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Chapter One

THE CAR ACCELERATED.

From the corner of his eye, Teddy watched the speedometer’s numbers creep past seventy on a winding country road posted at thirty. Tires squealed across uneven pavement and frost heaves, but he barely felt the jolts. The drive was eerily smooth, as though the car was gliding just above the ground instead of traveling over tar. Then the man in the ski mask behind the wheel banked left and the illusion ended. Gravity tossed Teddy against the front passenger’s door. The car shook with a guttural ka-thunk, proof of the wheels striking a rut. Wind shrieked around the car. At first, Teddy thought the scream had come from him, but his lips, like most of his body, were paralyzed.

The car shot into a snow squall. The world went dark around him.

Frozen until the next second, when his cheek hit the cool glass, even Teddy’s thoughts came with difficulty. The man sitting directly behind him in the black sedan’s backseat, a well-dressed magician, had done something to him. A whammy, some kind of spell, screamed the voice in Teddy’s head. His thoughts unstuck from their disconnected state, sounding as intense to his inner ear as the December wind. He imagined the magician: pallid-faced, with short silver hair, dressed in a pinstriped gentleman’s suit and spats. What was it about those shoes that didn’t seem natural or right beyond their hopelessly outdated style? The man held a wooden walking stick, mahogany or… no, rosewood, like the walls in Clarke’s office. He remembered thinking the heel of the stick was scuffed, showing plenty of mileage, the crown capped by a large red jewel. And the magician wore a monocle.

The monocle! Right as he’d heard the tap-tap-tap of the walking stick on the ice-crusted pavement in the parking lot of Howard, Canley, and Associates, Teddy had turned, and the man with the monocle glided up behind him, perhaps one of Clarke Howard’s clients, a fat cat investor. Or worse, one of the many foreclosed upon former owners evicted from their homes.

The man with the monocle had turned out being neither, and he remembered two additional details, including what it was about the spats that so unnerved Teddy. As the car keys dropped from his hands, probably still sitting in the slush beside his car, he saw that the man’s spats were levitating several inches above the ground.

“Boo,” he’d said.

Teddy had gazed into the man’s monocle, thinking the eye behind it didn’t look right, didn’t look human, and then he’d lost the ability to command his own body beyond breathing and blinking.

The sedan broke through to the other side of the squall. The road beyond the windshield leveled off, taking a clear shot through a dense belt of conifers. The forest of sap pines and hemlocks smeared into a wash of greens and grays as the speedometer jumped another three miles. Teddy’s ears popped. The wind screamed.

“Do it, Smokey,” said the magician.

A shiver teased the nape of Teddy’s neck, delivered on an icy finger of breath from the sedan’s backseat. Unable to fight it, Teddy surrendered to the ghostly caress, which tumbled down his spine. Smokey. The Monocle was speaking to the driver, the man in the ski mask. Teddy didn’t know how he got the nickname but guessed the reason was bad. Really bad.

The man in the black ski mask tensed. Teddy imagined him applying the full weight of his foot on the gas pedal while his grip on the steering wheel tightened. In his terror, Teddy hadn’t realized how pale Smokey’s fingers were before now. Not simply white, but gray and tattooed in bruises. Smokey was dressed all in black. What Teddy could see of his face through the slits of the ski mask looked worse. Mottled and unhealthy, his was the flesh of a corpse.

“Hurry up and do it, Smokey!” the Monocle said, the crispness of his voice falling apart, with burbles and croaks filling the gaps between words. “Kill him if you want to live!”

 

THEM.

He could almost see their faces, but the protective veil around the sacred realm wove a gauzy shroud over the man’s ability to peer beyond the wood line. Two of the ancient enemy, one general and one soldier. The general, he sensed despite the ability to fine tune, was a powerful one. They were close. Too close. Eyes half-closed, the woodsman drew in a deep breath of the brisk morning air, tasting the snow, the trees, and the stain of evil just beyond the outlying forest. The network of roots—oaks and maples, birch and pine—telegraphed an image to him. Leaning down, he listened. A car, traveling fast along the edge of the sacred realm.

The hemlocks and willows, beech and poplar, joined in. Gable Flanigan’s eyes widened.

The general and his grunt… they weren’t alone.

Gable straightened. Fresh energy crackled through his blood, the flight-or-fight lightning of adrenaline. He grabbed his ax by the handle and turned toward the line of ancient conifers, ready to fight.

 

TEDDY WILLED HIS fingers toward the door handle, but they refused to cooperate and sat primly steepled in his lap. The monocle—he had gazed into it, only the eyeball staring back from the other side was a color not natural to people. And it was the wrong shape. Reptilian…

The driver grunted. Like hitting the ruts, the noise he made was guttural, jarring. The dense woods surrounding them broke. Anemic splinters of daylight rained into the car. Teddy darted his eyes to the windshield. Directly ahead, to the left of the road, rose a glassy stretch of gray and white. A pond or a river, he couldn’t tell which, loomed beyond a barrier of rocks and scrubby pines. Farther up, the road narrowed into a bridge over the water guarded by low rails.

Oh, my God, thought Teddy. As though reading his mind, the Monocle laughed.

The car sped up. The bridge came rushing closer. Sound exploded, followed by a thunderous screech like nails on a chalkboard, only magnified a thousand times. The guardrails clawed at the sedan. The car sailed away from the pavement and out over open water. The turgid, black surf was deeper than he’d thought until the car, still flying at nearly eighty miles an hour, shot through the air, rolled onto its passenger’s side, and slammed into the water.

White light exploded before Teddy’s eyes. The paralysis persisted a moment longer, leaving him a numb collection of limbs stuck in the front of the sedan, aware of the engine stalling, the acrid stink of circuits and mechanisms shorting out as they submerged, and a rush of coldness.

Then the palsy broke and he was pulling himself off the deployed front and side airbags. Those had likely saved him from being hurled through the windshield, but the relief at having regained control of his body was short-lived; the car bobbed awkwardly and began to sink. Water engulfed the windshield.

Teddy reached for his door handle, tugged and pulled, with no results. Every inch of his flesh tingled with pins and needles, that unpleasant sensation of limbs that have fallen asleep and are waking up. He banged at the door. The water’s pressure kept it fixed in place. The temperature around him plummeted. Having found entrance into the sedan, icy water slopped at his legs, driving out the last of his sluggishness. The car was filling up and going down like a rock.

I’m going to die, said the voice in Teddy’s head. The dark thought threatened to freeze him again. No, I refuse!

Teddy focused up at the driver’s side door and window. Most of the glass showed clearly up to the overcast sky. That would soon change. Teddy scrambled up, the water rushing over his waist, and pushed. The door gave several inches, only to have gravity slam it back down into place. As it sealed against the frame, the lock engaged. Teddy pushed again, to no avail. Murky water slithered over the window, and the car went fully under the surface.

Eyes wide, the freezing water now up to his chest, Teddy could only stare. The Monocle and the man in the ski mask—Smokey—were gone. They’d left him to die. A nightmare, that’s all this was, the only thing it could be. The numbness devouring his flesh wasn’t a spell or freezing water but those nagging pins and needles. He’d fallen asleep at an awkward angle and only needed to wake up to snap out of it.

Teddy tried, but the dark dream persisted. The malaise solidified in the next few seconds, because while he was in the grip of a nightmare, Teddy understood that he was experiencing it awake. The water reached his throat, and he wanted to scream, only no sounds emerged, just a curlicue of gray breath, one of his last.

The car sank.

 

THE WOODSMAN RACED up the ridge in time to see the black sedan plunge beneath the surface of the pond. Through the interlocked fingers of the paper white birch trees at the edge of the wood line, he charged, gripped the handle of the ax with both hands, and tossed it. The ax circled and sailed through the air. In one fluid motion, Gable shed his coat and boots, dove, and grabbed the ax as gravity dropped it back into his own hands, and together, they drove into the water.
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