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			No one who, like me, conjures up the most evil of those half-tamed demons that inhabit the human beast, and seeks to wrestle with them, can expect to come through the struggle unscathed.

			Sigmund Freud

			“I want to run with the children outside,” said the little boy. “But I don’t like the Night.”

			“I’ll introduce you to the Night,” said Dark.

			“And you’ll be friends.”

			Ray Bradbury

		

	
		
			This one is for my amazing wife. Honey, you’ve been with me from the beginning, and you’ve helped me weather years of rejection and frustration. More importantly, you’ve been my true love, my best friend, and an incredible mother to our three children. Thank you for everything. I love you with all my heart.

		

	
		
			Before

			October 14th, 1982

			Susan saw Brad signal a left turn and figured he was just making a joke in bad taste. But when the car actually started to slow, she said, “Not funny,” though a contraction reduced her words to a whisper. It was irritating enough that he’d chosen this circuitous route to Ravana, but the fact Brad was more interested in playing unfunny tricks than he was in getting his pregnant wife – hell, his delivering wife – to the hospital spoke volumes about his lack of maturity.

			Mom called it, she thought for the thousandth time. Knocking a girl up doesn’t make a boy fit for marriage.

			Susan compressed her lips. If only she hadn’t been so stubborn.

			The Mustang continued to decelerate.

			By the time she realized where they were, Brad was steering them toward the forest, the wheel ruts embracing their tires like a pair of obsessive lovers. She’d been reclining in her seat and concentrating on her breathing the way her YWCA classes had taught her, but now she sat up and glared at her husband in disbelief.

			“Where’re you taking me?”

			“Relax,” he said and gave her the lopsided smile, the one that used to make her stomach flutter but now only made her doubt his intelligence. “The big guy’ll take care of you.”

			At his words her windpipe constricted and the seat beneath her seemed to drop away. “What are you talking about?”

			He rolled his eyes and blew out a disgusted puff of air, like she was his probation officer and not his wife. “See, I knew you’d be that way, all woe-is-me and how-dare-you-do-this-Brad.” He shook his head and made a little whistling sound. “Jesus Christ, honey, it’s like you believe a third-rate hospital’s the only place people can have babies.”

			He continued on that way, and as he talked, a detached part of her was able to pull back and watch him – really watch him – for perhaps the first time. The brown mustache and sandy blond hair, a combination she once found irresistible, now made him look to her like one of those sleazy actors in the video he’d brought home the other day, an adult movie he’d shown her in the hope it would kickstart their sex life, and though she’d played along with his fantasy for a while, her back had started in hurting again, which of course was the reason she hadn’t been in the mood lately to start with. Being pregnant, she tried to tell him, was hard on a woman’s body. Brad couldn’t seem to grasp this.

			Her thoughts broke off as a nasty contraction dug in and knocked the wind out of her. She imagined a pair of sadistic hands in there seizing her uterus and kneading it with calloused fingers. The bitter taste of hot bile scalded her throat.

			Brad took in her tortured expression, said, “Now, aren’t you glad I brought you here? If we’d kept going we’d still be ten minutes from town.”

			Through clenched teeth, she said, “Turn around.”

			He laughed softly. “Honey, you aren’t thinking—”

			“Now, dammit.”

			For a moment, he stared back at her, his face stricken. Then the arrogant porn star grin bled into his features again, the expression that said she was just a hysterical woman, what the hell did she know anyway? He threw the Mustang into park and killed the engine.

			“Come on,” he said, opening his door. She turned and stared at the horrid black house, its windows lit up like some scorched and sinister jack-o’-lantern. She shot a desperate glance at the ignition, but he’d snatched the keys on the way out of the car. Another contraction ripped through her, and she moaned at the pain. Her door swung open and Brad’s handsome, vacant face swam toward her. Though he was still grinning, there was a tightness in it, a Don’t you screw this up for me quality that made her yearn to slap him, to ask Who the heck matters right now? Aren’t your wife and baby as important as your cult friends?

			He clenched her arm and muscled her out of the car. The cloying odor of pine needles enshrouded her. The ancient trees reefing the yard beckoned her forward, forward, like ushers at some blasphemous wedding. Making her halting way toward the house, she recalled the time she’d accompanied him here, the ghastly things she’d witnessed. Most of all she remembered the man and woman who lived in this place.

			The big guy’ll take care of you, Brad had said.

			A shudder plaited down Susan’s back at the thought of the man. His large, powerful frame. The broad, tan forehead and the mad eyes that made her think of drowning. She glimpsed someone stepping onto the front porch to welcome them, and she thought, No, please let it be someone else.

			But it wasn’t.

			Gerald Destragis smiled and spread his arms. “I’m so glad you’ve decided to experience this moment with us.”

			Susan jerked her arm free of Brad’s grip. “I didn’t decide to,” she said, glaring at her husband. “Brad brought me here.”

			The man’s huge hands folded before him. “How far apart are your contractions, dear?”

			Susan searched the man’s blue eyes, the face that by all accounts was sixty-some years old but remained attractive and virile nonetheless. She wanted to trust him, wanted to believe he could bring her child into this world without harm. Yet…she’d heard so many terrible things. And the night she spent in the clearing with Destragis’s people… Had she really seen what she thought she had, or had that been the mescaline at work?

			She doubled over as the worst contraction yet crawled through her, sent blazing spears of pain shooting through her body. Her knees buckled, but strong, gentle hands took hold of her. Panting, the cold sweat dripping from her nose, she leaned against Destragis, who’d somehow caught her before she fell.

			“We don’t have much time, dear,” Destragis said in his deep, resonant voice. “I could drive you to town, but I suspect we’d be too late.”

			As if confirming this, her stomach clenched again, and before she knew what was happening, Destragis had swept her into his arms and was striding across the porch with her. A man Susan recognized as a custodian from Ravana High School opened the door for them as they passed. She sensed Brad behind them, trailing along like a scrap of toilet paper. Then Destragis was easing her onto a mattress someone had arranged in the middle of the living room. The sheet on which she lay was white and rubbery, and next to her sat a bucket of water, several folded towels. Half a dozen tall lamps tossed hot yellow gazes down at the mattress.

			She glanced at Brad, who’d knelt beside her. “You planned this?”

			“That’s crazy,” he answered, throwing uneasy glances at the people who had appeared out of nowhere. Susan spotted Mike McClure and Juliet Joel, two kids from their graduating class. Beside them, the Anthony twins, cheerleaders who still attended Ravana High. There were older people, as well, but none of these were familiar.

			Then the crowd opened up and she saw the tall woman.

			“I want to leave,” Susan said, but her voice came out a dry croak. “Please,” she whispered to Brad as the woman’s face loomed closer. The scent of the tall woman’s perfume drowsed over her, the placid expression on the still-beautiful face somehow tranquilizing Susan, assuring her that she and her baby would be just fine.

			“Please get her clothes for me,” a voice said, and Susan turned to see Destragis standing shirtless beside her. He was sliding on a pair of rubber gloves, the sinews of his arms jumping like eager serpents. Susan felt her maternity shorts unbuttoned, the uncomfortable denim slithering down her legs. The woman’s hair, Susan noticed, was mostly auburn with wisps of gray at the temples. It was drawn back with tortoise shell barrettes. Susan focused on the amber and black whorls as the woman’s slender fingers hooked beneath the waistband of her underwear, then removed them. A distant part of her felt embarrassed to be half naked before all these strangers, but the pain had diminished, and she was too grateful for that to worry about modesty.

			“Fully dilated,” Destragis said, and Susan lifted her head to discover him between her legs, his muscular shoulders flexing in the lamplight.

			“Is it a boy?” Brad asked. No one bothered answering.

			Destragis said to the woman. “Is she comfortable?”

			Susan saw the woman nod and smile down at her. The smile warmed her, so unlike the feral intensity Susan had witnessed that awful night in the clearing. She remembered these two – the strong man and the tall woman – stripping naked, caressing each another. The woman’s eyes rolling white, some fell spirit seeming to seize hold of her, the still-firm body trembling in ecstasy, the pale skin appearing to grow younger as she drank from the silver chalice. The crimson fluid dripping from the corners of her mouth, her shark-white teeth gleaming…

			“It’s coming,” Destragis said.

			The woman’s smile broadened, and she bent over Susan, took both her hands and whispered words of comfort. Dimly, Susan felt an urge to push, which she did, and eventually there was screaming and a lovely, newborn wail. Susan raised her head to see Destragis cradling her baby, the pinkish-yellow umbilical cord glistening with blood.

			The woman moved toward Destragis, who was beaming down at the baby in his arms. It was a boy, Susan now saw, the penis sheathed in some whitish substance. A sudden urge to hold her son gusted through her, and without speaking she reached for him, the dull ache between her legs as nothing next to her desire to hold her child.

			“Hold still, dear,” the woman said. Brad held Susan’s shoulders as the woman’s slender fingers opened a pair of what looked like sewing shears and severed the cord. Rather than staunching the flow of liquid spilling from the raw umbilicus, Destragis only rocked the screaming child and whispered soothing words. Susan reached for her baby, but the woman stilled her with a glance. “Soon, dear,” she said, but something in the woman’s face disquieted her. Destragis’s muscled chest was stippled with drops of blood and afterbirth, but it was the man’s eyes that transformed her uneasiness to dread. He stared down at the baby with an unnatural fervor, his avid blue gaze predatory.

			“Give him to me,” Susan said, but Destragis was rising, her baby nestled firmly in the crook of one great arm. The woman rose too, and to Susan’s infinite alarm they passed her by and moved toward the door.

			“No!” Susan screamed and wrenched her shoulders free of Brad’s grasp. He grunted in surprise and attempted to pin her to the mattress. She lashed out, raked his face, her nails leaving bloody contrails in their wake. Though her legs were weak, she pushed to her feet and staggered after the man and woman, who were now gliding through the front door and descending the porch steps. A voice shouted at her to stop, but she paid it no notice. She was possessed, hellbent on taking back her boy, on stopping those fiends from stealing him. If what she’d heard was true, if the rumors really were fact… Oh, Jesus—

			She uttered a choked sob as she slammed open the screen door and shambled down the steps. She spotted them immediately as they passed the Mustang, moving toward an opening in the woods.

			“Give him back!” she screamed, but neither of them turned. She set off across the yard to catch them but something struck her in the middle of the back, and she was driven face first to the grass. She shot an elbow at whomever had tackled her, but they were on her now, too many of them, their hands pawing at her, dragging her back to the house.

			The last thing she saw before the couple disappeared into the woods was one of her baby’s feet. Then the tiny pink toes were devoured by the forest.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Purification

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Ellie’s attitude had been reasonably positive, it really had, before they made the turn onto the eerie forest lane. But from that moment forward her thoughts were an ungenerous maelstrom of resentment and anger, her body worsening matters by staging an open revolt. She’d heard about motion sickness before – her older sister Katherine used to suffer from it on long family trips – but Ellie had never actually experienced it until now. It was almost as if a primitive part of her sensed a wrongness with this place and was reacting to it.

			Give it a chance, Ellie heard a voice say as they bounced down the lane. It might not be so bad.

			Behind her shut lids she imagined the nausea roiling like a hazy green fog in the back of her throat. A cold patina of sweat had formed on her forehead, her upper lip.

			“You okay over there?” Chris asked.

			Ellie opened her eyes and some of the carsickness dissipated. “Surviving.”

			“Something you ate?”

			“I had the same thing you did.”

			“But you’ve never been carsick—”

			“I know.”

			She could feel Chris’s eyes linger on her. “You need me to stop?” he asked.

			The Camry rocked as they trundled over a bridge.

			Ellie palmed sweat from her face. “You might slow down a little.”

			As Chris reduced their speed, the clanging in her skull grew louder, a maniacal backbeat to the clenching of her gorge.

			“Is it much longer?” she asked.

			“Almost there.”

			I hope so, she thought. Deep down she’d been dreading this moment all day, so perhaps it was a mercy she had the motion sickness to take her mind off it. This way Chris might not see the disappointment in her face when they arrived at the house.

			She clenched her teeth and thought, He deserves to see your disappointment. It’s his fault you’re here in the first place.

			Stop being a jerk! the voice in her head chided.

			Ellie nodded faintly, but the movement brought her closer to puking.

			Chris gestured toward the windshield. “What do you think of the woods?”

			Diplomacy, the voice reminded her, and this time she recognized it as Katherine’s. Though Ellie hadn’t seen her sister in years, she heard Katherine’s voice more and more often lately.

			Ellie took a steadying breath and said, “I think we’ll have plenty of privacy.”

			Chris smiled, and despite the nausea, despite all her misgivings about moving here, his good-natured grin cheered her.

			But when they rounded a curve and she saw the house, she said, “Is this it?”

			Chris’s grin faded. “I did say the siding had darkened some.”

			“It looks black.”

			“With age, Ellie. What’d you expect?”

			Three stories high, like something out of a children’s cautionary tale, their new home rose like a gaunt specter among the forest trees.

			She grunted as the Camry dropped into twin wheel ruts and bottomed out. If she didn’t get out of the car now, take in some fresh air, she’d paint the dashboard with what little she’d eaten for supper.

			Chris angled toward an outbuilding to the left of the house. The car was stopped before she realized it was a garage.

			“It’s not attached?”

			He opened his door. “Most houses built in the 1800s didn’t have need for attached garages, honey.”

			He got out and came around to her side. Ellie blew out air and rummaged through her purse until she found her phone. She turned it on and stared with disgust at its glowing face. No bars, no coverage.

			“You ready?” he asked, bending toward her window. She caught the trepidation in his voice and felt herself thaw. A little.

			She shouldered her purse, opened her door, and gazed up at the woods. The enormous spruce boughs bordering the yard drooped like pilloried thieves. She climbed out and shivered. It was April, yet it was only, what? Thirty-five degrees outside? Forty? And the sun hadn’t even set.

			Ellie followed Chris toward the covered porch, which was a ruin of sinking cinderblocks and rotting two-by-fours. Chris mounted the steps and opened the door, but Ellie stood a moment and gazed up at the house.

			There were windows enough, she supposed, but despite the dull glimmers of glass, it was as though she faced an unbroken wall of darkness. She shivered again, and this time it had nothing to do with the chill of impending night.

			“You gonna stay out here?” he asked.

			“Is the inside as bad?”

			“The rooms are painted black.”

			“Not funny.”

			He stepped down from the porch and took her hands. “I know you loved Malibu, but give it a chance.” He searched her face. “Just think – a couple days ago we were sharing walls with four different neighbors. Now you’ve got twenty-three hundred acres all to yourself. That’s damn near five miles square.”

			He put his arms around her. His tall, muscled body was warm, his size comforting in this wilderness.

			She pressed against him. “Is it always this cold?”

			“Give it a few weeks.”

			“Guess I don’t have a choice, huh?”

			He gave her a squeeze, drew away and before she knew what was happening, he hoisted her in his arms and carried her toward the open front door.

			Laughing, she said, “What, are we newlyweds again?”

			“The apartment didn’t count. This is our first real home.”

			If it doesn’t cave in on us, she thought.

			* * * 

			The interior was better, but not by much.

			The walls of the foyer were festooned with hideous skeins of torn wallpaper. Beneath the pink roses and faded damasked patterns were more flowers, more designs. To worsen matters, the ceiling had split open at some point and had been poorly repaired. The warped wooden planks underfoot confirmed the water damage.

			“It gets better,” Chris said, but he was staring up at the patched ceiling, his face plagued with apprehension.

			They entered the dining room. No water damage that she could see, no warped floorboards. No table either, but that would be remedied by tomorrow when the movers arrived. The day after that at the latest. She refused to entertain the possibility of it taking longer than that. Surely God wouldn’t be that cruel to her.

			A spider scuttled across the floor, its bulbous brown body the size of a Calamata olive.

			Eyeing it, Chris said, “The kitchen’s an eat-in, so I figured we’d use our table in there and buy a new one for here.”

			“With what money?”

			He didn’t have an answer for that.

			She reached out and peeled off a faded strip of wallpaper, burgundy and gold with a fleur-de-lis pattern that once might have looked regal.

			“Comes off easily enough,” he said.

			“You ever removed wallpaper?”

			“Uh-uh,” he said. “You?”

			She shook her head and moved through the room. “I’ve heard it’s an awful job.”

			“Can’t be that bad.”

			Ellie kept quiet. She opened the door and was assailed by a draught of sour air, a withering brew of spoiled milk and old must. She felt along the inner wall and thought, Please don’t let this be the—

			“Here’s the kitchen,” Chris said as a spill of jaundiced light flooded the room.

			It was old and it was ugly and it smelled as though the last occupants hadn’t bothered to clean out the fridge, which was the same drab green as the ancient stove. The cabinets were a murky brown that flirted with black, and the countertops were splotched with innumerable burns and scars.

			What a disaster.

			“The table could go over here,” he said, standing by a window. When she didn’t respond, he added, “Or somewhere else if you want.”

			“How about Malibu.”

			“Ellie—”

			“Is this place safe?”

			He groaned.

			“Holes in the ceilings, water damage everywhere—”

			“Just in the foyer, Ellie.”

			“—animals living in the walls—”

			“I had an inspector here.”

			“He must’ve been brave.”

			He opened his mouth to respond, but rather than speaking he dropped his head and went out the back door.

			Ellie watched him go, and though she knew she should say something to stop him, make some sort of apology, she didn’t. She blew hair out of her eyes and sighed. He’d be back in a couple minutes. She could say she was sorry then.

			Unless he gets in the car and leaves your sorry ass out here, her sister told her.

			“Shut up, Katherine,” Ellie said and went upstairs.

			* * * 

			Ten minutes later Chris opened the bedroom door, the sleeping bag slung over his shoulder. “Ready to camp?”

			“Thanks for putting up with me,” she said.

			He shrugged. “We were on the road so long, I don’t blame you for being grouchy.”

			“Still…”

			“Carsickness gone?”

			“Mostly,” she said and eyed the bedroll. “You bring pillows?”

			“In the trunk,” he said. “I’ll get ’em while you make yourself comfortable.”

			A corner of her mouth rose. “Who says I’m not comfortable?”

			Grinning, he went out.

			The heating was slow, but the temperature had grown bearable. She was anxious to explore the third floor, but her skin ached for a hot shower. Ellie left the bedroom, flipped on the bathroom light and saw the clawfoot tub.

			She reached into the curtainless shower, twisted on the water and began undressing. The water smelled of eggs, but the thought of rinsing her greasy hair made her dizzy with anticipation. She clenched her jaw, hooked her thumbs under the edges of her underwear and slid them off.

			She stuck an open palm under the shower spray and felt the warm water. She twisted the cold water lower until the shower began to steam. Taking care not to slip, she climbed over the edge of the tub, gasped as the hot spray assaulted her skin. She ducked under the showerhead, relishing the burning on her scalp, the exhilarating heat racing down her temples.

			There was a knock on the door.

			“Open,” she said.

			Chris entered. He looked at her, startled, and said, “Oh, I bought a shower curtain before we left. It’s in the car.”

			“You’re not really wearing that.” She nodded at his belt buckle, a gift from his students. The word LENNY was stamped on it to commemorate their reading of Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men.

			He glanced down at it. “Sexy, huh?”

			She cocked an eyebrow. “Not the word I’d choose.”

			“I’ll get the curtain.”

			As he turned to leave, she said, “Chris.”

			He stared at her dumbly a moment. Then his expression began to change.

			“Join me?” Ellie asked.

			Chris unclasped the belt buckle.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sighing, Chris opened his eyes and checked the phone. Four-thirty in the morning. He wasn’t sleeping anymore and that was that.

			As cautiously as he could, he squirmed out of the sleeping bag, knelt and kissed his wife on the cheek. He hung there, breathing in the warm smell of her flesh.

			She stirred in her sleep, mumbled something unintelligible.

			When he pulled away, the clouds broke for a moment, and a ghostly pool of moonlight illuminated her profile.

			Beautiful, he thought. Just beautiful.

			He often watched her sleep. Sometimes he worried she’d catch him and think him a pervert, claim he’d somehow violated her. He doubted he could explain just how lovely she was when she lay on her side, her brown eyes shut and her hair flowing behind her like ripples of dark water. Below, the exhilarating curve of her lower back and her perfect rear end.

			God, the sight of her made him ache. Sitting next to her in the gloom, he wondered again if he’d made a mistake.

			When he’d come to this place shortly after Aunt Lillith’s death, the idea of living here, of uprooting Ellie and the life they knew was the last thing on his mind. After he and the inspector made sure the house was still livable, he’d hired Doris Keller, a local real estate agent, to help him sell it. Land in this area, Doris explained, went for five thousand an acre. But estates of this size were rare nowadays, and as a result, they’d have to temper their expectations.

			Two million, then, was their asking price.

			No one bit.

			They reduced the land to a million-five.

			Meanwhile, the high school at which Chris taught cut wages. Their credit card bills swelled alarmingly. They downsized to one car, and soon they had to give up eating out, going to concerts. It was only in the budget if it was free.

			Then Ellie quit her job at the insurance agency.

			Chris couldn’t blame her, had actually expected it for a while. Her boss spoke to her, Ellie explained, like she was a prostitute. Had Chris not worried about getting arrested and losing their only source of income, he would have kicked the man’s teeth in.

			After eight months without an offer on the land, they dropped their price to a million.

			It was around that time he first mentioned the idea of moving to Indiana. He’d enjoyed growing up there, he told her. It was a good, wholesome place.

			“You’re joking,” was Ellie’s response.

			“Think about it,” he said.

			“I don’t want to,” she answered.

			Another month passed. Their rent unpaid. The calls from their creditors grew hostile.

			Chris asked Ellie about moving again, and though she didn’t dismiss him out of hand this time, the look on her face made him sick inside.

			You’re failing her, a voice in his head insisted. You’re a shitty provider. You two want kids? How the hell will you support them?

			“Think of all the money we’d save on rent,” he said one day as they sat brooding on the beach.

			She wouldn’t make eye contact, only stared at the sand as though a bleak, joyless future were projected on its beige contours.

			He sighed. “It’s really not that bad a place, Ellie.”

			“Then why hasn’t it sold?”

			He shrugged. “It’s a big piece of land.”

			“What if we lower the price?”

			“We’ve lowered it.”

			“Better than living on it.”

			That night on the phone, sitting in the bathroom with the fan on so Ellie wouldn’t hear him, he told the Realtor to sell it for half a million.

			“It won’t matter,” she said. Doris had been amiable the first few months of their correspondence. Now she sounded like a principal preparing to expel an unruly pupil.

			“What do you mean it won’t—”

			“No one’s going to buy it.”

			“When we put it on the market you said—”

			“I was wrong.”

			Running a hand through his hair, which had begun to thin over the past few months, he said, “Maybe if you add more pictures to the website, change the description a little.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with the listing, Chris.”

			“Maybe we should get another Realtor.”

			She hung up.

			The next day he came home from work to find Ellie crying.

			Sitting beside her on the couch, he asked, “What happened?”

			“I took a pregnancy test.”

			He put hand on her back. “And?”

			“Another negative.”

			A sick coiling in his belly, the hand on her back going numb. Her face was wet with tears and snot, and he couldn’t think of anything to say. They’d been trying for more than a year now; what if it was him?

			She laughed without humor. “It’s not like we can afford a baby anyway, right?”

			A thickness in his throat. “It’ll happen, Ellie.”

			He held her while she wept. After a time she asked, “If we moved, what would we live on?”

			“I’ll get a job.”

			“Teaching?”

			“Or writing. Money goes a long way in Indiana,” he answered. “We’d only have utilities and food.”

			“And car insurance, and house insurance, and—”

			“Diapers.”

			She stared at him. The pridefulness had gone out of her face, replaced by a naked longing. For the first time he could see her considering it.

			“You should see the land, Ellie.”

			She averted her eyes. “The pictures make it look like the setting of a horror movie.”

			“Only because it’s isolated.” He stroked her hair. “It’s really quite lovely.”

			She nodded, the reservations plain in her face, but the possibilities there too.

			“You could be a stay-at-home mom,” he added and felt a twinge of guilt.

			A slow smile dawning.

			He kissed her and it lingered.

			That was late January.

			In February, he arrived home to find her humming and making dinner, the smell of basil thick in the air. On the table were freshly cut flowers and the glow of several candles.

			“What’s the occasion?”

			He noticed her outfit. Tight khaki slacks and a red shirt that clung to her breasts, a sharp contrast to the baggy clothes she’d worn since she quit her job. She approached and handed him a glass of wine.

			“What’s this for?” he asked.

			“Let’s give Indiana a try,” she said.

			* * * 

			Now, remembering her smile that day, a palpable sense of guilt grabbed hold of him. Chris forced himself to stand, his knees popping in the dark, and ambled over to his clothes. He put them on as quietly as he could, though the car keys jangled in his hip pocket. He grimaced and cast a quick glance at Ellie.

			Still asleep.

			Moving quickly, he went downstairs and out the back door.

			The wintry night air acted like a tonic on his frazzled nerves. Stiff blades of grass crunched under his shoes, a sound he found oddly soothing.

			He turned and regarded their new home. The clouds had dissipated, and in the gleaming ivory moonlight its façade didn’t seem so black. Dark, yes, but nothing like the forbidding death’s head that had greeted them at dusk. No wonder Ellie had been so hesitant.

			A rustling to his left cut off his thoughts. He turned and glimpsed a large shape moving into the forest.

			Unthinkingly, Chris took a step in that direction. Something in the creature’s gait had reminded him of Petey, the black Labrador retriever who’d been his companion for eight years until one terrible summer afternoon as Chris sat watching television there came the bone chilling sound of squealing breaks and the muted thump of metal on fur. When Chris went outside, Petey lay unmoving, his pink tongue lolling in a spreading lake of red.

			He brushed off the memory and waded into the tall weeds.

			“Hey,” he whispered. “You don’t need to run from me.”

			He stopped and heard breathing, harsh and rapid. Chris crept nearer. Soon a gigantic blue spruce filled his vision. Beneath it, something stirred.

			He paused, straining to distinguish the dark shape amidst the darker shadows, and as he did he heard a pitiful whimper. He was ten feet away when the dog raised its head and stared at him.

			“Hey, guy,” Chris said. He knelt and smiled, but the dog – a black lab, he noted with surprise – rose up as if to bolt if Chris came any closer.

			“Listen,” Chris said, “I know you’re scared.”

			Chris continued, emboldened by the animal’s stillness. “My parents used to make fun of me for talking to Petey – he was my dog once, and he looked a lot like you – but I knew he understood me.”

			He reached the prickly edges of the spruce branches, the dog a few feet away. He lowered to his hands and knees, crawled forward. “I promise I won’t hurt you.”

			As Chris extended his hand, the dog eyed him with barely restrained terror. The lab sniffed his palm, whined. Very slowly, Chris reached out, caressed the smooth black fur.

			It lunged at him, but before he could raise an arm to ward it off, he felt the warm tongue lap at his cheek. Laughing, Chris went over on his side and the dog came with him, licking his face as though it were the world’s most delicious treat.

			Moments later, Chris angled back toward the house, hoping the dog would follow him. It did, the lab’s large paws padding softly over the frosty earth.

			When they reached the driveway, Chris fished out the keys, opened the Camry door, and half-turned the ignition in order to check the time. The digital green numerals told him it wasn’t yet five in the morning. He sighed, his white breath pluming out the open door, and regarded the dog, who sat obediently on the gravel.

			“Wanna check out Ravana?” Chris asked.

			Before the words had finished, the lab bounded through the gap between Chris and the wheel, the muscular black haunches bumping Chris against the seat.

			Laughing, he said, “I’ll take that as a yes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			When she awoke she didn’t know at first where she was. Instinctively, she reached behind her but Chris wasn’t there. She sat up but something restricted her movement. Bewildered, she batted and kicked at the warm, membranous barrier and didn’t remember the sleeping bag until her left hamstring tightened in a frightful cramp. Despite the pain, she pushed down the sleeping bag and scooted her way out.

			Ellie rolled over, reached back and massaged the back of her leg, but the knot of muscle only squeezed tighter. It felt like a judgment. Moaning now, she lay prostrate and babbled incoherent prayers for mercy.

			Slowly, the muscle relaxed, though Ellie remained very still so the cramp wouldn’t return.

			She opened her eyes and peered about the dark room.

			Her head ached. The cold, probably, plus the fact she was dehydrated. Travel often did that to her. She reached over, checked the time on her phone. 5:35, she saw.

			Ellie shivered. She couldn’t quite see her breath, but she suspected the temperature had dipped below sixty. Surely the furnace hadn’t failed. Had Chris even checked it?

			She paused, a bigger question stopping her. 

			Where was Chris?

			She went into the hall and saw the bathroom was unoccupied too. Then where was he? The lights were off in the other bedrooms, which meant Chris was almost certainly downstairs.

			If he’s here at all.

			No way, she thought as she descended the steps. No way he’d leave her all alone on their first night here.

			Would he?

			A shudder coursed down her back. The silence folded around her like the arms of some cruel and implacable ghost. Barely suppressed terror whispering at the nape of her neck, she checked the living room, the kitchen, but the first floor appeared deserted as well.

			The basement?

			To hell with that, she thought.

			As she stood in the foyer, debating, an unfortunate cinematic memory arose: The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. Leatherface and his cannibalistic family, the maniacal laughing and the roaring chainsaw, the—

			Would you stop it for chrissakes?

			Struggling to corral her galloping heart, she listened for her husband.

			Nothing.

			Her skull throbbed, the headache worsening.

			Ellie went upstairs to the bathroom and found what she was searching for right away – the extra-strength pain relievers. She shook two out and popped them into her mouth. She leaned down to sip enough tap water to wash the pills down.

			She made a face at the metallic tang of the water. Chris had prepared her for it, but even so, the well water was a shock to her system. She bent and drank again, remembering something Chris had said: Sometimes you’ll smell manure from the pig farms, and the humidity can be brutal, but the water will be cleaner in Indiana, and…

			“…it’ll be better for our babies too,” Ellie said and wiped her mouth.

			When she opened the cabinet to put the bottle away, something between the first and second shelves caught her attention.

			She couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed it before, but built into the dingy cabinet interior was a small metal door, about two inches wide and one inch tall. She pushed the cool metal surface and glimpsed the darkness within.

			What on earth?

			Propping up the tiny door with her fingers, she braced herself on the edge of the vanity and brought her face as close as she could to the opening. She couldn’t imagine what its use could be. A peephole? A laundry chute for mice?

			An idea occurred to her. She left the bathroom and entered the bedroom that shared the wall. She crossed the room, opened the closet door, and gasped as something lunged at her legs.

			The yardstick clattered on the wood floor.

			Ellie put a hand to her mouth and suppressed laughter at her skittishness.

			She yanked the pullstring, and light flooded the closet. It was a small space, scarcely wide enough for her to enter without having to turn sideways. Straight ahead, level with her ribcage, Ellie spotted a tiny wooden knob affixed to what appeared to be a small wooden door. The medicine cabinet, she calculated, would be exactly that height. She grabbed the knob and pushed. For a moment the door slid easily to the left. Then it caught and wouldn’t budge no matter how she tried to joggle it. Still, the aperture was wide enough she could slip her hand inside, which she did, feeling around the narrow compartment for some clue to the thing’s purpose.

			The tip of a finger brushed something.

			Vague thoughts of secret treasure cavorted through her mind. Childhood memories of playing pirates with Katherine recurred as she reached deeper, determined now to retrieve something of worth from the compartment.

			She brought her body flush against the wall, her bare arm skimming the smooth wood within. Ellie paused. Her fingers had touched something cold and hard lying at the bottom of the compartment. A coin? Straining, she pushed farther inside and got hold of something very thin. Sharp even.

			A bead of sweat oozed down Ellie’s temple, her shoulder beginning to ache from the contortion. God, she wished she had Chris’s long arms now. She straightened her elbow as much as possible, slid her arm inside another couple inches. She turned her hand, got hold of the object with her index finger and thumb, tugged. It slipped a little, so she pulled harder, and within the compartment something shifted, and her thumb erupted in a starburst of pain. Crying out, Ellie jerked her hand away, a hideous fire searing through her flesh.

			Her knees became jelly when she beheld the bright red lines on her forearm and the razor blade sticking out of her thumb.

			She hissed as she extracted the razor blade from the soft pad of skin.

			The wound was deep. It ran the length of her thumbprint and ended just shy of the nail. Within the dark compartment she could see a gruesome mass of razor blades, many of them rusted with age, some speckled with what might have been dry blood. One blade tumbled out and clittered on the floor an inch from her bare feet, as though it too wanted a sample of her blood. She grimaced and dropped the blade that had cleaved her flesh.

			She sucked on her thumb, the coppery taste making her queasy. Then she stopped, eyes widening.

			What the hell was she thinking? She hadn’t sliced her thumb open on an envelope or a piece of clear plastic, she’d cut it on a goddamned razor blade, a razor blade with rust or blood or God knew what caked all over its filthy mean edge.

			A litany of horrific possibilities crashed down upon her like hailstones:

			Tetanus.

			Lockjaw.

			Hepatitis.

			AIDS.

			Was AIDS even around when the razor blades had been discarded here? She scrambled through the dates, calculating with panicked rapidity. The last tenant, of course, was Aunt Lillith, and though Ellie had despised the old goblin, she doubted Lillith had been afflicted with any diseases.

			But what did that prove? Just because Lillith had been healthy didn’t mean the owners before her had been. Anyone in the last hundred years could have used this disgusting razor blade disposal system and consigned Ellie to a life of disease and a slow-suffering death.

			Unconsciously, she’d begun to suck her bleeding thumb again.

			Revolted, she jerked it out and spat, brought up the belly of her tank top to clean her tongue with.

			She was shivering all over, her thoughts dissolving in a sick, fatalistic haze.

			Think, Ellie. Think.

			Katherine’s voice, for once a welcome sound. Get your tush in the bathroom and wash your wound. Apply pressure to stop the bleeding.

			Automatically, Ellie obeyed. She strode into the bathroom. Using her uninjured left hand to twist on the water, she thrust her thumb under the cold flow and winced as the dull throb increased.

			“Ooo,” she said, walking in place. “Damn damn damn damn damn.”

			Eventually the water warmed, but she held the thumb under the misty spray as long as she could stand it, the vague notion that hot water would kill the razor’s germs raising her pain tolerance to a level far above normal.

			When she could endure it no longer, she shut off the water and held her dripping hand above the sink. A bright red drop pattered in the white basin and coalesced, swirling, into the rivulets of water spiraling toward the drain.

			She swaddled her thumb in a moist washcloth and stood, exhausted, before the open cabinet. She eyed the metal door and fought an insane urge to strike it with a hammer.

			Ridiculous, she knew, to take out her frustration on an inanimate object. Besides, she had no idea if they even had a hammer.

			Her thumb pounding, Ellie glared at the rectangle of metal.

			She’d find a hammer in the morning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			After exploring Ravana for a while, Chris went to a store called Ike’s and splurged on groceries. When his cart began to overflow, he checked his watch and realized that seven a.m. was fast approaching. He didn’t want Ellie to awaken in the new house alone.

			The clerk watched him impassively as he began unloading his cart on the conveyor.

			“You Ike?” Chris asked.

			“Do I look like an Ike?”

			Chris smiled. “Sorry. I just assumed you were the owner.”

			The man started scanning Chris’s items. “Please, I’d rather eat dirt than own a business in this town.”

			A bunch of bananas refused to read. The clerk passed it over the dark glass again and again. As he did, Chris noticed the thinning black hair, shiny with too much gel. The hairy forearms. He detected a faint trace of old sweat and resolved to breathe through his mouth.

			“Well, damn,” the little man muttered and began typing in numbers.

			In his peripheral vision Chris saw someone approach. He turned and saw a tall, broad-shouldered woman who quickly averted her eyes. He blinked a moment, the lack of sleep finally getting to him, when comprehension dawned.

			“Doris?” he asked.

			She froze as though debating whether or not she could keep walking and pretend she hadn’t heard. Apparently deciding there was no escape, she faced him, her cold expression altering to something that wasn’t quite friendliness.

			She said, “I take it you decided to go through with it.”

			“We got in last night, and hopefully—” He knocked on the steel rim of the counter. “—the movers will arrive today.”

			“I wouldn’t count on it,” she said, smiling. “Those companies can be awfully unreliable.”

			“So I’ve heard,” he answered and was irritated to note the clerk had stopped scanning to better hear their conversation.

			Doris examined a bottle of shampoo from a center display. “Shame we weren’t able to sell your property.”

			Chris folded his arms. “I’m sort of glad it didn’t sell.”

			“You’re not the one who’s moving into the Martin house,” the clerk said.

			Chris returned his gaze. “That’s right. Lillith was my aunt.”

			The little man glanced at the real estate agent and something passed between them.

			Doris said, “I feel we should have a talk, Mr. Crane. For closure.”

			She was only a few inches shy of his six-foot-three frame. He remembered seeing her photo on the real estate website, but nothing could’ve prepared him for the real thing. The woman was intimidating as hell, her large breasts crowding him, her small gray eyes rife with accusation.

			Grateful for an excuse to avoid her gaze, Chris ran his debit card through the keypad and typed in his PIN number. “I don’t see the need for that, Mrs. Keller. You did your best to sell the house.”

			“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

			Her words were clipped and too loud by half in the otherwise deserted store. He noted with wonderment how fierce her expression had become, how aggressive her posture.

			He faced her. “When would you like to meet?”

			“I have showings until Friday. Come to my office then.”

			“Seems to me,” Chris said, “since you’re the one who wants to talk, you should come to our house.”

			She pursed her lips. “Friday around noon then,” she said and walked away.

			Chris looked at the clerk. “You wanna let me in on the secret?”

			“What do you want to know?”

			“For starters, why no one wanted to buy the land.”

			A cunning smile played over the man’s lips and was replaced by a seriousness Chris knew was feigned. The clerk asked, “Have you heard of Gerald Destragis?”

			The name meant nothing to him. He said so.

			The little man nodded. “Might be a good place to start.”

			Chris opened his mouth to ask another question but a bloodcurdling wail from outside stopped him. For a long moment he and the little man stared at one another uncertainly. Then Chris remembered the dog in his car and started for the door.

			* * * 

			When he first spotted the man bent toward the Camry’s window, his face mere inches from the gap in the window, Chris thought he was taunting the animal. His blue work shirt, denim overalls and stovepipe hat gave the man a mischievous appearance, like a ceramic garden gnome come to life. Furthering the impression was the man’s posture: hands on knees, red-bearded face jutting forward, the flesh of his cheeks ruddy and gleeful.

			The man was saying something to the dog, which was baying wildly and scratching at the window. As he approached, Chris realized the man was attempting to mollify rather than provoke the animal.

			“…a good dog…he’ll be back for you soon…shhh…”

			“What’s going on?” Chris asked. Dog and man looked up at his voice, and though the man was smiling broadly, the dog’s efforts to claw his way out of the car redoubled.

			“Doesn’t much care for being alone,” the man said.

			“Guess not,” Chris answered and opened the door. A black blur leaped out and nearly sent him sprawling. The dog skidded awkwardly, scrabbled for footholds, and jumped at Chris again. The man laughed as the animal hurled himself against Chris’s body as though they’d been apart for years rather than minutes.

			“Easy,” Chris said. “Easy, boy.”

			“Take care,” the man said and went toward the store.

			Kneeling before the dog, Chris called, “He just start howling like that? For no reason?”

			“None that I could see,” the man said and came back over. “I didn’t even notice him when I got out of my truck. When he started in I must’ve jumped a mile in the air.”

			Now that the triphammer of his heart had subsided, Chris was able to survey the length of the man’s beard, the plainness of his clothing. A German Baptist, or what his parents called Amish.

			The man asked, “New in town?”

			“My wife and I arrived last night. We moved into my aunt’s old home.”

			“Yeah?”

			“It’s east of town. A black house in the woods.”

			For the merest fraction of a second the man didn’t respond. Then his grin returned and he said, “Sure, I know the place.” He offered his hand. “Name’s Daniel Wolf.”

			Chris told the man his name and shook, the large hand gripping his firmly.

			“We’re neighbors, Mr. Crane,” Daniel said.

			“Chris.”

			Daniel nodded at Chris’s belt buckle. “Figured your name was Lenny.”

			Chris smiled and explained the buckle’s origins.

			Daniel nodded. “Your land ends at Deer Creek Road – mine begins across the way.”

			Chris opened the Camry door and ushered the dog in. Closing it, he asked, “Are you a farmer?”

			Daniel grinned, regarded his scuffed work boots. “I cash-rent a little. Mainly I work on houses.”

			“Like a handyman?”

			“If people need that, sure. Mostly we do renovations, but occasionally we’ll do a new construction.”

			“We?”

			“Me and my brother. I do custom cabinetry, Aaron’s a wiz with plumbing and electric.”

			The dog pawed the inside of the window, whined at them.

			“Just a second, pal,” Chris said and smiled an apology at Daniel. “You in the yellow pages, Mr. Wolf? We might be needing you guys soon.”

			“If I’m not mistaken, Aaron did some work there.”

			Chris nodded and hooked a thumb at the dog. “I better get going before he eats the seat.”

			“Hope you like it here,” Daniel said and walked away.

			Chris got in but before he could fit the key in the ignition, the dog assaulted him with a flurry of slobbery licks. Chris shielded his face, nudged the dog back toward the passenger seat. “All right, all right, I was only gone a few minutes.”

			The dog whined and shook his posterior excitedly.

			Chris made to start the car, but paused. “I gotta get my groceries,” he said. “Be back in a couple minutes.” 

			After returning with his paper sacks and arranging them in the trunk, Chris got in. The dog set to licking his face again, and once Chris had him calmed down, he slid the key in the ignition.

			“I’ve been thinking about names,” Chris said. He started the engine and glanced at the dog. “How about Petey?”

			* * * 

			Nestled in the sleeping bag, Ellie heard the Camry approaching and thought: He better have food. Then she recalled the incident in the closet and the sleep fog burned away.

			Ellie got up and went downstairs, and through the kitchen window saw Chris pop the trunk. He hefted several plastic bags and jogged to the back door. Reluctantly, she went over and opened it for him.

			“Don’t hit me,” he said as he passed.

			She peeked inside a couple of bags and felt much of her anger melt away at the sight of eggs, apples and bagged lettuce.

			Setting everything on the counter, he said, “I was hoping you’d sleep until I got back.”

			She was about to relay her bad experience when a large yellow sack caught her eye.

			“Dog food?” she asked.

			“Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you.”

			“That sounds ominous.”

			But he was already by her, down the steps, and flinging open the Camry’s back door.

			The black dog was enormous.

			Worse, it was bounding toward her like some kind of heartland panther, its eyes gleaming with idiot ferocity.

			“Chris?” she said.

			But he was laughing as the dog torpedoed her mid-section and almost knocked her down. She pivoted and made to escape but the dog shoved its nose up the crack of her ass. She straightened and let out a cry. And Chris, goddamn him, was laughing as though it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen. She hated when dogs did this, when they jumped on you and treated your crotch like their own personal wonderland.

			“Down, boy,” Chris said, finally coming over. “Down, Petey.”

			“Petey?” she asked as she tried to ward it off. The dog continued bouncing, his nose boring between her legs.

			Chris laughed. “Friendly, isn’t he?”

			She covered her privates but the dog battered himself against her hands and nearly bent her double.

			She backpedaled. “Chris…can you…”

			“All right, Petey, stay down.”

			“You sure he’s safe? He’s been living in the wild.”

			“The wild? Come on, honey, this is Indiana.”

			She watched her husband soothe the eager animal and fought the ridiculous feeling that she’d been replaced. The dog surged forward but Chris wrapped it up before it could assault her again.

			Ellie backpedaled to the screen door and grasped the handle in case Petey broke free.

			“Can’t you give him a sedative or something?”

			“I think he likes you.”

			Petey finally gave up trying to reach her and contented himself with licking Chris’s face.

			Ellie made a mental note to withhold her good morning kiss. As if to affirm her thinking, Petey left off slobbering on her husband and immersed himself in licking his own testicles.

			“Charming,” Ellie said. “He doing that when you found him?”

			“Kind of impressive, really.”

			“So we’re keeping him,” she said. “That’s what you’ve decided.”

			Chris made a pained face. “Come on, don’t be like that.”

			She chewed her lip. “You could’ve consulted me.”

			“You were dead to the world.”

			“I wasn’t,” she said, holding up her bandaged arm. “But I might be.”

			“Oh hell,” he said, moving over to her. “What happened?”

			“I’ll share the gory details over breakfast,” she said. “You get pancake mix?”

			He wrapped his arms about her waist. “I got everything.”

			He leaned in to kiss her, but she stayed him with a hand on his chest.

			“What?”

			“I’ll kiss you later. Right now you smell like Petey’s balls.”

			* * * 

			A couple hours later, she changed her mind about the dog.

			After scrubbing rust stains out of the bathtub and sweeping the floors with a broom and a dustpan that looked so old they might have been part of some archeological dig, she began the job of putting her clothes away. She’d been unpacking a suitcase when she found a purse she’d stuffed inside before they left. Though she hadn’t used the purse in years, there were a few items within, one of which was a crumpled photograph of Kat and her children. Ellie had seen the picture before, of course, but the last time had been before she and Chris had gotten serious about having their own family.

			And here they were, still childless.

			The sight of Kat – hugging her two girls and her son – blindsided Ellie, caused her to slump on the bedroom floor and cry slow tears of self-pity. She hated herself for reacting this way, and she hated Kat for winning yet again. Most of all she hated the fact that another year of prime childbearing was flying by, and she and Chris still hadn’t gotten pregnant.

			Then Petey came in. The animal still shook with anxious energy, and sitting as she was on the floor, she hadn’t the strength to resist his friendly overtures. He nosed her hand until she petted him. He whined happily.

			Petey flopped down beside her and thrust his heavy head into her lap. She scratched him under the chin. And as stupid as it was, within a couple minutes, she’d forgotten all about Kat and her family. Gazing into Petey’s trusting, guileless face, she realized she wasn’t alone. At least she had a husband and a dog.

			She stroked Petey’s fur and was almost able to smile.
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