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			This is for the late Jack Ketchum (Dallas Mayr). You were always there for me, and you showed me and so many others what true kindness looks like. You were the main influence on this novel, and your work continues to influence me. Thank you, Dallas, for everything. 

			First off, a warning. This novel started out as one thing and turned into something quite different. I don’t apologize for the graphic content in this book, but I do like readers to know what they’re getting into. This one, friends, is dark – probably darker than anything I’ve ever written.

			…One legend, dismissed for centuries as apocryphal, was deemed veracious by several important folklorists of the medieval and Renaissance eras. Though the accounts differ in some respects, they dovetail with regard to the following particulars:

			There lived a trio of sisters in a remote, densely wooded region of what is now known as Belarus. Predictably, the small village of Berstuk was brutally patriarchal and treated women despicably – especially attractive young women like the Antonov sisters. One sister had flowing golden hair, the other two black and red. Since very little is known of thirteenth-century Berstuk, folklorists differ regarding the sisters’ motivations for what would follow. One source claims that all three sisters were serially abused – sexually or otherwise – by their male family members. Another source hypothesizes that it was Divna, the eldest sister, who sought retribution for a rape at the hands of a village elder, and who coerced her two younger sisters into joining her quest for revenge.

			Whatever the case, the entire village of Berstuk was thriving in the spring of the year 1202. By the summer of the same year every last man, woman and child had been slaughtered by what were at the time called vucari, or what are now referred to as werewolves.

			Were this account isolated to a wildly superstitious peasantry, the tale of the Antonov sisters would warrant little further investigation.

			Yet for the next half millennium there exist accounts of three voluptuous sisters – blond, black, and red-haired – wreaking havoc throughout the forests of Russia, Eastern Europe, even mid-eighteenth century France. In each account there are three young women of extraordinary physical beauty, and each account ends with startling violence. If indeed the Antonov sisters were lycanthropes, they were lycanthropes of the sort that did not age, that feared no authority, and that killed without remorse.

			The last trace of Divna and her sisters might be found in the tale of an 1883 transatlantic voyage that ended with a nightmarish vision: a British steamer – the Prosperity – running aground in Boston Harbor with its entire passenger list of ninety-two travelers and crew members decapitated. In many cases, the bodies had been devoured by what the perplexed American authorities deemed ‘wild animals’.

			If the murders were indeed committed by the Antonov sisters, it is the last known record of their horrific exploits. There have been no accounts of them since…

			Dr. Clark Lombardo Coulter PhD

			Lycanthropology

		

	
		
			Part One

			Marked

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			A few hours before she witnessed the slaughter of her former classmates, Savannah was shoveling down her second bowl of spaghetti. “Maybe I’ll just stay here,” she said. 

			From the other side of the kitchen, Barb Callahan eyed her without sympathy. “You always eat this much when you’re nervous?” 

			“I hate wearing lipstick anyway. This’ll motivate me to wipe it off before I go.” 

			“That was supposed to be a half-hour ago.” 

			Savannah eyed Barb, who stood across the sleek quartz island from her nursing a glass of Riesling. The vision was slightly incongruous. In her mid-fifties, her brown hair showing some gray, Barb was six-foot-two and broad all over. If she hadn’t known the woman better, Savannah would’ve pegged her for a beer drinker. Or maybe tequila. 

			“Jake will be fine,” Barb said. 

			Savannah dropped her fork with a clatter and crossed her arms. “I didn’t say anything about Jake.” 

			“I’m just taking away the excuse before it occurs to you.” 

			Savannah arched an eyebrow. “Do you always have to be so ruthless?” 

			“I’m babysitting, aren’t I?” 

			“Yeah, but that’s because you enjoy it.” 

			Barb sipped her wine but didn’t otherwise answer. 

			Savannah glanced toward the living room, where Jake was playing with Barb’s considerable collection of Lincoln Logs. 

			Barb said, “You’ve already said goodbye to him. Twice.” 

			Savannah spread her arms. “Maybe I want to again. Is there something wrong with that?” 

			“When you’re being chickenshit, yes.” 

			“Hey!”

			“You told Joyce you’d be there tonight, right?” 

			Savannah looked away, shrugged. “Maybe.” 

			“And she hardly knows anybody else at this shindig.”

			“She knows Short Pump a little.” 

			“That’s one of the worst goddamned nicknames I’ve ever heard.” 

			“It’s what we’ve called him since high school.” 

			“Most people are idiots in high school.” 

			Savannah fished her compact out of her purse, studied her reflection and frowned. “Some don’t get much smarter afterward.” 

			“Can’t argue with that.” 

			Savannah made a face, shook her head. “But that’s the problem. It’ll be just like high school.” She reached out, fiddled with the strap of her purse, but made no move to pick it up. “The reunion’s next week. I don’t see why we have to hang out the week before too. Isn’t once painful enough?” 

			“Why don’t you quit bullshitting and admit you’re afraid of seeing Mike again?” 

			Savannah compressed her lips. “That’s not what I need.” 

			And it wasn’t. Not remotely. 

			Yes, she and Mike had been a thing back in high school, and yes, she’d assumed they’d get married after graduation. But what irked her – no, what wounded her deeply – was how wrapped up Mike was with everything that had gone wrong in her life. The disappointment at being abandoned by him after high school. The muddled college years. The return to Lakeview. Then the pregnancy and her parents’ nightmarish ostracizing of her and Jake, like they were in seventeenth century New England or something. 

			Now here she was, ten years out of high school, working a thankless job, with only three real friends in the world – Joyce, Barb, and Short Pump – though Short Pump hardly counted since he wanted in her pants. 

			Barb was staring at her. 

			“What?” Savannah asked. “More criticism?” 

			Barb’s eyes narrowed. “This isn’t just about Mike, is it?” 

			Savannah heaved a shuddering sigh, marched over to the wine bottle, and poured herself a glass. She downed a third of it in a swallow. 

			“Easy on that stuff,” Barb said. 

			“I’m not going to wrap my car around a telephone pole. I just need to calm my nerves.” 

			“What do you have to be nervous about?” 

			“Not being a good role model for Jake.” 

			“What, drinking?”

			Savannah rolled her eyes. “It’s just…I should be doing more with my life. I’m tired of working for a misogynistic lawyer who thinks I’m too stupid to alphabetize files.” 

			“Are you?” 

			Savannah saluted her with a middle finger. 

			“So find another job,” Barb said.  

			“Where?” Savannah gestured toward town. “At McDonald’s? The Super-Walmart?” 

			“You’ve got a degree.” 

			“In graphic design,” Savannah snapped. “How many graphic design jobs are there in Lakeview?”

			“I wouldn’t think very many.”  

			“Exactly.” 

			“So move.” 

			Instead of answering, Savannah took another sip of wine. 

			Barb said, “Your folks have long since moved away, and they were assholes to begin with. You’ve only got a few friends. What’s keeping you here?” 

			Savannah crossed her arms, stared at the older woman. “What do you want me to say? Fear? Cowardice? Being a slave to routine?” 

			“Can I choose all of the above?” 

			“This isn’t helping.” 

			“Who says I’m trying to help?” 

			“Barb, you don’t understand—”

			“I understand your life didn’t turn out like you wanted it to. You hitched your wagon to the wrong horse.”

			“That’s a lousy way to put it.” 

			“You’re only what, twenty-eight? Your boy’s young. He hasn’t even started kindergarten yet. Why not move now?” 

			Savannah’s mouth worked mutely for a moment. She blew a lock of blond hair out of her eyes. “Okay, where?” 

			“Somewhere with more opportunity than Lakeview.”

			“And where is that?” 

			“Throw a dart at the map.” 

			Savannah slouched on the island, exhaled wearily. “I’m late.” 

			“Then get your ass in gear. Poor Joyce is probably having to fend off advances from that Weiner guy.”

			Savannah chuckled. “His name’s Weezer. And he’s not that bad.” 

			“Unctuous little creep is what he is.”    

			Savannah left the half-empty wine glass on the counter and grabbed her purse. At the doorway she looked back over her shoulder. “You ever thought of being a trifle more sympathetic?” 

			“You mean enable you to wallow in self-pity? Nope. Not in my nature.”

			Savannah strode over and crouched beside Jake. He’d erected a knee-high tower of Lincoln Logs, the structure impressive but alarmingly bowed in the middle. He had the blue plastic roof poised over the tower, his tongue poking out the corner of his mouth in concentration. 

			Savannah knew where this was going. 

			“Jakers?” she said. “Can Mommy put the roof on for you?”

			“I can do it,” Jake said, his eyes never wavering from his task. 

			He dropped the roof from a distance of perhaps three inches, but the impact was forceful enough to collapse the tower to ruins. Jake made a fist, punched his leg. His lower lip quivered. 

			“It’s okay,” she said, removing the roof from the rubble. “Can Mommy help you rebuild your tower?”

			“It’s a haunted house,” Jake said. “The one at Beach Land.” 

			“Ah,” she said, clearing the foundation and beginning the job of restacking the logs. “Is it a scary one?” 

			He nodded. “The scariest place in the world.” He joined her in rebuilding the structure. After they’d worked for a minute or two, he said, “Mommy?” 

			“Yes?” 

			“Thanks.” 

			She kissed his forehead and continued to stack the logs. The bonfire could wait a little while longer. 

			* * *

			Duane hated being designated driver. Especially for Weezer. Glenn was never too rowdy when he drank, but Weezer…there was no predicting what kind of behavior Weezer would exhibit when he got blitzed. 

			Glenn braced an elbow in the passenger window of Duane’s royal blue Chevy Silverado. “You talked to Savannah lately?” 

			Duane glanced at him. Glenn’s tone had been too casual, too inflectionless. 

			You’re not going to start that again, are you? he wanted to ask. 

			But instead, Duane said, “She said she’d come if she could find a sitter.” 

			From the backseat, Weezer said, “Tell her to drop her kid off at that dyke’s house.” 

			Duane winced. Jesus. He asked himself for perhaps the thousandth time why he still hung out with Weezer. The guy made racial jokes, discriminated against all kinds of people. On many occasions, Duane had suspected him of having impure thoughts about girls who were far too young to be daydreamed about. 

			As if to confirm this misgiving, Weezer said, “Any high school chicks gonna be there tonight?” 

			Glenn shook his head. “For Christ’s sakes, Weezer.” 

			“What?” Weezer asked. “I didn’t say I was gonna do anything with ’em.”

			“Right,” Duane said. “You just want their opinions on the current state of music.” 

			“Shit, I don’t need opinions on that. Music today sucks ass.” 

			Duane fell silent, deciding he couldn’t argue with that.

			But Weezer was not to be put off. “You had sex with girls back in high school, Glenn. What makes it so different now?” 

			Glenn half-turned in his seat. “Do I really need to explain it to you?”

			“I’m asking, aren’t I?”

			“The difference,” Glenn said, an edge to his voice, “is that I’m not in high school anymore. Am, in fact, a decade removed from high school. Which is why you need to stop talking about this shit.” He shook his head. “You keep it up, we’re going to have to register you as a sex offender.”

			Duane laughed. 

			“Don’t see what’s so funny, Short Pump,” Weezer said. Duane stiffened at the utterance of his nickname. “You know you’d go for some young hottie if she showed an interest in you.” 

			Duane’s fingers tightened on the wheel as he took a left onto County Road 250. “I wouldn’t if she was underage. That’s just sick.” 

			“Shit,” Weezer said. “With a belly as big as yours, you can’t be too choosy. Am I right, Glenn?” 

			Glenn’s face was expressionless. “I think you need to stop drinking, Weezer. You’re already being an asshole.” 

			“That’s the problem with the world,” Weezer said meditatively. “Not enough honesty. I say what’s on my mind, and you two get all high and mighty on me.”

			Duane glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “That’s because you’re being disgusting.” 

			Weezer glugged from the beer can, wiped his mouth. “‘Disgusting’? Man, you know how prissy you sound?” 

			Duane focused on the road, resolved not to let Weezer put him in a bad mood.

			But Weezer wouldn’t shut up. “You know, Short Pump, if you worked out a little more, lost some of that weight you’re carrying, you might get some pussy now and then. You’re what, six-four? Think how good you’d look if you were built like me and Glenn.” 

			Glenn grunted. “Weezer, you’re built like a scarecrow.” 

			Weezer chugged more beer. “Least I’m not obese.” 

			Duane felt sweat beads forming on his upper lip. One of these days, he thought. One of these days I’m really going to snap. 

			And like a stubborn turd that refused to be flushed, a memory of Duane’s parents arose. The day he’d gotten cut from the junior high basketball team, the coach having told him he was too passive to contribute. Duane had made the mistake of relaying the coach’s words to his parents. He’d hoped his mom and dad would – for once – support him, but when he saw the looks on their faces he knew they were only going to make him feel worse.

			His dad: “I told you he wouldn’t make it.”

			“There’s still football,” his mom said. 

			His dad scoffed. “Hell. If he’s too passive to play basketball, he’ll get his dome ripped off on the football field.” 

			Duane dared not say a word. He no more wanted to play football than he wanted to masturbate with sandpaper. 

			From across the dinner table, his dad’s bloodshot eyes squinted at him. “Did you do any of the things I taught you? Did you play a lick of defense? Get a single goddamned rebound?” 

			His mom put a hand on his dad’s arm but didn’t otherwise intervene.

			Duane stared down at his bowl of chili. For once he wasn’t hungry. 

			“I tried to,” Duane said, “but the other boys were quicker. I…I couldn’t jump as high.”

			“Couldn’t jump as high?” his dad said, his rheumy eyes widening. “Jesus Christ, son, with an ass that big, all you had to do was block out and wait for the ball to come to you.” 

			Duane studied his chili. 

			His mom said, “Maybe you can ask the coach for another chance. He always did such a great job with your brothers.” 

			His father grunted. “That’s because his brothers knew how to work for something. Not a one of them as big as Duane, and they all ended up starting varsity.”

			Duane withdrew, knowing all of this by heart. The varsity letters. The sectional championships. His oldest brother getting hurt his senior year and going no further athletically, but his next two brothers getting partial scholarships to play ball at Division II schools. 

			His father was still rambling. “…does is play video games and watch those damned slasher movies. It’s no wonder he’s so goddamned flabby.” 

			“Honey,” his mom said. 

			“Well, dammit, it’s the truth!” 

			And Duane just sat there and took it like always. While he tried and failed not to cry. It made him wish there were no such thing as sports, or maybe just wish that he’d been born smaller. Then there’d be no pressure, no expectation. Most of all, no disappointment when he—

			“Hey!” a voice shouted. “You missed the goddamned turn!” 

			Duane jolted back to himself, saw he’d indeed motored right by the lane leading to the Marvins’ land.  

			“What the hell is wrong with you, Short Pump?” Weezer demanded. “It’s like you’re dreaming about eating a chocolate cake up there.” 

			Duane glanced askance, noticed Glenn was scanning the row of cars along the country road. 

			“He’s not here,” Glenn said in an undertone.

			Duane shifted in his seat. He thought for a second that Weezer wouldn’t pick up on Glenn’s train of thought, but then Weezer said, “If Freehafer does show up, you’re gonna kick his ass, right?” 

			Hell, Duane thought. 

			He’d been best friends with Glenn and Weezer for a long time, but he’d also been close to Savannah forever, and because of that, he’d naturally been friends with Mike Freehafer back in high school. Glenn and Weezer had always given Duane shit about it, as though by treating Mike decently Duane had been betraying them. Duane didn’t particularly fancy the notion of dredging up those old animosities tonight. Or ever. 

			“Maybe he won’t show up,” Glenn said. 

			“If Savannah’s here, he sure as hell will,” Weezer said. “Hell, I would if I was Mike.” 

			This time Glenn turned all the way around in his seat. The look he gave Weezer made Duane’s balls shrink. 

			“What, man? What’d I say?” Weezer asked. 

			Glenn stared hard at Weezer for a good ten seconds. Then he faced the road again, his expression stony.

			Duane decelerated and prayed Glenn wouldn’t go apeshit on Weezer. 

			Glenn glowered straight ahead and said nothing.  

			A half-mile beyond the lane, Duane checked the rearview mirror, executed the U-turn, and headed back toward their destination.

			No one spoke again until they reached the bonfire.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Mike Freehafer parked his rusty white Yukon and studied the gleaming chain of thirty vehicles strung along the sloping, grassy shoulder. It was still twilight, but the orange western glow was rapidly giving way to violet. In another hour or so, full night would descend upon the countryside.

			Stepping out of the Yukon, Mike inspected the line of cars unspooling before him, trying to spot one or two that were maybe familiar.

			Who was he kidding? He was looking for Savannah’s yellow MG convertible.

			He smiled ruefully and slammed shut the door.

			Making his way down the blacktop toward the metal gate, Mike decided she’d probably given up the MG since he’d seen her last. That was how long ago? Man, he thought. More than five years.

			His throat tightened up, a dark throb of guilt starting in his chest. He questioned the logic of showing up here tonight. Granted, he’d been invited. Hunter and Brian Marvin, twins he’d known since elementary school, had made it a point to stop by Mike’s dad’s house when they heard Mike was in town, to invite him to their bonfire. Their parents owned a hell of a lot of land, and they’d partied here all through high school. The way the Marvins had made it sound, returning to the old forest would be a blast: tons of girls and more booze than anyone could handle.

			But as Mike approached the pasture gate, he felt foolish, like a over-the-hill actor playing a sports star in some dreary straight-to-video movie.

			Hell, he thought, stepping over the waist-high gate. He wished he hadn’t thought of sports. Because it brought back the tide of memories that had ultimately forced him to seek professional help, to begin medication for depression. Zoloft, the drug was called, though Mike was taking some generic crap because it was cheaper, and his insurance sucked.

			He started toward the forest, keeping to one of the wheel ruts that threaded through the weedy lane. He should be feeling giddy about this, about seeing the old gang and catching up. Instead he felt like he was marching to his execution. But rather than a climb to the gallows and a snapped neck, he’d be tortured slowly, the last decade of his life vivisected by everyone who’d thought he’d make it big.

			Who were no doubt delighted he’d failed.

			Mike faltered and stared at the forest’s rim.

			He shouldn’t be here.

			If life were fair, he’d be playing for the Cubs, who were in San Diego tonight. Were, in fact, starting in half an hour.

			But instead he was here. Standing in a pasture on a Sunday night, the smell of cow flops overwhelming his cheap cologne. He heard the music. Predictably, Steve Miller’s ‘The Joker’. The kind of shit they listened to in high school.

			Then he’d been drafted. The fourteenth pick of the first round. The Chicago Cubs. His favorite team. His dad’s favorite team. They’d been to how many games over the years? Fifty? A hundred? Going to Wrigley Field was like going home, and when he heard his name called – his parents had thrown a party that day – the whole house had erupted. The whole town had erupted. Hell, it was the biggest thing in Lakeview since…well, since maybe ever, unless you counted the tornado of 1973, and that was only famous because it had been so destructive. In comparison, Mike’s being drafted should have been a good thing, the town’s favorite son going off to deliver the Cubs from their century-long misery.

			He’d barely made it past Single-A.

			Actually wouldn’t have made it past Single-A had the Cubs not been so bullish about his potential. They were disappointed in his first month’s batting average, sure. How could they not be disappointed when he was sitting at .219? But they’d drafted him for his raw power, for his lightning swing, and had promoted him to Double-A Tennessee not for his performance, but for his potential. And as a result, the players at Tennessee had treated him like a spoiled kid who’d been handed everything he had, who no more deserved to play professional ball than the fucking mascot.

			Then Mike hit like the fucking mascot.

			.130 in June.

			.112 in July. 

			He’d actually strung together a fairly respectable string of games in early August, which earned him a call from the team president. You’re really putting it together, Mike. This is precisely why we drafted you. Just keep raking and you’ll sniff Triple-A soon. Then it’ll be the fast track to the big leagues, slugger, and you’ll be holding down third base for the next decade at Wrigley Field.

			Except he didn’t hold down anything. Could barely hold down his lunch the next day because all he kept thinking about was the team president having all that faith in him.

			If Mike hated anything, it was people having faith in him.

			Why? he wanted to cry out. Why the hell would you have faith in me? Even worse, why would you squander the fourteenth pick on me?

			If the team president had just left him alone, he might have made something of himself. Instead, he went out that day and struck out four times.

			Four. Fucking. Times.

			And it wasn’t like the opposing pitcher was a juggernaut either. He was a minor league lifer, just roster filler. A guy whose rubber arm was lucky to break eighty-five miles an hour.

			Yet he made Mike look like a goddamned moron.

			The first at-bat, he swung at and missed all three pitches. But at least they were close pitches and they were good swings.

			The second time, that had been worse. Disconcertingly worse. He’d taken two good pitches and then told himself the dickhead pitcher – who looked older than Mike’s father – would certainly not throw another one right down the middle.

			The dickhead threw one right down the middle.

			Mike plopped down on the bench. His teammates eyed him with open disdain.

			Third time up, Mike damn near screwed himself into the ground, he swung so hard. Too bad the pitcher’s control was off and the ball was spraying all over the place like Uzi fire. Had Mike gotten hold of one, he would have sent it over the state line. As it was, he only succeeded in embarrassing himself, on one swing actually blundering into the umpire and landing at the obese man’s feet.

			“You’re out,” the umpire said.

			The fourth time, that wasn’t quite as bad. At least he didn’t fall at the umpire’s feet like some uncoordinated penitent. But the at-bat still wasn’t good. Four pitches. Two called strikes. One swinging strike.

			You’re guessing, the Tennessee manager told him when he slunk back to the dugout.

			I guess I don’t have it tonight, Mike said and ventured a grin. It was a grin that had won the hearts of many people over his first eighteen years.

			The manager didn’t return the grin.

			You need to learn how to hit, he told Mike.

			Mike glared at him.

			I know how to hit, he’d answered.

			The manager gave him a dour look. Sure doesn’t look like it.

			Mike’s confidence, already meager, had dwindled.

			He struggled through the rest of August.

			The team president was ominously silent. No phone calls offering encouragement. No pep talks from the manager, who seemed to think Mike had the skill of a mentally challenged otter. The year ended as miserably as it had begun, and Mike was thrust into a primeval training regimen designed to, in the team president’s words, “reboot his approach at the plate by restructuring his mental, emotional and physical makeup”.

			Translation: Start hitting or we’ll void your fucking contract.

			The experience was grueling, humiliating. The team president was a progressive thinker, or so he liked to proclaim. He employed a New Age mystic to help Mike align his priorities with the franchise’s. A former Olympic silver medalist wrestler to alter Mike’s body.

			That first week, Mike thought he would die. By the end of the first month, he’d learned that his physical being wasn’t actually real. He was simply vapor being directed by his spiritual core.

			Then why do my legs hurt so much? he asked the mystic.

			You are shackled by material matter, the mystic answered.

			But despite being utterly befuddled by the mystic – who told him his aura needed cleansing, and promptly changed his entire diet to one bereft of grains, milk and fiber – Mike didn’t hit the ball any better than he had before. Now, he was not only terrible at recognizing breaking pitches, he was paranoid, hungry and constipated.

			He was finished with minor league ball after three catastrophic years.

			He refused to go back to Lakeview.

			The friends he’d considered losers were still there, but rather than attending high school during the day and hanging out in the Burger King parking lot at night, they were working shitty jobs during the day and hanging out in the Burger King parking lot at night.

			Mike refused to work a shitty job. And he sure as hell didn’t want to hang out in a parking lot, comparing engine sizes.

			But by that time the friends Mike considered intelligent were already most of the way through college. If Mike had started his college education at twenty-one, he’d have been twenty-five by the time he finished. Problem was, he didn’t have a clue what he wanted to be because he’d always thought he’d be a major league baseball player. Getting drafted in the first round had seemed to cement that fate.

			Turned out, the only thing being the fourteenth pick had cemented was the precipitousness of his fall.

			Mike grew depressed.

			At first he didn’t think he needed medication. It’s not a chemical issue, he’d told one girlfriend, a woman eight years his senior, it’s my situation. I’m really goddamned tired of disappointing everyone, and it makes me screw up even worse. I’m buckling under the pressure.

			Maybe you were just overdrafted, the woman had said.

			Mike had stared at her, appalled. How the hell had she even known such a word, much less understood how aptly it applied to Mike?

			So at twenty-one, Mike had tried to hedge his bets by joining a semipro team, thinking to work out his contact issues there.

			This had proven one of the most disastrous decisions of his life.

			Because the guys in semipro were even more toxic than the guys in Double-A. They were okay to him at first because they didn’t know who he was. He’d moved to Pennsylvania thinking he could eventually try out for one of the East Coast major league teams.

			But someone had googled his name and informed the entire league of his story. How he’d been drafted fourteenth, how he’d crashed and burned.

			They found out about his signing bonus.

			It was this fact that damned him. The guys he played against were mostly in their late twenties and thirties, and they knew they’d never make more than ten or fifteen grand playing ball. But the fact that he, a guy whose only success had come against high school pitching, had been gifted a seven-figure signing bonus was too much for them.

			They set out to destroy him.

			Oh, no one tried to kill him or anything – unless you counted leading the league in hit-by-pitches as attempted murder – but they insulted him mercilessly, conspired to exclude him from team functions, batted him eighth in the order and generally did all they could to force him out of the league.

			It worked.

			But he still couldn’t return to Lakeview. He especially couldn’t face his high school sweetheart.

			Savannah Summers was, if the reports he’d gotten from his few remaining Lakeview friends were true, even hotter than she’d been in high school. He and Savannah had been prom king and queen, and had been considered a sure thing to get married. But Mike had developed an inflated sense of worth after being selected by the Cubs, and he’d pretty much shunned Savannah after leaving town.

			He figured she’d spit in his face if he ever showed up again.

			What he did do was finally swallow his pride enough to go to Dayton University. His thinking was simple. He’d already alienated the people he knew in Indiana, Tennessee, and Pennsylvania. Ohio wasn’t tainted yet.

			It was by the end of his freshman year.

			The thing Mike hated most about technology was how easy it was for people to find out about you. He’d met a girl he really liked and dated her for most of the year. He’d left out the story of his failed baseball career because he didn’t know how she’d react. And sure enough, when she found out about his past, she lost all trust in him and branded him a predator.

			This was because he’d claimed to be eighteen, like her, rather than twenty-two, which he was. At eighteen, he figured, there weren’t four years to account for. So he lied. And got busted.

			And dropped out of college.

			He saw Savannah once, but he couldn’t think about that now. Too painful. He proceeded to knock around at a series of crappy jobs in Ohio and southern Indiana for a few years. One night when he was twenty-five, he was boozing at a local dive in Jasper, Indiana, when on a whim, he decided to tell a hot Hispanic chick about his baseball career, such as it was. She had just turned twenty-one, and as a result was even drunker than he was. Mike had gotten pretty good at getting laid, and since he figured he’d be able to seduce the Hispanic girl no matter what he said to her, he told her the truth.

			The problem was, the more he said to her, the more he felt he should give the story a more interesting ending. Being cut by the Cubs just wasn’t a good climax. It wasn’t happy, obviously, but it didn’t even have the sexiness of tragedy. It just…ended. So Mike told her he’d been hit in the face by a fastball.

			She’d practically straddled him on the barstool.

			Yeah, he’d continued, rubbing the scar beside his left eye. Right here. Bastard had a hundred-mile-per-hour heater, and he pegged me right in the temple. It took four reconstructive surgeries and years of rehab just to be able to drive a car again.

			Poor baby, the Hispanic girl had said.

			Then they’d rutted like animals.

			Mike took his tragic pitch on the road. Working construction now, he was able to move around a lot, live the life of a womanizing nomad. He retold his tragic tale to hundreds of women over the next several years, and astonishingly, very few of them failed to put out. They’d never know the truth about his baseball career, never know the real cause of his scar: jumping on and falling off a bed when he was four years old.

			The sex had been grand.

			But over the past year, something unsettling had taken place.

			It happened, fittingly enough, when Mike was leaving the apartment of some skank he’d picked up. He was driving the same Chevy Yukon he’d purchased with his signing bonus – the money was almost gone by this time – and had pulled into traffic thinking the road was clear.

			He got sideswiped by a Honda Civic.

			Had it been any other vehicle, he would have been killed. As it was, he was left with a massive deductible and a disturbing question.

			How had he not seen the Civic?

			He’d looked twice before turning. As irresponsible as Mike was in his private life, he’d never been a reckless driver. The roadway had been clear before he’d turned. He was sure of it.

			So he dismissed it as bad luck and went on with his life.

			And had another crash.

			This one had been scarier, a lane change screwup on Highway 65. He’d checked to make sure no one was in his blind spot, even craning his head around the way they taught you in driver’s ed, but when he moved into the left lane, his back bumper had clipped a black Mustang, and then he was skidding sideways and flipping three times in the grassy median.

			You’re fortunate to be alive, the doctor told him that night in intensive care.

			Mike had stared at him. How did it happen?

			You were at fault, the doctor said. The police will need to talk to you.

			Black dread lapped at Mike like polluted seawater. Is the other driver all right?

			The driver is in stable condition, the doctor said.

			Mike swallowed. Were there other…

			There was a teenage girl.

			Mike had stared at the white-haired doctor and tried to make sense of the verb tense. There was a teenage girl. There was a teenage girl. Was. Was. Was…

			Not only was the girl dead, but the girl’s father was rich. Able to afford good lawyers. Which they promptly sicced on Mike.

			Bonus money, gone.

			Future gone too.

			He only just avoided jail.

			It turned out he had a degenerative eye condition that had robbed him of most of his vision in his left eye. The main eye he’d used to identify pitches. The eye he’d claimed to have had injured by the mythical hundred-mile-per-hour fastball.

			The irony was so thick it smothered him.

			He had returned home a couple weeks ago. It had been a few weeks shy of a decade.

			His parents knew all about his failed career, knew all about his accident. He’d written them letters, but he’d never called them and had certainly never seen them. They’d gotten divorced, it turned out. His mom had decided that sleeping around beat monogamy.

			Mike decided he didn’t want to see his mom anymore.

			He didn’t enjoy seeing his dad either. Because everything was about baseball. You see who the Cubs called up the other day? Or, The Cubbies need a third baseman.

			Trying to find ways to broach the subject with Mike.

			Mike asked, Is Savannah Summers still in town?

			Yep. Has a kid, his dad said. Dropping it on him just like that.

			Then his dad said, much too casually, You ever go to the batting cages? You know, like the ones they have at that go-cart place in town?

			The thing was, Mike didn’t want to talk about baseball with his dad. Didn’t want to talk about baseball with anybody. He’d rather have his penis snagged by a rusty fishhook than talk about how he’d failed with the Cubs.

			After a time, Mike reached the bonfire. The groups of people clustered around the kegs, the grill. Several pairs and trios dotted the clearing, guys telling stories with raised voices, pairs who were clearly on the verge of hooking up.

			Christ, he thought. Just like high school.

			He’d made a mistake coming out here so late, everybody already buzzed or drunk.

			Was Savannah here? If she was, he hoped she was good and liquored up. Not so he could have sex with her, but because he was terrified of facing her, terrified of what she’d say.

			Thanks a lot for leaving me.

			How dare you come back? You’ve got some nerve.

			I just happened to bring this rusty fishhook.

			But he knew if he stood here in the shadows, he’d lose his nerve, and then he’d spend the rest of the evening listening to his dad cook up new and increasingly more transparent ways of asking him what went wrong with his baseball career. And it was this prospect that galvanized him, that got him moving forward into the clearing, where he saw Savannah Summers for the first time in five years.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			When Weezer spotted Mike Freehafer, he knew there’d be trouble, but not the kind of trouble Weezer enjoyed. Not the kind where a pretty boy like Mike got his ass kicked. First off, Mike wouldn’t fight Glenn because he knew he’d get trounced. Secondly, Glenn wouldn’t do anything Savannah didn’t want him to. Such was her hold on him.

			Weezer’s lip curled into an unconscious snarl. Savannah was a stuck-up bitch. She’d never given Weezer the time of day.

			Now Melody Bridwell…

			She’d never encouraged Weezer, but she’d never discouraged him either. And unlike Savannah, Melody had a reputation for loving dick.

			Weezer crossed the clearing, met Melody at the keg.

			“Hey, Mel,” he said.

			“Hey, Weezer,” she said. And looked away.

			Weezer felt his smile slip. “You craving another beer?”

			She raised her cup. “Just got one.”

			He hesitated, considering this new development.

			“So I’m good,” she added.

			Weezer turned away before she could see his expression change. The whore. It wasn’t like her standards were so high that she couldn’t consider having sex with him.

			Weezer waited until she wasn’t looking; then he allowed his eyes to crawl over her body.

			Hot damn. That was why he was willing to put up with her haughty attitude.

			That ass.

			The jean shorts were perfectly snug, a dark strip of midriff visible between the waistband and the bloodred tank top. He leaned to his left so he could better see her tummy, and what a tummy it was.

			He bet it was a better stomach than Savannah’s, which had already spat out a kid. No matter how hot Savannah looked, under those clothes he suspected her body was wrecked beyond repair.

			He had a sudden, unwelcome memory of the one and only time he’d had sex with a girl who’d had a kid. Disgusting. Shriveled belly, the damned thing looked like overripe fruit collapsing on itself, like it would split open at any moment and belch flies.

			And the tits? As limp as deflated windsocks. Sure, she’d probably had big knockers while she nursed, but the moment her screeching urchin was weaned, those things flattened out like elongated pancakes. Staring at those dead, dangling dugs was like examining the pages of a National Geographic, those native African ladies with bones through their lips and tits so long they dragged in the sand.

			With a jolt he realized Melody had caught him staring. “You’re making me uncomfortable,” she said.

			Weezer’s mouth drooped open.

			“Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said slowly. “You’re going to walk away and not talk to me again tonight.” Her eyes swept him up and down. “Preferably not ever. I’m not interested in you. At all. Does that make sense?”

			Weezer blinked three or four times, as though there were a stiff breeze blowing his way. Then the hurt began to seep in.

			And the anger.

			The flaming bitch.

			Goddammit, Weezer hated her right now. Most of the time he had no feelings for Melody either way, other than harboring a long-standing affinity for her ass, but he sure despised her now.

			Weezer eased down on a five-gallon bucket and stared into the bonfire.

			It had to be the ’Vette, he decided. That’s why women liked Glenn so much. The ’Vette and the hair. Glenn had hair like one of those TV cops in the seventies. Like the dudes from CHiPs or what was that other one…?

			Starsky and Hutch. Yeah, that’s how Glenn looked. When you combined the hair with the cherry-red ’Vette, the muscular frame and the confident way Glenn carried himself, how could a guy like Weezer compete?

			For the millionth time, Weezer made a secret wish his best friend would be disfigured in a construction accident. Not killed, but definitely messed up good. Like having his bottom jaw dislocated by an errant wrecking ball, or maybe suffering a deep gash from a snapped wire or something. But the scar would have to be a hideous one, not an embellishing one.

			Weezer adjusted his position on the bucket and glanced askance at Freehafer. He and Glenn had driven by Freehafer’s dad’s house a couple days ago and had seen Mike’s beat-up Yukon parked in the driveway. The damn thing looked like it hadn’t been washed since that communist bastard Obama was in office, and it probably had about two hundred thousand miles on it.

			Weezer sighed. The Yukon still beat his shitbox of a truck, a rusting Ford Ranger. Goddamn thing barely got up to seventy these days, and Weezer had to get out and push to reach that speed.

			And that was another thing that pissed him off.

			Weezer. The hell kind of nickname was that?

			With Short Pump, at least you knew where the name came from. There was a story with it, even if the tale itself was pretty dull.

			But with Weezer there wasn’t even that. He’d have killed for a boring story. Because no one, not even Glenn – the first guy Weezer could remember calling him Weezer – remembered where the nickname came from.

			Weezer had once asked his friends if it had something to do with the rock band. They had some decent songs.

			No, it wasn’t from the band.

			Did he wheeze while he talked? Or when he ran?

			No, they’d never known him to wheeze.

			Was it because he had an Aunt Louise? You know, sometimes Louises were called “Weezie”. Like that old show with the rich black people? The Johnsons or The Jacksons?

			Nope. Had nothing to do with his aunt or that old show.

			Then where in the fuck did the name come from? he’d shouted at them.

			Shut up and drink your beer, Glenn had answered.

			Shut up. The words echoed in Weezer’s overmedicated brain. Shut up.

			Were there any two words in the English language he hated more than shut up?

			He couldn’t think of any.

			Except for Weezer. If that was a word. Weezer didn’t think it was, which made him even madder, because if it were an honest-to-goodness word, it would have an honest-to-goodness meaning. Like,

			weezer (wee-zuhr) – noun:

			1. the metal cylinder that houses a pencil eraser

			2. slang for a breathing mechanism used by sufferers of chronic emphysema

			3. a rare type of rectal polyp

			No such luck. Weezer sipped his beer, scowled. He glanced over at a couple of girls he’d never seen before. They looked young, nubile.

			Maybe he’d hit on one of them later.

			* * *

			Glenn introduced Duane to a couple of out-of-town women, and of course Glenn had to call him Short Pump. Everybody laughed like usual, and like usual, Duane stood there wanting to explain to everyone that his dick wasn’t actually small. But that wasn’t the kind of thing you could easily fit into a conversation.

			Hey, my name’s Duane McKidd, but they call me Short Pump. I got the name from something completely unrelated to my penis size, but that’s where everyone’s mind goes when they hear it. How can I tell? Oh, that nasty smile some guys get, all teeth and barely restrained laughter. They hold back for a few seconds and invariably end up making some stupid joke. They laugh about it like we’ve known each other forever, and it’s usually a great icebreaker for everyone. You know, mock the tall fat guy with the little penis. But the thing is, my penis isn’t that little. That’s the point. At least I don’t think it is. I’m not hung or anything – I mean, I’ve seen porn before; who hasn’t, right? – but I seriously doubt my dick’s any smaller than any other guy. I mean, any normal guy. Not those shaved, overtanned dudes in the movies who look like their moms crossbred with an Appaloosa stallion. But not tiny either. You know?

			Duane sighed. At some point, the two out-of-town women had wandered away, and Duane had gotten stuck with a group of idiots. Of course, most of the people here tonight were idiots, but this was an especially annoying group of idiots.

			Led by Billy Kramer, who said, “…then the guy turns to me and yells, ‘What the hell are you lookin’ at, man?’

			“I tell him,” Billy Kramer went on, flipping his light brown ponytail aside for emphasis, “‘why don’t you put the brass knuckles away, bitch?’”

			Duane let the story fade into a slurry drone. He’d heard it perhaps fifteen or twenty times over the years and found it uncanny how the tale diverged further from reality with each retelling. This version sounded like a Jackie Chan movie, back when Chan moved like a cartoon superhero. Billy Kramer not only made himself the star of the fight, but he gave his best friends, Randy Murray and Colton Crane, cameos as well.

			Duane let his gaze drift around the clearing, the sounds of Billy Kramer’s tall tale actually a bit soothing. He saw Weezer moving away from Melody Bridwell, a defeated cast to his downturned face. Duane hoped Melody hadn’t been too vicious with him. She had a bad reputation, but Duane had long been intrigued by her. He sensed a depth in Melody, something haunted and perhaps anguished beneath the tight clothes and the hard body. Truth be told, if he weren’t so in love with Savannah, he’d ask Melody out on a date.

			Not that she’d say yes.

			A few feet away, Billy Kramer was still regaling his audience – a trio of women Duane had never seen before, likely more tourists visiting from Illinois – with his fantastical tale of bravery and martial arts. Billy’s ponytail was flipping wildly, his buddies nodding their encouragement. Duane couldn’t take it anymore, so he moved away and ambled toward another group of people. The bonfire smoke was blowing in his direction, and for a moment he had no idea what was going on around him. It was a phenomenon Duane had never understood: wherever he went, the smoke seemed to follow.

			But when he emerged from the whitish, acrid cloud, he realized what he’d walked into.

			Glenn. Savannah. Mike.

			The lovers’ triangle from hell.

			He was about to turn away when Savannah spotted him and smiled, the dimples in her cheeks showing. “Hey, Short Pump!” she called. “Come over here and talk to me.”

			Duane couldn’t refuse. “Hey, Savannah.” He nodded. “Mike.”

			Mike nodded stiffly. “Hey, Short Pump.”

			Glenn just glowered at Mike.

			This wasn’t going to be easy, Duane decided. He glanced at Savannah, noticed how her smile didn’t reach her eyes. She needed Duane to save her.

			He would save her.

			“You look just like you did last time I saw you,” Duane said and clapped a hand on Mike’s shoulder. The shoulder felt bony, which jived with the rest of what Duane was seeing. Mike Freehafer looked very bad indeed. Accidentally killing somebody tended to have a negative effect on a person, if he had any conscience at all. Mike apparently did. “How’s your dad doing?” Duane asked.

			Something flitted across Mike’s features, and Duane knew it had been the wrong thing to ask. “He insists on talking baseball.”

			Duane nodded. So Mike was putting it out there, the failed baseball career. It made him respect Mike a little more. Despite their high school friendship, Duane had actively disliked Mike for a good while – any guy who abandoned Savannah deserved to be disliked – but now Mike was making himself vulnerable, and in front of Savannah of all people. It thawed Duane a little.

			Unless Mike was using the sad sack story as an angle.

			This would bear watching, he decided.

			Savannah shrugged. “Well, your dad always loved baseball. It’s probably hard for him to let go.”

			Glenn grinned viciously. “Especially when his son forgot how to hit.”

			Savannah frowned. “Be nice, Glenn.”

			“It’s fine,” Mike said, but judging from the look on his face, it wasn’t fine.

			Glenn’s sharkish grin never wavered. “Sure, it’s fine, Savannah. It’s all fine. Tell me, Mike, have you met Savannah’s son?”

			Jesus, Duane thought.

			“No,” Mike said in a low voice.

			“I guess you wouldn’t have,” Glenn said, “being gone so long.”

			Duane turned to Savannah, said, “I ran into Mrs. Dooley the other day.”

			“Oh yeah?” Savannah asked, but her voice was faraway and small. Like she was resigned to the fisticuffs about to explode in front of her.

			“Uh-huh,” Duane said. “Mrs. Dooley said she was hoping she’d have your boy in a few years. Unless she’s retired by then, of course.”

			When no one said anything to that, Duane went on, “I remember I had the biggest crush on Savannah back then. When was that…” He pretended to think. “…fourth grade, Savannah?”

			“Third,” she supplied.

			“That’s right,” he said. “I was so smitten with Savannah that I’d cut in the lunch line to stand next to her.”

			Glenn cocked an eyebrow at him. “You sound like a stalker, Short Pump.”

			Duane nodded, playing the good sport. As always. “If I could’ve, I’d have followed Savannah around all day.”

			“It sounds like you did,” Mike said.

			“Not really,” Duane said, and when everybody looked at him, he amended, “Okay, maybe I did.”

			And everybody laughed. Not a cathartic, tension-eliminating belly laugh, but it was something. Savannah grasped his hand and said, “We really should see each other more often, Short Pump. You only live a mile from me, yet we haven’t hung out in, how long? Six months?”

			Duane shrugged like it was no big deal. The distance between their homes was actually 1.2 miles, and they hadn’t seen each other in eight months, three weeks, and six days. And he did sort of stalk her, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to say that now. What he did say was, “It’d be fun to get together. Maybe we can go to the Roof.”

			Savannah favored him with a weary smile. The Roof was a bar overlooking the lake at Beach Land. Once it had hosted such well-known acts as Jefferson Airplane and Janis Joplin. Now, like the amusement park itself, it was just sort of sad.

			“Isn’t that where the reunion’s going to be?” Mike said.

			Duane opened his mouth to tell him it was, but Glenn jumped in first. “Don’t tell me you’re sticking around that long?”

			Mike shrugged. “I was considering it.”

			Glenn grinned mirthlessly. “You getting a job here? Or is it Savannah you’re after?”

			Savannah gave Glenn a pained look. “Please, Glenn. Don’t.”

			“Don’t what?” Glenn snapped. “Don’t point out the obvious? That Mike here treated you like garbage?”

			Duane shifted uneasily. “Maybe it’s not really our business, you know? I mean, Mike probably has his reasons—”

			“Reasons for what?” Glenn barked. Duane realized with dawning apprehension that Glenn’s eyes had taken on a glazed look, that cruel hardness that infected them whenever he’d drunk too much whiskey.

			“It’s my business,” Mike said.

			Glenn stepped closer. “And coming here makes it my business. I’ve been here all along, Mike. Where the hell’ve you been? Crashing cars? Killing teenagers?”

			The first flickers of rage banked in Mike’s eyes.

			“Please, Glenn,” Savannah said.

			“Please what?” he asked.

			“Please don’t be an asshole.”

			Glenn’s smile this time was genuine. “Now that’s what I like to hear. I know you’ve got guts, Savannah. Why not tell this prick off?”

			“You’re telling me what to do,” Savannah said. “And if you keep it up, I’m going to punch you in the teeth.”

			Duane laughed. He couldn’t help it.

			“I shouldn’t have come,” Mike said, glancing at his shoes, which Duane now noticed were ill-chosen loafers that were spattered with either mud or cow shit.

			Glenn smacked Mike in the back. “Well, you’re here now, pal. How about a drink?”

			Mike looked like he’d just tasted something bitter. “Might as well, pal. Thanks for the warm welcome.”

			Together, they made their way toward the kegs.

			Duane turned and looked down at Savannah, who exhaled trembling breath.

			“What are the odds of those two making it through the night without beating each other up?” she asked.

			About the same as my odds of making love to you, Duane thought.

			“Not too good,” he said.

			“Thanks for intervening,” she said.

			“Thanks for saying we should hang out more often.”

			She looked at him thoughtfully. “I meant it, Short Pump. We should.”

			Duane ignored the nervous flutter in his belly. “How’s that boy of yours?”

			“He tried to eat a Matchbox car today.”

			He laughed. After a beat, he said, “You can go talk to Mike if you want.”

			She frowned. “Why would you say that?”

			He pretended to study the bonfire. “I just figured, you know…it’s been a while since you two talked, and…” He shrugged, offered her a lame smile.

			Savannah glared at him. His smile curdled.

			“Everybody would be better off,” she said, “if they stayed out of my business. Don’t tell me who to talk to.”

			“Hey, Savannah, I didn’t mean to—”

			“I know you didn’t mean to,” she snapped. “But if I want to hang out with you, say yes or no and leave it at that. Don’t tell me to go talk to someone else. Got it?”

			Duane nodded. “Got it.”

			“Now let’s get another drink,” she said. “I need one to make it through this shit.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Joyce was drinking water, but she drank it from one of the red plastic cups so it would look as though she were drinking beer. She detested beer, detested most forms of alcohol. Occasionally, wine tasted good to her, but she seldom indulged in it because even two glasses gave her an insidious headache the next morning. She’d experienced a couple of hangovers in college, but she realized early on how much she loathed that cottony taste in her mouth, the boiling tang of bile in her throat and the dogged headaches that shadowed her movements the rest of those miserable, hungover days.

			Joyce blamed it on her mother.

			No, it wasn’t her mom’s fault she got hangovers when she drank, but that feeling of guilt, that sense of having transgressed and deserving punishment…yes, that certainly was because of her mother.

			You let a boy touch you, her mother would caution, and pretty soon you’ll grow too enamored of the sensation.

			She later learned that her mother – who while a teaching assistant at Western Indiana University had been impregnated by a philosophy professor – was speaking from experience.

			The ones you have to beware of are the nonconformists. The bad boys, the rebels. The James Deans and the Marlon Brandos.

			All this while reading Joyce bedtime stories when she was six years old.

			Joyce had nodded, despite having no idea what a rebel was or who James Dean or Marlon Brando were. Maybe authors? Or sausage makers. Didn’t they eat James Dean sausages for breakfast?

			Alcohol, her mother would continue, leads to relaxed morals, and relaxed morals lead to stolen passion.

			Joyce didn’t know what passion was, but she knew stealing was bad.

			Her mom’s owlish gaze loomed over her. How do you think I came to have you? A nip of red wine, some James Taylor music. And then a moment of weakness.

			Joyce just wanted to get back to her Dr. Seuss book.

			She shivered and let her eyes rove over the partygoers.

			Her gaze fell on Glenn Kershaw. And lingered.

			Look away, she could hear Mother demanding. He’s exactly the type of lothario a discerning woman should avoid.

			Joyce watched him move. And felt a pleasant tingling in her belly. She’d only spoken to Glenn a handful of times, but that had been more than enough to supply two years’ worth of sordid fantasies. If she could only get him to notice her.

			“Hey, Jane,” a voice said.

			She turned, thankful for the darkness that obscured the flush on her cheeks.

			It was Glenn’s friend, the one who looked like he’d own a Confederate flag.

			She flailed mentally for the man’s name, but he saved her by chuckling and saying, “It’s Weezer. How you been, Jane?”

			And though now would have been the perfect time to correct him, Joyce said, “I’m just people-watching. Are you having fun?”

			Weezer grunted and plopped down on the felled tree from which she observed the proceedings. He leaned back a trifle unsteadily and gazed up at the canopy of trees, through which glinted scraps of the star-littered sky. “I don’t have fun at these things,” he said. “Mostly I just get hammered.”

			Joyce took a moment to appraise him more carefully. Honesty was rare. Not that she’d been to many of these events, but the handful she’d attended had been riots of duplicity.

			People drank. And talked. And screwed.

			Or tried to screw. From her experience, Weezer was one of those who typically ended up alone.

			He glanced at her. “I smell bad or somethin’?”

			“Not at all,” she answered and continued to study him. Red baseball cap worn backward. Dark hair stringing down to his shoulders. Thin, scraggly facial hair. Red T-shirt with cutoff sleeves, his body scrawny but veined, suggesting he worked some job requiring manual labor. Blue jeans with torn knees and frayed cuffs.

			“You’re making me feel like a bug or something,” he said. “If you’re plannin’ on making fun of me, I’d just as soon skip it. Already had enough of that for one night.”

			Referring to Melody Bridwell, of course. Joyce had watched the whole depressing rejection take place and beheld the bleak dismay in Weezer’s face when Melody had unleashed her wrath on him. It wouldn’t help to mention this, would only embarrass him to know his shame had been witnessed. Nor would it help to point out that Melody was a walking petri dish who was probably carrying about thirty strands of venereal disease.

			Joyce put her hand over Weezer’s. “I’m not cruel.”

			Weezer gave her a look that told her she’d gone too far. Which was the danger with men. They were, for the most part, akin to dogs. She knew that was a cliché, but after owning a dog – which had disappeared less than a year after she’d adopted it from the no-kill shelter – Joyce realized just how apt the threadbare analogy was. Her dog, a black-and-white mutt she’d named Weasley because of her affinity for the Harry Potter books, had lived for two things: food and humping blankets. The first part hadn’t surprised her, though she found it uncanny how persistent he was in his quest for things to devour.

			It was the blanket-humping that really took her aback. Whenever she curled up with her grandmother’s quilt, Weasley would leap onto the couch next to her and begin thrusting away on the quilt like a canine rapist. She’d indulged him that first time with momentary bemusement until she began to fear he’d climax all over the quilt, at which point she’d abruptly wrenched away his patched paramour and reprimanded him for being so disgusting.

			The look in Weezer’s eyes reminded her a lot of the horny gleam Weasley had once worn. Their names were even similar, she now realized. Only Weezer wanted to hump her instead of a quilt.

			You see? her mother said. All men are slaves to their libidos.

			Lips compressed, Joyce shook herself free of the voice.

			Weezer said, “You in the mood for some tube steak?”

			For a time, she could only gape at him. Then she cleared her throat. “Look, Weezer, I don’t want to give you the wrong idea—”

			“Of course you don’t!” he snapped with such force that she recoiled. He motioned toward the bonfire. “None of you bitches wanna give me the wrong idea. But you flaunt those tight little asses and flap those titties in my face, and then you have a hissy fit the moment I show any interest. What am I supposed to do? Wait for a written invitation? Send you flowers first so you won’t be rude to me?”

			Joyce took a shuddering breath. “I’m not being rude to you. I merely—”

			“Bullshit!” he snapped, loudly enough to draw the attention of several partygoers.

			Joyce’s cheeks burned. But what had she to feel embarrassed about? This…person had jumped to a conclusion – an insulting and incorrect conclusion – and she’d gently corrected him. She was about to say something to this effect when Short Pump intervened.

			“Hey, man, let’s go get a refill,” Short Pump said to Weezer.

			Weezer sprang to his feet, jabbed an index finger into Short Pump’s chest. “Don’t fucking talk to me like that! Don’t act like I’m some moron who needs looking after!”

			Short Pump brought up his hands, palms outward. “I just thought you’d like a beer.”

			Weezer shoved Short Pump in the chest, the movement so quick and violent that the larger man stumbled back a couple paces, his beer sloshing over his forearm.

			“What you thought,” Weezer growled, “was that you’d get in good with this bitch by being her hero. Can’t get any pussy on your own, you gotta screw your friends over to have a chance. Hoping she’ll throw you a mercy fuck?”

			Weezer shouldered past Short Pump and stalked off into the woods.

			She looked at Short Pump. “You okay?”

			He was wiping himself off, though all he was really accomplishing was soaking different parts of his black T-shirt with beer. “Sorry about him,” he muttered.

			She studied him. “How long have you been friends?”

			“Since we were kids.”

			“Is that why you put up with it?”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“I’ve seen you with Glenn and Weezer,” she explained. “They treat you like the court jester even though you’re smarter than they are.”

			“That supposed to be a compliment?”

			“I’m only trying to be truthful.”

			“Truthful’s overrated.”

			“Is self-respect?”

			He tilted his head, eyeing her with real asperity now. “I came here for beer, not psychoanalysis.”

			He went off without another word. Joyce watched after him.

			She saw Savannah coming toward her, probably to make sure she was okay.

			It would be another two minutes before the world was drenched in blood.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Glenn watched Weezer disappear into the forest with a sharp twinge of concern.

			Mike was grinning, the plastic cup hovering before his lips. “What the hell’s his problem? He gets shot down all the time. I’ve never known Weezer to get that worked up.”

			“You haven’t been around either,” Glenn pointed out. “People change over time.”

			Mike cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t believe that. Just look at this scene.” He swept an arm around to take in the clearing. “Except for the age on some of us, this looks exactly like it did when we were in high school. People drinking, bullshitting. Guys trying to get laid. Even the cow manure smell is the same.”

			Glenn glanced at Mike. “Is that what you’re counting on? The notion that no one has changed?”

			Mike gave him a pained look. “Man, don’t tell me we’re back on that. Savannah’s cool with me being here. The Marvins invited me. Why can’t you just chill out and have a good time?”

			Glenn wanted to feel the strobing rage that had gripped him only a few minutes earlier, that seething red tide of emotion that had crashed over him when he first spied Mike Freehafer at the rim of the woods. But his mind was still on Weezer, still on the way he’d blown up at that librarian, whatever the hell her name was.

			Like he’d read Glenn’s thoughts, Mike said, “Weezer ordinarily get that irate?”

			Glenn shook his head. “If he does, I never see it.”

			“Probably just drank too much.”

			Glenn said nothing.

			Mike said, “Or maybe he’s tired of being rejected by every girl he talks to.”

			“We all get rejected, Mike.”

			Mike grunted. “Some of us more than others.”

			Glenn turned and scrutinized him. Mike’s expression was bland, but there’d been something in his tone…something gloating. Or had that been Glenn’s imagination?

			“How long are you in town?” Glenn asked.

			“I thought I might stay.”

			The same bland expression. The same undercurrent of gloating.

			“You mean, find a job here?”

			Mike shrugged. “Why not?”

			Because you turned your back on everyone. Because you consider this place rock bottom. Because even though you don’t deserve Savannah, she just might take you back.

			Glenn sighed. “No reason.”

			Mike nodded. “Who’s that?”

			Glenn didn’t even bother to look. Maybe it was the beer, maybe it was the long hours at the machine shop today. But for whatever reason, he felt unutterably weary.

			“Seriously, man,” Mike said. “Who the hell is that?”

			Glenn swiveled his head to look, and as he did he noticed that several other partygoers had spotted the newcomer as well.

			The man stood maybe thirty yards away from where Glenn and Mike were standing, and perhaps twenty feet away from the nearest partygoers, whom Glenn now identified as Dan and Jessica Clinton. Dan had impregnated Jessica in high school, and they’d gotten married. Now they had six kids and lived on the lake.

			The man remained where he was, the shadows veiling his face. He was dressed curiously. He wore all black, but the clothes were too formal – dress slacks, a button-down shirt. The clothes hung off the man as though he’d lost a great deal of weight recently. Glenn was reminded of a scarecrow. Or an itinerant preacher with parishioners too cheap to tithe.

			“You know the dude?” Mike asked.

			Glenn shook his head. He didn’t know the man, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. Maybe it was the Jack and Coke, or maybe it was the heat from the bonfire, which danced and licked the air with rabid orange tongues, but there was definitely something unnatural about the figure. The man hadn’t moved at all, for one thing. For another, Glenn was pretty sure he could see the man’s eyes, even from this distance. They were chips of blue ice, piercing and not at all friendly.

			Hunter and Brian Marvin had also noticed the interloper. Maybe, Glenn reasoned, one of the brothers had invited the guy. But that didn’t seem right either. There was something about the way the man stood that suggested experience. Glenn couldn’t shake the idea that one of their former teachers had shown up. Or some other hostile authority figure from their pasts.

			“Come have a beer,” Brian Marvin called. Brian was the easier-going of the two brothers, and no doubt wanted to defuse the weird tension that had permeated the gathering.

			The man in the shadows didn’t answer. Didn’t move. Glenn was sure he could see the man’s eyes glowing now.

			“Ah, to hell with this,” Hunter Marvin said and began to stalk forward.

			Glenn felt a chill. Hunter was a state champion wrestler and didn’t possess the peacemaking tendencies of his brother. If Hunter decided to attack the man, things might get very ugly indeed. Probably sensing the danger here, Brian moved up alongside his brother and barred him with an outstretched arm.

			“You are wayward lambs,” the man said.

			The rest of Glenn’s lethargy burned away in a white-hot blast of fear. The man’s voice had been resonant, erudite. Yet there had been a croaking, disused quality to it, as if the man’s lungs were a pair of ancient bellows, the vocal chords leeched of moisture. Had he been alone, Glenn would have taken off running.

			But Mike was chuckling. “‘Wayward lambs’? What the hell is he talking about?”

			Both Marvin brothers were laughing too. In fact, it seemed that most of the partygoers found this newcomer an innocuous novelty someone had hired to enliven the proceedings.

			But there were also those who weren’t laughing.

			Savannah and her friend, the librarian whose name Glenn couldn’t recall…they were watching the newcomer with real trepidation. As was Short Pump, who was standing by himself about fifteen feet behind Glenn and Mike. Short Pump had a beer clutched in one hand, but his other hand was resting on his thigh, the fingers there tap-tapping against his jeans.

			“You gonna have a beer or not?” Brian Marvin said. “I can’t prevent my brother from kicking your ass much longer.”

			Jessica Clinton said, “What the hell’s up your ass, man?”

			Without moving, the man looked at Dan Clinton and said, “Tell your woman to be still.”

			A few partygoers chuckled, but no one else saw much humor in the comment, least of all Jessica Clinton. She was sassy, Glenn knew. A woman pretty much had to be sassy to manage six kids.

			Jessica flipped her long, auburn hair aside and strode toward the figure. “You better start apologizing right now.”

			The man laughed softly. “Helpless, wayward lambs.”

			Glenn’s chill deepened.

			But Jessica’s husband had evidently had enough. So had Hunter Marvin. Together, they stalked toward the figure, who Glenn realized was bigger and stronger than he’d initially estimated. The black clothes remained a bit roomy, but the figure inside them was far from emaciated. To the contrary, the arms and legs seemed muscular now. Even if he was older, the man looked stout enough to put up a fight.

			“This is your only warning,” the man said, his voice deepening.

			Hunter Marvin spread his arms. “You’re warning us?”

			“If you run now,” the man continued, “you might escape retribution.”

			Now the laughter was more pronounced.

			“You believe this shit?” Billy Kramer said to Colton Crane. “This douchebag thinks he’s gonna take us all on.”

			One person who apparently took the man’s threats seriously was Josh Roller. A couple years older than Glenn, Roller was a known gun enthusiast. Brushing past Glenn and Mike, Roller said, “Fellas, I’m gonna put a stop to this bullshit, pronto.”

			Which meant, Glenn knew, that Roller was trudging to his beat-up Ford pickup in order to retrieve whatever weaponry he stored there. Roller had driven through one of the fields and was parked only about fifty yards away.

			Time to go, a voice whispered.

			But that was impossible, Glenn knew. Not only were the odds in their favor – hell, there were how many people here tonight? Fifty? – but he would appear gutless if he turned tail now. Not to mention Savannah. What would she think of him?

			Don’t you want to protect Savannah?

			Sure, he thought uneasily. Of course I do.

			“Last warning, asshole,” Hunter Marvin said. “Either leave or tell us who the hell you are.”

			“And apologize to my wife,” Dan Clinton added. Dan was ordinarily a pretty reasonable guy, but he looked pissed off enough to make the interloper pay for his rudeness.

			“You want to know who I am?” the interloper asked.

			Hunter Marvin grinned, glanced back at the other partygoers in exasperation. “That’s what I said, didn’t I? You hard of hearing or something?”

			“Hard of hearing is one thing I am not,” the interloper said. “I hear everything. I hear the wind and what it conceals. I hear the language of the night, the music of the ancient world. I hear the leaves. I hear the worms, eager to writhe in your carcass.”

			Hunter hesitated. “You’re a real freak, aren’t you?”

			The figure turned his face this way and that, sampling the air.

			“I smell your fear,” the interloper said. “It is the scent of impending death.”

			And now, for the first time since they’d met back in junior high, Glenn saw Hunter Marvin take a backward step. Hunter had always seemed eager for a confrontation, but several factors were conspiring to undo his courage now.

			The interloper’s body no longer looked bony at all, but instead packed the voluminous clothes with brawn and sinew. Though there was still something in the voice and bearing that bespoke experience, Glenn now wondered just how agile this man might be. His whole frame seemed to thrum with caged energy. And something else. If hatred was a tangible thing, this man was broadcasting it. The contempt in his voice was real, the desire to inflict pain.

			“Hey, guys?” a voice behind them said.

			Glenn turned and saw Short Pump, whose apologetic expression only partially masked his terror.

			“What?” Mike asked.

			“Think we should maybe, I don’t know, get the hell out of here?” Short Pump asked.

			Glenn was about to agree with him, his reputation as a badass be damned, when the figure said, “You were wrong to return.”

			Next to him, he sensed Mike stiffen.

			Glenn swallowed. “Hey, I think Duane’s got a point. Maybe we should get Savannah and—”

			“See what your deeds have wrought,” the figure interrupted.

			Glenn tried to swallow but couldn’t. The voice seemed to fill the clearing, to absorb the flames of the bonfire and swirl about them until the air was no longer breathable, was a superheated cauldron in which they would all boil.

			Dan Clinton stepped closer to the figure. “Look, I’ve asked you to apologize to my wife, and if you’re not going to—”

			“Come,” the figure said.

			Dan faltered, a stricken look on his face. He glanced about uncertainly, then said, “You mean me?”

			“I mean anyone with a modicum of courage. Even one who has failed an entire town.”

			And this time there was absolutely no doubt to whom the figure was speaking.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Mike thought, I didn’t mean to let anyone down.

			The figure was gazing stonily at him. At first Mike assumed it was a joke. Like those people who dressed up like zombies and shambled around big cities, trying to scare people. But this was no zombie. This was – he tried but could not escape the word – a werewolf.

			Only not the kind he’d seen in films. Mike wasn’t big on horror movies. Could take them or leave them actually, and most of the time he preferred to leave them. Yet that’s what this figure reminded him of, at least in its appearance. The eyes were the most prominent, of course. Blue, at first, but now a glowing yellow. Lit by some inner hellfire, their insidious gleam bereft of pity, without remorse. But the face wasn’t right either. The cheekbones, for one thing, protruded too far, and the brow reminded him of a battering ram. The face was hairy in a way that struck Mike as unnatural. It wasn’t just the wild, untended nature of the man’s facial hair that so unnerved him, it was the fact that it seemed to be spreading.
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