Eh, I caught some punks soliciting out in my lot.  Looked like they were waiting for someone - selling drugs or whoring.  It happens at places like these.  They didn’t take well to me telling them to take their business elsewhere.”

Ash looked back outside through the store’s tall dirty windows.  Rows of trucks were lined up in the lot; parked as the drivers rested.  He could understand some of the loneliness the truckers might feel, being on the road and far from their families.  Drugs and intimate company were a welcome, if not temporary, remedy.

“Do you need help?”  He normally wouldn’t put himself out there but he felt sorry for the old man.

“No, thanks.  I’ll get someone to clean it up.  I would prefer you to purchase something instead.” the clerk replied good-naturedly.  Ash browsed the various isles looking for some salt-and-vinegar chips.

“We are at Fulston High School, the same school the two teenage victims attended.  Here, rumors of a “teen witch” cult operating in the school-“

The TV screen on the corner wall of the shop played a news clip.  A female news reporter was standing in front of a stately building as teenagers walked around her in the background.

“One that is of interest to law enforcement concerning the case.” she continued.

“Ain’t that something?” the clerk asked, “Now, we got kids killing each other in the woods over some devil.  World’s crazy now-a-days.  You’d think with computer games and cable TV, people would have something to entertain themselves with.”

Ash placed his bag of chips and on the counter, trying to listen to the reporter.  The whole thing looked to him like the doing of a serial killer; a twisted mind.  The clerk bagged the chips quickly.

“Are you heading to Rust Springs?” 

“Yeah.” Ash replied, wondering where the clerk was going with the question.

“Good luck.  The place is a cavalcade of crazy.  That would be $2.50.”  Ash forked over the change and was on his way out.

“Police are hesitant to release any names.  To local students, the occult group has attracted ridicule and suspicion - ” the reporter continued.  The story was interesting to Ash but he had to get back on the road.  What would he find in Rust Springs?  With any luck, answers and not meeting a grisly end.  He restarted his journey, the sun settling in the middle of the sky.

“Rust Springs Welcomes You!”

The gradient, painted sign depicted the signature orange waters that give the town its namesake.  Empty and anemic industrial plants came into view as Ash entered into the outskirts of the city.  Dead cornfields and barren land lots created a sense of quiet gloom.  The sun was lower now, around late afternoon, which cast a dim look upon the land.  Ash took the appropriate exit off the highway in order to proceed to his uncle’s house.  It took him to an old country road as he was diverted from the city limits.  The barren trees were like gnarled hands reaching up towards the darkest part of the sky.  Ash was enjoying the isolated drive, unconcerned by other motorists.  A pale blue truck came into view ahead.  Ash lifted his foot off the brakes, letting himself coast.  It was, undoubtedly, the truck of the rude man at the rest stop.  He did not want to come into his line of sight.  Ash trailed the truck slightly behind.  The surrounding trees gave way to a clearing.  Ash looked to his left and saw an old white two-story farmhouse surrounded by rosebushes.

“25 Yellow River Road?  This must be it.” he concluded from a quick glance at the address on the protruding mailbox.  The truck continued forward, oblivious of Ash’s presence.  He turned into the gravel drive-way.  Two cars were parked there already, one shiny black BMW and the other a worn Buick LeSabre.  Ash parked his own Volvo in behind the other vehicles.  Turning off the ignition, two large spotted dogs barreled towards him.  Their pricked ears and brushy tails wagged as they surrounded the car and barked.

“Raini!  Stormi!  Get in here!” a familiar raspy voice cried from the house.  A thin-looking man wearing a knitted sweater and acid-washed jeans stood on the screen door stoop.  His visage a tired, yet pleasant expression.  Was it Jasper Jagerhund?  The dogs immediately returned to the house, out of sight.  Ash exited his car and walked towards the house hesitantly.  He was at a complete stranger’s house, miles away from familiar territory.  The oddity of the situation was not lost on him.  The man watched from the stoop, giving a sly smile.

“Are you Ash?” the man asked kindly.

“Yes, and I assume you’re Jasper?”

“Indeed I am.  Please come inside.  We can get your bags later.”

Ash took the invitation and followed him inside.  The creaky screen door led to a porch littered with various nick-nacks and spare parts.

“Pardon the mess.  Some leftovers from junk and different projects.”

Ash ignored it and walked into the foyer.  He marveled at the interior of the old house.  The woodwork was truly a relic of the past, left behind by modern housing.  The interior of the house was austere, as if Jasper did not bother decorating.  Bare white walls were lined with more boxes and a few antiques.  To his left was the small dining room.  There, a tall black man with long dreadlocks sat at the cloth-covered table.  He was wearing an olive green tank top, black jeans, combat boots, and a pair of amber-tinted aviators.

“Ash meet my friend, Attila Gadsden.” The man got up from his seat to shake Ash’s hand.

“Nice to meet you, Ash.” Attila greeted.  Attila was tall compared to Ash.  He had to be around six feet at least.

“We were just having some drinks and wings.  Attila got engaged today.” Jasper explained, inviting Ash to help himself to the feast.  A cold beer sounded good but he decided to skip the wings and head to the veggie platter first.

“Congratulations.” Ash picked up a plate.  Attila grinned.

“We decided to make it official.  It’ll be easier for Daize and I to conduct our business.  An’ to think, years ago I wanted nothing to do with gettin’ hitched.”

“It happens to the best of us.” Jasper commented. “I still have my wedding ring somewhere...”

Attila, seemingly saddened by the comment, focused his attention on opening anther beer.

“So, Ash, what did you do for a job?  Jasper told me you were let go recently.”

“Road-kill clean up.” Ash grimaced inwardly at the bad memories.

“Damn!  Talk about shit work...” 

“The pay was decent.  The dead animals didn’t bother me much but the people did.”

“Yup, crappy co-workers are a bitch.” Attila attested.  Jasper looked at his nephew with genuine concern.  At least it wasn’t pity.

“What do you wish to do with your life, Ash?  I mean, I can’t imagine seeing you waste your youth and energy on menial jobs.” Jasper asked.

Ash had not given his future much thought.  Honestly, he was content to merely survive.  That’s all he had done  since he was five: survive.  He only loved one girl in his whole twenty-three years of existence.  She was long gone, though.  No hopes, no aspirations beyond sustenance.

“I don’t know.” He disliked being put on the spot.

“Don’t worry, kid.  You’re still young.  You got plenty of time to work things out compared to us geezers.” Jasper teased, trying to make Ash feel better.

“Geezer?” Attila scoffed playfully.  “Speak for yourself.  I was fine as hell in my 20’s and I still am to this day.”

“Sure, sure...” 

Ash nibbled on a carrot, savoring the ranch dressing it was dipped in. Content his nervous stomach would hold out, he added some wings to his plate.  He took a sip of the rich lager in his hand.  The sublime sensation of the frothy drink washed his taste buds with a bitter but pleasant wheat taste.  Jasper and Attila partook of their share of the meal as well.  The dogs gazed at the feast above their heads, longing for a bite.  Ash was enjoying himself so far.  Jasper was hospitable and Attila seemed like a nice guy.

“Getting ready for the big show?” Jasper asked Attila.  

“Yeah, I got to pick up a few things still.  I got the posters today from the print shop.  They look great.”

“Big show?” Ash asked, sucking his fingers clean of Buffalo sauce.

“Attila here owns a night-club.  A gothic-industrial one, to be precise.”  

“This band called Eldritch Enema is coming into town and they’ll be performing at my club.” 

“Eldritch Enema!  I love those guys!” Ash exclaimed.

“Really, now?” Attila smiled, “That’s cool.  Hey!  If you’re looking for a job, come by and see me downtown sometime this week.  I’m sure I can find something for you.”

“Thanks.  I appreciate it.” Ash was elated about the offer.  Night fell as the sun set in the west.

“Damn, I need to get going.” Attila mumbled, “Shouldn’t be out this late.  Especially with that animal or whatever on the loose.”

“It’s dangerous at night.” Jasper petted one of the dog’s heads. “I doubt those “witches” were responsible, regardless of what Clarkson says.”

“Don’t get me started on him!” Attila slammed down his beer in frustration. “He called my place up today saying I was to blame for the deaths, partially anyway.”

“What?  That’s insane.”

“No, that’s Calvin.”

“I heard about it in Cleveland.” Ash interrupted, “What’s this thing about teen witches?”

“Some local high school Satanists or what not.  Apparently, Calvin believes they are responsible.” Jasper said.

“No way!  How the hell could a couple of kids do something like this?” Attila asked.

“Who knows?”

They dropped the subject.

“Ash, come outside.  I got something to show you.” Attila called as he walked out the door.

Ash promptly followed.  Attila opened the trunk of his car, allowing Ash to look inside.  Various promotional materials for a live band performance filled the interior.

“Wow!  Sweet posters!” Ash marveled at the twisted and macabre artwork on the posters and flyers associated with the Eldritch Enema brand.

“You think so?  I was hoping you would say that.  It’s going to be a great show.”  Attila closed the trunk and walked to the driver’s side.  “I’ll be seeing you around, kid.  Watch Jasper for me, alright?  He hasn’t been doing so well lately.”

“What’s wrong?” Ash was confused by Attila’s words.

“He’s been very sick.  The doctors are not sure what it is and Jasper ain’t saying a peep.  I respect his privacy either way but watch out for the man, okay?”

Ash nodded, trying to alleviate Attila’s concern.  

“Where’s your club located?”

“Down on West Main Street.  Look for a sign that says “The Grotto”.  It’s near an old factory.  You can’t miss it!”

He did not know Jasper had a chronic illness but it did explain his physique and complexion.  Attila got in his car, bidding Ash and Jasper farewell.  He pulled out of the driveway and on to the road, disappearing around a bend of dormant trees.  Ash went back inside to find Jasper beginning to clean up.

“Hey, I can help with that.” he offered.

“Very kind of you.  Are you finished?”

“Still working on it.” 

“No problem.  I’ll put away the other stuff.”  It did not take long to clean up the dining area.  Raini and Stormi were treated to a few scraps.

“Come, I will show you to your room.” Ash got up to grab his bag as Jasper joined him shortly.  Going up the wooden stairs, they were led into a narrow hallway.

“The room first to your right is yours.  Feel free to get comfortable and relax.  There’s a small television in there and you can hang your clothes in the closet.  The guest bathroom is on your left.” Jasper pointed to an open door across from his room.

“Where’s your room?” Ash asked.

“At the end of the hall.  You can knock if there is an emergency.  Mind Raini and Stormi, though.  They get a little protective of where I sleep.”

“Who?”

“Oh, I forgot to introduce you to them.” Jasper turned to face the two spotted, prick-eared dogs.  “The male with the blue collar is Raini and the female with the purple collar is Stormi.”

The tall dogs were sitting on the floor, panting and seemingly not acknowledging their existence.

“Beautiful dogs.  Where did you get them?” Ash marveled at the creatures.

“They were littermates I got off some old woman who couldn’t care for them anymore.  She gave them to me a week before she died.”

Ash noticed the female, Stormi, was giving him an intense glare.  Eye contact was a no-no in the animal world unless there was a potential for violence.  He couldn’t help but stare back into the light blue eyes.  Stormi pulled back her lips and snarled.  Raini looked unsure and walked away nervously.  Jasper snapped at Stormi with his fingers and she immediately backed off and went to follow her brother.

“Strange dogs.  Stormi is the temperamental one, but she never seems to follow through on threats.  Raini is more friendly but can be skittish.” Jasper continued.

Ash had never stayed with a family that had pets.  There was a mangy stray he befriended one time.  Mr. Whitaker ended up shooting it.  He said it was best to “put it out of its misery.”  The Jenkins had a cat but it mostly stayed outdoors and wandered the neighborhood until it was time to eat.

“Good night, Ash.  I’m gonna turn in myself.” Jasper walked down the hall towards his bedroom; his dogs at his heels.

“Same.  Good night.”

Ash was interested in getting unpacked and resting.  After unloading his clothes and putting them in the closet, he looked over the few treasured possessions he had.  Besides his CD binder, Ash unearthed his Eldritch Enema album collection.  He ran his index finger over their debut album from 1992, Killer Kilauea.  The name was an allusion to the band’s Hawaiian origins.  He placed the CD inside his portable CD player, placing the earphones over his head.  Pressing the play button, the ominous album intro funneled into his ears.  Sliding underneath the clean sheets, Ash closed his eyes and drifted off into the darkness.
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Wolf and Serpent
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Terrible harbingers swallowing the world

Inside, something festers  

Fangs gnashing against bone and flesh

Deeper in the blood destiny entwines in catastrophe

Bastards of the Fenris-kin

They hunger in the shadows

Their brilliant glow betraying them in the night
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Chapter 4
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The smell of bacon filled Ash’s nostrils as he walked down the stairs into the sitting area.  Across from him, he saw the dining table filled with fresh fruit, bacon, eggs, and hotcakes.  Two empty plates were set aside one another with silverware.  He wasn’t comfortable with his new surroundings and co-habitants yet.  A walk would do him some good.

Opening the squeaky screen door, cool morning air provided a polarizing but welcome sensation compared to the stuffy warmth of the house.  The sky was overcast and a thick fog settled on the ground like a large blanket.  Ash walked barefoot on the grass, disturbing the fog and coating his feet in icy dew.  He took a left into the woods.  The trees were bare with the fiery remnants of leaves surrounding their bases.  The woods were fairly unremarkable in the Midwest, especially Ohio.  Without mountains and few water features, there was nothing that captivated a sense of peace and wonder besides the occasional pure meadow.  He had to make a pilgrimage to see the rusty waters of the town one day.

Ash found some disturbed leaves and shrubbery, along with some hoof and boot-prints.  Jasper didn’t mention any neighbors around.  A ravaged deer on a felled log lay near a small fire patch.  Tracks in the damp earth and trash indicated the signs of poachers.

Ash had dealings with them before when it came to getting rid of deer illegally hunted.  Most landowners let the corpses decompose at a safer location on the property, but others would call the fish and game authorities and have it disposed of after investigations.

He checked to make sure there wasn’t anyone following him.  Poachers could range from the ignorant and lazy hunters, to drug addicts looking to trade meat and trophies.

He noticed Raini and Stormi playing by the rose bushes.  They seemed content to chase each other around, tongues lolling in excitement.  The two didn’t notice Ash going back inside the house.  Ash was once again greeted with the scent of delicious breakfast.  He had to tell Jasper what he saw.

“Hey, uh, looks like you got a poaching problem on your land.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Jasper sat and took a sip of hot tea. “They start up this time of year.  Raini and Stormi usually deter them but every now and then, they slip through.”  

“Do you know who they might be?”

“I have a suspicion they are most likely some poor souls looking for a way to get their next fix.  Other times, I think they are connected with some drug gang or something.”

“Gang?”

“There’s been rumors of a white supremacy group setting up shop over the past year.  They are assumed to be responsible for more aggressive drug dealing in the area.”

Jasper laid a newspaper in front of him.  The Rust Springs Current had a back article concerning the increased drug activity in the city.  There was reference to the front-page article, concerning the recent killings.

“And the police have nothing?” 

“No.  Not a thing.”

The article suspects that drugs linked the murders, possibly between rival dealers.  It was an unusual phenomenon for a small town.  Ash took a bite of the eggs on his plate.

“It’s indeed odd.  Rust Springs is not a big city and has never been a huge drug area.  But times are changing and people are looking for ways to make ends meet.  It’s not the big manufacturing hot-spot it used to be.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“There’s nothing anyone can do.  Everything is speculation and heresy.” Jasper droned, seemingly growing bored of the conversation.  Ash finished off the rest of his food and headed into the small kitchen to clean his dish.

“Got any plans for today?” Jasper asked, picking at some bacon.

“Thinking about exploring downtown, possibly find some places that are hiring.” Ash rinsed the warm water over his plate.

“Don’t forget to follow up with Attila.” 

Ash ran upstairs to clean up and put on the nicest clothes he could find from the closet.  He grabbed his wallet and hurried back down stairs.  

“Need any money for gas or food?”

“I should be fine.” Ash patted his pocket.

“Okay then.  Good luck!” 

Ash walked out to his car.  The dogs followed him out, giving his backside a sniff.

“Stop!  I can’t have dog drool on myself while I look for jobs.” 

The dogs stopped in their tracks, watching him get in his car and drive away.  Ash followed the road back to the interstate where he headed straight for downtown into greater Rust Springs.  The business district was fairly empty for a Saturday morning.  The remains of old industrial mills and factories lingered around like memories of another time.  Newer skyscrapers and complexes overshadowed their predecessors.  Ash parked on the street, a few blocks where he remembered Attila’s club was located.

“Coming soon!  The future home of the Rust Springs Technology Initiative Center.” a sign read on a fairly new looking office building.

Ash looked inside the modern concrete and glass structure.  It was vacant sans a few furnishings.  He found another banner on the pane promoting Rust Springs as “a city for the 21st Century”.  The transference of a former manufacturing power into a new-fangled technology hotspot was understandable to Ash.  The Internet was becoming a big deal for communications and commerce; it would make sense for a local government to attract such prospects in a poor economy.

Ash continued to walk Main Street, looking for hiring opportunities.  Although Attila offered him a job, Ash decided it was best to widen his application pool.  Within two hours, he received three applications from stores looking for help.  Ash found a little coffee shop, Fine Grinds, which would be an ideal place to fill out the paperwork and get a caffeine fix.  After finding a table and ordering a Reuben sandwich, he got to work.

“Did you hear about the developments concerning the murders?” a woman gossiped to her friend at a small table across from him.  Ash listened to the local chatter.  

“Yes, I heard about the forensics.  Rumor is they found both human and animal DNA at the scene.  Is the killer using animals for killings?” the friend, another middle-aged woman asked.

Ash grit his teeth, twirling his pencil in his hands.  He had to list his former employer as a reference.  Considering what he had done to get fired in the first place, he could not imagine having that discussion with a potential employer.  Ash crumpled the paper, taking himself out of the applicant pool.  He sighed and took a sip of his dark drip coffee.
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