
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Night 

Terrors

by Jeri Massi

Jeri Massi, Raleigh, North Carolina, 27606

This story, without apology, is set in the 1990s, before cell phones ruined mystery writing for everybody.

The Cosmos Series


	Mags Hardbottle, Detective to the Stars

	Five Rings

	Shadow of the Cyborgs

	Insiders

	Night Terrors



––––––––

[image: ]


First Edition, 2025

All rights Reserved

For information contact Jeri Massi at jeriwho@pipeline.com

Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be printed, distributed, or performed without express permission from Jeri Massi. Performance or public reading of any part of this book as part of normal classroom activities is expressly granted.




	Books by Jeri Massi



	
The Peabody Series

Derwood, Inc.

A Dangerous Game 

Treasure in the Yukon

Llamas on the Loose

Courage By Darkness

Abandoned

Hall of Heroes


	
The Bracken Trilogy

The Bridge

Crown and Jewel

The Two Collars

A Prince of Bracken


Steve and Jo Comedy Mysteries 

Steve and Jo vs The Pirates!

Steve and Jo vs The Martians!

Steve and Jo vs The Shadow!




	
Anthologies

Courage for Christian Readers – Middle School

Adventure for Christian Readers – Junior High



	
Peabody High Mysteries – Ages 14+

The Chocolate Trap

The Genesis Experiment

Invasion of the Array

The Seven Gates of Peril

The Revengers 

Blood Dimmed Tide 

Loosed Upon The World





Publisher's Note

The Peabody Adventures Series first grew up into the Peabody High Mysteries: Seven novels featuring: Scruggs, Penny, Jack, and Jean, now high school students, under the tutelage of Doc Thorson, the good natured, brilliant, and somewhat mysterious science teacher at their school.

Peabody Cosmos tracks the circle of friends as they enter their adult years. More at home now with the powerful Arch that can send them across galaxies, they explore the cosmos, not always by their own choice. 

Peabody Cosmos stories rely on “near time” science fiction and fantasy to introduce Christian readers to historic Christian concepts of the universe, science, mathematics, and ethics.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

Chapter One
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“Young Neil!” Constable Barris leaned out from the mountain overlook as far as he dared over the steep precipice that the village occupants had long ago nicknamed “The Hard Knock.” Far below, down the steep drop, a forest of stunted fir trees lifted their pointed tips.

On the sheer granite wall of the mountain, one or two rugged and gnarled tree boughs jutted out from arable crevices, clinging to life, thrust out like short, thick arms from the granite face. But the nearest bough was too far below for the police constable to reach. If he leaned out any further, he would topple over to his death, validating the truth of the Hard Knock.

He very nearly did so, and the middle aged woman with him caught him with both hands by the belt of his trousers and pulled him back.

But halfway down the sheer mountain wall, a young man—too young to yet have a full beard—was astride a thick bough. He was frantically knotting a heavy rope, his hands trembling but skillful.

“Neil don't!” the constable called to him. “Your mother is coming. Just bide for another minute or two.”

There was no answer from the lad. He worked hurriedly.

Completely unmindful of the drama playing out on the rock wall and the overlook above, a red tailed hawk sailed along in the sunlight, gliding on the air currents rising from the valley floor. And higher up in the sky, far above all of them, and much further away, a shining glimmer of a white passenger jet, its drone only slightly audible, ascended into the cloudless blue sky.

“Neil please!” the parish constable shouted to him. “Please, just wait until she comes!”

The woman leaned over and called to the boy. “Neil, if there's trouble in your apprenticeship, we can talk about it. Has anybody been unkind to you?”

The constable glanced at her. “God bless us!” he exclaimed hopefully. “Is that the trouble?”

She shook her head. “Nothing that I've seen. I thought they were all good friends. The Copper master is a lawful and merciful man, and those are five good lads apprenticing in the copper.” She called again. “Oh Neil! Just wait and think about it!”

“Who told you he was here?” Barris asked, his eyes still intent on the figure below.

“His younger sister. She came to the class room and fetched me. I was his favorite teacher when he were learning his letters. I dared not wait, but I sent her to fetch their mother. The sister suspected something.”

Down below, the youth firmly and expertly tied one end of the rope around the bough on which he sat. He knotted it and tied it fast, and then he put the noose over his head. He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.

Up above, the school teacher let out a sound that was something like a sob and something like a shout. “Oh please don't—” she began.

The grief and terror in her voice called him back. He opened his eyes and looked up at the pale, anguished faces of the constable and the teacher. “It's not your fault!” he shouted. “Tell them it's for the best, and—goodbye, then!” Without further hesitation, he threw himself off the bough. The woman screamed, and the village constable shouted.

There was one moment when the boy's narrow leather shoes kicked uselessly out in the space over the drop, and then he was still, his body slack, only the flap of his leather apron moving slightly with the wind coming up from the valley floor. Up on the road above, a sleek white horse, ridden by a man who was clearly an expert horseman,  galloped down the dirt road to join them.

The well-dressed rider reached the overlook, and the horse slid to a stop. The rider leaped out of the saddle, dropped the reins to the ground, and joined them

“Don't—Don't!” the school teacher exclaimed as she turned and saw him. “Get back! It's too late!”

Gently, but with an expression of impatience, the man took her by the arms and moved her aside so that he could see. For a moment, the realization of death to a boy not yet twenty shadowed his face.

But he suddenly adopted a calm, almost military air of command. He addressed the constable. “Constable Barris, how did he get down there?”

“I don't know, Master Cording,” the man said, respectfully touching his forehead. “He were nearly finished by the time I found him. He'd already climbed out and was knotting the rope.”

“Did he say anything?”

“That it be for the best,” Barris told him. “That's all, sir.”

“That it wasn't our fault,” the school teacher suddenly added, tears still streaming down her own broad face. “He said it wasn't our fault. And he did say goodbye.”

Cording nodded grimly. He stepped aside with Constable Barris. “You've got to get him down as soon as you can. But carefully. Let's not have another tragedy.”

Barris nodded, still very nearly overwhelmed by what had just happened. “He is number four. No warning, not much anyway. Just a few days of restlessness, sleepless nights, and sudden outbursts. And then this. What shall we do? Not a soul kens what's doing it.”

“I'll talk to the men at the library. See what their opinion is.” Cording was a short, wiry man, and he looked up at the constable, who nodded.

“It's the same arrangements,” Cording said. “The mill will pick up expenses for the funeral and provide for the visitation. Call me, will you, when you've brought the boy’s body to the undertaker’s house and cleared the scene. I'll meet with both parents and try to arrange things with them.”

Barris nodded. “That's very good of you, Master Cording.”

“I put the mill here because I love the people and their way of life. I wish somebody could tell us what's happening.”

Cording quickly strode away. He was actually embarrassed to be so prompt on the scene. In many ways, he was still an outsider to the valley, though certainly as its chief employer and landowner, he was treated with deference and respect where ever he went. But he was young to be the employer and provider for so many people, and even younger to be considered the informal squire of the valley. His sandy hair was only faintly speckled with gray, and the few lines on his face were more from getting a tan while hiking the Appalachian Trail in summers during his college days, than from age.

He set a foot in the stirrup and quickly mounted his horse. Within minutes he was galloping down over the hardpacked road toward the village itself.

* * * *
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DOC THORSON'S LABORATORY was the coldest room at Peabody Master High, a chilly effect of having one wall made up entirely of west facing windows. Even though the glass caught the last rays of the April afternoon, Peabody Wisconsin was a cold place in early spring. Frost was already accumulating on the glass as the Wisconsin evening crept closer.

Doc hunched over the Zeiss microscope, shoulders rigid under a corduroy jacket that reeked faintly of mothballs, sandalwood cologne, and the sweetly acrid ghost of ammonium thiocyanate. The scientist’s long hands, steady despite the chill, held the fine adjustment knob with a surgeon’s delicacy. On the slide below the lens, a smear of coagulated blood and pus revealed itself in stark, stained detail.

“I never saw a meaner cow,” he recited, “with milk as brown as peat. But I can tell you anyhow,” and here he paused, squinting into the ocular, “I'll get her on her feet.”

The hazel and blue of his eyes, sharpened by a lifetime of critical observation, flickered with a kind of weary amusement at his own bad poetry. The sample—taken from the left udder of a champion Brown Swiss—presented a pathology so offensive that the local vets had asked Doc to address it personally. He rapped out his own defiance to the almost invisible intruder into a harmless cow’s placid life:

E coli, smelly blunderbuss

Who kills by dark infection,

I’ll clear your heat and dry your pus

And fight you with injection!

The door from the supply room squeaked as it opened. William Grady, called Scruggs by nearly everyone in town, emerged with an armload of electrical breadboards. Scruggs wore an oversized wool sweater, faded jeans, and the happy expression of a university student home on spring break.

Doc questioned him: “Just back from University, and you’re laboring here. Thought you’d be at Jean Derwood’s house like a photon back to the sun. You two are still dating, right?”

Scruggs gave a rueful smile and turned to go back to sorting the store room. “Jean’s mother has decreed that tonight is a family dinner. As in, family only.” It was well known in the small town that Jean Derwood’s mother did not approve of Scruggs Grady. Scruggs glanced over his shoulder as he ambled back to get more equipment for the high school labs. “What about the cow?”

Doc didn’t look up as he scribbled a note to fax to the local compounding pharmacy. “Her name is Bernadette, and she will live.”

Scruggs was startled. “Who names a cow Bernadette?”

Doc was surprised. “Well, Molly, Polly, Lolly, and Beatrix were all taken. So it had to be Bernadette. Or Gertrude.”

Scruggs accepted this and returned to the store room, ready to close it up for the night.

* * * *
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER, Scruggs had finally gone on his way, out to an evening deprived of Jean, the love of his young life. Doc ended his brief telephone conversation with the pharmacist in Peabody and faxed off his notes. He was satisfied that the day had ended when the lab phone shrilled at him.

He plucked up the receiver, ready to be exasperated. But before he could speak, a voice with a slight, well-bred New England accent said, “Thorson? I hope it’s you. This number is an old one.”

“David Cording,” Doc exclaimed, pleased, a warmth in his voice. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

There was no preamble, no exchange of pleasantries. “I am in trouble, Apollos. I need your help.”

Doc sat forward, his back straightening. “Tell me what you need, David.”

On the other end, Cording’s voice came clear but strained, stripped of its habitual composure. “It’s my people. You remember the Valley, the settlement in West Virginia? We’ve lost four young adults in as many weeks. All suicides. There are more—attempts, interventions, nervous breakdowns. It’s as though the atmosphere here is, well, poisonous.”

Doc ruminated for half a second. He had briefly visited the Valley once, years ago, as he had helped David Cording set up a network to communicate with the outside world.

“Tell me about the suicides,” Doc said briskly.

Cording’s breath was audible, ragged with the restraint of a man refusing to panic. “All in their late teens, early twenties. All described a feeling of being watched, of hopelessness, isolation. There are no drugs in the Valley, no history of mental illness. Two left detailed notes—strange notes. Some of them referenced shadows, others simply begged for the night to stop.”

Doc’s eye fell on the microscope on his workbench. “Any incidents in the livestock?” he asked.

“Yes,” Cording said, surprised but grateful. “Cows and sheep won’t graze near the river. Dogs refuse to leave the porch steps. Spooked, I guess you would say. But not all the animals, and not all the time.”

“Contagion?” Doc said, half to himself, already mapping out a half-dozen possible explanations. “Something like ergot, maybe?”

“I thought maybe so at first,” said Cording. “But we don’t grow rye or barley in the valley, and it’s the wrong time of year for any type of fungal infection in the crops, We’ve just started planting.”

Doc felt a sudden pang of sorrow. “Sounds like somebody has discovered your paradise, David.”

“Don’t be sorry for me,” Cording replied quietly. “It’s the Valley. They trust me to protect them. I’m failing at that. Please, Apollos. If anyone can make sense of this—”

Doc closed his eyes for a second. The room smelled of sterilizing agents and floor polish and the faint residue of high school teenagers, most of them boys. “I’ll come. We’ll come. I can leave by tomorrow afternoon. Spring Break is upon us.”

A sigh of relief over the line made Doc frown. It was great to have a reputation for success, until you got handed something that could not be solved.  

“I’ll need a team,” Doc told him. “If we have to go searching, I’ll need my own trained students who know how to use my electronic equipment. And I know a couple of people who are crack investigators. I’ll try to get them.”

“I’ll pay anything,” Cording said. “Everything will be reimbursed.”

“Thank you, I’ll put in some calls tonight.”

He heard Cording scribbling notes. “One more thing. Discretion is paramount. The Valley is... sensitive to outsiders. Bring what you need, but don’t advertise.”

Doc nodded, as if the man could see it. “Understood.”

“Right, see you soon.”

Doc cradled the receiver, and then stared at the ceiling, gathering his thoughts. The pipes above him rumbled and dinged with intermittent clangor from the heating system.

The science teacher’s attention drifted, as it so often did, to the Arch in the corner of the lab.

The Arch stood twenty feet from the workbench, a metal framework that looked like the doorway to a medieval chapel, but there was no door. Doc kept it powered down unless he needed it, and it was remarkable how many times necessity found its way to rural Wisconsin. It would have been convenient to just step through it and arrive at the valley in West Virginia, but after a moment’s consideration, Doc dismissed the idea. Over the past year, he had traveled more than once across the cosmos. This time, he would travel by more ordinary means.

* * * *
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THE SKY OVER THE REMOTE West Virginia valley was already reddening in the west. Sunset was not far off. David Cording reigned in his horse at the front of the tiny, wood framed library.

The library was actually just the front room of an old house that sat on the unpaved main road. Shelves crowded every inch of the walls in this room, except for one low cupboard, where the town librarian stored the supplies of binding tape, horse glue, cards, and pencil stubs. Indeed, the librarian was just closing up the cupboard when Cording strode in.

“Mr. Broadshire,” Cording exclaimed. “I've just come from the Hard Knock—”

The white-haired librarian straightened up with some difficulty from stiff knees. “Why Master Cording! Sir, you look dreadfully pale. What's wrong?” And Broadshire instantly hunted around the cluttered and packed room in search of his three-legged stool.

“Apprentice Neil from the village, the oldest of the coppersmith’s apprentices—he's hanged himself,” Cording said. “I've just come from there. We were too late to stop him.”

The gray haired and mild mannered Broadshire let out a gasp of horror and dismay. He retrieved the stool and set it before Cording with a certain gallantry and deference. But Cording shook his head, then added. “I'll tell you, a drop would do me well.”

“Of course, of course. I've got whisky back here. Come through, sir. Come through.” The old librarian led Cording out of the library and down a hallway. They came to a sitting room well past its glory, but tidily kept, in spite of worn upholstery and a threadbare carpet.

“Do sit down. The sofa is much more comfortable than a hard stool.” And the village's sole librarian went to a cabinet and pulled out some small glasses, a tray, and a bottle of amber whiskey. “Who did you say, Master Cording? Young Jimmy? Or Andrew? Or—”

“Neil,” Cording said. “His father's one of my mill’s lead men.”

“And it was surely suicide? I do hate to ask, but that would be the fourth, and it seems too unlikely—”

“Constable Barris and Miss Rheam from the school saw it. They were trying to talk him out of it when he jumped and put himself at the end of the rope.”

Broadshire let out another gentle gasp of dismay. But he remained intent on his task and poured the amber fluid into two small glasses. “It's really more than the mind can take in, sir. With all my learning, and having read every book in my own library, I cannot think of why this should happen here.”

He brought the whiskey to his guest.

“Look here,” Cording said. “That's why I looked you up. You're the expert on all the—well, the lore of this place. I was wondering. I mean, could this somehow be tied to Him?”

Broadshire's grey eyebrows lifted. He considered this. But then he said. “Him in the Well, you mean?”

“Of course.” Cording nodded.

“I don't rightly know, Mr. Cording. I can't see how. Perhaps Johnny O'Haire can answer you—oh, here is Mr. Knightford.” A bell out front had jangled, and another man's voice called a hello.

The librarian called back in reply: “Back here, Knightford. We were just discussing things.”

A taller, slightly more stooped man entered. He was older than David Cording, but perhaps ten years junior to Broadshire. Gray and black hair were plastered over a bald tonsure on his head. “I've just heard the most awful thing,” he began.

“Yes, yes. We know. The question is why,” Broadshire said. He sounded like a stern teacher addressing a pupil who is one step behind the rest of the class.

The newcomer suddenly realized that David Cording was in the room. “Oh Squire,” he said, and he gave a slight bow. David Cording nodded in greeting.

Broadshire spoke: “Let's have it out in the open. Is it him—Gall Farraneagh? Him in the well. Is he doing this? That's what Master Cording wants to know.”

“I thought you two would know.” And Cording looked from one to the other of the older men. “I mean, apart from Johnny O'Haire, you two are the most informed on the old lore.”

“Gall Farraneagh has been asleep at least a decade—” Knightford began.

Broadshire cut in. “We try to stay informed on anything so intimately acquainted with the history of this valley, Mr. Cording,” he said smoothly. “But if these suicides are a manifestation of Gall Farraneagh, it is a new manifestation.”

“Johnny O'Haire calls the restlessness, the nightmares, and the sudden drive to commit suicide the curse of Gall's Breath,” David Cording told them. “He says that once upon a time, Gall could foul the waters and make people sick.” Both of his listeners were interested, but then Cording shrugged. His attitude became reluctantly dismissive. “But Johnny O'Haire's idea is always that any great evil could only come from Gall.”

The middle-aged Knightford strode ponderously to a chair but did not sit down. “Such opinions may be short sighted. No disrespect intended, of course,” he added hurriedly.

Cording raised the second point. “And Johnny O'Haire says that the illness takes no effect in his own home. He says he cured young Anne Farrow of it just by keeping her in his care for two days. She's the only one that's recovered.”

Broadshire was startled. “I didn’t know that!” He seemed almost dismayed.

“But getting back to Him in the Well,” Knightford said, interrupting his friend. “We don't want to wake him or rouse him.” But, unseen by Cording, Knightford shot a glance of gleeful anticipation at Broadshire that said the opposite. Both men then looked at Cording.

“No.” Cording looked at his watch. “But what if he is already awakened? It happens every now and then, doesn't it? Oh blast. I've got a meeting up at the mill.” He set his empty whiskey glass onto a small table. “I must go. By the way, I’ve sent for help. The High Sheriff requires an investigation. I have an old friend who can act as reeve for the High Sheriff. He will respect our ways here.”

Broadshire was astounded. “What? Outsiders? Coming to the valley? Staying in the valley?”

Knightford echoed his dismay. “Investigating the valley?”

Cording's answer was direct and quiet. “Maybe they can help.” But the two older men looked sharply dismayed and didn’t answer.

Cording offered his apologies for leaving so quickly; they assured him it was all right, and he hurried out.

After he was gone, the two middle aged men looked at each other.

“So he's going to bring in Newcomers,” Knightford said in a heavy voice. “What if one of them should be a woman? Gall Farraneagh will come out to find a new woman.”

Broadshire’s voice was ponderous and deliberate. “We ought to prepare for a woman, then.”

“I agree,” and Knightford smiled faintly at his old friend. “Let us prepare.”

Broadshire fished in the breast pocket of his old waistcoat and withdrew a small key. He crossed the room to a sideboard and unlocked a drawer. He withdrew a discolored coil of rope, darkened by time and stained with rust colored patches, and then a heavy curved knife. He laid these on the sideboard.

* * * *
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USING A PENCIL AND drafting paper at the lab workbench, Doc quickly sketched out an outline of what he should bring and the duties that had to be assigned so that he could assist David Cording.  Next, he picked up the slim black receiver, and dialed. He counted the rings to five, and then an abrupt but not unpleasant voice spoke “McKenna.”

Doc kept his voice terse. “It’s Thorson.”

A sigh on the other end. “It’s almost dinner time, Doc. Who died?”

“Four, so far,” Doc said. “Young people. Suicides, all in the same isolated community. I need you to take leave for a week, maybe two. I want you in West Virginia by tomorrow night.”

A pause. “Are you serious?”

“I am.”

The phone line hummed with what was almost static, the sound of a man’s mind rearranging its priorities. “I can’t just drop my caseload. You know that. I’m a senior state investigator now, not the police chief of Peabody.”

Doc became exasperated. “How many times have I dropped everything to help you? Can you even count it up?” I am always—”

“All right, I’ll do it!” McKenna barked at once. The Senior Investigator for the State of Wisconsin did not want a litany of the huge debt of gratitude that he owed to Doc Thorson. He was aware of it. “I’ll need a day. Who else is going?”

“Jane Benton, if I can talk her into it.” Doc hesitated. “Is that all right with you?”

McKenna’s voice was gruff. “Look, Jane Benton and I are on good terms, Doc. She stays on her turf and I stay on mine. It works.”

Doc paused, then briefly said, “Good.”

“Just get her if you can. I’ll vouch for her time off if her management balks at it. They’ll let her off for a week if it’s you that’s asking.”

The state government, like McKenna, had often been the recipient of Doc’s genius. Doc suddenly realized with a pang of regret that he could have been asking for lots of stuff before this. They’d have given it to him: more microscopes, a couple more incubators—Then he shrugged it off. He’d make a list later.

“I’ll talk to  Agent Benton tonight,” he said. “I’d like to be on a plane with her tomorrow going to West Virginia.”

“And who else?” McKenna asked. “Bill Grady?”

“All of them,” Doc said. “The Derwood students and Scruggs Grady know the equipment and can triangulate for broadcasts. That’s what I want.”

McKenna’s voice was gravelly as he spoke. “I can handle getting the kids together. The Derwood Dad’s out on the mission field for a few weeks, and the Mom wants to take the kids out to visit relatives in Pennsylvania. The older three don’t want to go.”

“How do you know all this?” Doc asked.

“I’m an elder at their church.”

Doc was doubtful. Mrs. Derwood accepted that Jack and Penny would always go face first into adventure. But she was protective of Jean. “Think you can talk her into letting you and Jane Benton chaperone the three of them on a field trip?”

“I got you out of a monster’s pit in the desert in Jordan, Doc[1]. I can get the Derwood kids out of Wisconsin for an honors science assignment. You and the school will have to cough up extra credits for them and maybe an award.”

“Yes, all right then,” Doc said.

“So the kids will act as signal catchers,” McKenna said. “Why do you need both me and Agent Benton?”

“I want Jane Benton as field lead,” Doc said. “Benton’s young and able to work on foot in a closed village. She’s pleasant and appealing to talk to, and she’s brilliant. You know that.”

McKenna’s voice was patient. “I know that.”

“And I want you for lead on field operations. If we find anything, we’ll be calling to the West Virginia state government for assistance. You can handle that. My students are there just to record signal transmissions and relay them to us. We’ll handle the hard parts.”

“Agree. I’ll get my affairs here in order. Send me any info you have on the location, and send me airport information. I’ll fly in with the kids and drive to the location.”

“All right. Sooner is better. See you there, in the will of God.”

Doc hung up. He allowed himself a moment alone. Then he picked up the telephone receiver and dialed Jane Benton’s home number. The time had ticked past five.

She picked up, and her calm, low voice had its usual effect of calming him. “Hello?” she asked.

“Hello, Miss Benton. It’s Doc.”

There was a long pause. Drat, he thought. She knew he wanted her for an assignment.

The voice was unaltered, calm and kind. “Please, Doc, tell me the situation.”

He launched into a summary of what David Cording had told him, and then added, “I’d really like you to come as field lead, and I feel certain I can get approval for you to take a week’s leave.”

Another long pause. Jane was a thinker, rarely rash in speech. Her voice, in stark contrast with her citations and medals for valor, leadership, and marksmanship, was slow and kind, and she often thought before answering.

“Are you certain that I’m your best pick?” she asked.

“The great thing about you,” he told her, “Is that you make great connections. I can analyze how things are being done. But you’re better than I am, even better than Frank McKenna, at identifying the people who are directing dangerous and illegal operations.”

“Oh I don’t know that I’m that good,” she said without pause.

“Agent McKenna said he’ll back you to your team if you want to do this,” Doc added.

Another pause. “Well, all right. If both of you think I am needed. I’ll be glad to help.”

Doc sat back in his chair, relieved. He had his team.
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Chapter Two
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Jane Benton folded her arms against the driving wind and shot a sideways glance at Peabody High school’s well known and well loved science teacher. As always, Doc appeared impervious to the wind as he took in a great lungful of the raw mountain air. He clapped his hands to his chest, welcoming the early April bluster as he and she stood near the summit of one of the mountains that formed the valley below.

David Cording’s written directions had said that this was the loveliest section of West Virginia: remote, untouched, austere, with one or two hostels made from converting venerable old barns or former farm houses into slightly more modern lodgings for the very few visitors who managed to squeeze through the narrow seam in the mountain side.

But today the West Virginia sky was only gray and bleak and cold, as unwelcoming as any landscape Jane Benton had ever seen. There was something forbidding in the way the path dropped so steeply down the mountainside—no gentle curve to soften the path, no overhanging trees, no wildflowers along the pathside.

“This will be a lark!” Doc exclaimed over the wind. “Lovely, wild countryside! Innocent people, almost untouched by the modern world!”

“It’s cold and bleak right now!” she called back. The assignment had sounded inviting: early April in West Virginia was sure to be more pleasant than early April in Wisconsin. And West Virginia was a plane ride’s jaunt across the country. Then a three hour ride from the airport in a rented car.

Having taken separate flights, she and Doc had met at the West Virginia airport, and then driven together far into the remotest parts of West Virginia, over steep and rutted trails, always moving uphill. Overhanging tree branches that scraped the windows and roof of the car had given evidence that few people took this road.

And then, when they reached the end of the road, a dead end in front of numerous pieces of slag, Doc had pulled them into a level place among the birch trees, where the leaf-laden branches closed around the car.

They had donned their backpacks, and Doc locked the car. They then proceeded on foot to “the seam,” a crack in the mountain so thin that they had to take off the backpacks and drag them alongside by their straps to enter. Even then, with one wall of unforgiving stone against her back and one pressing into her chest, Jane had felt the bleakness of this place, though as they inched closer to the exit, a cheerful slit of sunlight shone down on them.

They passed sideways through the seam, the backpacks occasionally getting stuck. That required stopping so that whoever was pulling the wedged pack could struggle one-handed to loose it and keep going.

At last, when the normally robust Jane was about spent, the light ahead increased as Doc got through the seam and exited into the open air. His long arm and strong hand reached into the seam, grasped her arm, and pulled her into the fresh air again. She nearly sobbed and then was angry with herself. And him.

Jane had no clear idea of where Doc came from, but over the last two years she had learned enough to accept that he had enjoyed a long lifespan and had been witness to many strange civilizations and cultures.

She did know that—temperamental as he sometimes could be—Doc felt a deep gratitude towards her. After all, she had saved his life at considerable risk to her own[1], and she had been fired for disobeying orders to do so. She also had the intelligence, open mindedness, and knowledge to at least be able to converse with him on many topics.

She had never realized that the problem of being in his good graces meant that he would arrange through legal channels to drag her along on trips like these, where she did not want to go. And since Doc never thought further ahead than the next moment, she felt unprepared for this particular excursion. But she had agreed.

“You know Jane, you can't really develop all your mental faculties stuck in Wisconsin!” he called to her over the wind, his keen eyes fixed on the descent as they slung their backpacks onto their backs, strapped them tight, and started down the steep path. “You need to apply some of those analytical skills of yours far afield!”

Flattery, she thought, Doc's first line of persuasion with his favorites. But he succumbed to such stratagems far more easily than she did.

“I use my analytical skills all the time in the field!” she called back. “I’m an investigator! I don't even know where we are!”

“We're in West Virginia!” he shouted back. “About fifteen miles out of Dunanwoth!”

“Doc, this place is really isolated. What if we encounter real trouble?”

He only laughed. There was little phone service here, and no car rentals either. This clearly didn’t trouble him.

They descended on foot to a level outcropping that would have been wide enough to serve as a camp. He halted, and she imitated him. They looked down, and it was still a considerable descent. The village lay far below and slightly to the west of them, down several steep ridges that were arranged in stairstep fashion. It was nestled in a deep cup of rock.

“Must be a devil in deep rains,” she said without thinking. She winced as she realized she had a slight headache.

“Ah! Analyzing already!” He beamed his approval at her, and she frowned at him, her thin eyebrows drawing together over her dark eyes. He had told her this would be an easy trip, in and out, but they had been traveling since the night before. It was now past noon. She would likely need a week's worth of clothing, and she had packed barely enough for two days.

Unruffled by her annoyance, he nodded at the tiny village in the distance below. “The river keeps it drained most of the time, the Little Solway.” He folded his arms thoughtfully across his chest. “But that valley still would serve as a catch-all for other things. Unique geologic construction.” He abruptly became breezy and cheerful. “Come on! Let's see what's waiting for us!”

“Wait!” She suddenly caught his arm, and he glanced at her. Without another word, her eyes directed his own gaze further down the rolling stair step of steep hills. He followed her glance. He was just in time to see a silvery flash in one of the deep ravines between the high ridges.

“What was that?” Jane asked.

“Something reflective—perhaps a bit of rubbish.”

She shook her head. “It moved. It seemed to bob. Like a person standing up and dropping back down.” She glanced at him. “Like a man wearing a helmet, or a hood. Looks like he ducked down when he saw us.”

He nodded and then said, “Well, let's go check.”

They started down again, trying to walk carefully, but they slipped and skidded in places where the dirt under their feet slid under them.  But they stayed upright. As well as she could, she kept her eyes fixed on the pathside shrubbery, but it was dense enough to make an effective screen. He called a halt where the footing was more stable and glanced down at her. “Go investigate?” he asked. His hazel eyes were curious but hesitant. He would trek off with her on an impromptu recce if she wanted to.

But the shrubbery was dense. If anybody were hiding in the dense brush, she and Doc would never get to him in time. And they ran the risk of being ambushed.

She shook her head. “Let's go on. I think I'd like to know what we're in for before we start chasing anybody. The details have been a bit sketchy so far.” And she put a generous amount of reproof in her voice.

He nodded, and they started down the next sharp decline.

She said nothing further as they picked up speed and ran down the next steep ridge. To oblige her, he shouted over the breeze: “I didn’t say much until I placed a call to McKenna at the airport. It's just that there's been a rash of suicides out here, all within the last few weeks. All seemingly unrelated. And some accidents. We're just here to take a bit of a survey!”

“Just McKenna?”

“McKenna will meet us in the Valley proper!” he called. “He’s bringing the three Derwood students and Bill Grady. And the light equipment. I had some crates of equipment air dropped into the Valley. We’d have never gotten all of that through that seam in the mountain or delivered by car!”

“We could have come in by helicopter?” she shouted.

He ignored this. “I have some ideas about possible causes,” he shouted. “Human concentration breaking up and all that. We could run a few tests and see what we pick up.”

* * * *
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FAR AWAY, TO THE NORTHWEST of the Seam where Doc and Benton had entered the valley, a rented, all-terrain vehicle labored up a winding mountain firetrail, its tires crunching over loose gravel, pine needles, and other small bits of forest debris that slipped and slid under the wheels as they carefully passed over them. Agent Frank McKenna gripped the steering wheel with steady hands, his pale blue eyes scanning the treacherous, double-rutted path ahead while the engine strained against the steep incline.

Beside him, Penny Derwood unfolded a weathered map across her knees, tracing their route with her finger through the maze of faded lines and cryptic notations that she had copied from David Cording’s faxed instructions. The day had been cloudy, but now the afternoon sun cast long shadows across the vehicle's interior, where Jack, Jean, and Scruggs sat wedged together in the back seat, their shoulders brushing each other with each bump and turn of the unforgiving road. Behind them, the luggage also bumped up and down as the all-terrain vehicle slowly made progress.

“Take the next fork to the right,” Penny said, her voice steady despite the vehicle's jarring motion. “Mr. Cording's notes say it's unmarked, but there should be a lightning-struck oak at the junction.”

“Where does the left fork lead?” Jean asked.

“It dead ends a few hundred yards up,” Penny said, squinting at the tiny notes she had penned into the margins of the map. “He says if the trail dead ends for us, we’ll know we took the wrong fork.”

McKenna nodded, his square face impassive. “These directions of his are remarkably precise for a place that supposedly doesn't exist on any official maps.”
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