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      TO JUDINE

      FOR SHOWING ME EVERY DAY WHY THE JOURNEY

      IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN THE

      DESTINATION.

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      He stands alone in the center of another of America’s burned-out towns, but he has been to this one before. Even in their ruined,
            blackened condition, the buildings that surround him are recognizable. The streets of the intersection in which he finds himself
            stretch away in windswept concrete ribbons that dwindle and fade into the horizon – south to the bridge that spans the river,
            north to the parched flats of what were once cornfields, east toward the remains of Reagan’s hometown, and west to the Mississippi
            and the Great Plains. A street sign, bent and weathered, confirms that he stands at the corner of First Avenue and Third Street.
            The town is eight blocks square, two blocks in any direction from where he stands, petering out afterward in dribs and drabs
            of homes that have been converted to real-estate offices and repair shops or simply leveled to provide parking. Farther out
            lie the abandoned ruins of two supermarkets and the mall, and down along the riverbank he can see the broken-down stacks and
            rusted-out corrugated roofs of what is left of the steel mill.

      He looks around slowly, making sure he is in the right place, because it has been a long time. The sky is clouded and dark.
            Rain threatens and will probably fall before night. Although it is noon, the light is so pale that it seems more like dusk.
            The air and the earth are washed clean of color. Buildings, streets, abandoned vehicles, trash, and sky are a uniform shade
            of gray, the paint running from one into the other until nothing remains but shadows and light to differentiate any of it. In the silence, the wind moans softly as it rises off the river and whips down the empty
            streets. Twigs, leaves, and debris skitter along the concrete. Windows gape dark and hollow where the plate glass has been
            broken out. Doors hang open and sag. Smears of black ash and soot stain the walls where fires have burned away the wood and
            plastic veneer of the offices and shops. Cars hunker down on flattened tires and bare axles, stripped of everything useful,
            abandoned shells turning slowly to rust.

      The man looks the town over as he would a corpse, remembering when it was still vital.

      A pack of dogs comes out of one of the buildings. There are maybe ten of them, lean and hungry, quick-eyed and suspicious.
            They study him momentarily before moving on. They want nothing to do with him. He watches them disappear around the corner
            of a building, and he begins to walk. He moves east toward the park, even though he knows what he will find. He passes the
            bank, the paint store, the fabric shop, Al’s Bar, and a parking lot, and stops at Josie’s. The sign still hangs over the entry;
            the enamel is faded and broken, but the name is recognizable. He walks over and peers inside. The furniture and pastry cases
            are all smashed, the cooking equipment broken, and the leather banquettes ripped to shreds. Dust coats the countertop, trash
            litters the ruined floor, and weeds poke out of cracks in the tile.

      He turns away in time to catch sight of two children slipping from the alleyway across the street. They carry canvas bags
            stuffed with items they have scavenged. They wear knives strapped to their waists. The girl is in her teens, the boy younger.
            Their hair is long and unkempt, their clothes shabby, and their eyes hard and feral. They slow to consider him, taking his
            measure. He waits on them, turns to face them, lets them see that he is not afraid. They glance at each other, whisper something
            punctuated by furtive gestures, then move away. Like the dogs, they want nothing to do with him.

      He continues up the street, the sound of his boots a hollow echo in the midday silence. Office buildings and shops give way to homes. The homes are empty as well, those that are still intact. Many
            are burned out and sagging, settling slowly back into the earth. Weeds grow everywhere, even through cracks in the concrete
            of the streets. He wonders how long it has been since anyone has lived here. Counting the strays, the dogs and the children
            and the one or two others that linger because they have no place else to go, how many are left? In some towns, there is no
            one. Only the cities continue to provide refuge, walled camps in which survivors have banded together in a desperate effort
            to keep the madness at bay. Chicago is one such city. He has been there and seen what it has to offer. He already knows its
            fate.

      A woman emerges from the shadows of a doorway in one of the residences, a frail, hollow-eyed creature, dark hair tangled and
            streaked with purple dye, arms hanging loose and bare, the skin dotted with needle marks. Got anything for me? she asks dully.
            He shakes his head. She comes down to the foot of the porch steps and stops. She trots out a smile. Where’d you come from?
            He does not respond. She moves a couple of steps closer, hugging herself with her thin arms. Want to come in and party with
            me? He stops her with a look. In the shadows of the house from which she has come, he can see movement. Eyes, yellow and flat,
            study him with cold intent. He knows who they belong to. Get away from me, he tells the woman. Her face crumples. She turns
            back without a word.

      He walks to the edge of the town, a mile farther on, out where the park waits. He knows he shouldn’t, but he cannot help himself.
            Nothing of what he remembers remains, but he wants to see anyway. Old Bob and Gran are gone. Pick is gone. Daniel and Wraith
            are gone. The park is overgrown with weeds and scrub. The cemetery is a cluster of ruined headstones. The townhomes and apartments
            and houses are all empty. What lives in the park now can be found only in the caves and is his implacable enemy.

      And what of Nest Freemark?

      He knows that, too. It is a nightmare that haunts him, unrelenting and pitiless.

      He stops at the edge of the cemetery and looks off into the shadows beyond. He is here, he supposes, because he has no better place to go. He is here because he is reduced to retracing the steps
            of his life as a form of penance for his failures. He is hunted at every turn, and so he is drawn to the places that once
            provided refuge. He searches in the vain hope that something of what was good in his life will resurface, even when he knows
            the impossibility of that happening.

      He takes a long, slow breath. His pursuers will find him again soon enough, but perhaps not this day. So he will walk the
            park once more and try to recapture some small part of what is lost to him forever.

      Across the roadway from where he stands, a billboard hangs in tatters. He can just make out its wording.

      WELCOME TO HOPEWELL, ILLINOIS! WE’RE GROWING YOUR WAY!

      John Ross woke with a start, jerking upright so sharply that he sent his walking staff clattering to the floor of the bus.
         For a moment, he didn’t know where he was. It was night, and most of his fellow passengers were asleep. He took a moment to
         collect himself, to remember which journey he was on, which world he was in. Then he maneuvered his bad leg stiffly into the
         aisle, jockeying himself about on the seat until he was able to reach down and retrieve the staff.
      

      He had fallen asleep in spite of himself, he realized. In spite of what that meant.

      He placed the walking stick beside him, leaning it carefully against his knapsack, bracing it in place so that it would not
         slide away again. An old woman several seats in front of him was still awake. She glanced back at him briefly, her look one
         of reproof and suspicion. She was the only one who sat close to him. He was alone at the very back of the bus; the other passengers,
         all save the old woman, had been careful to take seats near the front. Perhaps it was the leg. Or the shabby clothes. Or the mantle of weariness he wore like the ghost of
         Marley did his chains. Perhaps it was the eyes, the way they seemed to look beyond what everyone else could see, at once cool
         and discerning, yet distant and lost, an unsettling contradiction.
      

      But, no. He looked down at his hands, studying them. In the manner of one who has come to terms with being shunned, he could
         ignore the pain of his banishment. Subconsciously, his fellow passengers had made a perfectly understandable decision.
      

      You leave as many empty seats as possible between yourself and Death.
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      CHAPTER 1

      
      ‘Hssst! Nest!’
      

      
      His voice cut through the cottony layers of her sleep with the sharpness of a cat’s claw. Her head jerked off the pillow and
         her sleep-fogged eyes snapped open.
      

      
      ‘Pick?’

      
      ‘Wake up, girl!’ The sylvan’s voice squeaked with urgency. ‘The feeders are at it again! I need you!’

      
      Nest Freemark pushed the sheet away and forced herself into an upright position, legs dangling off the side of the bed. The
         night air was hot and sticky in spite of the efforts of the big floor fan that sat just inside her doorway. She rubbed at
         her eyes to clear them and swallowed against the dryness in her throat. Outside, she could hear the steady buzz of the locusts
         in the trees.
      

      
      ‘Who is it this time?’ she asked, yawning.

      
      ‘The little Scott girl.’

      
      ‘Bennett?’ Oh, God! She was fully awake now. ‘What happened?’
      

      
      Pick was standing on the window ledge just outside the screen, silhouetted in the moonlight. He might be only six inches tall
         from the tips of his twiggy feet to the peak of his leafy head, but she could read the disgust in his gnarled wooden features as clearly as if he were six feet.
      

      
      ‘The mother’s out with her worthless boyfriend again, shutting down bars. That boy you fancy, young Jared, was left in charge
         of the other kids, but he had one of his attacks. Bennett was still up – you know how she is when her mother’s not there,
         though goodness knows why. She became scared and wandered off. By the time the boy recovered, she was gone. Now the feeders
         have her. Do you need this in writing or are you going to get dressed and come help?’
      

      
      Nest jumped out of the bed without answering, slipped off her nightshirt, and pulled on her Grunge Lives T-shirt, running
         shorts, socks, and tennis shoes. Her face peeked out at her from the dresser mirror: roundish with a wide forehead and broad
         cheekbones, pug nose with a scattering of freckles, green eyes that tended to squint, a mouth that quirked upward at the corners
         as if to suggest perpetual amusement, and a complexion that was starting to break out. Passably attractive, but no stunner.
         Pick was pacing back and forth on the sill. He looked like twigs and leaves bound together into a child’s tiny stick man.
         His hands were making nervous gestures, the same ones they always made when he was agitated – pulling at his silky moss beard
         and slapping at his bark-encrusted thighs. He couldn’t help himself. He was like one of those cartoon characters that charges
         around running into walls. He claimed he was a hundred and fifty, but for a being as old as he was, it didn’t seem he had
         learned very much about staying calm.
      

      
      She arranged a few pillows under the sheet to give the impression that she was still in the bed, sleeping. The ruse would
         work if no one looked too closely. She glanced at the clock. It was two in the morning, but her grandparents no longer slept
         soundly and were apt to be up at all hours of the night, poking about. She glanced at the open door and sighed. There was no help for it.
      

      
      She nudged the screen through the window and climbed out after it. Her bedroom was on the first floor, so slipping away unnoticed
         was easy. In the summer anyway, she amended, when it was warm and the windows were all open. In the winter, she had to find
         her coat and go down the hallway and out the back door, which was a bit more chancy. But she had gotten pretty good at it.
      

      
      ‘Where is she?’ she asked Pick, holding out her hand, palm up, so he could step into it.

      
      ‘Headed for the cliffs, last I saw.’ He moved off the sill gingerly. ‘Daniel’s tracking her, but we’d better hurry.’

      
      Nest placed Pick on her shoulder where he could get a firm grip on her T-shirt, fitted the screen back in place, and took
         off at a run. She sped across the back lawn toward the hedgerow that bordered the park, the Midwest night air whipping across
         her face, fresh and welcoming after the stale closeness of her bedroom. She passed beneath the canopies of solitary oaks and
         hickories that shaded the yard, their great limbs branching and dividing overhead in intricate patterns, their leaves reflecting
         dully in the mix of light from moon and stars. The skies were clear and the world still as she ran, the houses about her dark
         and silent, the people asleep. She found the gap in the hedgerow on the first try, ducked to clear the low opening, and was
         through.
      

      
      Ahead, Sinnissippi Park opened before her, softball diamonds and picnic areas bright with moonlight, woods and burial grounds
         laced with shadows.
      

      
      She angled right, toward the roadway that led into the park, settling into a smooth, even pace. She was a strong runner, a
         natural athlete. Her cross-country coach said she was the best he had ever seen, although in the same breath he said she needed to develop better training habits. At five feet
         eight inches and a hundred twenty pounds, she was lean and rangy and tough as nails. She didn’t know why she was that way;
         certainly she had never worked at it. She had always been agile, though, even when she was twelve and her friends were bumping
         into coffee tables and tripping over their own feet, all of them trying to figure out what their bodies were going to do next.
         (Now they were fourteen, and they pretty much knew.) Nest was blessed with a runner’s body, and it was clear from her efforts
         the past spring that her talent was prodigious. She had already broken every cross-country record in the state of Illinois
         for girls fourteen and under. She had done that when she was thirteen. But five weeks ago she had entered the Rock River Invitational
         against runners eighteen and under, girls and boys. She had swept the field in the ten-thousand-meter race, posting a time
         that shattered the state high school record by almost three minutes. Everyone had begun to look at her a little differently
         after that.
      

      
      Of course, they had been looking at Nest Freemark differently for one reason or another for most of her life, so she was less
         impressed by the attention now than she might have been earlier.
      

      
      Just think, she reflected ruefully, how they would look at me if I told them about Pick. Or about the magic.

      
      She crossed the ball diamond closest to her house, reached the park entrance, and swept past the crossbar that was lowered
         to block the road after sunset. She felt rested and strong; her breathing was smooth and her heartbeat steady. She followed
         the pavement for a short distance, then turned onto the grassy picnic area that led to the Sinnissippi burial mounds and the
         cliffs. She could see the lights of the Sinnissippi Townhomes off to the right, low-income housing with a fancy name. That was where the Scotts lived. Enid Scott was a single mother with
         five kids, very few life options, and a drinking problem. Nest didn’t think much of her; nobody did. But Jared was a sweetheart,
         her friend since grade school, and Bennett, at five the youngest of the Scott children, was a peanut who deserved a lot better
         than she had been getting of late.
      

      
      Nest scanned the darkness ahead for some sign of the little girl, but there was nothing to see. She looked for Wraith as well,
         but there was no sign of him either. Just thinking of Wraith sent a shiver down her spine. The park stretched away before
         her, vast, silent, and empty of movement. She picked up her pace, the urgency of Bennett’s situation spurring her on. Pick
         rode easily on her shoulder, attached in the manner of a clamp, arms and legs locked on her sleeve. He was still muttering
         to himself, that annoyingly incessant chatter in which he indulged ad nauseam in times of stress. But Nest let him be. Pick
         had a lot of responsibility to exercise, and it was not being made any easier by the increasingly bold behavior of the feeders.
         It was bad enough that they occupied the caves below the cliffs in ever-expanding numbers, their population grown so large
         that it was no longer possible to take an accurate count. But where before they had confined their activities to nighttime
         appearances in the park, now all of a sudden they were starting to surface everywhere in Hopewell, sometimes even in daylight.
         It was all due to a shifting in the balance of things, Pick advised. And if the balance was not righted, soon the feeders
         would be everywhere. Then what was he supposed to do?
      

      
      The trees ahead thickened, trunks tightening in a dark wall, limbs closing out the night sky. Nest angled through the maze,
         her eyes adjusting to the change in light, seeing everything, picking out all the details. She dodged through a series of park toys, spring-mounted rides for the smallest children, jumped
         a low chain divider, and raced back across the roadway and into the burial mounds. There was still no sign of Bennett Scott.
         The air was cooler here, rising off the Rock River where it flowed west below the cliffs in a broad swath toward the Mississippi.
         In the distance, a freight train wailed as it made its way east through the farmland. The summer night was thick with heat,
         and the whistle seemed muted and lost. It died away slowly, and in the ensuing silence the sounds of the insects resurfaced,
         a steady, insistent hum.
      

      
      Nest caught sight of Daniel then, a dark shadow as he swooped down from the trees just long enough to catch her attention
         before wheeling away again.
      

      
      ‘There, girl!’ Pick shouted needlessly in her ear.

      
      She raced in pursuit of the barn owl, following his lead, heading for the cliffs. She ran through the burial mounds, low,
         grassy hummocks clustered at the edge of the roadway. Ahead, the road ended in a turnaround at the park’s highest point. That
         was where she would find Bennett. Unless … She brushed the word aside, refusing to concede that it applied. A rush of bitterness
         toward Enid Scott tightened her throat. It wasn’t fair that she left Jared alone to watch his brothers and sisters. Enid knew
         about his condition; she just found it convenient now and then to pretend it didn’t matter. A mild form of epilepsy, the attacks
         could last for as long as five minutes. When they came, Jared would just ‘go away’ for a bit, staring off into space, not
         seeing or hearing, not being aware of anything. Even the medicine he took couldn’t always prevent the attacks. His mother
         knew that. She knew.
      

      
      The trees opened before her, and Daniel dove out of the shadows, streaking for the cliffs. Nest put on a new burst of speed, nearly unseating Pick. She could see Bennett Scott now, standing at the very edge of the cliffs, just beyond the
         turnaround, a small, solitary figure against the night sky, all hunched over and crying. Nest could hear her sobs. The feeders
         were cajoling her, enticing her, trying to cloud her thinking further so that she would take those last few steps. Nest was
         angry. Bennett made the seventh child in a month. She had saved them all, but how long could her luck hold?
      

      
      Daniel started down, then arced away soundlessly. It was too dangerous for him to go in; his unexpected presence might startle
         the little girl and cause her to lose her balance. That was why Pick relied on Nest. A young girl’s appearance was apt to
         prove far less unsettling than his own or Daniel’s.
      

      
      She slowed to a walk, dropping Pick off in the grass. No point in taking chances; Pick preferred to remain invisible anyway.
         The scent of pine trees wafted on the humid night air, carried out of the cemetery beyond, where the trees grew in thick clumps
         along the chain-link fence. In the moonlight, the headstones and monuments were just visible, the granite and marble reflecting
         with a shimmery cast. She took several deep breaths as she came up to Bennett, moving slowly, carefully into the light. The
         feeders saw her coming and their lantern eyes narrowed. She ignored them, focusing her attention on the little girl.
      

      
      ‘Hey, tiny Ben Ben!’ She kept her voice casual, relaxed. ‘It’s me, Nest.’

      
      Bennett Scott’s tear-filled eyes blinked rapidly. ‘I know.’

      
      ‘What are you doing out here, Ben Ben?’

      
      ‘Looking for my mommy.’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t think she’s out here, sweetie.’ Nest moved a few steps closer, glancing about as if looking for Enid.

      
      ‘She’s lost,’ Bennett sobbed.

      
      A few of the feeders edged menacingly toward Nest, but she ignored them. They knew better than to mess with her while Wraith
         was around – which she fervently hoped he was. A lot of them were gathered here, though. Flat-faced and featureless, squat
         caricatures of humans, they were as much a mystery to her now as ever, even after all she had learned about them from Pick.
         She didn’t really even know what they were made of. When she had asked Pick about it once, he had told her with a sardonic
         grin that as a rule you are mostly what you eat, so the feeders could be almost anything.
      

      
      ‘I’ll bet your mommy is back home by now, Ben Ben,’ she offered, infusing her voice with enthusiasm. ‘Why don’t we go have
         a look?’
      

      
      The little girl sniffled. ‘I don’t want to go home. I don’t like it there anymore.’

      
      ‘Sure you do. I’ll bet Jared wonders where you are.’

      
      ‘Jared’s sick. He had an attack.’

      
      ‘Well, he’ll be better by now. The attacks don’t last long, sweetie. You know that. Come on, let’s go see.’

      
      Bennett’s head lowered into shadow. She hugged herself, her head shaking. ‘George doesn’t like me. He told me so.’

      
      George Paulsen, Enid’s latest mistake in the man department. Even though she was only fourteen, Nest knew a loser when she
         saw one. George Paulsen was a scary loser, though. She came a step closer, looking for a way to make physical contact with
         Bennett so that she could draw the little girl away from the cliff. The river was a dark, silver shimmer far below the cliffs,
         flat and still within the confines of the bayou, where the railroad tracks were elevated on the levy, wilder and swifter beyond
         where the main channel flowed. The darkness made the drop seem even longer than it was, and Bennett was only a step or two away.
      

      
      ‘George needs to get an attitude adjustment,’ Nest offered. ‘Everybody likes you, Ben Ben. Come on, let’s go find your mommy
         and talk to her about it. I’ll go with you. Hey, what about Spook? I’ll bet your kitty misses you.’
      

      
      Bennett Scott’s moppet head shook quickly, scattering her lank, dark hair in tangles. ‘George took Spook away. He doesn’t
         like cats.’
      

      
      Nest wanted to spit. That worthless creep! Spook was just about the only thing Bennett Scott had. She felt her grip on the
         situation beginning to loosen. The feeders were weaving about Bennett like snakes, and the little girl was cringing and hugging
         herself in fear. Bennett couldn’t see them, of course. She wouldn’t see them until it was too late. But she could hear them
         somewhere in the back of her mind, an invisible presence, insidious voices, taunting and teasing. They were hungry for her,
         and the balance was beginning to shift in their favor.
      

      
      ‘I’ll help you find Spook,’ Nest said quickly. ‘And I’ll make sure that George doesn’t take him away again either. What do
         you say to that?’
      

      
      Bennett Scott hugged herself some more and looked fixedly at her feet, thinking it over. Her thin body went still. ‘Do you
         promise, Nest? Really?’
      

      
      Nest Freemark gave her a reassuring smile. ‘I do, sweetie. Now walk over here and take my hand so we can go home.’

      
      The feeders moved to intervene, but Nest glared at them and they flinched away. They wouldn’t meet her gaze, of course. They
         knew what would happen if they did. Nevertheless, they were bolder than usual tonight, more ready to challenge her. That was
         not a good sign.
      

      
      ‘Bennett,’ she said quietly. The little girl’s head lifted and her eyes came into the light. ‘Look at me, Bennett. Don’t look anywhere else, okay? Just look right at me. Now walk over here
         and take my hand.’
      

      
      Bennett Scott started forward, one small step at a time. Nest waited patiently, holding her gaze. The night air had turned
         hot and still again, the breeze off the river dying away. Insects buzzed and flew in erratic sweeps, and, not wanting to do
         anything that would startle the little girl, Nest fought down the impulse to brush at them.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Ben Ben,’ she cajoled softly.

      
      As Bennett Scott advanced, the feeders gave way grudgingly, dropping down on all fours in a guarded crouch and skittering
         next to her like crabs. Nest took a deep breath.
      

      
      One of the feeders broke away from the others and made a grab for Bennett. Nest hissed at it furiously, caught its eye, and
         stripped it of its life with a single, chilling glance. That was all it took – one instant in which their eyes met and her
         magic took control. The feeder collapsed in a heap and melted into the earth in a black stain. The others backed off watchfully.
      

      
      Nest took a deep, calming breath. ‘Come on, Bennett,’ she urged in a tight whisper. ‘It’s all right, sweetie.’

      
      The little girl had almost reached her when the headlight of the freight train swept across the bayou as the lead engine lurched
         out of the night. Bennett Scott hesitated, her eyes suddenly wide and uncertain. Then the train whistle sounded its shrill,
         piercing wail, and she cried out in fear.
      

      
      Nest didn’t hesitate. She grabbed Bennett Scott’s arm, snatched the little girl from her feet, and pressed her close. For
         a moment she held her ground, facing down the feeders. But she saw at once that there were too many to stand against, so she
         wheeled from the cliffs and began to run. Behind her, the feeders bounded in pursuit. Already Pick was astride Daniel, and the barn owl swooped down on the foremost pursuers, talons extended. The feeders veered away, giving Nest an extra few
         yards’ head start.
      

      
      ‘Faster, Nest!’ Pick cried, but she was already in full stride, running as hard as she could. She clutched Bennett Scott tightly
         against her, feeling the child shake. She weighed almost nothing, but it was awkward running with her. Nest cleared the turnaround
         and streaked past the burial mounds for the picnic ground. She would turn and face the feeders there, where she could maneuver,
         safely away from the cliffs. Her magic would give her some protection. And Pick would be there. And Daniel. But there were
         so many of them tonight! Her heart thumped wildly. From the corner of her eye, she saw shadows closing on her, bounding through
         the park, yellow eyes narrowed. Daniel screeched, and she felt the whoosh of his wings as he sped past her, banking away into
         the dark.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Mommy, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ Bennett Scott sobbed, a prayer of forgiveness for some imagined wrong. Nest gritted
         her teeth and ran faster.
      

      
      Then suddenly she went down, arms and legs flying as she tripped over a road chain she had missed vaulting. She lost her grip
         on Bennett Scott and the little girl cried out in terror. Then the air was knocked from Bennett’s lungs as she struck the
         ground.
      

      
      Nest rolled to her feet at once, but the feeders were everywhere, dark, shadowy forms closing on her with wicked intent. She
         turned to mush the handful that were closest, the ones that were foolish enough to meet her gaze, ripping apart their dark
         forms with a glance. But the remainder converged in a dark wave.
      

      
      Then Wraith materialized next to her, a massive presence, fur all stiff and bristling, the hairs raised like tiny spikes off his body. At first glance, he might have been a dog, a
         demonic German shepherd perhaps, colored an odd brindle. But he was deep-chested like a Rottweiler, and tall at the shoulders
         like a boxer, and his eyes were a peculiar amber within a mass of black facial markings that suggested tiger stripes. Then
         you recognized the sloped forehead and the narrow muzzle as a wolf’s. And if you looked even closer, which if you were one
         of the few who could see him you were not apt to do, you realized he was something else altogether.
      

      
      Scrambling over each other in an effort to escape, the feeders scattered like leaves in a strong wind. Wraith advanced on
         them in a stiff-legged walk, his head lowered, his teeth bared, but the feeders disappeared as swiftly as shadows at the coming
         of full sun, bounding back into the night. When the last of them had gone, Wraith wheeled back momentarily to give Nest a
         dark, purposeful glance, almost as if to take the measure of her resolve in the face of his somewhat belated appearance, and
         then he faded away.
      

      
      Nest exhaled sharply, the chill that had settled in the pit of her stomach melting, the tightness in her chest giving way.
         Her breath came in rapid bursts, and blood throbbed in her ears. She looked quickly to find Bennett. The little girl was curled
         into a ball, hiding her face in her hands, crying so hard she was hiccuping. Had she seen Wraith? Nest didn’t think so. Few
         people ever saw Wraith. She brushed at the grass embedded in the cuts and scrapes on her knees and elbows, and went to collect
         her frightened charge. She scooped Bennett up and cradled her gently.
      

      
      ‘There, there, Ben Ben,’ she cooed, kissing the little girl’s face. ‘Don’t be frightened now. It’s all right. Everything’s
         all right.’ She shivered in spite of herself. ‘It was just a little fall. Time to be going home now, sweetie. Look, there’s your house, right over there. Can you see the lights?’
      

      
      Daniel winged past one final time and disappeared into the dark, bearing Pick with him. The feeders were scattered, so the
         owl and the sylvan were leaving, entrusting the return of Bennett Scott to her. She sighed wearily and began to walk through
         the park. Her breathing steadied and her heartbeat slowed. She was sweating, and the air felt hot and damp against her face.
         It was silent in the park, hushed and tender in the blanket of the dark. She hugged Bennett possessively, feeling the little
         girl’s sobs slowly fade.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Ben Ben,’ she said, ‘we’ll have you home in bed before you know it. You want to get right to sleep, little girl, because
         Monday’s the Fourth of July and you don’t want to miss the fireworks. All those colors, all those pretty colors! What if you
         fell asleep and missed them?’
      

      
      Bennett Scott curled into her shoulder. ‘Will you come home with me, Nest? Will you stay with me?’

      
      The words were so poignant that Nest felt tears spring to her eyes. She stared off into the night, to the stars and the half-moon
         in the cloudless sky, to the shadows of the trees where they loomed against the horizon, to the lights of the buildings ahead
         where the residences and the apartments began and the park came to an end. The world was a scary place for little girls, but
         the scariest things in it weren’t always feeders and they didn’t live only in the dark. In the morning she would talk with
         Gran about Enid Scott. Maybe together they could come up with something. She would look for Spook, too. Pick would help.
      

      
      ‘I’ll come home with you, Ben Ben,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll stay for a little while, anyway.’

      
      Her arms were tired and aching, but she refused to put the little girl down. By the time she reached the crossbar blocking
         the entrance to the park and turned left toward the Sinnissippi Townhomes, Bennett Scott was fast asleep.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Robert Roosevelt Freemark – ‘Old Bob’ to everyone but his wife, granddaughter, and minister – came down to breakfast the next
         morning in something of a funk. He was a big man, three inches over six feet, with broad shoulders, large hands, and a solidity
         that belied his sixty-five years of age. His face was square, his features prominent, and his snow-white hair thick and wavy
         and combed straight back from his high forehead. He looked like a politician – or at least like a politician ought to look.
         But Old Bob was a workingman, had been all his life, and now, in retirement after thirty years on the line at Midwest Continental
         Steel, he still dressed in jeans and blue work shirts and thought of himself as being just like everyone else.
      

      
      Old Bob had been Old Bob for as long as anyone could remember. Not in his boyhood, of course, but shortly after that, and
         certainly by the time he came back from the Korean War. He wasn’t called Old Bob to his face, of course, but only when he
         was being referred to in the third person. Like, ‘Old Bob sure knows his business.’ He wasn’t Good Old Bob either, in the
         sense that he was a good old boy. And the ‘old’ had never been a reference to age. It was more a designation of status or
         durability or dependability. Bob Freemark had been a rock-solid citizen of Hopewell and a friend to everyone living there for his entire life, the sort of man you could call upon
         when you needed help. He’d worked for the Jaycees, the United Way, the Cancer Fund, and the Red Cross at one time or another,
         spearheading their campaign efforts. He’d been a member of Kiwanis, the Moose, and the VFW. (He’d kept clear of Rotary because
         he couldn’t abide that phony ‘Hi, Robert’ malarkey.) He’d been a member of the First Congregational Church, been a deacon
         and a trustee until after Caitlin died. He’d worked at the steel mill as a foreman his last ten years on the job, and there
         were more than a few in the union who said he was the best they’d ever known.
      

      
      But this morning as he slouched into the kitchen he was dark-browed and weary-hearted and felt not in the least as if his
         life had amounted to anything. Evelyn was already up, sitting at the kitchen table with her glass of orange juice laced with
         vodka, her cigarette, her coffee, and her magazine. Sometimes he thought she simply didn’t go to bed anymore, although she’d
         been sleeping last night when he’d gotten up to look in on Nest. They’d kept separate bedrooms for almost ten years, and more
         and more it felt like they kept separate lives as well, all since Caitlin …
      

      
      He caught himself, stopped himself from even thinking the words. Caitlin. Everything went back to Caitlin. Everything bad.

      
      ‘Morning,’ he greeted perfunctorily.

      
      Evelyn nodded, eyes lifting and lowering like window shades.

      
      He poured himself a bowl of Cheerios, a glass of juice, and a cup of coffee and sat down across from her at the table. He
         attacked the cereal with single-minded intensity, devouring it in huge gulps, his head lowered to the bowl, stewing in wordless solitude. Evelyn sipped at her vodka and orange juice and took long drags on her cigarette. The length
         of the silence between them implied accurately the vastness of the gulf that separated their lives.
      

      
      Finally Evelyn looked up, frowning in reproof. ‘What’s bothering you, Robert?’

      
      Old Bob looked at her. She had always called him Robert, not Old Bob, not even just Bob, as if some semblance of formality
         were required in their relationship. She was a small, intense woman with sharp eyes, soft features, gray hair, and a no-nonsense
         attitude. She had been beautiful once, but she was only old now. Time and life’s vicissitudes and her own stubborn refusal
         to look after herself had done her in. She smoked and drank all the time, and when he called her on it, she told him it was
         her life and she could lead it any way she wanted and besides, she didn’t really give a damn.
      

      
      ‘I couldn’t sleep, so I got up during the night and looked in on Nest,’ he told her. ‘She wasn’t there. She’d tucked some
         pillows under the covers to make me think she was, but she wasn’t.’ He paused. ‘She was out in the park again, wasn’t she?’
      

      
      Evelyn looked back at her magazine. ‘You leave the girl alone. She’s doing what she has to do.’

      
      He shook his head stubbornly, even though he knew what was coming. ‘There’s nothing she has to be doing out there at two in
         the morning.’
      

      
      Evelyn stubbed out her cigarette and promptly lit another one. ‘There’s everything, and you know it.’

      
      ‘You know it, Evelyn. I don’t.’

      
      ‘You want me to say it for you, Robert? You seem to be having trouble finding the right words. Nest was out minding the feeders.
         You can accept it or not – it doesn’t change the fact of it.’
      

      
      ‘Out minding the feeders …’
      

      
      ‘The ones you can’t see, Robert, because your belief in things doesn’t extend beyond the tip of your nose. Nest and I aren’t
         like that, thank the good Lord.’
      

      
      He shoved back his cereal bowl and glared at her. ‘Neither was Caitlin.’

      
      Her sharp eyes fixed on him through a haze of cigarette smoke. ‘Don’t start, Robert.’

      
      He hesitated, then shook his head hopelessly. ‘I’m going to have a talk with Nest about this, Evelyn,’ he declared softly.
         ‘I don’t want her out there at night. I don’t care what the reason is.’
      

      
      His wife stared at him a moment longer, as if measuring the strength of his words. Then her eyes returned to the magazine.
         ‘You leave Nest alone.’
      

      
      He looked out the window into the backyard and the park beyond. The day was bright and sunny, the skies clear, the temperature
         in the eighties, and the heat rising off the grass in a damp shimmer. It was only the first of July, and already they were
         seeing record temperatures. There’d been good rain in the spring, so the crops were doing all right, especially the early
         corn and soybeans, but if the heat continued there would be problems. The farmers were complaining already that they would
         have to irrigate and even that wouldn’t be enough without some rain. Old Bob stared into the park and thought about the hardships
         of farming, remembering his father’s struggle when he’d owned the farm up at Yorktown years ago. Old Bob didn’t understand
         farming; he didn’t understand why anyone would want to do it. Of course, that was the way farmers felt about fellows who worked
         in a steel mill.
      

      
      ‘Is Nest still in bed?’ he asked after a moment.

      
      Evelyn got up to pour herself another drink. Bob watched the measure of vodka she added to the orange juice. Way too much. ‘Why don’t you lighten up on that stuff, Evelyn? It’s not
         even nine o’clock in the morning.’
      

      
      She gave him a hard look, her face pinched and her mouth set. ‘I notice you weren’t in any hurry to get home last night from
         telling war stories with your pals. And I don’t suppose you were drinking tea and playing shuffleboard down there at the hall,
         were you?’ She took a long pull on the drink, walked back to her chair, sat down, and picked up the magazine. ‘Leave me alone,
         Robert. And leave Nest alone, too.’
      

      
      Old Bob nodded slowly and looked off again out the window. They had lived in this house for almost the whole of their married
         life. It was a big, sprawling rambler on two acres of wooded land abutting the park; he’d supervised the building of it himself,
         back in the late fifties. He’d bought the land for two hundred dollars an acre. It was worth a hundred times that now, even
         without the house. Caitlin had grown up under this roof, and now Nest. Everything that had meaning in his life had happened
         while he was living here.
      

      
      His eyes traveled over the aged wood of the kitchen cabinets to the molding and kickboards and down the hall to the paneled
         entry. He had even been happy here once.
      

      
      He stood up, weary, resigned, still in a funk. He felt emasculated by Evelyn, helpless in the face of her fortress mentality,
         adrift in his life, unable to change things in any way that mattered. It had been bad between them for years and it was getting
         worse. What was going to become of them? Nest was all that bound them together now. Once she was gone, as she would be in
         a few years, what would be left for them?
      

      
      He brushed at his thick white hair with his hand, smoothing it back. ‘I’m going downtown, see if there’s anything new with
         the strike,’ he said. ‘I’ll be back in a few hours.’
      

      
      She nodded without looking up. ‘Lunch will be on the table at noon if you want it.’
      

      
      He studied her a moment longer, then went down the hall and out the front door into the summer heat.

      
      It was another hour before Nest appeared in the kitchen. She stretched and yawned as she entered and helped herself to the
         orange juice. Her grandmother was still sitting at the kitchen table, smoking and drinking and reading her magazine. She looked
         up as Nest appeared and gave her a wan smile. ‘Good morning, Nest.’
      

      
      ‘Morning, Gran,’ Nest replied. She took out the bread and stuck a couple of slices in the toaster. Thinking of Bennett Scott,
         she stood at the counter and rolled her shoulders inside her sleep shirt to relieve the lingering ache in her muscles. ‘Grandpa
         around?’
      

      
      Her grandmother put down the magazine. ‘He’s gone out. But he wants to talk with you. He says you went into the park last
         night.’
      

      
      Nest hunched her shoulders one final time, then slouched against the counter, her eyes on the toaster. ‘Yep, he’s right. I
         did.’
      

      
      ‘What happened?’

      
      ‘Same as usual. The feeders got Bennett Scott this time.’ She told her grandmother what had happened. ‘I walked her to the
         front door and handed her over to Jared. You should have seen his face. He was so scared. He’d looked everywhere for her.
         He was about to call the police. His mom still wasn’t home. She’s a dead loss, Gran. Can’t we do something about her? It isn’t
         fair the way she saddles Jared with all the responsibility. Did you know he has to make all the meals for those kids – or almost all? He has to be there for them after school. He has to do everything!’
      

      
      Her grandmother took a deep drag on her cigarette. A cloud of smoke enveloped her. ‘I’ll have a talk with Mildred Walker.
         She’s involved with the social-services people. Maybe one of them will drop by for a chat with Enid. That woman checks her
         brains at the door every time a man walks in. She’s a sorry excuse for a mother, but those kids are stuck with her.’
      

      
      ‘Bennett’s scared of George Paulsen, too. Next thing, he’ll be living there.’

      
      Her grandmother nodded. ‘Well, George is good at showing up where there’s a free ride.’ Her eyes shifted to find Nest’s, and
         her small body bent forward over the table. ‘Sit with me a moment. Bring your toast.’
      

      
      Nest gathered up her toast and juice and sat down. She lathered on some raspberry spread and took a bite. ‘Good.’

      
      ‘What are you going to tell your grandfather when he asks you what you were doing in the park?’

      
      Nest shrugged, tossing back her dark hair. ‘Same as always. I woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep, so I decided to go for
         a run. I tucked the pillows under the covers so he wouldn’t worry.’
      

      
      Her grandmother nodded. ‘Good enough, I expect. I told him to leave you alone. But he worries about you. He can’t stop thinking
         about your mother. He thinks you’ll end up the same way.’
      

      
      They stared at each other in silence. They had been over this ground before, many times. Caitlin Freemark, Nest’s mother,
         had fallen from the cliffs three months after Nest was born. She had been walking in the park at night. Her state of mind
         had been uncertain for some time; she had been a very fragile and mercurial young woman. Nest’s birth and the disappearance of the father had left her deeply troubled. There was speculation that she might have committed suicide.
         No one had ever been able to determine if she had, but the rumors persisted.
      

      
      ‘I’m not my mother,’ Nest said quietly.

      
      ‘No, you’re not,’ her grandmother agreed. There was a distant, haunted look in her sharp, old bird’s eyes, as if she had suddenly
         remembered something best left forgotten. Her hands fluttered about her drink.
      

      
      ‘Grandpa doesn’t understand, does he?’

      
      ‘He doesn’t try.’

      
      ‘Do you still talk to him about the feeders, Gran?’

      
      ‘He thinks I’m seeing things. He thinks it’s the liquor talking. He thinks I’m an old drunk.’

      
      ‘Oh, Gran.’

      
      ‘It’s been like that for some time, Nest.’ Her grandmother shook her head. ‘It’s as much my fault as it is his. I’ve made
         it difficult for him, too.’ She paused, not wanting to go too far down that road. ‘But I can’t get him even to listen to me.
         Like I said, he doesn’t see. Not the feeders, not any of the forest creatures living in the park. He never could see any part
         of that world, not even when Caitlin was alive. She tried to tell him, your mother. But he thought it was all make-believe,
         just a young girl’s imagination. He played along with her, pretended he understood. But he would talk to me about it when
         we were alone, tell me how worried he was about her nonsense. I told him that maybe she wasn’t making it up. I told him maybe
         he should listen to her. But he just couldn’t ever make himself do that.’
      

      
      She smiled sadly. ‘He’s never understood our connection with the park, Nest. I doubt that he ever will.’

      
      Nest ate the last bite of toast, chewing thoughtfully. Six generations of the women of her family had been in service to the land that made up the park. They were the ones who had worked
         with Pick to keep the magic in balance over the years. They were the ones who had been born to magic themselves. Gwendolyn
         Wills, Caroline Glynn, Opal Anders, Gran, her mother, and now her. The Freemark women, Nest called them, though the designation
         was less than accurate. Their pictures hung in a grouping in the entry, framed against the wooded backdrop of the park. Gran
         always said that the partnering worked best with the women of the family, because the women stayed while the men too often
         moved on.
      

      
      ‘Grandpa never talks about the park with me,’ Nest remarked quietly.

      
      ‘No, I think he’s afraid to.’ Her grandmother swallowed down the vodka and orange juice. Her eyes looked vague and watery.
         ‘And I don’t ever want you talking about it with him.’
      

      
      Nest looked down at her plate. ‘I know.’

      
      The old woman reached across the table and took hold of her granddaughter’s wrist. ‘Not with him, not with anyone. Not ever.
         There’s good reason for this, Nest. You understand that, don’t you?’
      

      
      Nest nodded. ‘Yep, I do.’ She looked up at her grandmother. ‘But I don’t like it much. I don’t like being the only one.’

      
      Her grandmother squeezed her wrist tightly. ‘There’s me. You can always talk to me.’ She released her grip and sat back. ‘Maybe
         one day your grandfather will be able to talk with you about it, too. But it’s hard for him. People don’t want to believe
         in magic. It’s all they can do to make themselves believe in God. You can’t see something, Nest, if you don’t believe in it.
         Sometimes I think he just can’t let himself believe, that believing just doesn’t fit in with his view of things.’
      

      
      Nest was silent a moment, thinking. ‘Mom believed, though, didn’t she?’

      
      Her grandmother nodded wordlessly.

      
      ‘What about my dad? Do you think he believed, too?’

      
      The old woman reached for her cigarettes. ‘He believed.’

      
      Nest studied her grandmother, watched the way her fingers shook as she worked the lighter. ‘Do you think he will ever come
         back?’
      

      
      ‘Your father? No.’

      
      ‘Maybe he’ll want to see how I’ve turned out. Maybe he’ll come back for that.’

      
      ‘Don’t hold your breath.’

      
      Nest worried her lip. ‘I wonder sometimes who he is, Gran. I wonder what he looks like.’ She paused. ‘Do you ever wonder?’

      
      Her grandmother drew in on the cigarette, her eyes hard and fixed on a point in space somewhere to Nest’s left. ‘No. What
         would be the point?’
      

      
      ‘He’s not a forest creature, is he?’

      
      She didn’t know what made her ask such a question. She startled herself by even speaking the words. And the way her grandmother
         looked at her made her wish she had held her tongue.
      

      
      ‘Why would you ever think that?’ Evelyn Freemark snapped, her voice brittle and sharp, her eyes bright with anger.

      
      Nest swallowed her surprise and shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I just wondered, I guess.’

      
      Her grandmother looked at her for a long moment without blinking, then turned away. ‘Go make your bed. Then go out and play
         with your friends. Cass Minter has called you twice already. Lunch will be here if you want it. Dinner’s at six. Go on.’
      

      
      Nest rose and carried her dishes to the sink. No one had ever told her anything about her father. No one seemed to know anything
         about him. But that didn’t stop her from wondering. She had been told that her mother never revealed his identity, not even
         to her grandparents. But Nest suspected that Gran knew something about him anyway. It was in the way she avoided the subject
         – or became angry when he was mentioned. Why did she do that? What did she know that made her so uncomfortable? Maybe that
         was why Nest persisted in her questions about him, even silly ones like the one she had just asked. Her father couldn’t be
         a forest creature. If he was, Nest would be a forest creature as well, wouldn’t she?
      

      
      ‘See you later, Gran,’ she said as she left the room.

      
      She went down the hall to her room to shower and dress. There were all different kinds of forest creatures, Pick had told
         her once. Even if he hadn’t told her exactly what they were. So did that mean there were some made of flesh and blood? Did
         it mean some were human, like her?
      

      
      She stood naked in front of the bathroom mirror looking at herself for a long time before she got into the shower.

   
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      Old Bob backed his weathered Ford pickup out of the garage, drove up the lane through the wide-boughed hardwoods, and turned
         onto Sinnissippi Road. In spite of the heat he had the windows rolled down and the air conditioner turned off because he liked
         to smell the woods. In his opinion, Sinnissippi Park was the most beautiful woods for miles – always had been, always would
         be. It was green and rolling where the cliffs rose above the Rock River, and the thick stands of shagbark hickory, white oak,
         red elm, and maple predated the coming of the white man into Indian territory. Nestled down within the spaces permitted by
         a thinning of the larger trees were walnut, cherry, birch, and a scattering of pine and blue spruce. There were wildflowers
         that bloomed in the spring and leaves that turned colors in the fall that could make your heart ache. In Illinois, spring
         and fall were the seasons you waited for. Summer was just a bridge between the two, a three-to-four-month yearly preview of
         where you would end up if you were turned away from Heaven’s gates, a ruinous time when Mother Nature cranked up the heat
         as high as it would go on the local thermostat and a million insects came out to feed. It wasn’t like that every summer, and
         it wasn’t like that every day of every summer, but it was like that enough that you didn’t notice much of anything else. This summer was worse than usual, and today looked
         to be typical. The heat was intense already, even here in the woods, though not so bad beneath the canopy of the trees as
         it would be downtown. So Old Bob breathed in the scents of leaves and grasses and flowers and enjoyed the coolness of the
         shade as he drove the old truck toward the highway, reminding himself of what was good about his hometown on his way to his
         regular morning discussion of what wasn’t.
      

      
      The strike at Midwest Continental Steel had been going on for one hundred and seven days, and there was no relief in sight.
         This was bad news and not just for the company and the union. The mill employed twenty-five percent of the town’s working
         population, and when twenty-five percent of a community’s spending capital disappears, everyone suffers. MidCon was at one
         time the largest independently owned steel mill in the country, but after the son of the founder died and the heirs lost interest,
         it was sold to a consortium. That produced some bad feelings all by itself, even though one of the heirs stayed around as
         a nominal part of the company team. The bad feelings grew when the bottom fell out of the steel market in the late seventies
         and early eighties in the wake of the boom in foreign steel. The consortium underwent some management changes, the last member
         of the founding family was dismissed, the twenty-four-inch mill was shut down, and several hundred workers were laid off.
         Eventually some of the workers were hired back and the twenty-four-inch was started up again, but the bad feelings between
         management and union were by then so deep-seated and pervasive that neither side could bring itself ever again to trust the
         other.
      

      
      The bad feelings had come to a head six months earlier, when the union had entered into negotiations for a new contract. A yearly cost-of-living increase in the hourly wage, better medical benefits, an expansion of what qualified as
         piecework, and a paid-holiday program were some of the demands on the union’s agenda. A limited increase without escalators
         in the hourly wage over the next five years, a cutback in medical benefits, a narrowing down of the types of payments offered
         for piecework, and an elimination of paid holidays were high on the list of counterdemands made by the company. A deadlock
         was quickly reached. Arbitration was refused by both sides, each choosing to wait out the other. A strike deadline was set
         by the union. A back-to-work deadline was set by the company. As the deadlines neared and no movement was achieved in the
         bargaining process, both union and company went public with their grievances. Negotiators for each side kept popping up on
         television and radio to air out the particulars of the latest outrage perpetrated by the other. Soon both sides were talking
         to everyone but each other.
      

      
      Then, one hundred and seven days ago, the union had struck the fourteen-inch and the wire mill. The strike soon escalated
         to include the twenty-four-inch and the twelve-inch, and then all of MidCon was shut down. At first no one worried much. There
         had been strikes before, and they had always resolved themselves. Besides, it was springtime, and with the passing of another
         bitterly cold Midwest winter, everyone was feeling hopeful and renewed. But a month went by and no progress was made. A mediator
         was called in at the behest of the mayor of Hopewell and the governor of the State of Illinois and with the blessing of both
         union and management, but he failed to make headway. A few ugly incidents on the picket line hardened feelings on both sides.
         By then, the effect of the strike was being felt by everyone – smaller companies who did business with the mill or used their products, retailers who relied on the money spent by the mill’s employees, and professional people whose clientele was
         in large part composed of management and union alike. Everyone began to choose sides.
      

      
      After two months, the company announced that it would no longer recognize the union and that it would accept back those workers
         who wished to return to their old jobs, but that if those workers failed to return in seven days, new people would be brought
         in to replace them. On June 1, it would start up the fourteen-inch mill using company supervisors as workers. The company
         called this action the first step in a valid decertification process; the union called it strikebreaking and union busting.
         The union warned against trying to use scabs in place of ‘real’ workers, of trying to cross the picket line, of doing anything
         but continuing to negotiate with the union team. It warned that use of company people on the line was foolhardy and dangerous.
         Only trained personnel should attempt to operate the machinery. The company replied that it would provide whatever training
         was deemed necessary and suggested the union start bargaining in good faith.
      

      
      From there, matters only got worse. The company started up the fourteen-inch several times, and each time shut it down again
         after only a few days. There were reports by the union of unnecessary injuries and by the company of sabotage. Replacement
         workers were bused in from surrounding cities, and fights took place on the picket line. The national guard was brought in
         on two occasions to restore order. Finally MidCon shut down again for good and declared that the workers were all fired and
         the company was for sale. All negotiations came to a halt. No one even bothered to pretend at making an effort anymore. Another
         month passed. The pickets continued, no one made any money, and the community of Hopewell and its citizens grew steadily more depressed.
      

      
      Now, with the summer heat reaching record highs, spring’s hopes were as dry as the dust that coated the roadways, and the
         bad feelings had burned down to white-hot embers.
      

      
      Old Bob reached Lincoln Highway, turned on the lighted arrow off Sinnissippi Road, and headed for town. He passed the Kroger
         supermarket and the billboard put up six months ago by the Chamber of Commerce that read WELCOME TO HOPEWELL, ILLINOIS! WE’RE GROWING YOUR WAY! The billboard was faded and dust-covered in the dull shimmer of the late-morning heat, and the words seemed to mock the reality
         of things. Old Bob rolled up the windows and turned on the air. There weren’t any smells from here on in that mattered to
         him.
      

      
      He drove the combined four-lane to where it divided into a pair of one-ways, Fourth Street going west into town, Third Street
         coming east. He passed several fast-food joints, a liquor store, a pair of gas stations, Quik Dry Cleaners, Rock River Valley
         Printers, and an electrical shop. Traffic was light. The heat rose off the pavement in waves, and the leaves on the trees
         that lined the sidewalks hung limp in the windless air. The men and women of Hopewell were closeted in their homes and offices
         with the air conditioners turned on high, going about the business of their lives with weary determination. Unless summer
         school had claimed them, the kids were all out at the parks or swimming pools, trying to stay cool and keep from being bored.
         At night the temperature would drop ten to fifteen degrees and there might be a breeze, but still no one would be moving very
         fast. There was a somnolence to the community that suggested a long siesta in progress, a dullness of pace that whispered
         of despair.
      

      
      Old Bob shook his head. Well, the Fourth of July was almost here, and the Fourth, with its fireworks and picnics and the dance
         in the park, might help take people’s minds off their problems.
      

      
      A few minutes later he pulled into a vacant parking space in front of Josie’s and climbed out of the cab. The sun’s brightness
         was so intense and the heat’s swelter so thick that for a moment he felt light-headed. He gripped the parking mirror to steady
         himself, feeling old and foolish, trying desperately to pretend that nothing was wrong as he studied his feet. When he had
         regained his balance sufficiently to stand on his own, he walked to the parking meter, fed a few coins into the slot, moved
         to the front door of the coffee shop, and stepped inside.
      

      
      Cold air washed over him, a welcome relief. Josie’s occupied the corner of Second Avenue and Third Street across from the
         liquor store, the bank parking lot, and Hays Insurance. Windows running the length of both front walls gave a clear view of
         the intersection and those trudging to and from their air-conditioned offices and cars. Booths lined the windows, red leather
         fifties-era banquettes reupholstered and restitched. An L-shaped counter wrapped with stools was situated farther in, and
         a scattering of tables occupied the available floor space between. There were fresh-baked doughnuts, sweet rolls, and breads
         displayed in a glass case at the far end of the counter, and coffee, espresso, hot chocolate, tea, and soft drinks to wash
         those down. Josie’s boasted black cows, green rivers, sarsaparillas, and the thickest shakes for miles. Breakfast was served
         anytime, and you could get lunch until three, when the kitchen closed. Takeout was available and frequently used. Josie’s
         had the best daytime food in town, and almost everyone drifted in to sample it at least once or twice a week.
      

      
      Old Bob and his union pals were there every day. Before the mill was shut down, only those who had retired came in on a regular
         basis, but now all of them showed up every morning without fail. Most were already there as Old Bob made his way to the back
         of the room and the clutch of tables those who had gotten there first had shoved together to accommodate latecomers. Old Bob
         waved, then detoured toward the service counter. Carol Blier intercepted him, asked how he was doing, and told him to stop
         by the office sometime for a chat. Old Bob nodded and moved on, feeling Carol’s eyes following him, measuring his step. Carol
         sold life insurance.
      

      
      ‘Well, there you are,’ Josie greeted from behind the counter, giving him her warmest smile. ‘Your buddies have been wondering
         if you were coming in.’
      

      
      Old Bob smiled back. ‘Have they now?’

      
      ‘Sure. They can’t spit and walk at the same time without you to show them how – you know that.’ Josie cocked one eyebrow playfully.
         ‘I swear you get better-looking every time I see you.’
      

      
      Old Bob laughed. Josie Jackson was somewhere in her thirties, a divorcée with a teenage daughter and a worthless ex-husband
         last seen heading south about half a dozen years ago. She was younger-looking than her years, certainly younger-acting, with
         big dark eyes and a ready smile, long blondish hair and a head-turning body, and most important of all a willingness to work
         that would put most people to shame. She had purchased Josie’s with money loaned to her by her parents, who owned a carpet-and-tile
         business. Having worked much of her adult life as a waitress, Josie Jackson knew what she was doing, and in no time her business
         was the favorite breakfast and lunch spot in Hopewell. Josie ran it with charm and efficiency and a live-and-let-live attitude that made everyone feel welcome.
      

      
      ‘How’s Evelyn?’ she asked him, leaning her elbows on the counter as she fixed him with her dark eyes.

      
      He shrugged. ‘Same as always. Rock of ages.’

      
      ‘Yeah, she’ll outlive us all, won’t she?’ Josie brushed at her tousled hair. ‘Well, go on back. You want your usual?’

      
      Old Bob nodded, and Josie moved away. If he’d been younger and unattached, Old Bob would have given serious consideration
         to hooking up with Josie Jackson. But then that was the way all the old codgers felt, and most of the young bucks, too. That
         was Josie’s gift.
      

      
      He eased through the clustered tables, stopping for a brief word here and there, working his way back to where the union crowd
         was gathered. They glanced up as he approached, one after the other, giving him perfunctory nods or calling out words of greeting.
         Al Garcia, Mel Riorden, Derry Howe, Richie Stoudt, Penny Williamson, Mike Michaelson, Junior Elway, and one or two more. They
         made room for him at one end of the table, and he scooted a chair over and took a seat, sinking comfortably into place.
      

      
      ‘So this guy, he works in a post office somewhere over in Iowa, right?’ Mel Riorden was saying. He was a big, overweight crane
         operator with spiky red hair and a tendency to blink rapidly while he was speaking. He was doing so now. Like one of those
         ads showing how easy it is to open and close a set of blinds. Blink, blink, blink. ‘He comes to work in a dress. No, this
         is the God’s honest truth. It was right there in the paper. He comes to work in a dress.’
      

      
      ‘What color of dress?’ Richie Stoudt interrupted, looking genuinely puzzled, not an unusual expression for Richie.

      
      Riorden looked at him. ‘What the hell difference does that make? It’s a dress, on a man who works in a post office, Richie! Think about it! Anyway, he comes to work, this guy, and his
         supervisor sees the dress and tells him he can’t work like that, he has to go home and change. So he does. And he comes back
         wearing a different dress, a fur coat, and a gorilla mask. The supervisor tells him to go home again, but this time he won’t
         leave. So they call the police and haul him away. Charge him with disturbing the peace or something. But this is the best
         part. Afterward, the supervisor tells a reporter – this is true, now, I swear – tells the reporter, with a straight face,
         that they are considering psychiatric evaluation for the guy. Considering!’
      

      
      ‘You know, I read about a guy who took his monkey to the emergency room a few weeks back.’ Albert Garcia picked up the conversation.
         He was a small, solid man with thinning dark hair and close-set features, a relative newcomer to the group, having come up
         from Houston with his family to work at MidCon less than ten years ago. Before the strike, he set the rolls in the fourteen-inch.
         ‘The monkey was his pet, and it got sick or something. So he hauls it down to the emergency room. This was in Arkansas, I
         think. Tells the nurse it’s his baby. Can you imagine? His baby!’
      

      
      ‘Did it look anything like him?’ Mel Riorden laughed.

      
      ‘This isn’t the same guy, is it?’ Penny Williamson asked suddenly. He was a bulky, heavy-featured black man with skin that
         shone almost as blue as oiled steel. He was a foreman in the number-three plant, steady and reliable. He shifted his heavy
         frame slightly and winked knowingly at Old Bob. ‘You know, the postal-worker guy again?’
      

      
      Al Garcia looked perplexed. ‘I don’t think so. Do you think it could be?’

      
      ‘So what happened?’ Riorden asked as he bit into a fresh Danish. His eyes blinked like a camera shutter. He rearranged the sizable mound of sweet rolls he had piled on a plate in
         front of him, already choosing his next victim.
      

      
      ‘Nothing.’ Al Garcia shrugged. ‘They fixed up the monkey and sent him home.’

      
      ‘That’s it? That’s the whole story?’ Riorden shook his head.

      
      Al Garcia shrugged again. ‘I just thought it was bizarre, that’s all.’

      
      ‘I think you’re bizarre.’ Riorden looked away dismissively. ‘Hey, Bob, what news from the east end this fine morning?’

      
      Old Bob accepted with a nod the coffee and sweet roll Josie scooted in front of him. ‘Nothing you don’t already know. It’s
         hot at that end of town, too. Any news from the mill?’
      

      
      ‘Same old, same old. The strike goes on. Life goes on. Everybody keeps on keeping on.’

      
      ‘I been getting some yard work out at Joe Preston’s,’ Richie Stoudt offered, but everyone ignored him, because if brains were
         dynamite he didn’t have enough to blow his nose.
      

      
      ‘I’ll give you some news,’ Junior Elway said suddenly. ‘There’s some boys planning to cross the picket line if they can get
         their jobs back. It was just a few at first, but I think there’s more of them now.’
      

      
      Old Bob considered him wordlessly for a moment. Junior was not the most reliable of sources. ‘That so, Junior? I don’t think
         the company will allow it, after all that’s happened.’
      

      
      ‘They’ll allow it, all right,’ Derry Howe cut in. He was a tall, angular man with close-cropped hair and an intense, suspicious
         stare that made people wonder. He’d been a bit strange as a boy, and two tours in Vietnam hadn’t improved things. Since Nam,
         he’d lost a wife, been arrested any number of times for drinking and driving, and spotted up his mill record until it looked like someone had sneezed into an inkwell. Old Bob couldn’t understand why they hadn’t fired him. He was erratic and
         error-prone, and those who knew him best thought he wasn’t rowing with all his oars in the water. Junior Elway was the only
         friend he had, which was a dubious distinction. He was allowed to hang out with this group only because he was Mel Riorden’s
         sister’s boy.
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ Al Garcia asked quickly.

      
      ‘I mean, they’ll allow it because they’re going to start up the fourteen-inch again over the weekend and have it up and running
         by Tuesday. Right after the Fourth. I got it from a friend on the inside.’ Howe’s temple pulsed and his lips tightened. ‘They
         want to break the union, and this is their best chance. Get the company running again without us.’
      

      
      ‘Been tried already.’ Al Garcia sniffed.

      
      ‘So now it’s gonna get tried again. Think about it, Al. What have they got to lose?’

      
      ‘No one from the union is going back to help them do it,’ Penrod Williamson declared, glowering at Howe. ‘That’s foolish talk.’

      
      ‘You don’t think there’s enough men out there with wives and children to feed that this ain’t become more important to them
         than the strike?’ Howe snapped. He brushed at his close-cropped hair. ‘You ain’t paying attention then, Penny. The bean counters
         have taken over, and guys like us, we’re history! You think the national’s going to bail us out of this? Hell! The company’s
         going to break the union and we’re sitting here letting them do it!’
      

      
      ‘Well, it’s not like there’s a lot else we can do, Derry,’ Mel Riorden pointed out, easing his considerable weight back in
         his metal frame chair. ‘We’ve struck and picketed and that’s all the law allows us. And the national’s doing what it can.
         We just have to be patient. Sooner or later this thing will get settled.’
      

      
      ‘How’s that gonna happen, Mel?’ Howe pressed, flushed with anger. ‘Just how the hell’s that gonna happen? You see any negotiating
         going on? I sure as hell don’t! Striking and picketing is fine, but it ain’t getting us anywhere. These people running the
         show, they ain’t from here. They don’t give a rat’s ass what happens to us. If you think they do, well you’re a damn fool!’
      

      
      ‘He’s got a point,’ Junior Elway agreed, leaning forward over his coffee, nodding solemnly, lank blond hair falling into his
         face. Old Bob pursed his lips. Junior always thought Derry Howe had a point.
      

      
      ‘Damn right!’ Howe was rolling now, his taut features shoved forward, dominating the table. ‘You think we’re going to win
         this thing by sitting around bullshitting each other? Well, we ain’t! And there ain’t no one else gonna help us either. We
         have to do this ourselves, and we have to do it quick. We have to make them hurt more than we’re hurting. We have to pick
         their pocket the way they’re picking ours!’
      

      
      ‘What’re you talking about?’ Penny Williamson growled. He had less use for Derry Howe than any of them; he’d once had Howe
         booted off his shift.
      

      
      Howe glared at him. ‘You think about it, Mr Penrod Williamson. You were in the Nam, too. Hurt them worse than they hurt you,
         that was how you survived. That’s how you get anywhere in a war.’
      

      
      ‘We ain’t in a war here,’ Penny Williamson observed, his finger pointed at Howe. ‘And the Nam’s got nothing to do with this.
         What’re you saying, man? That we ought to go down to the mill and blow up a few of the enemy? You want to shoot someone while
         you’re at it?’
      

      
      Derry Howe’s fist crashed down on the table. ‘If that’s what it takes, hell yes!’
      

      
      There was sudden silence. A few heads turned. Howe was shaking with anger as he leaned back in his chair, refusing to look
         away. Al Garcia wiped at his spilled coffee with his napkin and shook his head. Mel Riorden checked his watch.
      

      
      Penny Williamson folded his arms across his broad chest, regarding Derry Howe the way he might have regarded that postal worker
         in his dress, fur coat, and gorilla mask. ‘You better watch out who you say that to.’
      

      
      ‘Derry’s just upset,’ said a man sitting next to him. Old Bob hadn’t noticed the fellow before. He had blue eyes that were
         so pale they seemed washed of color. ‘His job’s on the line, and the company doesn’t even know he’s alive. You can understand
         how he feels. No need for us to be angry with each other. We’re all friends here.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, Derry don’t mean nothing,’ Junior Elway agreed.

      
      ‘What do you think we ought to do?’ Mike Michaelson asked Robert Roosevelt Freemark suddenly, trying to turn the conversation
         another way.
      

      
      Old Bob was still looking at the man next to Howe, trying to place him. The bland, smooth features were as familiar to him
         as his own, but for some reason he couldn’t think of his name. It was right on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t get
         a handle on it. Nor could he remember exactly what it was the fellow did. He was a mill man, all right. Too young to be retired,
         so he must be one of the strikers. But where did he know him from? The others seemed to know him, so why couldn’t he place
         him?
      

      
      His gaze shifted to Michaelson, a tall, gaunt, even-tempered millwright who had retired about the same time Old Bob had. Old
         Bob had known Mike all his life, and he recognized at once that Mike was trying to give Derry Howe a chance to cool down.
      

      
      ‘Well, I think we need a stronger presence from the national office,’ he said. ‘Derry’s right about that much.’ He folded
         his big hands on the table before him and looked down at them. ‘I think we need some of the government people to do more –
         maybe a senator or two to intervene so we can get things back on track with the negotiations.’
      

      
      ‘More talk!’ Derry Howe barely hid a sneer.

      
      ‘Talk is the best way to go,’ Old Bob advised, giving him a look.

      
      ‘Yeah? Well, it ain’t like it was in your time, Bob Freemark. We ain’t got local owners anymore, people with a stake in the
         community, people with families that live here like the rest of us. We got a bunch of New York bloodsuckers draining all the
         money out of Hopewell, and they don’t care about us.’ Derry Howe slouched in his chair, eyes downcast. ‘We got to do something
         if we expect to survive this. We can’t just sit around hoping for someone to help us. It ain’t going to happen.’
      

      
      ‘There was a fellow out East somewhere, one of the major cities, Philadelphia, I think,’ said the man sitting next to him,
         his strange pale eyes quizzical, his mouth quirked slightly, as if his words amused him. ‘His wife died, leaving him with
         a five-year-old daughter who was mildly retarded. He kept her in a closet off the living room for almost three years before
         someone discovered what he was doing and called the police. When they questioned the man, he said he was just trying to protect
         the girl from a hostile world.’ The man cocked his head slightly. ‘When they asked the girl why she hadn’t tried to escape,
         she said she was afraid to run, that all she could do was wait for someone to help her.’
      

      
      ‘Well, they ain’t shutting me up in no closet!’ Derry Howe snapped angrily. ‘I can help myself just fine!’
      

      
      ‘Sometimes,’ the man said, looking at no one in particular, his voice low and compelling, ‘the locks get turned before you
         even realize that the door’s been closed.’
      

      
      ‘I think Bob’s right,’ Mike Michaelson said. ‘I think we have to give the negotiation process a fair chance. These things
         take time.’
      

      
      ‘Time that costs us money and gives them a better chance to break us!’ Derry Howe shoved back his chair and came to his feet.
         ‘I’m outta here. I got better things to do than sit around here all day. I’m sick of talking and doing nothing. Maybe you
         don’t care if the company takes away your job, but I ain’t having none of it!’
      

      
      He stalked away, weaving angrily through the crowded tables, and slammed the door behind him. At the counter, Josie Jackson
         grimaced. A moment later, Junior Elway left as well. The men still seated at the table shifted uncomfortably in their chairs.
      

      
      ‘I swear, if that boy wasn’t my sister’s son, I wouldn’t waste another moment on him,’ Melvin Riorden muttered.

      
      ‘He’s right about one thing,’ Old Bob sighed. ‘Things aren’t the way they used to be. The world’s changed from when we were
         his age, and a lot of it’s gotten pretty ugly. People don’t want to work things out anymore like they used to.’
      

      
      ‘People just want a pound of flesh,’ Al Garcia agreed. His blocky head pivoted on his bull neck. ‘It’s all about money and
         getting your foot on the other guy’s neck. That’s why the company and the union can’t settle anything. Makes you wonder if
         the government hasn’t put something in the water after all.’
      

      
      ‘You see where that man went into a grocery store out on Long Island somewhere and walked up and down the aisles stabbing people?’ asked Penny Williamson. ‘Had two carving knives
         with him, one in each hand. He never said a word, just walked in and began stabbing people. He stabbed ten of them before
         someone stopped him. Killed two. The police say he was angry and depressed. Well, hell, who ain’t?’
      

      
      ‘The world’s full of angry, depressed people,’ said Mike Michaelson, rearranging his coffee cup and silver, staring down at
         his sun-browned, wrinkled hands fixedly. ‘Look what people are doing to each other. Parents beating and torturing their children.
         Young boys and girls killing each other. Teachers and priests taking advantage of their position to do awful things. Serial
         killers wandering the countryside. Churches and schools being vandalized and burned. It’s a travesty.’
      

      
      ‘Some of those people you talk about live right here in Hopewell.’ Penny Williamson grunted. ‘That Topp kid who killed his
         common-law wife with a butcher knife and cut her up in pieces a few years back? I grew up with that kid. Old man Peters killed
         all those horses two weeks back, said they were the spawn of Satan. Tilda Mason, tried to kill herself three times over the
         past six months – twice in the mental hospital. Tried to kill a couple of the people working there as well. That fellow Riley
         Crisp, the one they call ‘rabbit’, lives down on Wallace? He stood out on the First Avenue Bridge and shot at people until
         the police came, then shot at them, and then jumped off the bridge and drowned himself. When was that? Last month?’ He shook
         his head. ‘Where’s it all going to end, I wonder?’
      

      
      Old Bob smoothed back his white hair. None of them had the answer to that one. It made him wonder suddenly about Evelyn and
         her feeders. Might just as easily be feeders out there as something the government had put in the water.
      

      
      He noticed suddenly that the man who had been sitting with Derry Howe was gone. His brow furrowed and his wide mouth tightened.
         When had the man left? He tried again to think of his name and failed.
      

      
      ‘I got me some more work to do out at Preston’s,’ Richie Stoudt advised solemnly. ‘You can laugh, but it keeps bread on the
         table.’
      

      
      The conversation returned to the strike and the intractable position of the company, and the stories started up again, and
         a moment later Old Bob had forgotten the man completely.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      The demon stepped out into the midday heat in front of Josie’s and felt right at home. Perhaps it was his madness that made
         him so comfortable with the sun’s brilliant white light and suffocating swelter, for it was true that it burned as implacably
         hot. Or perhaps it was his deep and abiding satisfaction at knowing that this community and its inhabitants were his to do
         with as he chose.
      

      
      He followed Derry Howe and Junior Elway to the latter’s Jeep Cherokee and climbed into the cab with them, sitting comfortably
         in the backseat, neither one of them quite aware that he was there. It was one of the skills he had acquired – to blend in
         so thoroughly with his surroundings that he seemed to be a part of them, to make himself appear so familiar that even those
         sitting right beside him felt no need to question his presence. He supposed there was still just enough of them in him that
         he was able to accomplish this. He had been human once himself, but that was long ago and all but forgotten. What remained
         of his humanity was just a shadow of a memory of what these creatures were, so that he could appear and act like them to the
         extent that his duplicity required it. His gradual transformation from human to demon had driven out the rest. He had found,
         after a time, that he did not miss it.
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