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Book 1: Edward's Last Dance

Prologue




They say everybody's got a story.

Well, child, let me tell you about Edward Halcomb's story. Man lived to be ninety-four years old, died peaceful in his sleep at Golden Years Manor, room 6B. Natural causes, the death certificate read. Family said he'd lived a full life.

But that ain't the whole truth.

See, some folks just seem to have more lives than a cat. Edward was one of those people. Nine years old, falls through the ice on Miller's Lake - walks away. Sixteen, trapped in a barn fire - makes it out. Twenty-one, nearly gets pulled into factory machinery - survives without a scratch.

Again and again, for eighty-five years, Edward Halcomb walked away from things that shoulda killed him.

Lucky, people said. Blessed. Got a guardian angel watchin' over him.

But luck's got a funny way of workin', child. It don't just happen in a vacuum. And sometimes, when one person keeps gettin' all the good fortune, you gotta wonder where the bad fortune's goin' instead.

This here's the story of those eighty-five years. Every close call, every narrow escape, every time Edward Halcomb cheated what seemed like certain death.

It's a story about luck, and fate, and the price of survival.

But mostly, child, it's a story about what happens when the universe tries to balance the books.

And somebody's gotta pay.


Chapter 1: Ice Fishing 1938




Ice Lake, 1938

"You got your gloves?"

"Yeah, Mom."

"Hat too?"

"Yes, Mom."

"Don't roll your eyes at me, Edward. You catch pneumonia, I swear I'll tan your hide."

Edward Halcomb stood by the front door, boots too big, scarf crooked, and cheeks already red from excitement. His mother hovered like a worried hen, fussing with his coat collar, trying to smooth it down even though it popped right back up.

"I'm not gonna die out there, Mom. It's just fishin'."

"It's not just fishin'. It's February, and that lake's colder than a meat locker."

"Come on now, sis," Uncle Pete said from the porch, stomping snow off his boots. "You think I'd let your boy fall through? I've been fishin' that lake thirty years. That ice could hold a freight train."

She shot him a sharp look.

"You promise me, Peter Halcomb, you bring him back in one piece. No foolin' around."

"Cross my heart," Pete grinned. "We're gonna catch a mess of perch and be home before it gets dark. He'll be fine."

She turned back to Edward, kneeling so they were eye to eye.

"You listen to your uncle. No runnin', no leanin' near the holes, and if your feet get wet, you come back to the car. Got it?"

"Got it, Mom."

She looked like she had more to say but just pulled him in quick, arms tight around his coat.

"Alright. Go on then. But you come back to me."

Edward followed his uncle down the porch steps, snow squeaking under their boots. The truck was running, steam puffing from the exhaust, gear tossed in the back. Folding chairs, a tackle box, a thermos, and a lunch pail.

Pete handed Edward a peanut butter sandwich wrapped in wax paper.

"Don't let your mom drive you nuts."

"She worries too much."

"She lost your dad young. Folks carry that stuff around. You'll get it when you're older."

They drove in silence awhile, the radio crackling with static and jazz. Snowbanks lined the road like frozen waves. Trees leaned heavy with ice, everything looking still and half-asleep.

"You ever ice fish before?" Pete asked.

"Nope. First time."

"Ain't much to it. Drill, sit, freeze your tail off, maybe catch something with gills."

Edward smirked. "Sounds great."

"It is. Just don't fall asleep or fart too loud, you'll scare 'em off."

They turned off onto a narrow road, barely cleared. Lake Odessa came into view, big and gray and quiet, like someone had taken the sky and laid it flat across the earth.

Pete pulled up by the trees.

"Alright, kiddo. Let's go catch lunch."

They hauled the gear out onto the ice. It was solid, the kind of solid you could feel in your boots.

Pete stomped once.

"Hear that? Music to my ears."

"It made a crack."

"Means it's thick. That noise means it's holdin' tight. You worry too much. You're turnin' into your mother."

Edward grumbled and set his chair down. The wind kicked up, sharp as a razor. He pulled his scarf tighter.

"Cold already?"

"A little."

Pete tossed him an extra pair of wool socks.

"Put these over your boots. Helps with grip. Keeps you warm too. Learned that one the hard way."

They sat in silence, lines in the water, the world around them still but not quiet. Wind moaned across the lake. Trees creaked in the distance.

"Me and your mom used to come here with Pop when we were kids," Pete said, eyes watching the hole. "Never caught a dang thing, but we came anyway."

"You miss him?"

Pete didn't answer right away.

"Yeah. Every day."

Edward nodded. He didn't really remember his father. Just a whiff of motor oil, a peppermint candy, maybe a laugh that stuck in his bones.

"You're a good kid, Ed," Pete said. "You're gonna do alright."

Edward didn't say anything. He just watched the frozen lake, wondering what lived underneath it.

The morning dragged on. And on. Pete caught two decent perch while Edward sat there watching his line disappear into the black water below. The hole looked like an eye staring back at him. Dark and deep and wrong somehow.

"I gotta take a leak," Pete announced around noon, already walking toward the shore. "Don't go anywhere."

Like there was anywhere to go.

Edward sat there on his overturned bucket, line slack in the water, wondering why fish were so dang stupid they'd bite a hook with a worm on it. Seemed obvious to him, you know? If something looked too good to be true, it probably was.

That's when he heard it.

A crack. Sharp and clean, like someone snapping a tree branch.

He looked down. The ice around his hole was spider-webbing, thin black lines spreading out like broken glass.

"Uncle Pete?"

But Pete was fifty yards away, back turned, doing his business behind a pine tree.

Another crack.

Louder this time.

Edward tried to stand up, but the bucket was frozen to his backside and when he jerked forward, everything went sideways. His feet slipped, arms windmilled.

And then the ice just... gave up.

The water hit him like a fist.

Cold doesn't even begin to cover it. This was something else entirely. This was cold that reached inside your chest and squeezed your heart until it forgot how to beat. Cold that turned your blood to slush and made your brain go fuzzy and stupid.

Edward sank like a stone.

He tried to scream, but water filled his mouth instead of air. Tried to swim up, but which way was up? Everything was black and freezing and wrong.

His lungs burned.

Then they stopped burning, which was somehow worse.

He was gonna die. Nine years old and he was gonna die in Lake Odessa because Uncle Pete had to take a leak.

That's when he saw him.

A man. Tall, wearing a dark coat that didn't seem to move with the water. Just standing there on the lake bottom like it was solid ground, like he was taking a casual stroll through the park.

Edward blinked, sure he was hallucinating. Had to be, right? People didn't just stand underwater like that.

But the man was still there. Looking right at him with eyes that seemed... sad, maybe? Or tired. Like he'd been waiting for something that never came.

The man tilted his head, studying Edward like he was trying to make up his mind about something.

Then he did the strangest thing.

He smiled.

Not a happy smile. Not mean either. Just... understanding, I guess. Like he knew something Edward didn't.

And then Edward was moving. Not swimming, not fighting his way to the surface. Just moving up through the water like someone was pulling him by an invisible rope.

His head broke the surface just as Uncle Pete started yelling.

"Eddie! Oh my Lord, Eddie!"

Pete was running across the ice, slipping and sliding, face white as the snow. Edward tried to grab the edge of the hole, but his fingers were too numb to work right.

"Hang on, boy. Just hang on."

Pete grabbed him under the arms, hauled him out of that black water like he was landing the biggest fish of his life. Edward flopped onto the ice like a half-dead perch, coughing up what felt like half the lake.

"Eddie, Eddie, you're alright," Pete kept repeating, his voice cracking. "Ice just broke. Wasn't your fault, son. Wasn't your fault."

Edward looked back at the hole.

The water was still and dark.

No man in the dark coat. No one standing on the bottom.

Just water.

"I saw..." Edward started, then stopped. What had he seen, anyway? "Nothing. I didn't see nothing."

Pete wrapped him in every blanket they had, loaded him on the sled, and dragged him back to the truck without another word. Drove home doing sixty on icy roads, which should've killed them both but somehow didn't.

Ma fussed over him for the rest of the day. Hot soup, dry clothes, worried hands checking his forehead every ten minutes.

"You're lucky to be alive," she kept saying. "Lucky, lucky boy."

But Edward didn't feel lucky.

The next morning, Ma had the radio on while she made breakfast. Edward was picking at his eggs when the news came on.

"...tragic accident yesterday in Millfield as eight-year-old Timothy Morse drowned in his family's bathtub. The boy apparently slipped while taking a bath and was unable to call for help. He was discovered by his mother approximately thirty minutes later. Doctors at Millfield General were unable to revive him. The accident occurred at approximately the same time as several other water-related incidents across the county..."

Edward's fork stopped halfway to his mouth.

Ma made those little tsking sounds she made when she heard bad news about kids.

"Poor little thing," she murmured. "Same age as you, Eddie. Makes you think."

Edward set his fork down. He wasn't hungry anymore.

He closed his eyes and tried not to think about the man in the dark coat.

And the way the man had looked at him, like he was supposed to come along.

Like it was Edward's time.

Until it wasn't.


The Barn Fire, 1945




Edward was sixteen and sick to death of being broke.

"You sure about this, Eddie?" Ma asked, standing in the kitchen doorway with her arms crossed. "Henderson's got a reputation."

"What kind of reputation?"

"The kind where boys work hard and don't always get paid what they're promised."

Edward shrugged. He'd heard the stories, but a dollar fifty a day was more than he'd make anywhere else in town. And Henderson needed help with his late hay. Work that couldn't wait.

"It's just a few weeks, Ma. I'll be fine."

She didn't look convinced, but they both knew they needed the money. Pa's been gone seven years now, and Uncle Pete could only help so much.

"You come home every Sunday," she said finally. "And if that man tries anything funny, you walk away. Money ain't worth getting hurt over."

"I know, Ma."

But Edward was already thinking about what he could buy with thirty dollars. Maybe some new boots. Maybe take Sally Morrison to the picture show.

Henderson's farm sat five miles outside town, down a dirt road that turned to soup when it rained. The old man was waiting on the porch when Edward walked up, spit cup in one hand, pipe in the other.

"You the Halcomb boy?"

"Yes sir."

Henderson looked him up and down like he was buying a horse.

"You look skinny. You strong enough for real work?"

"Strong enough."

"We'll see. Hay don't move itself, and I ain't paying you to stand around looking pretty."

Edward spent the first week learning just how right Ma had been about Henderson. The man worked him from sunup to sundown, barely gave him time to eat, and complained about everything from how Edward stacked the bales to how much water he drank.

But the work felt good. Made him feel like a man instead of a kid.

He bunked in the barn loft with Tommy Kowalski, a Polish kid from the other side of town who'd been working for Henderson all summer. Tommy was seventeen, built like a tree stump, and had opinions about everything.

"Henderson's a cheap bastard," Tommy said on Edward's third night, lying on his cot in the dark. "But he pays what he promises. That's more than most around here."

"You gonna work here next summer?"

"Hell no. Soon as I turn eighteen, I'm joining the Army. Get out of this town for good."

Edward didn't say anything, but he'd been thinking the same thing lately. The war was winding down, but there'd still be opportunities for guys like them. Guys who weren't afraid of hard work.

"You ever think about leaving?" Tommy asked.

"Sometimes."

"Where would you go?"

"I don't know. West, maybe. California."

Tommy laughed. "California. Listen to you. Might as well say the moon."

But Edward had seen pictures of California in magazines. Palm trees and beaches and cities that never slept. It didn't seem impossible. Just... distant.

Before they turned in that Tuesday night, Edward did his usual check around the barn. Ma had drilled it into him since he was little - always make sure things are safe before bed. He walked the whole bottom floor, checking every corner. No lanterns burning, no cigarette butts, no hay near the forge that Henderson sometimes used for repairs. Everything was cold and safe.

"You worry too much," Tommy called down from the loft. "Ain't nothing gonna happen."

"Better safe than sorry," Edward called back, climbing the ladder.

He was right to be careful. Henderson had a reputation for being cheap, but he wasn't stupid. A barn fire could ruin a man.

Edward settled into his cot, listening to Tommy's breathing even out beside him. The barn was quiet except for the usual nighttime sounds. Mice in the walls. Wind through the boards. Nothing out of the ordinary.

Nothing at all.

The fire started around midnight.

Edward woke up coughing. The air in the loft was thick and wrong, like breathing through wet wool. At first he thought it was just the heat. August had been brutal, and the barn held the day's warmth like an oven.

Then he smelled smoke.

"Tommy." Edward shook his bunk mate. "Tommy, wake up."

Tommy mumbled something and rolled over.

Edward sat up, fully awake now. Orange light was flickering through the cracks in the barn walls. Not lantern light. Something bigger.

"Tommy!" He shook harder this time. "Fire!"

That got Tommy moving. He sat up fast, eyes wide.

"Where?"

"Downstairs. I think."

But that didn't make sense. Edward had checked everything. There was nothing down there that could start a fire.

They could hear it now. That crackling sound fire makes when it's really going. Like someone wadding up newspaper, but louder. Hungrier.

Tommy scrambled to the loft window and looked down.

"Oh, hell. Eddie, we got a problem."

Edward joined him at the window. The whole bottom floor of the barn was glowing. Flames were already climbing the support posts, reaching up toward them like fingers.

"How?" Edward whispered. "There was nothing. I checked everything."

"Ladder," Tommy said. "We gotta get to the ladder."

But when they looked toward the loft opening, there was nothing but orange light and smoke. The wooden ladder was already burning.

"Window," Edward said. "We jump."

Tommy shook his head. "That's fifteen feet onto hard ground. We'll break our necks."

"Better than burning."

They stood there for a second, both thinking the same thing. This was bad. Really bad.

The smoke was getting thicker. Edward's eyes were streaming, and every breath felt like swallowing fire.

"We gotta try the ladder," Tommy said. "Maybe we can get past it."

"Tommy, that thing's on fire."

"You got a better idea?"

Edward didn't. So they crawled across the loft floor, staying low where the air was cleaner. The heat was incredible. Like opening an oven door with your face right there.

When they reached the loft opening, Edward could see the ladder was completely engulfed. No way they were getting down that way.

"Back to the window," he gasped.

They crawled back, but Tommy was moving slower now. Coughing harder.

"I can't," Tommy wheezed. "Can't breathe."

Edward grabbed him under the arms, tried to drag him, but Tommy was dead weight. And heavy.

"Come on, Tommy. We're almost there."

But Tommy had stopped moving. His eyes were closed, and his breathing was shallow and wrong.

Edward looked back at the window. Then at Tommy. Then at the window again.

He couldn't carry him. Tommy was too big, and Edward was already dizzy from the smoke. If he tried to drag Tommy to the window, they'd both die.

If he went alone, maybe he could get help. Maybe someone could save Tommy.

It was a lie, and Edward knew it. But it was the only choice he had.

"I'm sorry," he whispered to Tommy, and crawled toward the window.

The jump was worse than he'd expected. He hit the ground hard, something in his shoulder popping, but he was alive. He rolled away from the barn and lay there coughing, sucking in clean air.

When he looked up, he saw him.

A man standing about twenty yards away, watching the barn burn. Tall, maybe six and a half feet, wearing an expensive-looking dark suit that didn't have a single wrinkle despite the heat and chaos. His hair was perfectly combed, dark with touches of silver at the temples. Handsome in a way that seemed almost too perfect, like a movie star or a politician.

But it was his eyes that made Edward's stomach clench. Bright blue, clear as winter sky, and completely calm. Like watching a barn burn with a boy trapped inside was the most natural thing in the world.

Edward blinked, sure the smoke had scrambled his brain. But the man was still there, hands clasped behind his back, those blue eyes reflecting the firelight.

The man turned slightly, met Edward's gaze across the smoky yard.

And smiled.

Not cruel. Not happy either. Just... knowing. Like he understood something Edward didn't.

Then Henderson was yelling, and the volunteer fire department was clanging down the dirt road, and there were people everywhere. Edward lost sight of the man in the chaos.

They didn't get Tommy out until morning. By then, there wasn't much left to get.

Henderson kept shaking his head, talking to anyone who'd listen.

"Forty-three years I've been farming," he told the fire chief. "Never seen anything like it. No lanterns, no smoking, nothing that could've started it. That boy checked everything before bed, just like I taught him."

"Sometimes these old barns just go," the fire chief said. "Spontaneous combustion. Happens more than you'd think."

But Edward had seen the chief's face when he said it. Even he didn't believe that.

At the funeral, Tommy's mother kept crying and asking why. Why her boy and not the other one? Why couldn't they both have made it out?

Edward didn't have an answer.

But that night, lying in his own bed at home, he couldn't stop thinking about the man in the suit.

Those perfect blue eyes.

The way he'd been watching.

Like he'd been waiting for something.

Like he'd expected both boys to come out of that barn.

But settled for just one.


Chapter 5: The Hunting Trip, 1963




Edward was thirty-four and finally feeling like himself again.

Seven years since the train tracks, six years since he'd stopped drinking, and he'd managed to put together something that looked like a normal life. Married Beth Patterson in '58, bought a little house on Maple Street, got promoted to floor supervisor at the steel works.

Even managed to stop jumping every time he saw a tall man in a dark suit.

"You sure you want to go up there?" Beth asked, packing sandwiches into the cooler. "Ray's been talking about this trip for months. You know how he gets."

Edward grinned. "That's what makes it fun. Besides, when's the last time I had a weekend away from this place?"

Ray Hutchins had been Edward's best friend since high school. Big guy, loud laugh, and absolutely convinced he was the greatest hunter in three counties. Which might have been true, if you didn't count the fact that he hadn't actually shot anything bigger than a rabbit in ten years.

"Just promise me you'll be careful," Beth said, standing on her toes to kiss him goodbye. "I don't like the idea of you two running around the woods with loaded guns."

"Ray's been hunting since he was twelve. We'll be fine."

"It's not Ray I'm worried about."

Edward knew what she meant. Beth had heard the stories, same as everyone else in town. About Tommy Kowalski and the barn fire. About the factory accident that should have killed him. About the night he'd nearly gotten himself run over by a freight train.

People talked. They always did in small towns.

But Beth had married him anyway, which made her either very brave or very stupid. Edward preferred to think it was brave.

"I'll be back Sunday night," he promised. "With enough venison to last us through winter."

"I'll believe it when I see it."

Ray's truck was already loaded when Edward walked up. Rifles, ammunition, camping gear, and enough beer to float a battleship.

"Ready to do some serious hunting?" Ray asked, grinning like a kid on Christmas morning.

"Ready as I'll ever be."

They drove north for two hours, into the deep woods where Ray's uncle owned forty acres of prime hunting land. The leaves were just starting to turn, painting the hills in shades of red and gold. Perfect weather for hunting. Cool enough that the deer would be moving, warm enough that they wouldn't freeze their tails off sitting in a blind.

Ray's uncle had built a small cabin years ago, nothing fancy but it had a wood stove and enough bunks for a half dozen hunters. They unloaded their gear and spent the afternoon scouting, looking for signs of deer.

"Look at this," Ray said, kneeling next to a muddy patch near a creek. "Fresh tracks. Big buck, from the size of them."

Edward looked where Ray was pointing. The tracks were clear enough, but something about them seemed wrong. Too deep, maybe. Like whatever made them had been heavier than any deer Edward had ever seen.

"You sure those are deer tracks?"

"What else would they be? Come on, city boy. You've been working in that factory so long you forgot what the woods look like."

Maybe Ray was right. Edward had been spending most of his time indoors lately. Might be his eyes were playing tricks on him.

They set up their blinds before dark, about a hundred yards apart but still close enough to signal each other if they spotted something. Ray took the spot near the creek where they'd found the tracks. Edward positioned himself downwind, where the deer would likely pass if they came to drink.

The first morning was a bust. They sat from dawn until noon without seeing so much as a squirrel. Ray was getting antsy by lunchtime.

"Maybe we should try a different spot," he said, polishing his rifle for the third time. "Uncle Jimmy said there's a clearing about a mile north where he's seen some good-sized bucks."

"It's only been one morning, Ray. Give it time."

"Easy for you to say. You don't have a wife asking why you came home empty-handed again."

Edward understood that. Ray's wife Linda had been giving him grief about his hunting skills for years. This trip was supposed to prove he could still bring home the bacon, so to speak.

The second morning started better. Just after sunrise, Edward spotted movement through the trees. A doe, picking her way carefully toward the creek. She was beautiful, brown coat gleaming in the early light, moving like she was dancing.

Edward raised his rifle, then lowered it again. He'd never been much for shooting does. Something about it didn't sit right with him.

The doe must have sensed something, because she lifted her head and looked directly at him. For a moment, their eyes met. Then she bounded away, white tail flashing through the trees.

"Did you see her?" Ray's voice carried across the clearing.

"Yeah. Let her go."

"Let her go? What the heck's wrong with you?"

Before Edward could answer, he heard something crashing through the underbrush. Something big, moving fast.

A buck burst into the clearing, massive antlers spread wide, eyes wild with panic. It was running full out, like something was chasing it.

Ray's rifle cracked.

The buck stumbled but kept running, blood on its shoulder. Ray had winged it, but not enough to bring it down.

"I got him!" Ray shouted, jumping up from his blind. "Did you see that shot?"

Edward was about to congratulate him when he heard Ray's feet getting tangled in something. A root, maybe, or a vine.

Ray went down hard.

His rifle went off.

Edward felt something hot punch him in the side of the neck, just below his jaw. For a second, he thought someone had hit him with a baseball bat. Then he felt the wetness running down his shirt and realized what had happened.

He touched his neck. His fingers came away red.

"Oh God," Ray was saying, scrambling to his feet. "Oh God, Eddie, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

Edward tried to answer, but his voice wasn't working right. The world was starting to spin.

He sat down hard on a fallen log, pressing his hand against the wound. It was bleeding, but not gushing. That was good, right? If it was gushing, that would mean Ray had hit something important.

"How bad is it?" Ray asked, his face white as paper.

Edward moved his hand away and looked at the blood. A lot, but not enough to panic about.

"I think... I think it just grazed me," he managed.

Ray knelt beside him, hands shaking as he examined the wound. "Jesus, Eddie. Two inches to the left and it would have hit your jugular. You'd be dead."

Two inches.

Edward closed his eyes and tried not to think about how many times he'd heard those words. Two inches. A few seconds. A little bit closer. Always just enough to live, never quite enough to die.

"We need to get you to a doctor," Ray was saying.

"I'm okay. Really. It's just a scratch."

But as they walked back toward the truck, Edward couldn't shake the feeling that he was being watched. He kept looking over his shoulder, expecting to see something. Or someone.

The woods were quiet except for their footsteps.

Too quiet, maybe.

Like everything else was holding its breath.

They drove to the nearest hospital, where a tired-looking doctor cleaned the wound and put in six stitches.

"You're lucky," the doctor said. "Another inch or two and you'd have bled out before your friend could have gotten you here."

Lucky. There was that word again.

On the drive home, Ray couldn't stop apologizing.

"I don't know what happened," he kept saying. "I've been hunting thirty years and never had an accident like that. Never."

Edward believed him. Ray might not be the world's greatest hunter, but he was careful with his weapons. Always had been.

"These things happen," Edward said.

But he didn't really believe that either.

That night, Beth fussed over him like he was dying instead of sporting six little stitches. She made him soup and tea, fluffed his pillows, and generally treated him like an invalid.

"Promise me you won't go hunting with Ray anymore," she said.

"Beth, it was an accident."

"Promise me."

Edward looked at his wife's worried face and nodded. "I promise."

But as he was falling asleep, he heard the local news on the radio downstairs. Beth always listened to it before bed.

"...two hunting accidents today in neighboring counties. In Somerset County, a father and son were found dead after an apparent shooting accident. In Cambria County, a hunter was found shot to death in what police are calling a tragic mishap..."

Edward pulled his pillow over his head, but he could still hear the reporter's voice.

"Both accidents occurred during what officials say was an unusually quiet hunting season, with fewer deer spotted than in previous years..."

Fewer deer.

Like something had scared them all away.

Edward thought about the doe he'd seen that morning. The way she'd looked at him before running. Not afraid, exactly. More like she was trying to warn him about something.

And he thought about the buck Ray had shot at. How it had been running like something was chasing it.

Like something had been hunting the hunters.

Edward closed his eyes and tried not to think about bright blue eyes watching from the shadows of the forest.

Tried not to wonder what would have happened if Ray's aim had been two inches better.

But mostly, he tried not to think about how quiet the woods had been after the shot.

Like everything else had already gone away.

Like they'd known what was coming.


Chapter 6: The Cancer Scare, 1978




Edward was forty-nine and coughing up blood.

"It's probably nothing," he told Beth, wiping his mouth with a tissue. "Just a cold that won't quit."

But they both knew it wasn't nothing. You don't cough up blood for three weeks straight because of a cold. And you don't lose fifteen pounds without trying because you're under the weather.

"You're going to the doctor," Beth said, arms crossed in that way that meant the discussion was over. "Today."

Edward wanted to argue, but the truth was he was scared. The coughing had started small, just a little tickle in his throat. Then it got worse. And worse. Now he was waking up in the middle of the night, hacking until he couldn't breathe.

Dr. Morrison - no relation to Helen, thankfully, was a serious man who didn't believe in sugarcoating bad news.

"I'm going to be straight with you, Edward," he said after listening to Edward's chest. "This doesn't sound good. We need to get some x-rays, maybe a few other tests."

"What are you thinking?"

Dr. Morrison hesitated. "Could be pneumonia. Could be tuberculosis. Could be..." He didn't finish the sentence, but Edward heard the word anyway.

Cancer.

The x-rays came back two days later.

"There are shadows on your lungs," Dr. Morrison explained, pointing to dark spots on the films. "Multiple spots, actually. We need to do more tests to know for sure what we're dealing with."

Edward stared at the x-ray images. The shadows looked like storm clouds, dark and threatening.

"How long?" he asked.

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves. We don't know anything for certain yet."

But Edward could see it in the doctor's eyes. This was bad. Really bad.

The next week was a blur of tests. Blood work, more x-rays, something called a bronchoscopy that involved sticking a camera down his throat. Edward had never felt so poked and prodded in his life.

Beth held his hand through all of it, but he could see the fear in her eyes. They'd been married twenty years. She knew him well enough to recognize when he was scared, and that scared her even more.

"Whatever it is, we'll fight it," she said one night as they lay in bed. "You hear me? We'll fight it together."

Edward nodded, but he wasn't sure there was anything to fight. He'd seen what cancer did to people. His own father had wasted away to nothing before the heart attack finally took him. At least that had been quick.

The follow-up appointment was scheduled for a Friday afternoon. Edward took the day off work, which he never did. Beth cancelled her book club meeting. They sat in Dr. Morrison's office, holding hands and waiting for the worst.

"Well," Dr. Morrison said, walking in with a thick folder. "This is... unusual."

Edward's stomach dropped. "How unusual?"

"We ran the tests twice to make sure. The shadows on your lungs - they're gone."

"Gone?"

Dr. Morrison spread the new x-rays out on his desk next to the old ones. "Look for yourself. Two weeks ago, you had multiple masses in both lungs. Today, your chest is completely clear."

Edward stared at the films. The doctor was right. Where there had been dark spots before, now there was nothing but clear, healthy lung tissue.

"I don't understand," Beth said. "How is that possible?"

"Honestly? I have no idea. In thirty years of practice, I've never seen anything like it. Masses that size don't just disappear on their own."

"So he's okay?" Beth's voice was shaky with relief.

"As far as I can tell, he's perfectly healthy. But I'd like to keep monitoring him, just to be safe."

Edward nodded, but his mind was elsewhere. As they'd been talking, he'd noticed something through the office window. A man in a dark suit, standing in the hospital parking lot. Tall, perfectly still, watching the building.

Watching their window.

Edward blinked, and the man was gone.

"Edward?" Dr. Morrison was looking at him strangely. "Did you hear what I said?"

"Sorry. Just... trying to process all this."

"I said we should schedule a follow-up in six months. And if you start having any symptoms again - coughing, shortness of breath, anything at all - you come in immediately."

Edward agreed, but he wasn't really listening anymore. He was thinking about shadows that disappeared and men who shouldn't be there.

On the way home, Beth couldn't stop talking about miracles and second chances. Edward made the right noises, but his attention was on the radio.

"...unexplained spike in cancer diagnoses at Mercy General Hospital this month. Dr. Patricia Williams, chief of oncology, says the hospital has seen a thirty percent increase in new cases, primarily lung and throat cancers..."

Edward reached over and turned the radio off.

"Why'd you do that?" Beth asked.

"Just wanted some quiet."

But the quiet didn't help. Edward kept thinking about those shadows on his x-rays. How they'd looked almost alive, like they were moving from one scan to the next.

That night, he dreamed about the hospital. In the dream, he was walking down endless corridors, looking for something. Or someone. The halls were full of patients - people coughing, wheezing, struggling to breathe.

All of them had shadows on their lungs.

All of them looked like they were dying.

In the dream, Edward found himself in front of a window overlooking the parking lot. The man in the dark suit was there, standing under a streetlight. When he saw Edward watching, he smiled and tipped an imaginary hat.

Then he pointed at the hospital, like he was showing Edward something.

Edward woke up in a cold sweat.

The next morning's newspaper had a small item buried on page six: "Local Man Dies After Brief Illness." The man was forty-eight years old. Lung cancer. Diagnosed and dead within three weeks.

Edward read the article twice, trying to convince himself it was a coincidence.

But he'd learned not to believe in coincidences anymore.

Over the next few months, he kept track. Not obsessively, just... aware. The obituaries seemed fuller than usual. Lots of cancer deaths. People his age, mostly. People who'd been healthy one day and gone the next.

The six-month follow-up showed Edward's lungs were still clear. Dr. Morrison called it a complete recovery, though he admitted he still didn't understand what had happened.

"Sometimes the body surprises us," he said. "Sometimes people get better for reasons we can't explain."

Edward nodded and scheduled his next appointment.

But as he was leaving the hospital, he saw something that made his blood run cold.

A man in a dark suit, walking through the oncology ward like he owned the place. Tall, handsome, with those same bright blue eyes Edward remembered from thirty years of close calls.

The man looked up, met Edward's gaze through the window, and smiled.

Not a cruel smile. Not a happy one either.

Just... knowing.

Like he was keeping score.

Like the game was still going.

Edward hurried to his car, but he couldn't shake the feeling that he'd just learned something important.

Something terrible.

The shadows hadn't disappeared from his lungs.

They'd just moved to someone else's.

And that someone else - along with dozens of others - was paying the price for Edward's continued good health.

As he drove home, Edward couldn't stop thinking about what Dr. Morrison had said.

Sometimes people get better for reasons we can't explain.

But Edward was starting to understand the reason.

And it was worse than dying would have been.


Chapter 7: The Drowning Girl, 1984




Edward was fifty-five and supposed to be retired.

Not completely retired, mind you. The steel works had downsized in '82, and Edward had taken an early buyout rather than wait to get laid off. But he kept busy. Did some consulting work, helped Beth with her garden, and spent his Saturday mornings fishing at Miller's Pond.

Same pond where he'd nearly drowned forty-six years ago, though he tried not to think about that too much.

"You sure you want to go out there today?" Beth asked, looking out the kitchen window at the gray December sky. "Looks like it might snow."

"Fish bite better when it's cloudy," Edward said, loading his tackle box into the truck. "Besides, what else am I gonna do? Sit around the house and get under your feet?"

"You could help me put up the Christmas decorations."

Edward made a face. "I'll take my chances with the fish."

Miller's Pond was about what you'd expect in December - cold, quiet, and mostly frozen around the edges. But there was still open water in the middle, and Edward had learned over the years that winter fishing could be some of the best if you knew what you were doing.

He set up his chair on the little dock that the town maintained, got his line in the water, and settled in to wait. This was the part he liked best - the quiet, the solitude, the way the world seemed to slow down when you were fishing.

He'd been there about an hour when he heard the voices.

Kids, from the sound of it. Playing somewhere nearby. Edward looked around and spotted them - three children, maybe eight or nine years old, messing around on the ice near the shore.
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