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			Some writers try to destroy their peers. Other writers try to build them up. Brian Keene is a builder. He supported me before anyone else did and has always believed in me. This one is for you, Brian, the most generous writer I’ve ever known.

		

	
		
			‘The wizard stirs, opens his eyes, and looks at the reluctant boy. “Oh, you’ll get your heart broken,” he says. “Is that what you’re waiting to hear? It’ll be broken, all right. But you’ll never get anything done if you walk around with an unchipped heart.That’s the way of it, boy.”’

			Peter Straub

			Shadowland

			‘“Fancy thinking the Beast was something you could hunt and kill!” said the head. For a moment or two the forest and all the other dimly appreciated places echoed with the parody of laughter. “You knew, didn’t you? I’m part of you?”’

			William Golding

			Lord of the Flies

			‘The muses are ghosts, and sometimes they come uninvited.’

			Stephen King

			Bag of Bones

		

	
		
			#1 Internationally Bestselling Author

			Mr. Roderick Wells

			Requests the honor of your presence at his estate on

			May 26th for a six-week writing retreat.

			From the multitude of applicants, you and nine others have

			been selected for the opportunity of a lifetime.

			One of you will become

			the next Legendary Author.

			Please find enclosed:

			One airline ticket

			A contract outlining Mr. Wells’s expectations

			* Contract must be returned by mail no later than May 1st.

			Any mention of the retreat will automatically void the contract.

			Absolute secrecy is required.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Magic

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Lucy reached up, fingered the sweaty fabric of the blindfold. “Mind if I take this off?”

			No answer from her driver. Around her the limo juddered like a malfunctioning carnival ride.

			Relax, Lucy told herself. You’d have been a fool to pass up this opportunity.

			She laced her fingers in her lap, the limo shuddering harder. She imagined a barren landscape out there, the trees stunted, the ground scorched. Like her future, if this didn’t work out.

			Lucy balled her hands into fists.

			It occurred to her she hadn’t even asked the driver for identification. No one knew she was here, and she wasn’t allowed a phone. She chewed a thumbnail, a hundred horror movies flashing through her head. Why was it always a woman who got hacked to pieces?

			The limo rumbled over a rougher surface. Branches thwacked the roof with appalling violence, the antenna twanging. Lucy’s stomach performed a somersault as the limo jounced over a pothole and slewed sickly.

			Hands trembling, she thumbed the window control, but he’d evidently engaged the child lock.

			“At least let me have some air,” she said through her teeth.

			An endless pause. Then her window lowered and a muggy breeze flooded the car. Her heartbeat had begun to decelerate when something – a fingerlike branch, she assumed – harrowed her shoulder. She gasped and a grisly scene flickered through her mind: the forest closing in around her, eager to spill her blood, the trees groping for her like a shambling horde of ghouls.

			Dry-mouthed, Lucy asked him to raise the window.

			“Sure,” he answered. “And you can take the blindfold off if you want.”

			She burrowed her fingers under the slick fabric and worked it upward until, with a final tug, it came loose. She flung it aside, the dreary May afternoon a punishing contrast to the darkness of the blindfold.

			When her eyes adjusted, she realized they were rolling through a murky forest, the swirled trunks and gnarled, low-hanging branches reminiscent of the Brothers Grimm. At their approach a screeching blackbird tumbled from its perch, veered toward the windshield, and swooped over the limo’s roof. Heart pounding, she peered through the rear window after it, but all she could make out were massed shadows and ancient trees. She half expected to glimpse a witch leering at her through the undergrowth.

			After a time, the corridor of trees widened into a grassy clearing. Across it, she spotted a lone figure leaning against a tree. As they drew closer, she noted the scarlet tank top, the khaki cargo shorts, the faded leather Birkenstocks. The man was perhaps thirty, very handsome, skin smooth and tan, his curly brown hair not quite shoulder length.

			The limo stopped. Lucy flung open her door, sucked in a great heave of cedar-tinged air, climbed out, and stretched luxuriously. The driver opened the trunk, hefted out her suitcase, and without making eye contact returned to the car. A moment later, the limo described a gradual loop and disappeared the way they’d come.

			Lucy studied the fantastical forest. No sign of a house. Or a path, for that matter. Was this whole event a practical joke? The worry had plagued her since she received the invitation. Her first thought upon being invited was that they’d made a mistake, that she was too successful for a contest like this. Her second, more upsetting, reaction was the old fear, the suspicion her early success was dumb luck, that she’d be eaten alive by the other contestants, who were no doubt younger and more talented.

			But Lucy couldn’t be a has-been at age thirty-three. Could she?

			The stranger approached. There were reddish indentations on his temples where a blindfold had been. He raised his arms, stretched, the movement clearly intended to show off his lean but sculpted biceps. He sighed and halted, his bare toes only a foot from hers.

			“Tommy Marston,” he said, hand out.

			She shook. “Lucy Still.”

			He narrowed his eyes, appraising her. “You look like a YA writer. Am I right?”

			She considered telling him of her early success, transforming his arrogant expression into a look of awe. She could boast of the advance she’d received at age nineteen, the starred reviews in Every Important Writing Publication, her instant literary fame.

			But then he’d ask The Question: What have you written lately?

			“She’s forty minutes late,” a deep voice called.

			Tommy scowled at the man emerging from the woods. “How do you know that?”

			The man waggled his wrist.

			“I thought we couldn’t have technology,” Tommy said.

			“That’s not what the contract stipulated,” the man answered. “Anyway, this watch is analog.” He was taller than Tommy, the white t-shirt and dark blue jeans stretched taut by bulging muscles. He reminded Lucy of a college football player, one who’s been kicked off the team after too many arrests. He had a crew cut the color of weak coffee, wintry blue eyes. His mouth was fixed in a permanent smirk.

			He nodded at Lucy. “Bryan Clayton. You are?”

			She told him. 

			Bryan studied her a moment, then gestured toward the woods. “It’s majestic in there. Poplars, willows, tamarack, hickory. Even a grove of Fraser firs. Extremely rare for Indiana.”

			Tommy frowned. “How do you know where we are?”

			“Innate sense of direction.”

			Tommy looked at her. “Innate sense of bullshit.”

			“We’re southeast of Chicago,” Bryan said. “That puts us in Indiana, right?” He reached into his hip pocket, brought out a folded sheet of paper. “My driver told me to follow these directions once you guys arrived.” He favored her with an indulgent look. “That is, if the princess is ready.”

			Asshole, she thought.

			“Time to get my hands dirty,” Bryan said, shouldering a hunter-green backpack. “I’m ready to show Wells I came here to win.”

			Tommy glanced at her. “So did we.”

			Bryan eyed him. “You’ll be gone in a week.”

			“At least I’m not some fake man’s man.”

			Bryan’s smirk faded. “I write fact-based survival stories.”

			A corner of Tommy’s mouth rose. “Personality like yours, I bet you know a lot about being alone.”

			One moment they were nose-to-nose, the next Tommy was spinning and crumpling to the grass with Bryan atop him. Tommy’s forearm was pinned behind his back, Bryan levering the wrist higher until Lucy was sure the arm would burst its socket.

			“Okay okay!” Tommy yelled.

			Bryan straddled Tommy’s back, his big arms flexing as he drove Tommy’s wrist higher, nearly to his shoulder blades now. Bryan leaned down. His square jaw strained a few inches over Tommy’s reddened face, which was mashed sideways in the grass. “Gonna talk shit now?”

			A high-pitched keening issued from Tommy’s throat.

			“Get off him,” Lucy said.

			Tommy moaned. Any moment she expected to hear a sickening crunch.

			“Call me fake again,” Bryan said.

			“I said get off,” Lucy said, stepping toward them.

			Bryan shot her a glance, something feral in his eyes. His face spread in a slow grin. Then he released Tommy and rocked back on his heels with a look of almost euphoric satisfaction.

			Tommy groaned, his arm limp in the grass.

			Bryan pushed to his feet. “Next time you mouth off, make sure you don’t insult a collegiate wrestler.”

			“Prick,” Tommy muttered, rising. His overstressed arm hung limply at his side. Lucy didn’t think it was broken, but he’d be sore for days.

			“Can we go to Wells’s house now?” she asked.

			“Sure,” Bryan said. He started toward the forest but paused and looked at her. “I hope you remember what happens when people cross me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Rick Forrester gazed up at a twist of ivy, vines, and slender green branches.

			WELLS FOREST, the sign read. A PLACE OF MAGIC.

			His driver had told him to wait here for the next writer, but now that he was alone in this primordial forest, a discordant note sounded over and over at a volume his ears couldn’t detect but his bones could.

			He winced, slapped the back of his neck, and examined his palm. The dead mosquito resembled a smudge of mascara streaked with red greasepaint.

			Maybe coming here hadn’t been such a brilliant idea.

			A white limousine rolled down the lane and stopped beside him. The window descended and the driver, a young guy with a close-cropped ginger beard, leaned toward him. “I presume you’re one of the authors?”

			“What gave me away, my profound gaze?”

			The driver got out and opened the door for a young woman with punkish blond hair and a couple dozen bracelets. Nice figure, but it was toward her clothes that Rick’s eyes were drawn. Her frilly top was purple and white, her beige skirt adorned with colorful buttons. One said MARK DARCY’S LOVE SLAVE; another read IF YOU’RE NOT CAREFUL, I’LL KILL YOU IN MY NOVEL. She donned a pair of tortoiseshell glasses and gazed dubiously about the forest. “This is Roderick Wells’s estate?”

			“You’re Elaine Kovalchyk, aren’t you?” the driver asked.

			She grunted. “I wouldn’t have gotten in your car if I wasn’t.”

			The driver wrestled an immense suitcase from the trunk. “Then I’ll leave you here.”

			“Wait, where is ‘here’?” She glanced at Rick.

			He nodded at the vine-twisted archway. Elaine lowered her glasses to the tip of her nose, gazed at the sign. “What kind of magic we talking about?”

			The driver executed a U-turn and motored away.

			Her bracelets clinking, Elaine rolled her suitcase toward Rick. “You’re not a serial killer, are you?”

			“Gave that up years ago.”

			A hint of a smile. “Since you’ve been appointed my guardian, I think I should know your identity.”

			“Rick Forrester.”

			“Where have I seen your work?” she asked.

			“You ever read Gruesome Unsolved Murders?”

			Her pink lips formed an impish smile. “Are you always this evasive?”

			“I’m unpublished.”

			She flicked her hair off her forehead. “My profs at NYU said I was born to write dialogue.”

			“I’m sure it’s better on the page.”

			She looked him up and down. “Unpublished, huh?”

			“Guess the world isn’t ready for my work.”

			“Shame. You’d look good in an author photo.” She nodded at the archway. “Shall we?”

			He waited for her and her refrigerator-sized suitcase to pass, then followed her down the trail.

			“You’re awfully coy, Mr. Forrester. A man your age, you’ve surely got some writing credits.”

			“I could make some up.”

			She stopped, peered at him over her glasses. “What other problems do you have?”

			He moved past her. “Aside from being interrogated?”

			“How old are you?”

			“Thirty-five.”

			“Married?”

			He adjusted his backpack. “Not at present.”

			“Which means you were.”

			Rick didn’t bother explaining. He glanced up at the trees, but they were so dense, he could only make out the merest slivers of heather-colored sky. It hadn’t rained today, but the clouds kept threatening.

			“Want to hear about me?” she asked.

			“Doubt I could stop you.”

			“I’m twenty-seven. Single, so far. I’ve been featured in the Goose Neck Review and the Maryland Quarterly.”

			“Those hunting magazines?”

			“They’re two of the most prestigious literary publications in America.”

			“Huh.”

			“You’re sort of handsome for your age.”

			He cringed. “You make me feel like a creepy old man.”

			“Eight years isn’t much,” she said. “Too bad I’m not here to hook up.”

			If you knew what followed me, he thought, I’d be the last man in the world you’d want to date.

			She moved ahead but kept talking. “I’m going to prove my parents wrong. Oh, they paid for my schooling, helped me that way. But they always assumed this writing thing was a phase. On holidays they’d ask me, thinking they were being subtle, if I’d contemplated changing over to some less starry-eyed pursuit.”

			“But they put you through college.”

			She glared at him over her shoulder. “They tolerate my lifestyle.”

			He let that hang. Hoped she wouldn’t elaborate on her lifestyle, whatever that meant.

			She halted. “When I win this competition, they’ll stop acting like this is a lark.”

			“You didn’t tell them you were coming?”

			She gave him a sly smile. “You are cagey, Rick.” Punching him lightly on the shoulder. “Looking for ways to get me disqualified?”

			He opened his mouth to answer, thought better of it, then sidled around her.

			“You agree with my parents?” she called after him.

			“I don’t know your parents.”

			“You’re probably just like them. A political conservative.”

			He wasn’t, but he’d rather catheterize himself with a lit sparkler than discuss politics.

			To his relief, she ceased talking for several minutes. The trail threaded through blue-green groves of spruce, hulking stands of pine. At about the time Elaine began to complain of her acute thirst and her throbbing feet, the forest opened a little and revealed a dull glint of glass.

			“Oh thank Christ,” Elaine moaned.

			They emerged into a vast, rising meadow of foxtail and wildflowers. Rick stopped and stared at the mansion situated at the summit.

			For reasons he couldn’t explain, he’d expected Roderick Wells to live in a contemporary house, something sleek and shimmering with windows. The mansion looming before him was much older and larger than he’d envisioned. Rick would never have said such a thing aloud for fear of sounding foolish, but there it was – the place looked sinister. Three stories tall, its many dormers and gables jutted forth in challenge, daring him to scale the hill and do his best to endure whatever tricks it had in store. The predominant façade was brick, though there were stretches of discolored stone. The mansion was in dire need of repairs. The covered porch leaned to the left, the faded ivory pillars splotched and peeling. One pane of a first-floor window was spiderwebbed; a couple shutters hung askew. The slate roof was short several shingles, though the pitch was so steep Rick couldn’t imagine anyone replacing them. A soaring tower rose from the mansion’s far side.

			Rick peered at the tower and felt a chill breeze whisper over his skin.

			“Think this is it?” Elaine asked.

			He tried to smile. “What’s wrong?”

			She shivered, scratched her forearm. “I don’t know. It’s just so…”

			“Imposing?”

			“…haunted housey. I didn’t expect it to be this secluded. If something goes wrong, how will anyone know?”

			What’s going to happen? he almost asked. But for some reason, faced with this towering, eldritch structure, it felt like tempting fate.

			He began the long climb.

			“Rick?”

			He glanced backward, saw she hadn’t moved. “Want me to lug that suitcase for you?”

			She smiled, hunched her shoulders in a way he found endearing. If she expended less energy competing, she’d be a tick north of tolerable.

			He grabbed the suitcase handle, and side by side, they began the hike through the knee-high grass. He caught a glimpse of a purple butterfly tattooed between her breasts but didn’t comment on it. Instead he directed his gaze at the late-afternoon clouds, which were churning and muddy. He smelled rain in the air.

			“Thanks,” she said. “You’re a gentleman.”

			“But not talented enough for the Goose Egg Review.”

			She gave him a shove. “Goose Neck.”

			As they trudged up the incline, he studied the mansion, estimated it was more than twenty thousand square feet.

			She asked, “Why did you get divorced?”

			“I never said I was married.”

			“Be enigmatic then.” A pause. “Why are you single?”

			Because anyone I love will die? Because something is following me, and half the reason I’m here is to escape it?

			“Doesn’t look like a place of magic to me,” Elaine muttered.

			It did to him, but of the wrong variety.

			Wells’s mansion looked like every ghost story he’d ever read.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			At dusk there was a knock on Lucy’s door. She opened it and beheld a scarlet-haired woman with a tiny, upturned nose and lime-colored eyes. She was younger than the writers Lucy had met, her green tank top and tattered jean shorts very snug.

			“Anna Holloway,” the young woman said. “I love your work.”

			A blush crept up Lucy’s neck.

			“The Girl Who Died got me into reading,” Anna said.

			Lucy glanced back at her bedroom. “Look, Anna, I’m not done unpacking and—”

			“I highlighted all the naughty parts,” Anna said. “Mom was furious when she caught me reading it. She called the librarian and ripped her a new asshole.”

			Lucy smiled despite herself.

			“But it wasn’t just the sex I liked, it was the writing. The voice.” Anna took Lucy’s hands, gave them a squeeze. “You’re so good.”

			The present tense wasn’t lost on Lucy.

			“And when I heard you were here, I couldn’t believe it. It’ll be like having two teachers instead of one.”

			Lucy scoured the younger woman’s face for traces of irony, but if Anna was acting, her performance was seamless.

			Lucy forced a smile. “It’s nice to know I still have a fan.”

			Anna gestured down the hallway. “We’re supposed to gather on the front porch.”

			“Did Wells tell you that?”

			Anna shook her head. “The maid – this miniature woman named Miss Lafitte – she told me to collect everyone.”

			Lucy nodded. “Okay, you tell the rest while I—”

			“You’re the last one.” Anna gave an embarrassed little shrug. “I wanted to meet you alone, before the others monopolized you.”

			“Why, so they can ask me what went wrong?”

			Anna sobered. “Your critics can fuck themselves.”

			Lucy laughed.

			“My folks figured they were purifying me by sending me to Catholic school,” Anna explained. “I got corrupted instead.”

			“I was homeschooled,” Lucy said.

			“I know. That’s how you started writing. All that time on your hands.”

			Lucy frowned. Something about Anna’s tone.…

			“Come on,” Anna said. “You can unpack later.”

			Lucy fidgeted with the doorknob. She’d already done what she could with her makeup – not much – and brushed her teeth to rid her mouth of the dank travel taste. There was no reason to delay. Plus, if Wells was waiting.…

			She closed her door and followed Anna down the stairs. They stepped onto the covered porch, and with a cursory scan she noted they were still two shy of ten. Tommy leaned against a pillar talking with Elaine Kovalchyk. She’d struck Lucy as a bit of a smartass, the kind who tried too hard to be edgy. Bryan Clayton hunkered on the bottom porch step surveying the meadow. He would gaze for a while, then scribble in a notebook. No doubt cataloguing some piece of minutiae with which to annoy future readers. A black woman stood apart from the others. She was about five-ten and attractive. Her hair was drawn back in a simple bun, she wore a bold shade of magenta lipstick, and her sleeveless multicolored dress hung all the way to her open-toed sandals.

			The man closest to the door turned and regarded Lucy. He was dour looking, with a scraggly growth of beard and large, mournful eyes. He reminded her of a refugee from some war-torn country.

			Finally, someone older than she was.

			A pack of cigarettes drooped from the pocket of his pale green shirt. He was about to light up when he caught Lucy watching him. “Smoke?”

			She shook her head. His smile was kind, if a trifle nicotine-stained. He cupped his hands to light the cigarette.

			Lucy introduced herself. He squinted at her, took her hand in both of his.

			“I’m Marek,” he said in a Russian accent.

			“Marek,” she repeated, trying to roll the r the way he had.

			His smile widened. “That’s good. You say it better than my friends.”

			He took a drag from his cigarette, expelled smoke from the side of his mouth. “I’m forty-one, in case you’re wondering. People are always mistaking me for an older man.” He tapped the cigarettes in his pocket. “Must be these.”

			They turned as a pudgy newcomer emerged from the mansion. Black hair, parted on one side, sloping shoulders. His short-sleeved dress shirt was pitted out, the pinstriped fabric clinging to pale, hairless arms. His pleated beige trousers looked expensive. Worsted wool, maybe. He surveyed the group through wire-framed spectacles.

			“Who’re you?” Tommy asked.

			“Evan Laydon,” the newcomer said. He took out a handkerchief and dabbed sweat from his brow. “It’s a sauna out here.”

			“You need to get in shape,” Bryan called over his shoulder.

			Evan glanced at Lucy. “Have you met the resident survivalist?”

			“Classic candidate for heart disease,” Bryan said.

			“I didn’t know I was going to have a personal trainer,” Evan muttered. His eyes shifted to something behind Lucy.

			She turned and felt her stomach lurch. The man smiled at her. “Rick Forrester.”

			He had light brown eyes, a nice smile. He reminded her a bit of a young Harrison Ford, about whom she’d been fantasizing since adolescence.

			“How long are we supposed to roast out here?” Evan demanded. He pinched his shirt, flapped it for ventilation.

			Lucy crossed to the tall black woman and introduced herself.

			“Sherilyn Jackson,” the woman said, her accent Deep South. “I can’t believe I’m actually here. Roderick Wells’s estate. Where Corrina Bowen’s career was born.”

			“I love her work,” Anna said. “She’s a national treasure.”

			Sherilyn put a hand to her chest, donned a dreamy expression. “I met her at a signing in Mobile. She was even more charming than her stories.”

			Lucy kept quiet. She enjoyed Bowen’s work, but evidently not as much as Sherilyn and Anna did. After winning a contest like this fifty years ago, Corrina Bowen had skyrocketed to fame. Since then, she hadn’t written many novels, but the few she had were hailed as classics of Southern Gothic literature. Years ago, Variety had deemed her William Faulkner’s heir.

			Anna glanced at Lucy. “You think the winner this time will be as famous as Bowen is?” She glanced up at the house. “God, what I wouldn’t give to live in a place like this.”

			Evan mopped sweat from his brow. “I wonder what happened to the other nine in that contest,” he said. “Anyone ever hear of them?”

			“Who cares?” Anna said. “They faded into obscurity, like most writers do.”

			Lucy kept quiet. It was the exact question that had been plaguing her.

			“I wrote Ms. Bowen a fan letter once,” Rick said.

			Sherilyn’s eyebrows rose. “Did she respond?”

			He nodded. “The most eloquent form letter I’ve ever read.”

			They all laughed.

			“Am I the only one who’s nervous?” Anna whispered.

			“We all are,” Sherilyn said. “No one knows what Roderick Wells is like.”

			“Sure we do,” Evan said. “He’s a throwback. Like Hemingway, without the bullfighting.”

			“But the same sexism,” Elaine called as she and Tommy approached.

			Evan waved a dismissive hand. “Nonsense. He’s the reason I became an author.”

			“Is that right?” Tommy said, eyeing him. “What have you written?”

			Evan raised his chin. “I edited the Columbia literary magazine for three semesters.”

			“That doesn’t mean you can write,” Elaine said.

			Evan laughed incredulously.

			Bryan mounted the steps, called to Evan, “Your boobs are jiggling.”

			Evan looked stricken.

			Rick turned to Bryan. “There some reason why you’re so nasty?”

			Bryan returned Rick’s stare. “It’s people like you who do the most harm. I bet Evan surrounds himself with enablers.”

			“You’re the one with issues,” Lucy said.

			“Oh yeah?” Bryan asked. “What’s my issue, sweetheart?”

			“You’re a jackass.”

			Several of them laughed. Rick grinned at her. Bryan opened his mouth to answer, but a female voice interrupted, “I see you’re already at each other’s throats.”

			They turned and beheld a woman in a low-necked sable evening gown. She had long black hair and looked like a partygoer who’d just stepped onto the veranda for some air. Furthering the impression was the long-stemmed glass she carried, some clear drink undulating within.

			“You the tenth writer?” Tommy asked.

			“My husband is the artist in the family.”

			Anna’s voice was wondering. “You’re Mrs. Wells?”

			“Amanda,” she said.

			They all supplied their names.

			Marek looked around. “I thought there were going to be ten.”

			“The last man will arrive later,” Mrs. Wells said.

			“Car trouble?” Tommy asked.

			“I doubt it,” Mrs. Wells said.

			Sherilyn asked, “Are you saying your husband deliberately delayed him?”

			Choosing her words carefully, Mrs. Wells said, “One thing you must know about Roderick is that everything he does is for a reason.” She eyed them each in turn. “Will you abide by the rules of our agreement, or would you prefer to go home?”

			Bryan stepped forward. “I think I speak for everyone when I say we’re grateful for the opportunity.”

			“You should be,” a voice answered.

			Lucy turned and discovered a figure peering at them through the doorway, just a shadow really, tucked in the dimness of the entryway. Lucy had been standing nearest the doorway, and now the other writers crowded nearer to better see Roderick Wells. Lucy squinted into the semidarkness but could only make out a pair of unblinking eyes, the hint of a pitiless smile.

			Lucy realized she was holding her breath. Despite the fact that the man in the shadows was slightly stooped and ravaged by age, she sensed a power emanating from him, an indefinable thrum. Judging by the others’ expressions, they felt it too.

			Evan was the first to speak. “It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Wells.”

			Wells ignored that. “Before we proceed,” he said, his voice cultured but slightly reedy, as if speaking cost him a great effort, “you must submit yourselves to me. You must prepare to withstand extreme conditions, both physical and emotional.”

			Sherilyn half grinned. “No one said there’d be a physical component.”

			“My dear,” Mr. Wells said, “this experience will require everything from you. I give my blood, my tears…my very soul to my writing. I demand no less from my pupils.”

			There was a silence as that sank in.

			Mr. Wells went on. “For the next six weeks, you will have no technology, save a laptop with word processing capabilities. You’ll each have a printer. I have amassed an extensive library that is more than adequate for your research needs. We will, of course, provide food, lodging, whatever you require. However, if you leave the grounds, you will be banished from the property, never to return.”

			“Mr. Wells,” Bryan said, his voice uncharacteristically shaky, “the contract made reference to an award – the Best in Show prize, so to speak – but the details were nebulous.”

			“Is that why you’re here, Mr. Clayton? For prizes?”

			Bryan opened his mouth, raised a placating hand, but Mr. Wells overrode him. “The winner will receive three million dollars.”

			Marek whistled softly. Tommy muttered, “Hell, yeah.”

			Mr. Wells peered at them from his nest of shadows. “The money is merely a safety net, should your novels not prove lucrative.

			“Which brings me,” Mr. Wells went on in a stronger voice, “to the publishing contract. Two or three books with one of the major New York houses.”

			“I knew it!” Elaine said. Anna squeezed Lucy’s arm.

			Wells continued: “I have assurances from several editors that the publicity surrounding the retreat will warrant a sizable advance, with potential for a film tie-in, foreign rights, et cetera. The point is, you will have my involvement, instant fame, access to the best editors and marketing minds in the business. You all remember how Corrina Bowen got her start?”

			The name elicited a smattering of enthusiastic comments.

			Mr. Wells’s voice washed over them: “For the first time in half a century, I’m opening my home to ten aspiring writers. You will receive the education of a lifetime. And for one lucky author, the chance to become immortal.” He glanced at Lucy. “The next Corrina Bowen.” His eyes shifted to Bryan. “Or the next Roderick Wells.”

			Bryan’s grin was smug enough to turn Lucy’s stomach.

			“When you leave here,” Mr. Wells went on, “you will tell no one what transpired. I want my secrets to remain my own and have no wish to see the market flooded with tell-all memoirs.”

			“No one would do that, Mr. Wells,” Evan said.

			“You’re right,” he answered, his voice taking on a raw, guttural edge. “Unless you want to face my wrath.”

			With that, Mr. Wells turned and, moving gingerly, receded into the house. They watched after him, speechless.

			After a time, Mrs. Wells clapped her hands together. “If you’re certain you’d like to spend the summer with us, despite the risks, let’s get you out of this heat.”

			Lucy spoke up. “Risks?”

			Mrs. Wells surveyed her with mild astonishment. “Yes, darling. Aren’t there always risks?” She smiled, but the smile didn’t go near her eyes.

			Wordlessly, Mrs. Wells entered the house.

			The others followed, but Rick lingered on the porch. Lucy studied his face, said, “What?”

			He shook his head. “Just what the hell did happen to the other nine writers in the first contest?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			When Lucy’s career had been thriving, she’d been invited to read in dozens of public libraries. And though many had contained more books than Wells’s private collection, none of them surpassed Wells’s in elegance. Rectangular, illumined by wall sconces and table lamps, the high-ceilinged room was comprised of built-in bookcases, cozy leather chairs with matching ottomans, and rich oriental rugs. Yet despite the opulent furnishings, there hung a caul of dreariness over the room and subtle hints of disrepair. The tables and lamps were dusty, the colors of the book spines faded. A window along the eastern wall was marred by a lightning-jagged crack.

			She shifted her gaze to study the immediate area. There were ten burnished mahogany chairs ranged in a semicircle, one of them empty. Facing them was a wine-colored wingback Lucy assumed was reserved for Wells. The writers had been arranged near a fireplace broad enough to accommodate a mid-sized car. Beneath the acrid odor of burning wood, Lucy detected the pleasing mildew of old books. She inhaled deeply of the scent, her tension ebbing.

			She was about to ask Sherilyn if she’d met the tenth writer yet, when a man jogged into the room, his balding head peppered with sweat.

			“I swear I was on time,” he said, bracing himself on the back of the vacant chair. He gestured, out of breath. “My driver claimed he wasn’t delaying me, but…I know he was going in circles. We passed the same…damned…farmhouse—”

			“Save it,” Bryan muttered. “Wells is about to address the group.”

			Lucy glanced at Rick, who looked like he’d tasted something sour. She recalled what Mrs. Wells had said: One thing you must know about Roderick is that everything he does is for a reason.

			Lucy rose, introduced herself to the newcomer, whose name was Will Church. Rick, Sherilyn, and Marek also shook his hand. Will examined his sodden gray Chicago Cubs t-shirt. “I’m a mess. Do I have time to clean up?”

			“I doubt it,” Sherilyn said, not unkindly.

			Lucy returned to her seat, studied Will from the corners of her eyes. His brown goatee was a shade darker than his curly hair; a small potbelly tented his shirt. He sat, folded one leg over the other, then decided against it and sat up straighter.

			All ten of them in their chairs, the group lapsed into silence. In the flickering firelight, Lucy stole glances at the others and reminded herself she belonged. The problem was, they all looked so damned together. Sure, they were a motley bunch physically, but their faces exuded confidence. They hadn’t been battered by the industry the way Lucy had.

			If you lose, there are always the pills, her agent’s voice reminded her. Sometimes it’s easier just to give up. Isn’t that right, Lucy Goosy?

			Her stomach muscles clenched at the mocking voice, which belonged to Fred Morehouse, founder of the Morehouse Literary Agency. The man who brokered seven-figure deals in his sleep. The man who emotionally destroyed you when the whim struck.

			It wasn’t the industry, Fred Morehouse told her. It was you. I gave you your shot, and you blew it. You let us all down, little lady.

			She closed her eyes, her toes curling inside her shoes.

			Focus, she reminded herself. Focus.

			As they’d been instructed, she’d brought her work-in-progress. She’d even rehearsed in the mirror as though this were a televised reality show.

			Question: Why do you write?

			Answer: Because in real life, everyone lies. Only in fiction do people tell the truth.

			Question: What makes you think you can win this competition?

			Answer: Because I wrote a great book once, and I know I can do it again.

			She assumed the dreaded question would come eventually. Wells had done his homework, after all.

			Question: If your book was so wonderful, why did your career crash and burn?

			Answer: Because I experienced success too early, received too big an advance. Then I realized I wasn’t as skilled as I thought, and I crumbled under the pressure.

			Yes, Lucy thought. Painful, raw, humiliating. But true. And truth was everything.

			Roderick Wells entered the room and her thoughts scattered.

			Now that she saw Wells in better light, he resembled an old-time Hollywood movie star. He was tall, his silver hair slicked back and a trifle wavy, just like the characters in those classic films from the thirties and forties. He wore charcoal trousers and a pale blue shirt open at the collar. It was obvious he’d once been exceptionally handsome, but his age showed around his eyes and the loose folds of his neck. His forehead was deeply furrowed. There were liver spots on his cheeks, white whiskers along his jaw that his razor had somehow missed. His hair, too, she realized upon closer inspection, needed a good trim. It stuck up in stray tufts around his ears. His eyes were a trifle bloodshot and underscored by discolored pouches of skin.

			Wells eased into the wingback chair and took in their scrutiny. “Are you dismayed by my appearance?”

			“You’re exactly the way I pictured,” Anna said.

			Wells looked pleased. “Truly?”

			“Not me,” Tommy said. “I expected someone a lot older.”

			Wells laughed softly. “Any other surprises?” he asked.

			“Your house is so far off the grid, I feel like we’re on another planet,” Sherilyn said.

			“Removing myself from society,” Wells said, “was the only way to quarantine my madness.”

			They laughed, and a good deal of the tension dissipated.

			“Ah,” Wells said. “It’s nice to see your real faces.”

			They laughed again, but not as heartily this time. Lucy caught a few of her peers casting furtive glances at each other.

			“Now that you’ve seen I do in fact exist, I’d like you to bring me your works-in-progress.” He patted an end table. “Place them right here.”

			As one, they complied. Anna got there first, Tommy and Elaine trailing after. Marek placed his atop the pile and was followed by Will, Sherilyn, and Evan. Lucy went next with Rick following.

			As Lucy returned to her seat, she noticed Bryan had been waiting with his neatly bound manuscript clutched before him. Jaw set, he placed his novel on top of Rick’s.

			Wells stood. “That’s an efficient beginning, and as we all know, openings are vital to a great story.”

			Murmured assent from the group. Something tickled at Lucy’s mind, a nameless stir of misgiving. She thrust it away, told herself she had to focus. Wells might pick her novel first.

			“Therefore,” Wells said, bending to scoop up the manuscripts, “from the flames of this sacrifice may you rise anew.”

			And with that, Wells hurled the manuscripts into the blazing fire.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Tommy leaped to his feet. Several of them gasped, and Elaine said something Lucy couldn’t make out. Then came a pregnant, unbelieving silence. Though fifteen feet away, Lucy felt a blast of heat as the thick reams ignited. Loose sheets of paper curled and blackened, sending charred scraps with glowing red edges floating out of the fireplace. Wells regarded the group, his expression serene.

			“What the hell?” Tommy said hoarsely.

			“Mr. Wells,” Elaine said, “I’m sure everyone backed up their work. Destroying one copy is hardly ensuring a new start.”

			For the first time, Marek’s affable demeanor slipped. “But it’s the only copy we have here.”

			Lucy’s lips formed a grim line.

			Wells stared steadily back at her. “You disapprove, Miss Still?”

			“It was cruel,” Lucy heard herself saying.

			“Perhaps so,” he allowed. “But it was necessary.”

			“But sir,” Evan broke in, “the gesture was symbolic at best. Even if the others didn’t back up their work – a possibility I find difficult to fathom—”

			Tommy shot him a fierce glare.

			Evan went on uneasily, “—I’m sure we all remember what we’d written in our novels.”

			Tommy muttered something under his breath.

			Wells interlaced his fingers. “Do you have a comment, Mr. Marston?”

			Tommy glowered at him, licked his lips.

			“Nothing?” Wells asked.

			Tommy stood there mutely, seeming to shrink before Wells’s withering stare.

			“Then sit down.”

			Looking ill, Tommy did.

			Wells surveyed the group. “I did you all the greatest favor anyone can do for a new writer.”

			He caught the way Elaine shifted in her chair. “And before you claim to be anything but a novice, remember that I’ve read your work and know your limitations.”

			Elaine folded her arms, her bracelets clinking together.

			Wells sat and sighed contentedly. “An effective teacher goes to extremes to assist his pupils. Before I can make you better writers, I must make you stronger people.” He studied them as he spoke, and when his dark eyes lingered on one of their party for longer than the others, Lucy scooted forward to see who it was.

			Rick. Oddly enough, given her earlier reaction to him, she’d forgotten all about him during the manuscript burning. He looked like a man who was being punished for some unexpiated crime, who was both anguished by his punishment yet darkly pleased by it. The result was an expression both ghastly and ancient, as though Rick were an elderly man masquerading as a young one.

			Wells said, “Don’t mourn your novel, Mr. Forrester. You’re about to see the world as it really is.”

			Wells stared at Rick.

			Whose expression transformed into horror.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Rick was drowning in Wells’s eyes, those obsidian pools sucking him into their icy depths.

			Yessss, Wells cooed in a voice Rick was certain only he could hear. Yes, Mr. Forrester, you see what I am, don’t you?

			Rick tried to look away but couldn’t. Wells had him in his grasp, and he knew it. Knew how powerless Rick was against this mental onslaught.

			Look at me, Rick. Look…at my…face.

			Wells changed.

			Wells’s cheekbones protruded and pulsed, his chin elongated. The teeth tapered into bestial points, the lips stretching in a joker’s leer. But the eyes…those coal-black eyes…they pinned Rick to the chair, crucified him, and reveled in his torment.

			Rick realized why no one could find a recent image of Roderick Wells, why he never showed up to accept awards. Because if someone did gaze at the man too long

			(he’s not a man)

			it would drive you insane, you’d get lost forever in those murky black tarns, those wells – the aptness of the name slammed into him – and once you sank into those stygian waters, you’d be lost, irretrievable. Jesus God, couldn’t the others see what was happening?

			He’s a demon, Rick thought. A beast.

			Wells’s eyes began to glow. I am infinitely more than that, Mr. Forrester. I am your eternal fate. Now drown in my eyes. Suffocate in my embrace.

			Rick fought for control, strained to move his arms, his feet, to utter a whimper, for Christ’s sake. But he couldn’t, could only watch in impotent dread as the black eyes grew lambent, the hellfire within raging. The leer broadened, the teeth like dripping pikes. Wells’s face became a lunatic death mask, and when he spoke, his lips never moved.

			I know what haunts you, Wells gloated. I can summon it here to claim you.

			Rick’s vision grayed, his breathing reed thin. But unconsciousness would be a haven now. Just when he believed Wells would lunge at him and rip out his throat, the demon released him. As if no time had passed, Wells once again addressed the group. Rick sank in his seat, enervated.

			“For you to become what you most desire,” Wells said, “you must devote yourselves to this experience entirely. You must open yourselves to me entirely. I must receive your unmitigated trust.” He gestured toward the fireplace; the heat rolling out of it shimmered like a desert road at noonday. “This is your past. I am your future.”

			Rick’s pulse began to decelerate. By degrees, the terror of the psychic attack – how else could he explain what had happened? – dissipated. He armed sweat off his brow, took a deep breath, and concentrated on Wells.

			“What I did with your trifles felt to you like an act of viciousness, a bullying liberty taken by a man who has won every major writing award.”

			Rick’s heart rate was normal now, the grasp of terror slipping away. He glanced about the group, decided the others hadn’t seen the demonic Wells. It hardly seemed possible. My God, had he nodded off and dreamed the whole thing?

			“But awards don’t make me a writer,” Wells said.

			“I couldn’t agree more, Mr. Wells,” Elaine said. “Critics only champion what other critics praise.”

			Wells tilted his head. “Go on.”

			“If you bow at the altar of the right person, you’re accorded privileges.” She glanced at Lucy. “Like big advances and glowing reviews.”

			Tommy was nodding, the horror at witnessing his work reduced to ashes apparently having subsided. “That’s damn straight. It’s why some of the best writers never make a penny.”

			Wells was smiling.

			“What?” Elaine asked.

			“You know what, Miss Kovalchyk.”

			“You think I’m wrong?”

			“You and Mr. Marston are repeating the mantra of the unsuccessful writer.”

			Tommy frowned. “You said awards didn’t matter.”

			“That’s not what I said.”

			Elaine brushed a lock of blond hair off her temple. “I don’t see the difference.”

			“Clearly. If you did, your illusion would be shattered, and you’d be faced with the stark truth.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“Your writing is shit.”

			Elaine gaped at him. She glanced from face to face, searching for an ally. She turned back to Wells, her chin drawn in with rage. “If my writing is so horrendous, how did I graduate with honors? Hell, why did you choose me?”

			“You have potential, Ms. Kovalchyk, but your voice is tinged with a thousand toxins.”

			Elaine stood. “I don’t have to listen to this.”

			“No one’s making you,” Anna said.

			Rick turned to Anna, noticed how the firelight had dyed her hair Halloween orange. Her gaze was utterly bloodless.

			Elaine put her hands on her hips. “And what the hell do you know? You’re not even old enough to buy booze.”

			“I’m twenty-three.”

			“See? You’re a child.”

			Wells smiled. “Miss Kovalchyk is seething because we’ve diverged from her mental script.”

			Elaine rounded on him. “My mental script?”

			“You imagined reading your work to us.”

			“You have no—”

			“You imagined dazzling your peers, very much the way you dazzled in your farcical classes—”

			“Farcical?”

			“—and like your smug professors, you assumed I would nod knowingly in recognition of your talent and gaze into the fire as you transported me with your sublime prose.”

			“You don’t know anything about me,” she said, but her voice was small.

			“I know everything about you, my dear. Your solipsistic tendencies and your revolting pretentiousness.”

			Tears brimmed in Elaine’s eyes. “Tell me what else is wrong with me. Right here in front of the others.”

			“‘In front of the others’,” Wells repeated in a musing voice. “Yes, those are the key words, aren’t they? What we do and say in front of others prevents us from becoming what we might become. Our social masks merge with our flesh to alter, for the worse, our true selves. Take Will,” he said, turning in his chair to face Will Church.

			Will’s eyes widened. The poor guy looked like a dozing audience member who has awakened to find himself onstage in some magician’s perilous trick.

			“Mr. Church suspected his driver of sabotaging his arrival.”

			Will hesitated, said, “It crossed my mind.”

			“You were correct.”

			“I knew it!”

			“You were delayed because you lack confidence, Mr. Church. You also suspect yourself of being lazy. That’s because you are lazy. You are constantly tardy, and due to this unfortunate habit, you repeatedly expose yourself to situations that prey on another flaw – your debilitating self-doubt.”

			Will looked like he might be sick.

			“You were made to enter last, after the others had become passingly acquainted. You dreaded this scenario, you lay awake fretting about it.” Wells rested his cheek on a fist. “Tell me, Mr. Church. How did it feel?”

			“Awful. Like being the new kid in school.”

			“And how do you feel now?”

			“I’m not sure what you want me to say.”

			Wells’s expression hardened. “It’s not what I want you to say. It’s what I want you to do.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Stop being a coward.”

			Will flinched.

			Wells turned to Elaine. “Will has flaws, but he’s more than he thinks he is. You, however, are considerably less. Like Tommy, you have sought shelter in the last refuge of the stunted artist: the belief that those who are successful got there by clever subterfuge.”

			Rick heard himself asking, “What was the point in humiliating Will?”

			Wells smiled. “I’m giving Mr. Church what he needs – a verbal cuffing and a dose of confidence. I’m also providing Miss Kovalchyk and Mr. Marston with what they require – a proper humbling.”

			Tommy turned his sullen face toward the fire. Elaine slouched in her chair, arms crossed.

			“How are we supposed to finish our novels now?” Bryan asked. “My files are in Minnesota. There’s no way I can go on without referring back.”

			“You’re to create a new story.”

			“A short story?” Marek ventured.

			“A new novel.”

			Evan smiled. “With all due respect, sir, we’re only here for six weeks.”

			“And you,” Wells said, his grin reptilian, “have forgotten whom you’re addressing.”

			Evan’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry, Mr. Wells,” he said in a small voice.

			“You will listen for inspiration,” Wells said, his voice slightly hoarse. The effort of speaking so much, Lucy decided, was a strain for him. “That isn’t to say you will riffle through your mental notebook of stale ideas. You will listen to your subconscious, and when you hear its voice, you will write.”

			“Write what?” Bryan said, eyebrows knitting together. “That pile of pages you just incinerated represents the last four years of my life.”

			“Then you’ve wasted four years.”

			Bryan looked pleadingly at the others, but no one came to his defense.

			Wells glanced at Marek. “You, Mr. Sokolov, will be our first reader. Tomorrow night.”

			Marek’s mouth twitched. “If you’d like.”

			Wells’s grin didn’t waver. “I’d like.”

			Marek seemed to sink in his chair.

			Wells surveyed them. “What you will write will be true to yourselves. But the novels will have one commonality.”

			“And that is?” Sherilyn asked.

			“Horror,” Wells said. “Everything begins with horror.”

			Sherilyn’s eyebrows went up. “Horror? As in, vampires and werewolves and big-breasted starlets being terrorized?”

			“What’s wrong with that?” Tommy asked, grinning.

			Evan sat up primly. “I’m a playwright. Not some lurid scaremonger like Stephen King.”

			“I’d kill to write like Stephen King,” Rick said.

			Evan threw up his hands. “I’ve never read a horror novel in my life. How do you expect me to write one?”

			“The only thing I expect of you,” Wells said, “is to stop mewling.”

			Evan stiffened.

			Wells rose. “Search for inspiration. If you cannibalize your past work, I’ll send you home. We’ll meet at six tomorrow evening. I expect five thousand words.”

			Elaine gaped at him. “What?”

			“I’m not your mother, Miss Kovalchyk. I’m not here to hold your hand. If you don’t possess the toughness or the will to produce, you can return to the sea of failure in which you were adrift. Remember,” he added, his bloodshot eyes widening, “only one of you can win.”

			Elaine fell silent and fiddled with her bracelets.

			Wells eyed them all grimly. “Get to work. If you fail to produce,” he went on, “there will be severe consequences.” He moved toward the door.

			“What,” Sherilyn said, “you restrict our diet to bread and water?”

			Wells stopped at the threshold of the library, the shadows darkening his face. “I don’t believe in half measures, Miss Jackson. You’d be wise not to test me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Rick lay in bed and gazed at the ceiling. He’d studied under demanding teachers, played for tough coaches. Unless they weren’t very bright – a few had been dumber than dishrags – he never minded being pushed, could endure a verbal lashing, or in the case of his high school football coach, a four-hour practice with full pads in a hundred-degree heat.

			But Wells.…

			He rolled over and listened to the grandfather clock tick. He discerned its antique ivory face, the shapes of a moon and sun limned by the starlight. Was everyone, like him, lying awake?

			I doubt it, he thought. Not everyone has a reason to fear the dark.

			Rick ground his teeth, struggled against the thought, but now that it was there, it wouldn’t go away.

			Just like Raymond Eddy.

			No! He thrashed onto his other side. Don’t think of him. If you don’t know where you are, he can’t know either.

			But Raymond had found him everywhere else. Why should this be any different?

			Because I can’t take it anymore, this life of constant dread.

			A vicious voice spoke up: It’s the life you deserve.

			Scowling, Rick pushed up against the headboard. He willed his chest to stop heaving, his heart to stop jittering around like an errant firework.

			Raymond hadn’t followed him here. He was safe.

			But are you safe from Wells? the voice whispered.

			“Hell,” Rick muttered.

			He recalled how Wells’s features had transformed in the library, how the man became a leering demon before Rick’s eyes. Yet none of the others had seen it. Nor had they heard Wells’s voice when he spoke to Rick.

			There was only one explanation: it hadn’t happened.

			Maybe he was insane. If he was the only one who saw Wells change into a monster, who was to say the other horrible things he’d seen weren’t visions also?

			Dammit. Maybe what he needed wasn’t a writing teacher, what he needed was a team of mental health specialists. If he could—

			There was a familiar whine in the distance. He cocked his head, the sound growing more distinct.

			He threw off the sheet, climbed out of bed and padded over to the window. It took him a moment to operate the casement crank in the dark, but once he remembered to unlatch it, the tall pane swung outward without fuss.

			The noise came again, more insistent now. The sound reminded him of his grandpa, who’d owned a farm. Grandpa’s land was mostly cleared, rice fields dominating for miles, but there were scatterings of trees, and it was these his grandpa culled for their wood-burning stove during the frigid Iowa winters.

			Rick leaned forward, the midnight air whispering over his bare shoulders. It was still May, but the night was sultry, more like July. He surveyed the meadow, the hillside sweeping gradually down to the forest. The noise clarified.

			Someone was working a chainsaw out there. In the middle of the night.

			The vision slammed Rick like a blast of freezing air: a gigantic, uniformed man and a younger man standing in the meadow. The enormous man – it was a police uniform he wore, and a cowboy hat – was pumping the chainsaw’s trigger, the bestial drone buzzing higher and higher, the younger man – a cop too, but in plainclothes, his youthful face handsome but frozen in a look of purest terror – standing transfixed.

			The meadow was barren of life, but in Rick’s mind he watched it all with disturbing clarity: the big cop lowering the chainsaw between his legs, clamping something over the trigger to keep the machine buzzing even if the big cop let go of it. And let go he did, heaving the droning saw high into the air, the steel teeth never stopping. The big cop bellowed laughter as the young cop cowered, unable to track the chainsaw as it rose into the sky. It was a form of Russian roulette, Rick realized. If the chainsaw came down on either man it would reduce him to crimson gruel, but the big cop didn’t mind at all, appeared to welcome the agony the whirring teeth would bring. The younger cop turned to run. Rick glimpsed the chainsaw falling, falling, the smoking arm tumbling almost gracefully, and the young man was screaming, the buzzing arm tossing silvery glints as it fell.…

			Rick inhaled sharply.

			He stood there, fingers digging into the windowsill, heard the plummeting chainsaw, the young man’s screams.

			The psychotic cop’s laughter.

			John Anderson, he thought. John Anderson is the deranged cop’s name.

			Rick rushed over to the desk, clicked on the lamp, and began to scribble out the scene.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Dear Justine,

			As I suspected, I’m the youngest here. I figured Lucy and I would be the only agented writers, but it turns out Evan and Elaine are too.

			Lucy looks very different than she did on the inside cover of The Girl Who Died. Even less like the girl in the author photo for The Girl Who Wept. As an aside, have you ever heard a more wretched title in your life? I know it was a sequel, but Jesus Christ. I feared they’d follow it up with The Girl Who Sucked. The Girl Who Fisted. The Girl Who Never Had Any Talent in the First Place but Managed to Write One Decent Novel Before Revealing What a Raging Shitstorm She Was.

			Anyway.

			In the picture from The Girl Who Died, Lucy has that shyness, the hope that she’ll make it big. The naiveté. The photo is amusing in a fateful sort of way. The lamb before the slaughter. The bug before the windshield.

			The throat before the blade.

			The author photo from The Girl Who Wept is high comedy. On the stairs of some brownstone. I’m part of the canon now, that setting tells the reader. I’ve made it, and you’re lucky enough to read my new book!

			Lucy’s not looking at the camera; that would be too much to ask of our princess. Instead, she’s in profile, laughing and reclining on her skinny little butt, her blue jeans tastefully tattered, sporting Louis Vuitton sandals (like she didn’t give them a thought that morning – ah, the life of a critical darling!), and my favorite part, the detail that makes me want to reach into the picture and throttle that lily-white neck of hers: the exposed bra strap. Like that subtle touch of sensuality wasn’t strategic.

			The photograph from The Girl Who Wept is what motivates me whenever I miss my daily word count. I pull out that wretched sequel and study that laughing face. I want to smack the smile right off it.

			Then I remember: this is the Hindenburg. This is what brought it all crashing down. The stupid little bitch. Did she really think she’d remain the flavor of the month forever?

			My God, Justine, do I sound bitter?

			I am. I can tell you that now, but after this retreat (I still chuckle at the word ‘retreat’. Retreat from what? Civility? Why not call it what it is – a literary war) I won’t be bitter anymore.

			I’ll be famous.

			I’ll be bigger than Lucy ever was.

			Poor, poor Lucy. Her third novel was a disaster of such epic proportions that it defies metaphor. Something biblical maybe. A flood or a pestilence.

			And now look at precious little Lucy. A cautionary tale for writers, a blond-haired boogeyman to scare every talentless hack?

			I’m going to crush her first.

			And the others?

			I’ll gut them.

			Oh, relax. I don’t mean literally gut them (though I would deeply, achingly love to shove that Elaine bitch’s face into an unguarded fan and watch it cleaved into bloody ribbons). I simply mean I’m going to beat their sorry asses with my words.

			Tommy? A joke. He’ll be gone before the week is over.

			Bryan? A witless misogynist with the empathy of a hatchet. Wells will eat him alive.

			Sherilyn? Don’t like her. She could be trouble because unlike her idol, the gardening, tea-drinking Corrina Bowen, Sherilyn seems willing to, you know, work.

			Rick might be an issue too. Other than wanting to jump his bones, I find myself disliking him. He appears to have some depth, and depth, Justine, we don’t need.

			I’ll still beat him.

			Evan, Will, and Marek?

			They’d kill for the chance to lick my toes.

			It’s time to start the eradication process.

			Talk to you soon, Justine.

			Hugs and Kisses,

			Anna Holloway

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Rick strode through the meadow, the witchgrass and goldenrod so thick he longed for a scythe to hack his way through. Fat, furry bees lit on violet thistles, their subtle burr flaring as he passed. He wiped sweat from his temple, gazed up at the sky. He’d written until three in the morning and while he knew what he’d written was rough, gruesome, bizarre even, he also suspected it was good.
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