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PROLOGUE

MAKING DEALS WITH the dead had to stop. 

Ever since Dalton had first met The Architect, his life moved like a cog in a rusted clock, ticking down the minutes to find the one who escaped what lived in the hollow. Dalton hoped this would be the last time he would meet with The Architect. The problem with peeking behind the curtain was the same as always—once seen, it could not be unseen. Curiosity becomes weaponized. From that moment on, you become a mechanism. 

As Dalton drove to the hollow, for what felt like the millionth time, he hoped The Architect would accept his best friend, Terrell, instead.

Knowing the perverted shit you’ve been up to, I wouldn’t even flinch.

It would be too easy to reach over his BMW’s center console and strangle the fat fuck. Despite the BMW’s large interior, Terrell’s body touched Dalton’s right arm, no matter how far he recoiled. His body odor stank of rotten fruit.  

Every meeting, Dalton gave himself a good ninety-five percent chance of survival. Tonight? More like fifty-fifty. Even the Xanax that usually turned his head into a balloon did little to calm his nerves.

Focus. Focus. Stick to the plan.

Once the sun set,lights of homes and trailers blinked out in the rearview, as if winking at him, saying, “Good luck, buddy.”Dalton’s headlamps hit the weathered sign welcoming him and Terrell to Shady Hills, in the heart of Florida. He let off the gas, creeping toward the hollow. Gravel crunched under the tires, striking the sides of his once pristine car. Red and orange leaves slapped the windshield, whipped around by an early winter breeze.

Old, massive oaks and birches flanked the dirt road they turned on. Remembering the lavender smell of his daughter’s hair, her infectious giggles, helped him focus.

Despite the car’s heating system, the cold crept in between his ribs, caressing his lungs, his heart. He caught himself staring at Terrell and looked away before his best friend noticed. The sound of Terrell’s lips smacking on the pastries made his stomach feel worse. Bile rose in his throat.

Enjoy your last meal.

A faint thump from a diseased heart pumped under the ground, playing an odd rhythm. His foot vibrated with the gas pedal.

Preparing himself, Dalton mentally checked off all the pain he’d suffered here: his wife’s death rattle; finding his brother hanging from a noose; what Terrell did with his daughter. All of them paled in comparison to having a meeting with what he called home.

Terrell threw a half-eaten Boston cream on the floorboard, spilling its contents down his three chins. Drops stained his black hoodie. “Yo. I hate Boston creams. Know what I’m saying?” 

“We’ll pick up another box on the way home.” The adult diaper under Dalton’s pants rustled, reminding him of the mess coming. Seeing The Architect made his intestines grumble. Dalton clenched his butt cheeks together and hoped for the best.

He brought the car to a stop in front of the hollow, hands and legs trembling, despite the Xanax.

Terrell will wig the fuck out when he sees it.

Illuminated by the car’s headlights, Terrell pointed to the opening of the forest. “Just what in sweet hell are we doing? Why is it so damn cold? This is Florida.”

“You’ll see.” Dalton kept the headlights on and got out of the car. Snow cut through his suit and jacket, sticking to his face, his lips. Licking them, he tasted old loamy earth.

Dead leaves and twigs crunched under his feet like the bones of tiny animals as they approached the opening of the hollow. Dalton saw the red glow in the center of the hollow, shrouded in moonlight. “Come on, Terrell. Let’s get this over with.” 

“I’m coming, I’m coming.” Terrell wandered through the night’s mist toward the opening of the hollow. “Man, I’d feel a lot better if you did this thing with me. We’ve been as thick as molasses pie since elementary school. Who’s waiting for us?” 

“You’ll see.”

“Fine. Won’t ask anymore,” Terrell said. All three of his chins swayed when he shook his head.

Dalton pointed to the hollow. “See the opening?” 

Terrell squinted. “Yeah.”

“Walk up to it, and when you see the fireflies, wait for The Architect.”

Terrell’s eyebrows rose. He scratched his head. “The Architect? Why would someone call themselves—?” 

“My good man, I can create anything,” The Architect said through the thickest and oldest British accent Dalton had ever heard. “My masterpiece is almost done, my lads.” 

While clouds hid the moon, Dalton could barely make out The Architect waiting in darkness, so his memory filled in the rest. He looked as if he’d just finished a hard day on Wall Street, circa 1920, with mutton chops and a bowler hat to top it off. His body shook, as though he were warped celluloid played on a dusty, old projector.

Like each meeting, Dalton’s left eye twitched, the migraine soon to come.

I can do this.

The Architect approached them, splitting the grass below his feet. Reality bowed, faintly shimmering around him. Something deep in the hollow had pressed Play, and all Dalton could see were those double pupils, rolling in their oily sockets. Tiny black rivers ran from the corners, tracing geometry across a face as pocked and scarred as the moon which kissed it. 

Bringing his hands together in a steeple, The Architect stopped in front of Terrell. A switchblade smile cut his face, reminding Dalton of an artist’s flip-book in motion. “What do we have here, my lad?”

Dalton cleared his throat, pushing the acid back down. “I—I need more time to find Harold’s dad. While I’m searching,” Dalton motioned to Terrell, “you’ve got him instead.” 

Terrell’s jaw dropped. “The hell you doing, Dalton?”

“You disappoint me, Dalton Gladen, but let’s see what you brought,” The Architect said, approaching Terrell. “Come to me, my lad. Let’s have a look at you.” Three hundred pounds of Terrell rose from the ground, until he was nose to nose with The Architect. He grabbed him by the throat, lifting him higher into the air.

Kill him.

The forest’s wildlife and insects fell silent. Dalton could only hear The Architect and Terrell.

Terrell’s hands went to his neck as he choked. “It—it hurts. Stop. Please.”

“It hurts?” The Architect cocked his head. “Pain is just one of my hobbies. A hobby the world will soon know.” 

The Architect placed his right thumb on Terrell’s forehead, just above where his eyebrows met. “Your spine was crushed in two places. Your hips, shattered. A few years ago, yes?” 

Terrell managed a nod.

Dalton tried to move, to breathe. Nothing.  

The Architect licked his cracked lips. “Your nerves smell sweet, indeed.” Small pieces of rusted barb wire grew over his teeth, splitting his cheeks. A few barbs stuck out from below his eyes, teasing the air as they grew toward Terrell’s face.

“Dalton. Help,” Terrell managed.

The Architect’s fingers caressed Terrell’s face, wiping away tears. “I know where every nerve in your body starts and ends. Those pathways,” His barb wire maw spun in a circle, like heavy machinery, “they know so, so much.” 

God, I hate that sound.

Sparks flew as the barb wire smashed together, forming a sawblade that whirred to life, sending sleeping birds from their nests. Metal cutting metal echoed off the massive oaks and birches. The Architect’s face split as the blade came out. Dalton strained to hear The Architect’s words over the din.

“Whether they’re in your spine, your teeth, your intestines—I will find each and every one of them. Once I string them around your spine, you will be my new cello.” The Architect leaned in close to Terrell’s ear, mouth whirring faster. Black oil splashed Terrell’s face. “My lad, you will sing.” 

The Architect shoved a hand into Terrell’s mouth, and Dalton tracked its progress on the way down, relishing every moment. “After I’m done playing you, I’ll wipe that cesspool you call a mind, and you’ll forget me, which is for the best, so that we may start again.” He yanked a handful of fat from the depths of Terrell and flung it to the ground. A wet plop echoed through the hollow. Flies hummed. Steam rose from the pile, making Dalton retch.

Distress scrunched Terrell’s face. His hand went to his chest.

“Not yet. That’s too easy. Here, let me help,” The Architect said, removing his hand. “Even better, my boy, I have another use for you in this game Dalton is playing.” The Architect gazed at Dalton, his eyes a blur. Everything grew darker.

Dalton blinked and The Architect was mere feet from him, Terrell floating just behind.  

With a flourish, The Architect released Dalton. He dropped to the ground, his hands breaking the fall.

“Where is Harold’s father, Dalton Gladen?” The Architect reached down, grabbing Dalton’s chin and angling it up. “Your friend’s father escaped us and is causing proper hell!” Each word sounded like silverware scraping a slate table; the barb wire began grinding together again.

The Architect leaned in close, until Dalton could smell the rotten things trapped in that hole which sucked the air from his lungs. Grabbing Dalton’s head and angling it just right, he inched the saw’s blade closer to the corner of his eye. The blades whined in protest.

Dalton blinked as black oil splattered his face. It smelled of burning tires. “I need a new grand piano. I miss hammering on nerves.” 

“No. I—I’m friends with his son—”

“You are not listening.” 

Dalton felt the grip on his skull tighten, pulling him closer toward a dim light flickering in The Architect’s throat.

“I’ll get him. Don’t,” Dalton said.

The Architect paused. “Are you certain? Would you like to see my garden? It’s in bloom when the moon hits it just right.”

“I don’t want to see. Just give me time. Please.”

“Remember why they call me The Architect, Dalton Gladen. I’ve made a god that slumbers under the very earth beneath us. I will wake it. You will serve it, my good man.”

Rusted steel kissed the corner of Dalton’s eyeball, sending a lightning bolt through his head, the spikes shredding and scooping it out. As the blade dug into the bone, Dalton’s skull and jaws vibrated. Warm blood ran down his cheek, frozen by the time it reached his chin.

Fireworks went off in Dalton’s head as he screamed his throat raw. He could feel his heartbeat in what was left of his eye and its socket. It beat in time to the infernal heartbeat of what The Architect was making beneath the ground.

The Architect let go of him, licking the barbs. Pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, he dabbed his brow. “Should you fail to bring him forth to us in three days, I will give your daughter a proper showing of my garden. Let her touch her grandfather’s face as it blooms.”

Dalton shook his head, instantly regretting it. A dull thud, like a clock, ticked the minutes he had left away inside a hollow eye socket.

The Architect pressed his fingers to Dalton’s lips. “I will have the people of this town breaking that door of your precious mansion down, changed, and hungry for you. We need him back to us!” 

With care, The Architect composed himself. He placed his gloved hands into his vest’s pockets, hands that were capable of magic. Of anything. He straightened his tie, twitching and writhing with spiders. “Now, if you will excuse me, we both have a lot of work to do. You have letters to send to the people of Shady Hills. Divide and conquer is a good way to start. Should you fail, you will know my skills as a pianist, and so will your friend, Harold.” 

Another flash of his smile, and The Architect, along with Terrell, disappeared.

Dalton, finally, shit his pants.

Back at his BMW, Dalton slipped inside. The dome light dimmed like the fireflies that followed The Architect back into the hollow.

He texted his daughter, I love you, then shut his cell phone off.

At least she’s out of state.

“Fuck it. Let Harold deal with it. He should have left me back in Iraq, anyway.” After all, it was Harold’s dad that escaped, not his.

Dalton pulled his Glock out of the glove compartment. He pulled the slide of it back, loading a round into the chamber. I know if he can escape this shithole, I can, too.

He stuffed the barrel into his mouth, and, once he pulled the trigger, exited this world the same way he came into it. In darkness.


CHAPTER 1

COVERED IN SWEAT from the nightmare, Harold rose out of bed, gasping for air. Like the doctor at the Veterans Affairs taught him, he scanned the room to bring him back to the familiar. Faint pinpricks moved up and down useless legs. It did little to help, much like the doctor’s advice to write letters to the families of the fallen soldiers he had served with back in Iraq. 

They’re dead. Nothing I write can change that.

Popping some Xanax and shaking his head helped clear the illusion of sand, and the little girl he tried to save. He watched the ceiling fan—no, helicopter blades. Faintly, he could see her body jumping with each round that hit her.

Enough. You’re home now. Get control of yourself, Marine.

Home. Smack dab in the armpit of America: Shady Hills, Florida. He lived in a double-wide that wasn’t much to look at in a neighborhood that had seen better days. Even those who lived there weren’t exactly the cream of the crop. Heroin and fentanyl flowed as freely as its rivers, depositing dirty needles and overdosed druggies on their banks.

As the past dissipated, he took in the nicotine-stained walls that boxed in his soiled mattress. A weathered chest of drawers, older than dirt, leaned against the wall, atop it the last family photo taken before his wife left him. Too much anger, too much silence, and, especially, too much alcohol.

That was a long time ago, but Harold and Time didn’t get along so well. Every moment from Iraq etched lines across his permanently sunburned face; even now he could feel the memories infecting him. He stared at the picture of his son, Dale, waiting for it to center him.

“Dale?” Harold said, and stretched, taking in the pleasant smell of the oleanders that wafted through the crack in his window. It did little to soothe his shaking hands.

The sixteen-year-old showed up in the doorway, carrying a thick book on human biology. With his ex-wife’s help, Harold hoped they could put him through medical school.

“Morning. Want some breakfast?”

Dale’s hair hid his features; Harold could barely spy the grimace. Dale said something, too quiet to hear, but he knew it was directed at him.

His son just swayed where he stood, looking somewhat anxious. “Whatever will make the weekend pass faster so I can get back home to Mom.”

Harold could feel the weathered fabric of his heart tearing.

I’m not that man anymore. When will he see that?

Angling his body toward the edge of the mattress, Harold pulled his wheelchair close.

Something is missing.

Looking down on the dirty floor, Harold saw his life all at once: stubs from the disability checks, his little U.S. Marine Corps flag, empty bottles of booze. They served as a reminder of what would happen if he fell off the wagon.

Harold turned his attention back to Dale. After today, he’d be back with his mother. He hated those empty days when his thoughts were consumed with his boy. 

God how I’ll miss you.

Dale mumbled, “Let’s just get it over with.”

“Well, give me a second.” Harold slid into the rusted wheelchair.

Ever since his mom talked to him about me, it’s like I don’t know him anymore. What I did. Why we’re not together.

Harold mussed Dale’s hair and he recoiled.

Don’t go too fast.

Harold cleared his throat. “We’re going to make the best waffles today. I found a new recipe on the Internet.” 

It’s a wonder your mom lets me see you at all.

Again, Dale’s sullen face was behind a curtain of bangs. “Yeah.” 

“Okay. Let’s go make some waffles.”

Maneuvering the wheelchair out of the bedroom and into the hall proved easier with coffee in his system. Without it, he did his best. By the time they made it into the hallway, a sharp pain shot up Harold’s left side where the colostomy bag attached to his guts. Little drops of the contents leaked out the side, landing on the floor.

Not another infection.

“I have to go to the bathroom. Be right back.”

“Fine,” Dale said. He clutched the book harder, gripping the spine as though trying to break it.

Harold rolled as fast as he could down the hallway’s warped linoleum floor. Holes in the walls from where he had put his fist through flanked him. Getting the wheelchair into the bathroom wasn’t easy, the modest room being too small. The right wheel closed the door, while the left wheel got stuck between the toilet and rusted sink. The morning sun’s rays illuminated a shower curtain covered in black mold.

“Son, I’m okay. Just stuck is all.”

Dale started pounding on the door. “Now I have to babysit you? Christ, Dad. You’re a mess.” 

The sound of his fists beating on the door let the bad memories reenter his mind. Instead of being in a bathroom, he was running for the Black Hawk, carrying that little girl, when the bullet hit his back.

“It’s okay, Dale. Be out soon.”

The bullet hit his back all over again, shattering his spine. He remembered wiggling his fingers, moving his head, trying to make his toes move too, as his fellow soldiers pulled him away. The crack of the insurgent’s AK-47 killed them.

As they had dropped him, he’d chanced a look behind him, saw the girl missing the top of her head, and right then the madness took hold of him for good. He could only watch as her tiny body jumped as each bullet struck her.
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