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1

She’d been in bed for so long that it seemed unnatural to be standing again. Her old, aching knees felt fifty years younger and the lungs that had hindered her lifestyle for the last year or so seemed reinvigorated as she inhaled the crisp afternoon air. When she breathed the clean air in, it made her body feel plump, a far cry from the frail state she had last seen herself in.

She was young and beautiful and strong again. Every movement sent a shiver of pleasure through her body. She wore a sundress and smelled of jasmine. The smell was pushed out ahead of her by the country breeze at her back. She walked through her own scent as she made her way over the gentle rise of an impossibly green hill. She knew the man she walked with was smelling it, too and it made her smile.

She glanced down the hill and saw the dirt track that would lead her home. The sunset cast out shades of subtle gold that seemed to be sewn into the ditches along the track. God, it was such a beautiful day. If she’d had another glass of wine with her lunch earlier, she would have given him her virginity. The thought made her tremble inside, and she felt an anxiousness in that place that her mother told her was supposed to be only for the man she married.

As they neared the dirt road, she realized that her fiancé was still walking beside her. “Do you want me to walk you home?” he asked.

“I’m a big girl. I think I’ll be okay.”

He leaned in and kissed her on the mouth. He tasted like salt, and she knew that the taste of wine was still lingering on her own lips. When their tongues touched, she felt that creeping need once again. She broke the kiss and smiled at him.

“Can I see you tomorrow?” he asked.

She nodded and gave him another kiss, this one on the cheek, and turned away from him.

A few steps down the road, she paused. Up ahead she could see the framing of a fence, like a giant crooked spine springing from the ground. She felt the slightest bit of uncertainty and the fear caused her to turn back towards her fiancé.

He was headed down the road, his shoulder hunched like a defeated man’s and his hat once again on his head. She smiled briefly at him and then, in a blur of motion that exists only in dreams, she found herself standing by the fence. The man she had been expecting stood there as if he had been there all along.

“How do?” she said.

The man grinned with crooked teeth. He looked as if he might be a bit uncomfortable, but he never took his eyes off her. He didn’t speak to her, only looked her up and down. He was covered in grays and blacks, a dark man sprung directly from the shadows of her dreams and memories.

She felt her heart pulling in two directions, one wanting to retreat back down the dirt trail, the other wanting to stay here with this man, to venture into that old abandoned white farmhouse with him and learn his secrets.

Without a word, the man bowed slightly to her in a sign of chivalry. The gesture made no sense to her, but she instantly felt an irrational fear spreading through her. When he bowed, she saw the top of his head, scabbed and peeling.

And then the smell of it hit her.

Something dead… the smell of a gutted animal left to rot in the woods in the summer. The smell was overpowering, and she thought that it might be coming from the man at the fence—a man who was very familiar to her.

“Why are you here?” she asked him. “I know this is just a dream. I know I am old and dying in the real world. Why are you here? You aren’t the dark man… You’re someone else. But I have seen you… Oh yes, I have seen you.”

When he opened his mouth to speak, she saw his teeth again. They were misshapen, slightly yellowed. Sharp.

“Yes, you have,” he said, his voice like a spring breeze. “And I am here now to let you know that it is almost time to return what you took.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m coming,” he said to her with a smile.

Then a scream rose in her throat and she opened her eyes to a white ceiling, dreary walls, and poor light. A plastic tube brushed against her shoulder where a small patch of her dry skin was exposed by the yellow hospital gown she wore. The tube traveled upward, into her nose, and then in the opposite direction, over the side of the bed and into a machine that hummed patiently.

“Momma, what is it?”

She looked over and saw Chester. His graying hair was frazzled, and the poor boy looked as if he hadn’t slept in ages. And behind her son, something else. A shape. His shape.

She screamed again. She kept screaming until two nurses came into the room and gave her an injection, which calmed her almost immediately.

“Chester,” she said, so softly that she didn’t know if he had heard her. “Don’t let him in,” she told her son. “Keep him out… the man at the fence. He’s coming…”
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In the course of his quest across America, Matt Cahill had acquired the talents of a well-traveled man. He could take one look at a diner and tell whether or not the food was any good. He had a knack for finding run-down motels with great rates and surprisingly nice rooms. He’d even come to understand the art of the small-town newspaper, complete with JV sports scores, overly political letters to the editor, and “This Week’s Winning Recipe” (or other similarly titled columns tucked away on the last page out of obligation and not editorial need).

It was in these same sorts of papers that he had also developed the ability to tell if he was on the right track or not. The grisly little headlines about violence and murder were always splashed on the front page—anything to revive the pulse of a small town—and not hard to find. Still, Matt had the ability to read these articles and decide whether or not he was nearing the presence of the evil he had spent a great deal of his time chasing.

He was holding such a paper, reading one of those horrendous headlines, as he sat on the small park bench in Steeple, Virginia. He’d learned about Steeple yesterday after buying a paper in the bus stop in Richmond. There, of course, the headline hadn’t been as pronounced as it was here in Steeple, but it had still grabbed his attention.

More than that, the content of the article had him hitching a ride to Steeple right away. And here was that same story in the Steeple paper. Chester Clark, the top salesman at Steeple Auto and the scion of one of Steeples’ best families, walked into work one morning, said hello to the receptionist, and then strolled cheerfully into the service area, where he proceeded to kill everyone there with a pneumatic drill, a tire iron, a wrench, a pocketknife, and his teeth. When he was done, he jammed the drill though his own temple, killing himself instantly.

As brutal as this part of the story was, the reporter saved the worst part for the end: This was Steeple’s third such act of random, inexplicable violence in the last six weeks.

Matt sighed, folding the paper and tucking it beneath his arm. He studied the town from the bench, watching the trickle of late afternoon traffic. Steeple was a small rural town with a population of twenty-five hundred or so, according to the church-white sign he had spied along the town limits.

He knew he should get started right away. Of course, with the only person exhibiting violent tendencies now dead, it was hard to tell where he needed to start. He stood up and looked up and down the streets for any indication of what to do next. He saw two kids dressed in baggy clothes kicking a skateboard around the curb and a man cleaning the exterior windows of a mom-and-pop convenience store. It looked like a Rockwell painting come alive, but Matt couldn’t help but feel there was something flawed about the canvas underneath. The news story about Chester Clark was proof of this.

A yawn escaped his mouth and his shoulders drooped. He was exhausted but tried to ignore it. The bus rides he’d had over the last few days had supplied him with ample time to sleep, but it had always been broken naps. It was almost as if his mind knew there was something on the horizon, something waiting for him. There was work to be done here in Steeple—he was certain of that. That was another thing he had gotten good at—feeling the presence of the evil he had come to know so well. It clung to the air like invisible smog and tended to grow thicker by the day.

There were only two places to stay in the entire town, he quickly discovered. There was a bed-and-breakfast on the outskirts of town that was well out of his price range. Then, located in the center of the gray, urban part of Steeple was a motel that looked like every other run-down motel he’d slept in lately: a bright orange neon sign, gold room numbers on red doors, and a lobby that smelled like fast food and sweaty feet. With the transaction made and a key in his hand, Matt entered his room, tossed his bag on the floor, and hit the bed.

He craned his neck and looked towards the bathroom, contemplating a bath. The thought of hot water was a relaxing one, but his body refused to move. He kicked off his boots and grabbed the TV remote from the bedside table. He clicked the TV on and was treated to a rerun of Friends.

He was dead asleep before the first commercial break. When a trio of police cars passed by two hours later, sirens shrieking into the night, Matt didn’t so much as stir.
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He was standing in a forest, right at the edge of the tree line where the woods gave way to a Crayola-green field. The field before him seemed to stretch out forever to both sides. A pale dirt road ran through its center, and as Matt saw this road, he knew that he was not supposed to travel it.

No, his interest was just past the road, to the large white Colonial-style house on the other side. Blooming rosebushes sat at the front corners of the house. Even from a distance of what Matt assumed to be at least fifty yards, he could smell them on the breeze. A swing hung from the large porch, waiting for someone to take a seat. A charming white fence ran along both sides of the yard, separating it from the dirt road.

As inviting as the house seemed, Matt knew that the house was not meant to be his focal point, either—not completely. What drew him was the small group of girls standing in the front yard. There were five of them, between the ages of seven and nine. They were holding hands and dancing in a circle, jumping into the air in the kind of happy little skips that only young girls are capable of.

Their clothes seemed peculiar to Matt, layered and heavy and too formal for play. This dream must be a scene from decades ago, the thirties or forties possibly.

From his place among the trees, Matt could hear the girls clearly, as if they were chanting cheerfully right next to him. “They put me in the dark, cold ground. I was still alive but made no sound. The worms crawl in, the worms crawl out. The worms they crawl all about…”

As he watched the girls, he caught movement above them. In one of the house’s upper rooms, someone looked down onto the yard from behind a window. The figure was looking directly towards the girls, its face distorted by rippling glass and reflected sunlight. Matt couldn’t make out features, but there was something sinister about that presence. Something dark.

“… They put me in the dark, cold ground…”

Matt looked back to the girls. They were no longer as young as they had been moments before. Now they looked to be twelve or so, just beginning to flirt with adolescence. They were sitting in single file now, staring directly at the house.

Dream-Matt grew concerned as the girls stared ahead, motionless. Their rhyme kept swirling in his head, and it made him shudder.

“… The worms crawl in, the worms crawl out…”

He stepped out of the woods. As soon as his feet touched the pristine field, dream-Matt felt as if he was being pushed forward. The house and the five girls drew closer with alarming speed. He gasped as he suddenly found himself standing behind them. He looked up to the window and saw the dark figure standing there, the face still hard to see. The shape seemed to be waving at him, and he had little doubt that it was Mr. Dark. Matt looked back down to the girls and took a frightened step back.

One of them had turned to look at him. Her eyes were pitch-black, and when she smiled at him, her teeth were rotting gray chips. She reached out to him, her hand as delicate as the roses growing along the side of the house. She opened her mouth to speak, but instead of words, blood came pouring out in a great crimson gush.

Matt screamed, and the other girls turned to him with those same wretched smiles on their pretty faces.
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Matt woke up sweating. His heart was like thunder in his chest and he was not at all ashamed when he caught himself looking around the motel room for any sign of the girls from his dream. The digital clock by the bed read 4:10 a.m.

The TV was still on, now showing Kevin Arnold’s pursuit of Winnie on The Wonder Years. He sat up and tried his best to recall every fragment of the dream. It came to him slowly, and he wasn’t sure what aspect of it haunted him the most: the horrid smiles on those girls’ faces or the figure standing in the window on the second floor. While there had been no visible features, it wouldn’t be much of a stretch to assume it had been the bastard he’d been pursuing for so long.

Mr. Dark.

Matt stared blankly at the television before finally shutting it off. He lay back down but knew within seconds that he wouldn’t be going back to sleep. He kept seeing the blurry image in the second-floor window of the house from his dream. And there was Mr. Dark, staring at him from the window.

By the time he got dressed, it was just after five thirty. Might as well get out and get the lay of the land. Steeple wasn’t a big town, but it gave way to rural stretches he assumed led farther back before they reached the town limits. There might be more ground to cover here than he had expected.

With his bag slung over his shoulder, he headed out. Dawn was just beginning to tease the downtown portion of Steeple. There were only a few vehicles out, mostly work trucks. He walked back towards the center of town and was pleased to find a small diner. If he couldn’t sleep, at least he could eat.

Two old men sat in a far booth talking about how they would fix the economy. A lonely man sat by himself at a table, sipping coffee and reading a newspaper.

Matt took a seat, sliding his bag under the table. When a gruff-looking waitress came by, Matt ordered a western omelet and a cup of coffee. As he waited, he pulled yesterday’s newspaper out of his bag. If he did indeed plan on sticking around Steeple, he’d need to find some work. After paying for the motel and the breakfast, his funds would be dangerously low.

The classified ads in the Steeple Messenger were brief: The help-wanted ads took up only a column and a half. The only job he saw that was part-time and required no real qualifications was for what the ad called a “Custodian/Handyman/Jack-of-All-Trades.” The position was needed at Steeple Assisted Living and was—

Seeing this, Matt flipped back a few pages. He found the article on Chester Clark and reread it. He flashed past the portions about the violence and went straight to the end, to the few sentences he had simply skimmed over before.

Chester Clark was 52 years of age. He is survived by his mother, Gloria Clark. Mrs. Gloria Clark is well-known throughout Steeple due to her donations and contributions to the groundbreaking of Steeple Assisted Living, of which she is currently a resident.

Despite the rigorous and often tormenting toll his pursuits took on him, there were occasions when things seemed to work out to his advantage. By applying for the job (“show up in person whenever available,” the ad said), he might get a chance to speak with Gloria Clark and maybe find out just what happened to her son to cause him to go on a killing spree. From there, perhaps he’d be able to find a source for the evil he felt in the town.

Folding the paper back up, he realized that he could feel it even in the diner. As the waitress brought his coffee, Matt looked to the other three patrons. He saw no sign of the rot he’d grown so familiar with. Other than some mildly racist remarks coming from the elderly men at work on fixing the nation, there seemed to be nothing alarming.

Matt ate his omelet when it came and downed a few more cups of coffee. It was nearly seven when he found himself back in the central hub of Steeple. He passed the park where he had sat yesterday afternoon and noticed that the town had finally stirred awake. Morning traffic thickened as people started milling out to their jobs.

With each step, he felt the undeniable pressure of something wrong, of something gone bad. He could almost smell it on the air, like the skunk that’s been smeared on the side of the road for a week. It seemed to tag along as every step took him closer to the nursing home.
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Steeple Assisted Living was a massive structure unlike any nursing home Matt had ever seen. Four floors high and elegantly designed after the grand spas of old Europe, it seemed alien set against the rest of Steeple. Rose gardens wrapped around both sides, and a large fountain sat at the head of the sidewalk leading to the front door. A wall of immaculate hedges stood roughly ten feet high, blocking out the surrounding sights of local businesses to the east and a vacant lot to the west.

Matt walked by the fountain and to the front door. When he stepped inside, he was again struck by the beautiful design of the place. He was standing in a lobby that bested those of even the most luxurious of hotels. Everything was white and a dazzling shade of light blue. The entire place was spotless and smelled freshly cleaned—but not with stringent bleach-based cleaners. He smelled lemon, faint cinnamon, and a scent like wildflowers.

A curved counter ran along the wall to his left for half the length of the lobby. No one sat behind it or the three computer consoles that adorned it. A TV hung on the wall, silently broadcasting the morning news. He then realized that it wasn’t quite eight o’clock and it might be too early to speak with anyone about the job—much less have a conversation with Gloria Clark.

To his surprise, a cheerful woman came out a door behind the massive counter and marched over to the desk.

“Good morning,” she said. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you.”

Matt resisted the temptation to look over his shoulder and see if she was talking to someone else.

“You may be mistaking me for someone else,” he said.

“You’re here to apply for the handyman position, aren’t you?”

“I was,” Matt said. “But now that I’ve discovered you’re all mind readers, I’m not so sure.”

She laughed. “You work here for a couple of months, you get to know all our guests’ relatives,” she said. “And when they’ve got someone new coming to visit, they’re so excited we hear about it weeks in advance. So either you’re here for the job, or you’re another rich tourist passing through who mistook this place for the Four Seasons. And I don’t see Louis Vuitton stenciled on your duffel bag.”

“Well, I was looking for the Four Seasons, but I guess a handyman job will do just as well.” He put out his hand. “Matt Cahill.”

Her hand, when she took his, was cool and dry and soft with powder. Shaking it was not an unpleasant experience. “Sally Jenkins.”

“Does this mean I get the job?”

“It’s not my job to give,” she said as she picked up a phone and pushed a button. After a moment, she said, “Bill, yes, I have a gentleman in the lobby who would like to speak with you about the custodian position. Yes, about taking it.”

Sally hung up and said, “Bill will be with you in a moment. He’ll tell you everything you need to know.” A bell rang in the office behind her. “And I have to get that.”

“Thanks,” Matt said, but she was already gone. He turned his attention back to the area behind him, where the lobby extended into an elegant lounge. It couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds before an older gentleman came through a set of oak doors at the other end of the lobby. He wore a dark worker’s uniform that looked as if it had been recently cleaned and pressed. He walked directly towards Matt and extended his hand.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m Bill Frasier. And you are?”

Matt took the offered hand and shook it. It wasn’t a bad hand, as hands go, but it didn’t begin to compare with Sally’s. “Matt Cahill.”

“Okay, Mr. Cahill, you’re here about the custodian position, yes?”

“That’s right.”

“Great! Walk with me for a moment and let’s chat.”

Matt followed Bill, leaving the lobby through the double doors to a small hallway, which emptied out into a large common area. Matt saw several of the elderly residents sitting at tables, watching TV, and reading books. Large picture windows revealed flower gardens and a sweeping backyard filled with more flowers, benches, and elegant tables.

Matt had taken no more than three steps towards the common area before Bill placed a large callused hand on his shoulder, and said, “You’re hired.”

“That’s my kind of chat.” Matt said. “But don’t you want to know anything about me?”

“Best way to learn about a man is to watch him work,” Bill said. “Pay’s ten bucks an hour, part-time. Stick around past the first week or so, we’ll talk about more hours.”

“Sounds good.”

“It’s not,” Bill said. “I’m going to be honest with you right here and now to save a lot of trouble in the long run. This job sucks. In the last six months, we’ve had nine different people try to fill the position. One of them lasted a total of three hours.”

“I can’t think of anything I couldn’t stand for three hours,” Matt said. “Except maybe seeing Titanic again.”

“Come on,” Bill said. “I’ll give you the tour. Then there’s all the paperwork and crap to fill out.”

Matt followed Bill through the impressive building. At no point did Matt get the impression that he was in a retirement home. The first floor consisted mainly of the lobby and the common room. Near the back of the first floor there were a few rooms that were set off from the rest of the building. These, according to Bill, were where they placed the residents who were at death’s door and weren’t expected to make it much longer.

They took a wood-paneled elevator to the second and third floors, which were both lined with more than fifty rooms. These were the residents’ living quarters. Matt thought the rooms looked more like luxury hotel rooms than the hospital-style accommodations he had seen in the few nursing homes he had been in during the course of his life. Each room had a flat-screen TV mounted to the wall and ample space to accommodate the large desk and bureau in each room.

The residents they passed during his tour seemed cheerful. In some cases, their good moods made them appear as if they might actually be too young to be staying in an assisted living home. Even the employees he met were pleasant. The nurses, aides, and receptionists all seemed happy to be there.

When they had made the rounds on the third floor, Bill brought Matt to another elevator and pressed “up.” While they waited for it to arrive, Matt looked back down the hall. Someone was laughing nearby, and farther off he could hear the chorus of Buddy Holly’s “Peggy Sue” coming from someone’s room.

“I’m fifteen minutes into my first three hours,” Matt said. “Not seeing the problems yet.”

Bill shrugged.

The elevator arrived and they stepped on. Matt realized that Bill was the only person he had seen since stepping inside Steeple Assisted Living who was in a sour mood.

“Now, the fourth floor is something special,” Bill said. “What you need to understand about this place is that it was designed and funded by a woman named Missy Crowder. She was born and raised in Steeple and then, after college, went off into the world and made a fortune in banking. Some of her rich friends, also hailing from Steeple, made donations as well. This place is pretty well-known. People from out of state try to get rooms here. It’s crazy.”

The elevator doors slid open and they stepped out into a large room that looked like it belonged in a Newport mansion. A large blue sofa sat in the center of the room with tables and lamps strategically positioned around it. To Matt’s right, four gorgeous paintings of autumnal landscapes hung on the wall. To his left, a large picture window filled nearly the entire wall, covered by elegant curtains the color of dark red wine.

Matt saw four doors spread out across the enormous room. “Is this like the VIP level or something?”

Bill pointed at one door and said, “Missy Crowder. She’s eighty-six and has been here for three years. She got really sick with some kind of cancer six years ago, and she didn’t think she was going to live to see the place completed. But she beat the cancer and has been living here since day one.”

He gestured at one of the other doors. “Gloria Clark. She’s eighty-five and has one of the worst cases of Alzheimer’s I’ve ever seen. It comes and goes. When she’s having a good day, she’s one of the nicest ladies you’ll ever meet. When she has a bad day, she’s basically a zombie.”

Gloria Clark. Chester Clark’s mother.

“I read an article in the paper yesterday,” Matt said. “Some guy named Chester Clark went on a killing spree. Any relation?”

“That was her son. Sadly, she was on one of her good days when she got the news. She’s been in a bad state ever since she heard about it. Her doctor says she may never come out of it again.”

To their right, one of the doors along the wall opened. An elderly woman stepped out and regarded them with a smile.

Bill walked towards her with his own smile. “Miss Crowder, how are you this morning?”

“Just fine,” she said. “I thought I heard people talking out here.”

“Yes, ma’am. This is our newest custodian, Matt Cahill. I was just giving him the tour.”

Missy’s welcoming smile seemed authentic as she extended her hand to Matt. Matt shook it lightly. Her hand felt brittle in his and her arm moved like a dead tree branch when he shook it. And yet her gentle touch made him suspect that not too many decades ago, her hand would have been the equal of Sally’s.

“Missy Crowder,” she said. “Nice to meet you. Hopefully you’ll stick. So many people have come and gone in the position.”

“That’s what Bill was telling me.”

“Cleaning up after us old people is never going to be a pleasant job,” she said. “But if there’s anything the management can do to make it easier, please don’t hesitate to ask Bill or me.”

Before Bill could respond, he was interrupted by a loud chiming sound from his waist. Matt looked down and saw that there was a small walkie-talkie holstered on Bill’s belt. He gave Missy and Matt an apologetic look as he answered it.

“Tell me it’s not Mr. Hatcher,” he said into the device.

“Wish I could,” came a female voice from the other end.

“Got it,” Bill said, killing the call and returning the device to his belt. He turned to Matt. “Your three hours have just begun.”
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When they stepped out of the elevator on the second floor, there was a slight commotion as some residents lingered in their doorways. A nurse and two aides were standing near the elevators, looking down the hallway in disgust. Matt and Bill passed them, headed for the other end of the hall.

“We’re going to see Peter Hatcher,” Bill told him. “He used to run three car dealerships. Now he likes to think he’s a howler monkey.”

They stopped in front of one of the rooms. The door was open and Bill gave Matt a “you first” gesture. Matt walked in with Bill behind him. Matt halted in his tracks so quickly that Bill collided with him and nearly sent them toppling over.

There was shit on the walls and the floor. A large splatter of it had been flung against the front wall. Some of it had hit the television. The reek of it was terrible—but not nearly as bad as the sight of the man sitting on the bed.

Peter Hatcher had his pants off and tossed to the side. His withered thighs, hands, and forearms were covered in shit. He smiled at Matt and Bill as they came into the room. “Pulp,” he said.

It wasn’t a greeting Matt recognized. So he did what a new speaker of any language would do—he repeated it. “Pulp.”

Hatcher nodded so vigorously Matt was concerned his head would snap off his papery neck. “Don’t like it in the juice,” he said. “They don’t listen.”

“I’ll make sure they will now,” Matt said.

“Thought you might,” Hatcher said.

“Mr. Hatcher, this is Matt,” Bill said. “He’s new and he’s going to have to clean this up. How do you think that makes him feel?”

“Like he’s going to remember who likes pulp and who doesn’t.” Mr. Hatcher cackled loudly at this, clutching his belly and smearing more of his feces there.

Bill looked back at Matt and gave him a blank look of sympathy. “Think you can handle it?”

“It’s still better than Titanic.”

[image: Image]

Matt understood why so many of his predecessors hadn’t lasted in the job. It wasn’t just the stench that made cleaning up another person’s shit and piss and puke so miserable—it was the way it stripped away all illusions about humankind’s superiority to other animals. Because here was the ultimate fact of human life—beneath the beauty and the ambition and the thoughts and the dreams, we were all just sacks of flesh manufacturing filth.

Matt might have fled just as quickly as the others, even knowing as he did that this place could hold the secret to a great evil. But he’d seen all this before, done it before, and worse. He’d nursed his young wife through terminal cancer, and when the pittance the insurance company provided for home care ran out, Matt took care of her all by himself. He changed her dressings and emptied her catheter and mopped up her puke. And yes, when she got close to the end and lost control of her organs, he cleaned up her shit. And as horrible as it was, he thanked God for every day he was able to take care of her.

So he knew how to deal with Mr. Hatcher, stripping off the rest of his soiled clothes and getting him into a warm bath, scrubbing him clean, then sending him out into the common room while Matt filled bag after yellow medical waste bag. It might have taken up the entire three hours—Matt couldn’t say for sure. He’d learned how to do all these chores without letting his mind dwell on them.

Once the room was clean and Mr. Hatcher, in freshly laundered clothes, was back in his bed, Matt went to the employee showers and scrubbed his entire body with a hard brush and strong soap that Bill gave him. He wished he’d had the chance to change into his new uniform before he’d tackled the room, but he put one on now as he ran his own clothes through the facility’s laundry.

Matt was looking for Bill to ask about a new assignment when Missy Crowder appeared in the lobby. She carried that same glowing sort of warmth when she smiled at him.

“You’re still working here,” she said.

“As long as the kitchen staff stops giving Mr. Hatcher orange juice with pulp,” Matt said.

“Just wait until you hit a day when he decides he likes pulp,” Missy said. “That gets really ugly.”

“So this wasn’t the first time,” Matt said.

“For him it was,” Missy said. “As was the last time. As will be the next. I used to think it would be a blessing to live without a past, but when I see one of our residents suffering like Mr. Hatcher, I understand how terrible it would be.”

“I’ll remember that when I see him,” Matt said.

“I know you will,” Missy said. “I could see that in your eyes. It’s why I knew you were the right person for this job. Which is why you’re going to come with me right now and sign all sorts of incredibly annoying paperwork before you change your mind.”

She seized his wrist in her leathery hand and led him onto the elevator and back up to the fourth floor. She led him just as quickly and efficiently through the paperwork, although he’d filled out these same forms so many times in the last couple of years he could have filled in his standard half-truths without even looking.

“You’re all mine now,” Missy said when he had finished, and Matt could see that she’d used that same line when she was much younger and that it probably got her anything she wanted.

“And happy to be,” Matt said. “What can I do for you?”

“You could give me a hand down to the garden,” she said. “And then I suspect Bill has a couple thousand things that need doing.”

He stepped into the elevator with Missy and they rode down to the first floor. When the doors opened on the large common room, Matt was again taken aback at how peaceful the place was. There was now a table where five residents played a hand of rummy. An older woman sat in a large rocking chair reading a Norman Mailer novel. A few were sitting on the couch and other chairs watching a court show on TV.

Missy led Matt away from all this and out a glass door onto a veranda overlooking the garden. A woman in a wheelchair sat by the door, staring out towards the roses. She didn’t seem to notice as Matt and Missy came up to her.

“I know Bill is going to keep you busy, but I hope you don’t mind if I load you up with one more burden,” Missy said.

“Of course not,” Matt said.

“This is Iris Spencer,” Missy said. “She has the room next door to mine—just as we discussed when we were ten years old. I’m sorry to say I don’t believe she remembered that promise by the time I’d finished this place, but I did. Even though she’d had a stroke, I kept my promise. I don’t know how much she understands about where she is, but she always loved to be around flowers. So every day she needs to be brought down here to sit in the fresh air. May I entrust you with that duty?”

“I’d be honored,” Matt said. He stepped around to the front of the wheelchair and kneeled down so that his eyes were on a level with Iris’. “Hello, Iris, my name is Matt, and Missy has asked that I bring you down to the garden every morning and bring you back up in the evenings. I hope that’s all right with—”

A groaning, like a drawbridge lifting from a moat, rolled from Iris’ chest and up her throat, escalating by the second.

“Iris?” Missy said, her face pale.

Iris’ head snapped up and she looked directly at Matt. She grabbed his arm and pulled him down closer to her with unbelievable strength. Her hand on his wrist was like a vise as she continued to make that croaking noise, uninterrupted and growing louder by the moment.

Iris screamed into his face then, her breath hot and smelling like a crypt. Her eyes rolled back in her head and a string of saliva spilled from her lip. She opened her mouth to an impossible width, the scream now drowning, drowning out even his thoughts.

“Iris…,” Missy shouted, shaking her. But the sound didn’t stop.

And then it did. For a moment, all was silence. And then a hideous crash of metal on metal sounded from the front of the building. Seconds later, screams.

With a glance back at the old lady, who seemed to have relapsed into her vegetative state, Matt ran towards the commotion.
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He knew it was going to be ugly. Knew that from the sound. Not metal hitting metal. What the metal had hit first.

A silver Audi had jumped the curb directly in front of the home. It slammed into a streetlight, wrapping its grill around the metal post. And caught in the embrace of the twisted metal was the broken body of a young woman, her legs jellied by the impact, her torso twisted into an impossible angle. But the worst part was her face. Her bright, fresh, beautiful face. It wasn’t that it had been mangled. Just the opposite. The accident had left it untouched, and it held frozen her certain knowledge of what was about to happen to her.

Other people were flooding towards the crash site as Matt arrived. He saw horror on their faces. And something else.

Rage.

The driver of the Audi, a portly, middle-aged man in a cheap suit, opened his door and took a single stumbling step out. His head was a mask of blood. Standing more than fifty yards away, Matt could tell that he was trembling.

“Murderer!” shouted a man from the group of people that was approaching the car. The fury in his voice was unmistakable.

The driver looked dreamily in the direction of the voice. When Matt saw just how dazed he was, he reacted without thinking. He raced down the sidewalk, towards the street. By the time Matt reached the Audi, the driver had fallen against the trunk. Blood gushed from his brow. Matt saw the cut along the front of his head and that his right eye was already beginning to swell shut.

“Are you okay?” Matt asked.

“I…,” the man said. He looked around as if he had no idea where he was. His eyes fell on the woman trapped between his car and the streetlight. “Oh my God… did I…?”

Matt didn’t see the first of the approaching mob until it was too late. It was the man who had shouted earlier. He threw a right hook into the driver’s face. The driver shouted and stumbled to the ground.

“This man’s been hurt,” Matt said as calmly as he could. He stepped between the fallen driver and the still-approaching man. Behind him, six others were coming. One of them was carrying a large rock.

“Not hurt enough,” the angry man asked. “Not like that poor girl—”

When the man tried to kick at the driver, Matt blocked it and gave him a hard shove that almost knocked him over.

“It was an accident,” Matt said. “Let the cops—”

The rock whizzed by his head, nearly clipping his right temple. Matt looked up in surprise in time to see the man he had shoved charging at him in a football tackle stance. Matt wasn’t fast enough to block the attack and was driven back against the car. He brought his right elbow down on the man’s back and then threw a series of hard punches to his neck. The man backed away at once with a groan.

Before Matt had time to readjust, another member of the mob sprang at him. It was a fat man with a slow right jab. Matt dodged it easily and then threw his own jab to the fat man’s jaw. The man cried out in girlish surprise and dropped to his knees.

Matt glanced to the driver. He was lying down, staring up into the sky. His eyes seemed impossibly white in the midst of the crimson mask he wore. It was hard to tell because of the blood, but Matt was certain that there were no signs of rot on the man’s face. He then looked out to the mob—which seemed to have doubled in minutes—and saw no traces of it out there, either.

What the hell is this?

The mob surged forward. Matt looked around for any signs of help, but he was apparently going to be handling this alone. His only other option was to retreat back into Steeple Assisted Living, but if he did that, this mob would kill the driver. And if Matt tried taking the driver with him, the mob would easily overtake them.

Matt planted his feet and assumed a boxer’s stance. He waited for the next member of the mob to approach. Two men came at him at once. Matt was able to fire off a right hook that landed awkwardly on one of the men’s shoulders. Then he was caught on both sides and pushed back against the car, where he instantly felt two solid punches land at his side. His ribs groaned and he nearly collapsed. He fought back as well as he could, but he was easily outnumbered. Even if he could get beyond these two, there were more waiting beyond them.

He managed to bring his knee up hard into one of the men’s crotches. He followed this with a flailing punch that caught the other man squarely in the neck. The men stepped back just long enough for Matt to break away from the car. But by the time he was free, someone had pegged him with what he thought was a bottle. It nailed him on the arm in an explosion of glass.

A surge of pain raced up his arm. He stumbled slightly, and then there was another person on him. This time it was a woman. All he saw as he went to the ground was a set of toned legs kicking at him.

Matt tried to get to his feet but was rewarded with only a solid crunching kick to his ribs. He fell back to the ground, and that was when he heard the first police siren in the distance.

The mob scattered as the sirens grew louder. Matt cringed as he tried to get to his feet. When he was to his knees, he looked over at the driver. The wound in his head was still spitting blood in sheets. The man’s eyes were fogging over, and Matt didn’t think he was going to make it.

“Hang in there,” Matt said as the first of the police cars came screeching to a halt a few feet away.

“No,” the driver said. “Oh God… what happened? What did I—?”

The man never finished his question. He died with his jaw partially open, blood trickling out.
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The cops questioned Matt rigorously, but there wasn’t much he could tell them. The girl was dead, the driver was dead—what else was there to say? He tried to describe a couple of the members of the mob, but Matt got the idea pretty quickly that they didn’t like having their upstanding citizens smeared by a drifter, so he gave that up. There seemed to be some debate about running him into the jail for additional questioning, but they eased up when Sally Jenkins emerged from Steeple Assisted Living and backed his story.

Once they’d let him go, one of the home’s nurses looked over his injuries. There was a cut from the broken bottle and some bruising just about everywhere, but none of his ribs were broken.

Bill and Missy came to see him. Missy looked deeply worried. Matt wondered if it was the accident that was troubling her… or Iris Spencer’s scream.

“I’ve been telling the city to put a stoplight on that corner for years,” Missy said. “All that traffic is an accident waiting to happen.”

Bill shrugged. “I guess it’s not waiting anymore. Not quite sure how you got so banged up when you only arrived after the crash.”

“That was the good citizens of Steeple,” Matt said. “They were going to kill the driver. I couldn’t let them.”

“No, you couldn’t,” Missy said. “That’s another thing I saw in your eyes.”

She stared at him so intently Matt had to turn away for a moment.

“Unless Missy sees any reason to disagree, I’d say you can call it a day,” Bill said finally.

Matt glanced at the clock on the wall. “A day?” he said. “It’s only two thirty.”

“No,” Missy said. “He’s right. Your elbow is cut and your side is all bruised up. You can take the rest of the day. We’ll pay you for a full day. Do you have anywhere to go?”

“A room at the motel.”

“Okay. Go rest up. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

Matt left the exam room and headed back down the first-floor hallway towards the large common area. The TV was blaring a game, and two men were playing chess. He looked out to the garden where he had met Iris Spencer and saw she was gone.

Her scream had come seconds before the car had slammed into that young girl. Was it a coincidence? Or were they connected? Had she seen what was about to happen and shrieked at the horror of the onrushing death and her inability to stop it?

Or had her scream actually caused it?

The idea seemed ludicrous. But he hadn’t just heard the sound coming out of her. He’d felt it. And if he could, who was to say other people couldn’t have, too?

He collected his duffel bag from the employee lounge and headed out to the street. The Audi had been towed and yellow caution tape strung around the wounded base of the streetlight, but no one had bothered to clean up the litter of shattered glass and ruptured metal. Or the bright red stain that spread from sidewalk to asphalt.

But Matt could sense that the blood wasn’t the only thing spreading in Steeple. There was tension in the air all around him. The air was loud with blasts from car horns and curses from pedestrians. One woman sitting on her front porch yelled at Matt as he walked by, insisting that he not “step on my yard and kill those GD bougainvilleas !” Shopkeepers stood in the doorways of their stores, glaring at each passerby as if at a parade of thieves. A skinny kid on a skateboard slalomed down the sidewalk, barely missing the people walking there. Every movement seemed to be a challenge to the world: Think you can take me?

And yet, he hadn’t seen a single trace of the rot that was telltale of Mr. Dark. Was the turmoil that had brought him to Steeple perhaps a whole new sort of evil that he was unfamiliar with?

He needed to find some sort of answers fast. Right now things were just ugly. But he’d already seen how that could boil over into violence, and if the rest of the town was like this street, one spark could turn Steeple into an inferno.
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He was standing in the forest again, looking out at the white house, its pretty fence, and the surrounding field. He could smell faint woodland rot and pine needles all around him.

He saw the five girls right away. This time they were all standing and looking directly at the house. Their little necks were craned upward, looking at the second-floor window Matt had seen the dark figure in during his previous dream. The girls were holding hands. They looked like paper dolls.

Matt stepped out of the forest and into the field. He walked to the dirt road and crossed it. When he stepped on the road, it felt like rubber beneath his feet. As he got closer to the girls, he could hear them whispering something in unison. It had a rhythm to it, a steady sort of tone. As he crossed to the other side of the road and stepped into the yard, he heard it more clearly.

“They put me in the dark, cold ground. I was still alive but made no sound. The worms crawl in, the worms crawl out. The worms they crawl all about…”

Matt walked slowly towards them, not wanting to alarm them. He also recalled how the last dream had ended, how the girls had somehow become older in a flash and how their faces had become grotesque masks of decay.

He was two feet away from them now. He saw bugs crawling around in one of the girls’ hair. Another’s was tangled in what looked like thick clumps of congealed blood. Guided by the force of the dream, Matt reached out for one of those red shapes that were even now drying in the girl’s soft brown hair.

Before his fingers touched it, the girls stopped their chanting, their hands still interlocked.

Matt looked up to the window, following their glance. The glass shimmered like sun on muddy lake water. Beyond the gleaming of light off its surface, he saw the dark shape of a person. It stepped forward and nearly filled the window as Matt stared.

Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled. Matt looked skyward and saw dark purple clouds rolling forward with hurricane speed.

“Girls,” Matt said, stepping in front of them. “You need to—”

His voice locked in his throat when he saw them. Their eyes were gone, revealing black sockets crusted with blood and gore. Their mouths hung open, and although their lips did not move, they still chanted: “The worms crawl in, the worms crawl out…”

“Girls!”

Matt’s shout brought their chant to a halt. Their mouths still hung open in either shock or demented awe. The girl closest to him produced some sort of deep-throated wail, like the purr of a dying kitten.

The thunderheads rolled overhead. On the other side of the dirt road, the trees swayed violently with a wind that had not yet showed itself. Matt watched this, trying to understand it all, when he heard the girl farthest to his right begin to whisper something. The noise that escaped her slack mouth could barely be considered speaking at all, but it was there—a steady droning noise that seemed to strain her throat.

The girl’s head abruptly leveled down and stared straight at Matt’s face. Her open mouth snapped closed with an audible click and she grinned maliciously at him. She then opened her mouth again, stretching it to an impossible width that would have broken her jaw in the world of the awake.

She belted out a scream that Matt felt vibrating in his skull. He had heard the same scream earlier. It was the same tormented noise that Iris Spencer had released on the veranda overlooking the garden of Steeple Assisted Living.

Behind him, the second-floor window exploded in a rain of glass. Matt wheeled around and looked up. A black substance began to pour over the frame, and as it touched the side of the house, the wood began to splinter, crack, and go soft. A face stared down at him from the broken window, a familiar face that he had seen too many times as of late… the face of Mr. Dark, shimmering and somehow fragmented in the glass.

The moment Matt saw the dark, contorted face leering down at him, a unified shout sounded from the girls.

“Hail!”

Matt turned back to face them. When he did, their little hands were on him, only the delicate skin of little girls was gone. Their grip was now all wrinkles, sores, and bones. They had the hands of old women. They grabbed at him and opened their mouths to bite him. When they did, he saw discolored teeth and rotting gums. The tongue of one girl was a dead slug that lolled from the side of her mouth.

Matt screamed, but it was drowned out by the rolling thunder overhead.
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Matt’s scream jolted him awake. He sat up so quickly in bed that the room seemed to spin. Fumbling for the lamp on the bedside table, he flicked it on and breathed heavily as his eyes adjusted to the light.

The thunder from the dream echoed through his head as he sorted through its images. The little girl who had let loose that guttural scream—that was Iris Spencer. It had to be. And Iris had been friends from childhood with Missy Crowder. Would she be another one? A third must be Gloria Clark—another friend old enough to share Missy’s fourth floor.

Matt didn’t get messages in dreams. He also didn’t peer into crystal balls or read tea leaves and chicken entrails. He wasn’t clairvoyant. There was no reason to believe this was anything but an unpleasant nightmare.

Except that it was. He could feel it. A vision.

But of what?

Something had happened to those little girls in that house so many years ago… and someone or something was trying to tell him about it.

There was something in Steeple’s air, something ugly. It was making the people edgy, angry, violent. So far Matt hadn’t been affected—unless this dream was this thing’s effect on him.

Which meant that whatever had happened to those girls so many years ago was directly related to what was happening now.

Matt looked to the bedside clock and saw that it was 3:13 a.m. When he got control of himself, he shut the light and lay in the dark with his thoughts, hoping to fall back asleep. But when four o’clock rolled around and he was still wide-awake, he gave up.

As he waited for sunrise, he sat on the bed with the images of the dream in his head. One thing in particular plagued him: If three of the girls were Iris, Missy, and Gloria, then who were the other two?
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The motel room didn’t offer any answers to Matt’s questions, so Matt left it as soon as the sky started to lighten. He grabbed a quick breakfast at the diner, then made his way to the home. The receptionist greeted him warmly as he made his way through the double doors and towards the common room. It was early yet, so the common room was relatively quiet. A few residents sipped coffee while watching the news.

He took the elevator up to the fourth floor and found Missy sitting in one of the plush chairs in the large fourth-floor lobby. She was speaking on a cell phone and straightening the plump pillows on the large couch. When Missy saw Matt step off the elevator, she smiled and waved at him.

“How are you this morning?” she asked, ending her call.

“I’m good,” he said, knowing that yesterday’s events were certainly weighing heavily on her as well. “But I need to ask you something, Mrs. Crowder.”

Missy blinked and shook her head slightly, as if she had just zoned out. “I suppose you want to know about Bill, yes?”

He hadn’t suspected there was anything to know about his boss. Matt had known him for only a few hours but realized he was already feeling close to the older man. Had he fallen victim to the violence that seemed to run random over Steeple?

“What about him?” Matt said.

“Poor, poor Bill,” she said. “I’m afraid he has a close friend that was put in the hospital last night. He is wrapping up some errands for the family this morning and will be in late. As for myself, I need to leave very soon. I’ll be riding out to Norfolk to pick up our newest fourth-floor resident from the airport.”

“A friend of yours?” Matt asked.

“The best,” Missy said. “Her name is Ophelia. She’s the last of us. When I built this home, I put four rooms up here, hoping Iris, Gloria, and Ophelia would all end up coming back to Steeple.”

“You’ve given them good reason to,” Matt said, glancing around the palatial room.

“We were always so very close as children, and even through high school. And then we went our separate ways and drifted apart. Oh, there was the usual card on birthdays and anniversaries, occasional drinks if we happened to be passing through each other’s towns. But we were essentially strangers for decades at a time. Now that we’ve cast off all those parts of our lives that were keeping us apart, I thought it would be nice to be together again. Go out the way we came in, I guess you could say.”

“What time do you need to leave?”

“I’ll let you know when I do,” she said. “That’s the trouble when people fly on private jets—no keeping them to a schedule. Now, I expect that Bill will be in by lunchtime. I personally won’t be back until later this afternoon. But until then, while you’re waiting on Bill, I’d certainly appreciate it if you could run an inventory check of the supply closets. There’s also a flickering light on the third-floor hallway that needs to be replaced. Other than that, it should be an easy morning.”

Before Matt could ask her any further questions, Missy was already walking towards the elevators. “Also,” she added, “don’t bother taking Iris down to the garden this morning. I don’t want to risk any further episodes. Just to be safe, I’ve asked for another orderly to do it today.”

Matt nodded, thinking, Me neither as he joined her at the elevators. They stepped on together and rode it down to the first floor. There, Matt started his inventory list and tried to put all the new pieces of information Missy had just given him into the equation of his dreams and yesterday’s odd events.
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The morning passed too slowly as far as Matt was concerned. After coming up with a list of supplies that the home was running low on, he fixed the light Missy had mentioned. He then wandered the halls for a while, having short conversations with some of the nurses and other staff members. He did his best to discover more information about Missy and Ophelia, but there wasn’t much to be learned.

At least not that anyone was sharing. But there was definitely a lot he didn’t understand. Starting with the math. There were four rooms on the fourth floor, and when Ophelia checked in this afternoon, they would all be occupied. Missy, Iris, Gloria, and Ophelia. They were the girls in his dream—he was sure of it.

But in his dream there had been five girls.

Who was the fifth girl? What had happened to her? Why didn’t she have a room on the fourth floor?

He traveled down to the first-floor lobby and saw a day nurse rolling Iris Spencer into the garden. The nurse parked Iris’ wheelchair in the exact same location as the day before. After saying something softly to Iris, the nurse left her and headed down the hall.

Matt stood on the other side of the window, keeping a safe distance. While he certainly wanted to try to speak with Iris, he didn’t want a replay of yesterday. Not the scream… and not what happened in its aftermath.

But he needed to know.

He supposed it was a good sign that she was out and about, since Missy had told him that she, Iris, had been wiped out after yesterday’s commotion. Slowly, Matt walked over to her, closing the distance with great care.

When Matt got close enough to Iris to reach out and touch the grips on her wheelchair if he so desired, he heard her speaking. She was muttering quietly to herself, and when he heard the words, he froze where he was.

“The worms crawl in, the worms crawl out. The worms they crawl all about…”

She was skipping lines, patching the song together in her gravel-like whisper. Matt had seen much in his time of chasing after Mr. Dark and the evil he represented, and he didn’t scare easy. But in that moment, Matt thought he might scream.

He took two steps away from Iris and nearly did shout when he walked directly into someone. He wheeled around and saw Bill. He was holding a sandwich in one hand as he gave Matt a curious look.

“You okay?” Bill asked.

Matt nodded, although he was certain he looked distressed.

“You know,” Bill said, “I’d think that after what happened with Iris yesterday, it might be a good idea for you to keep your distance.”

“I’m beginning to think so, too,” Matt said. “Missy said you had a friend that was sent to the hospital. Is he okay?”

“We don’t know yet,” Bill said. “Lost a lot of blood.”

“Was it an accident?” Matt thought of that poor girl pinned to the lamppost by the Audi.

“He was with some good friends last night, playing poker like they do every Wednesday night,” Bill said. “Al was on a streak. By which I mean he’d won a few hands for a total of maybe eight bucks. It’s his turn to deal, and for the first time in his life he draws a straight flush. Plays it cool, gets the others to bet big. Two guys drop out, and it’s just Al and Sid Nevins. Sid thinks he’s got a pretty sweet hand—aces over eights—so he goes all in. Raises five dollars. Al calls it, then throws his hand down and starts doing a happy dance. Because this is probably the biggest pot anyone’s ever won in this game—all the way into double digits.”

Matt could see the rest of it playing out in his head. “Sid wasn’t happy…”

“Called Al a dirty cheater. And before anyone could try to calm him down, he smashed a beer bottle against the fireplace and attacked Al with it. Tore open his face, slashed his neck. If the other guys hadn’t pulled him off, he would have cut Al’s throat open. All over the price of a six-pack.”

“Oh my God. I’m sorry,” Matt said. “I hope he pulls through. Sid ever do anything like this before?”

“Sid’s the nicest guy I ever met,” Bill said. “As far as I know, that was the first violent thing he’d ever done. The second was this morning when he hanged himself in his jail cell.”

“Jesus,” Matt said. “Is there anything I can do?”

“If you’re going to stick around Steeple, get used to it. There’s something about this damned town. Sometimes… I don’t know. Sometimes it can just get so mean.”

Matt recalled the faces of the mob that had come after him yesterday after he had come to the rescue of the driver. Yes, he thought he knew exactly what Bill meant.

Bill headed down the hall, and Matt headed to the elevators to revisit the fourth floor. When he was there, he mopped the floor and wiped down the surfaces in the bar/kitchen area. He spent about an hour cleaning the place, and when he was done, he still felt that the room was somehow a bit too stuffy, despite its large size.

He went to the large picture window and drew the red curtains open to let some sunshine in. When the curtains parted, brilliant sunlight filled the room. He looked out the window and was amazed at how the afternoon sunlight seemed perfect, making everything on the other side of the glass look like something out of a cheerful painting. Even the fall-stripped trees that bordered the home’s rear lawn looked extravagant.

Beyond the back lawn of the home and the slim stretch of forest that separated it from the rest of Steeple, things rolled out almost like a sappy picture from a calendar—this would have been the month of September or October. From four floors up, he couldn’t see any sort of expansive view, but he saw enough of the town’s layout to get the gist. Just beyond the strip of forest, a field began to rise and then level out. It meandered along to the west, out of view from Matt’s position at the window.

Yet sitting almost directly in front of him, within that field and far into the distance, he saw a thin dirt road that snaked its way through the green of it all. His eyes wandered farther and a sharp icicle of fear pierced his guts.

There, sitting just past that dirt track, was the white house he had seen in his dream.
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It was shortly after two o’clock when Matt rushed through the first-floor hallway into the kitchen and found Bill. Or at least his legs. The rest of him was hidden under a massive refrigeration unit.

“Fourth floor is all clean,” he said.

“Great,” Bill replied, his voice almost drowned out by the clanking of metal as he worked on the machinery.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Matt said, “but I opened up the curtains. I thought the place needed some light.”

“Yeah, no problem,” Bill said, clearly more worried about the refrigerator’s guts than Matt’s news.

“So what’s the deal with that house you can see out the window?” Matt said. “It looks like they built the window to look right onto it.”

“That’s the Varner House,” Bill replied. “I don’t know what’s up with it. Some weird thing about Mrs. Crowder’s childhood, I think.”

“Oh. Well, hey, I didn’t think to pack a lunch,” Matt said. “You mind if I head out and grab something?”

“That’s fine,” Bill said.

“Thanks. I appreciate it. I’ll be back soon.”

On his way out of the home, Matt cast Iris Spencer one last look as she sat on the veranda overlooking the garden. Even through the window of the common room, Matt couldn’t help but shudder. A chill rocketed down his spine when he realized that she was staring directly at him with an empty glare.
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Matt’s first reaction when he reached the street was to go back to the hotel, grab his ax, and head for the house he had seen in his dream. But he had learned during the course of his time chasing Mr. Dark that going into the unknown unprepared could often end badly. It was best to be equipped with as much information as possible. That line of thought steered Matt towards Steeple’s library.

The Steeple Public Library was a small but charming building tucked away on one of the less populated blocks of Main Street. When Matt entered just after two thirty, it was basically deserted. A mother sat with her child in the toddler area, reading Oh, the Places You’ll Go. Three people sat at the small row of computers along the far wall while several others wandered the stacks in search of something to read.

Matt approached the desk and waited for the librarian to look up from her magazine. She eyed him, clearly annoyed, and made a show of slamming the cover shut, which might have had the desired effect if it had been a thousand-page hardcover instead of a thin gossip rag.

“Yes?” she said. “Can I help you?”

“Yes. Do you have any microfilm, preferably on local news and events?”

The librarian rolled her eyes. She looked to be in her late twenties and apparently did not care much for inquisitive people. “Micro what?” she said. “Is that like those little short movies on YouTube?”

Matt sighed, feeling old enough to move into his current place of employment.

“I’m looking for old local newspapers,” he said. “Going back fifty or a hundred years.”

“Well, they’re not on any movie,” she said. “We have a digital archive. On the comp. Pute. Ter.”

That last was delivered as if she was speaking into Matt’s ear trumpet. She reached to her left, pulled something from a stuffed paper tray, and handed it to him. “Directions are on there. User name and password are both SteepleVA.”

“Thanks.”

“M-hmm,” she said, rudely turning her attention back to her magazine.

Matt walked to the small row of computers that sat on individual desks along the far wall of the library. There were eight in all, clunky old machines with CRT monitors covered with dust and grease. For all the girl’s condescension, they were barely steps more advanced than a microfilm reader. Matt took the one closest to him and logged in to the database. He realized that there were numerous places to begin, so he started in the most obvious place. He typed in “Varner House, Varner Property” and was amazed at the results that popped up.

There weren’t any recent articles about the Varner House. The newest one he could find was from 1998. The article told the story of a group of teens who had visited the Varner House on Halloween night. They had gone there to get high and been busted by the cops. The article offhandedly mentioned that the Varner House was popular among the younger crowds in Steeple due to its history.

Curious about this so-called history, Matt continued searching. As he did, he became increasingly aware of a man sitting directly to his right. He was furiously hitting a single key on his keyboard and clicking his mouse rapidly. He grunted and even let out a loud curse as Matt eyed him. Matt saw that he was playing a first-person-shooter game on the computer and doing well, if his mood was any indication. When he let out another loud expletive, Matt glanced back over to the toddler area. The mother and her child were still there. The mother had heard the cursing and was moving to the farthest corner of the toddler nook.

Matt went back to his research and scanned several short articles. All the way back to the early 1950s, the articles were the same. Teens and punks in their early twenties used the Varner House for lewd behavior. They were often caught drinking, doing drugs, and, as was the case in the summer of 1966, conducting orgies. It was in the article from ’66 that Matt finally found more information about the Varner House. He also gleaned bits and pieces from other articles here and there.

According to the articles, the Varner House had been owned by a wealthy plantation owner in the late 1800s. After they moved off to Georgia in the 1890s, it was passed through the hands of a few assorted families. It was eventually sold to a wealthy banker shortly after the turn of the century. One night in 1919, the banker’s girlfriend found him hanging from the attic rafters. While the death had been ruled a suicide, there had been no note. A few weeks later, the girlfriend killed herself in her Manhattan apartment, taking a razor to her wrists in the bathtub.

Matt skipped around the article archive with growing restlessness. Several articles farther down, a headline caught his attention right away: “Local Girl Found Murdered in Varner House. Manhunt for Killer.”

Matt read two words of the article before the disgruntled man next to him actually reached out and punched the side of the monitor. He threw his mouse angrily on the table and uttered another loud curse. The librarian on the other side of the room seemed not to care. Matt cast the man a wary look and said, “Shhh.”

The angry man gave Matt a surprised look and then shook his head, returning to his game. Matt kept his eye on him a bit longer before returning to the article.

As he read, Matt could feel each bit of information falling into place. Almost seventy years ago, thirteen-year-old Tara Idleson had climbed out her bedroom window and disappeared. A few days later, some kids who snuck into the empty Varner House to party found her mangled body at the foot of the stairs. It had been torn apart by wild animals. Even so, the coroner was able to determine that her neck had been slit.

At first no one had any idea what had happened. And then four of her school friends came forward with a story. Tara had told them she’d met a man down by the railroad tracks. He was heading out to California to make it in Hollywood, and he’d invited her to come along. Her friends had urged her to forget about him, and they’d thought she had. But she must have sneaked out to meet him, and he killed her.

Successive papers told the rest of the story: how a massive manhunt had snared a drifter living in a hobo camp, how Tara’s friends confirmed he fit the description Tara had given of him, how he was killed by police while resisting arrest. And how the four young girls could feel peace now that the man who had killed their friend was dead.

Four girls: Missy Crowder, Ophelia Ransom, Gloria Clark, and Iris Spencer.

The four surviving girls had grown up and left town, each one amassing wealth and power. But now they had come back to Steeple. Back to the town where their childhood friend had been so horribly murdered.

Before Matt had time to come to any conclusions, the monitor in front of him flickered. Seconds later, the overhead lights did the same. After a few brief flickers, the lights went out and the library lost power.

Beside Matt, the man who had been playing the violent computer game stood up and shouted a string of obscenities at the top of his lungs. He simply snapped, screaming curse words at the top of his lungs and pounding on the computer.

“Sir,” came a woman’s voice from behind them. It was the mother in the toddler area. “Please try to watch your language. My son is here and—”

The angry man wheeled around and pointed at her. “Fuck you and your dumb son! Why don’t you mind your own business, you stupid bitch?”

He took a large step in the direction of the toddler area. The woman’s son started to whimper. It wasn’t until Matt stood up that he caught a clear view of the man. When Matt had eyed him moments ago, he’d seemed fine. But now he was drastically different as he marched across the library, still screaming obscenities.

His face was eaten alive with rot.
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The entire right side of the man’s face looked like nothing more than a large blister. His right eye drooped down like melted candy along his cheek. Matt was almost glad to see the rot on the man’s face. At least this was an evil he was accustomed to.

Working on instinct and adrenaline, Matt reached out and grabbed the man by the shoulder. The man whipped around with ridiculous speed. He struck Matt in the face, knocking him back into the computer workstation. That was fine with Matt. At least he had distracted the maniac from the mother and her son.

The man reached out for Matt with a hand that was rotting away to bone. Before he could grab Matt’s throat, Matt delivered a devastating kick to his knee. The man’s whole leg buckled and Matt heard something pop. Undaunted, the man grabbed the computer monitor off the desk and lifted it over his head as if it were as light as a pillow.

Matt leapt out of the way as the monitor came crashing down. His hands ached for his ax as he stood toe to toe with the man, who had apparently been touched by Mr. Dark within the last few minutes—probably when the lights had flickered.

The rotting man came at him with a clumsy left-handed punch. Matt dodged it easily and threw his own punch. His right hand connected with the man’s rotting face. It felt like punching a cracker that had been coated in jam.

Matt knew enough about those affected with the rot to know that he’d have to kill this man. It was the only way he’d stop. The evil that was driving him knew no limits and would push the human body to its last breath.

The man came rushing at Matt, unfazed by the punch. He barreled into Matt like a linebacker, and they went stumbling backward into the nearest bookcase. There was a groaning noise as the case budged and tilted back the slightest bit. Matt held his hands together in a club, raised them over his head, and then brought them down hard on the man’s back. The man buckled only slightly before reaching up to Matt’s throat.

Matt drove his elbow repeatedly into the man’s back. He heard a crunch on the third blow as something in the man’s back gave way. Still his attacker advanced, blinded by the evil and likely not even feeling the pain. Matt grabbed the man by the head and pushed him away hard. It allowed Matt only a single second to step away from the place where he had been pinned between the man and the bookcase.

It was then that Matt saw the bookend. It was wedged between Chaucer and a thin empty space along the case. Matt grabbed it, amazed that these simple metal bookends were still being used in a day and age when microfilm was being digitally filed into databases. Matt gripped the metal bookend by its back, pointing the lip of it out. When the man sprang at him again, Matt swung the bookend wildly, as if it were a dagger.

The metal lip tore into the man’s face. There was a wet splat as most of the flesh from the man’s right cheek splattered against the wall, covering most of a poster that demanded that all cell phones be turned off. Somewhere farther off, a woman screamed, and the noise was like a bomb in the library.

The man bellowed and came at Matt again. Matt hunkered down and waited for the blow to come. He timed it just right, lifting the bookend up in uppercut form. The lip of the bookend caught the man in the soft spot between his neck and jaw.

The man fell to the ground in a convulsion. His hand grabbed for the bookend, still embedded in his neck. Before he could grab it, Matt stomped his foot down on it. There was a grisly click as the lip of the bookend was pushed through the man’s neck and hit the floor on the other side.

The man let out a single cry that was mostly a gurgling of blood and rot that seeped from his lacerated neck in a black ooze. Matt took a deep breath, his body still not quite accepting the fact that he had just killed a man with an old metal bookend. Coupled with the almost maniacal gasping and weeping of a few of the others in attendance at the library, it was a truly maddening situation.

Overhead, the lights flickered again. The sound of machinery coming back to life filled the library. It sounded eerily loud over the muted whimpers of the library’s bystanders.

He glanced around the library. There were eight people, including the librarian, all staring at him with dazed looks. Matt then became very aware of the blood and gore on his hands and pants. This would obviously not look good in the eyes of the local police. He’d been caught up in violence yesterday, and now a man was dead at his hands.

An older man approached him, eyeing the corpse at Matt’s feet with muted wonder. “Are you okay, son?” the man asked.

“Yes. I had to… he wasn’t stopping.”

“What set him off?”

What had set him off? The rot in his face said it was evil, the same kind of evil that Mr. Dark could spread by a touch, or that humans could grow deep inside themselves.

But that answer led to a bigger question: What had set off the other people who’d gone mad in this town? What had set off that mob of would-be murderers? What had made Bill’s friend’s poker buddy try to slash a man to death and then kill himself? If it wasn’t the evil that showed up as rot, what could it be?

“I don’t know,” Matt said. But that wasn’t true. The pieces were beginning to fit together.

He heard sirens in the distance, closing in. He eyed the corpse at his feet and readied himself for the questions that were sure to come and the lies that he would have to tell.
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It was nearly dusk when Matt returned to his motel room that evening. The cops had taken him from the library to a small police station, where the questions went on most of the afternoon. The coincidence that an out-of-towner had been involved in both a fatal skirmish and a mob scene had not been lost on them. While they didn’t accuse him of anything after hearing from the eyewitnesses in the library, Matt got the idea that the police force would be beyond pleased if he were no longer in Steeple the following morning.

At the motel, Matt washed the remainder of the dried gore from his hands and wolfed down a quick dinner of chips and a soda from the vending machine. Wasting no time, he then slung his canvas bag over his shoulder. The weight of the ax inside felt good. It was the first time since entering Steeple that he actually felt comfortable.

Within five minutes after he left the motel, three cop cars went blazing by, their sirens wailing.

He had more information now, and while recent events in town were still hazy to him, Mr. Dark’s appearance in the dream, coupled with the rot-eaten man in the library, now at least gave him a better idea of what he was up against.

As the town fell into night, he toyed with the idea of heading back to the home and introducing himself to Ophelia Ransom, assuming that Missy had gotten her friend into town safely. He decided against this, though. There was information he needed first. He checked the batteries in the flashlight he kept in his duffel and, satisfied that they were working, headed out in search of the Varner House.

[image: Image]

He reached the edge of town unnoticed. He saw two more police cars blasting down the street as well as several people who seemed to be in a hurry. One of these, a tall man in his late forties, had a large gash along his forehead. Most of his face was covered in blood. In the early stages of night, it shone black as it ran down his face.

Finding the small dirt track that led to the house was easier than he had expected. He walked in a westerly direction, past the rear of Steeple Assisted Living’s property. Several blocks away from the home, the town began to thin out, allowing more space for houses and their lush front yards. These were the sorts of blocks and neighborhoods that were perfect for teaching kids to ride their bikes or for enjoying a Saturday barbecue with your neighbors. The streets were bordered with oaks and elms that hung like skeletal fingers towards the road, prepared to snatch up any travelers.

Two streets farther down, the houses came to an abrupt stop. Matt began to wonder if he had somehow gone the wrong way. He peered ahead in the darkness and saw a small break in the trees by the side of the road. He walked forward and saw an old forgotten pathway disappearing into the woods. If he hadn’t been specifically looking for the dirt road, he never would have noticed it.

He took out his flashlight, clicked it on, and shot the beam into the woods. The thin track wound into the forest, growing a bit more pronounced the farther back it went.

He started walking up the dirt road, and almost right away he noticed just how tightly the woods clung to its borders. That, along with the fact that the entrance was almost invisible from the main road, made Matt feel as if the town itself was trying to hide the road and the location to which it led.

Or as if the road was trying to hide itself.

Sirens blared in the distance, punctuated with a faint scream. Whatever was going on in Steeple was coming to a head. Matt broke into a mild sprint as he followed the beam of his flashlight. The light traced the edges of the barely there road in a ghost-like way.

After a while, the road widened, but the overhang of trees still kept out any light from the moon or stars. Matt might as well have been walking through a cave. He kept his flashlight beam low to the ground. He thought of Missy Crowder and her elderly friends of the fourth floor. He wondered where he might currently be in relation to the view outside that fourth-floor window.

After he had walked nearly half a mile, the forest dropped away on both sides as the road led out into a dirt field. He cut the flashlight off. The moon was bright enough to see by, and he’d just as soon not be seen by anyone else.

The ground rose upward slightly and then leveled off. Matt could make out the shape of the Varner House in the darkness ahead of him. More than that, when he looked to the right, he realized that he was literally walking within the confines of his own dream. Several yards away from him, he could see the portion of the forest from where he had spied the girls in his dream.

He looked towards the yard in front of the Varner House, almost expecting to see the five girls standing there. Of course, the yard was empty except for the falling white fence and weak moonlight. He strode across the yard and walked up the porch stairs without hesitation.

He took his ax from his bag and nudged at the front door. Unsurprisingly, it did not budge. He walked across the porch and came to a single window that looked in onto what appeared to be a deserted den. He jabbed his ax at the glass, shattering it. He reached inside the pane, unlatched the lock, and raised the window from outside. With his ax in one hand and the flashlight in the other, he crept in through the window.

Inside, the house was eerily quiet. He thought he could still hear the jingling of the breaking window in the silence in crystalline echo. He stood motionless for a moment, scanning his surroundings with his flashlight. The room he stood in was in decent shape: The floorboards were warped in a few areas and the wallpaper was mildewed and cracked.

He knew there was no sense in doing a thorough investigation of the place. All he could see from where he stood were dust bunnies and spiderwebs. Instinct told him there was only one place he needed to check out: the upstairs room from which a dark figure had peered down onto the five little girls in his dreams.

Matt exited the empty den and found himself in a hallway. Here, the darkness seemed nearly impenetrable. His flashlight beam was dwarfed by the blackness but was just strong enough to reveal a staircase at the end of the hall. Matt walked up the stairs and onto the second floor. Here, the state of the house was much worse. There were holes in the floor and large chunks of plaster missing from the walls. Mold and mildew were everywhere, coating the walls in large patches in some areas.

The second floor held four rooms, but Matt made a straight shot to the end of the hallway and to the first room on the right. He swept the flashlight around the room and instantly saw where a large portion of the floorboards had rotted away. He looked to the window and saw that it was broken, the frame shattered and rotted away and the glass remnants hanging down like fangs.

He walked across the room to the window. Matt looked down into the yard and for the briefest of moments thought he could see the small shapes of five girls at play in the nighttime shadows. He pictured Tara falling to the ground, and his stomach seemed to flutter away from him for a moment.

As he turned away from the window and back to the room, he caught movement in the shadows directly across from him. As if knowing they had been seen, the shadows seemed to bulge out. Appearing like smoke from an extinguished candle, a girl stepped out of the shadows, as if she had been birthed by them. She looked at him with wide eyes and reached for him like a drowning victim.

Matt dropped the flashlight and used his free hand to choke up on the ax. Logic told him that this was nothing more than an illusion brought on by shadows and his fear, but experience told him that this was wishful thinking.

It was undeniable: There was a girl standing in the far corner of the room. Her neck was twisted at an impossible angle, making it seem as if she was forever giving an inquisitive look. Her eyes were frozen in fear, and her lips looked to have been gummed together with a massive amount of dried blood. The hands she reached out towards him were nothing more than a black-and-red mess of tissue and bone. Her entire chest looked to be caved in and hollow.

“Hello, Tara,” Matt said.

The girl’s eyes widened even more. She nodded her skewed head and opened her mouth. Matt could hear the crackling noise of the dried blood breaking apart from her pale lips.

“You can see me?” she asked in a voice that made Matt think of a dried creek bed.

Matt nodded. “Yes.”

“I’m so glad,” she said. “No one ever sees me. Except that bad, nasty man. He’s been coming to visit me a lot lately.”

“Who?” Matt asked. “Who has been coming to see you?”

Tara pointed into the far corner, which looked to have been painted in darkness. Matt looked in that direction and watched as a figure stepped out.

“That would be me,” said Mr. Dark.

“What are you doing here?” Matt asked. But he knew all to well—the rot on the man in the library had finally given him the proof he’d needed that Mr. Dark was involved in whatever was happening in Steeple.

Mr. Dark only shrugged. From behind Matt, he heard Tara Idleson whimper. Although he knew it would be of no use against Mr. Dark, Matt tightened his grip on the ax.

Mr. Dark smiled at him and looked out the window, down into the yard. From elsewhere in Steeple, a new batch of police sirens blasted. A series of pulsing blue and red lights could just barely be seen through the dark shapes of the forest beyond the broken window.

“I’ve come to Steeple for the same reason as you,” Mr. Dark said. “For the vibrant social life.”

Matt turned towards Tara and saw that she had slumped to the floor. She was huddled in the corner and weeping. “Just… you have to help them,” she said. “Please, help them.”

And then, just as quickly as she had appeared, Tara Idleson was gone. She vanished into the wall, leaving behind only a fading sniffle and a sob.

“Don’t you just hate it when they do that?” Mr. Dark asked.

Then, with a mocking little wave, he vanished just as Tara Idleson had moments ago.

“Son of a bitch,” Matt said, slamming the axhead down hard on the floor. The board he struck splintered and cracked beneath him. Mildew came up in tufts in a black cloud. Matt watched the dust and grime of it settle to the floor in the flashlight beam, not liking the looks of it.

Help them…

Matt rushed back downstairs and left through the window he had broken. He then made his way back through the forest toward the screaming sirens that still filled Steeple.

Before he reached the main road, the gunshots had started.
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Even before Matt could make it back into the central area of town, he got the impression that Steeple might not make it through the night. In the ten minutes it took him to sprint from the exit of the small woodland road to the outskirts of Main Street, Matt had heard gunfire on three occasions, a small explosion, and a series of new police, ambulance, and fire department sirens.

He didn’t know how long he had been in the Varner House—surely no more than an hour—but the night seemed to be moving incredibly fast. When he got back into the center of Steeple, the digital revolving clock outside the bank told him that it was shortly after nine o’clock. As he read the time, he saw three men outside the bank, looking for a way in. One of them had a brick in his hand and was eyeing the glass front door.

Matt headed off in the direction of Steeple Assisted Living. Almost right away, he passed two men ruthlessly beating another. The victim was on the ground curled in the fetal position as his two attackers delivered swift, savage kicks. Unable to allow the beating to continue, Matt stepped in.

He had placed his ax back in his bag so as to not draw any attention to himself, and he instantly regretted it. Acting as quickly as he could, he threw a hard punch that connected with the face of one of the attackers. The moment this man fell to the ground, the beaten man on the street rolled over and drew a gun. He smiled at Matt and his attackers with a grin that was half-in and half-out of his mouth. His lips were split, his jaw clearly broken.

The attacker standing next to Matt screamed as one of the bullets tore into his thigh. Matt hit the ground and scrambled away, taking cover behind the closest building. He heard someone scream from nearby as he ran quickly down a small alleyway and more gunfire sounded. He knew he was no longer heading in the direction of the home but didn’t care. Right now, he just wanted to survive.

He stuck to alleys and side streets, trying to stay in the light. He passed several domestic disturbances and even what looked like a makeshift version of Fight Club on someone’s front lawn.

He managed to make it to the retirement home without further incident. He walked up to its gates right around quarter after ten. As he walked by the gates and the fountain, two men stepped out of the shadows. They were both carrying guns, but one of them seemed to recognize Matt. Matt breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that it was Bill.

“Matt,” Bill said. “What in the hell are you doing out here?”

“I need to get in. Please… it’s urgent.”

Bill thought about this while giving his partner a furtive glance. “Fine,” he said finally. “But make it quick.”

“Bill, what the hell happened tonight?”

“No idea. Now, go on and get inside. It’s safer in there.”

Matt walked through the double doors and into the darkened front lobby. He dashed through the doors that led to the first-floor common area and called the elevator at the end of the hallway. Even as he rode the elevator up to the fourth floor, Matt could hear sirens and commotion from outside of the building, muted by the walls.

The elevator stopped and the doors opened. He stepped out into the large lounge area and wasn’t at all surprised to see Missy Crowder sitting at the picture window. Beside her, Iris Spencer sat in her wheelchair. Gloria Clark was sitting listlessly on the couch behind them, staring blankly at the window. Next to her, perched on the arm of the couch, was a woman Matt had never seen before—Ophelia Ransom, he assumed. All four of them looked out the window and into the catastrophic night.

They all turned towards him. Missy and Ophelia looked rather pleased to see him. In fact, Ophelia Ransom regarded Matt as one might ogle a celebrity one had randomly run into on the street.

“My God, it’s him,” she said. The look on her face was a mixture of fear and excitement. “The man in the trees. He’s actually here?”

Before Matt could ask her what in the hell she was talking about, Ophelia was walking to him. He could tell she was slightly afraid of him, but she smiled at him regardless.

“It’s nice to finally meet you,” she said. “I’m O—”

“Ophelia Ransom,” Matt said, cutting her off. “I know.”

Ophelia chuckled at this. It was not a particularly pleasant sound. Her age showed clearly and the cackle-like laughter made her sound even older than she was.

“The man in the trees is real after all,” Ophelia said, flabbergasted.

“Man in the trees?” Matt asked.

“Yes,” Missy said. “When we see you in the dreams, you are always in the trees.”

When they saw him in their dreams… just as he was seeing them.

“That’s right,” Ophelia said. “And I am very happy to see you, I guess. Just as long as you haven’t brought that other man with you.”

“The other man,” Matt said. “You mean the man in the window?”

“Yes,” Missy said. “You have seen him, too?”

“I just spoke with him. In the Varner House.”

Missy and Ophelia looked at him in genuine shock. Gloria also stirred visibly from her near-catatonic state. Even Iris Spencer seemed to stir the slightest bit in her wheelchair.

“What were you doing there?” Missy asked.

“Trying to find out why I’m here in Steeple.”

“And why are you?” There was steel in Missy’s voice he hadn’t heard before.

“According to Tara, I’m here to help you,” Matt said. “At least, that’s what she asked for.”

All four women—even Iris Spencer—looked at him in horror.

“Yes,” Matt said. “I saw her tonight in the Varner House. She begged me to help you. But as far as I can tell, you’re not the ones who need help. It’s the rest of the people in Steeple who need protection—from you.”

“From four old ladies,” Ophelia said. “One of whom can barely remember her own name, and another who’s a turnip on wheels.”

“Ophelia,” Missy snapped, but her friend waved her off.

“The people in Steeple, they don’t understand why insane violence keeps ratcheting up,” Matt said. “It has something to do with the four you, what happened in that house seventy years ago, and whatever has brought you all back together here now. You know what’s happening and why.”

“Yes,” Missy said, staring at the floor, shame staining her face red. “We’re responsible.”

“Then help me fix it,” Matt said.

“It’s not as easy as that,” Missy said through tears. “We took something away from that damned house. And we have to return it before it destroys everyone in this town.”

“What did you take?” Matt asked.

“Power,” Missy said quietly, her tear-filled eyes once again staring out into the darkness in the direction of the Varner House.
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It began with a dusty old book Missy and the girls found hidden under a floorboard in the old Varner House. The book was filled with scary drawings, magic spells, and incantations. According to the book, all they had to do was chant some gibberish and they’d possess the power to make their dreams come true… and destroy their enemies.

It was irresistible foolishness.

So when those five little girls sneaked back to the house with that book on that hot summer night, they were going off to play a game.

At least that’s what Missy had told herself every day of every decade since: that they hadn’t known what they were doing… or what they would unleash.

Missy had brought the book, Iris the candles, Gloria the rope, Ophelia the knife. And Tara, what had she known? Not the truth, certainly. Not that she was bringing the most important thing of all…

The sacrifice.

At what point in the ceremony did they realize they were actually going to go through with it? When Iris chalked the figure from the book on the attic floor and set the candles at the right spots? When Gloria tied Tara’s hands and feet and laid her across the drawing? When Missy chanted the strange words? When the smoke from the candles rose and loomed over them, forming and re-forming into the twisted shapes that looked almost human?

Even then, even when the impossible was happening right in front of them, it was still possible to pretend it was all a game. That they hadn’t come here because they knew that living in Steeple was a slow-motion death sentence and that the only way to live the lives they wanted was to get out—and that there was no way for them to do that.

The knife handle resting warm in Missy’s hand—that was part of the game, too. And Tara’s screams as the black-smoke thing writhed above her. A prank’s no good without a scream or two.

And then Missy said the rest of the words, and the smoke wrapped around her wrist like a hand, taking hold of the knife…

Tara’s screams drowned in burbles of liquid as her blood poured out of the gash in her neck.

No, tell the truth: not poured out—poured up. Up into that writhing black cloud of smoke and grease.

And then it was like fire raining down on them. They could feel it burning, but not their skin, not their clothes. It was cleansing them, the flame devouring everything that was holding them back—and then filling them with strength.

With power.

And then it was gone. And they were different. They could feel it. They were going to leave this loser town behind. They were winners now.

Well, four of them were winners now.

Iris had panicked, said they were all going to be caught. But Missy knew they were winners, and winners don’t get caught. She invented the story about the drifter heading to Hollywood and drilled them all until they almost believed it. Still, there might have been questions. Parts of the story might not have held together.

Until the cops found that loser in the hobo camp. Who knew they’d stumble across someone who looked just like the description the girls had given?

Missy did. Because she was a winner now, and everything was going to be breaking her way.

That’s the story they told Matt Cahill on the night that the streets of Steeple ran hot with blood.
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“We took that power and we used it to live the lives we chose,” Missy concluded.

“Not a power, really,” Ophelia said. “More like luck.”

“Bad luck,” Missy said. “For everyone who stood between us and what we wanted. Meet a rich man with a wife he adores? Too bad there’s a loose carpet at the top of that long flight of stairs. Now he’s a lonely widower. See a struggling company with a patent that’s going to be worth a fortune? Too bad an industrial accident brings its stock price down nearly to zero. Now it’s mine. Everywhere we went, the world bowed down to make way for us. And then in the last couple of years, things started slipping away from us.”

“You aged,” Matt said, glancing at Gloria and Iris. “You lost your ability to hold your power in check. It seeped out, and bad things began to happen. You thought that bringing all of you together under one roof would give you the strength to control it.” He looked at Ophelia. “How’s that working out for you?”

“Used to be that anyone who spoke to me with that attitude got hit by a bus,” Ophelia said. “Oh, how I miss youth.”

Now Matt saw what he was up against. If these four women lost their grip on the power, it would run wild; the violence would continue and spread from one place to another. Mr. Dark would love that.

“Do you still have the book?” Matt asked Missy. “Is there an incantation that can stop this?”

“It’s been here all along.” Missy gestured to the book, which was on a table beside the couch. It was obviously very old, with yellowed, ragged pages and an ornate leather cover. The title was written in a language that Matt couldn’t discern, but the letters were formed with serpents.

“But we all have to go back to the house,” Missy said. “We’re going to need your help.”

Help them…

Matt thought about what Tara’s ghost had said. She wasn’t talking about the four of them. She was talking about the town. And to save the town, he’d have to help the women who’d sacrificed her.

“To do what?” Matt asked.

“To give the power back,” Missy said.

Iris Spencer’s lips cracked wide in a hideous smile. And she laughed. Her laugh started as a chuckle and then rose to an inhuman, piercing shriek. Her wheelchair began to rock back and forth. Incredibly, her lips stretched even wider, the corners reaching almost to her ears.

“Sorry, kiddies, no deposit, no return,” Iris said as she laughed and coughed. “Redemption value zero—just like you.”

Iris Spencer got to her feet with a leap and kicked the wheelchair. It went skidding across the room, nearly colliding with Matt.

“Iris?” Missy said. “Iris, are you—”

“Sick of your whining?” Iris said. “Oh my word, I thought you’d never ask.”

Matt recognized the voice and the dark contempt in her gaze. Although it was Iris Spencer standing there on legs that were shaking beneath her puny weight, the force at the controls was Mr. Dark.
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The body of Iris Spencer lurched towards Missy. Missy and Ophelia ran across the room in a panic, much faster than Matt had ever seen elderly women move before. Gloria Clark remained in her seat, clearly terrified but unable to move.

“Iris!” Missy shrieked.

“That isn’t Iris,” Matt said, putting himself between the possessed Iris and the living women.

Mr. Dark turned Iris’ head in Matt’s direction. Her neck moved like an odd animatronic structure, like there was nothing but badly constructed circuits and wires beneath.

“Iris has left the building,” the old lady’s voice said. “And who could blame her? This old thing’s just falling apart. See?” One of Iris’ hands grabbed her other wrist and squeezed. The skin bulged out around her fingers, and then there was a sickening crack as bones snapped. “Oh, but it’s not just falling apart in here. Listen!”

Mr. Dark brought the old lady’s hand to her ear, but it flopped down, the broken wrist poking through the paper-thin skin. But Matt wasn’t looking at her. There was a series of explosions from somewhere in town. He rushed to the window, but all he could see was the faint orange glow of fire.

“Four old bats couldn’t control all that power,” Iris’ voice said. “Now they’re down a full bat, and Gloria’s halfway gone. What do you think’s gonna happen here? Hey, let’s find out!”

The thing that wasn’t Iris Spencer opened her mouth and dropped to all fours. She was going for Gloria Clark’s throat, her teeth bared. As she dug her head forward, Matt stepped forward and brought the ax around with perfect aim. He swung it like a golf club, landing the blow directly into Iris’s neck.

There was a wet, meaty sound as Iris Spencer’s head went sailing away from its body. Missy and Ophelia cried out in shock and disgust as blood coated the floor and sprayed the picture widow. Gloria blinked. If she’d seen anything that had just happened, it hadn’t been able to penetrate her Alzheimer’s fog.

“You killed her!” Ophelia said.

“She was already dead,” Matt said. He looked to the beheaded body and saw a few last twitches as the power of Mr. Dark vacated it. He wondered if the maniac would make him go through the other three women in this fashion.

The room was silent for a moment. The murmured noises of violence from outside the building filtered in through the walls. Matt saw that Ophelia was having a hard time looking away from the headless corpse of her friend.

Missy looked at him. “Will you help us get to the house and do what needs to be done?”

At that, the room was filled with laughter. They all turned towards the sound and saw Iris’ severed head cackling through a mouth of blood. The head was on its side, her eyes blank and rolled to the whites. But her mouth laughed through a stream of blood that pooled on the floor.

“Good old Charlie Brown, he’ll always hold that football,” the head said. “And he’s never met a little old lady he wouldn’t help across—”

Matt gripped his ax, prepared to cleave the head in half. But as he marched across the room, Missy Crowder walked in front of him and directly towards the head. She cried out in desperation and fury as she delivered a kick. The blow landed solidly and Iris’ head went sailing across the room, where it struck the picture window hard enough to crack it.

“Let’s go,” Matt said. “Let’s put an end to this.”

Missy, Ophelia, and Gloria gathered together. Ophelia grabbed Iris’ wheelchair and bundled Gloria into it. They put the book of incantations on her lap. Matt led them to the elevators and they headed downstairs towards the sounds of Steeple’s madness.
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The elevator reached the ground floor with a musical ding. When the doors opened, there was an orderly waiting for them. He was carrying a baseball bat that was dripping blood and brains.

He took a swing at Matt right away. Thinking quickly, Matt raised his ax with both hands and blocked the blow from landing on his jaw. Matt pushed back violently and sent the man skidding. This man was not showing any signs of the rot, but Matt didn’t think it mattered. There were two evils at work in Steeple, and they were both equally bad. Still, he didn’t want to kill anyone unless it couldn’t be helped. Given that, rather than beheading the orderly, Matt hefted the ax and jabbed the blade down like a spear. There was a sick cracking noise as the butt of the blade struck the man’s forehead, knocking him out cold.

Matt retrieved the gore-slicked bat and handed it to Missy.

“Think you can use this?” he said.

“Are you talking about morality or upper-body strength?” she said.

“Both.”

“Guess we’ll find out.”

Matt led them down the hallway and to the common room. He winced at what he saw. The common room had been empty when he had come through an hour or so ago. But now there were dead bodies everywhere. Some had been stabbed, and others looked to have been mangled severely. Others had been bashed to death by the orderly’s bat.

Missy looked to the floor as they passed. Ophelia looked dead ahead, pushing Gloria in the wheelchair. She was so focused on getting out of the building that she didn’t notice when she inadvertently ran the right tire of the wheelchair through a puddle of blood, creating thin little tracks behind them.

Outside, Matt took a moment for a quick glance at their surroundings. From where they stood behind the fountain, he could see the street. He eyed the area where he had run to the aid of the injured driver yesterday and saw a body lying there. He then looked back to the fountain and the sidewalk for Steeple Assisted Living. He saw two bodies on the ground, both with bullet holes directly between their eyes.

One of these men was Bill.

Anger flared in Matt as he tried to think of how to proceed. It would mean death to try walking through town again, especially with these elderly women in tow.

“We need a car,” Matt said.

“There’s a small van in the back of the property,” Missy said. “It’s parked behind the dumpster where we—”

A gunshot interrupted her. The shot itself came from far away but the sound it made when it shattered the glass door behind them was crystal clear. Matt assumed this was the same shooter who had dispatched Bill and the other man who had been standing guard.

“Go,” Matt shouted. “Run to the back.”

He took the wheelchair from Ophelia, allowing her to run faster. He pushed Gloria as fast as he could around the corner of the building. He heard another shot, followed by the sound of it striking the fountain. On the move, Matt and the women ducked behind the series of large bushes that ran along the front corners of the building.

They made their way around to the rear of the building. Missy pointed to the van she had mentioned and they all piled in. Matt lifted Gloria in and positioned her securely in the backseat. The other women climbed in after. Matt folded the wheelchair up and slid it inside.

He found the keys tucked behind the sun visor and cranked the van to life. When he reached out to close his door, something grabbed his arm. He was pulled from the van roughly and hit the parking lot hard enough to knock the wind out of him.

Above him, he saw a sledgehammer being raised in the air. He rolled to the right just in time to avoid having his face smashed in. He raised his leg and kicked his attacker hard in the crotch. The man stumbled backward, allowing Matt to get to his feet. The man raised his sledge once more, but Matt was too fast for him. He lowered his shoulders and body checked his attacker into the side of the van, twisting him around to face the vehicle as he did so. Without wasting a second, Matt grabbed the man by his hair, pulled his head back, and slammed it hard into the van three times in rapid succession. A maroon smear appeared across the side of the van as the man’s nose and bottom lip burst open.

Before Matt could let the man crumple to the ground, another man came rushing out of the shadows. This one had a crowbar and nearly took Matt’s head off with the first swing. Matt dodged it just in time, and rather than removing Matt’s head, the strike shattered the mirror off the driver’s side door.

In a quick jab, Matt brought the ax handle up, catching his attacker hard in the chin with the grip. A crack like thunder sounded, and then man fell to the asphalt.

Matt reached for the door and saw another man rushing towards him from the front of the home.

Matt got behind the wheel again and slammed the door. He backed out of the parking lot as quickly as he could, veering to slam into the rushing man and knock him to the ground. Matt didn’t waste a glance in his rearview as he sped out of the lot and into the street.

And that’s when he saw how bad it was.

“My God,” Missy said from the passenger seat.

There were people fighting in the middle of the street and bodies lying haphazardly on the sidewalks. A small store had been set on fire, and there was a three-car collision at the end of the block. A passenger who had been involved in the collision was sliding across the road minus an arm, screaming in agony.

“What’s the fastest way to the Varner House?” Matt asked. “Is there some other way than all the way through town down Main Street?”

“Yes,” Missy said. “There’s a side street. It will come in on the other side of the Varner property.”

Matt took a left turn when Missy told him and they ventured farther into town, where signs of violence and madness were everywhere. He counted four more dead bodies along the road by the time they reached the outskirts of town. It was like driving through a nightmare.

Missy’s route took them away from most of the violence and bloodshed, winding behind the suburban areas and business districts of Steeple on an unmarked road. Somewhere in the distance and over the skeletal treetops, they could see the growing glow of the fire consuming the town.

At last the houses dwindled away to the occasional cabin, and Matt thought they were free.

He was wrong.

“What the hell?” Matt said.

Ahead of them, roughly twenty people were standing along the side of the road. They were mostly crowding the ditch and staying off the pavement. They looked at the van with pure hatred. In the glare of the headlights, Matt saw the unmistakable signs of decay and rot on their faces.

“They’re blocking the road to the Varner House,” Ophelia said. “It’s right there behind them.”

With a grimace, Matt pushed the gas down and blasted forward. The first person he struck folded in half as the van collided with him. The next body, a woman of thirty or so, pinged off the front corner of the van like a basketball. She did not rebound as nicely when she struck the road.

As the crowd scattered around the van, Matt saw the dirt road beyond them. He turned sharply and directed the van onto the thin dirt track. This one was in better shape than the one he had discovered on the other end of town, but not by much. He heard scrapes and scratches along the side of the van as he escaped the crowd of people and sped deeper into the woods.

The undercarriage sounded like gunfire as it struck the ground repeatedly. The front end dipped and banged along as he tore through the forest, and the shocks groaned. Even when he could no longer see most of the road, Matt barreled on. Missy and Ophelia cried out on occasion, but he ignored them. He didn’t care if he drove the damned van into a tree. He wanted to get as far away from that horde behind them as he could before leaving the van behind.

The road evened out as he began to see breaks in the trees. He guided the van roughly down the road and out of the forest. He found himself on the dirt track that wound through the field he had dreamed of—that these women had also apparently dreamed of in the same way.

Looming ahead of them like a tumor on the countryside was the darkened shape of the Varner House. Matt parked the van by the dilapidated white fence with steam rising from the hood and a violent ticking from underneath. Missy and Ophelia stepped out, while Matt pulled the wheelchair out of the back and lifted Gloria into it. He put the book of incantations in her lap again.

When he stepped back, he noticed that the Alzheimer’s glaze was gone from her eyes. She was awake and alert and staring at the house. A rasp came from her mouth.

“They put me in the dark, cold ground. I was still alive but made no sound…”

With that grim chant planted in his head, Matt walked onto the porch of the Varner House for the second time that night. Behind him, he could hear the furious sounds of the people he had just driven through as they tore through the forest after them.
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Matt gave Missy the flashlight when they entered the house, leaving both his hands free for the ax. When they stepped through the front door, Matt noticed how Missy and Ophelia walked towards the staircase automatically. They wasted no time looking around the house or biding their time with curiosity. They knew why they were here and they were ready to get it over with. Matt was about to bend over the wheelchair and ask if Gloria would like him to carry her up the stairs, but she was already rising shakily to her feet with the book clutched in her bony hands.

They made their way upstairs, and when they reached the top, Matt ducked into the first room on the right. He ran to the window and peered out. He could see the marching shapes of the crowd as they made their way through the field. Some had flashlights, which allowed him to see that others had weapons. It was hard to tell because of the darkness, but he thought there might be as many as fifty people down there now.

“We need to get started,” Matt said. “They’re coming fast now. Do what you need to do and do it fast!”

“If you say so,” Ophelia said. There was a quick hitch and laugh at the end of the comment.

Matt turned to her just in time to see a long blade slashing at his face. He ducked back, but the knife caught him directly under his left eye. He felt blood pouring from the gash right away. He took a step back and something slammed into the back of his head.

Staggering, he turned to see Missy raising the gore-slicked bat she had taken from the nursing home for another swing.

“I guess I do have the strength,” she said. “Physical and moral.”

Matt ducked as she swung again, but something hard smashed into the backs of his knees and he went down, scrabbling for his ax as it bounced across the floor away from him. Gloria stood over him, raising the fireplace poker she’d hit him with. He rolled out of the way, grabbing his ax and hurling it at her just as she brought the poker down at his head.

The axhead slammed into her chest, nearly chopping her in two. She took two jolting steps backward and crumpled to the ground. The book of incantations fell beside her, dropping from her limp hands.

Missy and Ophelia stared at him, weapons raised. He felt like a fool.

“Let me guess,” Matt said. “You don’t want to give the power back at all. You want to keep it. And you need another sacrifice to do it.”

“Not just a sacrifice,” a girl’s voice behind him whispered. “An innocent sacrifice. But that’s pretty hard to find in Steeple, so they thought naive to the point of stupidity would do just as well.”

Matt turned his head to see Tara emerging from the darkness. Missy and Ophelia staggered back in terror.

“That was me once,” Tara said. “Not anymore.”

“I don’t understand,” Ophelia said.

Matt looked at her. “I do.”

Mr. Dark had been leading him along at every step, goading him into helping the women. That was why Mr. Dark had touched the man in the library and reanimated Iris’ corpse. To push Matt along.

“This was never about restoring your power,” he said. “It was about giving it to her. And to him.”

“It’s like a Mensa meeting in here,” Gloria croaked, getting to her feet, the axhead still wedged in her breastbone. But it wasn’t her anymore. It was Mr. Dark. “Quick, let’s come up with palindromes.”

“You promised us,” Ophelia whined to Gloria.

The thing that until recently was Gloria and was now a vessel for Mr. Dark heaved a sigh so heavy that Matt could hear air escaping from the flesh around the ax in her chest.

“Okay, maybe not Mensa,” Mr. Dark said. “Is there a club for stupid people? Maybe you all could start one in the few seconds you have before you burn to death.”

“Burn to death?” Ophelia’s voice was flat with shock.

There was a noise from outside. Matt backed to the window, then risked a glance away from the women, living and dead.

The house was surrounded. The mob had doubled—at least—since the last time he’d looked out. An unbroken line snaked across the field to the woods and back to the house, the people leaving empty-handed and returning with sticks, bark, and twigs, all of which was deposited neatly around the foundation.

Missy had come up next to him. “What is that down there?”

“Kindling,” Matt said.


20

“Isn’t this fun?” Mr. Dark said. “I do love a cookout.”

Missy dropped to her knees, grabbing the book from the floor and bringing it to her chest like it was a talisman of a childhood she wanted badly to reclaim.

“We still have time,” she said. “There is one way to make this right, to stop the power from spreading and growing.”

She glanced at Matt. He understood. So did Ophelia.

“No!” Ophelia yelled, pointing her finger at Matt. “This bastard was supposed to die and make everything all right, not us. So you can stay here if you like, Missy, but I’m going back to my jet. You can find me at the Four Seasons in Paris.”

Matt made no move to stop her as she ran through the door and down the stairs. After a moment there was a whoosh from outside the window. Seconds later, the first tendrils of smoke began to seep through the gaps in the panes. And the roar of the mob.

Missy stood by the window, staring out. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “They’ve got her… holding on to her arms and legs… pulling… pulling…”

Although Matt would have said it was impossible, the grin on the Gloria-thing’s face had gotten even wider. The tips of her mouth reached past her ears, splitting her head in two.

“Move away from that window,” Matt said, and when Missy didn’t seem to hear, he pulled her back roughly. “Don’t give him the pleasure.”

“Are you kidding?” the Gloria-thing said. “This is just the curtain raiser. The real pleasure is about to begin.”

There was a scream from outside and a horrible ripping sound Matt knew he’d never be able to forget. And then the whole house shook as if a tank had rammed into it. Matt grabbed Missy before she was thrown to the floor. The Gloria-thing rode the shaking like a surfer catching a wave.

“Three down, one to go,” the Gloria-thing said. “You can just feel it busting loose, can’t you?”

There was something in the air, a restless, pulsing power. It was like standing next to a generator. This was the force that had changed the lives of four women, bringing death and destruction to anyone who got in their way, the force that had blasted out of their control and was driving an entire small town to murder. And the only thing holding it back from spreading out to the whole world was the life of one eighty-six-year-old woman.

Missy turned to face Matt. “Please.”

“You can’t kill a sweet old lady in cold blood,” the Gloria-thing prattled. “What kind of person would you be? An evil, hateful, horrible person. Remind you of anyone you know?”

“You can do this,” Missy said to Matt. “I killed Tara. I tried to kill you. I’m responsible for all the blood on those streets. I’m a shriveled-up old murderer. What are you waiting for?”

Matt took a quick step to Gloria and seized the ax, tearing it through her sternum. Ribs popped and organs drooped to the floor as her skin tore away, revealing her twisted backbone.

The Gloria-thing remained standing. “Ouch.”

Matt raised the ax for the kill. Missy closed her eyes.

“Wait,” Tara pleaded and pointed to the book still clutched in Missy’s hands. “I deserve to have a life, the one that she took from me. At least say the incantation from the book so that her sacrifice will mean something.”

“It will,” Matt said and swung the ax, lopping off Missy’s head.

The Gloria-thing caught Missy’s head and juggled it like a Harlem Globetrotter with a basketball. “I’m surprised at you, Matt. You’ve become positively cold-blooded. There’s hope for you yet.”

But Matt wasn’t listening. He wheeled around and brought his ax down with all his might on the leather cover of that ancient book and split it in half.

“No!” Tara shrieked.

He picked up the two chunks and hurled them out the window, watching as they fell down into the middle of the bonfire below and were devoured by flames. No one would summon this power ever again.

Matt turned and saw Gloria on the floor, a mangled corpse. Tara had disappeared. But something else had changed. At first he couldn’t understand what it was, but then he knew.

For the first time since he’d arrived in Steeple, he couldn’t feel the evil in the air.

It was gone.
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The countryside of Steeple, Virginia, was bathed in an eerie light a few hours before dawn touched it. If someone had been standing on the fourth floor of Steeple Assisted Living and looked out through Missy Crowder’s large picture window, they would have seen the first alien-like glow of blue and red lights as police and ambulances made their way to the Varner property shortly after three thirty.

No one saw such a thing, though. In fact, no one ever stood in front of any window in Steeple Assisted Living again.

Shortly after midnight, just as Matt Cahill had walked up the Varner House stairs with three elderly women, someone had set fire to the nursing home. Most of the residents that had survived the catastrophic violence of the night made it out alive. Due to the heroic efforts of the fire department and the police who had not been touched by the odd forces at work that night, the fire that brought Steeple Assisted Living to the ground killed only six people.

Roughly an hour and a half later, when the police and fire departments got calls alerting them that the old Varner House was in flames, they didn’t act with the same kind of speed and precision they had used in their attempt to save the nursing home. The authorities just stood there with the crowd and watched the house collapse.

By then, Matt was already miles away from Steeple, driving the van he’d taken to the Varner House. He’d abandon it once he put some distance between him and the damned town.

Getting out of the house had turned out to be easier than Matt had thought. Apparently, kill-crazed zombies were much better with bats, blades, and guns than with strategic planning, and they had failed to continue the line of kindling around the back of the house, where there was a door.

As he’d left, he could see people wandering off in the distance, freed from free-flowing evil and heading back to Steeple. Matt wondered what they’d think when they found what was waiting for them. Would they remember the rage that had spurred them to burn and kill? Would they understand that they had done this to themselves? Or would the whole night be gone from their minds, and would they be going home to unexpected loss and horror?

Matt didn’t much care. Steeple was someone else’s problem now.

“Beheading old ladies,” Mr. Dark said, sitting beside him in the van, one arm out the open window. He was dressed in a flannel shirt, jeans, and a John Deere cap, sipping a Bud. “That’s mighty heroic, Matthew. What are you going to do for an encore?”

“Figure out a way to behead you.”

“That’ll be the day.”

“It’s coming,” Matt said.
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