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			Chapter One

			1720

			At minutes before midnight, five matches flared in the darkness, and then five tallow candles flickered to life.

			The dim yellow flames illuminated a large circle etched into the drafty barn’s dirt floor. The circle encompassed two triangles, one inverted upon the other, all six sides radically concave. An upside-down wooden cross impaled the ground at the star’s center. The musty air smelled of dried dung.

			Five girls carried their candles to their designated points on the circle. Providence Neely’s wick’s amber glow lit her face, which brimmed with anticipation. In moments, Mr. Blackwell, agent from the East India Company, would fulfill his promise and whisk her and the others on a journey to a place far away, where sermons did not fill each Sunday, where drink and dance were not forbidden. They would exercise control over all creatures that walked the Earth, and they would be forever young.

			Beside her, Sarah Rogers giggled. Providence stopped herself from slapping the stupid girl. If Sarah’s barn had not been the place the East India man had selected for the ritual, Providence would have never let the silly, freckled girl into the group. One of the other girls shushed Sarah.

			Thoughts of Mr. Blackwell swirled in Providence’s head. Though stout and bald, he was somehow captivating. His presence set a fire between her legs she’d never felt before, a fire he promised in private to quench, after the girls opened the Portal to the magic place beyond.

			“This is the time,” Providence began, “and this is the place Mr. Blackwell chose. Are you ready to commit yourselves to his service?”

			“Yes, we are ready,” the girls answered together.

			“Are you prepared for the Cleansing,” she asked, “to strip away the impurities heaped upon you by the church and your families?”

			“Yes, we are.”

			“Then clear your minds.”

			Providence went to a stall in the rear of the barn. On the ground lay a burlap sack adorned with the gold twin-lion crest of the East India Company. She knelt, opened it, and pulled out the Portal, a disk three feet across, carved in thick, polished cherry. The symbol from the barn floor covered the center, inlaid in actual gold. Each triangle point hosted a picture of a strange, unrecognizable creature. Mr. Blackwell had taken her to find it, washed up on the shore outside Stone Harbor. Its arrival was a mystery, Mr. Blackwell’s refusal to touch it even more so. He explained this was the door to his kingdom, and the girls were the key to unlock it. 

			The far doors to the barn flew open. A mob of men with blazing torches charged in. The girls screamed. The torches’ flames overpowered the candles’ dim light and the girls squinted against the sudden brightness.

			Providence gritted her teeth at the sight of the Stone Harbor elders. The men were armed, two with muskets, the rest with knives, pitchforks, one a rusty whaling spear. Reverend Snow, the aged, scrawny windbag, led the pack, ever-present Bible clasped against his chest. His eyes burned with his usual self-righteous fire.

			“There!” He pointed his bony finger at the cowering girls and their flickering candles. “Just as I warned you! Witchcraft afoot in Stone Harbor!”

			Providence doused her candle and ducked into the stall’s shadow. She shoved the Portal back into the burlap sack and dragged it over to her feet.

			Sarah’s father muscled his way to the front of the group. His hard, angry face melted into shocked disbelief as he recognized his daughter at the strange symbol in the dirt.

			“Sarah? How…how could you…?”

			Sarah dropped her candle and scrambled over to her father’s feet. She wrapped her arms around his legs. Her face, white with fear, turned up to face his.

			“Father, it wasn’t me!” she implored. “’Twas the East India man. He bewitched us.”

			“Did I not warn you all?” Reverend Snow said. “That man’s promises to make us a great seaport were falsehoods.”

			“We are but his pawns,” Sarah said. “Surely compelled we are, by him and by Providence.”

			Providence wanted to beat the whiny weakling with the Portal. Sarah had never been worthy of following Mr. Blackwell.

			“Providence is here?” Reverend Snow said.

			“She’s the full witch,” Sarah said. “Not me. She rides a broomstick and speaks black magic to cats.”

			Providence knew that pack of lies would earn her a perfunctory trial and a death by pressing. She needed to get out of here now. She hoisted the heavy sack, grasped it to her chest and stole out the rear door and into the night.

			A blast of cold wind off the harbor whipped her long skirt around her legs. She clenched the ponderous sack tight and ran for the sheep pasture. Behind her, torches lit the night as some of the elders left the barn.

			In spite of her pounding heart, she tried to think clearly. Above the other four girls, Mr. Blackwell had entrusted her with the Portal, and with special instructions for its care. Should the Cleansing be unfinished, she had to hide it, to keep it out of the hands of the reverend and the others. Mr. Blackwell promised to keep her under his protection forever if she would protect the Portal.

			She crossed the pasture at a run. The sack seemed to gain weight with each step as her arms grew tired. Bleating sheep scattered ahead of her. As the sheep’s cries rolled down toward the barn, the clamor of men’s voices echoed back in reply. 

			“She’s up there!”

			“Grab her, brother! Use care for her spells!”

			She cut right and entered the forest. The autumn’s bare branches reached for her like goblin hands from the darkness, each revealing itself a split second before ensnaring her. She ducked and weaved, but one branch snagged her skirt at the knee, and ripped it all the way down to the hem. Then another branch whipped against her cheek and drew blood. From behind her came the sound of men charging across the pasture. Their voices grew louder as they closed on the forest.

			Her heart seemed about to burst, her leg muscles burned. The Portal felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. She sagged against a tree and scanned the forest for a hiding place. 

			Moonlight lit a large, flat piece of shale amongst the fallen oak leaves. She stumbled over, dropped the sack beside the rock, and fell to her knees. Her hands shook as she grabbed the stone’s sharp corner and pulled with all her strength. The stone yielded and revealed a patch of soft, dark earth. With her bare hands, she attacked the ground. Her nails split and tore as she dug through roots and rocks. She scraped a shallow grave for the Portal.

			Sheep again bleated a warning. Torches flickered at the forest’s edge. She tossed the sack in the hole. It was just deep enough. She grabbed the rock and heaved it back over the exposed earth. It landed with a sharp crack. The edge of the stone shattered, leaving a jagged border along one side. She kicked the soggy leaves back over the rock. Trickles of icy sweat ran down her face. She stood and raised her chin in triumph.

			I did it, she thought. I saved the Portal. Its resting place shall never pass my lips. My East India man will shield me from their torments. Even if they capture me, no stones will crush my chest. Mr. Blackwell will rescue me. I know he will.

			Leaves rustled at her feet. A flash of tan and copper lunged at her exposed leg. Twin spikes of pain lanced her calf as a copperhead snake clamped onto her leg. She dropped to one knee with a scream. The snake released her, slithered off, and coiled a few feet away.

			Her leg went numb. Panic surged within her. She knew that many had died of copperhead snakebite. But didn’t snakes slumber this late in the fall?

			The heavy shuffle of a dozen feet through the detritus of the forest floor came closer. Torches bobbed between the thick tree trunks. The voices grew louder, but the words less distinct as the poison made Providence’s head spin.

			What grievous fate befalls me? Providence thought. How can this happen? All he asked, I have done. 

			She collapsed to the ground. All around her went dark. Her last breath passed her lips, and she wondered why her East India man had not protected her.

			* * *

			A little higher on the hill, Mr. Blackwell, as he called himself this time, stood in the shadow of a great glacial boulder. A broad black hat shielded the stocky man’s face from the cold; only his chin and black goatee poked out from its shadow.

			With a sweeping hand gesture, he sent the copperhead retreating into the woods to return to its interrupted hibernation. Blackwell was indeed there to protect, just not to protect Providence. 

			This window of opportunity had closed. But the Portal lay safe. He’d be back in a few hundred years. Immortality bred amazing patience.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			2020

			A persistent fog still blanketed Stone Harbor, though by 9 a.m. it should have long burned off. It suited dockmaster Charlie Cauble just fine. As far as he was concerned, the fog’s embrace brought comfort, not the eerie unease mainlanders associated with it.

			It also slowed down the boat traffic, and that was fine with him as well. He pumped gas from the dock house at the pier’s end, but he didn’t work on commission, so less work didn’t bother him at all. Not that there was much work after fall rolled in anyway. The thrice-a-day ferry service to the island cut down to twice a week after Labor Day. The pleasure boats from Long Island and New England that made the thirty-mile run either way had all nestled in boatyard cradles for the winter. Commercial fishing, like he used to do, collapsed in the mid-1960s with the crash of the cod. Some winter days, he happily spent eight hours without interruption. His old bones didn’t mind the respite.

			With hands long gnarled by life on the sea, he pulled his heavy corduroy coat tighter against the still-chilly air inside the dock house. He flipped on the radio to the AM station out of Rhode Island that carried daily rants about government conspiracies and a damn accurate weather forecast. A tinny voice fought its way through the static to announce the market prices for a lengthy list of fish. Charlie clicked on the coffee maker for the first pot of the day.

			The radio announcer’s voice suddenly sounded like it got twisted sideways. A burst of static obliterated the signal. A high-pitched whine faded in, then out. The announcer’s voice returned with a Bruins hockey score.

			An engine rumbled off in the fog. Charlie raised an eyebrow. He’d memorized the burble of every local boat in the harbor. This one wasn’t one of them.

			He listened harder, past the gurgle of the coffeepot. The low, loping rumble meant twin engines, idling in the fog with a tiger’s bass growl. The unseen ship had massive power lurking one stab of the throttle away, big V8s, over four hundred cubes. Big thirsty V8s, he thought. He flipped on the power to the pumps, stepped outside, and peered into the swirling mist.

			The boat materialized just to the right of the dock. A sharp black bow, only a few feet above the waves, nosed out of the gray. Then the long, sleek twin hull of a glossy speedboat appeared out of the gloom. A low mid-ship cabin, wrapped in blacked-out windows, tapered back into an open rear cockpit. 

			She idled up at dead slow, left no wake. The boat slid past him. Each sharp pop of the exhaust spit an angry, oily slug of cooling water back into the harbor. The name on the transom in gold script letters read:

			Killin’ Time

			Charlie’s skin crawled. It was the same feeling he had when he was out on the Atlantic, and the advancing line of clouds loomed large and dark.

			The ship’s engines roared in reverse for a second, and then shut down. The boat did not stop and drift. It froze, perfectly aligned with two pier pilings. Water lapped the hull, but the ship did not move. Goose bumps rose along his arms. In a lifetime near the sea, Charlie had never seen the likes of that.

			The door at the back of the cabin popped open. A squat but beefy man stepped out. He was bald, with a black moustache and goatee. Despite the fog’s dim light, he had on a pair of round, rimless dark glasses. He wore black pants and a black long-sleeve shirt, the polar opposite of the usual tourist-faux-nautical attire. His shirt’s open neck exposed a ropy gold chain.

			The man went to the bow and picked up a black nylon line. He walked to the stern and picked up a second line secured there. He stepped up onto the dock. Every other boat on the sea would have bobbed when someone with this visitor’s girth stepped off it. The Killin’ Time remained deathly still.

			The man in black whipped the lines around cleats on the dock. The lines hung limp. He started toward Charlie. Charlie swallowed hard and his palms began to sweat.

			“Charlie, how ya doin’?” asked the stranger. The hairs on the back of Charlie’s neck stood straight up at the unnerving familiarity.

			The man’s voice rumbled and scraped like rocks on an iron plate. His accent hailed from deep within Brooklyn. He grinned as he held out his hand, a grin somehow completely uninviting, devoid of warmth, more rictus than smile.

			Charlie shook the man’s hand in vacant reflex. The visitor’s hand was cold, normal coming off the water this early. But this hand was lifeless cold, like a fish on ice. He dropped it immediately. The man in black’s grin grew slightly wider, as if they’d just shared a secret.

			“Joey Oates,” the man said, introducing himself. “You top her off for me while I visit a pal, okay?”

			“Yeah, s-sure,” Charlie stammered. A rising tide of black dread threatened to drown him.

			Joey tapped his fish-hand against Charlie’s cheek.

			“That’s good,” he said with condescending approval. “We’re gonna have a good relationship while I’m here. I can sense these things.”

			Joey Oates turned and headed down the dock toward Main Street. The fog enveloped him and he vanished. Charlie shivered.

			He quickly topped off the Killin’ Time and headed back into his small office. He already decided he wasn’t asking Oates to pay. If he volunteered it, Charlie would take it, of course. He got the feeling that asking Oates for anything would be a bad idea. He looked out the window. An isolating wall of gray obscured the view of the town. 

			“Jesus, why doesn’t the damn fog burn off?” he said to himself. “Who needs all this fog?”

			A ferry full of tourists sounded pretty good to him right now.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Allie Layton woke up feeling all right. Not great, but all right, and all right was a major achievement.

			She pulled open the curtains on her bedroom’s sliding glass door. Fog masked the rest of the world. The muffled, soothing whoosh of breaking waves drifted up from the unseen rocky beach at her property’s edge. She sighed at the fog’s comforting insulation. The rest of the world was at least thirty miles away from the island. The fog made it seem even farther, as if the world ended just beyond her back patio. Right now, that was as much world as she needed.

			She’d felt just the opposite growing up in Stone Harbor. The island bred claustrophobia. The small town, virtually unchanged since the 1960s, scared her, made her fear that she too was destined to remain small. The ocean she saw now as protection then had been a barrier, a living creature intent on constricting her dreams until they suffocated.

			Ten years made a difference. Now the relaxing, repetitive pounding of the surf all night and waking to the fresh, tangy smell of the Atlantic made each day fresher, cleaner than the hazy daybreak over the Los Angeles foothills had ever been. It didn’t hurt that this furnished summer house she leased from a mainlander was only six years old and sparked no memories. Nothing in the place reminded her of anything. She could be someplace new while being someplace old.

			She padded into the bathroom and flicked on the light. The wrinkles around her brown eyes were a few years early, the dark circles underneath still more pronounced than she wanted to admit. But she looked better than she did before rehab at Santa Linda Valley, and way better than she did in her infamous LAPD mug shot, an internet favorite when anyone searched celebrity arrests. 

			She twirled her long dark hair into a knot and clipped it in place. It had grown in thick and full after she’d shaved her head into a Mohawk that last crazy night. And then dyed it green. Santa Linda Valley had shaved the rest as a courtesy when her agent checked her in. Her hair had helped make her famous, but she liked it in spite of that.

			Allie had the misfortune of fulfilling her dreams. After moving from the island to attend her freshman year studying drama at UCLA, she landed some small parts in cheesy commercials. Her long, silky black hair and soft brown eyes made for a great headshot, and a curvy body sealed the deal for a number of small roles. The break came months later when she landed a supporting, then starring, role in the afternoon soap Malibu Beach. She dropped out of college. Millions tuned in each day to see Allison Layton play good girl Britney Daniels and her battle against the revolving cast of two-dimensional villains bent on turning her life upside-down.

			Money, fame, and fans poured in. She acquired all the trappings of Hollywood success: a mansion in the hills, a personal trainer, a Jag convertible, a romance with a high-profile actor, and finally, slavery to a very expensive, illegal habit.

			She told Santa Linda counselors many reasons why she started using cocaine. She was always tired, it helped her keep off the weight, and in Hollywood, it was as easy to find as a Starbucks. She told her agent she tried it first on a whim, like grabbing a cookie when passing through the kitchen. All through rehab, she kept to that lie. At any rate, deep addiction soon supplanted her true initial reason, escape.

			Within a year, each white line she inhaled from her glass tabletop took something with it. She lost the looks that helped make her famous as she began to snort breakfast and lunch. Bizarre behavior and tabloid headlines made a joke of her goody-two-shoes role on Malibu Beach. Lines like ‘Mr. Jones, I know what you are thinking and I’m not that kind of girl’ evoked nothing but laughter when spoken by the out-of-control addict from the cover of the National Instigator. The writers put her character into a coma, and she was fired.

			Powdered expenses grew, income dwindled, and the descending financial spiral accelerated. She hit rock bottom in an arrest for drunken shoplifting at Neiman Marcus. That night, her former agent found her before she put the razor she’d used on her scalp to work on her wrists. He checked her into rehab. That had been twelve steps and six months ago.

			She left her bedroom and entered the kitchen. The flick of a switch started up a pot of coffee, lest she shed all vices and become a saint. She flipped on the radio to a classical music station. For now, that was more than enough. To the shock of her leased home’s owner, she hadn’t restarted cable service and was happy to keep the television dark. She hadn’t even acquired a phone. No land line, no cell, no internet. She’d grow strong in the peace, quiet, and solitude.

			Of course, the island grapevine had spread word of her return. Her parents had retired to Arizona, but she saw plenty of other familiar faces when she went into town to fill the refrigerator. Each person gave her a forced reacquainting conversation when they met. They were not rude people, they were just unsure of the etiquette used when speaking to a washed-up Hollywood actress. She forgave them. They hadn’t spent any time in LA practicing.

			Most of her high school class had never returned after college, though a few non-college bounders like Howie Whitman and Janice Rice (now Van Cleve) had filled some of the adult spaces in town. She had not sought them out. She was feeling all right, not great. She was still sorting some things out, and answering repetitive questions from old friends was not how she wanted to do it. She hadn’t even looked up Scottie Tackett, who was the only one she wanted to see. She’d call him when she was ready.

			This morning’s plan was to brave the fog and creep into town on the weekly supply run. Residual checks for overseas distribution of Malibu Beach provided a small income, and she felt liberated to live within it. Today she would part with some of it for edible basics such as bread and milk, and a therapeutic necessity, sheet music. 

			In high school, she had played the clarinet, even been in the band. She enjoyed it, but it fell by the wayside at UCLA. While some considered acting an art, she had stopped viewing it as such. Playing music certainly was, and she wanted to draw strength from one of her roots she still loved.

			Allie dressed down in jeans, white running shoes, and a faded sweatshirt this morning. It was hard to imagine how primped and coiffed she always had to be in the Unreal Times, as she called her Hollywood stint. Casual felt better. Casual felt like Allie. She was even enjoying the old Toyota she had driven here from California, a happy simplifying step down from the Jag she snorted away. She called the little blue four-door Stewie and it had not only crossed the continent, but it conquered the hill down into Stone Harbor each week without a miss.

			At some point today, Allie planned to head out to Blue Jay Market, with a side trip to Mercer’s Music. She’d go midday, when she figured she could get in and out without seeing anyone important.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Carl Krieger’s cramped dive wasn’t much of an apartment. At some point years ago, the rambling old house on Sand Street had been capriciously subdivided into an asymmetrical warren of minimal living spaces. Walls and floors drooped and wandered over sagging beams and joists. Even light seemed to abhor entering the place. One small dirty window gave some meager illumination. Two bare forty-watt bulbs offered some glum assistance.

			Apartment 2B consisted of one room, a tiny kitchen, and a closet converted into a shower stall and toilet. Combinations of used clothes and leftover food littered the place in piles Carl thought qualified as housekeeping. Dingy, decades-old wallpaper covered each wall, edges peeling as if even it wanted to escape the place. A few sticks of previously abandoned furniture, indifferently placed, just added to the clutter. The stained sink and its insect inhabitants testified to Carl’s ‘wipe and reuse’ theory of utensil sanitation. Unbelievably, the foul-smelling dump still exceeded Carl Krieger’s low standards.

			The apartment’s low price made up for all the shortcomings. Scraping barnacles at Captain Nate’s Boatyard did not pay much. Carl might have expected more of himself by age forty-seven, but no one else had, and so he followed the conventional wisdom. He made enough to keep him in beer and internet porn, so prepping boat hulls and odd job day labor got him over the low bar he set for his life.

			Carl was up and stirring by 9 a.m., an abnormal accomplishment. He didn’t have to be at the boatyard until ten, and with personal hygiene optional, another forty minutes of sleep wouldn’t have cramped his style. He threw on a wife-beater shirt that was only historically white and a pair of stained boxers. The shirt trumpeted all his worst features, as it covered neither his thick mat of back hair, nor his protruding belly. Several days of pure silver growth speckled his pudgy face. He popped himself open a Budweiser breakfast. 

			A knock sounded at the door.

			“What the hell?” Carl said. If it was the goddamn landlady again, he’d have to kick some ass. His rent was paid. He didn’t want to hear any more of the old shrew’s bitching about the building’s roach problem. Like it was his fault that they infested the place.

			He plodded over to the front door. One bare foot squished something gooey into the carpet. He paused at the door. 

			Something felt wrong. Icy. Dead. The door seemed to radiate cold, the way frosty mist rolled off a block of dry ice. He touched the door with his fingertips. Room temperature. Something inside him still felt a chill. He shrugged.

			“Who the hell is it?” he asked through the door.

			“Flower delivery for Mr. Krieger,” a raspy voice with a Brooklyn accent said.

			Before Carl could absorb the response’s stupidity, the solid wood door burst open. The door handle didn’t move. The deadbolt didn’t spin. The doorframe didn’t explode into pieces. The door just flew open, fast and hard. It nailed Carl in the face.

			His Liquid Breakfast of Champions flew from his hand. Carl staggered backward. He dropped ass-first onto his ratty couch. Blood streamed from his nose. He pinched it to stop the bleeding, which only started him coughing as the blood ran down his throat instead.

			“Son of a bitch!” He looked up at the doorway. “Who the f─––”

			His first sight of the stout stranger in black cut his sentence short. A chill shivered up Carl’s spine. Dark power surged from the man like sparks from a live wire. For the first time in forever, Carl felt afraid. His pulse pounded with the bone-deep terror previously reserved for his father’s belt-assisted beatings.

			“Mr. Krieger,” Joey said. “I’m Joey Oates. There is the matter of this small debt you owe me. I’m here to collect.”

			“W-who are you?” Carl squeaked. “What debt?”

			Oates grabbed a straight-back chair, spun it around backward, and sat facing Carl. The darkness in Oates’ eyes stretched on into eternity.

			“Last summer, we made a deal,” Oates said. His eyes narrowed. “The deal over the Dickey girl.”

			Enough blood drained from Carl’s face that his nose stopped bleeding. No one knew about the Dickey girl.

			“W-what Dickey girl?” he said.

			Oates pointed an index finger at Carl. Fresh blood burst from his nostrils.

			“Oh, shit!” Carl grabbed a shirt from the couch and crushed it over his nose and mouth.

			“We save time and pain when you don’t act stupider than you already are,” Oates said. “And mind the foul language when we talk business. It offends me.

			“We had a deal with the Dickey girl,” he continued. “I’ll jog your memory. She was a day-tripper with her church group. You kidnapped her, and took her down to the boatyard in your van.”

			Oates made a circle with his hand. A hologram popped into existence. Krieger and a teenage girl were in the unfinished cargo area of an old van. The girl lay naked and bound on the stained, threadbare carpet. Carl stood over her, a hunting knife in one hand, a dildo in the other.

			“You finally indulged one of your fantasies,” Oates said. “She didn’t survive it, but hey, you’re an amateur at these things. When you took her, you signed our deal. Now I get to take possession.”

			“Possession?” Carl said, muffled by the damp, bloody shirt.

			“Of the soul, Mr. Krieger,” Oates said.

			Only one creature in the world harvested the souls of the damned, could make all this supernatural shit happen. Carl sagged at how real the surreal implication felt.

			“You knew right from wrong.” Oates pointed upward. “He had his shot at you.” Oates pointed to his chest. “And now I have mine. I can call you to repay your debt anytime. In my magnanimity, so far, I’ve let you live. In addition, you’ve been under my protection. That adds some juice to what you owe.”

			Carl looked around at his disgusting apartment. “You been taking care of me?”

			“Do you think first-timers ever get away with murder, Mr. Krieger?” Oates asked. “Who do you think kept Miss Dickey’s body under the rocks in the harbor? Who convinced the deckhand on the ferry (another debtor of mine) to swear that he saw her on board that day? Who keeps your kiddie porn –” 

			The cheap smartphone on the table beside Carl buzzed. It flashed through two dozen sick examples of child pornography, and then went dark.

			“– out from the cops’ watchful eye?” Oates finished. “You’re deeply in my debt.”

			No one knew those details of his crime, or of his twisted personal obsessions. There had been a lot of coincidences that allowed him to get away with murder. But he didn’t need that proof to know who Oates was. He could feel it, that paralyzing terror deep in his bones.

			“W-what do you want from me?” Carl asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.

			“A small favor, really,” Oates said. “Just an interest payment. I need a repeat performance. I’ll select the girl, the time, and the place. The rest is up to you.”

			Carl’s jaw dropped. Oates could order him to rob a bank or something. Instead, he asked for the second round Carl had longed for since a month after the Dickey girl. Oates was even going to do the legwork for him.

			The idea of consequences dawned in Carl’s dim mind. This island got real small after tourist season. The suspect list would get short fast. Pedophiles didn’t last long in prison.

			“Supposing I don’t want to do it?” Carl asked with a show of false bravado.

			Oates scowled. Carl’s asshole tightened.

			“That would be a shame,” Oates said. His index finger pointed at Carl again. “I may have to ask for more than an interest payment.”

			Like turning on a faucet, blood gushed from Carl’s nose. The force of it sprayed through the wadded shirt and his interlaced fingers. He went lightheaded. The sticky liquid drenched Carl’s shorts.

			“Of course,” Oates continued in the same measured tone, “I can always call in the debt if you can’t make the payments.”

			Carl’s heart stopped like it had been clamped in an icy vice. His eyes bulged. His lungs screamed for air. The edges of the room went dark.

			“I’ll do it!” he gasped.

			Oates dropped his index finger. Carl’s heart restarted. His nose dried in an instant.

			“A wise move, Mr. Krieger,” Oates said, rising from his chair. “Meet me at the dock at noon. Bring whatever your fantasy may require.” He looked Carl over with bemused disgust. “Make yourself presentable first. Bad bait doesn’t catch fish.”

			Carl stared at Oates wide-eyed. He nodded like a bobblehead. Drying blood coated his mouth and chin. 

			“And here’s a commemorative gift I give all my truly devoted.” Oates raised one hand over Carl’s left shoulder.

			Carl’s shoulder went white-hot in an instant. Burning pain like he’d never felt before seared through his skin and deep into his bones. He shrieked and grabbed his shoulder.

			“A pleasure doing business, Mr. Krieger.”

			The fire in his shoulder died. Oates turned away and passed through the doorway. The door shut itself behind him.

			Carl slapped at his shirt, assuming it had to be on fire. It wasn’t. He pulled the shirt away and inspected it. Not even singed. He tore it away and exposed a red circular scar, a brand with two inverted triangles inside. He touched it. At least it didn’t hurt.

			He sighed, and then went a bit jittery at the receding adrenaline surge. The idea of another rape and kill excited him, a thrill heavily tempered by the ominous presence of Joey Oates in the fantasy. He wondered why Oates would go to all this effort for Carl to enjoy himself. What would Oates get out of it?

			But reasoning about the long term had never been Carl’s strong suit.

			He’s looked out for me so far, Carl thought. With Oates in my corner, maybe this is the start of something big for me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			A tiny bell tinkled as the front door to Stone Harbor Hardware swung open for the first time that morning. Modern technology offered generations of improvements on the tarnished brass bell Scott Tackett’s grandfather had hung on the door. But it wouldn’t be right. The bell was supposed to alert the owner to a customer, but over generations had become the equivalent of the Walmart greeter, though with more heart. The bell said welcome, it said take a step back in time to before big box hardware took the soul out of fixing the gate to your picket fence.

			Stone Harbor Hardware was nearly frozen in time. Millions of footfalls had worn wavy its polished hardwood floors. Long fluorescent lights tried in vain to dispel the shadows in the narrow aisles between the tall shelves. The scents of varnish and stamped steel filled the air, overlaid with just a hint of mustiness for credibility. Sure, the shelves now held wireless alarm systems and programmable thermostats, but one aisle over from those, a dozen different nails still sold by the ounce, ready to hand-fill into brown paper bags.

			Scott Tackett looked up from behind the counter, though he knew that 9 a.m. meant octogenarian Len Andrews was the customer. He’d been the go-to handyman in town in his younger days, dropping in every morning for whatever he’d need for that day’s projects. Now people tossed him small jobs he could still handle, replace a hinge here, mount a new mailbox there.

			Len shuffled up to the counter. Scott had never seen him in anything but denim overalls. The world’s oldest hammer, with a scarred black oak handle, hung from a side loop. Today’s cap advertised Charleston Tools, though scoliosis angled it down and away from any audience but children. The stale aura of spent tobacco enshrouded the old man.

			“Len! What’s on today’s worksheet?” Scott asked with a big grin. Almost six feet tall and broad-shouldered, Scott had learned early on that a disarming smile minimized his sometimes-intimidating size.

			“Well, gotta mend a porch step at the Blue Fin Bed-and-Breakfast.” Len’s voice had an accent from southern Maine and the rasp born of a million smoked Camels. “Best to bring some eight-penny.”

			Scott led Len down the adjacent aisle. He counted twelve nails into a bag and went through the ceremony of weighing it and marking it with the microscopic price.

			“Did I ever tell you your grandfather sold me the first nails I ever bought?” Len said.

			Only a few hundred times, Scott thought. “You don’t say.”

			“Darn fine that you took the reins here.”

			Scott never let on to anyone that he took the reins by default. A Rensselaer engineering degree had been his ticket off the island, and he’d become a junior partner at a firm. He and his wife, Anita, visited Stone Harbor for holidays (summer ones mostly), but Scott had no desire for a permanent return. His mother had died of a particularly aggressive cancer years earlier, and when his father, Gary, had a heart attack, Scott took a leave of absence. He and Anita moved into the family’s big old Gothic house on Scudder Lane. Scott planned to cover for his father as he regained his health.

			His father got worse instead of better. Scott’s turn as daytime assistant became full-time employee, with his exhausted father watching from behind the counter. After his father’s death, he’d just kept coming to the store, his own slightly more positive version of Jimmy Stewart at the Bailey Building and Loan in It’s a Wonderful Life. He resigned his mainland job.

			Len paid for his purchase with linty pocket change. “This here’s damn near the last real business left on Main Street. Bunch of tourist nonsense everywhere else.”

			Indeed all the façades of a working, seafaring New England village still lined the streets, but behind the masks, the butcher shop sold candles, the apothecary sold clothes, the weekly Stone Harbor Crier had gone belly-up and had become an antique store, prominently featuring the old printing press. The inconvenience of a ferry ride to the mainland had been Scott’s store’s saving grace. A few thousand island residents were just enough demand to keep one hardware store in the black.

			“Len,” Scott said, “if I wasn’t here to keep you supplied, the whole town would slowly fall into ruin.”

			“You betcha,” Len said. He gave a little smile with his crooked, yellowed teeth and patted Scott’s arm with a quavering hand. “You give my regards to the missus.”

			Scott tensed, but Len didn’t notice. He shuffled out and the little bell rang him goodbye. Scott ran his fingers through his longer dark hair. Sadness shaded his blue eyes.

			Scott hadn’t spoken to Anita in several years. Anita, who had always lived in some metropolis, began to fall into the ‘claustrophobic’ camp during her stay on the island. She’d put her life on hold when she agreed to the temporary move to Stone Harbor and she missed it. She compensated for her sense of social isolation by taking first weekends, then weeks, on the mainland. Just as his father really needed help, Scott found himself doing most of it alone. He was not surprised when one Thursday the ferry delivered a set of divorce papers in place of his returning wife. They had never discussed it, but both knew it was coming. He signed and mailed them to her lawyer without even calling her. The final decree arrived two weeks after he buried his father. Too many losses, too close together to process at once. Len might have forgotten about it, but Scott certainly hadn’t.

			The front door had barely swung shut when Deborah Deering marched through it. She carried her ever-present miniature white poodle, Precious, against her shoulder. The doughy old woman with the gray pageboy haircut had her lips pursed and chin raised, a look that made Scott sigh. She was here to complain.

			“Selectman Tackett!”

			“Deborah, don’t call me that.”

			“Well, you are a selectman, aren’t you?”

			He was. His regular customers had convinced him to run last year when old Darrin Pierce hung it up after a decade. Scott liked the idea of giving back to Stone Harbor.

			“I’m one of three,” he said, knowing Deborah would miss the attempt to direct her to another.

			Deborah tucked Precious up under her breasts as if about to defend her. The dog had taken the place of immediate family in widow Deborah’s life. Watching the two of them made Scott understand why her grandchildren never visited.

			“Well, someone needs to do something about the Harrimans’ vicious dog! It chased poor Precious and nearly gave her a heart attack.”

			She pointed the panting little dog at Scott. Its eyes wept something black onto its curly white fur. The dog shuddered in her grip. The nervous little thing looked like it was always on the verge of a heart attack, with or without the Harrimans’ German shepherd going after it.

			“Deborah, the Board of Selectmen doesn’t take care of that kind of thing. We keep the dock repaired and get the village green grass cut. You need to contact Chief Scaravelli.”

			“That worthless sack? Lot of good he’ll do me.”

			In a more combative mood, Scott would have agreed with her. Scott regularly went head to head with the police chief over some lax law enforcement. The other two selectmen saw things differently and thought the world of the retired New York City cop. Leaving Scott a steaming, frustrated minority.

			“Deborah, there’s nothing I can do.”

			“Well…can’t you make the Harrimans buy a muzzle for that wolf of theirs? You sell those things here, don’t you?”

			“Seriously. Go right down the street to the police station and fill out a complaint. Ask for Milo to take care of it if that makes you feel better.”

			Deborah’s face screwed up in disgust at the mention of young officer Milo Mimms. “Like that child’s any better!” She gripped Precious so tightly that the dog squeaked. She turned on her heel and tromped to the door. “If my Precious ends up dead, it’s on your head.” The bell tinkled as the door slammed behind her.

			Scott couldn’t shake the mental image of her dead dog draped across his head and laughed. His dislike of Scaravelli made him kind of glad to wind Deborah up like a clock spring before sending her his way.

			But aggravation like Deborah Deering and Chief Scaravelli weren’t anywhere near enough to turn him off about Stone Harbor. Anxious as he had been to leave at seventeen, it was comforting to be back at twenty-nine. He belonged here now. The town grapevine still ran through the hardware store as it always had. He knew every detail of the harbor oil spill last March and the Dickey girl who drowned falling off the ferry last summer, not to mention the lesser news of new mainland grandchildren. He was part of the fabric of this little society, and that meant a lot to a man stripped of his roles as son and husband.

			He headed to the back of the store to unwrap a shipment of new snow shovels. Today would end up sunny after the fog burned off. But winter was just around the corner, bringing with it the threat of an old-fashioned nor’easter blizzard on the island. Stone Harbor Hardware was still the ‘go to’ place for the practical necessities, and it was Scott’s responsibility to be ready. Even if that meant unpacking snow shovels in the warmth of September, and roofing tar during a January freeze.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Business was slow through the morning. Just before noon, Scott took a broom to the hardwood floors near the entrance. A cold tingle sparked in his feet.

			He stopped sweeping. The odd sensation felt like something between the prickle of pins and needles and a vibration from the floor. He reached down and touched the hardwood slats. He felt the same thing, a line of cold energy that made his fingertips pulse, like there was a refrigeration line running under the boards. He swept his hand in a semicircle. The charge was stronger near the register.

			He stood and walked to the counter. The tingling grew stronger with each step. So did a weighty sense of dread. Whatever energy he felt beneath him was more black hole than bright star. He stepped behind the counter. The sensation peaked.

			The bell rang the arrival of a customer and broke Scott’s concentration on the phenomenon. A squat, bald man with a goatee stepped in, dressed in black head to toe, with a ropy gold chain around his neck.

			Scott caught his breath. A sensation of evil radiated from the man like heat from a sunlamp. So powerful was the feeling that Scott completely forgot his search. Instead, he had to fight to keep from running out the back door. Everything about the man’s appearance screamed Mafia hit man, but Scott felt something even darker than that about him.

			“How ya doin’? I’m Joey Oates.” Oates’ face betrayed no emotion. He surveyed the store and locked his eyes back on Scott. “This was Gary Tackett’s place.”

			“I run it now,” Scott said. “I’m his son. He passed away.”

			Oates gave him a no-shit-Sherlock look. “No foolin’, huh?” 

			Oates stepped closer. The air seemed to thicken. The boards under Scott’s feet nearly buzzed with power.

			“I’m an old pal,” Oates said. “We done some business a while back.”

			Scott’s father, Gary Tackett, had been as straight-arrow as they came, a deacon in the church, an honest businessman, Scott’s idol. Scott knew the store’s financials inside and out. Oates wasn’t in them. He couldn’t think what business his father might have had with someone this creepy. Scott stepped back until his butt hit the counter.

			“No, can’t say that he mentioned you,” Scott said.

			“Yeah, most of my business partners don’t.” Oates looked Scott up and down the way a butcher appraises a side of beef. “Good to meet ya. We may do some business ourselves. I’ll be in touch.”

			Oates left the store and it felt like a suffocating cloud left with him. Scott sighed and realized how tense every muscle in his body had become. He sagged against the countertop.

			Whoever that guy was, and whatever business that guy did, Scott wasn’t about to have any part in it. He couldn’t imagine that his father ever had.

			* * *

			The weak, waning sun dipped down over the harbor. Closing time was hours away, but Scott had a delivery of shingles to make outside town. So he made the executive decision as Stone Harbor Hardware’s CEO to call it a day early. He flipped the deadbolt on the front door and switched off the neon open sign in the window.

			As he turned back to the counter, he remembered the strange sensation he’d felt that morning, that near-electric hum through the floorboards that sent a terrifying chill through his system. He’d tracked it back to behind the counter, then Oates’ disconcerting arrival derailed his investigation. He hadn’t thought about it again because whatever he felt had disappeared after Oates left the store.

			The rational side of him made a list of practical reasons to resume his investigation, ranging from damaged water pipes to faulty wiring, any of which would be bad news for the store. Emotionally, he needed to find the source of the sensation that had filled him with dread, a darkness only bested by Oates’ unwelcome appearance.

			He moved to the same spot where the tingling had been the strongest. The stillness of the closed, empty store eliminated all distractions, but he still felt nothing.

			As a kid, he’d been the one to shimmy into the crawl space under the store whenever little emergencies demanded, so he knew every wire and pipe under the floor. None ran under here.

			He knelt and traced his fingers along the seams in the uneven hardwood floor. He flashed back to being fifteen and having his winter chore be refinishing the surface, a tedious hands-and-knees task that consumed a lot of sandpaper, varnish, and sweat. His father told him that his grandfather had pounded many of those nails in with his own hands. At the time, Scott hadn’t cared. As he ran his finger over the countersunk nail heads now, the image made him proud.

			No missing nails, no loose boards, no weak seams. Nothing looked out of place and he was sure that there was nothing underneath the boards but gravel and dirt.

			But something looked wrong with the lower trim of the display case to his left. The battered, two-inch-high painted trim ran uniformly from one end to the other, except for the two-foot-long piece next to him, where the chipped edges exposed bare wood and two crooked Phillips head screws replaced the finishing nails that held the other pieces in place. The trim hadn’t looked like this when he’d slaved over the floor around it.

			Scott raised an eyebrow. Crooked screws were his father’s hallmark. He might have run a hardware store, but his personal home improvement skills had been meager at best. He’d never seen the man cut a board’s edge straight. And he sure wouldn’t use screws when he could use nails, unless he was going to unscrew them later.

			Scott grabbed the powered screwdriver from the drawer under the register. He fit the tip into the screw’s head. The right side of the screw slots were damaged, but not the left. The screws had gone in, but perhaps never come out. He switched the driver to reverse and backed out both screws almost all the way. He grabbed the screwheads and pulled the panel free.

			Inside lay a flat, hexagonal granite slab, the same dark gray so commonplace on the island. Scott slid it out. An odd design was etched in the stone’s unpolished surface. Two isosceles triangles lay superimposed on each other, one pointed up, one down, but the three sides of each were radically concave. A circle circumscribed the resulting six-pointed design. In the dead center were two recessed handprints, like a grade school kid would make in plaster.

			Scott had never seen anything like it before. But in the same way that a biohazard symbol or a swastika carried an inherent, ominous evil in it, so did this simple collection of three shapes. Upon closer inspection, he saw that strange words edged the circle, some with letters outside the English alphabet. He bit his lower lip.

			Whatever this thing was that his father found, he’d thought he had to hide it from everyone, including Scott. The stone was old, but the engraving wasn’t. The carving’s edges flickered with the sparkle of fresh-chiseled rock. Scott leaned back with the granite slab between his feet.

			Confusion swirled inside him. He would have sworn upon a stack of Bibles that he knew his father better than anyone else did. After Scott’s return to Stone Harbor, they’d spent most of every day together, whether it was at the store or at some time-consuming medical treatment. They didn’t ignore that his father’s end was near. They went over the hardware store’s books, the family finances, the family history. His father told him hundreds of stories about Scott’s grandparents, about growing up on the island, about meeting and marrying Scott’s mother. In all of that, how could a secret like this never have come up?

			Oates’ cryptic comments grew even more disturbing. If this secret stone existed, what secret business had Gary Tackett and Oates contracted? How much more of his father’s life was out there for Scott to discover? All he’d unearthed today hinted at a man far darker than Scott ever thought possible.

			Scott slid the stone back under the counter and screwed the panel back in place, as if he could just reverse all he’d done, and make the disturbing discovery dissolve from his memory. His world was sure a lot simpler about eight hours ago.

		

OEBPS/image/9781787584839-1600px.jpg
On the small island of Stone Harbor
the Gate to Hell awaits






