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In Amelia We Do Not Trust

Joshua Calkins-Treworgy


Dedication

For Paul and Trudy, who have been nothing but great to me.


Introduction

Greetings and salutations, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Joshua T. Calkins-Treworgy, and this is the moment when most tale weavers would tell you they’d like nothing more than to entertain and delight you with their works. I’m no different than other wordslingers in that regard, no, but I do have one additional aim, my friends; to take hold of the bars of the cell in which you’ve ensconced your Fear, and let the beast free to rampage about your mind, your heart. 

I began my writing career as a fantasy author dabbling in horror. At the time I write this introduction for you, however, my path has veered solidly in the other direction. I am now a storyteller whose primary focus is to instill dread, to feed your fears, while tinkering with swords and sorcery on the side.

I like the new paradigm thus far.

I bid you now good luck, travelers, and godspeed, as you pass into Amelia. Hold close your faith in whatever creed you choose, but not in the power which seeks to dominate this cursed realm. Do not give in to the false hope that the powers that be in Amelia City will ever grant benediction without a mortal price. Why not? Because as the title of this collection implies, In Amelia We Do Not Trust.


Roadmap to Amelia

The Beast and the Forgotten Tribesman (first in series)

A brief greeting and salutations, readers. I’m Joshua T. Calkins-Treworgy, and I’d like to start by thanking you for making the purchase of this work from Untreed Reads. Let’s dive into a quick introduction to this first work and to the series as a whole, shall we?

The Beast and the Forgotten Tribesman started off, for me, as a sort of challenge I made to myself to try and write up a quick “creature feature” sort of tale. I remember wanting the pace of the story to be tight and rushed, with brief moments wherein the protagonist, a homeless vagabond living on the streets of Amelia City, would have just enough time to formulate a singular line of thought or momentary planning and nothing more. I wanted to offer an immediate sense of danger and urgency, and place the main protagonist in circumstances which would from the word “go” leave most normal people a shuddering pile of nerves.

As for the Roads Through Amelia series as a whole, each story was originally put together of its own accord until one day, while looking over Faith in Amelia, I realized that I’d used several of the elements and characters from Comedy and Tragedy, another tale, to act as a foundation following through into its own narrative. Likewise, I took a look back at this first story you’ll be reading here (as it was the first one in the series that I actually wrote back at the time), and chuckled quietly to myself. I’d used the same fictional town/city region in terms of the location of these stories. 

Having already laid out the basic framework of the rest of the tales to come, I decided that I would take a handful of these shorts and rework them in their final drafts to take place in Amelia City. Why did I decide to do this? Well, every town has its fair share of spooky stories and cautionary tales, usually told at night to heighten the collective atmosphere of tension and fear for the listeners. There’s a house, or a cemetery, or a school, or some other singular location that is haunted, hexed, cursed, or jinxed. Misfortune befalls anybody who dares go near.

I thought about that, and wondered this; what if an entire town, city, perhaps even a whole county, were similarly rife with the supernatural and macabre?

The Roads Through Amelia series offers some potential answers to that very inquiry and, with any luck and skill on my part, will lay the foundation for a body of works and tales surrounding Amelia City and all of its grim, unnatural events as time moves forward. The world is a scary place, some folks say, as a way of trying to explain why such awful things happen all around us in our everyday life. 

Those folks are right. The world really is a scary place. After reading all of the entries of Roads Through Amelia, I’m willing to bet plenty of folks would gladly take the world they live in over the one I present to them.

—Joshua T. Calkins-Treworgy

April 18th, 2010


The Beast and the Forgotten Tribesman

David Engle burst through the eastern doors of the abandoned high school like a maelstrom. I can’t run from it forever, he thought. And if I escape, it’ll kill the others. A homeless vagabond for several years, David belonged to a pleasant family-like cadre known as “The Forgotten Ones” in Amelia City. His attire was that of the standard American bum, which included a tattered old pair of jeans, a worn chambray shirt, cast-off boots and, of course, an Army surplus field jacket. His odor matched that of a cat lady’s apartment. The loudest sounds in his ears were of his own pounding heart, and the splash of his feet as he ran along a floor covered in water dribbling through a damaged roof.

And what was he doing, this curious fellow? He was running for life and limb from the Beast. No living thing David had ever encountered could completely and effortlessly rip a human being’s head off. Twenty minutes before in a seldom-used subway terminal, he had seen the creature do just that to an unsuspecting civilian. David had noticed the rise in disappearances of his kinsmen, as well as the discovery of some of their bodies. Now he knew why.

David stumbled over a pile of old textbooks, discarded relics never properly disposed of in the times when people still attended classes in the school. He caught himself, his tattered boots scrambling for purchase on the wet floor. The school’s roof hadn’t kept the rain out for months now, and the stench of wood rot, mildew and other forms of decay wafted into his nostrils. Gagging on the pungent mixture of aromas, he vaulted forth. 

Twenty yards in he heard its growl, a thundering cacophony that shook the very foundations of the building and sent tremors rippling throughout the city. These were its hunting grounds, these places of darkness and abandonment. Through no fault of their own, in most cases, the members of the Forgotten Ones had taken up camp in the various lairs of a creature beyond comprehension or mercy.

David stumbled on, trying not to imagine the horror or pain he would likely suffer should the Beast catch up to him. He reached his right hand into one of his upper jacket pockets, withdrawing an old and battered miniature flashlight of the type policemen were issued. He still moved forward, his sweaty hand fumbling to turn the top of the trinket so that he could find his way more readily.

The light burst forth, triumphant and rebellious in the face of the darkness surrounding its beam. David could see that he was not twenty yards away from a branching corridor at which he would follow to the left. “Good,” he muttered to himself, his voice carrying too well for his liking. “Just like I remember it.” David had, only seven short years ago, attended this very high school for the last time. After high school, he drifted from job to job, eventually becoming something of a drinking man and as a result, a broken and homeless man.

Although, he thought, sometimes it isn’t so bad. He had his share of drinking buddies, especially a band of roughs who sometimes gathered under one of the city’s largest bridges. Despite his panic and fear, he took a moment as he rounded the corner of the intersecting hall to wonder whatever had happened to some of those folks. David Engle was three steps into the new hallway when he heard a resounding crash back the way he’d come. He turned to look, and saw one of the twin doors he’d burst through fly through the hall at high velocity past the intersection.

The Beast roared again. That, of course, got him moving in a hurry.

David’s fear-addled brain filtered through as many high school memories in a blink as it could, and he realized, somewhat too late, that he was perhaps heading for a dead end. The hallway he ran down, narrowed and clogged with more aging and decrepit desks and some sporting equipment, led directly to the gym. Back when he’d been in attendance years before his flight for life, the doors leading out of the gym had somehow jammed shut. He was trapped. If he did not find some other way out, perhaps through the locker or equipment rooms, he would be dead. He held to no illusions that if he attempted a hiding place that he would be safe.

He felt it thudding along after him now, its footsteps heavy, something edged scraping like a blade along the old wet floor in the main hall. Up ahead, revealed by the thin beam of his flashlight, he spotted the open doorway of the gymnasium, and he put on a fresh burst of speed to get into its open expanse. In the hallways he had no room to dodge or maneuver. In there, at least, he’d be able to work some sort of range of movement.

His worn-down boots thudded with a reverberant echo as he stumbled into the gym. Pale lunar light shone down through the skylights set high in the arched ceiling, revealing the dusty yellow floorboards, still clinging to a small bit of lacquer shine. Strange, he thought, that although the rest of the school was practically flooded, this one chamber seemed to have been spared the worst of the wet.

“No time for that now,” he rasped aloud. To his left, some one hundred yards away, stood two doorways. Over the left door was the faded word “Boys,” over the right, “Girls.” David grinned to himself. He knew that the old equipment room, built back in a time when only boys really joined sports teams in high school, was accessible through the boys’ locker room. He had come upon an idea, though he had to admit, it would be a deadly gamble.

If there was any equipment remaining in the athletic department, it would likely be the aluminum baseball bats that were still used in Amelia City’s high school baseball league. Sure, they might be a little rusted, a tad worn, but they would still be the most solid defense he could hope to get his hands on. He rushed over the floorboards toward the locker room, his breath hitching and catching in his throat, barely stopping in his lungs before being bee-lined to his brain.

The beam of light from David’s flashlight dimmed a little. He hoped it would not die out just yet. Around a bend immediately present when passing through the doorway, he saw the dozens of rows of dented metal lockers. He might have taken a moment to be nostalgic, if the Beast hunted other prey that evening. But perhaps I have the better of it, he thought. At least I saw the thing a good fifty yards away before it spotted me running. Might not have spotted me, if I hadn’t shrieked like a ten-year-old girl.

He guided the beam of light along the walls, but none too hastily. If he gave over entirely to panic now, he would be lost utterly. As he scanned the wall, he spotted what he was looking for, a cage of steel mesh behind which lay boxes and bags, mostly rotted or ripped apart, lying on the floor. David headed to the door of the cage, which had been removed entirely from the works and set against the wall.

No baseball bats were present. Against the far end of the cage, he saw a jumbled pile of broken hockey sticks, a couple of deflated soccer balls, and what might have once been a decent wrestling mat, rolled into a tight curl. “No,” he whispered, tears welling hot against the backs of his eyes. “No, there’s got to be something!” David took three steps forward, and his foot landed on something round and hard enough to send him sprawling onto his back.

With a thump he landed, groaning. How far behind was the Beast now? He couldn’t say, because as soon as he’d run toward the locker room, he had ceased to feel the vibrations of its approach. Had he somehow lucked out? Had the creature perhaps gone off further into the building in search of him? Possible, perhaps even likely. After all, he might not have been in eyesight when the door had been hurled down the primary corridor.

Still, he required expediency in his preparations, because having lost his trail would only be a temporary setback for such as the Beast. He knew that much out of pure human instinct. He rolled over, and reached out for the object that had tripped him up. David shone his flashlight on the object in his hand, revealing a red stitched baseball, dusty from disuse but still solid. It wasn’t much, but he stuffed it into one of his lower coat pockets.

David got to his knees, facing away from the back of the cage. As he did so, he thanked God in heaven above for giving him a bit of good fortune. His thin beam of light had fallen on one of the tools used by the school’s track team, of which he had always wished to be a full-time member, but never was. The light had fallen on a javelin, the points still looking quite keen. Up to his feet, and over to the weapon he crept, trying to remain as quiet as possible.

He gripped the weapon in his right hand, feeling its balanced heft. A dodgy weapon, a hollow metal tube with pointed caps screwed onto the ends. It felt heavy enough to do some damage if swung as a blunt weapon, though doing so would throw off his balance. Perhaps he could get lucky and hurl the javelin like a proper projectile, wounding the Beast. He shook his head, offering a grim smile to the darkness. No, he thought, that won’t happen. That would be too lucky by half, and that sort of luck belongs to the Devil, as his mother was wont to say.

David turned off his flashlight then, and strode back through the locker room with his head high, his shoulders straight, and his fears gnawing at him like a swarm of fleas. The moonlight coming through the ceiling of the gym guided him back out into the open floor space. He stepped out of the locker room, and moved about twenty yards away from the wall, stalking to the thick blue tape line dividing the gym in half.

Know this, and know it well. He could have fled then. With his current body weight, added to terror-based adrenaline, he could have slammed into those jammed exit doors and been fleeing out into the back alleys and shadowed streets of the city in a blink. Such behavior might be considered wise caution, and the better part of valor. But every man owes a death, and David knew this. If his time had come, he would not have it be without a struggle. If the Beast were to slay him, he would have his share of its blood on the floor before it tried to bring harm to any more of his homeless brethren.

Ten long minutes stretched out, an eternity in which a man might consider flight. David Engle stood his ground, and waited. Soon enough, his patience met its reward with the heavy, thudding approach of the Beast as it made its way to the gymnasium. At last it entered through the empty doors, swaying strangely.

The Beast wore the long black duster of a man, along with a top hat. The coat concealed much of its bodily appearance, but its head, an oblong thing, twisted and tilted unnaturally on its neck. A barbed, tipped tail of some kind dragged out just beneath the coat’s tails. It could only pass for vaguely human in any goodly amount of light. It walked to the central blue line, sixty yards away from David Engle, and turned to face him. And then, David Engle was given a glimpse of Hell.

A scaled, wet appendage reached up from its right side, a set of seven long-clawed fingers at its end, and snatched away the top hat. The Beast tossed this behind it casually. Next, the left appendage came up with the right, and it too was strange. Three long tentacles joined a club of an arm on that side, and the coat was then thrown off, revealing a body not designed by any merciful God.

To say it appeared reptilian would be fairly accurate, but not complete. Its head, shaped like a bullet, was host to two large, sanguine eyes. There did not appear to be any nose, but just below the eyes gaped a mouth filled with needle-like teeth, exposed as its scaled lips drew back. Its chest, covered in brilliant emerald patches, hosted several small black holes, each with a set of miniature teeth inside it. A third eyeball stood out on its stomach, smaller than the two on its head. On its shoulders appeared to be what might pass as ears.

David Engle didn’t know whether to laugh or scream. A crimson pall fell over his vision, a bloody mix of fear and outrage that this unholy, ungodly thing had been loosed upon the city. In his left hand he stood the javelin on one tip, and reached into his coat pocket with his free right hand, clenching the baseball until his knuckles felt like they might burst apart from the pressure he applied.

So this is it, he thought. This is what will kill me. Funny, I always assumed it’d be the winter or maybe cirrhosis of the liver. Slowly he withdrew his right hand from his pocket, and stood there at the ready. The Beast took in long, scraping breaths, crouching down low as its tail swished along the floorboards in a slow, rhythmic pulse. In that crouch it took a few tentative steps toward its human prey, the eyes on its mutated face pinching and widening by turns.

When the Beast had come within forty yards of David, he changed his stance, turning slightly to his right. He brought the baseball up to his chest, begging God to give him the courage and strength he needed to deal with the dreadful creature approaching him. Thirty yards now, then twenty-five. The Beast began striding more upright, confidently increasing its speed as it brought its clawed arm up into the air. Its bladed fingers twitched in the air, its greed and hunger blazing out of its alien face.

Fifteen yards now, good enough. David Engle wound up like a professional, and hurled the small, solid spheroid from his right hand at the Beast. The baseball made no sound as it streaked along at perhaps seventy miles an hour, blasting the Beast squarely between its plate-like eyes. There was a sickening smack as it connected, followed by an enraged howl as the Beast reared back, stumbling as it clutched its wounded forehead.

“Now or never,” David rasped aloud. Holding the javelin like a warrior in two hands, he screamed a war cry as he charged the Beast, one deadly metal point aimed squarely at its chest. Through a murky aroma of dead fish and rotted, spoiled vegetation that came off of the Beast he charged, stabbing the point of the javelin at the monstrosity before him. Almost too late the creature brought its tentacle-bearing arm up to ward off the blow, but it pierced right through the thick pad of its palm, blood sluicing down the shaft of the weapon and onto David’s hand.

The clawed hand swiped at David, landing a hard blow to his side that sent him flying almost into the wall to his left. The javelin came with him, but that was little comfort as fire raced down his side. He landed hard, barely able to struggle to his feet. The smell of the Beast was thick upon him now, its blood staining him. But that didn’t worry David. What worried him were the three long gashes it had rent along his side, deep wounds that he could already feel stealing away with his life.

The Beast reared back its head, spreading its arms wide. It loosed a wail of torment and fury, hunching back down and barreling toward David Engle with alarming alacrity. Wounded and holding a weapon with which he had no training, David somehow managed to roll out of the way of its charge as it slammed its tentacles into the wall where he had been leaning. Brick, mortar and wood broke free with a crash as it swung, missing David by only a foot or two. David scrambled away, holding the javelin with his right hand, his wounds with his left.

Along its side, David saw a curious thing. Like a brand or tattoo, a mark of some sort, a symbol, stood out in blue scales amid its mostly green and brownish flesh. It was a set of four hooked claws, joined along their tops by a single line of thin black scales. He caught only a glance of the sigil before the Beast turned and stomped toward him again. It did not come as fast this time round, instead moving in a half-crouch again, ready to think through its next attack.

David stood his ground, holding his weapon in both hands, his feet splayed and ready. It was easily now within striking distance, but he had no idea, he realized, where to strike for a fatal blow. David tensed his legs, ready to evade a blow from either deadly arm. The Beast gave a quiet, low chuckle, a sound too human to ignore. David stood stunned, unable to see the tipped tail coming up over the Beast’s back.

When at last the Beast struck, its barbed tail stabbed down hard into David Engle’s stomach, unleashing pain so awful that at first, the forgotten tribesman didn’t even feel it. Smaller shoots of bone came off of the tip protruding out of his back, digging into his flesh, puncturing lungs and kidneys to secure him on the tail, and David screamed a death knell. He felt his body going limp, and smelled not only the fetid stench of the Beast, but his own bowels and bladder letting go as the creature lifted him inexorably toward its mouth.

But he was not yet finished, no. He would not let it end like this, nothing more than one more victim for this Beast. As the abomination raised his face toward its gaping mouth of needle teeth, David smiled, an angelic beam in his eyes. The javelin, still in his right hand, dangled momentarily before he used the last of his strength to force a sturdy grip. “No free meals for you, Devil,” he choked out.

The Beast stopped for only a moment, and David used the opening. He brought the javelin up so he could grasp it with both hands, and he rammed the pointed tip up hard through the soft flesh of the Beast’s lower jaw. Blood sprayed his face, and the Beast screeched in agony. With one final effort, David Engle pushed again, making the tip of the javelin explode out of the top of the Beast’s head, dribbling a rainfall of blood and brain matter down the sides of its bullet-shaped head.

David felt the Beast begin to teeter, but he feared not that it would land on him. He had already accepted that he was dying, and quickly too. It didn’t matter, not anymore. Still smiling, he felt light as a feather as the Beast toppled over, pinning him beneath it on the gymnasium floor. Perhaps, he thought with what little time was left to him, somebody will find us like this. If they do, I hope they’ll know what happened here.

The last coherent sight of David’s life was that of looking down, and seeing the strange sigil along the Beast’s side begin to fade into its already darkening flesh.

Before David Engle’s bleary, closing eyes, appeared a soft luminescence. He felt his arm trying to reach out to touch it, but he knew he was too far gone to do so. Instead, he let his mind reach out to it, and then was bathed in that light. David Engle died, defending his fellow Forgotten Ones.

*

To this day, now, there stands a small, strange shrine of sorts in one of the subway station tunnels in Amelia City. Nobody knows who made it, at least, nobody with a home and a job and a normal life. It appears to be some sort of pagan thing, and not a single person who uses that subway station ever questions that it is only right that the shrine be there. Not even the city’s policemen ever give it more than a passing glance and a small, grim smile.

The little shrine is nothing more than a wooden crate, painted white, upon which sits a javelin, coated in some sort of red tar from the look of it. One of David’s friends, a fellow homeless vagabond, had snuck into the city’s junkyard to steal a vehicle door panel, prying it away in the dead of night. Using a hammer and a chisel, he had engraved the following on the panel and stood it against the station wall behind the box and the javelin, so that all could read what is written: “IN MEMORY OF DAVID ENGLE, THE ONLY DEFENDER OF THE FORGOTTEN TRIBE.”


Comedy and Tragedy

Jake sprawled in the dirt when Tommy Worl pushed him in the chest. “Come on, Dobbs, whatcha gonna do, huh?” Tommy asked. He was a large boy for fourteen years of age, with sledge-like arms and the beginnings of the sort of gut drunken frat boys get around junior year.

“Fuck off, Tommy,” Jake replied. He scrabbled to his feet, a spindly boy of thirteen who was often called “Scarecrow” by the kids in his class. His straw-blond hair and gangly frame helped this along, but unlike Dorothy’s traveling companion, he had quite the brain.

And why were these two boys glaring at one another alongside the road bordered by a dirt shoulder and grassy fields to east and west? What was the focus of this David and Goliath showdown? Likely it was the eleven-year-old girl behind Tommy, being held by each arm by Tommy’s current lackeys. The girl had a soft, rounded face in stark contrast to Jake’s narrow, angular one. Where Jake was short and too thin for his age, at eleven, the girl was already only half an inch shorter than he. Where he had shoulder-length blond locks, she had a short crop of raven black. They shared the same sleet gray eyes and oblong ears. They shared a certain bearing in their general behavior. They shared parents, too.

She was Emily Dobbs, Jake’s kid sister. The two of them had been at the Marsten Mall in the town of North Perry, just mooning around, really. They had time to kill during their spring break, and they both liked to window shop at the mall together and poke fun about how ridiculous some of their fellow consumers looked and behaved in public. 

They weren’t the only kids who hung out at the mall during the break. Tommy Worl and his constant goons had been there too. When Jake began catching glimpses of the three lunkheads following him and Emily, he had suggested to her that they get to their bikes and make their way home. Tommy and company had followed after them once again.. They rode a bit behind Jake and Emily at first, hanging back along Town Road #1. Not long after passing the Saffron Street intersection, however, Tommy put on a burst of speed and shot out ahead of Jake. Jake slowed down, but his sister didn’t. Instead, she tried to maneuver around her brother, but she was too late in turning, and succeeded in nothing less than tangling them both up and spilling them to the concrete.

The moment that happened, Tommy’s goons scooped up little Emily and dragged her away from Jake, who had yet to recover from the collision and fall. When he did get up, he saw Tommy spitting in his sister’s face and screamed, charging heedlessly at the larger boy. That’s where we came in, friends and neighbors. 

“Let Emmy go,” Jake barked. He still felt banged up from the crash and the shove, but his voice came out firm and true. His resolve wavered not a bit, despite the disadvantage of size and numbers. “Just let her ride home.”

“No, I don’t think so,” said Tommy, planting his hands on his wide hips. Tommy had a knack for finding what drove twerps like Dobbs up a wall, and the little sister obviously stood as a shining sore spot for the boy. Though he had no real intention of doing anything crude, he said, “I think we should play a round of ‘Tommy’s New Girlfriend’ first.” 

“Let go of me you assholes,” Emily fairly shrieked. It wouldn’t do much good. On a Wednesday evening like this in North Perry, few folks would be traveling this stretch of Town Road #1. “Kenneth Bowler, I’ll tell your dad about this,” she threatened the boy holding her left arm. Bowler flinched, and when he did, she took the momentary opportunity to break free of them both and run toward Jake. 

Tommy heard a grunt behind him, but was too cumbersome and slow of wit yet in his own large frame to do more than reach for Emily’s hair as she streaked past him. She crouched guardedly behind Jake, who kept his eyes locked on Tommy’s face. Emily bunched her hands in the back of Jake’s light blue denim jacket. “Come on, Jake, let’s get out of here,” she said, her voice low and weak, a whimper.

“I know where you live, Dobbs,” Tommy warned. His face flushed red, and his forehead furrowed, as it would if one were deep in thought. “I’m not gonna chase you again, not tonight. I don’t even have to.” His hefty frame relaxed as he crossed his arms over his chest. His henchmen were in the process of picking up their bikes. 

“What do you want?” Tommy stood patiently, grinning, his eyes playing across the sky as if in thought. Jake Dobbs, nobody’s idiot, knew already what the henchmen didn’t appear to have come to terms with yet. Tommy wasn’t going for the twelve-speed mountain bike he’d dumped off to the side of the road. He was just waiting, wearing a wolfish grin, and occasionally taking his eyes off of the sky and his mind off of his ruminations to consider the Dobbs children. The look he gave them sent shivers up Emily and Jake’s spines, but for Jake at least, it was little more than the shiver of expectation. “What do we have to do to send you and your goons away?” Jake grumbled. 

“I’m thinking about that,” Tommy replied. Ken Bowler and the other boy with Tommy, Stanley Moore, had brought themselves forward to flank their fearless leader. Like Darth Vader’s red-cloak guards, Jake thought. 

“Jake, let’s just go,” Emily pleaded. She tugged at him now, but her brother would not budge. “He’s just a toad,” she said loudly enough to be heard by Tommy and company. “A slimy, perverted toad!” Bowler and Moore snickered at the jibe until Tommy gave them each a withering stare. 

“I got an idea,” Tommy said. “You two know the old play theater back up the road, over on Libra Street?”

“Darin’s Theater House?” Jake inquired, eyebrow raised. Emily let out a little gasp right behind him. Darin’s, unused and abandoned since the mid-70s, was said by many to be a haunted place. Then again, the entire Amelia City area and its suburbs seemed to have fostered a lot of such stories. “Yeah, what of it?”

“Here’s the deal,” Tommy said, planting his hands on his hips. “You two go in there, stay inside for like an hour or something, if you can. Grab something to bring back for me, too. Do that,” Tommy said, spreading his arms in a show of peace. “And we’ll leave you alone. No questions asked.”

“How long?” asked Jake.

“He said an hour,” Moore said in a ‘what are you, deaf?’ tone of voice.

“He means how long do you leave us alone,” Emily spat. She rolled her eyes and huffed, exasperated with these three. “Duh!”

“That’ll depend on what you bring me back,” said Tommy. Now he chose to retrieve his bike, being quite slow and deliberate about it. “So, what’ll it be? Dobbs the Brave, or Dobbs my punching bags? S’up to you. I couldn’t care less either way.” He straddled the twelve-speed. Jake held up five fingers, and drew Emily a few yards farther away, toward their bikes. 

“Jake, we can’t,” Emily said before he could even face her straight on. “Mom’s gonna pitch a fit if we get home too late!”

“I know that,” Jake replied. His voice was calm and level, but his heart raced staccato notes through his chest. “We either go home and get more of the same from those troglodytes, or we go with them and get grounded. Not the best options around.”

“If we start to go with them, we can always cut back and lose them,” Emily offered.

“No, we can’t, because he’ll lead the group and have Tweedledum and Tweedledee riding drogue.”

“Riding what?”

“You know, at the back,” Jake said. “Rearguard,” he added. Emily nodded then, because she understood that term much better. “Besides, it doesn’t matter. We’re going.”

“Jaaaaake,” she whined.

“Grab your bike, Emmy,” Jake ordered flatly. He walked toward Tommy then, his hands at his sides. He stopped a few feet short, staying out of grabbing range. “We’ll go to the theater, but I need to do something first,” he said to the larger boy.

“Whassat?” Tommy asked. Jake grunted a couple of times, and a thick green wad of phlegm sprayed from his pursed lips, splatting against Tommy’s cheek. 

“That’s for spitting on my sister, dickhead.”

“Fair enough,” Tommy said, using his jacket sleeve to wipe away the offensive fluid. “You two, you ride in the back,” he said to Bowler and Moore. Jake went over and mounted his bike, and the five of them rode north along Town Road #1.

*

The five youths stood across the street from the ruins of the theater, staring at it with the awe that some five- and six-year-olds hold for the Santa at their local mall. Tommy shook off the effect first, clearing his throat purposefully to get the attention of the others. “Okay. Stan, you got your watch?”

“Yup,” said Stan. Jake noticed that the watch Stan Moore wore on his right wrist looked a lot like the Timex his friend Rich Stark had reported stolen from his gym locker. 

“Good. Now remember, Dobbs, you have to stay in there an hour. Stan and me will be out here, out front.”

“I,” Jake said absently, not looking at Tommy but at the old building.

“What?”

“Stan and I, not Stan and me,” Jake reiterated. He rolled his eyes at the confused countenance of Tommy Worl. “Stan and me isn’t proper English,” he explained. This habit of correcting grammar was heavily ingrained in Jake, because he’d been doing it to Emily since she started school. The three other boys looked to one another, perplexed. “Go on,” he muttered with a sigh.

“Stan and I will be here,” Tommy resumed. “Kenny’ll keep posted at the back of the place.”

“I will?” asked a surprised Kenny Bowler.

“Yes, half-wit. You want ’em to just walk through the back, wait out where it’s safe and then walk back through when the hour’s up?” Jake clenched his jaw tightly. He’d been thinking about doing just that. Apparently Tommy wasn’t quite as stupid as his grades and usual demeanor let on. “I don’t think so. So go on, both of you,” he said, flapping a hand toward the decrepit theater. “And remember to grab something for me.”

Jake took Emily’s hand, and like Hansel and Gretel, two children entered a building which, for all they knew, could hold their doom. As soon as they squeezed between two of the time-loosened boards over one of the absent windows fronting the building, Kenny took off along one side of the structure for the back entrance. Stan Moore looked up from his watch at his leader. “You think they’ll be okay, Tommy? I mean, what if the place is, you know, like they say it is? Full of spooks and shit.”

“Stan, ghosts are for kids and nimrods. Which one are you?” Stan didn’t answer, just looked down at his watch. Tommy let out a sigh and sat on the sidewalk in front of what used to be a CVS pharmacy, but was now just another empty hole in North Perry’s small business region. A sign had been put up over where he sat, announcing the coming of a new Tim Horton’s coffee shop.

Ghosts are for kids, he thought. So why am I worried about those two?

*

The lobby of the old play theater smelled to Jake like dust and mold, a funky mix he immediately associated with his grandmother’s house. The guest rooms, which used to be his father’s and Aunt Cecilia’s bedrooms back in the day, seldom saw use, and had thus developed much the same odor. “Jake, I don’t want to be here,” Emily whispered. He looked over his shoulder at her, and saw that she had gone pale as death. “Let’s just get out of here. We can deal with Tommy some other way.”

“No,” Jake said. “We do this, we’re rid of him. Maybe not for too long, but anything’s better than nothing. Come on.” The lobby rested in darkness and silence, dimly lit by street lamps that filtered through the windows that weren’t perfectly boarded over and jagged holes a couple of feet across in the high ceiling overhead. Shrouded, oblong shapes sat about on the rust-red carpeting, forlorn objects whose fates seemed sealed. Yet despite the hue of the carpet, Jake couldn’t help but think that the room had a somehow cerulean tint to it, like calm ocean waters. 

“What are those?” Emily asked, pointing to one of the covered objects. 

“Lounge benches,” Jake answered, eyeballing the furniture. “People would relax out here and have a cigarette during intermission, or talk about the play they were watching. I read about this place in the school library.”

“Was this place famous or something?” Emily inquired. She relaxed by minor degrees, hearing her brother’s voice and taking courage from its lack of any obvious hint of fear. The pair of them was shuffling slowly across the lobby, navigating between the aged benches, chairs, and tables. Emily spotted something on the floor and stooped to investigate.

“No, it isn’t famous. There’s a book on local history in the reference section,” Jake said. He took a few more shuffling steps toward an open entryway arch marked “Wardrobe,” and stopped. Emily’s footsteps didn’t follow him. He turned around saw her turning something over in her hands. “Emily?”

“What’re these?” She held the dusty, bent object up for his scrutiny. “Binoculars?” They could have passed for such, but Jake saw the broken length of handle on the underside and took into consideration the location they rested in. 

“Opera glasses,” he said. “This place has a balcony for some of the folks who had money and liked to show off,” he said, frowning. He stepped over to Emily and plucked the glasses from her hands. He inspected them, and found that only one tube had lenses in it. He shrugged and handed them back. “Put them in your jacket for The Toad,” he said. That got a giggle out of his sister, for which he was quite grateful. Unfortunately, the way it echoed down the hallway he’d been approaching did his nerves little good. 

Emily pocketed the glasses and followed him down the hall to the first door on the left. It was old and splintered, but still set in the jamb. A grimy bronze plaque set high on the door proclaimed this room was “Lords.” Emily looked at the sign, and then at her brother. “The door across the hall there probably says “Ladies,” she said.

“Quite likely. Come on.” He grasped the doorknob, amazed by the sense of heat coming from the metal. With a rapid twist and push, he revealed for them a men’s costume chamber that appeared to have been heavily frequented and vandalized over the years since the building’s abandonment. Jake and Emily stepped into the smells of old beer stains, marijuana smoke, and general decay.

“Oh, gross,” Emily groaned, scraping her shoe off on a vanity desk’s edge. An old condom rubbed off of her shoe, clinging to the desk. “That’s just wrong,” she said with a grimace. Jake moved toward the back of the room, his eyes now well-adjusted to the gloom of the building’s interior. He thought he’d spotted something, and as he moved around a rack of cloaks, he found a wooden box labeled “Masks.”

“Emmy! Emmy, come here and check this out,” he called, unmindful of his volume. 

“Keep it down,” she admonished. She made her way quickly over to him, careful of what she stepped on or near. “If they think we’re having a good time in here, I think the deal’s off.”

“Sorry.” Jake lifted the heavy wooden lid off of the box. A number of other props filled much of the trunk, but underneath these lay plenty of masks. He sifted through a number of them, finally putting his fingers on one that felt somehow warmer than the others around it. He pulled the mask out, and the Dobbs kids stared at it in frank wonder. It was an old-fashioned tragedy mask, the sort often used for ads in the paper. At least, that was what they first thought, but a few differences made them curious about the precise nature of this mask.

Firstly, there was no nose in the middle of the face. Rather, there appeared to be a sort of shelf that divided the mask’s upper portion from the area over the mouth. The mouth itself was also different. It wasn’t open and lamenting like a proper tragedy mask. Rather, there were fang-like teeth clamped perfectly together, predatory canines filling the length of the lips, which were molded around them in a bitter growl. Lastly, there was a thin black line running from the top of its forehead to the shelf just over the upper lip. From their perspective, three thicker, curved black lines branched off of this central line to the right, further dividing that half of the face. 

The overall effect was slightly tribal, Jake thought. “We’ll take this,” he said, grabbing the black cloth strap on the back of the mask and standing up. 

“Okay. We’ve still got time to kill. You wanna check ‘Ladies’?” Emily asked. 

“Sure thing,” Jake said. He followed behind his little sister, the mask dangling from his hand feeling suddenly very heavy. He found himself wondering if it would be so heavy if he put it on.

*

Thirty-five minutes had passed, and Tommy’s nerves danced like ants. There hadn’t been a single noise from across the street, and twice now Kenny had come back to say much the same. The Dobbs kids should have come out of there weeping in terror by now. Tommy had it on good authority that plenty of older kids had lasted a good deal less time than this in the old theater. He thought, this gives them more time to get me some good swag. It’ll turn out just fine.

*

The ladies’ dressing room did not appear to have been used for parties anytime recently, like the men’s had. The funk of dust and old moth balls gripped the air like a vise, and Emily, not one to be outdone twice in a row, immediately searched out the crate of masks that would be in this chamber. She opened it as Jake poked around in one of the vanity desks, rummaging through a smaller collection of masks. 

As she felt about, her fingers brushed against something rather warm. She grabbed onto the source of the heat, and pulled out a white comedy mask. It appeared to be a perfect match to Jake’s tragedy mask, with the lips turned up in a rictus and the thick black lines on the opposing half of the face. “Jake, look,” she breathed, turning around. Jake looked at her find and smiled crookedly. 

“They’re a set,” he said. “Maybe we should get ready to get back outside.”

“Tommy’s gonna want to take these from us,” Emily said, frowning as she fingered the strap of her mask. It felt very heavy in her hand. “Why don’t we try them on before we leave? Just for fun?” Jake looked down at his own mask. His stomach rolled over once, and his ushered up a tiny squeak of protest at the idea. That’s just silly, said the tiny voice. That’s childish! But truth be told, he wanted to put the mask on. He shrugged nonchalantly. 

“Sure,” he said, lifting the mask and strapping it over his face. “Why not?”

*

 Okay man, they’ve been in there twelve minutes over. Maybe we should go in there and see if they’re okay,” said Stan. Kenny stood just behind and to one side of Tommy, ready to bolt if the larger boy got furious enough to swing at something. But Tommy shocked them both.

“No,” he said. “We wait ten more minutes, then go in. I’m thinkin’ they’ve found something really cool, you know, just checking it out before they gotta hand it over. And besides,” he said, dropping his volume. “Dobbs has stones, staying in there so long. His sister, too.” The three boys waited, but ten minutes later, neither Dobbs child had come out. 

Tommy led the way inside, through the boarded windows and into the lobby. Christ, he thought, it’s muggy as hell in here. The three boys cast looks around the lobby, trying to see a clue as to where the Dobbs kids had gone. “Hey, Tommy, Stan,” said Kenny. He was pointing to the twin doors leading to the main spectators’ area. The doors stood slightly ajar, fresh drag tracks on the carpeting. 

The three boys entered the stage area and froze in place. Up on the stage were two figures clad in slightly outlandish garb. The figure on the left was dressed like a Victorian gentleman, complete with ruffled collar and cuffs on his white poet’s shirt. He wore one of the strangest masks Tommy had ever seen. The eye slits must be tinted, he thought. The Dobbs boy’s eyes (for all of them were certain now it was them up there) were jet black with shining golden irises. 

The girl wore a risqué French maid’s outfit, which made Tommy a bit uncomfortable. She was, after all, only eleven. He’d only done the ‘Tommy’s New Girlfriend’ gag to get a rise out of Jake. What, he thought, is this shit? “Dobbs,” he called to Jake. “Come on, man. Hour’s up. You can go home.”

“But leave the masks,” said Stan with a grin and an undertone of greed that Tommy didn’t care for. “They’re pretty fuckin’ cool.”

“Yeah, leave them with me,” said Tommy.

“Not yet,” said the Dobbs’s in eerie harmony. Their voices sounded a bit queer in this large space, as though four had spoken instead of two. “We’ve prepared a little show for you gentlemen! Please, be seated,” said Jake. Again, Tommy thought he heard two voices coming from one source, but mentally he wrote it off as the acoustics of the theater. 

The boys slowly seated themselves in the front row, Tommy in the middle, Stan on his left and Kenny on his right. The show began a minute later with the Dobbs kids juggling bowling pins between the two of them, switching on and off between doing solos and then working with each other. Not bad, Tommy thought as they sped up the routine. Do they do this stuff at home? When they stopped, the boys applauded, and each Dobbs took a bow. 

Next came juggling billiard balls, once again switching from solo to duo seamlessly. Tommy felt his muscles actually start to unbind a little, and his nerves no longer stood on edge. Maybe these two ain’t so bad as I always thought. When they ceased juggling, Emily stepped off-stage for a moment, and came back wheeling a tri-sectional standing booth of some kind. She opened three small doors down the front of it with a flourish, and Jake produced three metal blade-shelves from its backside. 

“We’ll need a volunteer for this act,” the Dobbs’s said in unison. 

“Hey, I know this one,” said Stan. He raised his hand like a giddy kid at the circus. Jake waved him up, and Stan clambered up onto the stage and into the box, smiling at his chums the whole while. Tommy felt a bead of sweat running down his back, and his muscles began to pinch up again. 

“Is he gonna be okay?” he asked Kenny. 

“Oh yeah,” said Kenny in a low whisper. “It’s all mirrors and a trapdoor. I seen it once on the Discovery Channel, man. Don’t worry. They’ll be telling him about the trapdoor now,” he said. Jake and Emily appeared to be saying something to Stan, and then Emily shut the three doors on the boy. Jake held up the first blade, turning it this way and that in the dim theater hall. Moonlight glinted menacingly off of the shelf blade’s surface, but Tommy thought the edge looked a bit on the dull side. He relaxed once again as Jake slid the shelf home, repeating the performance twice more. He then spun the box around three times and brought the doors to a stop facing the audience once again.

Emily opened the bottom drawer, revealing Stan’s nervously smiling face. Jake kicked the door shut, spun the box around again, and opened all three doors, revealing an empty box. Tommy and Kenny clapped, looking around for Stan. “He’ll be with you momentarily,” said Emily in a very grownup voice. “The crawlspace is a bit tight. Shall we continue, or do you wish to wait for him?”

“Go ahead,” said Tommy with a smile. “He’ll be back.” The Dobbs’s rolled the box just off stage, and brought out a large wheel with straps attached to it. “Hey, knife throwing,” he said, recognizing the setup from his own circus visits. But Kenny beat him to the punch, already up out of his seat and heading for the stage. He got up next to the wheel, which was placed at stage right, opposite Jake and the box, just out of sight. Emily walked over and helped Kenny up onto the wheel, strapping him into place. Tommy settled in for the show, not worried in the least about the time it was taking Stan to get back. The girl had said the crawlspace was tight, and by now Stan was probably freaking out in the closed quarters. He’d be back soon enough.

Jake walked over toward the wheel, and Emily took up the spot where he’d been standing, picking up several throwing knives that had been tucked discreetly under a black drop cloth. Jake set the wheel spinning, and Kenny whooped and laughed as he went round and round. Good spin, thought Tommy. Kid never struck me as being that strong, but I’m learning a lot of things about these two tonight. Jake returned to Emily’s side, and Emily began her throwing. 

The first knife thunked home right next to Kenny’s face on the far side. “Whoa,” said Tommy, clapping. Her next throw pegged the spot just below Kenny’s crotch. “Jesus! Nice,” Tommy exclaimed, standing from his seat to get a better view of the entertainment. “You guys are really good at this!”

“We should be,” Jake exclaimed, looking down at Tommy. The golden irises flashed brilliantly at him, surrounded by wispy black smoke. Tommy’s grin faltered, and his blood ran cold. A depthless river of cold rushed through the theater around him. “We’ve been at it a while now.” Jake pulled the tri-sectional closet back into view, and looked toward Kenny. Tommy’s eyes settled on his friend on the wheel just as Emily’s third throw landed squarely in the other boy’s throat, spraying crimson onto the stage. Jake threw open the three doors on the box, and the neatly cleaved sections of Stanley Moore’s corpse splashed out in a soup of blood and innards. 

Tommy screamed and shot up out of his seat, clambering over the rest of the chairs in the row until he stumbled out into the central aisle. Two sets of hands were immediately upon him, hauling him to his feet and dragging him inexorably toward the stage. “Now, now, Tommy,” the Emily-thing rasped, dark laughter bubbling along the edges of its voice. “Here I thought you wanted to play a game of ‘Tommy’s New Girlfriend’!”

All was terror as Tommy turned his head, looking at the arms that were pulling him towards the Dobbs children. Like some malign Stretch Armstrong, Jake and Emily Dobbs’s arms stretched out in wavering black tentacles at him, the hands gripping his arms and waist like vise clamps. The hands dragged him within normal reach, and spun him about to face the masked creatures that the Dobbs kids had become.

“And we couldn’t let you leave without performing our last trick,” rumbled the Jake-thing. “It’s our own version of the tablecloth trick! Emily, if you please.”

“Certainly,” she replied, lashing out at Tommy with her left hand. Black, fluid-like claws raked out from her hand across Tommy’s chest, slashing three deep, horizontal gashes through his chest. The pain flared out for only a moment before the blood began to flow, and Tommy’s bladder loosed itself in his pants. 

“And now, Tommy, if you’ll allow me,” said the Jake-thing, reaching his slender fingers up under the top claw wound and pinching hold of the skin. With a primitive scream of rage, the Jake-thing hauled up and forward, and like a twisted version of “the tablecloth trick,” tore all of Tommy’s flesh free of his body with a wet “shlurp,” the skin hanging from his hand in a loose bundle. Tommy’s body had a moment to register the shock of seeing its entire epidermal layer hanging bloody in Jake Dobbs’s hand before darkness claimed him forever.
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