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			Chapter One

			Their vehicle makes no noise as it slides along the streets of Rockridge, Ohio, at 3:32 a.m. on a Thursday. Rockridge may be a relatively small town, but it has its fair share of generic fast-food joints, tacky chain restaurants, and cramped strip malls. Its schools, if not great, are still fairly decent, and the populace gets fired up on Friday nights in fall when the high school football team plays. They lose more than they win, but that’s okay. They’ll get ’em next time. There are a dozen Christian churches in town, along with one Jewish temple and one mosque. Some of the residents like having a temple and mosque in their town because it makes them feel worldly and cosmopolitan. Other residents are less happy, but they keep their feelings to themselves. Mostly.

			None of these things matter to the Eldred, though. They judge a place by far different standards.

			Their vehicle is blacker than night, than shadow, than the inside of the deepest cave or the lowest level of the darkest sea. It has no recognizable make and model. It’s a conglomerate, a hodgepodge, an amalgam of many different cars. It most closely resembles a four-door sedan crossed with a Model T, with bits of other vehicles – fire truck, ambulance, hearse – tossed in for good measure. It’s an ugly, freakish-looking thing, but that’s all right with the Eldred. They believe a car – like a house – should reflect its owners’ personality, and their vehicle does this perfectly. Of course, it’s not really a vehicle, although it’s currently performing the same function. It’s not constructed from metal or plastic, and it has no engine under its hood, no tank for gas, no brakes for stopping, no wheel for steering. It has what look like tires, but a closer examination would show these ‘tires’ don’t roll across asphalt. Instead, the bottoms are covered with thousands of tiny filaments that work in concert to propel the vehicle forward. The reason there’s no steering wheel is that Car – as the Eldred so imaginatively call their vehicle – always knows where it’s going. And this night it knows what they are searching for. The same thing as always.

			Food.

			The windows – as equally black as the rest of the car – are half-lowered, allowing the Eldred to scent the air as they pass soundlessly through the town. Rockridge is hardly NYC, and few people are awake this time of night, and of those who are, even fewer look out their windows as Car goes by. Those who do happen to look outside see only a shadow moving among shadows on this moonless night. They’re the lucky ones. Those who sleep as Car passes by dream of a vast dark cloud rolling in, so large that its shadow eventually covers the entire town. The Eldred are aware of these dreams – how could they not be, as their presence creates them? – and they find the dark cloud to be a good metaphor for their arrival. They laugh, a sound like the frantic yipping of starving dogs. This is also apt, for they are starving, perpetually so. Inside each of the Eldred is an infinite emptiness, a void that, no matter what they do, can never be filled. That doesn’t stop them from trying, though.

			Father Hunger sits on the driver’s side of the front seat, where the steering wheel would be in an actual car, his long-fingered hands on his bony knees. These fingers have more joints than they should, and they constantly fidget, as if possessing a restless life of their own. He faces forward, eyes moving back and forth in their deep hollows, as if he’s searching for something outside, even though the windshield, like the rest of Car, is solid black.

			“Smell anything yet?” Father Hunger’s voice is winter wind moving across a frozen lake, and the temperature inside Car drops several degrees.

			The Werewife sits next to him in the front seat. 

			“Not yet, dear.” Her voice is a scab being pulled slowly away from the skin, wound reopening, blood welling forth. She turns and looks at the teenage boy and girl in the back seat. “Children?”

			The Low Prince and the Nonsister shake their heads.

			“Maybe this isn’t a suitable town,” the Nonsister says, her voice a drowning child’s last wet breath.

			Her brother shoots her a glare. “Don’t be stupid.” His voice is a finely honed blade sliding slowly into tender flesh. “All towns are suitable. It’s simply a matter of catching the right scent.” He looks to the front seat. “Isn’t that right, Father?”

			Before Father Hunger can answer, a banging comes from Car’s trunk – or rather, the orifice that serves in place of a trunk – along with what sounds like the screams of a disemboweled cat.

			The Low Prince turns to his sister once more.

			“See? Grandother agrees with me.”

			“That’s not what she said.” Father Hunger’s thin, cracked lips curl away from his mouth, revealing jagged yellow teeth set in sore, bleeding gums. “She said, ‘Slow down, you idiots.’”

			A scent drifts in through the open windows. It’s not the smell of what the Eldred seek, what they need, but it is the smell of something they can use.

			A metal object rests on the front seat between Father Hunger and the Werewife. Father Hunger pats the top of this object lovingly, his multi-segmented fingers twitching with excitement.

			“It’ll be good to have you back, old friend.”

			And once more, the Eldred laugh.

			* * * 

			Shoes pounding on sidewalk, air moving in and out of lungs, heart pulsing, muscle and bone working together in perfect harmony, his entire body moving with strength and ease, night air cool on his flesh.

			Three-thirty in the morning wasn’t a normal time to go for a jog, but Kevin Cummings wasn’t a normal person. He worked as a freelance artist – doing illustration and website design, mostly – and he kept his own hours. He’d learned long ago that he was at his most creative very early in the morning, from four a.m. to nine a.m., and he’d ordered his life accordingly. He went to bed around seven or eight p.m., got up at three, ate a light breakfast, and went out for a run. He came home at four or so, had a quick shower, brewed some coffee, sat down at his computer and went to work. He’d knock off around nine, spend an hour or two answering emails from customers, and afterward he would have lunch at eleven. After that, he did whatever he felt like until dinnertime – which for him was around four – and then he’d hit the sack and do it all over again. The lifestyle suited him, but it played hell with his social life.

			During the week, he rarely saw friends or went on dates, and on the weekends, he had difficulty staying awake past seven, so he couldn’t go out and do anything. What social life he had was primarily confined to Saturday and Sunday afternoons. When most people were working during the week, he ran errands, did his shopping, went to matinee showings of movies – almost always alone. Sometimes he felt like a ghost, an unseen entity that walked the world without being a part of it. He wasn’t sure what he could do to change this. He was forty-two and while he wasn’t old yet, he wasn’t young anymore, either. Increasingly, he had the sense that if he didn’t find a way to bring better balance to his life, he’d remain a living ghost until he died, and this prospect both saddened and frightened him.

			He loved running at this time of night. The streets were quiet and empty, the whole world hushed and still. It felt as if he were the only person left on Earth, that everyone else had for some mysterious and inexplicable reason vanished, leaving him to inherit the planet. As his body worked, his mind drifted, thoughts wandering like butterflies in a field of flowers, flitting here and there as the mood struck them. He came up with his best ideas on his night runs, which was the most valuable part of them. The health benefits he derived were appreciated but of lesser importance.

			He wore only a T-shirt, shorts, socks, and running shoes, but despite the time of year, it was a bit chilly tonight – more like fall than early summer – and the air hitting the light sheen of sweat he’d worked up made him feel even colder. He wished he’d worn sweats, maybe a jacket, too. He increased his pace, hoping the extra speed would warm him up some.

			He lived in an apartment building on the edge of Rockridge’s business district, but he liked to run in the neighborhoods nearby. Row after row of houses, most ranch, some two-story, small, neatly kept yards, cars parked in driveways and along the curb. There was almost never any traffic here this late – or this early, depending on how you measured time – and it enhanced the feeling of peaceful solitude that he sought. There were no streetlights in these neighborhoods. Porch lights were on more often than not, and they provided enough for him to see where he was going. Plus, he felt safer running here than he would in other areas of town. No drug dealers or prostitutes hanging around on street corners, no muggers hiding in alleys, no homeless people approaching you and begging – sometimes aggressively – for money. Who was going to bother him here? The worst he had to worry about was a dog in someone’s backyard barking at him as he went by.

			But even though he knew he was safe, had come here especially because it was safe, he sometimes played a mental game as he ran, pretending that someone was chasing him. He’d heard of people using phone apps that helped them imagine they were running from a horde of ravenous zombies. If their speed dropped too low, the zombies caught up and ate them, at least virtually. It was a fun, if silly, way to motivate yourself when running, and he played his own mental version of the game. He imagined there was a shadowy figure running behind him – twenty feet back, thirty at most. The figure held a hunting knife in his right hand, and despite the figure seeming to be cloaked in shadow, the knife gleamed silver in the moonlight, almost as if the metal gave off its own illumination. Kevin didn’t give his imaginary pursuer a reason to be chasing him. It was scarier that way. Besides, if the scenario had been real, he wouldn’t know why the person wanted to kill him, and maybe there’d be no reason at all, save that the shadow man simply felt like making someone bleed.

			When Kevin played this game, he had only one rule: no looking back, not even a quick glance. That way he’d keep his speed up, never knowing how close the shadow man might be. If his pace slackened, even for a moment, he might feel a cold blade stab him right between the shoulder blades.

			He tried playing the game now, tried to picture the shadow man running behind him, feet moving lightly on the sidewalk, knife gripped tight in his hand. He tried hard, put the whole force of his imagination into it, but it didn’t work. He knew there was no shadow man, no knife, no danger. Maybe he’d played this game too many times, and it had become routine for him. Or maybe he’d come to accept how childish and ridiculous it was.

			The skin on the back of his neck went cold, as if a blast of wintery wind struck him. He wasn’t sure what prompted him to break his rule and glance over his shoulder. He heard no sound, sensed no movement. But he turned to look anyway and saw something large and black racing toward him. For an instant, he thought the shadow man had somehow escaped his mind and manifested in the real world. But the shape was all wrong. And when a pair of baleful red orbs flared to life, he understood that he was looking at a car, one with extremely strange headlights. Except it couldn’t be a car. It made no noise. No engine sound, no whisper of tires on asphalt. So what the hell was it?

			And then the dark thing slammed into him and he knew exactly what it was: his death.

			The impact sent him flying, and his last thought was that it was a shame he was going to die. He would’ve loved a chance to paint the dark vehicle with its fiery-red headlights. It was bad-ass. Then he hit the ground, his neck snapped, and he was gone.

			* * * 

			Car comes to a stop several yards from where the jogger has landed. The man lies on someone’s front lawn, arms and legs bent at unnatural angles. The Eldred can smell death settling on him, and they inhale deeply, savoring the sweet odor.

			An orifice opens on the side of Car where the driver’s door would be on a real vehicle, and Father Hunger emerges. He carries the metal object tucked beneath an arm as he walks across the grass toward where the dead jogger lies. He kneels and places the object – which resembles a crude, almost cartoonish, robotic head – on the ground next to the corpse. Father Hunger then takes a moment to assess the damage the body has sustained. It’s more broken than he would like, but he thinks their old friend will be able to make use of it.

			He fastens the multijointed bony fingers of one hand around the dead man’s neck and grips one of his shoulders with the other. Then he pulls in opposite directions. In his natural form, Father Hunger looks like a skeleton covered with a thin veneer of flesh, with no muscle at all. But he’s able to separate the head from the body with ease, flesh and bone parting as if the jogger is a well-cooked chicken, the meat falling easily off the bone. The moist tearing sound as skin and muscle parts is music to Father Hunger’s ears and the smell of released blood is the finest of perfumes.

			Father Hunger grips the jogger’s head by the hair as he stands. He fixes his gaze on the metal head and waits.

			Nothing happens for a moment, then green lights begin to glow in the head’s empty sockets. Spider-like legs emerge from the bottom and lift the head several inches off the ground. The head then scuttles toward the jogger’s body, maneuvers itself until it stands next to the ragged, bloody stump where the man’s head was connected to his neck. The legs stretch toward the stump, sink into the flesh, and when they have a solid grip, they pull the mechanical head onto the jogger’s body. There’s a clicking and whirring as the head connects to the dead man’s nervous system, and the body spasms several times, arms and legs flailing, as the head tests its new nerves and muscles. Then the body falls still, and the green light in the metal eye sockets dims and goes out.

			Father Hunger frowns. Has the body been too damaged?

			But then the eyelights blaze to life once more, stronger this time, and Machine Head sits up.

			Father Hunger smiles, desiccated lips drawing back from dry yellow teeth, their skin cracking. He crouches next to Machine Head and puts a featherlight hand on his shoulder.

			“Welcome back,” he says.

			The robotic head swivels to look at Father Hunger then inclines once in a nod of acknowledgement. Machine Head is a creature of few words.

			They both stand, and Father Hunger – still holding on to the jogger’s head – remains close to Machine Head in case he needs some support as they walk to Car. There’s always a transition period when Machine Head takes a new body, and the jogger was extensively damaged when Car struck him. Machine Head wobbles a bit as he walks – especially on the left leg, which appears to be damaged – but he manages well enough. The front of his T-shirt is covered with blood, and Father Hunger wonders if they should get him a new shirt, but he decides against it. The look suits his old friend.

			Father Hunger doesn’t care about leaving any evidence behind. What can the authorities do to his kind? But if he left the head, it would be discovered come daylight, and that would create potential complications. The Eldred believe in keepings things as simple as possible. They like to feed without interruption. Blood drips from the ragged open wound on the bottom of the jogger’s neck, but Father Hunger isn’t concerned with that. Anyone seeing the blood in the yard or on the sidewalk or street will most likely put it down to the activity of some nocturnal animal. A predator catching prey, perhaps, or an animal struck by a car, badly wounded, but still able to move well enough to crawl away. No one will guess the blood was human. People want to feel safe where they live, and they will tell themselves any number of lies to create the illusion of safety. It’s one of the qualities Father Hunger likes most about humans – their endless capacity for self-delusion.

			Once Father Hunger and Machine Head are settled inside Car – the servant seated between Father Hunger and the Werewife – Car squeezes its orifice-door shut. Father Hunger reaches past Machine Head and offers the jogger’s head to the Werewife. He’s hungry, of course. He’s always hungry. But he doesn’t want a piece of the head. He prefers to save his appetite for the actual feeding.

			“Something to tide you over until we can get a real meal,” he says.

			The Eldred derive little nourishment from flesh, blood, and bone, but the jogger’s head will put something in their bellies.

			“Thank you, dear.”

			The Werewife opens a mouth filled with sharp teeth, and in a single swift motion, she lunges forward and bites off the dead man’s nose.

			“We want some!” the Nonsister says.

			“Give me the tongue!” the Low Prince demands.

			A muffled shout comes from the trunk.

			“Grandother wants the ears,” the Nonsister says.

			The Werewife grinds skin and cartilage between her teeth. She swallows and then glances back at the children.

			“Make sure to save the ears for your Grandother.”

			She hands her children the noseless head, and the two fall upon it eagerly, snarling and snuffling like animals as they eat. Father Hunger and the Werewife exchange looks.

			The Werewife draws the back of her hand across her lips to wipe away a smear of blood. “Kids,” she says.

			Father Hunger laughs.

			Car begins moving once more, sliding silently down the street, its eyes now closed. It doesn’t need to illuminate the road in order to find its way.

			“Now let’s see if we can find the scent,” the Werewife says.

			The Eldred fall quiet as they breathe deeply, resuming their search for the right scent, the right place. They have no doubt they’ll find their Stalking Ground. They always do.

			Car drives on.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Lauryn Delong drove her Kia Sorento down narrow suburban roads at close to fifty miles an hour, twice the posted speed limit. She prayed that someone’s pet – a dog or cat, or god forbid, someone’s child – wouldn’t dash out into the street in front of her. The worry didn’t make her slow down, though. She didn’t even consider it.

			Fifteen minutes late wasn’t so bad, was it? The Eldreds would wait. They had to. She’d shown the Raines house to three different families over the last sixth months, and all of them had lost interest the moment they learned what had happened there, and it hadn’t mattered how cheap the place was going for. Who wanted to live in a house where four murders and a suicide had taken place? Not that she could blame them. She could barely stand to set foot in there herself, let alone take buyers through it. She feared the Eldreds were her last chance to unload the goddamned place, and if they got tired of waiting for her and left, she’d never find anyone to buy it. Hell, she might have to look for a new job.

			Last year, her mother had a stroke that necessitated moving her into an assisted-living facility. Lauryn’s father had died years ago of a massive heart attack at forty-six, and while she had two siblings – an older brother and a younger sister – neither of them lived in Ohio. That left Lauryn with the duty of tending to their mother. She visited as often as she could, three, sometimes four times a week, and once she was there, leaving was a nightmare. Not that she wanted to stay, fuck no. The place smelled of astringent cleaning chemicals that couldn’t fully mask the sour tang of old people slowly, inexorably dying. But every time she tried to leave, her mother would throw a fit, becoming an eighty-four-year-old toddler with baggy skin and stick-thin arms and legs who kicked and screamed and called her daughter bitch and whore and cunt, usually preceded by the word ungrateful. It always took several tries before Lauryn could leave, and even then, she only managed to do it because her mother’s tantrums exhausted her until she nodded off and fell asleep. Today had actually been a fairly good day – only one tantrum – which was why Lauryn was only fifteen minutes late instead of thirty or forty-five.

			Why had she told her boss that she could sell the Raines house? Other real estate agents had tried over the years, and all of them had failed. She’d been so desperate to rise in the company that she’d opened her big mouth before she’d thought through what she was promising. But her mother’s care cost a fucking arm and a leg, and she needed as much money as she could get. Her ex-husband wasn’t about to help. He’d left her two years ago for a girl half his age, and Lauryn’s only child with him was a sophomore in college. Tiffany was racking up a mountain of debt already thanks to her student loans. There was no way she could help pay for her grandmother’s care.

			Lauryn turned onto Brookside Court – a fancy name for a cul-de-sac – and when she saw the driveway of the Raines house was empty, she was relieved. But then she had a bad thought: What if the Eldreds had changed their minds? What if her last chance to sell the house had just been flushed down the crapper?

			She hadn’t been out to the Raines house for a while, and she was irritated to see the state of the lawn. The grass needed cutting, and dandelions grew everywhere. Last summer she’d planted flowers along the front of the house, perennials that she’d hoped would return come next spring. Curb appeal was a huge part of selling a house – arguably the most important thing, since the outer appearance of a house was what buyers saw first. Some of the flowers had come back, but not as many as she’d hoped, and those which had returned looked half-dead. Add to this the fact that the lone tree in the front yard, an elm, was pretty much all the way dead – no leaves on its branches, wood dry and gray. It listed to the left, toward the house, and Lauryn feared that a strong wind would knock it over. If that happened, the tree would strike the house’s roof, right over the garage. She’d tried to get her boss to pay someone to cut down and remove the tree, but he’d refused.

			We’ve already sunk too much of the company’s money into that damn place, Tony had said. If you want the tree cut down so bad, you do it. I’ll even lend you an ax.

			Lauryn sighed. It was bad enough trying to sell a goddamned murder house. The least her boss could do was help her out by making sure the place looked decent.

			She pulled into the driveway, parked, and got out of her car. She stood next to it, smiling, waiting to see a car turn onto Brookside.

			Waiting….Waiting….She’d almost convinced herself that the Eldreds were going to stand her up when they turned onto Brookside Court and drove their black Cadillac – which she thought looked too much like a hearse – into the driveway of the Raines house and parked behind her Sorento.

			She hadn’t met any of them before this, not in person, anyway. Mr. Eldred had called the office this morning, specifically requesting to be shown the Raines place. To say she’d been surprised to learn that someone was interested in the Raines house was an understatement. She should’ve asked if he was aware of the house’s history, but she hadn’t. She didn’t want to blow what might be her last chance to sell the goddamned thing. Just in case, she’d asked Mr. Eldred if he and his family would be interested in looking at several comparable houses – ones that hadn’t been the site of a bloody slaughter. He’d surprised her once again when he’d said he and his family were interested only in the Raines house. She’d wondered then if the Eldreds were already aware of the house’s history and were the kind of people who got a sick thrill at being inside a place where murders had occurred. Maybe they were dark tourists, people who traveled around visiting places where horrific events had occurred. Maybe they weren’t interested in buying the place at all. Maybe they were only pretending to be buyers so they could get inside the house. Whatever their purpose was, she remembered something that her boss had told her back when she’d first started working as a real estate agent. If people don’t look, they don’t buy. Always get them inside and keep them there as long as you can.

			As the Eldreds got out of their car, Lauryn was reassured – but also slightly disappointed – to see they were perfectly normal, almost eerily average in fact. Medium height, uninteresting mouse-brown hair – except the grandmother, whose hair was dishwater-gray – all possessing features so unremarkable their faces might as well have been blank. Their clothing was generic as well. Polo shirt, blouses, T-shirts. Jeans, sneakers, flip-flops. The Eldreds reminded Lauryn of the families displayed inside of picture frames when you bought them at the store, images placed there to give you an idea of how your own pictures would look when you put them inside. Absolutely and utterly forgettable, as if they didn’t really exist at all.

			She put on her best I’m-the-gal-who’s-going-to-sell-you-your-dreamhouse smile as she stepped forward to greet the Eldreds. She made sure to project energy and enthusiasm into her voice as she spoke.

			“Hi, I’m Lauryn. It’s so good to meet you in person.”

			She stuck out her hand as she approached Mr. Eldred. She knew this seemed sexist on the surface, but her policy in these situations was to first greet whoever she had the initial contact with. After that, she would watch the interplay between Mr. and Mrs. to determine which one was most likely to drive the decision-making process in the family. Then that’s who she’d focus the bulk of her attention on.

			But Mr. Eldred didn’t reach out to take her hand. He didn’t even look at her, and neither did the other members of the family – wife, kids, grandmother. Instead, they were all looking at the house, eyes wide, nostrils flaring, as if they were eager to take in every detail of the place.

			Creepy, she thought.

			She lowered her hand, not wanting to make her new client feel awkward.

			“May I have your names?” she asked.

			The girl frowned. “Why would you want them? You have one of your own.”

			The mother smiled at her daughter. “She’s asking us what our names are.” She turned to Lauryn. “I’m Lacresha. My husband is Arnoldo, our children are Vanita and Damarcus, and my mother is Cleora.”

			Lauryn thought the woman was putting her on, but when she said nothing more, Lauryn decided she wasn’t.

			“What—” she searched for the right word, “—colorful names.”

			The girl frowned again, and Lauryn wondered if she wanted to say something about how none of their names had colors attached to them. But she glanced at her mother and remained silent. Strange child, Lauryn thought. Maybe she’s on the spectrum somewhere.

			“It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?” Lauryn asked.

			First step in sales: Find something you and the client can agree on, no matter how seemingly insignificant. This way, you begin as allies instead of adversaries.

			Mr. Eldred didn’t seem to hear her, but his wife turned to her and smiled.

			There was something about the woman’s features that disturbed Lauryn, but she couldn’t say precisely what that was. On one hand, Lacresha was a plain-looking woman, so utterly forgettable that she was practically invisible. But her flesh had a mushy quality, and Lauryn felt that if she reached out and pressed a finger to the woman’s cheek, there would be no resistance, and her finger would keep on going until her entire hand was lost inside the woman’s head. The thought made her queasy, and she felt a bead of sweat roll down her spine. 

			She told herself that there was nothing wrong with the woman, that her strange imagining was nothing more than the result of work stress combined with the emotional burden of trying to care for her mother. The rational part of her mind was eager for an explanation – any explanation – and it grabbed hold of this one and held on to it tight. The deeper part of her mind, the part that dreamed, that sometimes sensed when something bad was going to happen, the part that hadn’t changed significantly since her far-distant ancestors had been small apes just starting to walk upright…. That part knew a predator when it saw one, and it screamed for Lauryn to get the fuck out of there. But her rational mind overrode her instincts, and she remained where she was, struggling to keep a pleasant, relaxed smile on her face.

			An unpleasant musky odor wafted off the Eldreds. It reminded her of the stink of an animal enclosure at the zoo, rank and wild. The smell of beasts locked away in cramped quarters too long, itching to be free, to run, to bite, to kill.

			She shuddered. Where on Earth had that thought come from?

			You’re working too hard, girl, she thought.

			She became aware of an awkward silence then. She had no idea how long it had gone on, but now all of the Eldreds were looking at her, all of them smiling, but their gazes were empty, devoid of apparent thought or feeling. They reminded her of insect eyes – alien and unreadable. But of course, they were normal eyes. Human eyes. They just seemed odd.

			To break the silence, Lauryn – still facing Mrs. Eldred – said, “You look lovely today.” It was a lie, of course, but one Lauryn had used with success in the past.

			The woman’s smile didn’t change. It remained fixed on her face, as if it had been painted on.

			“Thank you. We always look different in sunlight.”

			Lauryn, not sure how to take this, laughed uncomfortably. She glanced past Mrs. Eldred and saw the shadowy outline of someone sitting in the front seat of their Caddy. The windshield wasn’t tinted, but Lauryn still had trouble making out the – man’s? woman’s? – features. 

			“Are we waiting for one more to join us?” Lauryn asked.

			Mr. Eldred looked over his shoulder at the Cadillac for a moment before turning back to Lauryn.

			“No,” he said.

			“Our friend is tired,” Mrs. Eldred explained. “And looking at houses doesn’t interest him.”

			For an instant, Lauryn thought that their ‘friend’s’ eyes glowed a soft green, but the light soon faded.

			“What the hell was that?”

			She’d blurted out the thought before she could stop herself.

			Up to this point, the son and daughter – both of whom were young teenagers – had been silent. But now the boy said, “Machine Head is still adjusting to the Mergence. He’ll be fully operational soon.”

			The girl snickered, as if her brother had just made a joke. The boy didn’t react to his sister’s laughter and continued to stare impassively at Lauryn. The real estate agent had no idea how to respond to this, so she decided to ignore it.

			“Let’s go take a look inside, shall we?”

			Without waiting for a response, she walked up the driveway, onto the short concrete walk, up three steps, and onto the porch. She didn’t check to see if the Eldreds followed her. She didn’t hear them move, didn’t sense them crowding onto the porch behind her, but she knew that’s exactly what was happening. During her time as a real estate agent she’d had her share of eccentric clients, ones who struck her as a little off in one way or another, although never to this degree. She suddenly felt small and vulnerable. Her hands trembled as she worked the combination to the lock box affixed to the doorknob. Her hands shook so badly that she had to enter the combination three times before the box opened. She removed the house key and inserted it into the lock – an action which took her four tries – but she managed it, and when she turned the key, she was rewarded with a satisfying snick. She removed the key, slipped it into her pants pocket, and pushed the door open. The house hadn’t been shown for weeks, and it had remained closed the entire time. The air that escaped was stale and smelled of mold and mildew, and something else, something Lauryn couldn’t immediately name. It’s like something died in there, she thought, and almost laughed. Of course, something had died in there. Four somethings, as a matter of fact. She chided herself for the morbid thought. She needed to maintain a professional attitude if she was to have any hope of unloading this fucking two-story albatross.

			She turned to the Eldreds, who, as she’d sensed, stood directly behind her on the porch. She intended to say something about how the place would be fine after a good airing out. But they’d closed their eyes and were inhaling deeply through their noses. Several of them made mmmmm sounds of pleasure, as if someone inside the house was in the process of cooking a gourmet dinner.

			She almost bailed then. Almost turned to the Eldreds, muttered some excuse why she couldn’t show them the house after all, and then hurried back to her car, got in, fired up the engine, backed out of the driveway – not caring if she hit the Eldreds’ black Caddy with its mysterious occupant on the way – floored the gas pedal, and roared off, never looking back. But she thought of the bills for her mother’s care, and she pushed the door all the way open and stepped aside so the Eldreds could enter. It was important that buyers saw the interior first, without the real estate agent in the way. They needed to picture themselves living there, and the agent’s presence would interfere with that vision.

			Lauryn turned to the Eldreds and noticed the teenage boy – Demarcus – looking at the house next door. He smiled and waved.

			“Do you know someone who lives there?” she asked.

			The boy shook his head. “Not yet. But I will. We all will.”

			The rest of the family smiled at his comment, and Lauryn felt a chill run down her back. Their mouths might’ve formed smiles, but they didn’t seem natural, more like they were imperfect imitations of smiles. And their eyes remained cold, flat, and empty.

			She gestured toward the door with a shaking hand. “After you.”

			As the family filed past her, she once more became aware of the zoo smell, and she held her breath. Once the last one, the grandmother, was inside, Lauryn entered and turned to close the door behind her. She was tempted to leave it open, although she wasn’t sure why. Maybe she wanted a means of escape? She’d meant the thought as a nervous joke, but it wasn’t funny. Not in the least. She closed the door – not without reluctance – and then turned to face the house’s interior.

			They were in a short vestibule, a coat closet on their right. Normally, Lauryn would’ve opened the closet to show the Eldreds how much storage space there was. But they were going to get the no-frills tour from her today. In and out as fast as she could manage it. The less time she spent in the presence of these people, the better.

			The Raineses’ relatives had wanted nothing to do with the house after the murders, so the bank took possession of it and hired Lauryn’s company to manage the sale. To get the house ready, the bank hired a cleaning service to deal with the bloodstains – and there’d been a lot of them. The bank then arranged for the Raineses’ furniture and possessions to be removed. What could be sold at auction was sold, and the rest was donated to a shelter for homeless families. The bank then hired painters to paint all the rooms in what people in the realty business called ‘relocation beige’.

			Lauryn was on the fence when it came to showing an empty house. On the one hand, it made it easier for buyers to imagine how they might furnish and decorate their new home. But on the other, an empty house was just a bunch of rooms. It wasn’t warm, wasn’t homey. Lauryn thought some buyers reacted negatively to empty houses because of this, even if only subconsciously. Today, though, she was glad that the Raines house was empty. The less the Raines family felt like a presence, the less chance the Eldreds would picture the awful things that happened here. Assuming they knew about the murders, of course. And even though she should make sure they were informed about the house’s history – it was Ohio law, after all – she intended to keep her goddamned mouth shut and deal with the consequences later.

			She moved past the Eldreds and led them into the front room. It had a picture window that faced the street, no curtains, but it was covered by blinds. Lauryn’s company had installed them to keep the morbidly curious from walking up to the House of Blood, as it had come to be called, and peering in the window to see what, if anything, remained inside. Lauryn stepped over to the window and raised the blinds to let some light in. Buyers didn’t make offers on dark, gloomy houses. They liked bright, spacious rooms. She turned to the Eldreds, professional smile firmly in place.

			“So what do you—”

			Her next words died in her throat. From where she stood, she could see into the vestibule, and what she saw was a young girl – six years old, maybe seven – wearing a yellow T-shirt with a cartoon character on it and a pair of blue panties. The girl was running. At least, her body was positioned as if she were running, but her movements were slow, as if the air around her was a semisolid mass retarding her movements. The girl didn’t look into the room toward Lauryn and the Eldreds, and the Eldreds didn’t see the girl since their backs were to the vestibule. This left Lauryn the sole observer to the terrible scene that was about to play out before her disbelieving eyes.

			The girl – short blond hair, chubby cheeks – had an expression of absolute terror on her face. Tears flowed from her eyes, and her mouth was open wide, as if she was screaming. There was no sound, though. No voice, no sound of the girl’s footfalls, either. The girl made it only one more step before a woman came into view – naked, skin splashed with blood, large kitchen knife clutched in her right hand. She was tall, lean, fit, small-breasted, with defined muscles and a faint abdominal scar from a C-section. She had long brown hair, which streamed out behind her, remaining in place as if it had been sculpted that way. The woman’s expression was one of absolute rage – eyes wide, teeth bared. 

			Lauryn instantly knew what she was seeing. Or rather who. The woman was Cherie Raines, and the girl was her oldest child, Elisa. Somehow, Lauryn was witnessing a slow-motion replay of the final murder Cherie had committed in the slaughter of her family. And then, without warning, the scene continued at regular speed, but still without sound. Cherie lunged forward and brought the knife down with a vicious swipe. The blade struck Elisa’s left shoulder, and the girl fell forward. She hit the vestibule’s tiled floor face-first, and her mother jumped on top of her. Cherie plunged the blade into her daughter, yanked it free, then stabbed her again, over and over, moving so fast that her knife hand was almost a blur. The child’s mouth was open, and she screamed silently in pain and fear, her cries punctuated with pleas. Lauryn could read the girl’s lips: Mommy, no! Mommy, please stop! Lauryn was grateful for the lack of sound. She thought she’d lose her mind if she had to listen to the child’s death cries, had to hear the chuk-chuk-chuk of the knife violating her young flesh.

			And then, as suddenly as it had come, the vision of Cherie Raines murdering her child ended. Mother and daughter disappeared, and the section of floor where the stabbing had occurred was clean, not so much as a single drop of blood on the tile.

			Lauryn hadn’t drawn a single breath the entire time she’d watched Cherie kill Elisa, but now her lungs burned and she gulped air.

			“Is something wrong?” Mrs. Eldred asked.

			For the briefest of instants, Lauryn thought the woman’s eyes looked like those of a predatory animal, gleaming bright with hunger. But then they were an ordinary brown once more.

			“I….” Lauryn searched for words, but none came. She stared at the spot where Elisa had died, thought of Cherie ramming the knife into her daughter again and again. She knew from the newspaper articles at the time of the murders that Cherie had indeed killed her daughter in that very spot before heading outside to end her own life. Lauryn had been in this house at least a dozen times before, and never had she experienced a…she supposed hallucination was the correct term. She knew she was stressed right now, but not so much that she would see things that weren’t there. Something like this was an indication of a full-scale mental and emotional breakdown, maybe even a harbinger of far worse madness to come.

			Stop it, she told herself. You’re stressed by the responsibility of dealing with a demented mother, so you hallucinate a mother killing her daughter. It’s Psych 101. Disturbing, yes, and a definite sign you need some therapy and possibly a prescription for valium. But that’s all.

			“Are you unwell?” the grandmother asked.

			The question was innocent enough, but there seemed to be a mocking edge to the old woman’s words, and her grandson and granddaughter laughed softly, strange breathy sounds. Huh-huh-huh-huh-huh….

			“I’m fine,” Lauryn answered, more curtly than she should’ve. She knew she should smile, thank the woman for her concern, but she couldn’t muster the energy. Without another word, she led the Eldreds through the rest of the ground floor. Dining room, family room, kitchen, garage. The Eldreds made no comments, didn’t discuss the pros and cons of the house, their likes and dislikes, as she led them around. In fact, they seemed to barely notice the rooms. They kept their gazes trained on her, as if she was far more interesting than any aspect of the house. She was already nervous after experiencing the hallucination of Cherie Raines killing her daughter, and the Eldreds’ scrutiny only heightened her anxiety. She no longer cared if the Eldreds bought the place. She just wanted to get this showing over with as fast as possible so she could get out of here and head to the nearest bar for a good stiff drink.

			When she’d shown the Eldreds everything the ground floor had to offer, including the backyard, there was nothing left to do but go upstairs. She almost called off the showing then, pleaded illness or a forgotten prior appointment, almost gave any damn excuse just so long as it would get her out of there. But before she could speak, Mrs. Eldred took hold of her arm.

			“You’re doing quite well, Lauryn,” the woman said. She turned to her family. “Isn’t she?”

			Smiles and nods from everyone, their heads moving up and down with the bobbing motion of marionettes. Lauryn found it difficult to make out their faces clearly. The instant her vision began to focus on a feature – an eye, a mouth, a nose – the image blurred and she felt a pinprick of pain behind her eyes. She’d once read about a condition called face blindness where people literally couldn’t see faces. At the time, she’d hadn’t been able to imagine what the world would look like to someone afflicted with this condition. Now she wondered if she was developing it herself. She told herself it was just another sign of how stressed and exhausted she was, nothing more. She couldn’t quite bring herself to believe it, though.

			She turned away from the Eldreds and their strange features, which refused to remain in focus very long.

			“You’re going to take us upstairs, aren’t you?” Mr. Eldred asked.

			Lauryn wanted to say no, wanted to tell this creepy bastard and his weird-ass family to go to hell. But the man’s words sounded like a threat, and Lauryn could almost hear an Or else tacked on to the man’s question.

			She gave Mr. Eldred a weak smile.

			“Of course.”

			Mrs. Eldred still had hold of her elbow, and the woman’s grip increased in pressure until Lauryn thought the joint might break. Mrs. Eldred steered her toward the stairs, and once they were there, she released her grip and took a half step back. Mr. Eldred gave a half bow and gestured to the stairs as if to say After you. The kids gave their huh-huh-huh laughter, and this time the grandmother laughed, too, the sound a grating rasp of rusty metal sliding across ancient bone.

			Lauryn turned away from the Eldreds, placed her hand on the railing, put her foot on the first step, and began ascending the stairs.

			Please don’t let it happen again, Lauryn thought. 

			But it did.

			When she was halfway up the stairs, she saw a child – another girl, this one in footy pajamas covered with cartoon circus animals – come running around the corner and start down the stairs toward her, her mother following. As before, there was no sound, and also as before, the two moved in slow motion. Once more, Lauryn watched as Cherie Raines killed one of her children, this one the middle child – Courtney, age four. The girl had straight brown hair that hung past her shoulders, and with the hand that wasn’t clutching the blood-stained knife, Cherie grabbed hold of her daughter’s hair and yanked roughly backward. The girl’s feet flew out from under her, and she fell backward, landing hard on the stairs. Cherie held the girl down with her free hand and returned to normal speed as she began stabbing. Lauryn wanted to close her eyes and shut out the horrible sight, wanted it more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life. But her eyes remained open, and she did not look away from the grisly scene. It was as if some force was compelling her to witness the atrocities that Cherie Raines had visited upon her family. The scene took long moments to play out, but when Courtney’s body was a ravaged, blood-soaked mess, the images faded, leaving Lauryn looking at empty space on the stairs that was unmarked by blood.

			This time, none of the Eldreds asked if she was doing okay, and they said nothing about her pausing on the stairs for several moments. She would’ve turned and run out of the house if the Eldreds hadn’t filled the stairs behind her, blocking her escape.

			Two more to go, Lauryn thought.

			She began moving once more, her footfalls leaden, as if she were a prisoner marching to her own execution. She didn’t know why this was happening to her, but one thing was clear. She was witnessing the deaths of the Raines family in reverse order. So rather than disrupt the pattern, she went to the room where the next murder, which in reality had been the second, had taken place. She bypassed the room that Courtney and Elisa had shared – there would be nothing to see there – and went to the room across the hall. This one was next to the master bedroom, and it had belonged to the youngest member of the family: Jacob, the two-year-old.

			Lauryn opened the door and stepped inside. Normally, she would’ve let the buyers enter first, but there was nothing normal about this showing. The Eldreds filed in, and Lauryn watched as Cherie entered as well, moving in slow motion, of course, and walked to her son’s bed. She was still naked, flesh dotted with blood splatter, but less than before. Jacob slept in a youth bed, one with wooden railings to keep him from rolling off the mattress and onto the floor while he slept. This murder was far less violent than the other two. When Cherie reached her son’s bedside, she knelt, drew back Jacob’s blanket, and slowly, almost lovingly, pressed the tip of the knife against his chest. The boy didn’t wake, didn’t so much as stir as his mother angled the blade and slipped it between his ribs and into his heart. There was a tenderness to this act that struck Lauryn as sweet in a twisted way.

			The boy woke then, mouth wide, and she knew he screamed, although like the other members of his family, no sound escaped his throat. Lauryn guessed that his scream was what woke his sisters, both of whom had tried to flee before they ended up like him, and both of whom had failed. The boy’s eyes glazed over and he fell limp.

			Tears ran down Lauryn’s face as the vision ended and the room became empty once more, but she was barely aware she was crying. She moved past the Eldreds, stepped into the hall, opened the door to the master bedroom, and entered, not caring whether the Eldreds followed.

			Here she saw a king-sized bed, a man sleeping on his side, wrapped in blankets like a cocoon. This was Dale Raines, the first family member to die by Cherie’s hand. Cherie stood next to the bed, staring down at her husband, face blank. She wore a light blue nightie, and she held the knife – the blade spotless – at her side. After a moment, Cherie, moving in slow motion, placed the knife on the nightstand and slipped out of her nightie, as if she’d decided she didn’t want to get any bloodstains on it. She hung it over one of the wooden bedposts, picked up the knife once more, leaned over her husband, and sliced his throat open. Lauryn expected the scene to return to normal speed then, but this time it didn’t. With excruciating slowness, blood fountained from Dale’s wound and onto the headboard, the blankets, and, of course, onto Cherie’s bare skin. 

			Lauryn was struck by how beautiful the blood looked as it moved through the air in slow motion. It had an almost balletic elegance to it that she found fascinating. She thought she could stand here and watch the blood spray like this for hours. Maybe forever. This time when the vision ended, leaving her looking at an empty room, she felt an almost crushing sadness.

			Mrs. Eldred spoke then, her voice a whisper next to Lauryn’s ear.

			“The house will make a perfect Stalking Ground. We’ll take it.”

			Lauryn continued staring at the space where the bed had been, wishing she could see Dale’s murder again so she could watch his blood dance in the air one more time.

			“That’s nice,” she said.

			She then turned and left the room. She said nothing more to the Eldreds, nor did she look at them. She walked down the hallway, went down the stairs where Courtney had died, walked into the vestibule where Elisa had breathed her last. She opened the front door and stepped onto the porch.

			She saw Cherie Raines standing naked in the yard, her back to the house. This was the final act of the deadly drama of the Raines family. Lauryn watched as the woman – moving at normal speed – carved a deep line into the underside of her left forearm and then switched hands and did the same to her other arm. She then let the knife slip away from her blood-slick fingers to fall to the ground. She knelt next to it, arms held out at her sides, blood running from her arms in crimson curtains, making it look as if she had red wings.

			All too soon, Cherie’s arms fell to her sides, and she collapsed to the lawn, dead. She’d left no note behind to explain her actions, and whatever motive she had for killing her loved ones would forever remain a mystery. Lauryn liked that, thought it was rather poetic in its way. Cherie vanished then, and Lauryn knew she would never see the woman – and all the beautiful blood she’d spilled – again. The thought was heartbreaking.

			The Eldreds had followed her down and onto the porch, but Lauryn was only partially aware of them. She headed to her Sorento, got in, turned on the vehicle, and carefully backed down the driveway, maneuvering around the Eldreds’ black Cadillac. She glanced at the car as she passed, and through the driver’s side window she saw someone with green eyes and silver-gray features look at her. The creature raised a hand in farewell.

			When she reached the street, she put her car in gear and began driving. She saw the Eldreds, still standing together on the porch, also raise their hands in farewell. She faced forward once more and pressed the accelerator to the floor.

			* * * 

			She wasn’t sure how long she drove before she became aware of how fast she was going. When she did, she eased off the accelerator. She was surprised a cop hadn’t pulled her over for speeding. She’d been lucky. She took in her surroundings and saw she was on the north edge of town, a run-down area with abandoned buildings with boarded-up windows and an old train depot that hadn’t seen use in more than four decades. Trains still used the tracks though, carrying freight instead of passengers. Who traveled by train anymore? As she drew near the tracks, the train signals began flashing red and a wooden crossarm lowered to block the way. She stopped, glanced left, saw nothing, glanced right, and saw the gleaming dot of a train’s headlight in the distance.

			She’d left her purse on the passenger seat of her car when she’d shown the Raines house to the Eldreds. She reached into it, fished out her phone, and dialed the office. Tony answered.

			“Good news!” she said. “I’ve sold the Raines place. No, I’m not shitting you. To a family named Eldred. You’ll find their contact information written on a legal pad sitting on my desk. Why? I’m telling you this so you can get in touch with them and finish the sale. I’m not going to be available.”

			She disconnected and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat. It began vibrating almost immediately. She knew Tony was calling her back, but she didn’t care.

			She watched the train approach, its headlight growing larger, until it looked almost like a miniature sun.

			We look different in the sunlight.

			When the train had almost reached the crossing, Lauryn took her foot off the brake, jammed it down on the gas, and the Sorento leaped forward. As the car broke through the crossarm, she wished someone was filming this. It would look spectacular, especially in slow motion.

			* * * 

			The Eldred walk to Car and get in, relieved to be out of the sun. Sunlight causes them no harm, but they aren’t comfortable in the light of day. Things are what they are in the light, leaving little room for interpretation, for imagination. But in the dark, things are less defined, more malleable, and the Eldred are happiest when reality is fluid.

			Father Hunger and the Werewife are in the front seat, Machine Head between them. Their friend’s new body is already starting to stink, but neither of them care. They find the stench of rot pleasant, actually. The children are in the backseat, but this time the Grandother has squeezed in between them. She likes riding in the trunk, alone in the dark and the stifling heat, but there are times when she prefers to be with the rest of the family, and right after they’ve found a new Stalking Ground is one of them.

			“The woman’s emotions made a pleasant appetizer,” Father Hunger says.

			“Not much to them,” the Grandother grumps. “Simple shock and confusion. Barely more than a nibble. All they did was make me hungrier.”

			“And her mind broke so easily,” the Low Prince says. “It was barely any fun at all.”

			“Yeah!” The Nonsister hates agreeing with her brother, but in this case, she thinks he’s right.

			“Don’t worry,” the Werewife says. “Can’t you smell it? Feelings of sadness and despair, inadequacy and betrayal, love gone sour and sweet-sweet hate? This cul-de-sac is an orchard of rotten fruit, long overdue for a harvest.”

			The Eldred inhale deeply, and they are reassured. The Werewife is right, as usual.

			“Time to summon the movers, dear,” the Werewife says to her husband.

			Father Hunger opens his mouth. There’s a wet gurgling sound in his throat, as if he is going to throw up. But instead of vomit, a multilegged winged insect crawls up from deep inside him and perches on his tongue. Without being asked, Car lowers the driver’s side window. Father Hunger reaches up and the emissary bug hops onto his index finger. He extends his arm through the open window, and the insect takes to the air. It flies off and is quickly lost to sight.

			Father Hunger brings his arm back inside and Car closes the window.

			The movers work swiftly and will arrive this day or the next. Normally, the Eldred would wait to move in until their purchase of the house was complete legally, but it has been too long since they fed properly, and they will inhabit the house as soon as possible. The Eldred have lived a very long time, and they are quite wealthy. They are confident they can smooth over any difficulties caused by their moving in so soon. Money has a wonderful way of making problems vanish.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The next day, in the early evening, Neal Wilkerson was mowing his front lawn when a large black truck pulled into the cul-de-sac. He normally made it a point to mind his own business, but the truck was so damn odd that he turned off the mower, wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, and watched the vehicle. The first weird thing about it was the color. It was the blackest black he’d ever seen. He remembered reading an article about scientists who’d created a material called vantablack, which had a surface so non-reflective that it absorbed nearly one hundred percent of the light that hit it. He wouldn’t have been surprised to discover this truck was even darker. It was so black it looked almost two-dimensional, and it was impossible to make out any of the vehicle’s features. It was as if someone had taken a giant sheet of black construction paper and cut out the outline of a truck.

			The second weird thing about the vehicle was the sound of its engine. Instead of the rumbling-chuffing sound he associated with diesel engines, this truck made a thrumming drone that reminded him of a nest of angry hornets. The sound wasn’t particularly loud, but it still grated on the ears, and it gave him an instant headache. Mild, but annoying.

			The third weird thing was the vehicle’s smell. Instead of the harsh tang of exhaust, a scent like sour milk trailed behind the truck – sour milk that had been put on to boil and left on the stove too long. His stomach lurched, saliva filled his mouth, and he felt his jaw muscles tighten. He did his best to ignore these sensations. Bad enough he had to mow his goddamned lawn after a day of trying to teach physics to soon-to-be graduating seniors who couldn’t pay attention to anything for more than a few seconds at a time. He did not want to puke here where the neighbors could see. Wouldn’t that be the shit icing on top of the crap cake of a day he’d had?

			“Did you notice the For Sale sign’s not in the Raineses’ yard anymore?”

			Neal’s attention had been so focused on the strange truck that he hadn’t noticed Cora Hawkins walk over from her house, her five-year-old daughter Vivienne next to her, holding her hand. The girl always gripped her mother’s hand so tight that her tiny knuckles whitened. It was as if the girl was afraid her mother would let go of her and was determined to make sure that never happened. Both Cora and Vivienne were looking at the truck, too. The Black Truck, Neal thought, and although he’d dubbed it such to poke fun at himself for finding the vehicle so ominous, he couldn’t deny that the name, with its sinister overtones, was a good fit.

			The three of them watched as the truck backed into the Raineses’ driveway as far as it could, which meant the cab stuck out into the street. The engine turned off and the truck sat there. They waited for someone to get out, but no one did. After several minutes passed without either of the cab’s doors opening, Cora said, “That’s strange.”

			“Sure is,” Neal said.

			The Parsonses’ house was across the cul-de-sac from Neal’s, directly next to the Raines place, on the west side, while Cora’s house bordered the Raineses’ on the east. No one came out of the Parsonses’ house to get a look at the truck, but Neal knew someone was home. Someone always was. A moment later, the curtains over the front window parted a crack, just enough to allow someone to peek out. Neal couldn’t see whether it was Lola or her son, Spencer. He supposed it could be either or both of them. If someone was finally moving into the Raines place, it would be the biggest event in Brookside Court since…well, since the murders themselves.

			On the other side of the Parsonses was the house of Isaac Ruiz. Professor Ruiz, as he regularly reminded Neal, who, while also an educator, had only a master’s degree compared to Isaac’s doctorate. Neal didn’t know what Isaac’s teaching schedule at the university was, but his daughter Alex’s blue Honda Accord was parked in front of the house. She took classes at her father’s school, primarily because she got discounted tuition as the family member of a professor. Neal didn’t know how much of a discount she got, but it couldn’t be enough to make it worth living with Isaac. Hell, the university could pay her to go there while she lived with her father, and Neal still thought it would be a shitty deal.

			If Alex was home, she either wasn’t aware of the truck or didn’t give a damn about it. He figured she didn’t know it was here. It was too strange to simply ignore.

			Neal was in his late thirties, over six feet, thin, with curly red hair. He had a sprinkling of freckles on his cheeks and nose, but not too many, thank god. When he was little, his female relatives had gushed about how cute his freckles were, while the kids at school had made fun of him for them, calling him Polka-Dot Boy, and worse. It wasn’t that hot out today – low seventies – but he’d worn a T-shirt and shorts anyway. He had a tendency to sweat a lot when he did physical labor, regardless of the temperature.

			Cora was an attractive Asian woman, ten years younger than Neal, with large breasts that, thanks to her penchant for wearing low-cut tops, were hard to ignore. She also liked to go braless when she was at home. She was completely unself-conscious about her body, and Neal suspected she’d be comfortable talking to him while she was stark naked. She’d never come across as a flirt or a tease. She simply was who she was: a woman completely at home in her own skin. Neal was a married man and had no desire to cheat on his wife, but he wasn’t a dead man, and he always felt a little awkward around Cora.

			Vivienne – short black hair like her mother’s, done up in pigtails, wearing a T-shirt and shorts of her own, feet bare – pointed at Neal’s crotch.

			“I can see your weenie!” she cried with delight.

			Cora looked where her daughter pointed and laughed. There was nothing mean-spirited in her laugh, but Neal still felt embarrassed. He looked down to see that Vivienne was right. The shorts he was wearing were too tight, and he didn’t have underwear beneath them – he hated the feeling of sweaty underwear next to his skin – and the fabric of the shorts clearly outlined his penis, which currently listed to the left.

			“Sorry,” Neal mumbled, and quickly tried to adjust his shorts, but all he managed to do was make his dick flop over to the right, eliciting peals of happy laughter from Vivienne.

			“It’s dancing!” she said.

			“Don’t worry about it,” Cora said, her smile a little naughty. “The girl’s got to learn sometime.”

			 A Honda CRV turned into the cul-de-sac, and both Neal and Cora watched as it pulled into Neal’s driveway. Vivienne, bored with Neal’s penis by now and uninterested in the Honda, turned her attention to the black truck. Neal was glad Vivienne had lost interest in the contents of his shorts, but something about the girl looking at the truck bothered him. It seemed wrong for someone so young and innocent to be looking at such an – the word that popped into his mind was obscenity, but he wasn’t sure why. The truck was weird as hell, sure, but obscene? Yeah, he decided. Somehow it was.

			Kandice turned off the CRV’s engine and got out of the car, carrying a pair of white plastic shopping bags that were full to bursting. She glanced over her shoulder at the black truck, then came toward them, a bright smile on her face. Neal watched her eyes carefully. Were they focused on Cora? Maybe.

			“What’s going on over there?” Kandice tilted her head in the direction of the Raines house.

			“Apparently it’s moving day,” Cora said.

			Cora’s smile was as bright as Kandice’s. Neal tried not to read anything into it, but it wasn’t easy. Kandice was an athletic African-American woman who liked to wear her hair cut close to the scalp. She wore sneakers, purple tights, and a T-shirt that said Rockridge Rec on the front. She moved with an easy, confident grace, as she always did. It was one of the things that had first attracted Neal to her. She was like Cora that way. Both women were completely comfortable with who they were. He couldn’t decide if this was a good thing or a bad thing.

			Kandice had no trouble lugging the shopping bags, but Neal went over to her anyway and took one from her. He would’ve taken both, but he didn’t want to imply that he thought she was too weak to carry even one bag.

			“Thanks, hon.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, then walked over to stand next to Cora and Vivienne. All three of them gazed at the black truck.

			The shopping bag Neal had taken was heavier than he’d expected, and he set it down on the porch before joining the women. He stood close to Kandice, but not too close. And he didn’t reach out to take her hand. He didn’t want to seem as if he were being possessive, physically claiming her as his – although that was exactly what he wanted to do.

			Kandice taught exercise classes at the rec center during the day, and her body was more toned than Cora’s. Cora had more pronounced curves, though, and appeared more classically feminine, at least to Neal’s way of thinking. Before he could stop himself, he imagined Cora standing on tiptoes to kiss Kandice – who was several inches taller – and he imagined Kandice wrapping her arms around the other woman and pulling her close, pressing Cora’s large breasts tight against her smaller ones.
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