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for childhood friends, and the far unlit unknown


I am terrified by this dark thing

That sleeps in me;

All day I feel its soft, feathery turnings, its malignity.

—Sylvia Plath, Elm


PROLOGUE

A FIGURE WALKS with grim determination through the dark heart of a silent graveyard. Mindful of her surroundings, she searches, cloaked beneath a canopy of midnight clouds, for one marker in particular. She is young, still a girl really, barely twenty-one, yet she moves between the shadowy tombstones as though completely at home. As if this is where she has always belonged. Home amongst the bones. 

So, what am I told?

She finds the marker she is looking for, the one she’s dreamed of in nightmares—WINTERMUTE—and kneels at the grave. She brushes debris away from the footstone: dried dead leaves, a condom wrapper, a willow tree seedpod.

What lies under the ground becomes instantly aware, currents running through its decomposed husk. It tenses and listens for her, eye sockets agape. Its fleshless jaws widen to scream . . .

The young woman catches it in time. “Shhh,” she whispers. “I’m here. They wouldn’t let me out.”

Lips gnashed and gone, finger bones worn away, it shudders in dread anticipation within its clawed coffin inside the grave.

“Sleep,” the woman says, passing a hand over the long-sunken burial mound, and the release begins.

The human shell goes limp in the earth, folding inward on itself. Begins to break down, the magic’s hold slipping. “Thank God,” it croaks thickly from somewhere deep in its putrefied throat, through more than a dozen years of madness and rot. “Hold me. Oh, God. Thank God.” It starts to disintegrate, slowly at first, faster, crumbling into dust and chunky fragments with a final exhalation of relief.

It is done.

Mrs. Wintermute rests in eternal repose—fifteen black, hellish years after her death. After her rebirth.

The woman stays crouched and reaches for the small brown seedpod. She rolls it between her fingers, jarring it awake, cupping it. Opens her hand. The seed has cracked and has begun to sprout on her palm. She puts it into the ground and covers it with cemetery dirt. Standing up, she looks down in the darkness.

A tiny spear struggles to break through the soil. She coaxes it into life, willing it. At last she turns away, gazing at the ruins of the ancestral mansion high in the woodland overlooking town. She watches it with the palest of gray eyes. Shaw-Meredith House squats blind and still, engulfed by ivy, roof half-collapsed now, its entranceway an empty gaping hole.

 . . . Occupied again.

Although derelict, a solitary light is burning in one of the glassless windows, she can see, where once she cowered on a window seat bench as a frightened six-year-old child. Only she isn’t a child anymore. Yet a nightfall wave of cold sweeps down and over her, an unexpected terror which comes suddenly and then passes. Her hand trembles as bright anger rises. A bitterness which has been simmering for years and years inside her, for all things lost.

She touches the small keepsake vial she wears on a black cord around her neck, a vial containing the last, vestigial ash remains of her dead mother. The feel of it calms her, stops her hand from shaking. She turns toward a noise.

The weeping willow atop Mrs. Wintermute’s grave mound has shot up eight to ten feet—a year’s worth of growth already—its branches splitting off, longish silver and olive-green leaves lancing out and dropping, bark furrowing while the roots take hold and spread to cocoon the casket below. She strokes the tree, slowing it, regulating its life force. Then she regards the house once more.

I’m flying, mother, thinks the young woman. Look at me go. Flying at last.

***

Meanwhile, a shape reclines naked and profane upon a great stone chair within the derelict mansion in the woods. It feels the girl’s presence below, senses her meddling: the night music is gone, the buried woman’s sweet torment and titterings ended. No more wails to be had—

The feminine form touches herself and shudders deliciously upon her sculpted throne of mortar and bones.

She knows the girl can see other worlds; observing them even as they observe back. Knows the immense threat the girl poses. She stretches and stands, urinates down bare legs. Dripping in exhilaration, this creature’s wildish floor-length hair lifts and swirls about her as she begins her scheming.

Holding intercourse with the dead.

She calls on something then, calls it forth from some ink-black place into birth, and listens with leering smile as it shrieks out miserably at its own hopeless fate in the darkness of the ruin’s attic above.

“My darling,” she coos to her risen pet. “Come to me.”

***

The woman in the graveyard pauses, milk skinned, chestnut locks whipping with the sudden raw breeze that has sprung up. She feels the shard of ancient hand-stained glass as it shimmers and hums low inside the bag slung over her shoulder, hears a distant wrenching scream—from somewhere inside the falling house, she is certain now.

I know you.

Shivering, she heads back the way she came, to where her vehicle is parked. Near the cemetery’s edge she starts visibly and sways in her tracks: a visitor is blocking the path. Holding her breath, she stares at the dead boy before her, stares through him, and the others, too. Pale children appearing, their bodies ripped, mottled with insect bites, horrifically disfigured. Waiting for her. A gaunt, eyeless teenage girl comes to the front, bled out, clothing soiled, her white lips pressed together and her throat slashed a wicked bright red. A spider races from one eye socket up into her blood-tangled hair. They move nearer. Finally the woman’s breath releases in a rush. “Go. Do not linger here.”

The dead hesitate, hollow gazes flicking warily to the dark manse above.

“I’m on my way,” she continues. “Fast as I can.” They shuffle and draw back, dispersing by degrees. Fading into grayish nothingness. When they are out of sight, she speaks over her shoulder toward Shaw-Meredith House: “And you. I’ll be back for you. Wait.”

She gets into her car and drives south, headlights ablaze, hands flexing on the steering wheel. Jittery. The young woman tries in vain to control them. She has already become sickened, easily fatigued. Yet the earth trembles, and roadkill begins to vibrate on the blacktop as she passes by, begins to convulse and try to rise on twitchy, unsteady legs, as if being drawn upright on invisible pulsating strings in her wake.


1

POLICE WERE CALLING him “Mr. Vespers”, and the online muckraking sites, the Illinois rags, even a few of the bigger newspapers had followed suit: a serial killer who talked to his own variation of God, chanted psalms over his butchered victims before receding into the night. 

It’d begun with the disappearance of pets from yards, dogs mostly, going missing down around the South Reach Mids, the extreme southernmost fringes of town. Turning up tortured and lifeless afterward. Soon, this had progressed to children.

Three kids dead so far and counting, two more of unknown whereabouts still.

Katie Franklin had followed the story from within the walls of her prison at that time, the Ransom Mental Health Facility—formerly the Ransom Sanitarium for the Criminally Insane, back in the high old days of lunacy reform—where she found herself involuntarily committed by the state of Maine after her father’s tormented heart had finally given out on him. The headline floating there on the staff-monitored, activity ward computer screen froze her blood when she first glimpsed it.

RITUALISTIC KILLINGS IN BLACKWATER VALLEY, ILLINOIS, WHERE MYSTERIOUS DEATHS TOOK PLACE A DOZEN YEARS AGO

The article itself told of unexplained vanishings and murdered teenagers in and around the Val, from the Crown on down to the Mids, including county hamlets like Davis Junction and Ogletree farther south. It hinted vaguely at how the killer had blinded each victim before dispatching them with a long-bladed knife of some kind, but made it clear that further details of the unsolved crimes were being withheld.

Katie languished under her forced institutionalized psychiatric care (court ordered by a judge) until her twenty-first birthday. Her mother had died young, so she was all alone. Orphaned. No other living relations. And she’d been foolish enough to speak aloud in front of the wrong people about certain things, the things only she could see and hear—anomalies which had plagued her since early childhood, in fact, throughout all her years on this earth.

During her mandated stay at Ransom she was diagnosed with adolescent schizophrenia and depression, even an eating disorder.

The latter due, possibly, to the way she spooned the toasted oat pieces out of her Lucky Charms at the long table in the women’s dining hall. Eating these first; saving the soggy marshmallow bits and her sweetened milk for last. When she had no cereal, Katie sometimes poured her milk over crunchy chow mein noodles in a bowl for breakfast, all snuck in for her without the nutritionist’s knowledge.

Twice she endured courses of electroconvulsive shock therapy while confined at the hospital. Together with the medications, the ECT was supposed to help treat her depression.

But once she got wise to the doctors and their methods and mechanisms, began navigating her way around their tests and their invasive lines of questioning, she started to deceive them. Telling them what they wanted to hear, pressing at their minds ever so slightly, so that there would be no additional meds or “treatments.”

Already having a room to herself, she soon went from sleeping on a low iron bed and bare mattress to having actual bedding: crisp striped linen, and a foam pillow, with a quilted blanket made by one of the lesser mentally disturbed patients. Eventually Katie was cleared to work in the kitchen, and in the laundry. She witnessed the loneliness and despair of the psychotic disorder unit in which she lived, learned to keep this at bay while interacting with the nurses and health facilitators and the other female inmates. She participated in group, learned names and faces around her. Learned the game, and played it well. She learned their tricks. Became a trickster herself when necessary.

And she never spoke again of those bizarre anomalies. Never showed them she was different in any way.

She kept the predators away from her in the same fashion, pushing their minds in different directions when they got too close, impressing her will upon theirs until they retreated in confusion and unease.

When she could, Katie helped some of the more unfortunate lady Bedlamites on the ward, reducing their emotional suffering and fitful midnight tremors for them, healing bruises caused by restraints. She quickly became adept at avoiding the surveillance cameras used to monitor communal areas and various seclusion rooms.

Every night, in her dreams, she experienced the graveyard corruption and howls of Mrs. Wintermute, memories of the Val flooding her nighttime thoughts. All this while mourning the death of her father . . . alone, and in silence.

Katie found herself becoming hypervigilant, aware of everything going on around her, even as she slept. Her special abilities were honing themselves up, a latent power developing within her, altering her, growing more terrifying by each passing hour.

One day she received a letter from Palm Clemency, now Chief of Police in Blackwater Valley, Illinois, asking how she was. Asking for her to come west and visit him when she was able.
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