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Section 1


    Beginnings


     


     


     


    Village of Rocky Pointe, 1779


     


    “Sinners!”


    The word rode through Martha’s Tavern on a gust of warm, damp summer air that made candle flames dance and sent more than one man’s hat spinning to the floor. The muggy breeze faded away as the door closed behind Nathaniel Randolph. Tall and thin, with an Adam’s apple so large it looked like he’d swallowed a plum, Randolph glanced around the room, his perpetually wild eyes wide and full of righteous fury.


    “Sinners!” he shouted again, lifting one hand to wave the aged Bible he habitually carried. “Ye shall all burn in Hell for your transgressions!”


    “Shut your hole, Randolph,” one of the men at the bar called out. His companions raised their mugs and laughed.


    “Aye. Go preach someplace else and leave hard-working folk alone, will ye?” called out another.


    One of Martha’s ladies approached Nathaniel, her hair mussed from providing pleasure to trappers and tradesmen alike the past several hours. She shook her stained skirt and gave the town’s self-appointed reverend a wink. “Say now, preacher man, if it’s sin you be worried about, allow me to demonstrate how the pleasures of my flesh might just be worth spending eternity with the Devil.”


    “Blasphemer!” Randolph held his Bible out like a shield.


    More laughter rose from the bar and Martha herself let loose one of her braying honks.


    “Suit yourself,” the whore said. As she turned and walked away, she lifted the back of her dress and gave Randolph a quick flash of her pale buttocks.


    Randolph scowled and thumped his hand on his Good Book. “Listen to me! Repent before it is too late!”


    When no one paid any mind to him, he thrust his well-worn Bible into his pants pocket and left the pub, mumbling under his breath about the folly of sinners.


    “Good riddance, ye arsehole!” someone shouted at his back.


    Outside the building, Nathaniel took a moment to compose himself, and then went behind a nearby bush where he’d stored a large sack and an oil lantern before entering the tavern.


    They had their chance and they chose the path of the Devil. So be it.


    He opened the sack and removed an iron bar, which he slipped through the handles of the pub’s doors. Then he took out two large jars of rum and splashed their contents liberally on each of the four walls. When he was finished, Nathaniel held up the lantern.


    “Forgive me Lord, but what I do, I do for you.”


    Wicked flames burst into life as he broke the lantern against the rum-soaked wood.


    And in doing so, he sealed the town’s fate.


     


    *  *  *


     


    Rocky Point, NY, 1847


     


    Flickering shadows danced against the trees as the residents of Rocky Point gathered outside the clinic. Nearly half the town stood ready, their torches lighting up the clearing until it seemed almost as bright as day.


    Reverend Hollister Randolph, the only son of the long-deceased Nathanial Randolph, placed a frail hand on Percival Boyd’s arm. “Is there no other way, Mayor?”


    Boyd shook his head, his silver hair turned bronze by the flames. “I’m sorry. We cannot abide lepers near our town. We gave Doctor Charles fair warning; he chose to continue his misbegotten work. Now we have to think of ourselves.”


    Turning away from the elderly minister, Boyd raised his hand. “It is time! Burn the sickness from our town!”


    At his words the angry mob cheered and stormed forward. Men and women cast burning torches through windows and onto the roof of Effram Charles' Medical Clinic. Within minutes the clinic was ablaze on all sides. Screams echoed from inside the building, growing louder as the fire spread from room to room and the roof timbers collapsed.


    Two hours later, nothing remained of the clinic but smoking stone, burnt wood and charred flesh.


    The following day, the men of Rocky Point began digging a burial pit.


     


    *  *  *


     


    Rocky Point, NY, 1922


     


    Dr. Grover Lillian hurried through the maze of tunnels hidden beneath the buildings of Wood Hill Sanitarium, followed closely by Hilary White. The property covered more than forty acres and the tunnels - most used for heat and water pipe access, others built so people could move comfortably between buildings during the frigid New York winters - would have stretched for more than two miles if laid end to end.


    “Hurry,” Lillian urged his assistant, as he turned down a side passage that led to the burial area. “We can’t let them find out.”


    White said nothing, focusing all her energy on keeping pace with the doctor while straining to retain her grip on the box of papers she carried. Lillian held a similar box, the last of the files pertaining to his small pox vaccine trials.


    Trials. Lillian turned the word over in his mind as he jogged along the hard-packed dirt. It carried a foul taste and he wished he could just spit it out.


    The very name implies a lack of perfection. And yet those short-sighted administrators refused to understand, bowed to public pressure. What did they expect? It’s a new drug; there were bound to be deaths.


    His last conversation with the sanitarium’s Chief Administrator still echoed in his head.


    “Thirty-seven children?” Wirth’s voice had reeked of false outrage. “That’s more than half your volunteers! We can’t allow this to go any further.”


    Lillian clenched his jaw as he relived being made the scapegoat for the medical system’s inherent problems.


    Volunteers. Hah! Another way for Wirth and his cronies to cover their involvement. Fifty children, ages twelve to eighteen, all of them suffering from serious mental incapacities. They couldn’t volunteer for a walk in the park, let alone a scientific experiment. Wirth had given him the fifty files to begin with; all minors who had no families to miss them should anything go wrong.


    Nothing would have gone wrong either, if it wasn’t for that damn nurse! She'd been loitering in an off-limits stairwell, playing kissy-face with one of the orderlies, when they’d spotted Lillian carrying a body into the sub-basement for disposal. Instead of reporting it to Wirth, the tramp had suddenly found her morals and gone to the police.


    And now...


    Now they had only minutes to hide his research away before the police raided the building.


    Lillian turned another corner and stopped so fast Hilary ran into him and dropped her box, spilling papers onto the dusty floor. She started to apologize but Lillian hushed her.


    Up ahead, lights reflected off the cement walls, lights that bobbed and moved.


    Someone had found the burial pit.


    Pushing Hilary to the side, Lillian turned and started back the way they’d come.


    More lights were heading towards them from that direction as well.


    It didn’t take him long to consider his options. Being caught with the files and the bodies would be an automatic death sentence.


    Why give them the satisfaction?


    He drew his pistol and shot Hillary White in the back of the head.


    Hot metal burned his tongue as he placed the barrel in his mouth.


    What a waste. All because people cared what happened to a bunch of drooling idiots. No wonder science never advances.


    He pulled the trigger.


     


    *  *  *


     


    Rocky Point, NY, 20 years ago


     


    “It has to be me,” Todd Randolph said, clutching the bag to his skinny chest as the rain continued to drench the cemetery. Muddy streams cascaded alongside the blacktopped paths and cut miniature canyons between graves “I started it. I have to finish it.”


    Cory Miles shook his head. “We can do it together. We should do it together. All of us. The Cemetery Club.”


    John Boyd and Marisol Flores voiced their agreement. The four of them were huddled under the overhang of a mausoleum that was so old the date on the plaque couldn't even be read through the crust of dirt and corrosion. The door stood open, exposing cobweb-covered cement casket boxes to the dim light of the stormy afternoon. In the center of the floor, a ragged hole several feet wide showed black against the gray cement. A fetid odor rose up from the darkness, death, mold and wet soil all entwined into a palpable stench that seemed bent on forcing their stomachs to turn somersaults.


    “No. I’m the only one who can stop it.” Todd lowered himself into the pit, his rail-thin body disappearing from view almost immediately.


    “What do we do?” Marisol asked. Her dark brown hair hung in long, dripping strands. Her bra was visible beneath the pink Duran Duran t-shirt that clung to the curves she’d started developing over the summer.


    Cory knew that image of her would stay with him the rest of his life, just as he knew he was more in love with her now than he’d ever been. “I don’t know.” He took a step towards the hole and stopped.


    John frowned. “We can’t let him go down there by himself. The aliens...”


    Cory shook his head, sending water droplets cascading in all directions. “John, they’re not aliens. There's no such thing...”


    “Fine. Aliens, demons, it doesn't matter. They're all fucking impossible. But we can’t let Todd...not alone.”


    “I know. But...”


    “But what?”


    “Maybe it’s better if we split up. That way if anything...happens, there’s still two of us to try something else.”


    “Like what?” said John. “Go to the police? They’ll think we’re crazy.”


    “Well, we can’t just stand here. We—”


    A terrible scream rose up from the hole, the high-pitched wail reverberating off the stone walls until it sounded like a thousand people were crying out in pain. As abruptly as it started, the cry of distress cut off, leaving nothing but a mental echo in everyone’s head.


    “Shit! We have to help him.” John glanced from Marisol to Cory. Even in the near-dark, the pleading look in John’s eyes was too powerful for Cory to ignore.


    “Let’s go.” Cory walked to the hole and stepped into the black depths, which seemed to swallow his legs as they vanished into the darkness.


    When Cory’s head dipped below the edge it was as if someone had turned off all the lights in a room. He held out his hands to either side for balance and cold, damp earth met his palms. Rocks and old tree roots made the footing tricky, forcing him to walk with a shuffle-step motion so he wouldn’t trip. Scuffling sounds behind him told him his two friends were doing the same thing.


    “Cory? Can you see anything?”


    Marisol’s voice came from a few feet back. Her words sounded strangely flat, as if the hard-packed dirt of the tunnel had drained all the life from them.


    “No. Just keep walking slow.”


    Cory followed his own advice, advancing one deliberate step at a time as the tunnel gradually sloped downward at a gentle angle. The pounding of his heart grew worse, until it felt like it was inside his head instead of his chest. He found himself breathing in rapid, shallow bursts, and he tried to force his lungs to draw in slow, deep breaths. The fear built inside him until it was an almost physical being, a creature lodged in his guts, pressing against his stomach and bladder. Never in his life had he felt so scared, not even back in June when he’d ridden the Category Six roller coaster at the amusement park.


    Something brushed against his foot and he stopped, praying it wasn’t a hand - or a tentacle - ready to pull him down to Hell. Behind him, Marisol let out a short scream.


    “It was a rat.” John responded, his voice sounding close and far away at the same time, thanks to the impenetrable darkness that clouded all sense of distance.


    Without warning, bright light exploded from further down the tunnel, so intense it blinded him as effectively as the darkness had. At the same time a terrible BANG echoed in his ears. Cory had time to yell “M80!” and then the ground started to shake and dance all around them.


    “What’s happening?” Marisol shouted, as the rumbling in the earth grew stronger.


    “I don’t know!” Dirt and stone cascaded down on them. “Hang on to something!” Cory dug his fingers into the tunnel wall, groping for a root or anything solid. Something wrapped around him and he let out a terrified shout until he realized it was only Marisol, clutching at him from behind. He felt her breasts pressing against his back and her hair falling on his neck like a wet mop.


    The earth shifted again and Cory fell to his knees. Marisol landed on top of him and another body fell across them. He hoped it was John but his mind provided a different picture: a rotting corpse, its eyes glowing with putrid light, its mouth ready to sink decayed brown teeth into soft human flesh.


    Cory opened his mouth to scream, and then the ceiling collapsed on them in a rain of dirt and stone.


    Something hard struck his head and the world disappeared.


     

  
Section II


    Returns and Regrets


    

Chapter 1


     


     


     


    Rocky Point, present day


     


    Todd Randolph looked at the door to his mother’s house and sighed. The weight of the suitcase hanging from his bony hand was nothing compared the emotional baggage he carried inside him, a burden he knew he’d never be free of.


    Even though he’d never been inside the home - there’d been a fire in the old place not long after his hospitalization and his parents had moved instead of rebuilding - there was a strong sense of familiarity to the modest structure, thanks to the pictures his mother had sent him over the years. The old house had sat behind the Rocky Point Episcopalian Church, overlooking the Gates of Heaven Cemetery like a sentinel straddling the line between life and death. Todd got the same feeling looking at the current house, as it occupied one of the streets that divided the upper middle class neighborhoods to the east and the problem areas to the west.


    During the twenty years he’d been incarcerated in Wood Hill Sanitarium, he’d kept up with the events at home through his mother’s sporadic letters. A new appliance for the kitchen. New wallpaper for their bedroom. Always with pictures, until she’d written of his father’s passing four years ago. In that letter she’d mentioned how the few remaining friends and relatives had gathered in the living room and Uncle Ron had spilled coffee on the rug.


    For some reason the mental image of that spot had occupied a great deal of Todd’s thoughts, even after Uncle Ron had joined Father in the great beyond, leaving only a set of cousins on the West Coast as Todd’s last living relatives.


    Except for Mother of course. And according to the doctors she didn’t have long to go either. Her emphysema required her to use an oxygen tank at all times and she spent a good portion of her day lying in bed because too much walking robbed her of her ability to breathe. Luckily, Father’s insurance plan had been a good one, which paid for a private care nurse to come out each day and help Mother with her daily living tasks such as bathing, getting dressed and making breakfast and lunch. Todd’s only contributions as the newest member of the household would be to clean, make dinner and do the shopping.


    Seeing as how he was terminally unemployable, he figured he could handle those tasks. And it would leave him plenty of time to continue his research.


    In a way, it wouldn’t be all that different from his prolonged stay at the sanitarium, the only difference being he could actually take a crap in private.


    He wondered what would happen to all the other patients of Wood Hill, especially the ones not eligible for release into the real world. The closing of the area’s largest mental health facility was bound to have serious repercussions on the surrounding towns; ever since he’d found out about his impending release, he’d thanked the heavens the doctors hadn’t decided to place him in one of the many group homes that would no doubt be springing up in Rocky Point.


    A curtain moved in one of the front windows, a dark face peering out for just a moment before the gauzy material fell back in place. That would be Mrs. Clinton, the home health aide. She’d come to Wood Hill the previous day to introduce herself and give Todd a key.


    She knows I’m here. Might as well go inside. He realized he’d been unconsciously putting off seeing his mother.


    Your first face-to-face with her in almost seven years. Of course there’s bound to be trepidation. The best thing to do is just get it over with and start down the road to renewing your relationship with her. Before it’s too late. Doctor Sloan’s advice, delivered in their last session.


    He’s right. Time to start my new life.


    With a heavy sigh, Todd started up the steps.


     


    *  *  *


     


    Doctor Eli Sloan stared out the window of his office and wondered at the irony of it all. Past the perfectly-manicured back lawn of Wood Hill Sanitarium lay the Gates of Heaven cemetery, the largest and oldest cemetery in Rocky Point. A strip of woods separated the sanitarium’s property from the back of the graveyard, the section where the oldest graves - some dating back well over a hundred years - looked down a rolling hill at their younger neighbors.


    All they had to do was spend a little money. The cemetery probably would have cut them a deal. But no. Instead, they’d buried their dead in secret and covered up the whole mess just like the administration before them.


    The news was all over the papers. It was the reason the sanitarium was closing. Gruesome discovery beneath insane asylum!


    Over a hundred bodies buried in the ground under one of the old hospital buildings, one that hadn’t been used since the seventies. Patients without relatives or friends.


    They should have cremated them. Then there’d have been no evidence.


    Instead, the whole mess had been uncovered by two teenagers who’d snuck into the building and down into the basement with a digital camcorder, hoping to film a scene for a home-made horror movie they were making.


    They’d gotten all the horror they imagined and much more.


    Sloan was fairly sure he couldn’t be tied to the scandal, even though a good portion of the patients had been part of his special treatment group. He’d kept all his notes on the clinical trials at his home rather than in the office, just in case the sanitarium ever got audited. Running human trials without permission was a federal offense; he’d taken great care to make sure the nurses at the sanitarium never knew he’d been injecting certain patients with his various formulas for two decades. Most of his secret test subjects had responded surprisingly well.


    Only a small percentage had suffered any side effects.


    But those side effects had been pretty bad: convulsions, agonizing joint pain and death from seizure were the three most common. One out of twenty had responded adversely to the last version of the medication. Not nearly as bad as his first trial, twenty years earlier, but still bad enough that he knew he’d never get federal approval for human trials. So as far as anyone at the clinic knew, his testing was still being done on rats and mice, which unfortunately, were showing similar side effect ratios.


    The problem was rats and mice weren't humans. It was conceivable he could come up with a formula that didn't work in rodents but meshed well with human physiologies. Certainly the opposite was true when it came to clinical trials. And when you worked with compounds intended to affect psychological function rather than a disease state, well, the only true test was how the drug worked in people.


    His thoughts returned to the irony of the situation. He’d caused more than sixty deaths since coming to Wood Hill but no one suspected his patients – many of whom suffered physical as well as mental ailments - had died from anything but natural causes. And yet he was still losing his job, because the state was shutting down the facility for illegal burial practices.


    At least I can honestly say I had no idea what they were doing with the bodies after I signed the death certificates. He’d been as shocked as anyone when the news broke. He’d assumed the corpses ended up in cheap wooden caskets at the ass-end of the cemetery, a step up from a Potter’s Field burial.


    Assholes.


    Sloan turned away from the window and finished packing his desk. He’d signed the release for his last patient yesterday, Todd Randolph. Now there was a true success story, one he could write about someday: How I cured Rocky Point’s Reverend of Death.


    The boy had come in at the age of sixteen, only a month after Sloan’s near catastrophe with his first trial of his drug. Thirteen patients, thirteen dead. If he hadn’t thought quick and set the wing on fire, making sure all the bodies were in one of the group therapy rooms, he’d have spent the last twenty years locked away, just like Todd Randolph.


    Instead, he’d ended up as the psychiatrist in charge of one of the most sensational criminals in the town’s history. The local preacher’s son, accused of murdering dozens of people, found in his secret lair surrounded by the corpses of his victims and clutching a Bible, Holy water and a cross all stolen from his father’s church.


    In their first session together, Todd had admitted his guilt, claiming he’d “raised a demon” and the demon had killed everyone.


    It had taken Sloan fourteen years to rid the Randolph boy of his delusions and another six to convince the state he was no danger to society. That decision had only come about when the closing of the sanitarium seemed imminent, leading Sloan to believe they’d finally agreed to release Todd because it was easier than relocating him to a new facility.


    Sloan was confident Randolph would live out the rest of his life in relative normalcy. All his issues had stemmed from his relationship with his over-bearing, ultra-conservative religious father. Now that the dad was dead, there was nothing for the adult son to rebel against.


    That would be a good theme for the book, he thought, as he closed his office door and headed for the exit. Modern psychiatry, wiping away the sins of the past.


     


    *  *  *


     


    Todd Randolph walked past the front desk of the Rocky Point Library, pretending he didn’t notice the cold stares cast in his direction by the two old women behind the counter. Their animosity didn’t surprise him. He’d received the same glares everywhere in town, from the post office to supermarket, and even at the Chinese takeout place. He’d only been home three days but he was already Number One on everyone’s most-hated list.


    Twenty years and no one’s forgotten. Of course, he hadn’t expected they would. People tended to remember mass murderers.


    Let them stare. I have work to do.


    Locating an unoccupied cubicle with a PC, he sat down and initiated his first Google search of the day.


    “demons+underground”


    A few minutes later, the feeling of being watched and judged went away as the library’s patrons returned to their own tasks.


    But Todd’s guilt and self-loathing remained as strong as ever.


     


    *  *  *


     


    Pete Webster scooped another shovelful of dirt and tossed it into the wheelbarrow. The hot, muggy June day had evolved into an even hotter, muggier June evening. He felt like he’d sweated out a gallon of water from all the shoveling and planting he’d been doing.


    What the hell does the cemetery need more plants for? he thought, pausing to wipe his arm across his forehead. The dirt and grime on his forearm were like sandpaper across his face. Damn place has more bushes than hippie porn.


    Of course, these bushes were different. They were being planted around an old mausoleum in an effort to hide the cracked stone exterior. Someone in management had decided the whole damn cemetery needed sprucing up and it was a lot cheaper to have the groundskeepers plant flowers and shrubs than to actually fix the physical structures.


    Next to him, Frank Adams, his shift partner for the past five years, leaned his shovel against the mausoleum and took his gloves off. “Christ, it’s fuckin’ hot as an oven. Why’d they pick summer to do this shit?”


    Pete gave a sarcastic laugh that caused drops of sweat to fly off his face. “’Cause their brains are in their asses. But just think how good the beer’ll taste later.”


    “Fuck later; I need something right now, before I pass out.”


    “There’s still a couple of Cokes left,” Pete said.


    “Good. You want one?”


    “Naw, I’m saving mine for when we’re done.”


    “Suit yourself.” Frank walked over to the cooler that sat next to the old green pickup truck and opened a can of soda.


    Pete leaned on his shovel and tried to catch his breath, no easy task when there seemed to be as much moisture in the air as on his skin. As he inhaled, he caught a whiff of something nasty, a stink that reminded him of the beer bottles they’d sometimes find after kids partied in the cemetery. Every now and then a mouse would crawl inside of one and drown in the leftover beer, producing a sickly-sweet rotten smell.


    Turning around, Pete sniffed at the air, trying to determine where the odor came from. Something that strong had to be bigger than a mouse. If there was a dead animal in the cemetery they’d have to get rid of it before morning. People preferred to visit graves without actually being reminded what death looked and smelled like.


    The odor seemed strongest near the mausoleum. Pete grabbed his shovel and headed for the back of the building, intent on finding the woodchuck or cat that was stinking up the place. As he rounded the corner, a strange feeling enveloped him, icy fingers tickling his back while at the same time a giant centipede ran circles in his stomach. The last time he’d felt something similar was when the ice started crackling beneath him as he crossed Jensen Pond on a snowy winter afternoon. He’d been terrified the ice would give way and send him to his death in the frigid waters.


    A dark figure rose up from behind a nearby headstone and Pete jumped. His first thought was that a child was playing a joke on him.


    Then he saw the face.


    Pete opened his mouth to scream but before any sounds came out, the thing shot through the air, its stubby arms outstretched as it raced towards him like a black cat. It latched onto his face with icy-cold hands. Pete tried to grab it but his fingers passed right through as if he was trying to catch smoke. It pressed itself against his flesh and forced its head into his mouth. He fell to the ground, clutching at his neck as it clawed its way down his throat.


     


     


    Frank Adams put down his soda and headed back to the mausoleum. He’d seen Pete go around to the other side of the old building. “Hey, Pete? Whatcha doin’?”


    When there was no answer, he walked around the corner. As he did, he noticed a rotten meat smell. He was about to call for Pete again when a flash of movement caught his eye. There was no time to raise his arms as he realized it was a shovel coming at his head. Cold metal struck him across his cheek and temple and his whole world turned into a jumbled kaleidoscope of images as he stumbled backwards. It took a moment for the pain to register, but when it did, it was like someone had lit his face on fire and then put it out by dropping cement blocks on it.


    Frank staggered like a drunken man attempting a waltz and then tripped over one of the bushes waiting for planting. His vision tripled and he fought to focus as someone came into view.


    The man’s arms rose up, the shovel silhouetted against the afternoon sky for a moment before it started its downward arc. In that brief instant Frank’s heart skipped a beat. He recognized his attacker.


    The shovel came down, flattening Frank’s nose and knocking out all his front teeth. Pain exploded in his face, a thousand times worse than the first blow. He tried to shout but only a raspy, choking cough came out, accompanied by a mouthful of blood and teeth. More blood streamed down from his ruined nose, mixing with the tears flowing from his eyes.


    He never saw the shovel blade come down the third time but he felt its edge bite into his neck, cutting through skin and muscle and gristle until it scraped against bone.


    The last thing he saw was a heavy work-boot hovering in the air over his ruined face.


     


     


    Pete Webster watched Frank’s head roll away, the stump of the man’s fat neck still dribbling blood. He stared at his friend’s corpse for a moment, his head tilted as if listening to a distant sound. Then he went to the truck and retrieved the heavy pickaxe, which he used to break the lock on the mausoleum door. Inside, he raised the pick and attacked an irregularly shaped patch of cement that was a different color than the rest of the floor. It took a dozen blows before a large section collapsed, exposing a night-black hole in the earth.


    Pete tossed the pick aside and went back for Frank's body. He dragged it into the crypt and tore into it with his teeth, ripping mouthfuls of flesh and swallowing them whole. Only after he’d sated his dark hunger did he drop the remains of the corpse into the dark depths of the pit. Then he closed the door, wedged the pick against it and climbed into the hole.


     


     


    Frank’s head lay undisturbed for less than a minute before a crow landed near it. The bird approached carefully, ready to take flight at the first sign of movement. When the head remained still, the crow jumped onto Frank’s face and drove its beak into a soft, juicy eye.


     


    *  *  *


     


    A hundred yards away, lying in the shade of a large elm tree, John Boyd shivered, whimpering as he chugged Old Granddad straight from the bottle. Although he’d witnessed Pete Webster attack Frank Adams with the shovel and then disappear into the old mausoleum, it wasn’t the murder that had him terrified.


    It was what he’d seen before Pete attacked Frank.


    The thing that had entered Pete’s body.


    One of them. It was one of them!


    Eyes squeezed shut, John took another mouthful, hoping the rotgut whiskey would erase his memories of the past ten minutes. Hoping it had only been a hallucination. It was possible. More than once since climbing off the sobriety wagon, he’d seen things that weren’t really there.


    But it had seemed so real! The grayish-black body, shorter than a man, more like a child’s shadow against a wall. The egg-shaped head, with the round, black mouth that was like a hole in the fabric of reality.


    And the eyes - ovals of red fire set at angles in the flat face, with elliptical black pupils in their centers.


    It couldn’t be one of them. We killed them all. Todd killed them all.


    Didn’t he?


    In that instant John knew he had to get away before the grays got him too. He stood up, chugged the last few inches of bourbon and staggered down the path that led to the main gate on Hickory Street. From there it was only a few blocks to the shelter he’d been staying at lately.


    “Not again, not again, not again,” he mumbled as he stumbled down the cracked, broken sidewalks lining both sides of the once-prosperous street. “The Grays are back. The Grays are back.”


    Inside the shelter he let his body fall onto the first unoccupied bunk he found. By the time his face hit the stained pillow, his mind had already gone blank.


     


    The next morning, the events of the cemetery were no more than a dim nightmare, no worse than any of the others he’d suffered for the past five years.


     

  
Chapter 2


     


     


     


    Todd Randolph registered the howls of multiple police sirens just as the first squad car skidded around the corner at the end of the street. He paused in the act of getting the newspaper out of the mailbox to watch, curious as to what could be the cause of such a commotion at just after eight in the morning.


    He was still standing by the sidewalk, paper in hand, when the police cars stopped in front of his house and a loud voice ordered him to lay on the ground with his hands behind his head.


    “What?” Todd looked at the officers approaching him, their guns drawn, angry expressions on their faces.


    “Get down, now!” one of them shouted.


    “Me? What’s going on?”


    Something hard struck him between the shoulder and neck, driving him to his knees. Through the colored lights swirling in his vision, he saw a burly man with a mustache raise his baton for another blow.


    Todd ducked as the baton came down and the hard plastic caught him across the back instead of on the head. He cried out and fell to the ground, the sting of stones and cement grit against his face, barely noticeable against the pounding agony in his neck and shoulders.


    Someone screamed - Mother? Is she watching this? - but the words were lost to Todd as a foot pressed against the side of his head, covering one ear and crushing the other one into the concrete. For a moment he thought the cop might be getting ready to snap his neck. Then someone yanked his arms roughly behind his back and he felt something cut painfully into his skin, pressing his wrists together.


    The foot disappeared and hands lifted him up, held him there as the world swam around and his knees buckled. He tried to speak but only succeeded in moaning. Sharp fragmented grains covered his tongue and lips. He spat some of it out. Someone grabbed his neck and shook his head, setting off new fireworks in his brain. This time there were answering flares in his stomach as the dizziness brought on a bout of nausea.


    “Watch where you spit fuckface,” a voice said near his ear. Todd opened his mouth again to defend himself. Before he could say anything, someone slapped the back of his head and his teeth closed against his tongue. Immediately, his mouth filled with the metallic tang of blood but he stopped himself from spitting it out, wary of the officer’s warning. Instead, he let it dribble over his swelling lips.


    A large black and white shape appeared in front of him and he realized the cops were leading him to a police car. He caught a glimpse of himself in a window before his escort opened the door for him. Smudges of dust and dirt stained his face, gunpowder dark against his pale skin. Thick, bloody strands of drool hung from his open mouth, lending him the appearance of a rabid dog.


    It came to him then that they were arresting him and he had no idea why. He started to ask and someone - probably the same piece of shit who slapped me - grabbed his neck and shoved him down and forward towards the open back door of the cruiser.


    “Better duck dipshit,” someone said with a laugh.


    Then his forehead struck the metal frame and the world went dark.


     


     


    The first thing Todd noticed when he woke was the smell. A combination of stale body odor, piss and industrial cleaner, topped off with a healthy dose of alcohol and a hint of marijuana. The last two he remembered from high school. The other odors were just as familiar though, because they’d been staples at Wood Hill. Since the sanitarium was no longer in operation, there was only one place he could be.


    Jail.


    Opening his eyes, Todd found he’d guessed correctly. Someone had been kind enough to dump his body right next to the source of the piss odors: a lidless toilet with yellow and brown stains all over it. Apparently moving him another two feet and placing him on the cell’s cot had been too much effort.


    Turning his head produced spasms of pain in his neck and back, which in turn brought back the memory of being beaten in front of his house like a derelict on COPS. In front of his own mother for Christ’s sake.


    Mother!


    Todd looked for his watch but it was gone; either stolen, lying broken in the street or confiscated. He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious but he knew his mother would be worried sick, no matter how long it had been. He had to let her know he was all right.


    His muscles protested mightily as he pushed himself into a sitting position. The room tilted and his vision doubled for a sickening moment before everything returned to normal. With a groan, he hauled his aching body up to the cot. After several deep breaths and another rest, he was able to stand up.


    The short walk to the cell’s bars was an exercise in torture, each step sending jolts of pain up his back, into his head and then down again. He let the cold steel of the bars sooth his bruised forehead while he gathered the strength to speak.


    “Hey.” The word came out in a raspy whisper. Todd ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth, trying to work up some saliva to swallow. The resulting sting made him hiss as he sucked in air through clenched teeth. He tried again, this time being careful not to rub the bitten part against the roof of his mouth. It took several minutes before he was able to swallow enough moisture to lubricate his throat properly.


    “Hey!” This time his shout was louder and it woke up a malicious part of his brain that started hammering the inside of his head. “Hey, I need to make a phone call.”


    Down the row of cells, another prisoner answered him. “It’s lunchtime asshole. Ain’t nobody gonna come down here for another hour.”


    Lunchtime? Assuming that meant noon, he’d been unconscious for almost four hours. Judging by the crusted blood and dirt on his face and hands, no one had bothered to give him any medical attention during all that time.


    What if I’d had a concussion? Or a broken neck? Those fucking cops with their night sticks...


    Wait a minute. I still don’t know why they arrested me in the first place. If there was a mistake, a mix-up, Ma would have me out by now. That means...they think I did something. And for them to think I did it...


    Fear rushed through Todd’s body, momentarily washing away his pain on a wave of adrenaline.


    Oh God, no. Don’t tell me it’s happening again.


    Todd stumbled backwards until his legs hit the bunk and then he half-sat, half-fell onto the thin, hard mattress.


    “What am I going to do?”


     


     


    “Wake up, sleeping beauty.” A series of metallic bangs accompanied the loud voice.


    Todd opened his eyes. A scowling guard stood outside the cell.


    “I need to make a phone call,” he said to the burly officer.


    “Well, la-di-da for you. You’re lucky we don’t throw you in the chair right now you fuckin’ sicko.”


    “Whatever you think I did, I didn’t do it.” Todd shook his head. “There’s been a mistake.”


    The guard glared at him. “Only mistake was ever lettin’ you out in the first place. You shoulda been in Sing Sing or Rikers from day one, ‘stead of takin’ it easy in the nuthouse.”


    Todd didn’t argue; he barely had enough strength to hold his head up. “I still have the right to a phone call.”


    His eyes narrowed with anger, the guard reluctantly agreed. “Yeah. All you assholes got rights. Turn around and back up to the bars, hands behind you. You ain’t leavin’ that cell without cuffs on.”


    Doing his best not to fall, Todd shuffled his way backwards across the cell until he felt the metal bars against his arms. The guard grabbed him by the wrists and snapped the handcuffs on, tightening them until Todd let out an involuntary moan.


    “Step forward,” the guard said.


    Todd took three steps forward and waited while the guard opened the door.


    “Turn around.”


    Todd did as he was told and then let the guard march him down the hall and up the stairs to a small interview room, complete with two-way mirror and stained table. The table had two chairs on one side and one on the other, facing the mirror. The only other object in the room was the wireless phone on the table.


    Todd sat in the single chair and waited. The guard went to the other side of the table and picked up the phone. “What’s the number?”


    “I don’t know. I want to call my lawyer. His number is in my wallet.” Todd said a silent prayer of thanks that he’d kept up-to-date contact information for all the Cemetery Club members on a scrap of paper, in case he ever needed it.


    “Oh, for the love of Christ.” The guard took the phone and went to the door. “Don’t even think about moving.” Then he was gone.


    Todd heard the sound of the door lock engaging. He didn’t bother to move. Instead, he stared at his reflection in the mirror while he waited.


    He’d watched himself grow older over the past twenty years but now, sitting under the flickering fluorescent light, his face swollen from his beating, he saw himself for the first time as a middle aged man. Thirty-six isn’t old, he reminded himself, but that didn’t change how he looked. The hair he’d once worn in shoulder-length defiance to an overbearing father was now cut military short and his hairline had receded almost to his ears. The sandy-brown color hid the scattering of gray well enough, but time hadn’t been kind to him and it showed in the bags under his eyes and the lines on his forehead.


    I wonder how the others look, he thought. At that moment the guard returned with Todd’s wallet in hand, interrupting his musings.


    “What’s the name?” he asked, after Todd told him where to find the scrap of paper.


    “Cory Miles,” Todd said, and then waited while the man dialed.


    “Here.” The guard placed the phone on Todd’s shoulder and waited until Todd scrunched his neck, pinning the phone between ear and shoulder. Then he moved away, pretending the gap of four feet provided any privacy.


    Someone picked up on the third ring. “Cory Miles, Attorney at Law. Can I help you?”


    “Cory?” Todd didn’t recognize the voice. But then who sounded the same at thirty-six as they did at sixteen?


    “Yes, this is he. How can I help you?”


    “Cory, it’s... Todd Randolph. I need your help. I...think it’s starting again.”


     


     


    *  *  *


     


     


    Cory Miles stared at the phone.


    It’s starting again.


    After a moment of stunned silence he’d taken Todd’s information and promised to be there before six. Rocky Point was a two-hour car ride from Stamford and he’d need to make some phone calls before leaving, put cases on hold or pass them on to other attorneys.


    It’s starting again.


    Three simple words but enough to assure Cory it was Todd Randolph on the other end, apparently freed from the sanitarium and now in jail for a murder he said he didn’t commit.


    Cory didn’t need to be convinced of Todd’s innocence. He was one of three people in the world who knew beyond a doubt that Todd had never killed any of those people that summer. He’d taken the blame out of guilt. A guilt they’d all shared. Cory felt a different kind of guilt now. Todd’s call made him realize it had been almost three years since he’d thought of Rocky Point or the Cemetery Club.


    The Cemetery Club. That’s what we called ourselves. Todd, John Boyd, me, and Marisol.


    Marisol Flores. Just thinking about her brought an image to life in his mind. Tall, dark-complexioned, with a skinny body just beginning to blossom into adulthood. Hair and eyes as dark as obsidian, courtesy of her half-Puerto Rican, half-West Indian heritage.


    Cory wondered where Marisol was now, what she was doing. Did she still live in Rocky Point? He hadn’t seen her since...since the events of their junior year. His family had moved right before senior year started, when his father got transferred to Connecticut. The only time he’d been back since was three years ago, for a golf outing at the Patriot Hills Golf Course, one town over from his old stomping grounds. Afterwards, he’d intended to drive through Rocky Point but at the last minute had changed his mind. He’d told himself he didn’t have time, that there was nothing there he needed to see. But in his heart of hearts, that place where you have no choice but to be honest with yourself, he knew he’d steered away from the exit because just thinking about entering that small, innocuous section of suburbia sent a chill through his veins, a desire to be as far away from the Point’s rocky bluffs and historical parks as possible.


    And yet here I am, going back after all these years. To help a man who once was one of my best friends and who I never visited the entire twenty years he was in a mental institution, serving time so we wouldn’t have to.


    Cory opened his appointment book. A shiver ran up his spine that had nothing to do with the air conditioning.


    It’s starting again.


     


     


    *  *  *


     


     


    Marisol Flores.


    Marisol stared at her signature for a moment before placing the log-in sheet back on the front desk.


    Seeing her name - her original name - still felt strange. How long had it been since she’d signed her name like that? Seventeen years, her mind supplied the number. She’d married Jack the year after high school and finalized her divorce less than three weeks ago.


    For the seventeen years in between, she’d been Mary Smith. Mary, because that’s what Jack had always called her, as if giving her the nickname could erase the fact that she stood out among his lily-white, Protestant family like...well, like a black rose in a bouquet of lilies. And Smith because she’d married a Smith, a vanilla name for a vanilla family.


    Seventeen years of being arm candy, window dressing and a conversation piece for her ex-swim captain, insurance-selling, deputy mayor of a husband. Getting the divorce had been more than just escaping a relationship that alternated between cold detachment and verbal abuse; it was as if she’d found herself again, become whole again, a real person rather than just someone’s possession.


    More than going back to school, earning her degree in forensic laboratory sciences and going to work at the ME’s office, getting up the nerve to leave Jack had returned something to her she hadn’t even realized she’d lost: her sense of self.


    And no one’s going to take it away again. It was her personal mantra. Her ultimate goal had been to leave Jack and start her own life, but she’d completed her education and worked for a year first because without Jack, she’d never have been able to afford it.


    Does that make me a user? She thought as she walked down the gleaming white hallway of the County Medical Examiner’s office. Maybe it does. But Jack sure as hell can’t complain, not after the way he used me for seventeen years.


    Although she hadn’t realized it at the time, he’d been using her from the very beginning. First for sex and then for her very color. Marrying an obvious minority had allowed him to court the black and Hispanic votes when he’d run for deputy mayor at the tender age of twenty-five. He’d won that year, the same way he’d won every election since. Of course, there’d been no replacing Mayor Dawes, because he had something even a multi-racial campaign couldn’t beat: ownership of the town’s largest bank, along with nearly a quarter of the commercial properties on Main Street. No, Warner Dawes would remain Mayor until he died, retired or got exposed in a scandal not even the people in his pocket could overlook.


    But then it would be Jack Smith’s turn, as Jack had so often said.


    He’ll just have to do it without me.


    Marisol pushed open the doors that led to the exam room. Frank Adams’ torn-up body lay on Table One, a blood-stained green sheet concealing the corpse. She didn’t need to lift the thin covering to know how bad the damage was. She’d already taken blood, spinal fluid and stomach content samples.


    Not that there was any doubt as to what had happened. Even a relative novice could see the multiple traumas to the head and face and the jagged marks where the shovel had cut through his neck.


    But the absence of defensive wounds on the hands meant he’d either been caught by surprise or unable to defend himself properly. The presence of drugs, alcohol or poisons in his system would make a big difference in the case the DA was preparing against Todd Randolph, the difference between a drunken fight gone wrong and premeditated murder.


    The previously prepared samples were already running in the other room; Marisol had returned to take fingernail scrapings. The hope was to get some DNA evidence linking Randolph to the murder victim. The fact that Pete Webster was still missing meant there was the ever-so-slight chance Pete wasn’t a second victim, as everyone was already assuming, but another suspect in the case.


    Marisol finished bagging the scrapings and headed for the exit, eager to be back in her lab. Not that being around dead bodies bothered her all that much, but she preferred working with the mass spectrometer and gas chromatograph to the rancid smell of decaying corpses and the cold feel of dead flesh.


    Freddy Alou, Rocky Point’s gregarious town clerk, was passing by as she opened the door. The Coroner’s Office shared a building with the town offices and police department; it wasn’t unusual to find Freddy wandering the halls, as he preferred to deliver and pick up paperwork by hand rather than using interoffice mail.


    “Hey chica. How’s things in the land of the dead?”


    Marisol laughed. Freddy was sixty-four and happily married but it didn’t stop him from flirting shamelessly with every woman in the building. “Quiet, thank God. Frank’s our only case right now, which is good. The big brass is gonna want this one wrapped up double quick.”


    “I hear that.” Freddy pursed his lips and shook his head. “Some crazy shit, huh? You think he did it?”


    “The evidence is still being processed.” Although Marisol hadn’t had anything to do with Todd – or the other members of the Cemetery Club - since the summer before senior year, she always felt guilty if she didn't defend him whenever his name got brought up. After all, if it wasn’t for him, who knew what would have ended up happening? He'd been her friend at one time and it wasn’t his fault that had changed.


    “Think about it, chica.” Freddy's accent grew stronger in accordance to his emotions as he spoke. “He’s back in town what, two, three days and somethin’ like this happens? I’m not saying he did it, but there’s a connection, you bet your last dollar on it.”


    “A connection? What are you—”


    “MARISOL SMITH, PHONE CALL LINE TWO.” The receptionist’s amplified voice echoed off the drab cement block walls. “MARISOL SMITH, PHONE CALL LINE TWO.”


    “Smith? I thought you was Flores again.” Freddy raised an eyebrow at her.


    “I am but some people are having a hard time getting used to the change. I’ll see you later.”


    Freddy waved goodbye and continued down the hall as Marisol turned left into the laboratory, their conversation slipping from her mind as she picked up the phone and started reading preliminary results to the Medical Examiner. It would be several days before she remembered Freddy’s words.


    By then, it would already be too late.
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