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CHAPTER ONE

When one is under the influence of heavy 
medication, the kind that’s designed to prevent 
one’s mind from spinning out of control at 
thousands of miles per hour towards the edges
of some mental abyss, everything around one 
tends to blend together.  It’s like all of one’s 
interactions and experiences are shoved 
together and pulled back apart into small bits 
that may or may not have the same parts they 
began with.  It was a puzzle with a thousand 
pieces, pieces that were being forced to fit 
together with a sledgehammer without any 
regard for if those pieces were meant to go 
where they were being forced.

That was John Pierce’s experience, 
anyway.  As the old commercials used to say, 
results may vary.

After who knows how long of floating in a 
constant cloud of medically induced fog, John 
started to slowly become more coherent with 
regards to what was happening to him.  He 
began to have a firmer grasp on the timeline of 
his life.  That was his first indication that 
something was happening.  His medications 
were being reduced, or some other factor was 
at play.  There was no way of knowing what 
was happening, but there was no question that 
something was.



He caught a few snatches of conversation 
from the various doctors and nurses whose job
it was to poke and prod whatever was left of 
him.  Words like “wake” and “release” were 
being used.  It took him a bit to understand that
they were in regards to himself, and once he 
did his mind started prying apart those poor 
sledgehammered puzzle pieces and began to 
form them into something resembling a picture.
He couldn’t tell what that picture was just yet, 
but his mental muscles hadn’t been flexed in 
quite a while and they were a bit atrophied.  He
knew that it would come with time.  He had 
learned long ago to be patient.

The more that he came out of his fog, the 
more pain he began to feel.  Lights were too 
bright and seemed to be perpetually pointed 
directly into his eyes.  Every sound was 
amplified a thousandfold, and even when he 
clamped his hands down over his ears he 
couldn’t block out the torturous audio calamity. 
He was still mentally out more than he was in, 
but most of his lucid moments were spent 
rocking in a corner of the cell that 
masqueraded as his room and moaning in 
agony.  He kept telling himself that it would 
subside, that as he readjusted to living without 
the perpetual numbness his body would adapt, 
but in those moments he wasn’t really sure if 
he truly believed himself.

He was right, of course.  As the medication 
made its way out of his system, he started to 



become reconditioned to the real world.  His 
eyes began to see clearly, and the ringing in 
his ears ceased.  Most importantly, his mind 
began to sharpen, and rational thought 
became the normal rather than the exception.

An indeterminate number of days after the 
process of returning to normalcy had begun, he
found himself standing in front of the small sink
that was attached to one wall of his room.  
Above it was a mirror, and the image that was 
staring back at him was barely recognizable.  
He had no way of knowing how long he had 
been kept medicated, but it was long enough 
that he had lost a substantial amount of weight.
His reflection’s face was gaunt, and the eyes 
that peered back at him were tired.  After a few
minutes he looked away.  The man in the 
mirror was a stranger to him.

Draped over the room’s only chair was a 
small stack of clothing.  It included a pair of 
jeans, underwear, a pair of socks, and a long 
sleeved shirt.  On the floor in front of the chair 
was a pair of shoes.  He noticed that there was
no belt for the jeans, and the shoes were 
meant to be slipped on and had no laces.  
There was a time that he would have gotten a 
smile out of those precautions, but he didn’t 
feel much like smiling at that exact moment.  
He changed out of the white hospital gown he 
was wearing and into the provided clothes.  
Not sure what to do next, he sat down on the 
edge of the bed and waited.



Minutes passed, or maybe hours.  John still
wasn’t a hundred percent sure when it came to
the passage of time.  There was no clock in his
room, and there wasn’t even a window for him 
to judge the time by the sun.  The only reason 
that he knew that it was morning was because 
a tray with breakfast had been standing next to
his bed when he had woken up.  Lunch hadn’t 
been served yet, so he was fairly certain that it 
was still morning, but he also didn’t know what 
time lunch was served at.  He corrected 
himself.  He didn’t even know if lunch was 
served.  Maybe there were only two meals a 
day here.  He would have thought that there 
would be three if for no reason other than to 
follow state mandates, but he couldn’t know for
sure.

Some time after he had sat down he heard 
the sound of voices in the hallway outside his 
door.  His first instinct was to jump to his feet 
and rush over to press his ear against the door 
to listen, but he resisted the urge.  There were 
still some lingering traces of the medications in 
his system, and he wasn’t sure that he could 
rush anywhere.  The more important reason to 
remain still, however, was that he had no way 
of knowing if he was being monitored.  There 
could be a camera anywhere.  In fact, he would
have been surprised if there wasn’t any 
surveillance equipment.  It seemed prudent to 
monitor the rooms of people such as himself.



Instead of approaching the door, John 
simply adjusted on the bed slightly and waited. 
The voices were getting louder, and he 
strained his ears to hear what they were 
saying.  The door and walls muffled most of the
words, though, and he wasn’t able to make out 
anything coherent.

The lock on the door clicked as the bolt was
slid from the outside.  He turned his head to 
watch as the door was opened.  Standing out 
in the hallway was an orderly that he 
recognized from his arrival at the facility.  The 
orderly was a large man, with forearms so 
muscular that they were almost cartoonish.  He
stepped inside and did a quick visual check of 
John’s room.  He didn’t seem to find anything 
out of the ordinary as he nodded with 
satisfaction before turning his attention to John.

“You’ve got a visitor,” the man said in a 
deep rumbling voice.

A thousand questions immediately came to 
mind, but John kept his mouth shut.  He 
nodded instead and crossed the room to the 
door.  The orderly motioned for him to hold his 
arms out, and he did as he was instructed.  He 
was quickly patted down to make sure that 
there wasn’t anything concealed under his 
clothing.  He wondered what exactly the 
orderly expected to find, as he had been dead 
to the world for all intents and purposes for 
quite some time.  The man performed the 



search with the care and distrust of someone 
that had some experience with such matters, 
though, so John resisted flinching during the 
process.

“All right,” the orderly grumbled.  “Let’s go.”

Waiting out in the hallway were two other 
orderlies.  They weren’t as big as the first one, 
but each was imposing in their own right.  They
formed a triangle around John, one in front of 
him and two directly behind him.  They all 
stayed just out of arm’s reach.  They fell into 
the formation naturally, as if they had practiced
it countless times.  It was efficient but 
unnecessary.  He wasn’t planning to try 
anything.  Still, if it made them more 
comfortable, they were welcome to it.

The group made its way down the hallway 
and turned right at the first intersection.  The 
walls were painted an off-white color, and the 
floors were smooth linoleum.  Doors lined the 
walls, each roughly twelve feet from the next.  
Everything was illuminated by bright overhead 
lights.

As they passed the doors, John could hear 
any number of unpleasant sounds coming from
behind them.  The sounds ranged from 
screams and weeping to uncontrollable 
laughter.  He turned his head as they passed 
one door and he caught a brief snatch of 
something that sounded a lot like a wet 
sucking.  He decided that he didn’t really want 



to know what was making that particular sound
and turned his gaze forward once again.

They continued down the hallways, making 
turns at seemingly random intervals until they 
arrived at an elevator.  The order that had 
come into his room had him get in first, while 
the three brutes stepped in after him and 
turned so that they were all watching him.  
Without so much as a glance back the orderly 
reached back and pressed a button on the 
control panel.  The elevator shuddered and 
began to descend.

Less than ten seconds later the doors 
opened and they exited onto the building’s first 
floor.  They once again took up a triangular 
formation, and they began walking.  Instead of 
patient rooms, this floor contained medical 
rooms and offices.  While the second floor 
hallways were clear of other people, here they 
passed a number of individuals in lab coats 
and suits that stepped off to one side and 
watched them nervously as they passed.  John
looked directly into the eyes of one man as 
they approached and he instantly looked away,
apparently not liking what he had seen in their 
brief moment of ocular contact.

They eventually reached a large metal 
door.  The lead orderly stepped forward and 
unlocked it before pulling it open.  He waved 
his hand to motion John inside.



John did as he was instructed and found 
himself standing in a large room with two 
chairs facing each other in the middle.  As his 
eyes adjusted to the dimmer light he saw that it
was actually two small rooms that were 
separated by a thick pane of plexiglass.  In the 
center of the glass wall were dozens of dime-
sized holes, presumably to allow sound to pass
between the two rooms.

He turned slightly to look back at the men 
that had escorted him, but they were already 
closing the door as they left.  He went over to 
the plexiglass and rapped on it with one 
knuckle.  There was a hollow thud.  It was 
extremely thick.

The door on the other side opened.  He put 
his hands behind his back and waited silently 
while a short woman entered.  Her brown hair 
was shoulder length, and it framed a face with 
faint freckles across its nose and cheeks.  Her 
blue eyes were adorned with a pair of glasses. 
She was dressed in a black suit with a white 
shirt, and she was holding a thin folder in her 
right hand.

She crossed about halfway towards the 
plexiglass before she stopped.  She lifted her 
head slightly and regarded him through the 
barrier.  She was obviously trying to give off a 
sense of calmness and being at ease, but it 
was just as obvious that she wasn’t succeeding



at it.  Her mouth opened as if she was going to 
speak, but she closed it and remained silent.

For his part, John simply stared at her, 
making sure to keep any expression off of his 
face.  Maybe it was just the lingering effects of 
the drugs, or perhaps it was because he was 
so unsure of his own feelings, but he didn’t 
think that he should be the one to speak first.  
As she visibly grew more and more 
uncomfortable, however, he sighed and quietly 
sat down in the nearby chair.  She kept 
standing where she was for a few heartbeats 
before she did the same.

John folded his hands together, one elbow 
on each of the chair’s armrests.  He did so 
slowly, and as he did the woman brushed at 
her pant leg self-consciously.  Her eyes kept 
flicking back and forth between him and 
anywhere else in the room.  She placed the file
on her lap and bit her bottom lip.  It was a small
thing, something that most people would have 
simply written off as nothing, but he knew her 
too well for that.  It meant that she was 
embarrassed.  Nervous and embarrassed.  It 
was an interesting combination.  She took a 
deep breath and finally spoke.

“Hello, John,” she said, her voice quiet but 
steady.  Strangely, he felt proud of her for 
keeping control over her feelings like that.

“Hello, Lore,” he replied.



Simply saying her name caused cracks to 
form in the wall that he was attempting to keep 
up.  Lorelai Brooks was the only person in the 
world that could stir such strong feelings in 
him.  It had always been that way, ever since 
they had met at a local park when they were 
six years old.  She had made him feel like a 
raw nerve then, and over thirty years later she 
was still doing it without even trying.  He felt his
jaw clench.

“How… how are you feeling?” she asked 
hesitantly.

“Indescribable,” John answered truthfully.  If
there were words that could be used to 
accurately portray how he was feeling at that 
moment, they weren’t a part of his vocabulary. 
“If you’re asking if I have the urge to start 
chewing the furniture or to speak in tongues, I 
don’t believe so.”

“That’s not what I…  John, I’ve never 
thought that you…”

The despair in her words was enough to cut
through the remainder of the haze in his head. 
He leaned forward in the chair and started to 
reach his hand out to her before he 
remembered the glass.  I let the hand fall limply
to his side.

“I know, Lore,” he assured her.  “I don’t… I 
don’t blame you for this.  I never have.  You 
need to understand that.”



She nodded, tears welling up in her eyes.  
She angrily wiped them away and sniffed 
loudly.  He could tell that she absolutely did 
blame herself and that nothing he could say 
would change that.

“It’s great to see you again,” John 
continued.  “It’s amazing, even.  Why are you 
here, though?  How did you convince them to 
thaw me out?”

“They had to,” she replied, opening the file 
on her lap and pointing at the document on top.
“I have a court order.  I couldn’t get you out, 
but I did convince the judge to order the 
medication stopped so that you could assist 
from in here.”

He frowned.  “I don’t understand.  Help with
what?”

The tears returned to her eyes, and this 
time they ran down her cheeks.  Her shoulders 
convulsed as she cried, and soon she was 
gasping for air.  He felt a sudden rage building 
in him, a strong anger that he was being kept 
from comforting her.  All that he could do was 
sit silently while she fought to regain control.

“Oh God, John,” she got out around the 
gasps.  “Annie is gone.  Our daughter is gone.”



CHAPTER TWO

31 Years Ago

As Lorelai stood on the top step of the 
monkey bars mentally preparing herself for yet 
another try at crossing them, she tried to 
decide if the boy she was looking at was sad or
bored.  It was hard to tell from this distance, 
but whatever the case was, he certainly didn’t 
seem happy.  He was just sitting on a bench 
looking around the park with that strange 
expression on his face.  All of the other kids 
were running and laughing and playing, but he 
just sat there like a bump on a log, as her 
mother was fond of saying.

His eyes had fallen on her a few times, and 
each time they did she felt a little self-
conscious.  She wasn’t sure why, exactly, but it
was like he wasn’t looking at her even when 
his eyes were right on her.  It was a weird 
feeling.  The last few minutes he had seemed 
to look her way quite a few times.

She decided that it was best just to ignore 
him.  The first of the monkey bars was a bit too
high for her to reach, so she hopped up to grab
it.  Her arms were sore from her previous 
attempts, but she toughed it out and started to 
make her way across.



She made it to the second bar, and then the
third.  She took things slowly; her first attempt 
had taught her the folly of trying to go too 
quickly.  Her hands began to slip a bit on the 
fourth bar, but the fifth one came easier.

It was on the seventh bar, just three away 
from the end, that things quickly unraveled.  
She reached out and grabbed it, but she lost 
her grip and felt herself begin to drop.  In a 
panic she reached out for the bar she had just 
left.  She had gone too far for that, and with a 
mixture of frustration and fear she fell.  It was 
only a short distance to the ground, but the 
impact with the wood chips was still enough to 
stun her for a moment as she landed on her 
behind.

As she winced in pain, she looked up at the
boy again.  She had expected him to be 
concerned or maybe even laughing at her.  He 
just continued to sit there staring.  She frowned
as she felt herself growing angry.  Who told 
him that he could stare at her, anyway?  He 
was just being weird.

She turned her frustration with the monkey 
bars on the unknown boy.  Someone needed 
to tell him that he was being weird.  Otherwise 
he’d just keep sitting there looking at everyone 
instead of doing something himself.  She stood
up and brushed herself off before storming 
over to him.

“Hey,” she said as she drew closer.



The boy turned his full attention to her but 
didn’t say anything.  Now that she was closer 
she could see his blue eyes.  They seemed to 
be looking at her and through her at the same 
time.  It was like Superman’s x-ray vision in her
dad’s comic books.

“Hey,” she repeated, a bit less sure of 
herself.  “What are you looking at, weirdo?”

“Right now?” he asked with no hint of 
sarcasm.  “Right now I’m looking at you.”

“Well, yes, I see that.  I do have eyes, you 
know.  I was asking why you’re staring at me.”

“Oh.”  He furrowed his brow.  “If that’s what 
you wanted to know, why didn’t you just ask 
that?”

Lorelai crossed her arms and made a face 
as she tried to figure out just what to make of 
this strange boy.  The direct approach clearly 
wasn’t working out very well.  She decided to 
try a different angle.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“John,” the boy replied.  “Well, it’s really 
Jonathan, but everyone I know calls me John.”

“Pleased to meet you, John.”  Lorelai was 
always sure to remember her manners, except 
when she was mad, of course.  “My name is 
Lorelai.”



“That’s strange.”

She blinked as she felt her face growing 
red.  “You think my name is strange?  That’s 
not a nice thing to say, you know.”

“What?”  A look of recognition came over 
his face, and he shook his head quickly.  “Oh, 
no, that’s not what I mean.  What I mean is it’s 
strange that my name has a shorter version 
and yours doesn’t even though they have the 
same amount of syllables.”

Lorelai regarded him for a moment.  She 
had been right.  This was indeed a very weird 
boy.  Still, he seemed nice enough, and he was
interesting to talk to.  That couldn’t be said for 
most kids.  After a moment’s hesitation she sat 
down on the bench next to him.

“That is strange,” she agreed.  “I wonder 
why that is.”

“I don’t know,” John said with a shrug.  
“Maybe it’s tradition, or maybe it’s just one of 
those things.”

“One of what things?”

He shrugged again.  “I’m not sure.  
Whenever there’s something that my mother 
can’t explain, she just calls it ‘one of those 
things’.  Whatever those things are, there are a
lot of them.”



“My mom says things like that, too.  She’s 
always telling me to keep a stiff upper lip.  It 
doesn’t make any sense.”  She poked at her 
lips.  “My lips are soft, not stiff.  Moms are 
weird sometimes.”

“Yes, they are,” he agreed with a nod.

Lorelai sighed.  “I’m sorry that I called you a
weirdo.”

“It’s okay.  A lot of people do.”

“Well, they shouldn’t.  You’re not weird.  
You’re just a little strange.”

John looked at her curiously.  “Isn’t that the 
same thing?”

She shook her head firmly.  “No, it’s not.  
Being a weirdo means that you’re just, you 
know, weird.  Being a little strange means that 
you’re not like other people.  You’re unique.”

“Oh.  Thank you.  You’re a little strange, 
too.”

“Thank you.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes.  It 
was a beautiful summer day, and Lorelai 
smiled as the warm breeze washed over her.  
She had forgotten all about the monkey bars.  
She was just enjoying sitting here talking to this
strange but fascinating boy.  As she watched, 



he looked off in the distance towards a slide, 
the tallest one in the park.

“Do you like slides?” Lorelai asked.

“I don’t know,” John said, turning to once 
again face her.  “I’ve never been on one.”

She blinked.  “Never?  You’ve never once 
been on a slide?”

“No.  I’ve gone sledding in the winter 
before, but it’s not really the same thing, is it?”

“No.  It’s not the same thing at all.  Come 
on.”

Lorelai hopped off the bench and grabbed 
John by the hand.  He didn’t resist, allowing 
himself to be guided over to the slide.  She 
stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked 
up.  Truth be told she had never been down 
this particular slide herself, as she had always 
been a bit scared of heights and this one was 
particularly tall.  Still, she wasn’t about to show 
that she was afraid to him, and she put one 
hand on the railing confidently.

“Well then, up you go,” she said with a 
wave of her hand.

She had secretly been hoping that he would
have said that he didn’t want to do it, or that he
wanted to start with one of the nearby smaller 
slides.  Without saying a word, though, he 
stepped past her and climbed the stairs.  The 



height didn’t seem to bother him at all.  If he 
wasn’t going to chicken out, she certainly 
wasn’t going to.  She gritted her teeth and 
followed him up.

He had stopped at the top and was looking 
down the plastic chute that connected to the 
stop of the stairs.  The platform was large 
enough for both of them, and she stepped up 
next to him and looked around.  They were 
really high up.  She quickly looked up at him 
rather than down at the ground.

“I think Lore should be short for Lorelai,” 
John said suddenly.

“Oh, okay,” she said, not really sure what to
say to that.

“Do you think that I could call you Lore?  
After all, you’re calling me John, and it seems 
only fair.”

She mulled it over for a few seconds.  
“Okay, but only you get to call me that.  I like 
my name.”

“Deal.”  He paused.  “Can I ask you a 
question?”

“Sure.”

“How did you get that bruise on your neck?”

She self-consciously raised one hand and 
covered the dark spot on the left side of her 



neck.  She had gotten it a few days ago, but it 
was still just as dark as it had been the day that
it happened.  Mom had told her not to talk 
about it, not even with her friends.  She didn’t 
want to lie to John, but she had made a 
promise and you were supposed to always 
keep a promise.

“I bumped into a couch,” she replied.

“That must have hurt,” John said.

“It did.  It’s okay, it will get better.  My mom 
has been putting a bag of cold peas on it every
night.”

He pulled down the neck of his shirt to 
expose two round scars on his shoulder.  She 
looked closely at them.  They were odd-
looking, with the outside of the circles a 
brownish red and the center a lighter pink 
color.

“My mom gave me a bag of broccoli to put 
on these,” John said, letting go of the shirt.  “I 
guess it doesn’t matter what kind of vegetable 
it is as long as it’s frozen.”

“I guess not,” Lorelai agreed.  “I wonder if 
frozen fruit would work?”

“I wondered about that, too.  And if the 
frozen fruit does work, how about frozen 
orange juice?  You know, the kind that comes 
in the long cans?”



“Oh yeah.  My grandma used to make 
orange juice with those.  She’d open the can 
and put it into a big pitcher, then she’d fill it with
water.”

“Did it taste good?”

She shuddered.  “Ick, no.  She kept saying 
that it tasted just like the fresh kind, but it really
didn’t.  She’d make milk from powder and say 
the same thing, but that didn’t taste the same, 
either.”

“Milk from powder?  That sounds really 
bad.”

“It was super bad.”

They simply looked at each other for a 
while, neither one sure what to say.  For her 
part, Lorelai was just enjoying being up on the 
slide with John.  He was fun to talk to, and he 
understood a lot of things that other kids didn’t.
Sometimes she got frustrated talking to other 
people her age.  She just didn’t get why they 
had such a hard time being interesting.  John 
didn’t have that problem, though.  He was 
definitely interesting.

“We should probably go down,” John said 
suddenly.

“Hmm?” she replied, roused out of her 
thoughts.



“Down the slide.  There are some other kids
waiting to come up and use it.”

Lorelai looked down the stairs and saw that 
three other children, all of them a bit older than 
her and John, were waiting impatiently at the 
bottom.  They were staring up with nasty looks 
on their faces, as if having to wait a few 
minutes to use a slide was some great 
inconvenience.  She turned back to her new 
friend with a smile.

“Let them wait,” she said.  “I like it right 
where I am.”

He looked back down at the other kids with 
those odd blue eyes of his.  He seemed to be 
examining them, or maybe even judging them. 
She wondered if what he saw when he looked 
through his eyes was different from what she 
saw when she looked through hers.  It was an 
interesting question, one that she would have 
to ask him later.  He turned back to her and 
gave her a small, almost hesitant smile.

“Okay,” John agreed.  “They can wait.”



CHAPTER THREE

Sometime later John was sitting on his bed 
with the file that Lorelai had been holding next 
to him.  It was open and the papers had been 
spread out over the bed.  He was staring at the
pages without really seeing them, his mind 
alternatively racing and slowing to a crawl.

Fourteen years.  He had been dead to the 
world for fourteen years.  For fourteen years he
had been pumped full of a cocktail of drugs 
and medications with the express purpose of 
making him docile and dim.  It had been the 
equivalent of a thankfully-reversible chemical 
lobotomy.  He had assumed that he had been 
gone for a significant amount of time, but 
fourteen years?  He couldn’t wrap his head 
around that.

Still, the proof was right in front of him.  He 
looked at the picture of the girl sitting on top of 
the file.  Annette Lucille Pierce, thirteen years 
old, freckled and blue-eyed like her mother, 
light brown hair like her father.  Like him.  
Lorelai had been four months pregnant with 
her when he had been institutionalized.  He 
had missed every moment of his little girl’s life.

He checked the name on top of the copy of 
the birth certificate next to the picture for what 
felt like the hundredth time.  Annette Lucille 
Pierce.  Lorelai had given her his last name, 



even after everything.  He smiled slightly.  
Another reason to love that woman.

He had asked Lorelai to leave the moment 
that the orderly had transferred the file from her
side of the visitation room to his.  She had 
looked both surprised and disappointed, but 
she hadn’t argued.  It wasn’t that he didn’t want
to see her.  He did.  More than anything he 
wanted to spend just a few more fleeting 
moments in her presence.  He couldn’t afford 
to let her distress over Annette’s 
disappearance influence him in any way, 
though.  The last remnants of the medication in
his body were already dulling his judgment 
enough.  He couldn’t afford to let emotion cloud
things even more.  He needed his process to 
be as effective as possible.

He stood up and frowned down at the 
papers on the bed.  His process was already 
compromised as it was.  He needed to be able 
to look at all the information at once to allow 
both his conscious and his subconscious mind 
to sift through it for data.  The easiest way to 
do this was to hang everything up on the wall.  
He had requested tape to do so, but the orderly
had immediately rejected the request.  The 
man had stated that it was a safety risk.  John 
had started to argue, but when the threat of 
administering a sedative had been raised, he 
had dropped it.



Instead, he was reduced to spreading the 
pages out on his bed.  It was aggravating.  He 
wasn’t able to look at everything head-on.  He 
scratched at a sudden itch on his hand.  This 
wasn’t going to do at all.  He looked around the
room for a solution and his eyes fell on the 
chair.  It would have to do.

He dragged the chair over to the side of the
bed.  It was heavy and awkward, but at least it 
hadn’t been bolted down.  He stood up on the 
seat and looked down at the papers.  It still 
wasn’t quite right.  He tried sitting down on the 
back of the chair.  It wobbled a bit but didn’t fall
backwards.  He looked down at the papers 
again.  It would have to do.

Annette Lucille Pierce.  Thirteen years old.  
Brown hair, blue eyes, freckles, a very slight 
underbite that was almost unnoticeable.  
Daughter of Lorelai Constance Brooks and 
Jonathan Thomas Pierce.  No siblings, no 
stepparent.  Resident of Blackwood, Ohio with 
her mother.  Freshman and honor student at 
Yates High School.  Third base on the school’s
softball team.

Those were all the facts on the surface.  
Lorelai knew him well, though, and she had 
included things in the file that most people 
would have dismissed as irrelevant.  These 
included a complete history of her social media
posts, a few of her school writing assignments, 



and a variety of pictures showing Annette at 
different ages and events.

These things helped him get a clearer 
picture of who she was.  She was generally 
happy but prone to the occasional malaise.  It 
wasn’t severe enough to be labeled as 
depression, but she sometimes withdrew into 
herself rather than wanting to be a part of a 
group.  This was common in intelligent 
children, and the content and almost 
obsessively correct grammar of her writing 
indicated that she did indeed fall into that 
category.  She also didn’t appear to be 
someone that would take extreme risks, and 
while she didn’t have an overabundance of 
friends she treasured those that she did have.

John’s eyes lingered on a picture of the girl 
at maybe five or six years old.  She was seated
on a bench at the Columbus Zoo, a large drink 
in one hand and a stuffed elephant in the other.
She was smiling broadly, her eyes squinted 
against the bright sunlight.

Annie.  His daughter preferred to be called 
Annie.

He forced himself to move on.  For now, 
she would only be known to him as Annette.  It 
would help him to keep his distance and look at
things with cold reason.  It wouldn’t do her or 
anyone else any good if he looked at things 
through the lens of a father rather than an 
investigator.



He had left four of the pages touching edge 
to edge at the head of the bed.  This was 
Lorelai’s statement to the police with regards to
Annette’s disappearance.  He scratched at an 
inch on the back of his neck as he read 
through it for the third time.

Lorelai had been awoken at roughly two in 
the morning by a loud thumping sound on 
November 12.  At first she thought that she had
dreamed it, but she heard it again a few 
seconds later.  It was coming from the next 
room over, which was Annette’s room.  She got
up to investigate the noise and found that the 
bedroom door was locked.  When her knocking
and yelling didn’t produce results, she 
unlocked it by inserting a coat hanger into the 
small hole on the handle.

The bedroom was a mess.  Everything that 
could have possibly been disturbed had been.  
The closet door was open, and all the clothes 
were strewn on the floor.  The same thing was 
true of the dresser; all the clothes were on the 
floor, and the drawers had been tossed around
the room.  The covers, sheets, pillows, and 
pillow cases had all been separated and 
thrown in various corners of the room.  Even 
the mattress was pushed off of its boxspring.  
Deep gouges had been torn into the walls, and 
the entire window had been torn free and fallen
to the ground below.  Lorelai had described it 
as looking like a bomb had gone off.



All of this had been done with almost no 
noise.  The thumping that Lorelai had heard 
hadn’t been loud enough to explain the state of
the room, and the neighbors in the connecting 
townhouse had told the police that they hadn’t 
heard anything, either.  That was the strangest 
part to him.  Putting everything onto the floor 
could have possibly been done without making 
much noise, and perhaps the tears in the wall 
could be explained by cutting slowly and 
carefully, but ripping out a window out of the sill
so hard that the screws and wood had broken 
couldn’t have been done quietly.

Annette wasn’t in the room.  In a panic 
Lorelai had checked everywhere that she could
think of, but the girl was gone.  She had called 
the police from her cell phone as she looked, 
and she had just finished her search when the 
officers arrived and began to investigate.

The page next to the statement was the 
report from forensics.  They had come up 
mostly empty except for two interesting details.
The first was that partial footprints had been 
found on the headboard of Annette’s bed and 
the wall to the right of it.  The investigating 
officers had determined that the thumping that 
Lorelai had heard was most likely from Annette
kicking out her legs as she was being dragged 
out of her bed, causing her feet to make 
contact with the headboard and wall.  This was
corroborated by the fact that the footprints 
were from someone that wore the same size 



shoe that Annette did, as well as traces of her 
DNA found on the wall.

The second detail, the one that he wasn’t 
sure what to make of just yet, was that 
forensics had determined that the window had 
been torn off from the inside, not the outside.  
With Annette not being nearly strong enough to
do such a thing, it suggested that the person 
who had taken her had already been inside the
house when he had decided to do so.  There 
was no real way for the investigators to tell if 
she had let the person in or if the person had 
found another way into the townhouse.  There 
were no signs of forced entry around the 
building, but that might have just meant that 
the person was smart enough to not leave any 
traces behind.

Lorelai hadn’t been able to get her hands 
on the crime scene photos yet.  That was 
another annoyance, but it was also an 
understandable one.  The police usually didn’t 
appreciate an outsider being brought in to 
assist with investigations.  When that was the 
case they usually wouldn’t interfere with the 
consultant, but they usually weren’t in any 
hurry to assist, either..  He had never 
understood that mindset.  If someone was 
better at something and was offering to help, 
get out of the way and let the person work.  
This was especially true if human lives were 
involved.



Not every police officer was like that, of 
course.  John had worked with a number of 
them over the years that had welcomed his 
assistance.  Hopefully some of the people that 
he had worked with in the Blackwood Police 
Department over the years would assist Lorelai
with securing what he needed.

He scratched his right arm.  THere wasn’t 
any guarantee that anyone that he had 
previously worked with was still with the 
department after fourteen years.  Even if there 
were, it was even more likely that those people
wouldn’t want to do anything that would assist 
him anyway.  He had to hope that the right 
people remained and that Lorelai would be 
able to convince those people that he was 
Annette’s best chance at being found.  He 
detested having important things outside of his 
control like that.

With more than a little aggravation he 
stopped scratching his right arm and moved on
to his left.  One of the possible side effects of 
stopping antipsychotics was abnormal skin 
irritations and agitation.  He wondered what 
other wonderful surprises his detoxing from the
medications was going to have.  Not to 
mention the withdrawal symptoms from 
whatever other drugs had been mixed into the 
cocktail.

John suddenly realized that perhaps he had
more resources to draw from than he thought.  



He turned his attention to the copy of the 
signed judicial order that Lorelai had used to 
stop his treatments.  It wouldn’t have been 
easy to convince a judge to do such a thing, 
especially given the circumstances of his 
commitment.  In fact, it should have been 
impossible to secure such an order.

Things fell into place when he saw which 
judge had signed the order.  It was Charles 
Frampton, a man that he had known since he 
was in grade school.  The judge had been 
friends with his parents, and he had always 
seemed to like John despite the boy’s odd 
quirks.  If any judge was going to agree to get 
John’s brain working properly again, it was his.

It also didn’t hurt that another old friend had
vouched for him.  Detective Marcus Peterson 
had apparently voiced his agreement that John
was needed to help find Annette.  According to 
the court documents, he had stressed that the 
girl had already been missing for two weeks, 
and that when John had worked with his 
department in the past he had closed every 
single case that he had assisted with.  Marcus 
had also emphasized John’s, in his words, 
“uncanny ability to find important details where 
others have missed them.”

Marcus was a good cop, and an even better
person.  It was good to know that he would 
have been there for Lorelai when John couldn’t
be.  He also had been there the night that 



everything had happened and John had been 
locked away from the world.  John had very 
few friends, but he considered the officer to be 
one of them.  Hopefully he could help to secure
more information for him.

Until then, though, John just had the 
information in front of him to work with, and he 
would just have to make do.  Something was 
rattling around in the back of his head, an 
observation that his subconscious had made 
that hadn’t quite come to the surface yet.  He 
closed his eyes and breathed slowly.  He knew
from experience that he just needed to relax 
and wait for it to come to him in its own time.  
Trying to force things only made the process 
go slower.

He opened his eyes and scanned back 
through the documents as it hit him.  There 
was something odd about the terminology used
in the forensics report with regards to the 
broken window.  He read through it carefully 
until he came to the sentence he was looking 
for.

Pieces of metal from the window track and 
wet wood fibers from the wood frame were 
found in the bedroom carpet.

The fibers had been wet.  He quickly read 
through the entirety of the forensics report, but 
there was no mention of moisture anywhere 
else in the document.  He frowned and got 
down off the back of the chair.  He crossed the 



room and knocked on the door.  After a 
moment’s hesitation, the view panel slid open 
and the face of the orderly assigned to guard 
his room appeared.

“What?” the man demanded shortly.

A few choice comments came to mind, but 
John dismissed them and instead went with a 
more diplomatic tone.

“Excuse me, sir,” he answered politely.  “I 
need to know if it rained or snowed the night of 
November 12 in Blackwood.”

The orderly eyed him suspiciously for a 
handful of seconds, but instead of saying 
anything he looked downward.  John could 
hear him tapping on something out of his range
of sight.  A minute or so passed before the 
man held up a black pad with a computer touch
screen on it.  John was looking at some sort of 
cellular phone without buttons that had an 
internet connection.  Another reminder that he 
had been out of the loop for a long time.

The screen the orderly was showing 
displayed the local weather for Blackwood, 
Ohio the week of November 12.  It was exactly 
what John had needed, and it had only taken a
man with questionable levels of intelligence 
just over a minute to produce that information.  
John made a mental note to see if Lorelai 
could get him one of those devices to assist 
him with needed research.



The weather for the night of the 12th had 
been clear with no precipitation.  That was 
exactly what he had suspected; if the fibers 
would have gotten wet from rain or snow, the 
carpet and items strewn about on the floor 
would also have been moist.  He absently 
thanked the orderly as he turned back to the 
papers on his bed.  The man simply grunted 
and slid the panel back into place.  He wasn’t 
much for conversation, but then again, neither 
was John.

Strangely wet wood fibers weren’t much to 
go on, and they might not actually mean 
anything, but it was a start.  It was at least 
something unexplained that was worth 
remembering.  He returned to his perch on top 
of the chair and went back to looking through 
the documents.  Lorelai had said that she 
would return the next day, and now that he had
an understanding of the current state of the 
case he was prepared to ask informed 
questions about her and their daughter.

His eyes returned to the photograph of 
Annette at the zoo.



CHAPTER FOUR

John didn’t manage to get much sleep that 
night.  To preserve the exact placement of the 
papers on his bed, he had decided to sleep in 
the chair.  There wasn’t really a way to get 
comfortable in it, however, so he was only able
to sleep in small increments.  He had been 
used to running on a lack of rest years earlier, 
but his body was longer longer conditioned for 
that and each time that he awoke he felt 
groggier than the last time.

Without a clock in the room it was 
impossible to tell what time it was, but after 
what felt like hours he began to notice a small 
sound.  It was so quiet at first that he wasn’t 
sure he was hearing anything at all, but 
throughout the night it grew increasingly 
louder.  It never got loud enough to clearly 
make it out, but at a certain point he couldn’t 
deny that it was there.  He didn’t need to fully 
hear it to know what it was.

He considered his options, of which there 
weren’t many.  Taking more medication, no 
matter how gentle that medication was, would 
only serve to dull his mind.  He needed every 
bit of it working at full capacity, so he couldn’t 
afford to take anything that would compromise 
that.  On the other hand, the other option was 
to not take anything, and he knew where that 
would lead.  The sound would get louder and 



louder, he would start to lose his grip on reality,
and finally he would return to being a raving 
lunatic.  Being back in that state wouldn’t help 
anyone, either.

Without any good path to choose from, he 
decided to split the difference.  He went over to
the door and knocked, and a few moments 
later the view plate slid open.  There was a 
different orderly on the other side of it, a 
woman that he didn’t recognize.  From the way
the hallway lights were dimmed behind her he 
determined that it was either extremely late at 
night or extremely early in the morning.

“Yes?” she asked just as shortly as her 
male counterpart was prone to.  Her tone was 
less belligerent and more exhausted, however.

“I hate to bother you,” he told her, using the 
most polite voice that he could muster.  “Would
I be able to get something to help me sleep?  
Nothing too strong, just something over the 
counter?”

“Um, I’ll have to check with the doctor on 
call for that.  Give me a few minutes.”

“Thank you.”

John returned to his chair to wait.  Sleeping 
pills wouldn’t stave off the encroaching sound 
for long, but it would be less noticeable if he 
was rested.  He ran a hand over his face.  He 
knew from experience that this wouldn’t work 



for more than two or three nights, and if this 
time was anything like the last, he was in for 
some nasty dreams.

He listened to the odd sound for a few 
seconds before pulling his attention away from 
it.  He had hoped that his long medication 
treatment had allowed him to outlast this, but 
deep down he had known better.  His insanity 
wasn’t a standard case.  There wasn’t any 
chance of his brain resetting itself or being 
repaired through medication or psychotherapy. 
He couldn’t be cured.

Unbidden, the memory of the moment his 
mind first broken came to him.

He had left Lorelai in the house’s entryway. 
While he didn’t know exactly what he was 
headed towards, he did know that it was very 
possible that he wasn’t coming back.  He was 
walking towards an extremely dangerous 
situation, one that he couldn’t plan or prepare 
for.  He had known that she wouldn’t have let 
him go alone, so he had used her recently 
discovered pregnancy to almost shame her 
into staying downstairs.  He regretted having to
have done that, but if it saved her life, he could
live with it.

Every step he took down the hallway felt 
like agony.  The noises were so loud that his 
head felt like it was under assault.  It throbbed 
with his pulse, and stabs of pain kept digging 
into his temples.  His feet felt like they were 



made of lead as he somehow managed to 
keep putting one in front of the other.

He had gotten halfway down the hall when 
he realized that there was something waiting 
for him at the end.  He couldn’t see anything in 
the dark, but he knew it was there.  He could 
feel it watching him, watching him with eyes 
that pierced into him and scrutinized everything
about him.  He felt naked.  Somehow he 
continued on towards the… the thing.  As he 
drew closer, he-

John violently shook his head to clear the 
memory away.  Going any further ran the risk 
of remembering everything that had happened,
and he knew that would only lead to his 
madness returning quicker.  He tilted his head 
slightly as he heard the strange sounds once 
again.  They had grown a bit louder, as if the 
simple act of remembering had drawn them 
closer.  He felt a way of relief as the plate on 
the door slid open once again.  He practically 
jumped out of the chair and went over.

“The doctor approved the sleeping pills,” 
the orderly informed him as she passed a small
plastic cup with two blue pills in it through the 
gap.  “Drink some water with them.  He’ll be in 
sometime in the morning to check on you.”

“Thank you,” he said sincerely as he took 
the pills from her.



He went over to the sink and quickly 
swallowed the pills.  He then filled the plastic 
cup with water and drank it.  As he returned to 
his chair he wondered how long it would be 
before the pills took effect.  Towards the end of
his time in the outside world he had taken so 
many that his body had built up a very high 
tolerance for them, but that was years ago.

He closed his eyes and waited.  As he did 
so, he began to count the seconds.  There was
nothing else to do, and it distracted his mind 
from the quiet but threatening sound that was 
plaguing him.  He had gotten to around ten 
minutes when he felt a sensation like a cold 
draft wash over him.  The hairs on his arms 
and neck stood up, and he could actually feel 
the goosebumps rising on his skin.  He wasn’t 
alone anymore, and he was sure of who his 
visitor was.

“How long do you expect pills to work this 
time around,” a high-pitched male voice asked 
him, the sound mere inches from his face.

John kept his eyes closed for a moment.  
He wasn’t sure whether it was from 
exasperation or some misguided hope that he 
was just imagining it, but he wanted nothing 
more than to keep them closed and 
immediately go to sleep.  That wouldn’t 
happen, obviously.  Both he and his visitor 
knew that.  It wouldn’t do any good to ignore 
the speaker, either.  With a sigh, Customer 



would like a quote from trimming the 
shrubs/trees away from the front and sides of 
the house he opened his eyes.

The creature was so close that John initially
couldn’t see anything but the nightmare-
inducing face.  His red lips were pulled back in 
an eternal grin that exposed his oversized 
white teeth.  These lips were cracked and cut, 
and in a few places entire chunks were 
missing.  The lidless eyes were a deep blue in 
the center, and the areas that would normally 
be white were the dried yellow color of old 
parchment.  They stared at John without 
moving.

He climbed down off the arm of the chair, 
giving John a better look at him.  He was just 
over four feet tall.  He wore a black suit with a 
black tie and white shirt, and laceless black 
shoes adorned his feet.  There were dark 
brown stains splattered across his clothes, 
stains so old that crust had formed.

His most striking feature was that his head 
was too large for his body.  It should have been
impossible for his small neck to support 
something so large.  All of his facial features 
were exaggerated to match.  His grin was so 
wide that edges of his mouth were nearly 
touching his ears.  It was like looking at a 
cartoon of a serial killer brought to life in the 
worst way possible.  Even though John had 
encountered the creature many times in the 



past, he still felt a shiver of discomfort and 
disgust run through his body.

“It’s not polite to ignore questions directed 
at you,” the malformed thing said, its large 
teeth clacking together as it spoke.  “I don’t 
know why I’m surprised.  You’ve been ignoring 
me for fourteen years, what’s a few minutes 
more, right?”

“Only you would consider my being 
drugged out of my mind for almost a decade 
and a half to be a personal slight against you,” 
John replied, keeping his voice quiet enough 
that it couldn’t be heard by the orderly outside 
of his room.

“Yes, well, I’m a special kind of person.”

“You’re not a person, Mitch.  I’m not exactly
sure what you are, but you’re not a person.”

“Oh, you know exactly what I am.  I’m a 
demon.  The question is if I’m a literal demon 
with all the hellfire and brimstone and whatnot, 
or if I’m more of a metaphorical demon.  Would
you look at us?  Reunited only moments ago 
and we’re already having deep philosophical 
discussions.”

John sighed in frustration.  “Just leave me 
alone, Mitch.  I need sleep.”



“Oh?”  It tilted its head to the side, causing 
some of dark liquid to drip from the side of its 
distorted mouth.  “What are we working on?”

“Not we.  Me.  You’re just an unwanted 
distraction.”

“Come on, don’t be like that.  I can be very 
helpful when I want to be.”  Mitch let out a 
series of wheezes that he had determined to 
be its version of laughter.  “Besides, it’s not like
you have a choice.”

Before John could reply, Mitch spun around
and pulled itself up onto the bed.  The papers 
bounced and moved as it did so, ruining the 
system that he had set up.  It looked down at 
the documents with apparent interest.

John had never been able to determine 
exactly who or what Mitch was.  When he had 
been in the first stages of insanity years earlier,
it had suddenly appeared and introduced itself 
as Mitch.  No last name or title, just simply 
Mitch.  He had been terrified, of course, but not
nearly as much as he would have thought.  He 
had already suffered a few hallucinations, and 
he simply assumed that this was another one.  
No one else had been able to see it, and that 
had only strengthened his assumption.

Then Mitch had pulled out a chair for 
Lorelai to sit down in.



Being able to actually affect the world 
around it meant that it wasn’t simply a figment 
of John’s imagination.  Somehow it was 
actually there.  It had explained to him that it 
could only appear for people that were 
succumbing to madness.  It existed in some 
sort of way that it could only be seen by people
that were a bit… unstable.  Even then it could 
only be seen by people that it wanted to see it. 
Beyond that, it hadn’t given him any further 
information to work with.  He had resigned 
himself to the fact that he would probably never
know exactly who or what it was.

“Cute kid,” Mitch observed as he picked up 
a handful of pictures showing Annie.  “Yours, I 
take it?”

“How do you know that?” John asked 
suspiciously, his eyes narrowing.

“I’d have to be blind not to see the 
resemblance.  Besides, you’re obviously taking
this personally.  You don’t have that same, 
shall we say, detachment that you normally 
show.  This is a new side to you, and it’s very 
interesting.  Or annoying.  Or both.  Or neither. 
Or both and neither.  You’ll have to excuse me,
I’m just rambling now.”

It had always been able to read John like 
an open book.  It wasn’t reading his mind or 
anything like that.  It didn’t know his exact 
thoughts, and it wasn’t able to pick around in 
his mind at its leisure.  It just seemed to know 



in general terms where his mind was focused 
and what he was feeling.  He had no idea how 
it did it.  It was just another mystery on the 
giant stack of mysteries that made up Mitch.

“Is she missing or dead?” it asked, turning 
its gaze towards him and clicking its teeth 
together.

“You know the statistics just as well as I 
do,” John pointed out.  “You used to torment 
me all the time with them.”

“I know, but I want to hear you say it.”

He hesitated before admitting, “I don’t 
know.  Two weeks is a long time to be missing.
With as violent as the crime scene was, and 
with her being abducted from her home in the 
middle of the night, statistically…”

Mitch nodded, splattering liquid from its 
mouth onto a number of documents.  “Go on.”

He sighed.  “Statistically, she’s most likely 
dead.”

“There you go!”  It clapped its hands 
together.  “Your daughter is probably dead.  
Except, you know, for the part where she isn’t.”

He stared at it intently, trying to figure out if 
it was telling the truth or not.  It wouldn’t have 
been the first time that it had lied to him, either 
to cause him pain or just because it felt like it.  



It was impossible to read its nightmarish face, 
though.

“You’re saying that she’s alive?” he finally 
asked.

“I am indeed, Johnny Boy.  You can ask me
where she is until you’re blue in the face 
because I don’t know, but I do know that she’s 
alive.  Your particular stink of life is all over her.
She’s alive.  For now, anyway.”

The sleeping pills were beginning to work.  
John fought against the urge to close his eyes 
and leaned forward in the chair.  He internally 
cursed himself for having requested the 
medication, but a part of him wondered if Mitch
would have put in an appearance if he hadn’t.  
The timing was too coincidental.

“If that’s true, why are you telling me this?” 
he asked, trying unsuccessfully not to slur his 
speech.

Mitch sat down on the bed and kicked its 
legs like a toddler.

“I thought that would be obvious,” it 
answered.  “Now that you know that she’s 
alive, you’ll do whatever it takes to see her 
returned home safe and sound.  That means 
that I get to watch you running around like a 
chicken with its head cut off as you try to find 
her.  Not to mention I’m curious as to how far 
you’re willing to push things.”



“What does that mean?”

“You and I both know that these wonderful 
little pills and these pokey little needles they 
used to inject you with turn your brain to 
sponge cake.  If you’re going to find Daddy’s 
Little Princess, you’re going to have to stay off 
of that stuff.  And that means…”  It left it 
hanging.

“That means that you get to watch me go 
insane all over again.”

“Give this man a kewpie doll.  I get to watch
your absolutely delicious struggle to maintain 
your poor widdle sanity while you slip under 
deeper and deeper.  Better than Netflix, man.”

John’s eyes closed of their own accord.  
“Why… why do you keep tormenting me?”

“Oh John.  Dear John.  Little Johnnycakes.”
He felt its hot breath on his face as it drew 
closer.  “You don’t really want to know the 
answer to that.  Now it’s my turn to ask you a 
question.  Why haven’t you already left this 
pleasure palace?  Now that your brain isn’t 
clogged full of medical cotton, you know that 
you could figure a way out.”

Despite his weariness, John smiled slightly.
“Oh come on, that should be obvious.”



Mitch was silent for a moment.  “You 
haven’t even considered breaking out because 
you don’t know where to go yet.”

“Because I don’t know where to go yet.”

“And when you do?”

“When I do, I’ll make my case for being 
released long enough to find and retrieve the 
girl.”

“And if that request is rejected?”  Mitch’s 
tone suggested that it was getting a bit excited.

He paused before answering.  “I’m not 
going to let my daughter be hurt more than she
already has been.”

He drifted off to sleep.



CHAPTER FIVE

26 Years Ago

There was a small crowd gathered around 
the side entrance to Blackwood Elementary 
School.  This entrance was rarely used, and 
because of this the teachers didn’t normally 
check this area during the busy time after the 
final bell rang for the day.  They were more 
focused on helping get children onto their 
correct buses and getting set to head home 
themselves.

The crowd was being very active as Lorelai 
approached.  It was made up entirely of 
students, and they had formed a large circle.  
They were yelling and cheering happily at 
something that she couldn’t see.  Just because
she couldn’t see what was happening didn’t 
mean that she didn’t know what was going on, 
though.  She forced her way between two fifth 
graders and to the front of the crowd.

John was on his hands and knees in the 
dirt.  He had his back to her, but she could see 
drops of blood falling from his face to the 
ground.  His hooded sweatshirt was torn along 
the right arm.  Three boys, all of them older 
and larger than him, were standing over him 
with grins on their faces.



“How’d that feel?” the largest of the three 
asked.  “Still feel like mouthing off to me?”

John mumbled something.  Lorelai couldn’t 
quite make out what it was.  Apparently neither
could the other boy.

“What did you say?”

The boy leaned in closer, and Lorelai 
instantly knew it was a mistake.  John flung his 
arm towards the boy’s face and threw dirt into 
his eyes.  The boy covered his face with his 
hands and screamed.  This left him wide open, 
and while his friends stared in shock John 
stood up and kneed him in the stomach.  He 
fell to his knees in the dirt and moved his 
hands to cover his gut, and John struck him 
square in the face with his palm.  Blood 
splattered out as his nose broke.  The boy 
cried out and collapsed, clutching at his face.

The crowd went silent.  They had expected 
to watch a beating, but it wasn’t coming from 
the person they had expected.  The two 
remaining bullies looked at each other, not 
sure what to do.

“Kib his asb!” the boy on the ground yelled 
at them, his broken nose making it hard to 
understand him.

“Yeah, you heard him,” John said, wiping 
away some of the blood from the cut above his 
eyebrow.  “Kib my asb.”



This seemed to anger them, and they 
began to advance.  Lorelai felt her own anger 
begin to rise.  This wasn’t the first time that 
these three had picked on John.  He always 
managed to get some shots in, but the 
numbers game would eventually catch up with 
him.  This time was different, though.  This time
she was here.

Lorelai stepped into the circle.  The boys’ 
backs were to her, but John’s eyes flicked over
their shoulders to her.  Most people would 
probably have told her not to get involved, or to
ask her not to interfere due to concerns for her 
safety.  John knew her better than that, though.
He gave her a small nod.

Her father was a police officer, and very 
early on he had taught her how to defend 
herself.  Part of that had been teaching her 
where to hit to cause the most amount of pain. 
She tapped the bully on the left’s back, and he 
turned around in surprise.  She smiled sweetly 
up at him before punching him as hard as she 
could in the crotch.

His eyes crossed, and he nearly fell over.  
His friend had started to try to help him, but 
pushed him away and began to carefully 
dismantle him the way that he had the first one.
Lorelai turned back to the boy she had just 
struck and watched him flounder around for a 
few moments.

“How’d that feel?” she taunted.



He began to regain his composure.  She 
took a step back and carefully measured him 
before swinging her leg and planting her foot in
his crotch.  This time he actually did fall over, 
and she kicked him in the side a few times for 
good measure.  She started to turn away but 
thought better of it.  As he looked up at her in 
pain, she brought her fist down hard on his 
face.  It didn’t do any major damage, but he 
would have a black eye the next day and it 
made her feel a bit better.

John had managed to wrestle the larger 
boy onto the ground and was hitting him.  
Lorelai was opening her mouth to speak when 
she heard a loud shout from across the parking
lot.  She looked and saw that Mr. Beasley, the 
gym teacher, was hurrying over, waving his 
arms and yelling.  The crowd was already 
dispersing, running away in all directions.  She 
felt a cold chill run through her.  Her mom 
would kill her if she found out that she had 
been fighting again.

“John!” she said firmly, grabbing his arm.  
“We have to go!”

He looked up and quickly surveyed the 
situation before nodding.  Landing one last 
punch, he stood up and grabbed his backpack 
off the ground.  They ran towards the nearby 
football field.  There wasn’t anywhere good to 
hide there, but beyond the field was a small 
patch of woods that they could use to escape.  



Mr. Beasley hadn’t been close enough to see 
their faces clearly.  She glanced over her 
shoulder and saw that the three bullies were 
also making a run for it as best they could 
given their injuries.  It was a strange feeling, 
but she hoped that they escaped so that they 
couldn’t identify her and John.

They made it past the football field and to 
the edge of the woods.  Taking another look 
back, she saw Mr. Beasley standing where the 
fight had happened only moments before, 
looking around helplessly.  She smiled.  He 
hadn’t caught anyone, which meant that the 
odds of them getting in trouble were small.  
They entered the woods and stopped to rest 
behind one of the large trees.

“Why were they picking on you this time?” 
she asked, gasping for air.

“Who knows?” John answered, leaning up 
against the tree.  “They just knocked me down 
from behind and went from there.”

“You didn’t do anything to make them 
mad?”

He looked at her with those cold blue eyes. 
“Not this time, no.”

She made a face.  “What a bunch of 
assholes.”

“Yeah.”



He wiped at the blood above his eyebrow 
again.  Concerned, she went over to him and 
moved his hand out of the way to get a better 
look at it.  He didn’t protest as she pulled his 
head down to see.  He was taller than she was,
and he was used to having to bend down.

“This doesn’t look too bad,” she declared 
after a moment of intense scrutiny.

“No,” he agreed.  “It doesn’t hurt that much, 
either.  Head wounds like to bleed a lot.”

“Are you a doctor now?”

He smiled that small smile of his.  “No.  I’ve 
been reading a lot of books about that sort of 
thing, though.”

“Ick.  Why?”

“Because I think I want to be a detective 
when I’m older.”

“A detective?”  She let go of his head and 
took a step back.  “Like Sherlock Holmes?”

He nodded.  “Maybe.  I love mysteries, and 
being able to solve them for a living would be 
great.  Is that weird?”

Lorelai smiled, brushing a lock of stray hair 
away from her face.  “Yeah, it’s pretty weird.  
Weird in a good way.  I think you’d make a 
great detective.”



“Thank you.”

They were silent for a while, resting from 
the exertion and just enjoying being in each 
other’s company.  Lorelai could no longer hear 
any commotion coming from the school.  The 
buses had probably left by now, and except for 
the ones in after school activities all the 
students would be gone.  There was only the 
sound of the spring breeze blowing through the
trees and a few birds chirping overhead.

“Do you think I could be a detective, too?” 
she asked.

“Yeah, sure,” he answered.

“You really think so?  I mean, I’m not as 
smart as you are.”

“That’s not true.”  He said it with such 
firmness that it surprised her.  “You’re just as 
smart as I am.  We’re just smart in different 
ways.”

She felt her cheeks growing warm.  “What 
do you mean?”

“Well, I’m smart about facts and math and 
history and stuff like that, right?  You’re smart 
about computers, and I’m not good at those at 
all.  You’re also really smart about people.  I 
usually don’t understand people at all.”

“What?  Yes, you do.”



“I mean…  It’s hard to explain.  When 
someone is sad, I know that they’re sad.  I can 
see that, and I know what being sad means.  
You know what to do when someone’s sad.  
You know how to make them feel better.  I’m 
no good at that.  You also know how to get 
people to like you, and I just make people feel 
weird when I’m around.”

“You don’t make me feel weird when you’re 
around,” Lorelai assured him.

“I know, but you’re, well, you.”

Her temper began to flare.  “What’s that 
supposed to mean?”

“Nothing!”  John held up his hands like he 
was getting ready to defend himself.  “I just 
mean you’re not like other people.  You’re 
special.”

Her anger quickly disappeared and was 
replaced by happiness and a little 
embarrassment.  She turned away so that he 
couldn’t see her blushing.  When she blushed 
her whole face turned red.  She hated when 
her face turned red.

“I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings,” John 
apologized, misunderstanding.

“You didn’t,” she assured him.  “Um, John?”

“Yes, Lore?”



“Have, um, have you ever been kissed 
before?”

“Sure.  My mom gives me a kiss goodnight 
sometimes.”

“That’s not what I meant.”  She turned 
around and looked back up at him.  “I’m asking
if you’ve ever been kissed by a girl before.  
You know, a real kiss, like when Dana kissed 
Venkman in Ghostbusters.”

“Oh.  No.  Why?”

“Do…”  She felt her face growing warm 
again.  “Do you think that you might like to be?”

He rubbed at the back of his neck with his 
hand.  “I don’t know.  I’ve never really thought 
about it.  Have you been kissed before?”

“No.”  She played with her long braid 
nervously.  “I think I’d like to be, though.”

“Yeah?  Why’s that?”

“I don’t know.  I just think I would.”

“Oh.  Okay.”

Lorelai took a deep breath and pulled 
John’s face down again.  This time, though, 
she pressed her lips against his and held them 
there.  She had closed her eyes, but she could 
almost feel the shock on his face.  At first she 
thought she had crossed some line and that he



was going to be mad at her.  After a few 
seconds, however, she felt him soften and 
return the kiss.  It was with some reluctance 
that she eventually let go of him.

“Was that okay?” she asked, cursing the 
shy tone in her voice.

“Yeah,” John answered, sounding a bit 
dazed.  “That was okay.”

With a tiny smile, she took his hand and 
they started walking towards home.  They 
knew this small patch of woods well, and it 
wasn’t long before they emerged on the other 
side.  That put them into the backyard of an old
couple’s house.  They quickly but quietly ran 
through the yard and around the house, 
reaching the sidewalk out front without 
incident.

It was still April, but there were already 
warmer temperatures this year.  It felt like early
summer as they walked through the 
neighborhood.  She closed her eyes and took a
deep breath.  There was even the smell of 
fresh cut grass in the air.  She loved that smell.

“What do you want to do this summer?” she
asked.

“I don’t know,” John replied with a shrug.  
“How about you, what do you want to do?”



“I don’t know.  Maybe we can go to the 
Blackwood Nature Preserve a few times.  Or 
we can go swimming at Renier Lake.  Oh, 
maybe I can get my dad to take us to Cedar 
Point.  Any of that sound good?”

He shrugged again.  “It all sounds good to 
me.  I’d like to do some research at the 
historical society this summer, too.”

She raised an eyebrow.  “You mean like 
studying?  In the summer?”

“Not like school studying.  I was reading 
about this guy named Frederick Earlford.  He 
used to dress up like an ice cream man and 
kidnap teenagers.”

“What did he do with them?”

“He’d kill them.”  There was an odd look on 
John’s face, one that she didn’t recognize.  
“Strangle them down by Ford Creek and leave 
them hanging in the trees.”

Despite the warm weather, she felt a chill 
run down her spine.  “That’s kind of gross.”

“Yeah.  I haven’t gotten to the cool part yet, 
though.  Want to know why he killed those 
teenagers?”

“Why?”

“He said that ghosts would come into his 
bedroom at night and tell him that if he didn’t 



do it, they would kill him and make him into a 
ghost.”

She considered it for a moment.  “Okay, 
yeah, that’s kind of cool.  Not the killing people 
part, but the ghost part.”

“I think so, too.  The best part is that he did 
all of this in Blackwood.  The historical society 
must have newspaper articles and other stuff 
about it.  I want to go there and look around, 
see what I can find.”

“Can I come with you?”

John stopped walking and looked at her.  
“Well, yeah, of course.  You can always come 
with me no matter what I’m doing.”

“Okay.”

They continued walking until they came to 
the corner.  They hadn’t known it when they 
met, but they both lived on the same block 
about ten houses apart from each other.  Still 
talking about summer plans, they turned the 
corner and looked down in the direction they 
lived in.

“John?” Lorelai asked, confused.  “What are
those police cars doing in front of your house?”



CHAPTER SIX

Both Mitch and the sound were gone when 
John awoke.  For a long time he just remained 
still in the chair with his eyes closed, enjoying 
the silence and waiting for the last remnants of 
sleep to melt away.  It was quite pleasant.

That serenity quickly shattered the moment 
that he tried to move.  His muscles were stiff 
from sleeping in the chair, and they screamed 
at him as he stood up.  He used to be able to 
sleep wherever and however he wanted with 
very few consequences, but he reminded 
himself that fourteen years had passed.  He 
was rapidly approaching forty now, and that 
came with some of the downsides that he was 
currently experiencing.

He went over to the sink and splashed 
some cold water onto his face.  Having done 
so, he looked at himself in the mirror.  He had 
done the same thing the previous day, but now
he took the time to really examine himself 
closely.  The asylum staff had kept his hair cut 
short, and as he examined it he saw that there 
were a few gray hairs mixed in with the brown 
ones.  The staff had also kept his facial hair 
shaved, but he was currently sporting quite a 
bit of stubble.  There was some gray in there, 
too.



Fourteen years.  He had spent over a third 
of his life dead to the world.  It felt like it hadn’t 
been nearly that long, maybe just a few weeks 
or months.  The passage of time had been 
distorted by the drugs, and because of that his 
mind was rebelling against it despite the clear 
evidence right in front of him.

He thought about Lorelai and how he had 
basically abandoned her for a decade and a 
half.  It hadn’t been by choice, obviously, but 
the end result was the same.  She had raised a
child on her own for all that time, and she…

He stopped himself as he realized that 
might not be accurate.  As much as he didn’t 
want to admit it to himself, it was very possible,
even probable, that she had found someone 
else during his commitment.  Just the idea of it 
made him feel sick to his stomach, which in 
turn made him feel guilty.  It had been fourteen 
years.  He should have wanted her to have 
found happiness during that time.  If he was 
honest with himself, though, he wasn’t 
equipped to be mature enough to feel that way.

Looking for any distraction that he could 
find, he went over to the bed and looked over 
the file contents once again.  There wasn’t 
anything new to be gleaned from the papers, at
least nothing that he could find without being 
provided more details.  In books and movies a 
detective could solve crimes based on the 
tiniest pieces of evidence, but in the real world 



clues usually needed context to provide any 
usable data.

He jumped in surprise as the door’s lock 
released.  The door slowly swung open, and 
one of the large orderlies stepped inside.  The 
man quickly surveyed the room before turning 
his attention to John.  He seemed almost 
disappointed, like he had been hoping that 
something against the rules was taking place in
the room so that he could take out frustration 
on the inmate.  Whatever the case, he frowned
and stepped off to one side so that a man in a 
lab coat could also enter the room.

“Good morning, Mr. Pierce,” the man said, 
his voice painfully cheerful.  “How are we doing
this morning?”

John kept his face blank, but he wanted 
nothing more than to roll his eyes.  It had been 
his experience that people who used ‘we’ in 
questions such as the one this man had posed 
tended to be rather pompous.  That was the 
polite way of putting it.  The more offensive and
more accurate way would be to say that they 
tended to be asses.

“I’m doing well, thank you,” John replied 
with as much of his own false cheerfulness as 
he could muster.

“Good, good, excellent to hear.”  The man 
consulted the clipboard that he was holding.  
“My name is Doctor Samuel Toombs, and I’ve 



been your physician since you first arrived.  
That’s been, oh my, fourteen years.  Time 
really does fly, doesn’t it?”

“I suppose it does.”

Toombs sat down in the chair and 
continued to pour over the papers on the 
clipboard.  “I understand that a court order was
obtained to stop your medication treatments.  
May I ask why?”

“I’ve been asked to assist with a girl’s 
disappearance.”

“Why would the police need you to help 
with something like that?”

John paused.  “I can’t tell you much about 
it.  It’s an ongoing investigation, and when I 
was first brought on as a police consultant I 
signed a number of non-disclosure 
agreements.”

“I see.  What can you tell me?”

“The police are worried about the safety of 
the kidnapped girl, especially with the… 
unusual state of the crime scene.  I’ve been 
brought in on a number of cases as a 
consultant for odd crime scenes.”

Toombs pursed his lips.  “The police 
brought in a writer to help solve crimes?  That’s
very strange, at least outside of old television 
mystery shows.”



“True,” John agreed, ignoring the barely 
veiled slight.  “It’s very strange until you 
consider that my degrees are in forensic 
psychology and forensic pathology.  I kind of 
fell backward into writing.”

“Still, for the police to use an outside 
consultant is rare enough, but for a writer to be 
that consultant…”

He shrugged.  “Blackwood doesn’t have all 
that many options, Doctor.  It’s a small town, 
and it doesn’t have the resources of larger 
cities.  I lived in the area and was able to help.”

Toombs smiled, but there wasn’t any mirth 
behind it.  “How fortunate for the people of 
Blackwood that you were there.  And how 
fortunate for this missing girl that you have 
friends that can push through a court order 
against the recommendations of the people 
closest to your case.”

John didn’t say anything.  There was no 
reason that he could think of, but it felt like the 
doctor was trying to bait him into saying 
something wrong.  It was like Toombs wanted 
an excuse to resume shooting him up with 
drugs.  Maybe the doctor’s professional pride 
had taken a hit when he had been overruled by
the judge.

Whatever the case, John wasn’t going to 
give him any opportunity to do so.  He and 
Toombs stared at each other silently for a 



minute, then two.  Neither one was willing to 
blink.  Finally, Toombs gave him another fake 
smile and cleared his throat.

“Whatever the case, I hope that your 
investigation goes well,” he stated in a tone 
that made it clear that he didn’t hope that at all.

“Thank you,” John answered as he bit off 
the response that first came to mind.

“You’re very welcome.”  The doctor 
narrowed his eyes.  “We haven’t had an actual 
chance to talk, you and I.  When you were first 
brought in, you were raving and 
incomprehensible.  I was forced to simply go 
straight to treatment rather than determine the 
source of your psychotic break.  We’ll have to 
schedule regular therapy sessions going 
forward.  Really dig in to discover what caused 
your break and work towards getting you into a
better place mentally.”

“I’ll consider it.”

“No, Mr. Pierce, you won’t just consider it.”  
Toombs’ mask of civility slipped away, and 
John could now easily see the anger and spite 
on the man’s face.  “Your court order doesn’t 
shut me out entirely.  I’m still able to make 
some decisions, and that certainly applies to 
setting mandatory therapy sessions.”



John simply looked at him for a moment 
before saying, “You seem to be taking this 
personally, Dr. Toombs.”

The man stared back at him.  He began to 
feel a bit less sure of himself.  He had 
assumed that this was a case of injured 
professional pride, but he was now starting to 
think that it was something more.  The intensity
that the doctor was looking at him wasn’t 
normal.

“Would you please leave us alone for a few 
minutes, Franklin?” Toombs said slowly.

“Are you sure, doc?” the large orderly 
answered in a skeptical tone.

“Yes, we’ll be fine.  We just need some 
privacy for a bit.  I wouldn’t want to risk the 
sanctity of doctor/patient confidentiality.”

The orderly left reluctantly and closed the 
door behind him.  Toombs stood up and paced 
around the room with his hands behind his 
back.  Warning bells were going off in John’s 
head.  The man’s demeanor was completely 
different.  Even the way that he carried himself 
wasn’t the same as it had been when he had 
come into the room.  John felt his body tensing.

“Franklin takes his job very seriously,” 
Toombs said, his voice low and raw.  “He’s like
a domesticated dog: loyal but stupid, his sense
too dulled by easy living to know when he’s 



being led around by the nose.  Most people fall
into that category, wouldn’t you agree?”

John knew better than to reply.  He needed 
time to assess what was happening, and he 
wasn’t going to show the doctor that he was 
off-balance.  As he watched Toombs continue 
to pace, he heard the strange faraway sound 
begin again.  He gritted his teeth.

“Of course you agree,” Toombs continued.  
“You see them every day, don’t you?  Well, you
did before you were thrown in here kicking and 
screaming, anyway.  You should see how 
things are now.  This… cattle called humanity 
has devolved even further since you were 
brought in.  The entire human race just sinks 
deeper and deeper into its own waste.”

“That’s quite the opinion for someone 
claiming to be a healer,” John pointed out, 
making sure to keep his voice level.

Toombs threw his head back and laughed.  
“Don’t make the mistake of believing that a 
doctor and a healer are one and the same.  
Josef Mengele was a doctor, and I can’t 
imagine that anyone labels him a healer.”  He 
stopped his pacing.  “Ah, Mengele.  There was 
a man that knew that humanity is no better 
than any other animal.”

John still wasn’t sure what was happening, 
but he figured that Toombs thinking wistfully 
about one of the heads of Auschwitz during the



Holocaust wasn’t a good sign.  The buzzing 
sound increased in volume.  It was getting 
louder faster than it ever had.  As Toombs 
moved closer to him the volume increased 
further.

“You really suck at putting two and two 
together, don’t you?” Mitch asked as he 
suddenly crawled out from under the bed, his 
always wide grin even broader than usual.

“This is quite liberating,” Toombs continued.
“There aren’t many people that I can speak this
freely with.  I knew from the moment that I saw 
you that you and I are kindred spirits of sorts.  
We’ve both seen that which is not meant to be 
seen, and that moment of contact…  It 
changed us.”

A cold chill ran through John.  At first he 
wondered if he had ranted something during 
the time that he had been out of his mind, or 
maybe he had said something during his 
sedation.  That would explain how this man 
seemed to know what he had been through.  It 
was a perfectly rational line of thought.

As he looked into Toombs’ eyes, wide and 
unblinking, he knew without a doubt that the 
rational line of thought was the incorrect one.  
He knew the look that the man was giving him 
because he had seen it every day in the mirror 
when he was in his mental decline.  It was the 
look of someone haunted, almost possessed 
by knowledge that man was not meant to have.



It was the look of someone touched by 
something far beyond any conceptualization of 
a god.

It was the look of someone that had stared 
into the abyss only to find that the abyss had 
been staring back at him the whole time.

“I can’t believe you did that!” Toombs 
suddenly exclaimed.

“Um, what?” John asked, completely taken 
aback by the seemingly random statement.

“I never would have expected you to turn 
violent like this.  Why, it’s just so out of 
character for you.”

John glanced over at Mitch, and it returned 
his look with a shrug.

“Still, you never can tell with those in your 
condition, can you?  Your condition makes it 
impossible for you to be truly predictable.  It’s a
shame.  Now we’ll have to refill that head of 
yours with meds.  I’d say that your sudden 
propensity for violence makes upping your 
dosage perfectly reasonable.  A very justified 
precaution.”

“Doctor, what are you-”

Without warning, Toombs dipped his hand 
into the front pocket of his lab coat and 
extracted a silver pen.  In the same motion he 
popped off the cap and jabbed it hard into his 



left leg.  Blood spurted out of the wound as he 
extracted the pen and tossed it onto the ground
at John’s feet before crying out loudly.

John’s brief moment of stunned silence was
broken by the door being slammed open and 
the large orderly practically flinging himself into
the room.  The man looked at Toombs, who 
was now on the floor clutching at his wound, 
then looked over at the pen.  Finally, he lifted 
his gaze to look at John.

“Oh, whoa, wait a minute here,” John 
stammered, knowing exactly what was going 
through the large man’s mind.  “This isn’t-”

Before he could finish his plea of 
innocence, the orderly charged forward.  He 
didn’t have time to get out of the way before 
the truck masquerading as a man was on him, 
pushing him to the ground and flipping him 
onto his stomach.  One knee was pressed into 
his back as his arms were painfully held 
outward.

“That looks extremely uncomfortable,” Mitch
remarked cheerfully.

He tried to give it a scathing look, but the 
closest he got was to screw up his face in 
agony.  From his position he could just barely 
see more people entering the room, including a
doctor and nurse that began attending to 
Toombs.  The others were security guards, and



he knew that his situation was only going to get
worse.

One of the guards pushed the pictures and 
papers off of the bed, and as a group they lifted
him off the floor and onto it.  They held him 
down while the orderly strapped him down to 
the bed with nylon restraints.  He knew better 
than to try to put up a fight, but a couple of his 
handlers still got in a few good hits during the 
process.  They thought that he had attacked 
one of their fellow staff members, and they 
were letting him know in their own special way 
that it was unacceptable.

“I’ll give him a sedative,” the nurse 
suggested.

“No!” Toombs barked.  He quickly calmed 
himself.  “No, Mr. Pierce is in a very delicate 
condition.  Just keep him strapped down while I
have my leg examined and I’ll write up a new 
series of prescriptions.”  He paused.  “Make 
sure those restraints are very tight.  We 
wouldn’t want him to hurt himself.”

One of the orderlies obeyed.  The straps 
tightened down against John’s body so tightly 
that tears welled up in his eyes.  I couldn’t even
move his head enough to watch the group 
leave the room.

Mitch climbed up onto the bed and stood 
directly on top of him.  The weight on his chest 
pushed a small amount of air out of his lungs, 



and he coughed.  It grinned down at him in the 
way that it always did, but there was something
else in its eyes.  Black ichor slowly dripped 
from its mouth as it examined him.

“Well now,” it eventually said.  “I can 
honestly say that I did not see that coming.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

Mitch hopped back down off of John.  
Because of the restraints he wasn’t able to see
where it went, but he could hear its footsteps 
on the tile somewhere to his left.  He resisted 
the urge to fight against the bindings.  There 
was no point to using the energy, as there was 
no way that he was going to be able to break 
or even loosen them.

“Well, would you listen to that,” Mitch said, 
a tone of curiosity in his scratchy voice.

John closed his eyes and took a deep 
breath.  As he did so, he searched in vain for 
options.  There just wasn’t anything that he 
could do while he was tied down, and he 
certainly wasn’t going to be able to physically 
stop whatever concoction of drugs that 
Toombs whipped up from being injected into 
him.  The only thing that he could come up with
was to try to convince whatever staff member 
that came into the room next to let him go.  The
odds were almost zero that would work, but he 
didn’t see any other possibility.

“Are you listening?” Mitch inquired, this time
from closer to the door.

“Shut up,” John snapped at it.  “I’m trying to 
think.”



“So that would be a no, then.  I tell ya, for a 
guy that catches so much, you certainly miss a 
whole hell of a lot.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I thought I was being pretty clear.  Just 
listen.”

With a heavy sigh, John did as he was told. 
After a few seconds he gave up and tried to 
shake his head in frustration.  He was, of 
course, unsuccessful at that due to the bonds.

“I don’t hear anything,” he stated.

“Correct.  There isn’t anything to hear.”

“I don’t-”

“Come on, Johnny Boy.  Remember your 
basic math and put two and two together.”

John caught on to what he was getting at.  
“There’s no buzzing.  None of that static sound,
or whatever it is.”

“Keep going.” Mitch’s voice was closer now;
it was standing at the side of the bed.

“But then how…  You’ve never appeared 
without it before.”

“Which means…”

“Which means that you and the sound 
aren’t connected.”  John felt a cold chill run 



through his body.  “I most likely have multiple 
mental conditions instead of one.”

Mitch laughed.  “Just jumped right to the 
worst case scenario.  You know what I love 
most about you?  Your eternal optimism.  
Someone could be holding a gun to your head 
and you’d be worried about being shot and that
you had left the oven on.”

He ignored that.  “It doesn’t matter.  In a 
few minutes I’ll be back to being a medically 
induced vegetable.”

“And your daughter will be dead.”

There was a long silence.  Anger and 
frustration were building in John, two emotions 
that seemed to be cropping up a lot since he 
had been woken up.  Normally he could keep 
his feelings in check, but he found that he 
couldn’t force them down this time.  Mitch was 
right.  If his brain was put back in deep freezer 
storage Annie was likely going to die.  Her and 
her mother were the only people that he cared 
about in the world, and he was going to fail 
them both.

“So tell me, Johnny Boy,” Mitch said slowly,
so close to his left arm that he could feel its hot
breath on his skin.  “Would you like to make a 
deal?”

“What are you talking about?” he 
demanded.



“You really shouldn’t answer a question 
with a question.  That’s just impolite, is what it 
is.  You want out of this nut house.  I want 
something from you.  I would suggest that we 
can come to some sort of arrangement.”

John was immediately suspicious.  “You’ve 
never stepped in before.  You just sit on the 
sidelines watching like a stalker and making 
snide remarks.”

Mitch thought about it for a moment before 
nodding.  “Yes, that’s very true.  You’re picking 
an interesting time to be judgmental, however. 
Do you want a way out of here or not?”

He took a deep breath.  “Okay, fine, what 
do you want?”

“That’s the spirit.”  Mitch’s face came into 
view as he pulled himself back up onto the 
bed.  “If I get you out of here and help you find 
Little Stolen Annie, you have to help me track 
down some folks.”

“Who?  Why?”

“I’ve got a little list, you see.  Certain 
individuals that have my attention.  I’ll give you 
the details later.  We’re wasting time here.”  It 
leaned in closer, close enough that he could 
smell the sickeningly sweet stench of its 
breath.  “You’re going to help me find the 
people that I want to find, and maybe we’ll do 
some very unpleasant things to them.  It will 



depend on how things pan out.  Don’t get your 
conscience into a bunch.  These are bad folks, 
and a lot of them barely even qualify as 
human.  Are you in or not?”

He hesitated.

“Decision time,” Mitch snapped.  “None of 
this waffling crap.  You either agree to my 
terms, or I let them have their way with you and
your daughter dies.  You saw the pictures.  
There’s no way she doesn’t come to a messy 
end if things play out the way they will 
naturally.”

John stared into those horrible eyes for a 
few heartbeats.  Mitch was still smiling the 
same as always, but there was something in 
his expression that was more menacing than 
usual.  Normally it seemed to be happy, even if
that happiness came from a very twisted place.
Not now, though.  Now it was all business.

He didn’t have a choice, though, and it 
knew it.

“Okay,” he agreed slowly.

“Okay what?” it pressed.

“Okay.  You have a deal.  You help me, I’ll 
help you.”

“Excellent.  I’d say that we should shake on 
it, but you’re, you know, tied down to a bed.”



Mitch moved back down and out of sight.  
He felt something pulling at the strap holding 
down his left hand.  The strap began to loosen 
as it worked.

“All right, so, we’ve got a lot to go over and 
very little time to do it,” Mitch said.  “There are 
things happening that you need to know about 
if you’re going to be of any use to me.”

The strap came undone, and John sighed 
in relief as he worked his wrist back and forth.  
He hadn’t realized that the strap had been 
cutting off his circulation, and as the blood 
began to pump through his hand he felt a 
tingling sensation that soon changed to 
prickling.  Mitch moved onto the foot strap.

“You already know that there are some 
things in this world that aren’t a part of the 
normal gameplan,” it continued.  “If you want a 
good example, just look at yours truly.  I doubt 
that you need convincing in this particular 
case, though.  You’re observant enough to 
know that Blackwood is a peculiar place that’s 
home to peculiar things.  Things that go 
against the supposed natural order.”

John’s mind immediately went back to the 
upstairs hallway in the dark house fourteen 
years earlier.

“I’m guessing that you’re thinking about 
your own encounter with the sort of thing that 
I’m talking about.  You don’t even know what it 



is that you saw, do you?  What you saw and 
what it did to you?”

“I know what it did,” he replied quietly.  “It 
drove me insane.”

“Is that your final answer?  I hope not, 
because it’s wrong wrong wrong.  You weren’t 
driven insane.  You were infected with insanity.
You caught a case of the crazies just like you 
would a common cold.”

The foot strap released.  As Mitch moved 
around the bed, John laid very still and 
considered what it had said.  It didn’t make any
sense.  What he was suggesting was 
impossible.  And yet…”

“The buzzing sound,” he blurted out.

“There you go,” Mitch said approvingly.  “I 
knew that you’d get there eventually.  That 
buzzing sound is a side effect of the infection.  
It’s not like a typical infection, though.  It has a 
mind of its own.  A very basic sentientness.  
You’re not hearing it anymore because it’s fully
moved on from you.  It doesn’t need you 
anymore.”

“You make it sound more like a parasite 
than an infection.”

“I’ll admit the line is pretty blurry in this 
case.  It can multiply and infect any host that 
it’s compatible with, and all of the hosts are tied



into a kind of hive mind.  The catch is that it 
can’t survive without at least one live host.  I’m 
guessing it hopped into you because it didn’t 
have any choice.  That brain of yours isn’t 
wired to its liking, but any port in a storm and 
all that.  All the self-medicating that you did 
must have weakened it to the point that it 
couldn’t transfer to someone new, and after 
that the drug coma they gave you here 
probably made it go dormant.  When they woke
you up it became active again, and it spread its
wings the first chance it got.”

“That’s why Toombs went crazy on me,” 
John surmised.  “This… thing…”

“I’ve heard it called Septusis.  No idea 
where the name came from, but there you go.”

“All right, this Septusis must have 
transferred over to Toombs and driven him 
crazy.”

“Doubtful.  Septusis works quickly, but it 
needs more time than that to latch on and get 
the party started.  If I had to take a guess I’d 
say that the good doctor didn’t need any 
pushing to go off that particular cliff.  I bet he’s 
got all kinds of skeletons stored away in his 
closet.”

John grunted.  “I can’t believe that I lost 
fourteen years of my life because of some evil 
alien virus.”



“Not alien,” Mitch corrected as another 
strap was released.  “Think less space and 
more dimension.  In Septusis’ case, more like 
the space between dimensions.  It’s 
complicated.  In any case, you should be 
focused on the present and not the past.”

“In what way?”

“Septusis latches onto people with 
tendencies towards being unhinged.  It then 
twists those people into something less than 
human but far more dangerous.  Remember 
how I said that it can multiply?  You’re right 
smack dab in the middle of a looney bin, and 
now that it’s free it’s going to have the run of 
the place.”

“Oh.  Oh God.”

“Pretty much the exact opposite.  Not going 
to lie, Johnny Boy, getting out of here alive isn’t
going to be easy.  All hell is already breaking 
loose out there.  Still feeling up for it?”

John hesitated.  “I don’t really have a 
choice.”

“That’s the can-do attitude that I like to 
hear.  It’s good to know that you’re so gungho, 
because this is the last one.”

The final strap pulled away, and John sat 
up.  Mitch watched as he got out of the bed 
and worked a kink out of his shoulder.  He 



hadn’t been restrained for very long, but it had 
been long enough to cause some pain.

“What do we do now?” he asked.

“I hope that’s the royal ‘we’ you’re using, 
because my part here is done,” Mitch replied.  
I’m going to open the door, and you’re going to 
find a way out of here on your own.”

“What the hell?!” he practically shouted.  
“You just got done saying that you’d help me.”

“I am.”  It tilted its head slightly, causing 
black liquid to spill out the right side of its 
mouth.  “We things that go bump in the night 
can tell when we’re nearby.  If I go with you it 
will be like you’re wearing a big flashing neon 
sign that reads ‘Kill Me’.  I’m assuming that you
want to stay alive, of course.  If you don’t, by all
means, let’s go paint up the town.”

John gritted his teeth.  “Fine.  How do I find 
you once I’m out?”

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head.  If 
you make it out of this meat grinder, I’ll find 
you.  Now then, time for you to go.  Goodbye.  
Au revoir.  Auf wiedersehen.  Gather up your 
jacket, move into the exit.”

Without any sort of warning the door to the 
room swung open.  John approached it 
cautiously.  When he reached it, he sucked in a
few breaths before he peered out into the 



hallway.  He checked both directions, and the 
passage appeared to be empty.  His sense of 
unease deepened.  There should have at least 
been an orderly or guard posted.  A sudden 
thought hit him, and even though he was in an 
incredibly dangerous situation that would 
probably get him killed, he turned back around.

“Did you just quote a Semisonic song?” he 
asked incredulously.

He found that he was talking to an empty 
room.  Mitch had disappeared, and all that 
remained were a few puddles of whatever vile 
fluid leaned out of its mouth.  Returning his 
attention to the matter at hand, John went 
through the door and into the hallway.



CHAPTER EIGHT

John moved slowly down the hallway, 
stopping every few steps to listen.  Mitch had 
been fairly vague on what sort of danger he 
was walking into, but he got the feeling that it 
wasn’t the kind that he wanted sneaking up on 
him.  Not that there was any kind of danger in 
any circumstances that he would benefit from 
getting the drop on him, of course.  This 
situation just seemed to double down on the 
idea of danger preparedness.

He stopped and shook his head vigorously. 
His mind was usually laser focused, often to a 
fault, but when he was under intense stress it 
had a tendency to wander.  He didn’t know if it 
was some sort of internal mechanism to relieve
pressure or just a personal quirk.  It had simply
been that way since he was a child.

At this particular moment he couldn’t afford 
to be at anything but his sharpest.  He forced 
the stray thoughts and tangents to the back of 
his mind and forced himself to think only of the 
task at hand.  Immediately small details began 
to stream in from his senses for collection, 
details that he had initially missed.  The lights 
were dim as if they had been set to nighttime 
levels even though it was day.  There weren’t 
many windows that showed the outside world, 
but those that did had thick shutters in place 
over them.  He thought back to his walk 



through these halls on  his way to meet Lorelai 
and remembered that the shutters hadn’t been 
present.  The asylum must have been put into 
a sort of lockdown mode.

There was a peculiar smell in the air, one 
that he couldn’t quite place.  It took him a few 
moments to figure out that it was a combination
of bleach and ammonia.  It was likely from the 
cleaning products the janitorial staff used, but 
the smell was so strong that there must have 
been a large spill.  Either that or someone had 
walked up and down the halls splashing the 
two chemicals all over everything.

His basic chemistry knowledge kicked in, 
and he darted back to his room.  Assuming the 
smells were indeed bleach and ammonia, and 
he was fairly certain that they were, he 
shouldn’t be breathing them in.  When mixed 
together the two chemicals produced toxic 
chloramine vapors.  He tore off a long strip of 
cloth from the bedsheet and soaked it in water 
from the sink before tying it around my mouth.  
The makeshift mask wouldn’t be as effective as
an actual breathing mask, but it would be 
enough to filter the air for a short period of 
time.  He went back out into the hallway and 
continued on.

He reached the first fork in his path.  The 
corridor he was currently in extended roughly a
hundred feet further before making a sharp left 
turn.  To his right was another hallway.  After 



silently listening for a minute, he turned down 
the second hall.  This was the hallway the 
orderly had walked him down to reach the 
elevator, and his best bet at getting out of the 
asylum was to take the shortest route to the 
ground level.

He had only gone a few steps when he 
started seeing signs that something was 
wrong.  The doors on both sides of the corridor
that led into patient rooms were open.  They 
had all been closed the previous day, and he 
had heard inmates making sounds behind 
them.  He glanced back over his shoulder, then
back down the passage that he was following.  
There was no way to know what exactly was 
happening or where the people had gone.  He 
was either moving away from them or headed 
right for them.

He could just barely make out the elevator 
at the end of the hallway in the dim light.  He 
crouched down slightly and continued onward. 
The elevator was still the fastest way out of 
here, so it made sense to stick with his original 
plan until something forced him to abandon it.

As he passed each door he stopped 
moving and quickly looked inside.  The first 
three rooms were empty.  While there wasn’t 
anything different about the first two from his 
own room, the same couldn’t be said for the 
third one.  The walls were smeared in blood, 
and the bed was laying on its side.  The 



mattress had been torn to shreds.  Even the 
sink was damaged, a large piece of the bowl 
having been broken off.

All of his internal alarm bells were going off 
as he approached the fourth patient room door.
When he was a few feet from it, he came to a 
halt as his ears picked up an odd sound.  The 
word that came to mind was wet.  It was some 
sort of sucking sound.  In a strange way it 
reminded him of a baby sucking on a pacifier.

He had heard a similar sound as he was 
going past this door the day before, but this 
time it was faster and more emphatic.  As he 
listened, it changed from sucking to something 
that he could best describe as slurping.  A 
voice in his head was warning him to go back, 
to get as far away from this noise as possible.  
It was a shorter distance to the elevator than 
back to the intersection now, though, and he 
had no way of knowing how many patients 
were roaming the halls back the way he had 
come from.

Reluctantly he lowered himself down near 
the floor and poked his head around the frame 
of the door.  I had to clamp his mouth shut to 
keep himself from gasping.

Sitting in the center of the room, his back 
turned towards John, was a man.  He had long 
hair and a slim build, and he was wearing one 
of the scrubs-like outfits that were standard 
issue asylum patient clothing.  Scattered on the



floor around him were body parts.  The cold 
analytical part of John calculated that, from the 
number of arms and legs that he was seeing, 
there were the remains of at least three people.
THe man was holding up a severed hand and 
eagerly sucking on the ragged wrist.

Just inside the doorway was a mostly 
unmolested corpse of an orderly.  His body 
was lying on its side so that it was facing John. 
The eyes were open and his face was 
contorted in a look of surprise and horror.  
Blood was pooled around his head.  His throat 
had been torn out.

The patient sitting in the middle of all the 
carnage didn’t seem to notice John’s presence.
John waited to see if he was going to turn 
around, and when he didn’t he carefully crept 
past the door.  There were only two other 
patient rooms between him and the elevator, 
and to his relief they were both empty.

John’s relief quickly washed away.  Next to 
the buttons used to call the elevator car was a 
card reader with a glowing red light on the side.
He tried pressing the Down button anyway and
nothing happened.  To access the elevator he 
was going to need a keycard.

He closed his eyes and furrowed his brow 
in frustration.  He knew exactly where to get 
one, but actually collecting it wouldn’t be pretty.
The dead orderly in the cannibal’s room had to 
have one on him somewhere, most likely on 



the lanyard that most of the staff wore.  If he 
wanted to use the elevator, he was going to 
have to go collect it while miraculously not 
alerting the feasting man.

Screw that.  He had watched enough horror
movies as a teenager to know that was a 
terrible idea.  The odds had changed, and he 
needed to adjust his plan.  He considered his 
options.  He could attempt to overpower the 
man with the long hair and body limb tasting 
obsession.  That was an option that was 
quickly dismissed.  There was a time that he 
had been a decent athlete, but he hadn’t 
worked out in fourteen years.  The amount of 
corpses in the guy’s room was a testament to 
him being a very dangerous person to tangle 
with even under the best circumstances.  The 
only real solution would be to backtrack the 
way that he had come and try one of the side 
passages.

He had only retreated a few feet when he 
caught a hint of movement.  He quickly ducked
behind one of the room doors and watched 
from around the corner.  From his position he 
could barely make out a shadow moving 
around the hallway intersection.  It looked like it
was approaching the split from the direction of 
his own room.  As he watched, a second 
shadow appeared, then a third.  It was a group 
of people.



John jerked in surprise as the man with the 
long hair stepped out of his room and into the 
hall.  He was only fifteen feet away.  Luckily he 
was facing the opposite direction and looking 
towards the intersection.  He must have heard 
or somehow sensed the people approaching, 
but that shouldn’t have been possible.  John 
frowned.  He really had to start adjusting his 
position on what was possible and what wasn’t.

The patient stood completely still as he 
watched.  His head was tilted to one side as if 
he was listening intently.  A figure came around
the corner and stopped in the intersection, and 
his head moved so that it was now tilted in the 
opposite direction.  It was hard to make out 
details because of the dim lighting.  John was 
pretty sure that the new arrival was one of the 
orderlies that had helped strap him down, 
however.

As John watched, a second person 
appeared wearing the same outfit as the first, 
and then a third.  They conversed quietly and 
looked up and down the different halls as if 
they were confused about where to go.  They 
were all dressed in orderly uniforms, and even 
if they hadn’t been, their movements and 
demeanor would have stated that louder than 
words.

They apparently couldn’t see the blood-
covered patient from where they were.  
Normally the white uniform would have been 



easy to spot, but he was so covered in gore 
that it was impossible to spot the bright cloth 
underneath.  The orderlies must have come to 
some consensus as they slowly moved closer.

As they began their advance, so did the 
long-haired man.

John thought about calling out a warning, 
but he dismissed the idea.  After the incident 
with Toombs the orderlies weren’t going to be 
feeling very trusting towards him, and alerting 
the cannibal to his very near position seemed 
like a very bad idea.  All that he could do was 
watch while everyone continued on a collision 
course towards each other.

Three on one didn’t seem like sporting 
odds, but he had a feeling in his gut that it 
wasn’t going to be the orderlies walking out of 
the encounter alive.  At the very least, though, 
they were giving him an opportunity.  As the 
patient got farther and farther from his room, 
John crept back out into the hallway as quietly 
as he possibly could.  After what was only 
seconds but seemed like hours, he reached 
the room and went inside.

Trying to ignore the limbs and body parts 
strewn around the room, he focused on the 
dead orderly and looked for the security card.  
He could just barely see it sticking out from 
underneath the body.  He pushed on the 
shoulder to attempt to roll it over, but nothing 
happened.  He braced himself to push harder.



“Hold up,” I heard a voice call from the 
hallway.  “Who’s there?  Is that you, 
Stephenson?”

John positioned himself at a lower angle 
and used his body to roll the orderly over, 
ignoring the blood that smeared onto his 
shoulder and arm.  The corpse landed on its 
back with a sickening thud.  The keycard was 
attached to a clip on one of the belt loops.  He 
tried to undo the clip.  HIs hands kept slipping 
due to the sweat and blood.  He quickly wiped 
them off on his pants leg.

“That’s not Stephenson,” another voice 
chimed in.  “That’s… oh, shit, that’s Bowles!  
Stay the hell back, freak!”

Screams filled the air as John popped the 
clip off the corpse’s belt loop.  He cautiously 
went back to the door and looked out.  He 
wished that he hadn’t.  The patient that they 
had called Bowles was tearing one of the 
people apart with his bare hands.  As John 
watched, he ripped off the lower half of a leg 
with inhuman strength and tossed it aside.  
Leaning up against the wall was another 
orderly who was missing both arms, and on the
floor was the third person with its body cavity 
having been pulled open and the face a 
mangled mess of skin and bone.

John didn’t have much time.  He turned his 
back on the carnage and ran to the elevator.  
Reaching it, he hastily swiped the card through



the reader.  The light stayed red.  He stared at 
it for a moment before realizing that he was 
holding the card backwards.  He made the 
correction and swiped it again, and this time 
the Up and Down buttons lit up.  Without 
hesitation he pressed the Down button and 
turned back around as he waited.

Bowles was finishing his grisly task, his 
fingers digging into the eyes of the sole living 
orderly.  His victim was weakly struggling, but 
the killer’s grip was like iron.  It was already 
over, and everyone involved knew it.  Even 
though John hadn’t had the best experience 
with the asylum staff since having been woken 
up, he hoped that the man’s suffering would be
over quickly.

Adrenaline was pumping through his 
system.  It felt like the elevator was the slowest
one in existence.  As he watched Bowles twist 
his hands and the orderly’s struggles stop, 
John wondered what he would do if the 
patient’s attention was caught by the elevator 
doors opening.  That charming thought was 
immediately followed by one asking what 
would be his course of action if the doors 
opened and there was someone waiting inside 
the car.

Finally there was a quiet ding as the 
elevator arrived.  He braced himself, but 
Bowles didn’t seem to hear it.  The doors slid 
open and to his relief the car was empty.  He 



got inside and pushed the button for the 
ground floor.  His heart almost stopped beating
as Bowles turned his head to peer at him over 
his shoulder.  John breathed a sigh of relief as 
the door closed before anything more could 
happen.

His eyes fell on a small fire extinguisher 
positioned below the various buttons.  He 
reached over and pulled out the Stop knob.  
The elevator came to a halt.  He unhooked the 
extinguisher and hefted it.  It was surprisingly 
heavy for its size, and he swung it a couple of 
times to get used to the heft.  With that done, 
he looked around for anything else that might 
be useful.  When he was satisfied that there 
wasn’t, he put his hand back onto the knob and
prepared to restart the elevator.

He stopped himself.  Curiously, he looked 
up at the elevator car’s ceiling.  There was a 
closed hatch with a small handle.  It was well 
out of reach, and there was nothing that he 
could use to boost himself up.  It had been a 
good thought, but it just wasn’t feasible.

There was a very real temptation to just 
keep the elevator locked in place where he 
was safe.  He knew that wasn’t really an 
option, however, so he started the car moving 
again before he could talk himself out of it.  Far
too quickly the elevator came to a stop on the 
ground floor and the doors slid open.  To his 
surprise nothing seemed to be out of place.  



He wondered if Septusis hadn’t had time to 
work its way to the lower floors of the building 
yet.  He hadn’t been restrained for all that long,
after all.

A glowing Exit sign hung on one wall, and 
he walked in the direction the arrow indicated 
with the fire extinguisher clutched in his right 
hand.  The offices he passed were deserted.  
He wondered if he had somehow managed to 
lose track of the date again and if the 
employees were gone for the weekend.  He 
was certain that he hadn’t, though, and 
somehow that knowledge made him feel even 
more uneasy than he already was.  The staff 
that he had seen the previous day was now 
nowhere to be found despite the asylum 
experiencing a major emergency.

Up until this point he had been running 
mostly on instinct, and that had never been his 
strong suit.  He stopped walking and spent a 
few minutes just calming himself down and 
concentrating on his breathing.  It had the 
desired effect, and he could feel some of the 
stress and tension draining out of him.  When 
he felt like he was back to being in control of 
himself, he continued onward.

The hallway ended at a large room. The 
walls were far apart from one another, and the 
ceiling was at least three stories above him.  
Tall windows lined the far wall, and through 
them he could see a parking lot.  Various 



pieces of furniture such as chairs and couches 
stood in various places, and a small storefront 
labeled ‘Coffee’ was off to one side.  He was in
the building’s entryway.

His eyes locked on one of the most 
wonderful sights he had ever seen.  To the left 
of the windows was a set of doors with another
Exit sign above them.  He had found the way 
out, and all it had taken was avoiding being 
torn limb from limb and eaten by a 
superpowered cannibal.  A smile spread 
across his face as he started towards the exit 
to this nightmare.

He had only gone a few feet when he heard
the sound of voices to his right.  Without 
thinking he ducked behind a large leather 
chair.  Peaking around the side, he watched as
a thin woman in a patient’s uniform came out of
a side hallway with two orderlies.  These 
orderlies were covered in gashes and cuts, and
both of them had the look of someone that was
experiencing pure terror.  Their eyes were 
open wide and their lips were pulled back from 
their teeth.  A black strap was wrapped around 
each of their necks, and the other end was 
held by the woman.  She was handling them 
the same way as someone walking dogs.

“That’s right, boys,” the woman said, her 
voice raspy.  “Take a good look around.  Doc 
Toombs says that nobody gets in or out.”



CHAPTER NINE

Swearing under his breath, John waited 
until the group was looking away before darting
back into the hallway he had come from.  It 
was infuriating to be so close and yet so far, 
but he had to get past that and figure out what 
to do next.  To make sure that he wasn’t seen, 
he went into the nearest office and gently 
closed the door.

The nameplate on the desk identified the 
office as belonging to the head administrator.  
There was a window behind the desk, and he 
opened the blinds to get a better look.  
Unfortunately the window was one solid piece 
and there wasn’t any way to open it.  It was 
thick enough that he doubted that he could 
break through it with the fire extinguisher, and 
he certainly couldn’t before the noise alerted 
the woman and her pets of his presence.

Not really expecting to find anything, he 
opened the center desk drawer.  Inside was 
only one object, a keyring with a single key.  
The tag was labeled ‘Maintenance’.  He was 
fairly sure that he had seen a door marked 
Maintenance a bit further back down the hall.  
Scooping up the key, he checked to make sure
that no one else was in the hallway and half 
crept, half jogged in the direction of the 
elevator.



He didn’t have to go far before he reached 
a door marked with the same name as the key.
He inserted the key into the lock on the handle 
and opened it.  It was dark inside and he 
couldn’t immediately see a light, but he was 
worried that he would be seen so he went right 
inside anyway and closed the door behind him.
He felt along the wall near the door until his 
hand touched a switch.  He flipped it up, and a 
bulb above his head came to life.

He had expected to be standing in a closet, 
but he found that he was actually at the top of 
a set of stairs leading downward.  He locked 
the door and, not having any other real options,
descended down the dozen steps.  At the 
bottom was a long concrete tunnel with pipes 
running along the ceiling.  The lights were 
spaced far apart from each other, casting 
shadows in the gaps between them.

He noticed a tool box sitting next to the 
steps.  He opened it and dug through the 
contents for a moment before extracting a 
large heavy wrench.  It was smaller than the 
fire extinguisher, but it was also easier to carry 
and quite a bit less awkward to swing.  He set 
the extinguisher down next to the tool box and 
started down the passage.

He passed a few doors as he walked, and 
he made it a point to check them all.  They all 
opened into utility closets, however.  More than
once he jumped at odd sounds only to 



determine that they had come from the pipes.  
He had only been walking a minute or two 
when a sense of claustrophobia began to set 
in.  He wasn’t actually claustrophobic, but the 
stress of the situation was starting to take its 
toll despite his best efforts to remain in control 
of himself.

He reached the end of the tunnel and found
another set of stairs, this time leading up.  He 
climbed them and came to a door exactly like 
the one that he had entered the maintenance 
passage through.  Trying to be as quiet as 
possible, he unlocked it and slowly pushed it 
open.

He immediately shut his eyes against the 
light that flooded in through the opening.  It 
wasn’t all that bright, but in contrast to the dim 
halls and tunnels he had been going through it 
was blinding.  His eyes slowly adjusted, and he
saw that he had come to a parking garage.

The large steel gates had been lowered to 
block the entrances and exits.  It made sense 
with the rest of the asylum on lockdown.  That 
didn’t make it any less disappointing.  The light 
illuminating the parking garage was coming 
from small gaps above those doors.  There 
was a standard size door next to one of the 
gates, and he went over to try to open it.  As 
expected it was locked as well, and the 
maintenance key didn’t fit.  He pocketed the 
key and looked around for another way out.



Nearly all of the spaces on the first floor 
were taken.  He walked past the cars as he 
wondered where the staff and visitors that had 
parked them had gone.  He found another door
that was unlocked and led back into the 
building, but that was the last place that he 
wanted to be.  Instead, he headed up to the 
second floor.

The good news was that there were 
openings along the walls there, most likely to 
allow car exhaust to be released and air to 
cycle through the structure.  The bad news was
that he was now too high up to attempt 
lowering himself to the ground even if the 
openings had been large enough to allow him 
to slip through, which they weren’t.  Scrunching
up his face in frustration he looked through one
of the openings to try to get his bearings.

Judging from the position of the sun, he 
was at the north end of the asylum.  The 
structure appeared to be extremely isolated; 
there were no main roads, and no matter how 
hard he strained his ears he couldn’t hear the 
sounds of traffic.  All that he heard was the 
cold fall wind blowing through the trees.

He reluctantly returned to the first floor.  
There were only two real options: go back into 
the maintenance tunnel and hope that the 
woman and her pet orderlies had moved on, or
go through the second door that led into a 
section of the building he had never been in 



before.  The advantage of doubling back the 
way that he had come was that he knew that 
the front doors were that way.  The problem 
was that from the way the woman had talked it 
seemed like Toombs was running things, and 
there was no way that he would leave 
something as obvious as the main entrance 
unguarded.  Even if the threat he had seen had
moved on, there was sure to be another.

That left the mystery door.

The one advantage that John had going for 
him was that even if Toombs had discovered 
that he had left his room, there was no way 
that he could know that he had gained access 
to the maintenance corridor.  That meant that 
he was in a part of the asylum that Toombs 
wouldn’t have expected him to be, so maybe 
there wouldn’t be any of the doctor’s people 
positioned nearby.  The problem with that 
theory was that Toombs clearly wasn’t in 
control of the entire situation.  Bowles turning 
three of his staff members into stew proved 
that.

If John had any shot at escaping, he 
needed to make the best choices available to 
him as fast as possible.  He was also going to 
have to take some risks.  Coming to a decision,
he went to the new door and hoped for the 
best.  It was locked, but to his surprise the 
maintenance key unlocked it.  It must have 
been some sort of universal key that worked on



the inner doors of the facility to allow 
maintenance workers to get into rooms as 
needed.  It was quite a stroke of luck that he 
had found it, so lucky in fact that he was 
immediately suspicious.  Still, he would take all
the luck that he could get at this point.

He didn’t know where he had expected to 
find himself, but he definitely hadn’t anticipated
that he would be in a kitchen.  More accurately,
he was standing in a small storage area 
connected to a kitchen.  He must have come 
through a door used for food deliveries.  He 
passed a stack of boxes as he crossed into the
kitchen itself, all of which were marked as 
apples.  A detached part of his mind wondered 
why an asylum needed so many apples.

His first thought was to search for a knife.  
This was an industrial size kitchen, after all, 
and there had to be knives somewhere.  He 
checked all the drawers and came up empty, 
however.  He noticed a knife rack sitting 
against the wall near a sink, but all of the 
blades had been removed.  A chill went down 
his spine.  They had to have gone somewhere,
and he had the feeling that there were a 
number of people running around the building 
with knives that shouldn’t have been allowed 
anywhere near a sharp object.

He suddenly realized just how thirsty he 
was.  He turned the cold water handle on the 
sink and drank straight from the water flow that



came out.  He made sure to only drink enough 
to take the edge off of the thirst.  The last thing 
that he needed was to cause his body to cramp
from too much liquid going into it too quickly.

With that done, he turned off the water and 
crossed the room to a pair of swinging doors.  
Each door had a round window at head level.  
He peered through the one on the right.  The 
glass was a bit blurry, but he could make out a 
cafeteria on the other side.  He watched for a 
while to make sure that there was nothing 
moving out there, and once he was satisfied he
went through the door.

Holding his wrench tightly, he walked past a
pair of cash registers and a cooler with bottled 
water and soda.  A few of the tables and 
maybe a dozen chairs were lying on their 
sides.  Many of the pieces of furniture were in 
the middle of the aisles as if they had been 
through from their original places.  In the 
middle of the seating area was an island with a
fountain drink dispenser.  The dispenser itself 
had been broken in multiple places.  Not just 
broken, but demolished.  It looked like 
someone had taken a sledgehammer to it.  The
violence that would have been required to do 
such a thing was disturbing.  He couldn’t think 
of any reason for someone to have done that 
other than a desire to cause damage.

“Hello!” a cheerful voice said from the far 
side of the room.



Startled, John spun around to face the 
direction of the speaker.  An absolute mountain
of a man was standing in a shadowy corner of 
the cafeteria.  He was nearly seven feet tall, 
and he must have weighed close to five 
hundred pounds.  His face was sporting a long 
tangled beard.  In his right hand was a large 
hammer.  It appeared that John had found the 
source of the destroyed soda machine.

“I apologize for frightening you,” the man 
said, taking a pair of steps forward.  “That was 
rather impolite of me.  These are stressful 
times, and I should have taken that into 
account before greeting you.”

“It’s… fine,” John answered, glad for the 
weight of the wrench in his hand.

“So good to hear that you understand.  Oh, 
pardon me, where are my manners?  My name
is Gerard Gannon.  May I ask whom I am 
speaking with?”

John hesitated.  Obviously he was going to 
have to answer the question, as pissing off the 
giant holding a hammer would be an extremely
bad idea.  Just as obviously he couldn’t use his
real name.  If the man was in any way 
associated with Toombs, he might recognize it.
That meant it was time for a good old 
fashioned lie.



“My name is Charles Dodgson,” John 
replied with a forced smile.  It’s a pleasure to 
make your acquaintance, Mr. Gannon.”

“Oh ho!” the man said, taking a few steps 
forward.  “I must say, it is quite refreshing to 
meet someone in this wretched place with 
quality manners.  Most of the ruffians here 
have been scraped from the bottom of 
society’s barrel, if you’ll pardon the crude 
imagery.”

While he was being polite, John saw that 
Gannon’s smile did not extend to his eyes.  
The man was watching him intently as if sizing 
him up.  He may have spoken like a pompous 
English professor, but he was wearing a 
patient’s clothing.  He came to a stop just out 
of arm’s reach.  Now that he was closer a bit of
hair and skin sticking to the end of the hammer
was visible.

“I believe that we can be civil no matter the 
situation,” John said, playing along with the 
man while his brain worked on a way out of the
situation.  “In fact, I’d submit that it’s our duty to
remain civil in the worst of times.”

“Well said, Mr. Dodgson, well said.  I 
wonder, however, what are your thoughts on 
politeness and lying?”

“I’m not sure that I follow you.”



“As I see it, some lies are necessary if we 
are to maintain decorum.  Complimenting a 
woman’s makeup when it is poorly done, for 
example.  Perhaps telling a gentleman that his 
clothing is fashionable when in reality it went 
out of style ages ago.  Small white lies can be 
useful in everyday life, and these fibs do not 
hurt anyone.  Do you agree?”

John felt his cheek twitch.  “I haven’t 
thought about it before, but I would have to say
that you are correct.”

“But then, there are also bigger lies.”  The 
large man stood up to his full height.  “Lies 
such as the one that you just told me, Mr. 
Dodgson.  I’m a bit offended that you believe 
that I wouldn’t recognize something as simple 
as the real name of Lewis Carroll.”

John remained silent.

“I will say that it’s an apt choice, however.  
Today does indeed feel as if we’ve gone down 
the rabbit hole or through the looking glass, 
does it not?  Back to the matter at hand.  What 
is your name, sir?  Your real name.”

“I’m sorry for the deception,” John hastily 
apologized, buying some time to work out what
answer to give.  “You see, I-”

Gannon held up one huge hand to stop 
him.  “Please allow me to make a confession of



my own.  I already know who you are… Mr. 
Pierce.”

John backed away slowly in an attempt to 
lengthen the distance between them.  The man
followed him step for step, never coming any 
closer but also not allowing the gap to widen.  
The well-spoken brute seemed to be enjoying 
the little game they were playing.

“You’re working for Toombs,” John stated 
shortly.

“Toombs?” Gannon asked in confusion.  
“Samuel Toombs, one of the heads of this 
facility?  Hmm.  Why has he also taken an 
interest in you, I wonder?  No.  This is not 
about the good doctor, nor is it associated with 
the madness that is overtaking this place.”

“So you’re infected by Septusis.”

“Septusis.  Is that the name of the 
abnormality that creates that rather annoying 
buzzing sound?”  Gannon grinned and tapped 
the side of head with his free hand.  “It did 
attempt to get into my head a few days ago.  I 
don’t believe that it enjoyed what it found.”

John immediately latched onto what the 
man had said.  A few days earlier he had been 
detoxing from the meds that he had been put 
on.  That meant that Septusis had been 
spreading throughout the asylum much earlier 
than he had thought.  It was impossible to 



know when it had begun attaching to other 
people.  Maybe it had been doing it for years, 
leaking out little by little but unable to fully 
detach from him.  There was no way to know 
for sure.

“I’m flattered that so many people seem 
interested in me all of a sudden,” John said 
dryly.  “If it’s not because of Toombs or 
Septusis, why do you know my name?”

He tried to angle himself towards the door 
leading back to the kitchen while he backed 
away from Gannon, but the man anticipated his
escape attempt and moved to block his path.  
That left the doors on the far side of the room, 
which must have opened into the asylum 
hallways.  He was going to after to get past the
debris strewn across the floor before he could 
try to make a run for it.

“I know your name and face because you 
were specifically pointed out to me by another 
resident when you were first brought here,” 
Gannon explained.  “I remember watching you 
wheeled past my room while strapped down to 
a gurney quite clearly.  The wonderful man in 
the room next to mine, a man that you 
wronged, voiced his displeasure at you and his
joy at seeing you locked away to me.”

“Someone I wronged?” John repeated.  “I 
have no idea what you’re talking about.”



“I’m a patron of the arts, Mr. Pierce.  When I
heard that it was you that had brought this 
great man, this true maestro, down into this 
place, I felt anger rising inside of me.  I made a
vow that if the opportunity ever arose to correct
this wrong, I would take it without question.  
Now here we are, in a moment that I worried 
would never come, and I am filled with both 
pleasure and purpose.”

While John was still afraid, he was 
beginning to become a bit annoyed at how 
Gannon was beating around the bush.  “Are 
you going to actually tell me what this rambling 
stream of nonsense is about, or are you too 
busy enjoying the sound of your own voice?”

Gannon frowned.  “I see the pleasantries 
are at an end.  Very well, Mr. Pierce.  The 
genius I speak of, the one that you stopped 
from creating the great work he was intent on 
sharing with the world, is David Halliwell.”

John stopped backing up and simply stared
up at the large man.  Gannon came to a stop 
as well and seemed to relish in his confusion 
and fear.  He could feel the blood draining out 
of his face, and despite his best efforts he was 
unable to stop himself from shuddering.

“The Vitruvian,” John said, his voice 
catching in his throat.

“Yes,” Gannon replied, his grin turning into 
a sneer.  “The man that you locked away in his 



prime.  He has been here for the better part of 
two decades, and he’s been very much looking
forward to becoming reacquainted with you.”



CHAPTER TEN

18 Years Ago

There had been a little trouble getting past 
the police officers at the edge of the crime 
scene.  Lorelai had pulled the car up less than 
a block away from the school, and John had 
leaped out of the passenger side of the vehicle 
before it had come to a complete stop.  He had
a theory about the killings that had been 
happening, and he was eager to put it to the 
test.  More than that, though, he just wanted to 
get to work.  It had been a slow couple of 
weeks, and he had begun to go stir crazy at 
home.

He didn’t get far.  Two officers had been 
putting up tape to keep out the growing group 
of local spectators, and they had refused to let 
him continue towards the actual scene of the 
crime.  He had patiently explained to them that 
he was a police consultant and had been in 
fact called to come, but they hadn’t seemed to 
believe that.  They had been quite rude about 
it, actually, but their attitudes had changed 
immediately when Lorelai had caught up to him
and produced their credentials from inside her 
coat pocket.  They were signed by the Chief of 
Police himself, and that made an immediate 
impact on the young officers.  They had 
practically fallen over themselves getting out of
the way.



Now that they had gotten past that 
particular hurdle, they walked quickly towards 
the front entryway of the school.  He took a 
moment to look the place over as they walked. 
Blackwood Elementary School.  They had both
attended it as children.  A stray memory 
crossed his mind and he smiled to himself.  
They had shared their first kiss in the woods 
behind the school.

The smile faded as he approached the front
doors.  The entryway to the school included a 
covered area that parents could drive through 
to drop off their kids when it was raining.  The 
roof of this area was supported by four large 
white columns.  Suspended between the two 
innermost columns was a body.  Not just a 
body, but a mutilated one.

Like the six previous bodies that had been 
found, this one had been carefully displayed.  
The body was stripped naked and hung up with
thin cables.  The limbs were stretched out in an
almost crucifixion-like pose.  The arms and 
legs were slit open down the entire length, and 
the bones were pulled out from the skin and 
muscle.  These bones were wired below the 
corresponding arms and above the 
corresponding legs.  The result was a 
grotesque recreation of Leonardo di Vinci’s 
The Vitruvian Man.  The police had, rather 
uncreatively, dubbed the serial killer the 
Vitruvian because of this.



Despite there being six unique crime 
scenes, very little evidence had been collected.
No fingerprints or blood or tissue samples had 
been left behind.  There weren’t even any 
clothing fibers found at the scenes.  It was as if
the murders were being committed by a ghost.

Making it a point to ignore the forensics 
team working around the body and the police 
officers talking amongst themselves, John went
right up to the corpse and began to examine it 
closely.  As he did so, he caught sight of 
Lorelai walking over to speak with one of the 
officers.  He considered himself to be a man of 
many talents, but communicating effectively 
with most people was not among those talents.
She was very much a people person, however,
and that was why they had decided that she 
should act as their contact person with the 
police.  He made a face.  It wasn’t so much 
that they had decided as she had made the 
decision for them.

The body was definitely the work of the 
Vitruvian.  There was a very distinct style of 
cutting that the murderer used that had not 
been disclosed to the public.  Skin and muscle 
were difficult to cut through normally, but the 
lines along the wounds were nearly perfectly 
straight.  It was the work of someone that had 
experience performing the task and with hands
steady enough to be a surgeon’s.



“I wish I could say that I’m happy to see 
you,” a voice said from behind him, “but 
unfortunately that means we’ve got another 
one, as you can see.”

He turned to find Lieutenant Marcus 
Peterson standing a few feet away.  Instead of 
a uniform he was dressed in a suit and tie, with
his badge hanging from his belt.  He was one 
of the few members of the Blackwood police 
force that had a good head on his shoulders.  
John found his common sense and total lack of
patience for incompetence refreshing.

“Not exactly happy circumstances,” John 
agreed, stepping back from the body.

Marcus shook his head slowly.  “Seven 
victims, and it feels like we’re further away than
ever from catching this guy.  Or woman.  God, 
we don’t even know the sex of the killer.”

“I take it that forensics isn’t finding much 
evidence here, just like the others?”

“Nope.  The techs are telling me that there’s
barely anything here.  No prints, no blood, no 
hair, nothing.  The Vitruvian seems to just 
swoop in and drop off the body without leaving 
a trace.  Please tell me that you have 
something you’re working on in that head of 
yours?”

John nodded.  “I’m definitely working on 
something.  It’s not far enough along yet for me



to talk about it, though.  I’m still piecing some 
things together.”

“Honestly, I’m just glad that you have 
something.  By this point I’ve usually got some 
direction to follow, but this time I’ve got 
nothing.”

“It’s a rough case for everyone involved.  I 
appreciate the patience.  I’m sure your boss is 
breathing down your neck.”

Marcus grunted.  “You have no idea.  I don’t
care about that, though.  I just want to get this 
killer off the streets and into a nice warm cell.  I
mean, displaying this sort of thing at a school? 
What the hell?”

He walked away to speak with some of his 
fellow officers.  John stayed where he was for 
a few minutes, watching the forensics team 
work.  He jumped in surprise as a hand 
touched his shoulder.  He turned in time to see 
Lorelai stifling a smile under her hand.  At 
crime scenes he was so focused on the matter 
at hand that she made him jump fairly often, 
and she seemed amused by it every single 
time.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, sure, I’m fine,” he replied, continuing
to watch the team work.  “Just thinking.”

“Penny for your thoughts?”



“My thoughts are worth at least five dollars 
each.”  He rubbed his hands together in an 
attempt to warm them.  “For you, though, I’m 
willing to cut a deal.”

“Glad to hear it.  What are you thinking?”

His eye caught sight of something, and he 
leaned over to her so that he could lower his 
voice.  “I’m thinking that you should very 
casually get Marcus back over here.”

She hesitated for only a moment before 
doing as she had been instructed.  She 
seemed a bit confused, and it wasn’t hard to 
figure out why.  Normally when he was 
collecting information it was hard to get him to 
shut up, but now he was being secretive.  He 
had a reason for being that way, and he was 
sure that she’d see that once what was about 
to happen went down, but it was probably a bit 
unsettling to see him acting so differently from 
his usual self.

When she returned with Marcus, John put 
his finger to his lips to motion them to remain 
silent.  He then turned that finger to point at 
one of the forensic team members.  The man 
was applying a chemical to the ground.  This 
was a common sight at crime scenes; the 
technicians often used chemicals like luminol 
to help with the collection of blood evidence.  
To a casual observer the man’s actions 
wouldn’t seem to be anything out of the 
ordinary.



John leapt forward and grabbed the man’s 
arm.  The tech cried out in surprise and 
dropped the bottle he was holding.  John had 
anticipated this, and his free hand moved in 
quickly to catch it before it could strike the 
ground and shatter.  They struggled for a 
moment before Marcus separated them.

“Have you lost your damn mind?” Marcus 
demanded of him.  “Why are you attacking the 
head of the forensics department?”

“Oh, good, it’s confirmation that I’m right,” 
John said.  “I figured that I was, but it’s always 
nice to have that confirmation.”

“Are you crazy?” David Halliwell demanded 
as he rubbed his hand.  “Marcus, do your 
fucking job and arrest him!”

Marcus opened his mouth to speak, but 
John continued on before he could.  
“Someone’s getting arrested here tonight, but 
it’s not me, Mr. Halliwell.  Or maybe you’d 
prefer it if I called you something more formal, 
like the Vitruvian?”

There was a stunned silence.  Everyone 
present had turned to look at the scene that 
had been raised.  Lorelai simply stared at him 
along with the rest of the gathered people.

“You need to walk me through this fast, 
John,” Marcus mumbled to him.



“He’s clearly a nutjob,” Halliwell stated 
angrily.  “There’s no need to-”

Marcus turned to him with a look that 
immediately shut the man up.  “You really 
should be silent right now.  I’ve never known 
Mr. Pierce to make an accusation and be 
wrong about it.  Go on, John.”

“A few things raised my suspicion,” John 
began.  “The cuts and incisions on all of the 
victims were clearly done by someone skilled, 
mostly likely something tied to surgery or other 
body work in some way.  Mr. Halliwell used to 
work for the county coroner’s office, so he 
knows his way around the necessary tools and 
is no stranger to slicing into a body.”

“How did you-” Halliwell began.

“Because I do my research,” John cut him 
off, his gaze cold.  “Obviously that could have 
meant nothing.  It could have simply been an 
odd coincidence.  So could the fact that he’s 
been on the investigating team at each of the 
seven Vitruvian crime scenes, and that the 
time of death of each of the victims fell on his 
off hours.  That’s seven victims that we know 
of, by the way.  I suspect that there were more,
mostly done prior to the seven that were 
displayed for the sake of practice.”

Everyone was giving him their full attention 
as he spoke, and it was a bit unnerving.  He 
had never been comfortable in front of crowds. 



Lorelai, however, was no longer looking at him,
but was instead watching Marcus.  She must 
have noticed what he had, that the large officer
had very slowly subtly moved his body so that 
it was between John and Halliwell.  It was a 
welcome precautionary measure.

“Here’s what’s not a coincidence,” John 
continued.  “There’s been far too little evidence
at these crime scenes.  There should have 
been something, even if that evidence turned 
out to be inconclusive.  No crime scene is ever 
as clean as the ones in this case.  For one to 
be this devoid of anything to go on it would 
have had to have been created by someone 
with intimate knowledge of what the police look
for.”

“That still doesn’t connect Halliwell to the 
murders,” Marcus pointed out.

“No, but this does.” John held out the 
chemical vial he had taken from Halliwell.  “I 
noticed an odd scent present around parts of 
the last crime scene, and I caught a whiff of it 
tonight as well.  Books and movies would have 
us believe that blood evidence can easily be 
taken care of.  Just dump some bleach on it 
and congratulations, you’re home free.  That’s 
not actually how it works.  Bleach doesn’t 
damage hemoglobin.  That means that 
evidence can still be collected.  For blood 
evidence to truly be destroyed, you need to 
use something else.”



He shook the vial, watching the liquid inside
slosh around.  “This is water mixed with an 
oxygen-rich detergent.  This kind of solution 
does break down hemoglobin, and it leaves 
nothing forensically usable behind.  Halliwell 
has been using it to destroy evidence that he 
might have missed when he was displaying the
bodies.  A quick test of the contents of the 
bottle will show that I’m right.”

“This… this doesn’t prove anything,” 
Halliwell stammered, staring at him in horror.

John turned to him.  “How about that red 
mark on your palm?  It’s a burn mark, the kind 
you get from moving your hand across rope, or
in this case wire, too fast.  If you’ll be so kind 
as to hold up your hand next to the wire 
suspending the body, everyone will be able to 
see that the mark is the same exact width of 
the wire.  The way the wire is hung, there’s no 
way that you could have done that after it was 
up.”

Halliwell didn’t reply.  His eyes were darting
all over the place, and John knew that he was 
looking for a way to escape.  His problem was 
that he was standing in the middle of a large 
group of police officers because it was already 
a crime scene.  There was nowhere for him to 
go.

“I’m going to ask that you put your hands 
behind your back, Mr. Halliwell,” Marcus said 



as he produced a pair of handcuffs from a 
pouch on his belt.

“You can’t do this,” Halliwell said in a 
mixture of desperation and rage.

“Yes, actually, I can.  I’ll tell you what else I 
can do.  After I arrest you, I’m going to get on 
the phone with a judge, and I’m going to 
secure a warrant.  Then I’m going to gather a 
few officers and some of the members of your 
own department to search your home, car, and
anywhere else that I can think of.  How much 
would you like to bet that we find plenty of 
evidence in one of those places?”

Halliwell looked down at the ground and 
didn’t resist as Marcus snapped the handcuffs 
around his wrists.  He didn’t even move as he 
was read his full Miranda rights.  It wasn’t until 
he started to get pulled towards one of the 
police cars that he looked up at John.  His face
was contorted in a way that he had seen 
before.  It was the face of someone that 
wanted to kill him.

“You fucking idiot,” he spat out.  “You have 
no idea what you’ve done, what you’ve 
deprived the world of.  The weak-minded 
always try to bring their betters down.  These 
people aren’t victims.  They’re necessary 
sacrifices for an artistic genius to flourish.  
They’re perfection.  My perfection.”



“That sounds like a confession,” Lorelai 
pointed out.

“It’s not a confession, you bitch,” Halliwell 
snapped.  “It’s an indictment of all you idiots 
believing that I’m some sort of simple 
murderer.  It’s not murder to remove leeches 
from society to create something wonderous 
for their superiors.  It’s simply how civilization 
works.”

“You think this is civilized?” she pressed, 
glancing over at John.

“It’s repurposing the useless into the useful.
Of course that’s civilized.  None of the people 
that I’ve used as canvas have mattered.  If any 
civilization is to survive, it is the morality of 
altruism that men have to reject.”

Lorelai made a face as she turned to 
Marcus.  “Please tell me that’s enough to be 
considered a full confession.  Having to listen 
to the insane ramblings of a serial killer is one 
thing, but having to listen to Ayn Rand quotes 
is just cruel and unusual punishment.”

“It’s more than enough,” Marcus confirmed 
with a nod.  He half pushed, half threw Halliwell
towards the waiting car.  “Come on, Halliwell, 
let’s get you to a holding cell so that I can get 
that warrant I mentioned.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

“I can see from your expression that you’re 
reliving old memories,” Gannon said in his 
strangely high-pitched voice, pulling John’s 
mind back to the present.  “That’s good.  I want
you to remember exactly how you wronged Mr.
Halliwell.”

“Mr Halliwell is a psychotic serial killer,” 
John said through gritted teeth.  “The only 
people that were wronged are the seven 
people he butchered.”

“No!” the huge man snapped, the first hints 
of anger in his voice and face.  “David Halliwell 
is an artist.  He took the wretched and weak 
and made them into a special kind of beauty 
for all the world to see.  Much like other great 
men he is persecuted instead of praised.  He 
will be remembered for his vision long after we 
all are dead and buried.  Long after you are 
dead.”

He moved forward with surprising speed 
and swung the hammer.  John barely ducked 
out of the way in time, and the weapon 
whistled through the air that his head had just 
occupied.  John scrambled away, tripping over 
a fallen chair and barely managing to stay on 
his feet.  Gannon laughed at his efforts and 
swung the hammer again, this time straight 
down.  He practically threw himself out of its 



arc, and it slammed into the floor so hard that it
broke through the tile and into the concrete 
below.

The force of the impact caused Gannon to 
lose his grip on the hammer.  As he reached to
retrieve it, John turned and ran towards the 
exit.  He didn’t know where it led, but it was 
better than trapping himself between his would-
be killer and the woman walking two orderlies 
like dogs.  He didn’t stop running when he 
reached the door, instead lowering his 
shoulder and bursting through it.  At the same 
moment his shoulder struck the door, the 
hammer flew past him within millimeters of his 
left ear and practically tore the door from the 
hinges.  The giant bastard had thrown the 
weapon at him.

“I would reconsider running if I were you!” 
Gannon called after him.  “I was planning on 
making your end quick.  I’m not a cruel man, 
but I can be driven to cruelty if vexed!”

John was in a round open area with 
multiple hallways splitting off of it.  There was a
tall rectangular directory in the center area, but 
he didn’t have time to reference it.  Instead, he 
picked a direction at random and kept running. 
He took the first side passage he came to, and 
then the next.  He skipped the third and instead
went down the fourth.  His only goal was to 
make it as difficult as possible to be tracked.  
Given the number of options that would be 



presented to his pursuer, he hoped that he had
managed to buy himself enough time to form a 
plan.

He tried the first door on his left, but it was 
locked.  The second one was not, however, 
and he went inside.  He closed the door and 
leaned up against it as he gasped for air.  His 
body was definitely not in great physical shape,
and even just a few minutes of running had him
feeling like he was going to pass out.

When he had finally gotten his breathing 
under control, he looked around at his 
surroundings.  He was standing in a storage 
room.  Desks were stacked up against one 
wall, and half a dozen filing cabinets lined the 
other.  A thin layer of dust covered everything.  
What caught his attention, though, was a 
window on the far side of the room.  He went 
over and checked it.  It was locked, but the 
glass itself wasn’t thick.  Outside was a grassy 
courtyard surrounded by walls on all sides.

He returned to the door and opened it to 
listen.  When he was sure that no one was 
nearby, he closed it again and returned to the 
window.  He used the wrench to smash the 
glass out, being careful to clear away any 
shards on the edges and corners.

“Mr. Pierce!” a voice called brightly from the
hallway.  “Come out, come out, wherever you 
are!”



No way.  There was no way that the killer 
had managed to track him down so quickly.  It 
was extremely improbable, if not impossible.

“I feel like Hansel and Gretel, following the 
breadcrumbs to where I want to be!”

What was he talking about?  John glanced 
down at the ground and noticed a red spot on 
the white tile.  With all of the adrenaline he 
hadn’t even noticed that his left ear was 
throbbing.  He reached up and touched it 
gently.  He hissed in pain and pulled his hand 
back, seeing blood on his fingers.  The 
hammer hadn’t completely missed him after all,
and Gannon was following the small drops of 
blood right to me.

Taking one last look to make sure that he 
had cleared out all of the glass, he climbed out 
the window.  Even if Gannon found the room 
that he had gone into, the man was much too 
large to follow him out into the courtyard this 
way.

There was a door nearby, but it wouldn’t 
open.  The maintenance key didn’t work, 
either.  That meant that he was going to be 
getting back into the building the same way 
that he had gotten out.  The question was what
window was he going to break in through.  He 
could dismiss the windows on the side of the 
building Gannon was roaming around in, and 
the side with the door didn’t have any.  He 



quickly walked past the windows still available 
to him, looking inside them as he moved.

He stopped when he reached a window 
looking into an office.  He had passed multiple 
other offices, but this one had a picture on the 
desk that caught his eye.  It was a picture of 
Samuel Toombs with his arm around a woman 
and a smile on his face.  With an odd sense of 
grim satisfaction filling him, he smashed the 
window with the wrench.

“Well played, Mr. Pierce!” Gannon called 
from the storage room window.  “Still, you’ll find
that I’m a very persistent person.  We’ll be 
meeting again very soon.”

“It was a pleasure making your 
acquaintance, Mr. Gannon!” John yelled back.  
“I now take my leave of you so that you will be 
free to go copulate with yourself!”

He crawled in through the window before 
the large man could respond.

The first thing that John did was check that 
the door was locked.  With that done, he 
pushed a heavy chair and cabinet up against it.
He wanted to be sure that he wouldn’t be 
interrupted as he searched the office.  He 
needed information, and if there was anywhere
in the asylum that was going to have it, it was 
Toombs’ office.



 As he turned back to the desk he noticed 
something sitting on top of it.  The dim light 
was reflecting off of a small black object.  He 
picked it up and examined it.  It was the same 
style of cellular phone that the orderly stationed
at his room had used to check the weather the 
previous day.

He allowed himself a small smile.  It was 
another stroke of luck.  It was also going to 
come with a side order of irony if he could use 
Toombs’ own cell phone to escape.

This type of phone hadn’t been available 
when he had been locked away, so he wasn’t 
exactly sure how to use it.  He found a button 
on the side of the device and pressed it.  The 
screen lit up to show the date and time.  Not 
sure what else to do, he tapped the screen with
one finger.  The image changed to display a 
request for a four digit password, with a small 
keyboard displaying the numbers zero through 
nine at the bottom.

He frowned and looked around for some 
idea as to what the password was.  In his 
experience it was extremely rare for someone 
to use a truly random password; it almost 
always tied back to something personal.  
Sometimes it was a connection to a family 
member or friend, but his limited interactions 
with Toombs made him think that the doctor’s 
ego would have dictated a number that linked 
directly back to him.



There was a calendar hanging on the wall.  
John flipped through the pages until he found a
date simply marked ‘birthday’.  He raised an 
eyebrow.  It couldn’t be that easy, could it?  He
typed the numerical date into the phone, and to
his surprise it was accepted.  He idly wondered
if Toombs had the same number as his ATM 
pin.

It took him a few moments to figure out how
to make a call on the phone.  Once he did, he 
mentally crossed his fingers that Lorelai hadn’t 
changed her phone number over the years.  If 
she had, he wasn’t really sure who to call next. 
It would have been nice to have the choice to 
call the authorities, but doing so would run the 
risk of Septusis spreading outside of the 
asylum if it hadn’t already.  He would have to 
get out first, then assess everything and figure 
out who to report what was happening to.

The phone rang.  When it reached the fifth 
ring he was sure that he was out of luck.  Just 
as he was about to give up, though, someone 
answered.

“Hello?” said a familiar voice.

“Lore!” he almost shouted in relief.  “You 
have no idea how good it is to hear your voice.”

“John?” Lorelai replied in surprise.  “Thank 
God!  Please tell me that you’re safe.”



“For the moment.  I’m not sure how long 
that’s going to last, though.”  He paused.  
“Wait, how did you know that I’m in danger?”

“Because I got a… visitor about an hour 
ago.  That thing that followed you around 
during your… issues?  Mitch?  He just 
appeared on my living room table.  Your 
description didn’t do his hideousness justice.”

John’s mind was running at high speed.  
“He went to your home?  And you could see 
him?”

“Can see him,” she corrected.  “He’s sitting 
in the passenger seat of my car.  We’re 
headed your way right now.  Hold on, I’m 
putting you on speakerphone.”

“Hiya, Johnny Boy!” Mitch’s unique voice 
shouted into his ear so loudly that he almost 
dropped the phone.

“Dammit, Mitch!” he growled back.  “What 
the hell are you doing bringing Lorelai here?  
It’s too damn dangerous!”

“Don’t tie yourself in knots, kiddo.  I’ll keep 
the little lady safe.  Truth be told, she’s a lot 
more pleasant company than you.  I happen to 
know what I’m doing.”

“No, you don’t know what you’re doing, 
because you don’t know what’s going on here. 
Septusis has been loose for longer than we 



thought.  It’s been infecting people for at least 
a few days, maybe longer.  I think Toombs 
might have been spreading it, or at least taking
advantage of it spreading.  It looks like all the 
other inmates have been let out and are 
running wild.  There’s no rhyme or reason to 
any of this.”

There was a long pause.  “Well now, that 
does sound worse than I thought.  There has to
be a reason for the welcome mat being put out 
for the loonies.  In any case, you might want to 
be careful.  I’m pretty sure that there are a few 
old friends of yours in there with you.”

“You don’t say.”  John wiped the sweat from
his forehead with his forearm.  “Maybe that’s 
why I have some gigantic psychopath with a 
hammer trying to bludgeon my face in for the 
glory of the damn Vitruvian!”

“David Halliwell?” Lorelai interjected.  
“Jesus, John, he wants you dead.  The only 
reason he didn’t try to slit your throat when you
exposed him was because he was surrounded 
by cops.  We have to get you the hell out of 
there.”

“I’m doing my best to do just that.”  He sat 
down in the desk chair and put the wrench onto
the blotter.  “I’ve barricaded myself in Toombs’ 
office.  I need a way out of the facility, but the 
entire place is on lockdown.”



“Toombs is an administrator.  He most likely
has a way to release the lockdown from his 
office.”

“I was thinking the same thing, and there’s 
a computer here at his desk, but I’ve been in 
here for a long time, and…”

“And computer systems have changed a lot
since then,” she finished for him.  “You have no
idea.  Okay, give me a second to pull over.  I 
have my laptop with me and a hotspot built into
my car.  I’ll walk you through getting his 
computer linked up with mine through the 
asylum’s wifi.”

John smiled slightly.  “You always were my 
tech support.”

“That’s because you sucked with 
technology and kept breaking everything.  
Someone had to know what they were doing.  
Get logged onto his computer and we can get 
started in a minute.”

He turned on the computer and waited as it 
loaded.  Just like with the phone he was 
presented with a screen asking for a password,
and just like with the phone the answer was 
Toombs’ birthday.  For a man smart enough to 
get through medical school, he sure was stupid
when it came to cyber security.

Over the next five minutes Lorelai walked 
him through the process of linking her 



computer with the one that he was sitting at.  It 
involved a lot of terminology that he didn’t 
recognize, and there were a few missteps 
along the way that were all due to mistakes he 
made.  She hadn’t just been casually insulting 
him when she had said that he had never been
good with technology.  He could mentally work 
his way through the twists and turns of a 
homicide investigation involving dozens of 
suspects without even need a piece of scratch 
paper, but he had once tried unsuccessfully to 
program the time on a DVD player for three 
hours before she had taken mercy on him and 
did it herself in a matter of seconds.  Everyone 
had their Achilles heel.

“There we go,” Lorelai said triumphantly as 
he watched the cursor on the screen move 
seemingly on its own.  “This is going to take a 
bit.  Are you going to be okay while I dig 
around in the system?”

“I think so,” he answered.  “Let me-”

He cut himself off as he heard a noise from 
the outside hallway.  He went over to the door 
and stood on the seat of the chair so that he 
could place his ear against the wood.  There 
were people talking, and they were getting 
closer.  While he couldn’t make out what they 
were saying, he could hear them well enough 
to recognize one of the voices.

“Toombs is coming,” he said, hurrying back 
to the desk.



“Damn it,” Lorelai spat out.  “Let’s see if I… 
Good, there it is.  I’ve used Toombs’ computer 
to make my own account and set it for the 
highest level of clearance.  I don’t have to be 
logged into his computer anymore.  Get it shut 
down and get out of there.”

He turned off the computer, grabbed the 
wrench, and went back out into the courtyard.  
He saw that Gannon was no longer looking out
the storage room window.  Going further down 
the row of windows, he chose the one as far 
from Toombs’ and broken in.  He was getting 
faster at clearing out the glass with the wrench.
He wondered if he would have made for a fairly
decent home invader if his life had taken a few 
different turns.

The new room he entered was a small 
examination room.  Sitting on the counter next 
to the small sink was a scalpel, and after a 
moment’s thought he exchanged the wrench 
for it.  The wrench had served him well, but 
now with the phone he had only one free hand 
and his arm was starting to get tired from the 
tool’s weight.

“I’m alone again,” he informed Lorelai.

“You’re never alone when you walk with 
Jesus,” Mitch piped in cheerfully.  “That’s what 
I hear, anyway.  I’m more interested in jogging 
with Satan, but that’s all personal preference.”



“This would be a good time for you to shut 
up,” Lorelai said firmly.  “John, I’ve got myself 
set up in the hospital’s systems.  I’ve got 
access to the system that controls the 
lockdown, and I can release it any time you 
want.”

“Great work, Lore,” he praised her.  “Don’t 
do it just yet, though.  If you release it before 
I’m at an exit  Toombs might have time to get 
control of it again.  Do you have access to the 
security cameras?”

“That was the first thing that I checked.  I 
do.  Even better, I went ahead and locked 
every other account registered on the hospital 
system out of them so that I’m the only one 
that can watch.”

John blinked.  “That’s… incredible.  Can 
you lock out everyone else from the other 
things?”

“It doesn’t work that way.  Some things are 
universal so that everyone with a password 
can access them.  Sorry.”

“No apology needed.  You’re amazing, 
Lore.  You’ve given me a real chance to get out
of this alive.”

He could almost hear her blushing on the 
other end of the phone call.  She had always 
had a hard time accepting compliments, and 
they usually embarrassed her.



“We’re about a mile away from the 
hospital,” she informed him.  “I’m going to stay 
put to help you find a way out, and when you’re
there I’ll haul ass the rest of the way to pick 
you up.”

“No,” John snapped, more forcefully than 
he had intended.  “I don’t want you anywhere 
near this place, Lore.  It’s too dangerous.”

“It’s too bad for you that you don’t get to 
dictate what I do and don’t do, isn’t it?” she 
replied just as sternly.  “I lost you for fourteen 
years, John, and I’m not losing you again.  
Now get your head in the game and let’s get 
started.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

“I’ve got all the cameras in your section 
pulled up,” Lorelai said as John mentally 
prepared himself for one more excursion into 
the asylum hallways.  “You weren’t kidding 
about how many patients are running loose.”

“How many are we talking about here?” he 
asked slowly.

“Dozens.  On the plus side, I think that I can
lead you around most of them.  I don’t see a 
way for you to avoid running into all of them, 
though.  Wait, what the hell was that?”

“What?”

“I’m… I’m not sure.  Some of the patients 
are in groups that are sort of… I don’t know 
how to describe this.”

“They’re moving together in perfect 
synchronization,” Mitch interjected.  “She’s 
seeing people that have Septusis’ grubby little 
paws all over them.  For an interdimensional 
being that thrives on chaos, it sure enjoys 
keeping its toys in order.”

John chewed on the inside of his cheek.  
“All right.  Keep me away from those groups 
and I’ll just have to deal with the stragglers as I
come to them.”



“I’ll do my best,” Lorelai said slowly.  He 
could hear the strain in her voice as she 
concentrated.  “You’re clear to leave the room 
that you’re in, but you need to move now.  
There’s a group headed your way.”

He quickly opened the door and went out 
into the hallway.  There were very few people 
that he could say that he trusted with his life, 
but Lorelai was right at the top of the list.  If she
told him to jump, he would immediately ask her
how high.

“Go to your left and make a right at the first 
intersection you come to.”

He did as he was instructed.  This part of 
the asylum was different than the others he 
had been in.  It was the medical wing, and 
because of this everything was very… sterile.  
The walls and floor were a bright white, and 
everything was freshly cleaned.  Gurneys were
placed up against the walls, and medical 
equipment on wheeled carts were placed next 
to some of the rooms.

“There’s another group coming your way.  
Just stay where you are for a minute.”

He felt exposed standing in the middle of 
the hallway.  He jumped at every tiny sound, 
and the shadows seemed to be filled with 
unseen threats.  His brow furrowed as he grew 
annoyed with himself.  He was better than this. 
It was a dangerous predicament, sure, but he 



had been in bad situations before and not 
acted like a frightened rabbit.  He curled his 
hands into tight fists and with a great effort 
forced himself to become calm and rational 
once again.

“The group turned.  Go.  When you get to 
the next intersection, just keep going straight.  
The double doors you come to lead into 
another wing, and you’ll have to stop while I 
switch over to that set of cameras.  The good 
news is that all of the roaming patients have 
moved out of your way for the moment.”

John reached the doors without incident, 
and while Lorelai did whatever it was that she 
was doing he pressed himself up against one 
wall and waited.  While he did so, he made 
sure to keep an eye on the way that he had 
come.  From what she had said it sounded like 
each wing’s camera systems were separate 
from the others, which meant that she probably
couldn’t keep watch over the wing that he was 
currently standing in.

“The cameras are coming up now,” she 
updated him.  “There we go.  Let’s see… Oh.  
Oh shit.”

“What?” he asked tensely.

“You’re close to the front exit.  If you go out 
the doors you’re at now and walk for about a 
hundred feet it will be on your left.  The 
problem is-”



“The problem is that your good buddy 
Toombs and about twenty of his closest friends
are standing between you and the way out,” 
Mitch interrupted.  John could actually hear the
grin on its face.

He ran a hand over eyes.  “What are my 
other options?”

“I’m switching the cameras back to your 
wing now,” Lorelai answered.  “Damn it.  John, 
you can’t stay where you are.  One of those 
Septusis groups is coming your way.  Wait, no,
there’s two groups.  They’re coming from 
opposite directions and they’re going to 
converge right where you are.  It’s like they 
know that you’re there.”

“They probably do,” Mitch said.  “It was in 
your head for quite a while, and that kind of 
brain sharing tends to leave a connection.”

“You didn’t say anything about that before 
you pulled your disappearing act,” John said 
accusingly.

“I didn’t think about it.  It’s not like I’ve lived 
with packs of Septusis in the wild and I’m 
constantly spewing fun facts about them.  I’m 
not the Jack Hannah of evil entities.”

He was silent for a moment as he thought 
things through.  “How many are there?”



“Too many,” Lorelai responded.  “There’s 
five in one group and six in the other.”

“Great.  I’m open to ideas.”

“Hold on, I think I’m on the edge of an idea 
here.  Mitch, this Septusis.  What does it do, 
exactly?”

“Like I said, I’m not an expert or anything,” 
Mitch answered.  “From what I’ve been told, 
though, Septusis only really knows how to do 
two things: infect and kill.  When it infects 
someone, that person for all intents and 
purposes is gone.  Think bad zombie movie but
with a hive mind.  It can’t latch on in everyone’s
head.  Some people just aren’t fully 
compatible, which is a good thing for Johnny 
Boy because he’s one of those people.  The 
not so good part is that Septusis sees the 
people it can’t infect as threats and actively 
tries to wipe them out.  That’s why it has a hard
on for him.”

“So if a group of infected were to, say, run 
into a group of people that weren’t…”

“It would… Oh.”  Mitch’s tone changed as it 
caught on to what she was suggesting.  “Oh 
my.  You are now officially my favorite person 
ever.”

“You can’t be suggesting what I think you’re
suggesting,” John said in a pained voice.



“I didn’t suggest anything,” Lorelai replied 
innocently.

“You were about to.  You were about to say
that I lead these two groups of Septusis 
infected right into Toombs and his cronies.”

“It makes sense.  Septusis sounds like any 
other territorial animal.  If it sees a threat, it will 
try to get rid of it.  If it’s convinced that Toombs 
is a threat, it will probably go after him.  You 
can slip out during the chaos.  I’ll unlock the 
door, you get out, and I’ll lock it again behind 
you.”

“This is assuming that I’m not torn to pieces
during any part of this scheme.”

“I don’t see another choice here, John.  You
can go back the way you came, but then you’ll 
be trapped in the wing with Septusis, and it 
knows how to find you.  You won’t be safe 
anywhere in there, and that means you have to
get past Toombs.”

John shook his head even though he knew 
that they couldn’t see him.  “You know what I 
can’t believe more than you suggesting this?  
That I’m going to go along with it.  I want to 
make one change, though.  If this is going to 
work, I need as much pandemonium as 
possible.”

He filled them in on his amendment to the 
plan.  Lorelai expressed some uncertainty that 



she could fulfill the request, but she assured 
him that she would try her best.  He could hear 
footsteps and murmurs echoing in the 
distance; his time was almost up.

“You’re going to have to time this perfectly,”
Lorelai reminded him.  “If you go through the 
doors too soon the Septusis infected won’t 
have time to catch up to you, and if you go too 
late they’ll get you before Toombs’ group can 
get involved.”

That was assuming that their plan worked 
and the two groups would attack each other at 
all.  There was no way to know for sure.  For all
they knew, everyone would take turns ripping 
chunks out of him.  There was no time to come
up with anything else, though, so it was time to 
commit.

John watched as the first of the infected 
came around the corner.  It was a young 
woman, no older than twenty.  She stopped 
directly under one of the working lights.  Her 
skin was so pale that it was nearly translucent. 
He could see the network of blue veins just 
below the surface.  Her face was 
expressionless.  She stared at him with eyes 
opened as wide as they could be.  They were 
completely black, not just the iris but the entire 
eye.

They both stood there silently looking at 
each other.  There was no recognition on her 
face, but he was sure that she knew who he 



was.  While he watched, four more people 
came around the corner, three men and a 
woman.  Unlike the first woman, these people 
were dressed in business clothing.  They were 
likely members of the asylum staff.  A second 
group of infected joined them in the 
intersection from the opposite corridor.  All of 
them stared at him in silence.

“Um, hello,” John said awkwardly.  He was 
unsure what the proper etiquette was for 
communicating with an extradimensional 
parasitic entity.  “How are you folks doing 
today?”

The assembled people didn’t answer, but 
they started towards him.

“Are you actually understanding what I’m 
saying?” he continued.  “I get that you’re all 
linked together somehow, but does whatever is
at the center of the hive mind understand me?”

The infected continued towards him without
a word.  Either they didn’t understand, or they 
were incapable of speaking, or they were 
simply choosing not to.  Whatever the reason, 
they clearly weren’t open to being reasoned 
with.  Or it wasn’t.  He really wasn’t sure which 
pronoun to use.

He winced as he began to hear a faint 
buzzing sound.  At first he thought that it was in
his head like it had been in the past, but he 
quickly realized that this time it was coming 



from the group of people heading his way.  It 
didn’t seem to be a sound that they were 
making so much as a sound that they were 
emitting.  It reminded him of the noise flies 
made as they moved their wings up and down 
at high speeds.

He didn’t have long before they would be 
on him, which meant that it was time to get 
things started.  He opened the door a few 
inches and stuck his head through.  From the 
angle he was at he could just make out 
Toombs standing on the far side of the lobby.  
The doctor was speaking with the woman that 
John had encountered earlier.  Her two pet 
orderlies were still tied to their leashes, but 
they were even more cut up than they had 
been previously and blood was splattered 
across their clothing.  They were standing 
beside their mistress listlessly.  A large group 
of patients and asylum staff were scattered 
around the entryway, all of them seemingly 
waiting to be told what to do.

“We searched the entire wing,” the woman 
was saying.  “He’s not here.”

“Then start searching the other wings,” 
Toombs retorted irritably.

“Yeah, of course, Doc, we will, but there are
a lot of loonies running around those and-”

“Stop making excuses, Mabel!” the doctor 
practically shouted.  “I don’t give a damn if 



some second rate plague creature has made a 
bunch of weaklings its puppet, or if a bunch of 
weak-minded morons are wandering around.  
They are nothing against the light of C’hul.  I 
want John Pierce’s lifeless corpse dragged 
back to me and stuck on a pike, is that clear?”

John glanced over his shoulder to check on
the progress of the infected approaching him.  
He still didn’t know why Toombs had such a 
vendetta against him, but at that moment it 
didn’t matter.  It was time.  He stepped out 
through the door with a fake smile plastered on
his face and threw one arm out to the side 
while the other kept the phone up against his 
ear.

“There you are, Doctor!” he called out.  “I’ve
been looking everywhere for you.”

Everyone in the room turned to face him.  
Toombs was staring at him with a look of total 
uncomprehension on his face.  The confusion 
quickly turned to suspicion.  He knew that John
wasn’t stupid, and on the surface what was 
being done was simply idiotic.

“Front door’s unlocked,” Lorelai said quietly.
“I’m headed to you as fast as I can.  I love you, 
John.  Give ‘em hell.”

John pulled the phone away from his ear 
and held it up high.



“See, I found your phone and I’ve been 
trying to return it to you.  I know how important 
it is for a doctor to be reachable.  You never 
know when something with a patient might turn
sideways, you know?”

“Mr. Pierce,” Toombs called back, regaining
some composure.  “We were just talking about 
you.”

“So I heard.  Sorry, I know, I know, 
eavesdropping is a bad habit.  Can you 
recommend a therapist that could help me out 
with that?”

There was a commotion behind him, and 
the group of infected came through the door.  
They filed into the entryway and came to a 
stop, seemingly surprised to see people other 
than him present.  The patients and staff 
members that Toombs had gathered moved 
closer together, forming up ranks across from 
the new arrivals.  The two strange factions 
glared at each other warily.

“Did I mention that I brought some friends?”
John asked innocently.

“Holy balls, they’re all infected,” the woman 
called Mabel said.

“They’re simply automatons,” Toombs 
replied.  “Empty shells inhabited by an 
insignificant mindless virus.  They’re not 



capable of any real thought.  They’re 
unimportant.  Get Pierce.”

The buzzing sound grew louder, and John 
was more than a little pleased to see that 
everyone else in the entryway reacted to it.  He
had associated it with his own personal 
madness for so long that seeing proof that it 
wasn’t all in his mind was a relief.  He tilted his 
head slightly.  The tone of the buzzing was 
different.  It sounded almost angry.

He spun around and faced the infected 
woman at the front of the Septusis group.

“You can understand what’s being said, 
can’t you?” he said.  “Toombs is wrong about 
you.  You’re not mindless at all.  To split 
yourself across so many bodies and maintain 
control of them all…  You’d have to be highly 
intelligent to maintain that.”

That was a lie.  There were plenty of 
examples in nature of simple organisms 
controlling large groups through methods such 
as releasing pheromones.  Hell, the term ‘hive’ 
that he had been using to describe these 
people came from bees, which had a similar 
way they interacted.  He wasn’t trying to be 
scientifically accurate, however.  He was trying 
to suck up to the thing from another dimension.

“You were inside my body for a long time,” 
he continued, looking away just long enough to
confirm that Toombs’ followers weren’t about to



attack him from behind.  “You know me.  You 
know that I’m not a threat to you.”

To his surprise, the woman opened her 
mouth and hissed out, “Not compatible.”

“You’re right, we’re not compatible, not in 
the way that you’re used to.  There’s 
something about my brain that makes it a bad 
host for you.  I’m sorry for that.  I think that we 
could have done amazing things together.  Like
I said, though, I’m not a threat to you.  But that 
man,” he pointed a finger dramatically at 
Toombs, “most certainly is.”

The woman’s black eyes flicked over to 
look at the doctor.

“You heard him.  He called you mindless.  
He called you a virus.  In fact, right when I 
came through that door, he was talking about 
how he was going to send his people into your 
territory.”

She hissed again.  “My territory.”

“Yes, your territory.  He wants me dead for 
some reason, and he was willing to invade 
your home to get to me.  He will hurt you to get
what he wants.”

All of the infected opened their mouths and 
as one spat out, “Hurt him.”

“A good idea.  A wise idea.  You and I can 
discuss our differences like the civilized 



intelligent beings that we are later, but for now, 
we can take down the person that wants to hurt
us both together.”

The woman’s cheek flinched slightly.  If 
John didn’t know any better, he would have 
sworn that it was the faintest hint of a smile 
tugging at her lips.  She looked at him with 
those large black eyes and nodded once.

“Talk later,” she agreed.  “Hurt now.”

As one, the group of infected swarmed at 
Toombs and his followers.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

At the exact moment that the infected 
leaped onto the nearest of Toombs’ lackeys, 
John saw the light above the elevator on the 
far side of the entryway flash.  As the first of 
Septusis’ many, many hands wrapped around 
throats and began to tear skin and muscle and 
bone, the elevator doors began to slide open.  
Toombs opened his mouth to yell orders at his 
people, and at the moment his words became 
audible the doors finished opening and my 
addition to the escape plan stepped out into 
the entryway.

Somehow, Lorelai had managed to use her 
limited control of the asylum’s computer 
systems to lure Bowles onto the elevator just 
as he had requested.  Bowles’ first footsteps 
into the entryway were tentative, as if he wasn’t
used to being anywhere except the fourth floor.
That was entirely possible, as he didn’t seem 
like the kind of person that the staff would let 
out to play.  His long hair obscured most of his 
face, and there was even more dark blood 
covering his clothing than there had been 
earlier.

Neither one of the brawling groups noticed 
the new arrival as he hesitantly stepped 
forward.  He looked around at the melee going 
on all around him and furrowed his brow.  He 
seemed unsure of himself, a far cry from the 



superpowered butcher that John had 
encountered earlier that day.  John hoped that 
he hadn’t miscalculated, or that the patient had
gotten all the bloodlust out of his system with 
the previous killings.

John’s fears were quickly put to rest.  One 
of Mabel’s pet orderlies stumbled backward 
and fell to the floor at Bowles’ feet.  The long-
haired man looked down curiously.  Without 
changing his expression, he knelt down and 
plunged his hand into the orderly’s chest.  The 
orderly let out such a loud high-pitched scream
that it could be heard even over all the other 
calamity.  When Bowles extracted his hand it 
was covered in gore and clutching something 
that looked a lot like a pancreas.

As this was happening, Septusis’ infected 
and Toombs’ followers were doing their best to 
annihilate each other.  Toombs had the 
advantage of numbers, but the infected were 
working so efficiently as a single unit that both 
sides appeared to be evenly matched.   Most 
importantly, no one was looking for John 
anymore.  The winner of the fight would most 
likely celebrate by disemboweling him, but he 
had no plans to still be there when the winners 
began the victory celebration.

Seeing a mostly clear path close to the wall,
he half walked, half ran towards the doors.  He 
really wanted to break into a full sprint and just 
keep going until he was breathing open air, but



doing so would increase the risk of drawing 
attention to himself.

That was the theory, anyway.  Only a dozen
or so feet from the door he caught a glimpse of
movement from the doorway he was passing.  
Two huge arms lashed out and wrapped 
around him.  He was nearly taken off his feet 
as he was pulled into the dark room.  He tried 
to struggle, but the arms restraining him were 
like steel.  The door slammed shut, and the 
lights in the room were turned on.

“Why hello, Mr. Pierce,” Gannon said as he 
beamed down at John, his ham-sized hands 
throwing him to the ground.  “I told you that we 
would be reacquainted with one another before
you knew it.”

John tried to scramble to his feet, but he 
was knocked back down as Gannon struck him
in the side with one huge foot.  He tried again, 
and the foot hit him again.  Before he had gone
into the entryway he had slipped the scalpel 
into his pants pocket, but he was unable to 
even start to reach for it as the foot came down
again.

“You were correct,” Mr. Halliwell,” Gannon 
said as he looked over John to the corner of 
the room.  “He really is quite persistent.”

John stopped struggling to get up and froze
on his hands and knees.  Gannon noticed his 
reaction and laughed.  The huge man kicked 



out again, this time so hard that John collapsed
flat onto the ground.  The side of his face 
struck the floor, and there was a sudden 
ringing in his ears.

“Yes indeed, Mr. Gannon,” David Halliwell 
said as he stepped into John’s line of sight.  
“We should be thankful for that persistence.  It 
means that our amusement will last that much 
longer.”

Halliwell leaned down and got within inches
of John’s face.  John fought down the feeling of
fear he was experiencing.  He knew what 
Halliwell was capable of.  The victims that he 
had split apart to create his macabre artworks 
as the Vitruvian had been alive when he had 
started the cutting.  He had kept it that way as 
long as possible.  In a statement he had made 
to the police after his arrest, he had said that it 
kept the art more ‘pure’ to do so.  His only 
regret had been that he hadn’t worked out how 
to keep someone alive during the entire 
process.

His face was lean, leaner than John 
remembered.  He had been clean-shaven the 
last time they had been face to face, but now a 
thin layer of stubble covered his face.  His hair 
was still neatly combed with a part on the right 
side, and he still wore the same wire-framed 
glasses.  He smiled at John, and it was a smile
with bad intentions behind it.



“Hello, John,” Halliwell said quietly, quiet 
enough that Gannon couldn’t hear the words.  
“I told you that I’d kill you.  Remember that, 
back in the courthouse?  I told you that I’d skin 
that whore girlfriend of yours alive while you 
watched, and afterward I’d make you a piece of
my art.”

John bared his teeth in anger and tried to 
get up, but Gannon smashed his foot down on 
the top of his head.  Stars exploded in his 
eyes, and for one horrible moment the room 
seemed to lurch.  He felt sick to his stomach, 
and it was a few seconds before things righted 
themselves.

“Unfortunately it looks like I got the order of 
events wrong,” Halliwell continued in his 
hushed voice.  “That’s okay.  Nothing ever 
goes all the way according to plan.  I’ll just 
have to rip her apart after I’ve killed you.  
Maybe I’ll do it over your grave, you know, 
make it poetic.”

Halliwell stood back up and nodded to his 
companion.  Gannon grabbed John by the 
shoulders and pulled him up to his feet.  The 
man slammed him back against the wall, and 
the air whooshed out of his lungs.  The two 
killers laughed as he fought to regain his 
breath.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve practiced 
my art,” Halliwell said as Gannon pressed his 
forearm into John’s throat, his voice no longer 



a whisper.  “Creating great art isn’t like riding a 
bike, you know.  You must constantly practice 
to remain at the top of your game.”

Gannon lifted John off of his feet once 
again and slammed him face up onto a nearby 
table.  What little air he had managed to suck 
back into his lungs was pushed out once again,
and for a terrifying moment he wondered if he 
was going to suffocate.  The huge man 
restrained him by pushing down on his 
shoulders, and despite his best efforts he 
couldn’t pull in air.  He heard a dull thumping 
sound as his blood pounded in his ears.

Finally, mercifully, he gasped loudly as he 
began to breathe again.  His lungs felt like they
were burning, and his vision was blurred with 
tears.  He felt groggy and on the verge of 
passing out, but he fought against the 
sensation.

“I apologize, Mr. Pierce,” Halliwell was 
saying.  “Normally I prefer very precise 
instruments.  I used to keep my artist tools 
immaculate to the point that they would shine 
in the light with a wonderful glow.  This facility 
only offers more… rudimentary tools to work 
with.”

He reached down under the table and 
produced a tool kit very much like the one that 
John had seen in the maintenance tunnel.  He 
set it down on the table and opened the lid.  
For a few moments he carefully looked through



the contents.  His eyes lit up, and he withdrew 
a small utility knife.  He flicked the button on 
the side, and the small triangular blade 
extended from the handle.

“This will do,” he said slowly.  “This will do 
nicely.  Mr. Gannon, I suspect that Mr. Pierce 
will not be predisposed towards being a willing 
subject.  Will you be able to keep him… 
cooperative?”

“Oh yes, Mr. Halliwell,” Gannon said 
enthusiastically.  “Mr. Pierce will be the subject 
of your latest piece whether he understands 
that honor or not.”

“Good.  One thing, Mr. Gannon.  David 
Halliwell is merely the mask I wear.  Here, 
surrounded by my art, I am free to be myself.  
Please do me the service of calling me the 
Vitruvian.”

“It would be an honor, Vitruvian.  To be able
to watch you work, to create your vision…  
Well, I must say that it’s been a dream of mine 
for some time now.”

“You flatter me.  Let’s begin.”

While they had been talking, John had 
managed to get his right hand into his pocket 
and grip the scalpel.  He still couldn’t move 
with Gannon’s weight pressing down on him, 
but if he was given an opening he planned on 
making the most of it.



He involuntarily cried out in pain as Halliwell
pushed the tip of the utility knife blade into the 
skin of his left wrist.  The Vitruvian didn’t move 
it or pull it free, instead simply letting it sit 
inside of him.  He felt warm blood bubbling up 
and running down his hand and arm.

“Would you like me to guide you through 
my process as I work, Mr. Gannon?” Halliwell 
asked as John struggled in vain against the 
pain and pressure.

“That would be wonderful, Vitruvian,” 
Gannon replied eagerly.  “What a rare treat to 
watch a master performing his craft.”

“As you can see, I’ve pierced the skin with 
the tip of the blade and am resting it on the 
muscle underneath.  I’ve found that it’s best to 
start with the arms, as they are the easiest 
limbs to unsleeve and extract the bone from.  I 
like to do it one layer at a time rather than 
cutting all the way through so that it leaves 
cleaner lines.”

“Fascinating.”

“Isn’t it?  The wrist is better to start with 
than the upper arm since you can see the 
veins easier.  It’s very important to make sure 
that the incisions and cuts do not strike a vein. 
If that happens, the subject will bleed out and 
leave no chance for that elusive perfect 
display.”



Halliwell began to slowly cut upward.  The 
pain was excruciating, and despite John’s best 
efforts not to satisfy Halliwell’s cravings he 
couldn’t stop himself from screaming.  HIs arm 
was twitching uncontrollably.  Halliwell stopped
cutting just below the joint and once again left 
the blade inside as he continued educating his 
companion.

“Surprisingly, the act of cutting becomes 
easier here,” Halliwell said calmly.  “While 
there’s more muscle, the skin is a bit more 
manageable.  Further up the arm is where the 
difficulty increases.”

“Under optimal circumstances, would you 
be using the same cutting tool further up as 
you are here?” Gannon asked.

“That’s very dependent on the subject and 
the density of the skin.  Often I will switch to a 
longer and sharper blade near the bicep.  Now,
it’s a bit tricky to get past the elbow joint 
without damage, so if you watch closely I’ll 
show you the proper method.”

Gannon leaned forward slightly, and the 
pressure on John’s right arm was relieved ever
so slightly.  He knew that he wouldn’t get 
another chance, and some switch in his 
flipped.  Like a feral animal he ripped his arm 
free and flipped over to jam the scalpel into the
huge man’s hand, ignoring the pain from the 
utility knife cutting deeper as he moved.  
Gannon released him in surprise, and he 



quickly pulled the weapon out and lunged 
forward to plunge it into the wide neck.

Gannon stumbled backwards, blood 
spurting from his cut carotid artery.  He struck 
the wall behind him and slumped to the 
ground.  In a panic he pulled the scalpel free, 
but that only made the blood flow out of him 
faster.  He wasn’t dead yet, but he soon would 
be.

John turned to Halliwell and bared his teeth.
The rage was only continuing to build in him.  
Halliwell was looking at him in stunned silence,
horror etched into his face.

“What’s the matter, Vitruvian?” John 
mocked, pulling the utility knife out of his arm 
and brandishing it in front of him.  “Not used to 
being the subject and not the artist?”

He was losing control, and he didn’t care.  
All of the fear and anger and frustration of the 
past twenty-four hours was boiling up and 
needed somewhere to vent.  More than that, 
though, Halliwell had threatened Lorelai.  For 
that, he needed to be punished.

“You’re not going to kill me,” Halliwell 
stammered out.  “You’re not a murderer.”

“I’m not?” John motioned towards Gannon’s
now lifeless body.  “Tell that to him.  Or maybe 
you think that I’ll kill in self defense but not in 



cold blood.  Is that it?  Is that the profile of me 
that you’ve come up with in your tiny mind?”

He lashed out with the utility knife and 
slashed a deep gouge in Halliwell’s cheek.  
The serial killer yelped and put up his hands 
protectively.  When he had been murdering 
innocent people for his own pleasure, he had 
drugged the victims first so that they couldn’t 
struggle.  Now that one of them was fighting 
back, he simply didn’t know what to do.

“You were a terrible forensic scientist, and 
you’re a worse psychiatrist,” John continued.  
“Your understanding of me is pathetic.  I have 
a beyond genius level intellect.  I could have 
done anything, but I chose a career that 
surrounded me with death.  Do you know why I
did that?  Do you?”

Halliwell shook his head silently.

“I did it because the living annoy me.  They 
prattle on and on about asinine things that 
don’t matter.  The dead are blissfully silent.  In 
case you’re not getting this, I’m saying that I’m 
always this close to making everyone around 
me silent.”

He put his face so close to Halliwell’s that 
he could smell the man’s sweat before 
whispering, “And you just threatened to skin 
one of the only people that keep me from 
crossing that line.”



John stabbed Halliwell in the stomach with 
the utility knife, then extracted it and stabbed 
him a second time.  Then a third.  Then a 
fourth.  He drove the small blade into the belly 
over and over until his arm grew tired from the 
effort.  Halliwell fell to the floor, begging and 
pleading for it to stop.  All of the puncture 
wounds were dead and painful, and blood 
stained both their clothes, but none of the 
wounds were fatal.  He had made sure of that.

“I guess you were right,” John said as he 
tossed the knife into the far corner of the room,
panting from the exertion.  “I’m not a murderer. 
You’re going to wish that I was, though.  
You’ve got multiple damaged organs, and even
with the multitude of surgeries you’ll most likely
receive they’ll never be the same.  You’re 
going to be in pain for the rest of your 
miserable life, and you’ll have me to thank for 
it.  I’m sure you’ll be perfectly fine with that, 
though, won’t you?  All great artists suffer for 
their art, don’t they, Halliwell?”

John left the bleeding man lying in a heap 
and went back out into the entryway, holding 
his badly bleeding arm with his free hand.  The 
melee was still going on, but both Toombs’ 
followers and the Septusis infected were now 
fighting for their lives against Bowles.  Dead 
bodies were everywhere.  The long-haired man
was killing anything that he could get his hands
on, and he just shrugged off any counterattack 
that was made.  He was a one man army, and 



no one was standing against him for long.  Not 
for the first time John wondered exactly what 
he was.  He noted that Toombs was no longer 
anywhere to be found; he had wisely taken his 
leave.

With no one watching him, John went out 
the front door and into the parking lot.  The sun
was setting at an angle that made it difficult to 
see, and he almost walked right into the car 
that pulled up directly in front of him.  The 
passenger door flung open, and he quickly got 
in.  Lorelai was behind the wheel with her 
computer in her lap.  She tapped a few buttons
before tossing it into the backseat, nearly 
hitting the always grinning nightmare that was 
Mitch.

“I’ve got the doors locked and I shut off the 
power for good measure,” she said, turning the
car around and jamming her foot down on the 
gas pedal.  “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Hell yes,” John replied wearily, putting his 
head back against the headrest and closing his
eyes.  “Hell yes.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The asylum was a good distance away from
civilization, and it was almost an hour before 
Lorelai pulled into the parking lot of a large 
retail store.  John had wrapped an old beach 
towel she had produced from the backseat 
around the long cut on his arm, but it was a 
deep enough wound that it would need 
something more to address the bleeding.  No 
one in the car bothered to suggest going to a 
hospital.  He was technically an escaped 
mental patient, and the less he was seen in 
public places, the better.

Lorelai parked the car and went into the 
store.  As John waited, he adjusted the towel 
slightly and slumped down as far as he could in
the seat.  He was covered in blood and gore, 
and even though the parking lot was dark now 
that the sun had set he didn’t want to run the 
risk of shoppers seeing him in that state.  All it 
would take would be one call to the police and 
his very short lived freedom would be over.

“So ol’ Doc Toombs was working 
independently of Septusis,” Mitch said from 
behind him.  “Makes you wonder just what the 
heck he’s up to at that nuthouse of his, doesn’t 
it?”



“I’m lucky that he wasn’t,” John pointed out.
“If he had been, that little stunt we pulled to get
me out wouldn’t have worked.”

“That’s very true.  Still, it’s nice to know that
I was right about him not being infected.  I have
a reputation to maintain, you know.  The all 
powerful and all seeing Mitch.”

“Who do you have that reputation with, 
exactly?”

“Well, no one yet, but you have to set goals 
for yourself.”

Despite himself, John smiled slightly.  
When it wasn’t tormenting him and mocking 
him for his failures, Mitch could be amusing.  
The smile quickly faded.  No matter how funny 
it was, he needed to remember that it wasn’t 
looking out for anyone’s interests but its own.  
He didn’t even really know what it was.  He 
needed to work with it, but he couldn’t trust it.

“Toombs said something when I first went 
into the entryway,” John said as he 
remembered something.  “He said that 
Septusis was nothing against the ‘light of 
C’hul’.  Any idea what that is?”

The car was filled with silence.

“Oh yes,” Mitch said eventually.  “I know 
exactly what she is.  Or rather who she is.”



The tone in its voice made John turn slightly
in his seat to look back at it.  “That doesn’t 
sound good.”

Mitch shook its head, spraying fluid from its 
mouth onto the back of the driver’s seat.  
“That’s because it isn’t.  C’hul isn’t someone 
that you want to mess with.  Maybe she’s more
of a something than a someone.  Your human 
languages are so limited.”

“Something like Septusis?”

“No, not like Septusis, nothing at all.  C’hul 
is ancient, older than you, me, this world, and 
even the stars themselves.  She’s far beyond 
anything that your mind can comprehend.”

“I can comprehend quite a bit.”

“Aww, it’s cute that you think that, but I 
wasn’t trying to insult you,” it assured him.  
“More of an insult towards your entire species. 
No human can wrap its tiny little brain around 
behinds like C’hul.”

John adjusted his sitting position slightly.  
“This sounds a lot like something out of a poor 
knockoff of an H.P. Lovecraft story.”

It shrugged.  “Lovecraft was onto something
in his own little way.  Cthulhu is a very real 
being, so I wonder if maybe he saw something 
that he wasn’t supposed to and that inspired 
his writing.  Maybe not.  There are like a 



bazillion ancient beings floating around, so he 
had a good shot of finding a legitimate name 
no matter what he went with.”

“I’m sorry, you’re saying that Cthulhu is 
real?”

“Yeah, but not like Lovecraft described him.
He’s actually a minor entity.  If you compare 
the pantheon of ancient beings and deities to a
business, Cthulhu would be working in the mail
room.”

That was quite the mental image.  “And 
C’hul?  Where would she rank in this 
company?  Parking attendant?  The person 
answering the phones?”

Mitch’s everlasting smile dimmed just a 
little.  “The CEO.  When your nickname is 
‘Mother of the Dark’, you’ve typically done 
things to earn it.”

They fell silent.  John knew that he should 
feel worried that the doctor treating him for the 
past fourteen years had apparently been in 
communication with an ancient eldritch entity 
for part, if not all, of that time, but he was 
simply too exhausted to think about it.  For only
having been fully awake for two days, his body 
had been put through hell.  His mind was 
almost completely run down as well, as the 
fear, anxiety, and strain had taken their toll.  All
that he wanted was to curl up on the floor of 
the car and sleep for a week.



That wasn’t an option that was open to him.
Now that he was free from the asylum, he 
needed to concentrate on finding his daughter. 
Annie was out there somewhere facing her 
own horrors.  He wondered what she was like. 
He had a general profile worked out from the 
documents that had been provided to him, 
documents that were currently scattered all 
over the place in his old room.  He’d have to 
remember to get new copies from Lorelai.

“Thinking about Little Nearly Half-Orphaned
Annie,” Mitch asked, knocking his train of 
thought right off the tracks.

“Yes,” he replied.  “Is that an issue for you?”

“Nope.  It’s exactly what I want you to be 
thinking about at the moment.  After all, you 
and I have a deal.”

“I’m not going to forget.  I don’t suppose 
you’ll give me any other details about what I’m 
going to be doing for you.”

“Not right now.  We’ll find your daughter 
first.  That way I’ll have your undivided 
attention.  And hey, if we run across someone 
on my list along the way, so much the better.  
I’ve never been along for one of your 
investigations before.  How are you going to 
get the party started?”



“You haven’t…  Oh, that’s right, you came 
along after my last case, didn’t you?  We’re 
going to start at the crime scene itself.”

It nodded.  “Makes sense.  Didn’t the police 
go over the place with a fine toothed comb, 
though?  What are you expecting to find?”

John shrugged.  “I’m expecting to find 
something they missed.  It happens all the time
at nearly every crime scene.  Some important 
detail is missed even though someone is 
staring right at it.  Sometimes it’s incompetence
on the part of the investigators, but usually 
clues are missed because they’re parts of the 
puzzle that don’t seem to fit in anywhere.”

“And you’re counting on these missed clues
to lead you to Annie.”

He grunted.  “No, not really.  That almost 
never happens.  What does happen is that I 
can usually find something that takes me 
somewhere else, and what I find there leads 
me to the next spot, and so on until I reach the 
end.  There’s pretty much never something that
just breaks things wide open all on its own.”

“That sounds… boring.”

The driver’s door opened, and Lorelai slid in
behind the wheel.  She was carrying three 
plastic bags containing her purchases.  
Reaching into one, she extracted a first aid kit 
and a roll of bandages.  She placed them on 



her lap and put the bags into the back next to 
Mitch.

“There’s some skin adhesive in the kit,” she
said as she worked to remove the plastic with 
her nails.  “It’s not going to be as good as 
getting stitches, but it will have to do.  Give me 
your arm.”

John removed the towel and did as he was 
instructed.  He hated to give Halliwell any kind 
of credit, but the cut was fairly straight and had 
missed anything that would have caused long 
term issues.  The only exception was the point 
where he had stopped cutting.  The blade had 
twisted in the opening when he had rolled over,
and there was a nasty gash that had just barely
missed the vein.

Lorelai cleaned the gash as best as she 
could with alcohol pads and water.  Having 
done that, she took a small pair of tweezers out
of the first aid kit and used them to extract a 
few small pieces of debris and fibers from the 
towel that had gotten into the wound.  He 
gritted his teeth during the entire process and 
managed to get through it without comment.

When she was finished cleaning it, she 
used the tube of skin adhesive to bind the two 
sides of the gash closed.  She then quickly and
tightly wrapped the bandage roll around his 
arm.  She looked closely at it as she examined 
her work.



“It’s good enough,” she declared.  “We’re 
going to have to change that bandage regularly
for a while.  I have more rolls in the bags.  I’ll 
probably have to put on more skin adhesive at 
least once more as well.”

“Thank you,” he said simply.

“Of course.  I couldn’t have you bleeding all 
over my car, right?”

“No, seriously.  Thank you.  Thank you for 
everything.”

Clearly embarrassed, she brushed a lock of
hair away from her face and smiled.  “You’re 
welcome, John.  It’s…  I’ve missed you, you 
know.  It’s been a long time and I know we’ll 
have some things we’ll need to talk about, but 
I’ve missed you.”

John reached out with his good hand and 
put it over hers.  “I’ve missed you, too.  This 
isn’t the best time for this, but I want you to 
know that I thought about you.  Even when 
they had my head packed in cotton from the 
medication, I still thought about you.”

Hesitantly, almost shyly, Lorelai leaned 
over and kissed him.  It was a soft and 
tentative kiss, but it lingered.  He returned it, 
and for a moment there was nothing else but 
the two of them.  They both knew that the 
moment couldn’t last, however, and they pulled
apart reluctantly.



“You need to rest,” she said as she started 
the car, her cheeks flushed.

John sat back in his seat and shook his 
head.  “No.  I mean, I do, but we can’t afford for
me to now.  I need to see the crime…  Um, I 
need to see Annie’s bedroom first.”

He saw her jaw clench.  “All right.  I’ll take 
you to the house.  You’ll have some time to 
rest on the way.”

“Okay, you’ve twisted my arm.”

She glanced over at his bandages with a 
crooked grin.  “Interesting choice of words, 
given the circumstances.”

He chuckled as he closed his eyes and 
tried to get comfortable.  The rhythm of the 
tires on the pavement was soothing, and it felt 
like he was being rocked to sleep.  It wasn’t 
long before he drifted off.

He awoke to Lorelai gently shaking his 
shoulder.  At first he thought that something 
was wrong, but it turned out that they had 
arrived at their destination.  He rubbed at his 
eyes and reflected that he hadn’t gotten nearly 
enough sleep.  What he did get was going to 
have to do.

He got out of the car and looked up at the 
row of townhouses in front of him.  They were 
two stories, with three units per group.  They 



weren’t very big, but they were clean and well 
maintained.  Lorelai’s home was the end unit 
on the far left.

“Nobody is going to be able to see you, 
right?” she asked Mitch as they approached 
the front door and she dug her keys out of her 
pocket.

“Nah, don’t worry about that,” it replied with 
a dismissive wave of its hand.  “The only 
people that can see me are the ones that I 
want to.  For everyone else it’s strictly one-way
voyeurism.”

“Good.”

She unlocked the door and they went 
inside.  They were standing in a small living 
room.  On one wall was a long couch, and on 
the other was a wooden desk.  A lounge chair 
was situated in the corner, and a flat screen 
television was mounted across from it.  There 
were two doorways, one leading to the kitchen 
and the other leading to a set of stairs 
connecting to the second floor.

There was a shelf with pictures on it hung 
below the television.  Curious, John wandered 
over and picked up the one in the center.  It 
was a snapshot of Lorelai holding a young girl 
of maybe six or seven.  They were at an 
amusement park, and they were both holding 
half-melted ice cream cones.



“That’s Annie and I at Cedar Point,” Lorelai 
told him as she came over and took his hand.  
“I won tickets from a raffle at my office.  You’ll 
be happy to know that our daughter loves roller
coasters.”

“I’ve missed so much,” he said quietly.  “I’m 
sorry.”

“No.”  She squeezed his hand and stepped 
in front of him so that he was looking right into 
her eyes.  “Stop that.  None of this is your fault.
From what Mitch said, that… thing affected 
your mind.  You didn’t leave us.  You were 
taken from us.”

“I never should have put myself into that 
situation.”

“You were trying to save a woman’s life.  
We both were when you went into that house.  
Not to mention there was no way of knowing 
that something straight out of a Wes Craven 
movie would be there.  I don’t want to hear one
more word about how you’re sorry, okay?”

When he didn’t answer, she gently put her 
hands on the sides of his face.

“Okay?” she repeated.

He half-smiled and nodded before relenting.
“Okay.”

“Good.  Annie’s bedroom is upstairs, if 
you’re ready to see it.”



He nodded again, the smile leaving his 
face.  “Let’s get to it.”

“Instead of going to the stairs, however, she
picked up the bags she had left in the entryway
and handed one of them to him.  He raised an 
eyebrow and took it from her.  She motioned 
for him to open it, and he complied.

“It’s a clean set of clothes,” she said.  “I 
made sure that everything is just the way that 
you like it.  Khaki shorts, a loose-fitting shirt, 
and a hooded sweatshirt two sizes too large.”

“You remember,” John said, surprised.  “Is 
there-”

“A pair of leather sandals, yes, complete 
with memory foam padding.”

“I must be missing something here,” Mitch 
admitted from the couch.  For some reason he 
was inspecting the areas between the 
cushions.

“John has a very particular taste when it 
comes to clothing he wears during an 
investigation,” Lorelai told it before John could 
say anything.  “Even in the winter there has to 
be khaki shorts, a loose-fitting shirt, and leather
sandals.  The hooded sweatshirt is optional 
based on the season.”



It looked over at him and tilted its head 
slightly.  “You’re an odd one, you do realize 
that, right?”

“It’s the clothing I’m most comfortable in,” 
John replied defensively.  “It’s part of my 
process.”

“Ugh, you sound like an overly pompous 
actor.”  It raised its voice and said mockingly, 
“It’s part of my process.  I become the 
character through the method.  Blech.”

Feeling a bit peeved, John went into the 
downstairs bathroom to change.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

A few minutes later they found themselves 
standing in front of the door to Annie’s room.  
While Lorelai and Mitch watched, John ran his 
hand over the wood door frame, using the tips 
of his fingers to examine each dent and notch. 
At the bottom, jammed into the gap between 
the door and floor, was a thin blanket.

“I made sure that everything stayed just the 
way the police left it,” Lorelai informed him.  “I 
also made sure to block off the bottom of the 
door to keep dust and debris from the hallway 
out, just like you used to tell me.”

“You did great, Lore,” John assured her.

“Hardly.  If I had done great, our daughter 
wouldn’t have been taken in the first place.”

He turned to her.  “You just got done telling 
me not to blame myself for things I can’t 
control.  You need to take your own advice.”

Her eyes started to tear up.  “I know, but 
John, she’s…”

He gave her a quick hug.  “I know.  We’ll 
get her back together, okay?”

She nodded her head against his chest.



“For the moment, though, I need to go in 
there alone, okay?  You know how this works 
for me.”

“Yeah, it’s fine.”  She pulled back from him 
and gave him a sad little smile.  “I don’t want to
go back in there anyway.”

“Do me a favor and take Mitch with you and
wait for me downstairs.  I don’t want him 
underfoot for this.”

“I’m right here, you know,” Mitch said 
cheerfully.

“I’m aware of that.  I’m also aware that I 
need you to be able to concentrate.  Go.”

Once they had gone downstairs, he turned 
back to the door and examined it more closely. 
There didn’t seem to be anything odd about it, 
but he carefully inspected it anyway.  
According to the police reports Anne’s 
bedroom window had been blown out from the 
inside, which meant that whoever had caused 
the damage had most likely entered the room 
through this door.  He was thorough, but he 
didn’t find anything.

Although he had already read through the 
Blackwood Police Department’s version of 
events, he never trusted anyone’s conclusions 
but his own.  Because of this he disregarded 
what he had read as he began to form the 
story of what had happened while he took in 



different pieces of information.  The kidnapper 
had probably come in through this door.  He 
opened it slightly to look at the frame.  There 
was no damage, which meant that the door 
had likely been unlocked at the time.  The door
squeaked on its hinges as he moved it.  The 
kidnapper would have needed to have opened 
it slowly to avoid waking anyone.

He went into the bedroom and closed the 
door behind him.  Before taking a look around, 
he closed his eyes and simply stood still while 
he listened.  Sight was the most dominant 
sense, and because of this he liked to let his 
lesser senses have a few moments to see 
what information they could glean.  The room 
was cold, and he could feel the chilled night air 
blowing in through the hole left by the missing 
window.  It carried with it the scent of rain, and 
if he was a betting man he could have put 
money on there being a downpour before 
morning.  There was another smell present as 
well, one that he couldn’t quite place.  He 
mentally filed it away for future reference.

He opened his eyes.  Lorelai had been 
quoted in the report as saying that the 
bedroom looked like a bomb had gone off, and 
from what he was seeing that was an accurate 
description.  Clothing and furniture were lying 
everywhere, and if something could be 
opened, it was.  He had never seen a crime 
scene quite like this.  When a victim of a 
kidnapping was able to struggle against his or 



her kidnapper, it often left visible traces of that 
struggle.  This looked like a gang war had 
broken out in the bedroom.

So Annie’s abductor had quietly entered the
room after somehow gaining access to the 
townhouse quietly enough to not alert anyone 
living there, and then what, trashed the place? 
It didn’t make any sense.

Back in the asylum he had tried to stay 
distant from the events that had happened, 
even going so far as to force himself to 
mentally call the girl by her full name.  Within 
ten seconds of entering her bedroom, all of that
distancing was thrown out the window.  
Everywhere he looked he saw something that 
made him consider how alike they were.  He 
had read most of the books that were scattered
on the floor.  A number of vintage toys from the
1980s had been thrown in one corner, many of 
them still in the original packaging.  There was 
even a poster for the first Ghostbusters movie 
hanging over the bed.

He noticed that both corners of the poster 
had come free from the wall, and the paper 
flapped as the wind blew through the room.  He
reached over and felt the tape that was still 
stuck to the back of the poster.  It was sticky.  
He frowned.  It hadn’t just come free of the wall
on its own like sometimes happened.  
Someone had pulled it free.  There was a small
crease in the center of the poster.  Correction, 



someone had pulled it free and looked behind 
it.

The kidnapper had been looking for 
something.  That would have been much 
easier to do by just waiting until no one had 
been in the house and breaking in then, so the 
person must have intended to take Annie as 
well.  Persons, he corrected himself.  There 
were at least two people involved with the 
abduction.  It was a bit of a guess, but it made 
sense.  No one would have been able to sleep 
through something doing this much damage 
while performing a search.  Lorelai had been 
awoken by a loud banging sound that the 
police believed to have been Annie kicking at 
the wall.  Assuming this was indeed what 
happened, and given the short timeline this 
crime would have had, it would have required 
at least one person to restrain and remove 
Annie while another performed the search.

This left two glaring questions: why would 
someone want to kidnap a thirteen year old 
girl, and what would that same someone be 
looking for in that girl’s room?  Neither question
had an immediate answer.  He needed more 
data to work with, and unfortunately motive 
wasn’t something that he was likely to find 
here.

That didn’t mean that there wouldn’t be 
anything to point him in the right direction.  He 
moved through the room slowly, taking it all in 



as he walked and examined things from every 
angle.  It had been two weeks since Annie had 
been abducted, and the Blackwood Police had 
trampled through the bedroom with their usual 
lack of subtlety.  There was a good chance that
the majority of the evidence had been taken, 
lost or destroyed by now.

As he approached the heavily damaged 
area where the window had once been, his 
mind went back to the notes from the forensic 
team.  There had been wet wood shards on the
carpet.  He knew that it hadn’t rained or 
snowed that day, so the moisture was an 
oddity.  He got down on his knees and ran his 
hands along the carpet until he discovered a 
few of the splinters.  He held them in his hand 
and examined them closely.  While they 
weren’t wet anymore, they were discolored.  
Each splinter had a very slight green tinge.  He
looked back at the window frame.  Even if the 
wood was soaked, it wouldn’t turn this 
particular color.  He thought about calling down
to Lorelai to bring him a small plastic bag to put
them in, but he wasn’t done with examining the
room.  He set the shards down on the side of 
the bed for later collection.

He got back to his feet and gave the 
remains of the window his full attention.  It was 
completely ruined.  The window had been burst
out with so much force that it had mangled the 
frame.  A person breaking out the window by 
hand couldn’t have done this much damage, 



and besides, it would have been much easier 
to simply open it instead.  This looked more 
like blast patterns seen in bombings, but even 
that wasn’t completely accurate.  That kind of 
explosion radiated out from the center, which 
would have left markings on the wall around 
the window.  This looked more like an 
incredibly strong force had gone straight 
through.

What could have done that with the force 
necessary to damage the frame?  It was a 
strange comparison, but the first thought that 
came to mind was a rocket engine.  Obviously 
that was too large and it wasn’t like someone 
would have lugged one into the bedroom.  He 
doubted that NASA was going around 
kidnapping girls with old space shuttle parts.  
The general idea was the same, though.  
Something that focused a strong sudden blast 
in a confined area.

He moved on from the window and went 
over to the closet.  The doors were broken off 
their tracks, and he had to wrestle them apart.  
The exertion caused his injured arm to throb.  
The effort proved not to be worth it when he 
found nothing of interest inside.  All of the 
clothing that had once been hung up in it had 
been strewn about on the floor.  A dark blue 
dress caught his attention.  It was sleeveless, 
and it didn’t have the frills and bows associated
with little girl dresses.  This was a dress that 



would be purchased for a girl moving into 
womanhood.

He pushed the sentimental thoughts out of 
his head and concentrated on the particular 
feature that had caught his attention.  There 
was a long tear down the waist.  He turned the 
dress over and found that the tear went all the 
way through.  He felt around on the carpet 
where he had picked it up and discovered that 
it had a section torn out as well, one that 
matched the size of the tear in the dress.  
Something had cut right through the clothing 
and into the floor.

The tip of his index finger caught something
sharp, and he jerked it back with a hiss.  Being 
careful to avoid being stuck again, he dug 
around in the gouge until he produced a sharp 
black object.  He held it up to the light.  It was 
the broken off point of some kind of animal 
claw.  It was black, and although it was small 
the curvature suggested that the entire claw 
would have been very large.  He put it with the 
discolored wood shards.

As he did so, he noticed something odd 
with the wall behind the bed.  The paint color 
started out white and got darker as it went up 
towards the ceiling.  It was subtle, and if he 
hadn’t been staring right at it he wouldn’t have 
noticed it.  It was common for paint to fade 
from light and heat in a bedroom, but this 
discoloration wasn’t consistent with that.  Now 



that he was looking at it, he noticed that it was 
the same all around the room.  In the corners 
he found even darker spots.  When he 
examined them closer he realized that they 
were tiny burn marks.

None of this was making sense, and worse,
nothing he was seeing was going to help lead 
him to Annie.  He needed what Lorelai referred
to as a signpost, a piece of evidence that 
pointed in a direction.  He was only finding 
more forks in the road in this bedroom.

He licked his lips as he wondered if the clue
he needed wasn’t actually in the bedroom.  
Maybe it was outside of it.  He looked back at 
the remains of the window.  Whatever went 
through it would have traveled quite some 
distance, and the laws of physics dictated that 
it would have had to land somewhere.  The 
police had combed the area already, but there 
was a good chance that they hadn’t realized 
just how much force would have been required 
to do this much damage.  That was assuming 
they had even considered that angle at all.  
They might have been looking much too close 
to the townhouse.

He couldn’t know specifics about the object 
that had caused the damage, but unless it was 
as heavy as a tank it would have traveled a fair
distance.  He looked out the window hole.  It 
was dark and difficult to see anything, but 
beyond the backyard fence were woods.  



Anything that came flying through this part of 
the wall could have easily been flung beyond 
the treeline.

It was a rock solid theory, but it was a place
to start.  He took one more quick look around 
the room before collecting the pieces of wood 
and the nail shard and leaving the bedroom.  
He went downstairs and found Lorelai and 
Mitch sitting in the living room.  They looked up
at him expectantly as he came closer.

“There wasn’t much,” John admitted.  “Do 
you have some small plastic bags I can put 
some things in, like sandwich bags?”

Lorelai got up and went into the kitchen.  
She dug around in the drawers for about a 
minute before reemerging and handing him the
requested bags.  He carefully deposited his 
findings, the wood shards in one bag and the 
piece of nail in the other.

“Did you find enough to go on?” she asked 
in a worried voice.  “Please tell me that you 
did.”

“I didn’t,” John answered, and he hurried on
as her face fell.  “I found some things that the 
police missed, but they don’t really help with 
figuring out where to go next.  With that said, I 
do have an idea.”

“I’ll take anything at this point.”



“I want to check out those woods behind 
your house.  If something went flying through 
the window hard enough to get that far, the 
police might have missed it.”

She nodded.  “I take it that we won’t be 
waiting until morning?”

He smiled slightly.  “You know me too well.”

“Digging around in the woods in the middle 
of the night for something that may or may not 
exist?”  Mitch said, hopping off the couch.  
“You take me to all the nicest places.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

21 Years Ago

As Lorelai and John walked out of the high 
school gym doors, all she could think about 
was how she had wasted fifty dollars on a 
dress that she would never wear again.  She 
had known that going in, of course.  She hated 
dresses, and she only wore one if she had to.  
Still, when she had paid for it she had assumed
that she would get more than an hour of use 
out of it.

“Lore, wait up,” John called from behind 
her.

Even though he was quite a bit taller than 
she was and she was wearing high heels, she 
was storming out so quickly that she had 
gained quite a bit of distance on him.  She kept
going at the same pace, however, and it wasn’t
until she had gone out the high school’s front 
door and was standing in the parking lot that 
she came to a halt.  She knew that she was 
taking out some of her anger and frustration on
him and that it wasn’t fair to do so, but at that 
moment she didn’t care.

John came through the door and joined her.
Despite her anger, she once again mentally 
commented on how strange it was to see him 
in a suit.  He very rarely dressed up, preferring 



being comfortable to looking nice.  Thinking 
back, she hadn’t seen him in a tie since his 
mother’s funeral years before.  She had to 
admit that he wore the suit well, and knowing 
that he had only worn it to make her happy 
reminded her just how much she cared about 
him.

“What happened in there?” John asked, a 
concerned look on his face.  “One minute I’m 
getting you a drink, and the next I’m watching 
you punch Brittany Taylor in the face.”

“I’ll tell you what happened!” she snapped, 
far more forcefully than she had intended.  
“That dumb bitch Britanny Taylor happened!  If 
her parents had just learned how to put on a 
fucking condom properly, the world wouldn’t 
have to deal with her.”

“Okay, so that’s the broad view.  What 
particular thing happened tonight to make you 
want to hit her?”

“Don’t do that.  Don’t act like you’re 
interrogating me.”

“Sorry,” he apologized, looking genuinely 
hurt.

She sighed as she got her temper under 
control.  “No, John, I’m sorry.  None of this is 
your fault and I’m being a bitch to you.  Can 
we… can we just leave?  I don’t want to be 
here anymore.”



“Yeah, of course.”

They got into her car and left the high 
school.  She was the one behind the wheel, of 
course.  While John could drive, and he had 
his license to do so, he was so bad at it that it 
was frightening to ride with him.  Because of 
this, she was the one that always did the 
driving when necessary.

Not sure where she was going, she pulled 
the car out onto the road and just started 
driving.  She could feel John staring at her from
the passenger seat, but she didn’t say 
anything.  She was already starting to feel 
better now that they were getting further away 
from the source of her anger.  On a whim she 
rolled down the window a bit to let the night air 
in.

They left the downtown area of Blackwood 
and continued on.  A flash of inspiration struck 
her, and suddenly she knew where she wanted
to go.  Just up ahead was the entrance to the 
state park.  It was always blocked by a 
barricade after dusk, but there was a second 
unmarked entrance a bit beyond it that was 
used by service vehicles.  She pulled into this 
one and continued down the gravel path as it 
snaked along inside the woods.  When they 
came to a fork, she took the left path and drove
a few minutes more until they came to Renier 
Lake.  She pulled off the side of the road and 
got out of the car.



“Are you coming?” she asked John as she 
began to walk away.

He hurried out of the car and hurried to 
catch up to her.  She slipped her hand in his 
and they went over to one of the park benches 
sitting just off of the small beach.  She slipped 
off her shoes and after a momentary hesitation 
he took off his, as well as the socks he was 
wearing underneath.  With this done, he looked
at her questioningly.

“For once in your life, just go with it,” Lorelai
instructed with a half-smile.

He smiled back.  “Yes, ma’am.”

They walked out onto the sand.  It was cool 
underneath her feet and between her toes.  
There had been a lot of rain recently, and 
because of this it wasn’t as soft as it normally 
was at the surface.  When she dug her toes 
down into it, though, she found the softer sand 
underneath and sighed happily.

The sky overhead was clear.  The moon 
itself was cut off by the trees, but the light from 
it reflected off the lake, making it appear as if it 
was gently glowing.  The water itself was calm.
During the day the lake was full of boats and 
swimmers, but now with no one disturbing the 
water it was at rest.

“This is much better than prom,” she 
commented quietly.



“I don’t know,” John said with mock 
thoughtfulness.  “Prom got pretty exciting there
towards the end.”

She laughed.  Now that she was far from 
the incident it no longer angered her.  She 
knew that there would be consequences to pay
when they returned to school for the final week 
of the year on Monday, but at that moment she
didn’t care.

“You know me,” she replied wryly.  “Always 
the life of the party.”

John put his arm around her waist and she 
put her head on his chest.  “Seriously, what 
happened back there?”

“Like I said, what happened was Brittany 
Taylor.  She was being her usual asshole self, 
and this time I let her get to me.”

“What did she say to you?”

“It’s not important.”

“It is to me.”

She squeezed him tighter.  “It’s really no big
deal.  She just made a disparaging comment 
about my dress, then she said… well, she said 
some things about you.  That’s when I punched
her.”

He turned so that he was looking at her 
instead of the lake.  “Once again, Brittany 



Taylor proves that she’s a moron.  You look 
fantastic in that dress.  You’re the most 
beautiful that I’ve ever seen you.”

She felt herself starting to blush.  “You 
really like it?  I mean, it covers pretty much 
everything but my neck and face.  It’s even 
long sleeved.  It’s not too, I dunno, 
schoolmarmish?”

“First off, I don’t think ‘marmish’ is a real 
word.  Secondly, so what if you’re not trying to 
show off every bit of skin possible like most of 
the other girls were?  They look like they’re 
practicing for their bright future in street 
walking.  You, on the other hand, look strong 
and confident and beautiful.  You’re incredible.”

Lorelai wiped at the tears that were 
suddenly forming in her eyes.  “You always 
know what to say to make me feel better.”

He shrugged.  “I really don’t.  I just tell you 
the truth and it seems to work out.”

“I know.  That makes it mean even more.”

They stood there silently for a while, looking
out at the water and simply enjoying being with
one another.  She didn’t know how long it had 
been since they had left prom, and she didn’t 
really care.  She felt like she could stand there 
all night.



“I need to talk to you about something,” 
John said in a tone that she didn’t recognize.

Lorelai pulled away so that she could look 
up at him.  He had an odd look on his face.  He
seemed unsure of himself, which wasn’t 
something that she was used to.  Normally he 
would very calmly and logically pick a course of
action after evaluating all the facts and never 
think twice about it.  Now, though, he looked 
like he wasn’t sure about anything.

“Okay,” she replied, a sinking feeling in her 
stomach.

He must have noticed her nervousness 
because he smiled reassuringly at her.  “It’s 
nothing bad.  At least I don’t think it’s bad.  I 
think you’ll think it’s good.  I hope you will.”

She threw up her hands in exasperation.  
“Jonathan Pierce, just tell me what the hell it is 
that you have to say before I lose my mind.”

“Yeah, okay.  I love you.”

“And I love you, too, but you are being…”

Lorelai trailed off as she realized what he 
had said.  They had known each other since 
they were small children, but this was the first 
time that he had ever told her that he loved 
her.  She had known that he cared about her, 
of course.  He had shown it many times in his 
own way.  He had never actually said the 



words even during the years that they had 
been dating, though.

Her eyes widened even further when she 
grasped just how big of a deal this was for him.
John was often distanced or disconnected from
most emotions.  He didn’t care what most 
people thought, and it was extremely rare that 
he was able to actually connect with someone 
emotionally.  She had always been special in 
that regard, and she had never taken that for 
granted.

Now, though, he was expressing his love 
for her.  That was the deepest emotion of all.  It
was an almost alien concept to him.  He knew 
what it was, obviously, but for him to actually 
feel it towards another person in the way that 
he meant it was something that had never 
happened before.  She felt tears dripping down
her cheeks and she didn’t care.  He loved only 
one person in the entire world, and it was her.  
She had never felt so special.

“John,” she whispered, putting one hand on
his cheek.  She sniffed loudly and smiled.  
“Like I said, you always know what to say.”

“So it’s okay?” he asked, still seemingly 
uncomfortable.  “I know I’m acting like an idiot 
here, but it’s just…  It’s not… easy for me.  You
know that.”

“It’s better than okay.”



She pulled his head down and kissed him 
passionately.  All of the earlier aggravations 
were gone now.  None of it mattered anymore.

“Now it’s my turn to be all awkward,” Lorelai
joked when she finally let him go.

“How so?” he asked a bit breathlessly.

“Well, I was thinking that we should go for a
swim.”  He opened his mouth, but she put her 
finger on his lips to silence him.  “Yes, I’m 
aware that the water is probably a bit cold.  I’m 
also aware that neither one of us has bathing 
suits with us.  With that in mind, use that big 
brain of yours to work out where I’m going with 
this.”

He grinned in amusement.  “Actually, I 
wasn’t going to say any of that.  I might not 
pick up on innuendos all the time, but that 
wasn’t a subtle signal.  I was going to ask if 
you’re sure you want to.”

“I’m suggesting it, aren’t I?”

“I know.  It’s just that I know that you’re a bit
self-conscious about… you know.”

She smiled again, but this time it was a bit 
sad.  “You can say it, John.  I’m a little 
sensitive about my scars.  I don’t mind if you 
see them.  I never have.  I just don’t like other 
people looking at them.”

He kissed the palm of her hand.  “Okay.”



“Besides,” she said, putting a hand on his 
shoulder with the round markings on the skin, 
“you’ve got some of your own.  We’re just a 
couple of marked-up misfits.”

“I can live with that.”

“So can I.”  She turned around.  “Now help 
me with this zipper.”

John complied, and once he had unzipped 
it she pushed the dress off her shoulders and 
let it fall onto the sand.  He quickly took off his 
suit and set it on the ground, seeming to take 
particular pleasure in ripping off his tie.  They 
stood there in their underwear looking at each 
other for a few seconds.

“Say it again,” Lorelai said.

“Say what again?  That I love you?”

“Yes.  Say it again.”

He put his arms around her and pulled her 
up against his body.  “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”  She took his hand and 
pulled him towards the water.  “Now show me.”

An hour later they were lying on the grass 
together, John’s arm around Lorelai’s 
shoulders.  It had been both of their first times, 
and she was experiencing a flood of emotions 
that she wasn’t quite sure how to process.  She
looked up at his face and smiled.  The one 



thing that she was sure of was that she had no 
regrets.

They had gotten dried off and dressed 
when they had emerged from the lake, but 
instead of putting back on the uncomfortable 
dress she had been wearing she had instead 
changed into the gym clothes that had been 
sitting in a bag in the car’s trunk.  There was no
point in putting on something fancy just to lay 
out on the ground, and the tennis shoes were a
welcome relief compared to the high heels.  
She sighed contentedly and closed her eyes.

She opened them again when she heard a 
loud crack come from the woods to their left.  
John must have heard it, too, because he 
quickly sat up and looked in the direction of the
noise.  The trees overhead made it too difficult 
to see anything in the darkness, but something 
in her gut told her that they were no longer 
alone.

“John,” she whispered, not taking her eyes 
off the treeline.  “Is there…”

“There’s something in there,” he confirmed. 
“I don’t know what.”

“Some animal?”

“Maybe, but if it is, it’s big.  A lot bigger than
a dog or coyote.”

“How do you know?”



“It’s probably not the best time for me to go 
off on a lecture about how the branches are 
being pulled down or the plants are leaning.  
What do we do?”

“You’re asking me?”  She took a deep 
breath.  “Let’s get to the car.”

They stood up slowly, being careful to avoid
making any sudden movements or loud noises.
Lorelai still couldn’t see anything beyond the 
treeline, but she could feel whatever it was 
watching them as they made their way towards
the vehicle.  She had to fight back the urge to 
turn and run as fast as she could.

They were less than twenty feet from the 
car when the watcher stepped out from the 
trees and into the moonlight.  Lorelai felt a 
scream get stuck in her throat.  Whatever she 
was looking at was roughly human shaped, but
it was definitely not human.

The creature was nearly seven feet tall, and
although it walked on all fours it had distinct 
arms and legs, making her think that it could 
also walk upright.  Its legs, arms, and waist 
were thin and longer than seemed natural, but 
the upper body was thick and muscular.  Its 
neck extended out from the shoulders in such 
a way that the creature appeared to be 
hunched over.  The skin of the face was pulled 
taut against the skull, and its jaws were opened
wide to reveal rows of large square teeth, 
many of which were jagged and broken.



Somehow its mouth opened even wider, 
and it made a strange half growl, half cackle 
sound.  It was like nothing that she had heard 
before, and she felt a shiver run down her 
spine.  This was something unnatural, 
something that shouldn’t exist.  Everything 
about it was wrong in ways that she couldn’t 
put into words.  It was an abomination.

“Lore,” John said sharply to get her 
attention.  “Keep going.”

She hadn’t even noticed that she had 
stopped moving.  Swallowing hard, she 
continued towards the car.  The creature 
watched for a moment before stepping forward 
towards them.  Its gait was smoother than she 
would have thought given its body shape.  She 
had expected it to be lumbering, but it was 
instead moving like a stalking predator.  She 
had the feeling that it could close the distance 
incredibly fast if it wanted to.

As if reading her mind, the creature began 
to move faster.  The car was still too far away, 
and she knew that they weren’t going to make 
it.  John apparently came to the same 
conclusion because he grabbed a heavy tree 
branch from the ground and stepped in front of 
her.

“Run, Lore,” he said, his voice strained but 
steady.



“Fuck that,” she replied, picking up a branch
of her own.  “None of that white knight shit.  If 
we’re doing this, we’re doing it together.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Armed with a flashlight, Lorelai led the way 
around the townhouse’s fenced-in backyard 
and into the woods beyond it.  She only had 
one flashlight, so John had been given a 
camping lantern to help illuminate his path.  He
was reminded of the old black and white 
movies where the townspeople would march 
into the woods with lanterns and torches in 
search of the werewolf.

A light rain began to fall.  John pulled the 
hood of the sweatshirt up and looked over his 
shoulder at the hole leading into Annie’s room. 
He had left the light on in the room so that he 
would be able to see its exact location from a 
distance.  If something had indeed gone 
through the window and still remained where it 
had landed, he could use the window to make 
sure that they were walking in a straight line 
towards it.  The problem was that, with as 
dense as the trees were, he would lose sight of
it within minutes.

“John,” Lorelai called.  “Look.”

She was looking up, her flashlight pointed 
at the tree limbs above them.  He followed the 
beam and saw what had caught her attention.  
There was a path of broken branches and 
splintered tree trunks.  Something had 
smashed its way through the woods, and it had



done so at an angle that led right back to 
Annie’s room.  She glanced at him and he 
shrugged slightly.  WIthout a word they 
continued onward.

They tried to move as quietly as possible, 
but Mitch didn’t seem to be sharing the same 
thought.  It was stomping through the fallen 
leaves and twigs without caring how loud it was
being.  It might have been impossible to see it 
if it didn’t wish to be seen, but it could still be 
heard.  John thought about yelling at it to quiet 
down.  He didn’t bother when he decided that it
wouldn’t listen anyway.

A few minutes later they reached a small 
clearing.  In the middle of it was an impact 
crater about three feet deep and six feet wide.  
The ground and debris inside and around the 
hole were blackened with scorch marks.  
Something had hit here hard and burned the 
area around it.  He had no idea what could 
have done that.  There was an odd smell in the
air.  It was the same smell that he couldn’t 
identify in the bedroom, but it was much 
stronger here and he recognized it as the scent
of ozone.

He carefully entered the crater and 
examined it closer.  One side had a series of 
gouges cut out of it.  He held the lantern closer 
to get a better view.  There was a pattern to 
them; while there were scrapes pointing in 
multiple directions, they were always in a 



series of three equally spaced lines.  He knew 
what he was seeing, but it took a few moments
for his mind to accept it.

He crawled back out of the crater and 
walked around the perimeter of the clearing.  
His focus was directed at the ground.  It was 
late fall and the trees had dropped many of 
their leaves and needles, but he was still able 
to find what he was looking for.  At the west 
side of the clearing was a cluster of scrapes, all
of which were in groups of three.

“What is it, John?” Lorelai asked.  “What did
you find?”

“I don’t know, at least not for sure,” he 
replied honestly.  “I mean, I do, but I don’t.”

“The airtight logic of a genius-level intellect, 
ladies and gentlemen,” Mitch said with a 
watery chuckle.

He ignored it.  “I know the what.  I just don’t 
know the how.  Something was either thrown 
or propelled itself out of Annie’s bedroom 
window, and this hole is where it landed.  I 
would guess that it didn’t have much control 
over the landing because it doesn’t appear 
there was any effort to slow itself before 
impact.  Aftering driving into the ground hard 
enough to create a small crater, it proceeded to
climb out of it and leave through this section of 
the surrounding trees.”



Lorelai frowned.  “Climbed out?  You’re 
saying that whatever landed here was alive?”

“Yes, and it was tough enough to still be 
alive after the impact.  See those cuts in and 
around the crater?  Those are claw marks, and
they were made when whatever it was made 
its escape.”

“Claw marks?  Is it…”  She left it hanging.

“I’m not sure.  I don’t think so, but it’s best 
not to speculate until we have more 
information.  Whatever it is, these are the same
size markings as the ones in Annie’s bedroom 
floor.  What makes me think that it’s not the 
same kind of creature that attacked us the 
night of prom is the three mark pattern.  The 
other one had five.”

They shared a silent look before they both 
turned to Mitch.  It looked back at them with its 
grotesque grin.

“Can I help you two?” it asked.

“This isn’t something natural,” John said.  
“Any idea what caused this?”

It shrugged.  “How should I know?”

“You’re the expert on the supernatural.  
Hell, you are supernatural.”

It rolled its eyes.  “Do I look like the 
Unearthly Beings and Events wiki?  You’re a 



human, why don’t you tell me what Oprah is up
to at this very second?  What was Ronald 
Reagan thinking as he was being sworn in as 
the governor of California?  Was Gandhi as 
nice as he seemed, or did he kick puppies 
when no one was looking?”

John raised a hand.  “Okay, okay, I get it.”

“Was the Fonz afraid when he jumped that 
shark?”

“Stop it.  I said that I get it.”

“Good.”

“I hate to break up this enthralling 
conversation,” Lorelai interrupted, “but I’m 
pretty sure there’s something over here that 
you’re going to want to see.”

She was shining her flashlight into a clump 
of brush near the opposite edge of the clearing.
John went over to join her and grimaced as he 
saw what she had found.  There was a dead 
raccoon lying up against a withered bush.  It 
had been torn in half, and much of its body was
missing.  Whatever had killed it had done a 
very thorough job of making sure that it was 
dead.

“It isn’t rotting yet,” she pointed out.  “I don’t
see any insect activity, either.”

“That could be due to the cool 
temperature,” he pointed out.  He used a stick 



to roll the remains over.  “No, wait, you’re right.
The blood on the leaves isn’t dry yet.  This just 
happened a short time ago.”

“I really don’t think this was done by the 
other local wildlife.”

“No, it wasn’t.  Not with damage like this.”

She looked around nervously.  “We should 
go back.”

“Yeah, we should, but we won’t be any 
closer to finding our daughter if we do.  Mitch, 
you said back at the asylum that beings like 
you can sense one another.”

“Yes indeedy,” it confirmed.  “I get where 
you’re going with this, but I don’t feel anything 
close to us.  Whatever’s in these woods must 
be something else.”

“I don’t understand.  What else could it be?”

“Lots of things.  Demon, ghost, undead, 
angel, mutation…  It’s a long list.”  It shrugged. 
“There are more things in Heaven and Earth, 
Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy. 
There are a lot of different planes of existence 
out there.  Every so often something crosses 
over to this one, and humans have given them 
names just like they do with everything else.”

John shook his head.  “I’m not sure what’s 
worse, being thrown from situation to situation 



where I have no real control over events, or 
you quoting Shakespeare.”

“Hey now, I was going to give you 
something to help with the whole ‘duh, me no 
understand’ thing, but if you’re going to toss 
shade at my literary choices…”

“If you’ve got something that can help, 
please, give it to us,” Lorelai said before he 
could respond with something a lot less polite.  
She smiled slightly.  “I know that John doesn’t 
know when to turn off the snide comments, and
believe me, it drives me crazy sometimes.  I’m 
sure that your first instinct is to jerk him around 
for a while, but we’re running out of time.  
Please.”

Mitch watched her closely for a few 
seconds before answering.  “Now this is 
someone that understands common courtesy.  
Do you have your phone on you?”

She nodded and pulled it out of her jacket 
pocket.

“Good.  Do an internet search for a man 
named Gerard Theriot.  He was a writer from 
Louisiana.  He wrote one book, A Guide to the 
Abnormal World.  It’s a good resource to use 
for information on weird things.”

Lorelai did as she was instructed, and in a 
surprisingly short amount of time she found 
what she was looking for.



“Got it.  It looks like it was never officially 
published, but the manuscript was passed 
around from person to person until someone 
eventually typed it up and put it online in the 
early days of the internet.”

“Keep reading.  You’re almost to the best 
part.”

She frowned and glanced up at it.  “It says 
here that he was deemed to be mentally 
unstable and was put into a mental institution 
in 1932.  He remained there until his death in 
1955.  His writings were described as, and I’m 
quoting here, the ramblings of a truly disturbed 
man.”

“Isn’t it great to be appreciated in your own 
time?”

“So this Gerard Theriot wasn’t actually 
crazy,” John surmised.

“Oh, no,” Mitch replied.  “He was completely
off his rocker.  That book of his is completely 
accurate, though, even if a few bits and pieces 
are missing.  Theriot was plagued by psychic 
visions all his life, and he wrote them all down. 
He collected those visions in his book shortly 
before he himself was collected by the state.”

“This all seems a little convenient.”

“Not for Theriot.  Tell Johnny Boy here how 
he died.”



“It says here that the reason for his death is
unknown,” Lorelai obliged, making a face.  
“Apparently he was found in his cell still in his 
straight jacket with his somehow liquified brain 
leaking out of his ears.  Lovely.”

“Everything has a price, even gifts you 
didn’t ask for.”  Mitch took a quick look around 
and nodded to itself.  “Well then, I think I’ll be 
on my way.  I’m starting to get bored.”

“You’re leaving?” John asked as he felt his 
temper begin to flare.  “I thought we had a 
deal.  You said-”

“I said that I’d help,” it interrupted.  “I never 
said that I’d do all the work for you.  Don’t you 
worry your pretty little head off.  I’ve got other 
things that need attending to, but I’ll be back 
soon.  You know I always pop up eventually.”

Before he could argue, it was gone.  He 
clenched his hands into fists and began to 
grind his teeth together.  It didn’t help his mood
that he wasn’t surprised in the slightest that it 
had left.

“It’s okay, John,” Lorelai said calmly, putting
a hand on his shoulder.  “We have a lot more 
to go on than we started with.  Let’s keep 
going.”

She was right, of course.  John took a deep
breath and exhaled, letting go of his anger.  
The next step was going to be potentially 



dangerous, and thinking about things that he 
couldn’t control would only make it more 
difficult.  He nodded and turned back to the 
scrapings at the edge of the woods.

“The creature went this way,” he said, 
pointing.  “There are some animal signs in all 
directions, but the freshest markings are over 
here.  It’s the way we need to go if we’re going 
to find anything.”

“Right into the belly of the beast,” Lorelai 
remarked, wiping rain out of her eyes.  “Let’s 
do it.”

They left the clearing and went back into 
the woods.  He wasn’t a hunter by any means, 
but luckily whatever had passed this way 
hadn’t been subtle.  The grass and leaves 
were trampled flat, and many of the trees were 
scarred with claw marks.  They moved slowly, 
stopping often to listen.  The only sounds were 
the wind blowing through the woods and the 
rain pattering against the trees.

John’s foot caught on something, and he 
nearly fell.  He managed to keep his balance at
the last possible second and righted himself.  
Breathing a sigh of relief, he lowered the 
lantern and looked at what he had tripped on.  
At first he thought it was just a pile of branches,
but there was something underneath the 
debris.  He moved the branches off to one 
side.



A body had been buried under the limbs.  It 
was tough to tell due to the condition, but the 
victim appeared to be a man.  The word ‘victim’
was especially apropos in this case because 
the corpse was torn to shreds.  The face was 
gone, the entire torso and waist were ripped 
open, and the arms and legs were stripped 
down to the bone.  Judging from the state of 
decay he estimated the person had been dead 
at least a week, most likely longer.

He heard Lorelai’s sharp intake of breath as
she saw what he was looking at, but otherwise 
she remained silent.  He got down on his 
knees and looked closer.  The corpse was 
wearing some kind of uniform, but it had been 
shredded so badly that it was impossible to tell 
anything more from it.  His light reflected off of 
something on the remains of the belt.  He 
pulled the plastic card off the ruined leather 
and took a closer look.

“It’s a security card from the Blackwood 
Nature Preserve,” he told Lorelai quietly.  “This 
guy must have been a park ranger.”

“The nature preserve is over ten miles from 
here,” she replied in the same hushed voice.  
“What’s he doing here?”

“That’s the question.  The other question is 
why he drew his gun, but given what happened
to him, that’s not a hard one to answer.”



He reached over and took the heavy 
weapon from the man’s hand.  He ejected the 
magazine.  It normally held ten rounds, but 
there were only five.  That meant that five 
shots had been fired.  He started to set it back 
down, but he thought better of it and handed it 
to Lorelai.  She took it from him hesitantly.

“We might need the protection,” he 
explained.  “You’re a much better shot than I 
am.  You should have it.”

She nodded, clearly not happy about it but 
knowing that he was right.  She checked to 
make sure that the safety was on before she 
slipped it into the waistband of her pants.

“Do we keep going?” she asked.

“We’ve got something to work with now,” 
John answered with a shake of his head.  “We 
shouldn’t press our luck any more than we 
already have.”

As if on queue, there was a loud crash 
somewhere just up ahead.  He quickly 
extinguished the lantern and motioned for 
Lorelai to do the same with her flashlight.  She 
turned it off with a soft click.  The storm 
overhead blocked out all of the moon’s light, 
and they found themselves plunged into near 
total darkness.  He reached out and took her 
hand as they listened.



Whatever was out there was large.  The 
branches under its feet cracked loudly as it 
moved, reminding him uncomfortably of 
snapping bones.  The creature made a 
grunting sound as it moved.  The noise grew 
steadily closer.  He felt Lorelai tense as she 
prepared to run.

An owl hooted off in the distance.  The 
creature stopped its advance, and there was 
silence.  A minute passed, then two.  The 
silence was broken as the owl hooted a second
time.  The crashing noise began again, but this
time it was headed in the direction the owl’s 
call had come from.  The analytical part of 
John’s mind noted this and came to the 
conclusion that whatever the creature was, it 
must have been driven by instinct rather than 
intellect.  The rest of him was just thankful that 
they weren’t ending up like the park ranger.

When the sound of the creature’s 
movement had fully faded, he took the 
flashlight from Lorelai and gave her the lantern.
He pressed the end that produced light up 
against his hand and turned it on.  He slowly 
tilted the flashlight until a very thin beam shone
onto the ground.  It was barely enough to see 
by, but it wouldn’t be seen from a distance, 
either.

Moving as fast as they could, they hurried 
back the way they had come.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

21 Years Ago

The creature stopped its advance, gnashing
its teeth as it regarded them with its cold black 
eyes.  Lorelai tightened her grip on the branch 
she was holding.  She doubted that she and 
John would be able to do much damage with 
what amounted to oversized twigs, but she was
determined to go down kicking and screaming.

John took a wide step to the right, creating 
more distance between them.  It was a good 
idea, and she followed his lead by moving to 
the left.  The beast wouldn’t be able to focus on
them both at the same time this way, and it left 
them enough room to swing the branches 
without hitting one another.

The creature’s chest rose and fell as it 
breathed heavily, looking back and forth 
between her and John.  It seemed hesitant, 
almost uncertain as it considered them.  Now 
that it was closer, she was able to get a better 
view of it.  It was the hands that caught her 
attention the most.  The fingers were 
abnormally long, and although she couldn’t be 
sure it seemed as if there was an extra joint in 
each of them.  The claws that extended from 
them were black and curved, each ending in a 
sharp point.



It suddenly opened its mouth wide and let 
out another one of its growl-like cackles before 
continuing forward.  Lorelai braced herself.  
This was it.

She was so focused on the beast that she 
didn’t hear the truck pulling up behind them.  
She nearly jumped out of her skin as the door 
slammed shut.  The beast stopped in its tracks 
and clawed at the ground in frustration.  She 
tore her eyes off of it and quickly looked over 
her shoulder.

Standing next to a black pickup truck was a 
tall man in his mid-twenties.  He was wearing a
police uniform, and his gun was clenched 
tightly in both hands.  He was staring at the 
creature with a look of confusion and horror on 
his face.

“What in the fuck is that thing?” he 
demanded.

“We don’t know,” John said, his voice oddly 
calm for the situation they were in.  “It just 
came out of the woods and started coming 
right for us.”

“You kids…  Get into the truck.  Go slow 
and get into the truck.”

They did as they were instructed.  Still 
holding onto their branches, Lorelai and John 
backed away from the creature and towards 
the truck.  As they did so, the officer stepped 



forward to place himself between them and the
creature, his gun pointed at it.  They reached 
the vehicle and went around the side to get in 
the passenger door.  The beast snarled at 
them angrily, but its eyes never left the gun.  
They tossed aside the branches and quickly 
got in.

When the officer took a step backward to 
try to make his own escape, however, the 
creature snarled and darted forward.  It moved 
with inhuman speed, and it was on him almost 
before he could react.  At the last possible 
second he pulled the trigger, and the gun 
roared as it fired.  The creature squealed and 
fell to its knees on the ground.

“No,” John whispered, leaning over Lorelai 
to see.  “No, no, no.”

“What is it?” she demanded, feeling a wave 
of relief as the officer took the opportunity to 
turn towards the truck.  “He hurt it.”

“Yeah, but he hit it directly in the forehead, 
Lore.  That thing is still getting back up after a 
clean headshot.”

He was right.  As she watched, the creature
stood back up and growled, dark blood running
down its skull-like face.  The officer turned 
back towards it but it was too late.  The 
creature lunged and knocked the gun out of his
hand before lifting him off the ground and 



tossing him off to one side like he weighed 
nothing.

“Get the gun,” John said as he opened the 
passenger door.

“What are you going to do?” she 
demanded.

“Something really, really stupid.  You have 
to find that gun if any of us are making it out of 
this alive.”

WIthout waiting for a response, he hurried 
around the front of the truck and grabbed the 
branch that he had discarded only moments 
before.  The beast’s attention was still on the 
officer, who was weakly crawling away from it 
as it advanced.  He looked hurt, but there was 
no way to tell from where she was sitting just 
how badly he was injured.

As she climbed out of the truck, she 
watched as John brought the branch down as 
hard as he could.  Instead of aiming for the 
head or body, however, he jammed the broken 
end of it into the back of the joint on its right 
leg.  The creature howled in surprise and pain 
as it once again dropped to the ground.  He 
brought the branch down a second time, this 
time on the other leg, and it clawed at the 
ground as it attempted to regain its footing.

Knowing that she didn’t have a lot of time, 
she ran over to the general area that the gun 



had gone flying towards.  The grass was long 
and thick, and she looked around in frustration 
as she was unable to spot it.  She glanced over
at the fight.  The creature was getting back up, 
and although John continued to strike at the 
legs it no longer was effective.  It would only be
a matter of seconds until it turned on him.

Her foot struck something hard.  Kneeling 
down, she found the officer’s gun and picked it 
up.  Its weight was familiar in her hands.  Her 
father was also a police officer, and he had 
taken her to the firing range on multiple 
occasions.  While she wouldn’t have described 
herself as a sharpshooter by any stretch of the 
imagination, she did know how to handle a 
firearm.

The beast was back on its feet.  It whipped 
its body around and lashed out, shattering the 
branch John was holding and nearly driving its 
claws into his stomach as it did so.  The tips of 
the sharp claws came so close to his body that 
one briefly snagged on his shirt before tearing 
through the cloth.  Tossing the remains of the 
branch to the ground, he hurriedly backpedaled
away.  Instead of striking out again, though, the
creature lunged its entire body forward.  John 
was taken by surprise, and the full weight of its 
shoulder drove into him.  He fell hard onto his 
back, and the air whooshed out of him.

As he struggled to suck in air, the creature 
stood over him and growled.  It used one large 



hand to pin him down on the ground, making it 
even more difficult for him to breath as well as 
keeping him from moving.  Its jaws opened 
wide, and it bent down towards his face.

Lorelai opened fire.  The first shot went 
wide, ricocheting off a nearby tree.  The sound 
of the gun going off got the creature’s attention,
however, and it turned its head to look at her.  
She walked towards it and took another shot.  
This time it was a hit, causing a small burst of 
blood to fly into the air as the bullet grazed off 
its shoulder.  It wasn’t hurt badly at all, but it 
seemed surprised to be feeling pain.

It was still holding John down, however, so 
Lorelai fired for a third time.  This time the 
beast’s head snapped back as it was struck in 
the face.  It released its grip on him as it turned
away and brought its hands up to its head.  
The fourth shot penetrated its side, and the fifth
embedded into its neck.  She pulled the trigger 
over and over again, taking another few steps 
between each shot to ensure that she didn’t 
miss.  Her hands were aching from holding the 
gun so tightly when it finally clicked empty.

Bleeding from over a dozen places, the 
beast stood up to its full height and faced her.  
Parts of its skin had been ripped away, 
exposing blood and muscle and bone.  There 
was no fear in its black eyes, just a burning 
rage as it bared its teeth.  It stepped over John,
and as it did so the back of one foot came 



down on his left arm.  There was an audible 
snap as the bone broke, and he cried out in an 
oddly wheezing voice as he still hadn’t fully 
recovered from the wind being knocked out of 
him.

Not sure what else to do, Lorelai threw the 
gun at the creature.  The weapon struck it in 
the jaw, but it didn’t even seem to notice.  It 
came forward with its claws stretched out 
towards her.  There was no hesitation this time.
Not knowing what else to do, she turned and 
ran for the pickup.  With no time to get the door
open, she flung herself into the empty bed.  
The creature’s claws tore into the metal just 
inches from her feet, cutting large gouges into 
it.

She pushed herself up to try to climb over 
the other side of the bed, but the creature was 
too fast.  It reached under the truck and with 
barely any effort flipped it over onto its side.  
The impact caused her head to strike the 
metal, and suddenly it felt like she was 
underwater.  Her vision blurred, and her 
hearing was muted.  It lasted for a few seconds
before her eyes cleared and the sound came 
rushing back in.

Before she could move, the creature 
pushed over the truck once again.  It was now 
completely upside down, and she found herself
trapped in darkness between the pickup bed 
and the ground.  The truck shuddered as the 



beast battered it.  The metal squealed loudly, 
and she felt it starting to press in around her.

She crawled over to the tailgate and 
pushed on it, but it didn’t move.  Swearing 
profusely, she managed to get herself turned 
around and started kicking at it as hard as she 
could.  It still didn’t budge.  The creature 
smashed down on the truck once again, and by
some miracle the tailgate snapped off the truck
bed on one side.  She desperately started 
kicking again, and this time she was able to 
dislodge it enough that it created a gap she 
could fit through.

She barely managed to crawl out of the 
truck wreckage before the creature brought its 
arms down for the hardest hit yet.  Her foot had
barely cleared the metal when the bed crashed
flat against the ground.  She scrambled to her 
feet and started to run.  Her left leg was 
screaming in agony as she moved.  She must 
have hurt as the truck was being overturned, 
but she gritted her teeth and ignored it.

She could hear the beast following closely 
behind her, and she knew that it would be on 
her quickly.  At first she had intended to head 
for the car.  She knew that she wasn’t going to 
be able to reach it, though, and she instead 
turned to plunge into the nearby woods.  The 
moonlight overhead wasn’t strong enough to 
penetrate the trees, and she was running 



nearly blind as she felt twigs and thorns dig at 
her as she hurried through the brush.

The commotion behind her made it clear 
that the creature hadn’t stopped its pursuit.  
The more confined space was slowing it down, 
however, and her smaller size was working to 
her advantage.  She tried weaving through the 
trees in such a way as to lose it in the 
darkness, but it must have been able to track 
her in the dim light because it continued to 
follow.

She wasn’t sure which direction she was 
headed in, and at the moment she didn’t really 
care.  All that mattered was staying ahead of 
the creature and in the process leading it away 
from John and the police officer.  She couldn’t 
keep going for much longer.  The pain in her 
leg was growing stronger and she was 
beginning to breathe heavily as she ran.  She 
tried to come up with some sort of plan, but 
with so much concentration taken up with 
simply staying on her feet and moving through 
the woods she couldn’t come up with anything.

The woods abruptly ended and she found 
herself in a clearing.  Without the trees 
overhead the moonlight was surprisingly bright,
and she squinted against it.  Her leg suddenly 
buckled, and she cried out as she fell to the 
ground.  Scraped and bruised, she managed to
pick herself back up.  When she tried to put 
weight on the injured leg, however, she found 



that there was no way that she would be able 
to run on it.

Lorelai suddenly noticed that she wasn’t 
standing in a simple forest clearing.  It was 
perfectly round, as if it had been cut out of the 
trees.  On four sides stood large rock 
monuments, rectangular in shape and at least 
fifteen feet tall.  There were strange symbols 
carved into them, although they weren’t like 
any writing she had ever seen.  She had visited
the state park on countless occasions and had 
thought that she had explored all of it, but she 
had never seen any place like this before.

In the center of the clearing was some sort 
of stone pillar.  Temporarily forgetting about 
her pursuer, she approached it and found that 
it was actually a small altar.  A large 
leatherbound book had been placed up on it.  
She hesitated a moment before reaching out 
and touching it.

The odd sensation that had come over her 
was shattered as the creature crashed into the 
clearing from the woods and growled.  She 
turned around to face it.  Her leg had started to
go numb, and she knew that there was no way 
that she would be able to run any real distance 
on it.  She could only stand her ground and 
hope that she had bought John and the officer 
enough time.

The creature approached her cautiously.  It 
didn’t seem to understand why she was no 



longer fleeing from it, and it was clearly 
suspicious.  That implied that there was some 
intelligence in there despite its feral 
appearance.  With nothing else to arm herself 
with she picked the book up and held it out in 
front of her.  It was such an absurd and 
ineffective weapon that she couldn’t help but 
bark out a strained laugh.  This confused the 
creature even further, and it began to circle her
slowly.

Lorelai noticed the steam coming out of the 
creature’s mouth before she felt the drop in 
temperature.  The clearing was suddenly 
freezing.  Frost began to form over the grass 
and stone, expanding outward from the spot 
she was standing on and continuing until it 
reached the trees.  She shivered as the 
creature came to a complete stop and looked 
around.

Its eyes suddenly widened, and it took a 
step backward.  Keeping the book between it 
and her, Lorelai turned slightly to see what it 
was looking at.  There was a woman standing 
less than a dozen feet to her left.  She was 
wearing a long white gown, and there was a 
ring of flowers sitting on the top of her long 
hair.  She was extremely pale, almost to the 
point of being translucent.

Lorelai felt a wave of fear wash over her.  
The woman wasn’t almost translucent.  She 
actually was semi-transparent.  The moonlight 



went right through the figure, and Lorelai was 
able to see the area directly behind her.  It took
a moment for Lorelai to realize that she was 
looking at a ghost.  An actual ghost.  Even 
though she was seeing it, she couldn’t quite 
bring herself to believe it.

The apparition didn’t pay any attention to 
her.  Instead, the woman advanced towards 
the now cringing creature.  It must have 
sensed the danger it was in, as it whined 
pitifully and tried to turn to run.  It was too late, 
though, and the spirit’s hand touched its 
shoulder.  The creature flung itself away and 
managed to run a few feet before it fell to the 
ground.  As Lorelai watched in revulsion and 
horror, it began to rapidly fall apart.  The skin 
collapsed inward before rotting away, revealing
the muscle and bone beneath.  Soon these 
began to break down as well.  In less than a 
minute, the creature had been reduced to a 
mummified corpse.

The ghostly woman turned towards Lorelai. 
She was equal parts beautiful and regal, and 
she stared silently at the girl with a malice that 
Lorelai could almost physically feel.  She 
wasn’t supposed to be here.  The spirit began 
to slowly advance on her.  She turned towards 
the nearest edge of the clearing and dragged 
herself towards it.  She was almost completely 
drained, and her injured leg wasn’t hindering 
her greatly, but she instinctively knew that this 
new threat was far greater than the beast that 



had pursued her.  If she didn’t escape, she was
going to die.

She never looked back, not even as the air 
around her grew even colder.  It would only be 
seconds before the apparition would touch her 
and she would suffer the same fate as the now 
mummified creature.  Summoning up the last 
bit of energy she still had, she threw herself 
forward and crashed into the brush at the end 
of the clearing.  Somehow she had made it.

Battered and bruised, she forced herself to 
roll over and she looked back towards the 
clearing.  Her eyes widened as she tried to pull
air back into her lungs.  The clearing was no 
longer there, just trees and other growth.  
Uncomprehending, she pushed herself back 
against a tree trunk and just stared.  It took her 
quite a while to realize that she was no longer 
holding the book that she had been clutching.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

As much as they both wanted to continue 
on, John’s body had reached its limit.  He was 
physically and mentally exhausted, and if he 
was going to be of any help he was going to 
need sleep.  Lorelai wasn’t doing much better 
than he was; she had been running on very 
little sleep ever since Annie had been taken.  
He doubted that she would be able to rest until 
her daughter was returned to her.

After snippets of very awkward 
conversation he had declared that he was 
going to sleep on the couch.  Fourteen years 
was a long time to be apart from one another, 
and he didn’t think that either of them were 
ready to share the same bed again.  He still 
loved her, and she still loved him, but they 
were going to need to take things slowly as 
they got to know one another again.  He had 
been medicated to the point that he hadn’t 
really grasped the passage of time, so to him it 
didn’t seem to have been that long since they 
had been together.  She had experienced all of
the nearly decade and a half separation, 
though, and he couldn’t expect her to have 
been in the same place mentally and 
emotionally as he had left her.

He had asked her to print out the book that 
Mitch had pointed them towards, and as he 
struggled to somehow fit his entire body onto 



the small couch he began to read through it.  It 
was presented in an odd way.  Rather than 
being a book in the traditional sense, it was 
more like a catalog.  On each page was a 
hand-drawn picture of what was being 
discussed.  These pictures were drawn in a 
surprisingly life-like way.  Theriot had definitely 
had some artistic talent.  Next to the picture 
was a brief description of the subject, and a 
series of bullet points were below that.  Mitch 
had said that the crazed man had simply 
written down his visions, but this was more like 
he had created a reference manual.

The biggest issue with the manuscript was 
that it wasn’t in any kind of order, at least not 
one that made sense.  John had the feeling 
that the author had simply put it into the order 
he had experienced the visions rather than 
sequence them in a way that worked for such a
document.  There wasn’t even an index.  John 
had to smile.  He was reading through a book 
detailing impossible creatures, places, and 
other fantastical wonders and horrors, and yet 
all he could obsess about was it not being user
friendly.

Still, he wasn’t going to be able to properly 
work with it unless he ordered it in a way that 
made logical sense to him.  He got off the 
couch and went over to the small desk.  He 
dug around in the drawers until he found a pen,
notepad, and a stack of sticky notes.  Sitting 
down in the chair, he glanced over at the clock 



on the wall.  It was three in the morning, and 
he was choosing to edit a crazy man’s 
manuscript instead of sleeping.

Going through the document page by page,
he started separating the entries based on 
what they were.  If an entry was about an 
animal, it went into one pile.  If it was about an 
intelligent being, it went into another.  
Unnatural phenomena had its own pile, strange
locations had another, and so on.  Once 
everything had been separated, he marked 
each page with a sticky note that stated its 
category.  From there, he split each category 
into subcategories, using a different color 
sticky note to do so.  On these he also 
scribbled down a few reference notes.  When 
he had finished, he took one more look through
everything and nodded in approval.

It was now approaching six in the morning, 
and if he was going to get any sleep he needed
to go to bed.  He looked at the couch in 
disapproval.  There was just no way that his 
entire body was going to fit comfortably on it.  
Instead, he grabbed his pillow and blanket and 
laid down on the floor.  He was surprised at 
how comfortable the short carpet was, and it 
wasn’t long before he drifted off.

When he woke up, the living room was filled
with sunlight.  He rolled away from the window,
but unfortunately that meant that he rolled 
directly onto his injured arm.  He grunted in 



pain and quickly readjusted himself.  His eyes 
felt like they were filled with sand, and the taste
in his mouth suggested there were more than a
few grains in there as well.  He sat up with his 
back against the couch and tried his best to 
return all the way to consciousness.

“Good morning,” Lorelai said from her seat 
at the desk, her fingers typing away furiously 
on her laptop’s keyboard.  “Nice of you to rejoin
the waking world.”

He meant to say ‘good morning’, but he 
was pretty sure that it came out more like 
‘gmfuth’.  He was in no way, shape, or form a 
morning person.  He managed to lift himself up
onto the couch.  His entire body was sore.  He 
glanced down at the bandages covering the 
gash in his arm and remembered that he 
needed to change them soon.

“There’s coffee in the kitchen if you want 
some,” she said, absently motioning towards 
said kitchen with her chin.  “I know you don’t 
drink it, but it would be impolite to not offer it 
anyway.  There’s also orange juice in the 
refrigerator.”

“Thanks,” he mumbled back.  What are you 
doing up so early?”

“Early?”  She turned towards him with a 
smile playing at her lips.  “You might want to 
check the time.”



Doing as he was instructed, he looked over 
at the clock.  To his surprise, it was just past 
noon.

“Oh, crap,” he said, running a hand through 
his hair.  “I didn’t mean to sleep so long.  Give 
me a few minutes and we can get going.”

She held up a hand.  “John, don’t worry, it’s
fine.  You needed the sleep.  I came 
downstairs a few hours ago and you weren’t 
even moving on the floor.  I actually checked to
make sure that you were still breathing.  
You’ve been through hell these past few days.”

“Yeah, but-”

“No, just stop.  We both need to be at our 
best today, especially if we run into pretty 
much anything in here.”  She reached over and
patted Theriot’s manuscript.

“What are you doing, anyway?”

She turned slightly to face him.  “I started 
out just checking my email.  I’m using accrued 
vacation days for the time I’m taking off from 
work, but I’ve got some clients that don’t 
accept a kidnapped daughter as a valid reason
not to get work done.”

Lorelai was talking lightly, but John could 
see the pain around her eyes.  He wondered if 
she was trying to keep up her spirits or if this 
was some sort of coping mechanism.  He knew



her well enough not to question her about it.  
She flipped through the first few pages of the 
stack of papers.

“Anyway, since you kept on sleeping, I 
started to read through this…  I don’t even 
know what to call it.  It’s like some weird 
textbook.  I saw your notes, and I’ve kind of run
with them.”

“In what way?” he asked with a yawn.

“I scanned all the pages, and I used your 
notes to create a database that can easily be 
searched through.  You can type in a few 
keywords, and the program will cross reference
the document to find entities that match the 
keywords.”

“I think I understood the word ‘type’.”

“Here.”  She handed him her cell phone, 
which had a search bar on a black screen 
displayed.  “Try it for yourself.  Type in 
anything that you read in the manuscript.”

He slowly typed in the phrase ‘glowing 
blood’ and pressed the search button.  He had 
seen the phrase multiple times while he had 
read through the manuscript.  It had stuck with 
him because it was such a ridiculous thing to 
see in writing.

As he watched, six different entries popped 
up on the screen.  Each one had a link leading 



to the full page.  He pressed the Back button 
and tried a few different search terms, and 
each time it brought up all the entries that 
related to those terms.

“This is fantastic, Lore,” he said.  “How did 
you do this in such a short amount of time?”

“I’m glad that you like it,” she answered.  “It 
wasn’t hard.  This is sort of what I do for a 
living, after all.  I already had a database 
creation program for work, and that did the 
majority of the heavy lifting.  Truth be told, 
scanning everything into the computer took the
longest amount of time.”

John frowned.  “You know, I never actually 
asked what you do for a living.  It’s certainly not
substitute teaching anymore.”

“No, I haven’t done that in a long time.  
When Annie was born I needed to find a job 
that let me work from home, so I became a 
database manager for Harrison & Blake.  It’s a 
law firm here in Blackwood.  I compile all the 
information for cases, get them into one place, 
and make it easy for the lawyers and 
paralegals to find what they need.  It’s not 
glamorous, but it pays the bills.”

He smiled.  “Hey, who am I to judge?  I’m 
an out of work escaped mental patient.  As 
long as you’re happy, I’m happy for you.”



She made a face.  “I didn’t say that I’m 
happy with my job.  The work is dry and boring.
When you have a kid, though, it’s not really 
about being happy, you know?”

The smile slipped from his face.  “I don’t 
really, no, but I get where you’re coming from.”

They were silent, neither one of them 
looking at the other.  Rousing herself, Lorelai 
reached across the desk and took a second 
cell phone off of its charger.  She played with it 
for a moment before swapping it out for the 
phone he had been holding.

“That’s Annie’s phone,” she explained.  “I 
just turned off the password protection.  If you 
need to look up anything in Theriot’s book, just 
use the app labeled Abnormal World.”

“Right,” John said slowly.  “Just use them, 
um, app.”

She smiled.  “The application.  I have to 
keep reminding myself that this is all new to 
you.  It must be hard.”

“There’s a bit of an adjustment period, but 
let’s face it, touchscreen cell phones are the 
least strange things that have popped into my 
life recently.”

John ate breakfast and went upstairs to 
take a shower.  He passed Annie’s bedroom as
he walked down the short hallway, and doing 



so helped to clear the remaining cobwebs out 
of his head.  While he didn’t need reminding of 
the stakes, the memory of the ruined bedroom 
on the other side of the door only strengthened
his resolve.

He unwrapped the bandages on his arm 
before getting into the shower.  While the 
wound was far from healed, the skin adhesive 
seemed to be doing its job as the gash 
remained closed.  There was no doubt that he 
was going to have a pretty nasty scar when 
everything was said and done.

When he had first discovered the park 
ranger the previous night, he hadn’t had any 
theories about how he or the large creature 
had gotten into the woods behind Lorelai’s 
house.  All that there had been to go on was 
that there were simply way too many 
coincidences for it all to be happenstance.  
Now, thanks to Theriot’s book, there were too 
many theories knocking around in his head.  
Adding in so many things that he had 
previously been unaware of gave him a lot of 
half-formed ideas that he couldn’t currently 
prove or disprove.

The plan was, by necessity, pretty simple.  
Go to the Blackwood Nature Preserve and look
around.  That had been the location listed on 
the park ranger’s security card, and it was their
only lead.  The problem, of course, was that it 
was a nature preserve.  It contained nearly 



seven thousand acres of land.  That was way 
too much ground to cover in any reasonable 
amount of time.

Luckily there was at least a starting point.  
On the preserve was a nature center, sort of a 
cross between a museum and a petting zoo.  It
featured a number of exhibits showcasing the 
animals found in the area as well as depicting 
various local habitats.  He and Lorelai had 
visited it many times as children, but he hadn’t 
been there since.  It was as good a place as 
any to start.

He had intended to take a quick shower, 
but it ended up taking a lot longer than he had 
expected.  Some of that was due to the 
difficulty he had getting clean.  His injured arm 
slowed down the process, forcing him to only 
use the other hand.  Mostly, though, he was in 
the shower for so long because it just felt good.
The warm water helped to release the tension 
that filled every muscle in his body.  By the 
time he got out he was feeling better than he 
had in ages.

Lorelai had dug some of his old clothes out 
of storage, and he put them on while he stood 
in front of the bathroom mirror.  The waist of 
the shorts was very loose, and he had to 
tighten the belt quite a bit.  He had lost a 
significant amount of weight during his time in 
the asylum.  His reflection was more 
recognizable to him than it had been a few 



days earlier, but there still wasn’t much of the 
old him in there.

He went back downstairs and found that 
Lorelai was no longer in the living room.  He 
looked around for her for a few minutes before 
he caught sight of her through the window.  
She was outside putting something into the 
trunk of her car.  Curious, he watched her as 
she finished what she was doing and closed 
the trunk lid.  She looked up and saw him 
watching.  She waved and made her way back 
into the house.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, fine,” she assured him.  “I was 
packing some supplies in case we have to go 
far out into the preserve.  I assume you want to
start at the nature center?”

“I do, yes.  There’s no point in hiking miles 
into the wilderness if we don’t have to, 
especially if there are more of whatever is 
living in the woods out back.”

They got into the car and headed towards 
the preserve.  As he sat in the passenger seat, 
John began to read through Teriot’s 
manuscript once again.  This was all new 
information, and he wanted to make himself as 
familiar with it as possible.  Despite what some 
people he had worked with in the past 
assumed, he did not possess an eidetic 
memory.  He had a very good memory, and 



there were tricks that he used to help him 
remember data that was stored away inside of 
it, but he couldn’t just recall everything with 
perfect detail.  A lot of his internal knowledge 
base came from careful and meticulous 
studying.

A thought struck him, and he used Lorelai’s 
app to search for C’hul, the entity that Toombs 
had mentioned the previous day.  He had 
noticed an entry for the name the previous 
night, but he hadn’t read through the details as 
he had been focused on getting things sorted.  
Now that he had a bit of time on his hands, he 
could satisfy his curiosity.

The hand-drawn image on the page was 
not what he had been expecting.  Rather than 
some horrific beast, it was a picture of a 
woman in an old-fashioned suit.  Something 
seemed off about her, but he couldn’t quite put 
his finger on what was so off-putting.

Her wispy black hair was pulled back 
severely.  She looked both very old and very 
young at the same time.  Both of her long-
fingered hands were wrapped around a black 
cane with a silver grip.

C’hul, also known as C’hul’ert’elrich’sa, is 
the oldest of the ancient beings known as the 
Eldest, the entry stated.  It is said that when 
the universe was first born as infinite darkness,
C’hul was the mother of that darkness.  For 
years beyond the comprehension of man C’hul



existed beyond the stars in cold deep space 
until its attention was drawn by the birth of 
man.  No one knows why this event would 
have such an effect on such an almighty being.
Since then, C’hul has turned and twisted the 
history of mankind whenever it has deemed fit 
to do so.  To this day, its machinations guide 
both its worshipers as its chosen.

John shivered, and it had nothing to do with
wearing shorts and sandals in late November.  
If anything, knowing what he knew now made it
seem even odder that Toombs had taken such 
an interest in keeping him sedated, and then 
later attempting to kill him.  He had nothing to 
do with C’hul or its followers, and he was 
certainly no threat to them.

He furrowed his brow.  Maybe that wasn’t 
entirely accurate.  He wasn’t a threat in any 
way, but when Toombs had been the doctor in 
charge of his case, he hadn’t been alone.  It 
was possible that it didn’t have anything to do 
with him at all and instead was all about the 
Septusis parasite.  Maybe there was some sort
of connection between it and C’hul.  Toombs 
had shown complete disdain for it, after all.

The one thing that he was certain of was 
that Annie’s kidnapping was somehow mixed in
with everything he had experienced the past 
few days, perhaps since Septusis had first 
latched onto him.  If that was the case, this had
been building up for fourteen years without him



having any idea that anything was happening.  
His entire career had been built around being 
more observant than other people, and yet he 
had completely missed everything in this case.

It was time to start reevaluating things to 
see if there were other pieces that he hadn’t 
originally picked up on.  He shifted 
uncomfortably in his seat.  Unfortunately, the 
best place to start was always at the beginning,
and that meant dredging up some unpleasant 
memories.  He chewed on the inside of his lip.  
Every time that he had attempted to remember 
the events of the night that everything had 
spiraled out of control, he had felt the madness
building up in him like a horrible pressure in his
mind.  Now that he was no longer infected by 
Septusis, though, that wouldn’t be the case 
anymore.

Theoretically.  There was the possibility that
he would drive himself completely insane if he 
was wrong.  He doubted that would happen, 
but he was finding out that he wasn’t the best 
judge of what would and wouldn’t happen.

He signed and closed his eyes.  Enough 
with the hesitation.  It was time to see just how 
good his memory really was.



CHAPTER TWENTY

14 Years Ago

John and Lorelai stood in the doorway of 
the rundown mansion, waiting for the police to 
arrive.  Off in the distance he could hear the 
sound of the annual Blackwood Fourth of July 
fireworks celebration.  Every so often he could 
see flashes of light over the trees.  For being 
such a small town Blackwood threw a pretty 
elaborate celebration for Independence Day, 
but he wasn’t interested in celebrating at the 
moment.

Lorelai was clearly agitated, continuously 
crossing and uncrossing her arms while 
shifting from foot to foot.  He had to confess 
that he was feeling a similar amount of 
impatience, but he kept it down and waited.  
He had been working on this particular case for
months, and now that the end was so close the
last thing he wanted to do was toss everything 
down the drain by not doing things by the book.
He wasn’t a member of the police force, 
something that he was often reminded of by 
particular members of Blackwood’s finest.  He 
could find the killers, but he couldn’t arrest 
them.

Trying to keep his mind composed, he 
stepped back from the front door and took in 
the front of the mansion.  It was a building he 



knew well, as he had been fascinated by its 
mysteries as a child.  He had even snuck into it
on multiple occasions as the result of accepting
dares, all of which had been leveled at him by 
his current companion.

Built in 1824, Ambrose Manor had once 
been home to the wealthiest family in Ohio.  It 
had been designed and built by the patriarch of
the family, Edwin Ambrose.  While he 
obviously hadn’t constructed it single-handedly,
unlike many other extremely wealthy 
businessmen he had actually gotten his hands 
dirty and had a big role in the building of the 
house.

Ambrose had made his fortune through 
shipping.  By the time he had sold his 
company, he had dozens of ships running from
the Great Lakes to the Atlantic Ocean and vice 
versa.  The Midwest was full of highly sought 
after goods such as pelts and black coal.  
Ambrose had seized on that and, instead of 
investing in the products themselves, created a
company that specialized in the transportation 
of materials.  After all, having a shiny new mink
fur for sale was useless if you couldn’t get it in 
front of a buyer.

He had retired young, by some accounts as
early as thirty-two years old.  During his time 
setting up his shipping empire he had fallen in 
love with the Ohio Valley, and once he was 
free to live wherever he wanted he moved his 



family to the small town of Blackwood.  As a 
present to his wife Elizabeth, he had created 
Ambrose Manor.

The stories started to branch out in different
directions at that point.  Some said that 
Elizabeth had died a few years after they had 
moved in, and in grief Edwin had become a 
recluse that had eventually died alone in the 
manor.  Other stories say that one or all of their
three children had been the ones that died, 
which led to Elizabeth hanging herself and 
Edwin also taking his own life.  The less 
grandiose stories, and the ones that most likely
came the closest to the truth, detailed how the 
children had moved out one at a time as their 
own lives progressed and Elizabeth and Edwin 
lived together until they both passed from old 
age.  Whatever the truth was, it had led to 
Ambrose Manor being passed between 
different buyers and homeowners over the 
years until it had eventually been abandoned.  
It hadn’t been long before it had fallen into a 
state of disrepair.

Ambrose Manor was declared a historical 
landmark in 1974, and afterward it had been 
promptly forgotten by the majority of the town’s
residents.  It was out in the middle of nowhere, 
surrounded by trees and impossible to see 
from any major road.  For all intents and 
purposes it was a case of out of sight, out of 
mind.



Every so often it would be mentioned in 
rumors that never seemed to have any 
evidence to back them up.  When John was a 
child the popular story was that sometime in 
the 1960s the house had been home to a 
Satanic cult that used it for evil rituals.  He 
remembered being told by a classmate that the
principal of their school had been a high 
ranking member of the cult.  Even at an 
impressionable age he hadn’t believed that 
one.  He had personally seen Principal Yost 
run away from a garter snake on a bright 
spring day.  There was no way that the man 
had spent his youth sacrificing goats to Lucifer.

There were a few rumors that carried more 
weight, however.  Supposedly a local vagrant 
had killed four children in Ambrose Manor a 
few years before John was born, and there 
were newspaper articles and police reports 
from that time that supported the story.  
Likewise, there were other police reports from 
over a period of two decades that detailed 
finding skinned animals around the property 
and inside the house.  Ambrose Manor 
definitely had its dark moments and untold 
secrets, and John had been enamored with 
them for as long as he could remember.

Now, though, he didn’t care about the 
history of the place.  All that he cared about 
was the police arriving in time for a woman’s 
life to be saved.  Lorelai made a frustrated 
noise and turned to him.



“What is taking them so long?” she 
demanded in an almost accusatory tone.

“It’s the Fourth of July,” he answered, 
putting his hands up as if to defend himself.  
“Most of the police force is downtown with the 
fireworks crowd.  You know traffic is a 
nightmare every year.  It’s going to take some 
time.”

She looked at her watch.  “We don’t have 
much time.  It’s almost 10:45.”

The killer he had been tracking had been 
dubbed the Clockwork Killer.  This was 
because his victims, all of whom were women 
between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-
four, had each been killed at exactly eleven 
o’clock at night.  No sooner, no later.  The 
killings were performed exactly on the dot.  The
killer had made this known through a series of 
pictures left at the crime scenes, all of which 
showed a clock as the focal point.

Earlier that day he had taken his seventh 
victim, a young woman named Renee Tobias.  
Given the Clockwork Killer’s pattern, they only 
had until eleven that night to find her.  After 
that, they might still be able to catch the killer 
but Ms. Tobias would be dead.  That wasn’t an 
outcome that anyone wanted.

However, as was the case with most serial 
killers, the Clockwork Killer’s obsession was 
going to be his downfall.  John had already 



determined that the killer was male thanks to 
reflections in the glass of the clock pictures that
had been left.  The face was obscured by the 
camera itself, which was a cheap instant 
camera that spit out poor-quality photos, but 
the body was definitely that of a man.

With the latest set of photos from his sixth 
victim, John had made a much larger 
breakthrough.  In his efforts to make the 
pictures look more dramatic, the killer had 
taken them at odd angles.  These angles 
revealed quite a bit more than the man would 
have wanted.  They had shown pieces of the 
front entryway of Ambrose Manor, which John 
recognized thanks to those ill-advised dares 
from Lorelai that he had accepted as a kid.  He
hadn’t received a copy of those photos until 
after Ms. Tobias had been taken, though, so by
the time he put the pieces together it was 
already late in the evening.

He had immediately called the police 
department to report his findings and get 
officers out to the manor in an attempt to 
rescue Ms. Tobias before it was too late.  He 
and Lorelai were renting a rundown home not 
far from the back streets that lead to the 
structure, so they had driven over themselves 
in case the police needed anything.  
Unfortunately, it didn’t look like they were going
to make it in time.



“Okay,” John said with a nod.  “You’re right.
We can’t just stand out here and do nothing.”

He went back over to the front doors of the 
manor and turned the knob on the right.  To his
surprise it turned easily.  The door opened 
smoothly.  Hinges that old should have at least 
squeaked, but the door opened without a 
sound.  Someone had recently oiled them.

They stepped inside and closed the door 
behind them.  It had been impossible to see 
the interior of the building from the outside 
since the windows were covered by thick 
rotting curtains, so it was a small shock when 
they found the downstairs area lit by dozens of 
candles.  He motioned for Lorelai to stay still 
and silent.  Ambrose Manor was very large, 
and with the time constraints they couldn’t 
afford to wander around aimlessly.  They 
needed to wait for a sign as to where to go.

That sign came almost immediately in the 
form of a woman crying out.  It had come from 
somewhere upstairs.  Twin staircases, one on 
each side of the room, ascended towards the 
second floor.  He walked towards the one on 
the right.  Lorelai began to follow him, but he 
turned around and shook his head.

“I need you to stay here,” he whispered to 
her.



“That’s not happening,” she replied firmly.  
“I’m not letting you confront a serial killer alone.
You can forget that right now.”

He shook his head again in frustration.  “We
don’t have time for this.  It’s not some sort of 
‘I’m the man’ thing.  When the police get here, 
someone needs to be here to send them 
upstairs.  I also need someone watching the 
door in case I…”

She swallowed.  “Don’t you dare say that.  
You stay here, and I’ll go upstairs.  I’m better in
a fight than you.”

“You are, but Lore…  You’re pregnant.  You
have to think of yourself and the baby.  It 
sounds harsh, but I’m the more expendable 
one here.  Stay here.  Please.”

She stared at him for a few seconds before 
nodding.  She wasn’t happy about it, not in the 
slightest, but she understood the logic of what 
he was saying.  Before he could turn back to 
the stairs, she put her arms around his neck 
and kissed him fiercely.

“You come back to me,” she ordered.

He smiled slightly, feeling embarrassed like 
he always did when she showed her feelings 
for him like that.  “Yes, ma’am.”

John slowly ascended the stairs, cringing 
every time a step creaked under his weight.  



He was about halfway up when he realized that
he was stalking a known serial killer completely
unarmed.  It was stupid and reckless, and the 
smart thing to do would be to turn around, 
return to the ground floor, and wait for the 
police.  There was another scream from 
upstairs.  He knew that if he gave up now the 
woman wouldn't be leaving the manor alive.  
He kept going and reached the top of the 
stairs.

There were no lit candles here, and the only
illumination was from the weak light that made 
it up from downstairs.  There was a hallway to 
both his left and his right, and he listened for 
another scream or other indication as to what 
way he should go.  The woman had fallen 
silent, however, and he couldn’t hear anything 
else that would help guide him.

He was about to pick a direction at random 
when he heard an odd noise coming from the 
left passage.  It was faint, so faint that he 
wondered if it was just a natural sound from the
old house settling.  It sounded like water 
dripping, but it had an odd cadence to it, like 
the drops were different sizes and weren’t 
dripping at any regular interval.  He realized 
that he was gripping the banister so hard that 
his hand was hurting.  He couldn’t identify why,
but a part of him knew that it was right to fear 
the noise.  Every bit of his being was 
screaming at him to run down the stairs, grab 
Lorelai, and flee into the night.



Clinging to logic and reason, he made 
himself move towards the noise.  He had to 
concentrate on every footstep, and more than 
once he nearly turned around.  Something 
inside of him kept him going, however, and 
soon he came to a turn in the hall.  He took a 
deep breath and peered around it.

Tucked just far enough around the corner 
so that it couldn’t be seen from the main 
hallway was a body.  He didn’t recognize the 
man’s face, but the clothing was familiar from 
the pictures.  The Clockwork Killer was lying 
dead at his feet.

The body’s left eye was completely missing.
There was no blood around the hole, just a few
spots of water.  There were no other wounds 
on the body that he could see, so the cause of 
death was most likely damage to the brain 
through the eye.  He had never heard of that 
happening without far more of a mess around 
the entry point.  The corpse looked completely 
relaxed and there were no signs of a struggle, 
which he also wouldn’t normally have 
associated with such a death.

Looking further down the hall, he could just 
make out what appeared to be a second body 
on the floor.  John carefully stepped over the 
Clockwork Killer’s corpse and slowly made his 
way towards the shape.  It was indeed another 
body.  He swore violently.  It was Renee 



Tobias.  They had been too late to save her.  
She was also missing an eye.

From the darkness further down the hall 
came the same dripping noise that he had 
heard earlier.  He couldn’t see anything more 
than five feet ahead of him, but the sound was 
definitely closer than it had been.  He started 
backing away.  There was no reason for him to
investigate further.  The woman he had been 
looking for was dead.  Whatever was up ahead
might be extremely dangerous and it was best 
for him to leave it be.

There was a sudden movement, and 
without warning something was leaping out of 
the darkness at him.  He couldn’t get out of the 
way in time, and it slammed into him hard 
enough to knock him off of his feet.  As he fell 
he caught a glimpse of something that he 
couldn’t grasp that he was seeing.  It was 
roughly the size and shape of a person, but its 
face was wrong.  He struck the floor before he 
could make out any concrete details.

He immediately tried to scramble back up, 
but the thing was quickly on him and forced 
him back to the floor face down.  He cried out 
as a sharp pain stabbed into the back of his 
neck.  Knowing that he was on the verge of 
ending up like the two nearby bodies, he 
pushed himself up and flung his body 
backwards.  He landed on top of his assailant, 
and its grip on him went lax.



This time John was able to get back to his 
feet.  He gasped as a headache the likes of 
which he had never experienced filled his 
head.  It felt like knives were being driven into 
his temples.  He was only able to keep moving 
forward with extreme effort.  He made it to the 
turn that led to the stairs and looked back.  
Whatever had attacked him had retreated back
into the shadows.

The pain spread throughout his body as he 
forced himself to put one foot in front of 
another.  He had to stop for a moment, closing 
his eyes and breathing heavily.  He wanted to 
continue, to put as much distance between 
himself and the thing as he could, but every 
nerve in his body was throbbing in agony.  
Every step caused waves of pain to shoot up 
his legs and back.  He had to at least catch his 
breath before he made the final push towards 
the exit.

When he opened his eyes, things had 
changed.  There were now lit candles all along 
the hallway, casting such a strong glow that it 
was nearly blinding.  He squinted against the 
light, and as he did so a dark figure moved 
past him towards where he had just come 
from.  He caught a hint of a scent as it went by,
and he recognized it as the smell of Lorelai’s 
shampoo.

“No,” he choked out, trying to warn her.  
“Stop.”



He made himself open his eyes all the way 
and turned around.  He did so just in time to 
see her go around the corner.  The dripping 
sound increased in intensity to the point that it 
sounded like water rushing over the edge of a 
waterfall.  The sound filled his ears, becoming 
deafening as it continued to increase in 
intensity.

He followed Lorelai to the turn and went 
around it.  The candles were suddenly gone as
if they had never been there, and the hallway 
was darker than it had been just moments 
earlier.  The sound of rushing water was gone 
from his ears, replaced by something that 
sounded like static from an old television.  
Whatever had attacked him seemed to be 
gone, and it had taken the two corpses with it.  
He continued back down the hallway, his feet 
feeling heavy from weariness.

There was nothing there.  He kept going, 
using one hand to brace himself on the wall to 
his right.  It felt like his mind was starting to slip
in a way that it never had, like he couldn’t be 
certain as to what he was doing.  He could feel 
the old torn wallpaper under his hand, but a 
part of him was convinced that his hand was 
still at his side.  Every breath that he sucked in 
made his lungs burn.  Did he actually need to 
breathe, though?  He was half sure that he 
would be fine without doing so.  Had Lorelai 
gone through one of the doors that he was 
passing, or was she standing right next to him 



and that was why he felt the heat from her 
body on his arm?

A thought cut through the haze of 
uncertainty, and it terrified him.  He was going 
insane.  It wasn’t a theory or a suspicion.  He 
knew it with absolute certainty.  Just the 
thought of it made his stomach churn.  His 
mind had always been everything to him.  He 
was now losing it, which meant that he was 
losing everything.

John wasn’t alone in the hallway anymore.  
Fighting to stay focused, he looked up at the 
darkness in front of him.  There was something
up ahead.  He could feel it watching him.  It 
was like its gaze was a physical pressure 
pressing down on him.  The buzzing sound 
grew even louder, and it was only the thought 
of Lorelai facing whatever was there alone that 
made him walk towards it.

He could see something moving in the 
darkness.  It wasn’t Lorelai; he knew her 
presence, and this wasn’t it.  He stumbled 
forward and came to the end of the hallway.  
He couldn’t understand what he was seeing.  
Instead of a wall or door, there was pure 
blackness.  It wasn’t dark like the passage.  It 
was devoid of anything and everything.  He 
was staring into nothingness.

Something in the nothingness stirred.



The world fell away from him, and the 
madness took hold.  He fell to the ground, or 
maybe he got to his feet.  There was no way of
knowing.  His eyes remained locked on the 
blackness, watching as something darker than 
the absence of all light turned towards him.  
His mind reeled from it, plunging him further 
into a state of brokenness.

John curled up into a ball and wept.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

John opened his eyes and sat silently for a 
long time, staring out the passenger window of 
the car.  The mere presence of sunlight helped 
the chill that he was feeling, and it helped to 
remind him that he wasn’t still in that decaying 
hallway in the old house filled with madness.  
He hadn’t expected the memories to affect him 
so strongly.  They had been buried deep inside
of him for a reason, though, and they had only 
grown stronger over the years.

He wiped a sudden moisture from the 
edges of his eyes.  If there was one 
consolation, it was that he hadn’t felt any of the
old madness coming over him.  He used to not 
be able to think about the experience without 
the buzzing in his ears starting and reality 
beginning to slip away from him.  Now that 
Septusis had left him, it appeared that all 
traces of the insanity had as well.

Mitch had been wrong about Septusis, at 
least partially.  John hadn’t been infected with 
it.  He had been injected with it.  The first 
creature that he had encountered at Ambrose 
Manor had stuck something into the back of his
neck.  Hesitantly, he reached up and felt the 
area where he had felt the pain.  It had been a 
long time, though, and there was no evidence 
remaining from it.



The months after being infected by the 
Septusis-induced madness had been the 
hardest of his life.  He had somehow managed 
to pull himself together enough to make it back 
down the hallway and stairs.  He only 
remembered that struggle in bits and pieces.  
The insanity had faded enough that he was 
able to come to grips with the fact that his mind
was slipping, although he obviously hadn’t 
known exactly why.  The madness had ebbed 
and flowed, coming at him when he was least 
expecting it and subsiding when he thought it 
would go on forever.  Through a combination of
prescribed and very much not prescribed drugs
he had fought it off as long as he could.

At his lowest point he had found himself in 
the middle of a murder investigation.  He was 
barely managing to function in any meaningful 
way, but he was convinced that if he just kept 
things as normal as possible it would subside.  
He was in denial, and because of that he 
ended up at a crime scene that he had no 
business being at in his condition.

It was still a bit of a blur.  An argument had 
broken out, a very heated one.  He had 
completely lost his temper and ended up 
attacking one of the investigating officers.  He 
was arrested and subjected to a barrage of 
psychological tests, all of which he had failed 
spectacularly.  From there it was just a hop, 
skip and a jump to the looney bin.



John glanced over at Lorelai.  He had lost 
everything, and it had taken fourteen years to 
even start to get anything back.  It had been so
random and senseless.

Still, he couldn’t find any link between what 
had happened to him and Annie’s kidnapping.  
Outside of involving beings beyond the 
boundaries of what was considered normal, 
there didn’t seem to be any connection.  It felt 
like there was something there, but if there 
was, he wasn’t seeing it.

As if she was reading his mind, Lorelai 
looked over at him as she drove.

“I’ve been thinking about all of this,” she 
said.  “You know, everything that happened to 
you and me and Annie.”

“I have, too,” he replied.

“There must have been something in his 
voice, because she looked at him sharply.  
“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”  He wasn’t sure if he was 
lying or telling the truth.  “Go on.”

“All right.”  She clearly wasn’t convinced.  “I 
was thinking about how all of this might have 
started.  Why was Annie kidnapped?  Why did 
all the craziness happen at the asylum almost 
immediately after your medication treatments 



were stopped?  There has to be some sort of 
reason everything was triggered.”

“I agree.  The timing of everything can’t be 
random.”

“Right.  I mean, what would the odds be, 
right?  At first I was thinking that all of this 
might have actually started back when your, 
um, troubles began, when that monster got into
your head.”

John cringed slightly at the word ‘monster’.  
Even though he had witnessed horrible things 
that shouldn’t have been possible on multiple 
occasions since he was a teenager, there was 
something about calling them monsters that 
didn’t seem right.  It was like they were 
discussing fictional creatures from a children’s 
storybook.  The more he thought about it, 
though, the more he realized that she had used
the most appropriate term.

“I really don’t think that’s right, though,” 
Lorelai continued.  “I think all of this started a 
lot longer ago than that.”

“How do you mean?” he asked, intrigued by
where she was going with her thought process.

“Septusis had to have gotten into Ambrose 
Manor before you got there, right?  We don’t 
know how long it was there.  It could have 
been minutes, or it could have been years.  
Whatever the case, though, it had to have 



arrived before we did.  That pushes the 
timeline back.”

He nodded.  “That’s true.  I’ve always been 
so focused on what happened while we were 
there that I never stopped to think about the 
events that must have occurred prior to that.”

“And that’s weird, isn’t it?  This is you we’re 
talking about here.  You over-analyze 
everything.”

He opened his mouth to respond, but he 
closed it as he realized that he wasn’t sure how
to answer that.  It was a bit strange.  Sure, the 
traumatic events had put his focus on his own 
experiences, but even with that taken into 
account his natural tendency was to pick things
apart.  Normally he would have felt a 
compulsive need to know all of the details.

“Like I said, it’s weird,” she said, noticing his
reaction.  “Let’s come back to that, though.  
What if this started even further back?  What if 
this is somehow tied into that thing that 
attacked us the night of senior prom, or that, I 
dunno, ghost or whatever that killed it and tried
to kill me?”

“I hadn’t even considered that,” John 
admitted.  “In fact, with the exception of you 
bringing it up last night in the woods, I haven’t 
thought about it in a long time.”



“See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about.  
Monsters, crazy people with superpowers, and 
whatever the hell Mitch is suddenly crawling 
out of the woodwork, and you weren’t 
reminded of the creature from prom night?  
The thing is, I didn’t, either.  It didn’t even pop 
into my head until I saw those claw marks, and 
even then it took a few minutes.”

John remained silent.

“It’s not just us, though.  It’s like it’s 
everyone.  Last night while I was lying in bed I 
started making a mental list of the weird things 
that I’ve seen or heard about over the years.  I 
don’t think I’ve had anyone else involved in 
those incidents ever bring them up to me even 
in passing since they happened.  I mean, 
Marcus saved our lives on prom night, and he’s
never said anything at all about it or the injuries
he got from it.”

“Have there been a lot of those since I went
away?” he asked.  “Weird events, I mean.”

“No.  Not a single one.  It’s like everything 
stopped the moment that you, well, you know.”

He paused.  “Are you saying that you think 
that I’m somehow connected to the strange 
things that happen in Blackwood?”

“Yes, but not in the way that you’re thinking.
I think we’re both connected to them but not in 
any way responsible for them.  It’s…  This is 



hard to explain.  How many serial killers did 
you investigate in Blackwood when you were a 
consultant?”

He blinked at the sudden change of the 
conversation’s direction.  “Just in Blackwood?  
Four.”

“And how many individual murders?”

“That I’m not sure about.  I’d have to think 
about it for a while.  Quite a few.”

“Listen to what you’re saying.  You 
investigated so many murders that you’ve lost 
track of exactly how many.  You’ve tracked 
down four different serial killers.  All of this 
happened in Blackwood, Ohio, a town with a 
population of less than twenty-five thousand 
people.”

John sat back and considered it.  She was 
right; those numbers didn’t add up.  It was way 
above the national average, and despite what 
television would have everyone believe serial 
killers were extremely rare.

“It’s not just recently,” he said slowly.

“How so?”

“Think about the history of the town.  There 
have been serial killer reports for over a 
century.  Ezekiel Stone murdering members of 
his church in the 1860s, Paul Igrette strangling 
boys in the 1920s, the streak of killings that 



Ruth Everett committed in the summer of 1953.
There are at least seven people that fit the 
profile of a serial killer here in Blackwood 
before we were born, and that’s just what was 
reported.  I’m sure that there were more that 
weren’t found out about due to a lack of 
modern forensics.”

“Yes!” Lorelai nearly shouted.  “That’s 
exactly what I’m talking about.  It’s not just 
killers.  This town has been home to multiple 
cults.  Dozens of places around here are 
rumored to be haunted or home to demonic 
forces.  What about the legends surrounding 
Harper’s Pond?  That’s not even getting into all
the strange things we’ve both seen with our 
own eyes.”

“Okay.  So what is it exactly that you’re 
saying here?  How does this all connect?”

She was silent for a moment as she 
gathered her thoughts.  “I’m saying that I think 
there’s something about Blackwood.  It spawns
all of this…  No, that’s not right.  I think 
something about this town attracts strange and
bad things.”

“Attracts strange and bad things…  Like 
some kind of magnet?”

“Maybe.  I know it sounds ridiculous, but…” 
She left it hanging.



John scratched his chin.  It seemed absurd,
but he couldn’t easily dismiss Lorelai’s theory.  
Every small town had its history and legends, 
just like they had their share of secrets.  This 
was different, though.  The sheer amount of 
things that had happened since the town’s 
founding was astonishingly high.

“You know something that I used to notice 
about the cases I worked?” he asked.

“What’s that?” she answered as she guided
the car onto the small back road that led to the 
nature preserve’s entrance.

“Serial killers are usually big news, right?  
The media jumps all over them.  Whenever 
one of them would be killing people in 
Blackwood, though, it was barely mentioned.  
There would never be anything said about 
them in the national news, and there would 
only be a tiny little blurb about the active cases 
in the local paper.”

“I never really thought about that before, but
you’re right.  What do you think it means?”

“I don’t know.  If you’re right and Blackwood
is some sort of ground zero for bad things, it 
might be that there are people that don’t want 
that to get out.  If that’s the case, we could be 
looking at a conspiracy.”

She thought about it for a moment before 
shaking her head.  “I just don’t see how that 



could be possible.  How many people over how
many years would it take for everything not to 
leak out?  Nobody in the entire town, including 
the people who have moved out or gone off to 
college or whatever, could have talked.  That’s 
not really feasible, is it?”

“No, no it’s not.”  He hesitated.  “There’s 
another possibility.”

“What?”

“I can’t see how, but…  Your theory about 
Blackwood pulling in bad things almost makes 
it sound like a living thing.  Instead of being a 
magnet, it could be like an angler fish, 
attracting in what it wants and clamping its 
jaws shut around it.  What if Blackwood itself 
prevents the people living in it from giving up 
its secrets?”

Lorelai didn’t say anything for a long 
moment before she muttered, “I’m pretty sure 
that I’m completely creeped out and don’t want 
to talk about this anymore.”

“Yeah, me either, but if this is what’s 
actually happening, that could be a part of it.  
Maybe something wants us to ignore what’s 
right in front of us.”

They both fell silent.  They were in the 
nature preserve now, and Lorelai was following
the signs that led to the visitor center.  This 
part of the preserve was filled with open fields 



with tall brown grasses.  As he watched, a 
family of deer made their way through the field 
outside of his window.  They seemed 
completely unconcerned about anything, even 
staring at the car with bored expressions and 
they passed by.

Lorelai turned into the visitor center’s 
parking lot and parked the car.  It was a 
beautiful fall Saturday afternoon, and they were
far from the only people there.  The lot was 
nearly full, and people were going in and out of
the building.  They got out of the car and John 
stretched to work out a kink in his lower back.

She pressed a button on her key and the 
trunk popped open.  They went around to the 
back of the car and she pulled out a pair of 
backpacks.  He put one on as she donned the 
other.

“The gun is in the outside pocket of my 
pack,” Lorelai told him quietly after she made 
sure no one was in earshot.  “There’s a multi-
tool with a knife blade in yours.  It’s not much, 
but it’s all that I had.”

“It will be fine,” he assured her.  “Hopefully 
there won’t be a need for weapons anyway.”

“What’s the plan?”

“For now we’re just going to go inside and 
have a look around.  The security card has a 
magnetic strip on the back, so keep an eye out 



for a card reader.  There might only be readers
at the park ranger station, but you never know.”

At the edge of the parking lot was a stand 
holding a stack of park maps.  John took one 
and opened it as they were walking down the 
long stone path leading to the building.  There 
wasn’t much on the preserve besides the 
visitor center and a lot of open nature, but 
there was also the park ranger station and a 
few supply sheds scattered throughout the 
preserve.  If they didn’t find anything at the 
visitor center, those would be the next places 
to check.

They went down a set of steps.  A series of 
bicycle racks, most of which were occupied, 
were off to one side, and on the other was a 
small play area for kids with large rocks to 
climb on and wood chips to make sure that any
falls were cushioned.  Beyond the playground 
was a sloping hill that went down to a wide 
creek.

The visitor center’s facade had been 
updated since he had last been there.  It had 
used to resemble a log cabin, but now it was all
sleek curves and large glass windows.  While it
was certainly more modern, it had lost a lot of 
the charm of the original design.

They went inside, and it was immediately 
obvious that the updates hadn’t just been 
confined to the exterior.  When he was young, 
the visitor center had been home to just a few 



display cases with animals like turtles and 
frogs, and a number of stuffed birds had been 
mounted on the walls.  It had been a very 
simple setup.  There hadn’t been any need for 
something more elaborate, as the real appeal 
of the preserve was nature itself.

That mindset had changed at some point.  
The inside was now much larger, and there 
were far more exhibits on display.  The first 
thing that drew his attention as he entered the 
building was an artificial river that ran from the 
front to the back.  It was constructed like a 
huge aquarium, with glass walls holding in the 
water, dirt, and rocks.  Everything was set up 
to resemble what a real river in the area would 
look like if a section was cut out and viewed 
from the side.  There were three tiers to the 
structure, each one lower than the one before 
it.  The water flowed down small waterfalls 
between the tiers.  The third and lowest tier 
was by far the largest, featuring a deep pool of 
water that fish and turtles swam in.  Stairs ran 
down one side and a gently sloping ramp 
adorned the other.

On both the second and third tiers there 
was an arch that led to a small tunnel that went
under the artificial river.  As he watched, two 
small children ran happily through the tunnel, 
going in the side by the stairs and emerging on
the opposite side near the ramp.  Each one of 
the arches was made to look like it was 
constructed of twigs so that it resembled a 



beaver dam.  It was an odd choice since there 
were no beavers in Blackwood.

There were three rooms connected to the 
main chamber, each with a different theme.  
One contained a series of black tables with 
various labeled animal furs stretched out on 
them that visitors could touch.  The second 
housed a dozen or so display tanks with live 
small animals inside of them.  The third room, 
all the way at the far end of the building, was a 
multimedia room with large monitors depicting 
scenes from the nature preserve.

Just to his left was a glass case 
showcasing various snake skins and turtle 
shells.  Behind that case was a park ranger 
seated on a stool.  She was speaking to an old 
man and woman.  The uniform she was 
wearing was the same as the one that the 
dead man in the woods behind Lorelai’s house 
had been wearing.

He felt Lorelai nudge him in the side.  He 
turned to her and she motioned with her chin 
towards the far side of the room.  He looked in 
the direction she was indicating.  There was a 
door between the fur and animal rooms, and 
mounted on the wall next to it was a small 
black card reader with a red light on top.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

“We have to find out what’s behind that 
door,” Lorelai said emphatically as they slowly 
walked around the visitor center.  “What’s the 
plan?”

“You need to calm down, Lore,” John 
replied, calmly looking around.  “You’re walking
around like you’re looking for a fight when 
we’re supposed to look like a couple of people 
out for a day at the park.”

“I know you’re right, but I can’t help it.  
Annie could be right past that door.”

He glanced at her.  “And the keycard we 
found might not have anything to do with her 
disappearance.”

“Don’t you think that I know that?”

“I know that you do.  I’m just reminding you 
of it.  I do my best work when I’m with you, but 
if you can’t rein yourself in I need you to leave.”

She stiffened.  “I’m sorry that I can’t be an 
unfeeling bastard like you when my daughter 
has been taken from me.”

John felt like he had been punched in the 
gut, but he kept his face neutral and turned 
towards the artificial river as if he was 
interested in it.  It wasn’t the anger in her voice 



that made the comment hurt.  He knew that 
she was exhausted from exertion and worry, 
and she had lashed out without thinking.  The 
part that cut deep was that she had meant 
what she said.  She stepped up beside him, 
her face betraying her shock.

“Oh, John, I am so sorry,” she said.  “I didn’t
mean-”

“Yes, you did,” he interrupted.  “It’s fine.  
There are only two park rangers here, one at 
the front and another walking around.  The 
roaming one just went into the bathroom, so 
now’s our chance to see what’s behind the 
door.”

He turned and started leisurely walking to 
the door before she could say anything.  He 
was a bit hurt, but he wasn’t mad.  He knew 
the kind of person that he was, and he knew 
how he came off to other people.  Even Lorelai,
who loved him and had been his constant 
companion since they were children, had a 
hard time with it on occasion.  He had tried to 
work on it in the past, but there was just some 
switch in him that flipped during certain times 
that cut off most of his emotions.  Most of the 
time he had the same feelings as anyone else, 
just maybe a bit blunted.  When his mind was 
working at a certain rate, though, there was 
almost nothing.



Being emotionally detached made him a 
better investigator, but it also made him less of 
a person and a really terrible partner.

Taking one last look to make sure they 
weren’t being watched, he slid the securing 
card through the card reader.  There was a 
quiet beep, but the light remained red.  He 
wryly reflected that his luck with security cards 
hadn’t been very good the past couple of days,
as the same thing had happened at the asylum
elevator.  He tried the card again and this time 
the light turned green.  He opened the door 
and they quickly slipped inside.

They were standing in a security office.  A 
dozen monitors were mounted on the wall, 
each displaying a different section of the nature
preserve.  A pair of computers were set up 
under the screens.  They weren’t exactly 
cutting edge, as each consisted of a large 
computer tower attached to a heavy CRT 
monitor.  There was a tall cabinet up against 
the opposite wall, and a small desk just under 
the window.

There was quite a bit of dust in the room.  
He ran a finger over one of the monitors and 
left a visible streak behind.  This room wasn’t 
used very often.

“It doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in 
at least a month,” Lorelai said, echoing his own
thoughts.



“Probably longer,” he agreed.  “The park 
rangers must use this as a sort of backup 
security station when they’re away from their 
own building.”

She opened the cabinet, revealing a 
number of old coats hanging inside.  “Where 
do you want to try next?”

He was about to reply when he noticed 
something on the monitors.  At the bottom of 
each screen was the time and date.  Many of 
them were different, however.  He looked 
closer and found that there wasn’t even 
movement on some of the cameras, just an 
unmoving picture.

“Most of these aren’t live images,” he said.  
“That means the feeds are being recorded.  
Can you…”

He broke off as Lorelai sat down at one of 
the computers before he could finish speaking. 
As she worked, he walked around the small 
office.  The amount of dust was a bit odd.  It 
meant that a cleaning crew hadn’t worked in 
the room for quite a while.  That would have 
made sense if there was a reason to keep the 
cleaners out, but there was nothing in here that
could be considered even remotely dangerous 
or confidential.

“I’ve got it,” Lorelai said.



“Nice,” he said as he stepped around 
behind her to look over her shoulder.

She shrugged.  “It was nothing.  It wasn’t 
even password protected.  All I had to do was 
find the right icon to click on.  What do you 
want me to do now?”

“Can you set it to display all the camera 
footage from the night Annie disappeared?  
Start it as close to when you were woken up as
possible.”

A few minutes later all of the monitors 
switched the images that they were showing.  
Night had fallen over all the different sections 
of the preserve, and it was more difficult to 
make anything out.  He checked the time and 
date at the bottom of the screens and was 
happy to see that they all matched.  There was
an odd lurch, and all the videos began to play.

“What are we looking for?” Lorelai asked, 
peering closely at the monitors.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.  “Anything out 
of the ordinary.”

She pointed at the monitor in the bottom 
right corner.  “Um, you mean something like 
that?”

He looked closer.  The camera was 
showing a huge tree in the middle of a field.  It 
was old and gnarled, like it had grown straight 



out of a horror movie.  There was a large piece
of the trunk missing, and he wondered if it had 
been struck by lightning sometime in the past.

She hadn’t been referring to the tree, 
however.  In front of it were four people in long 
hooded robes with rope belts.  It was as if 
someone had simply typed ‘cultist’ into a 
search engine and went with the first picture 
that popped up.  They were facing each other 
and conversing in a very animated fashion.

A light appeared on the left side of the 
screen and grew brighter for a few seconds 
before a rusty late model pickup pulled into 
view.  He stopped roughly a dozen feet from 
the robed group and the driver’s side opened.  
A huge man stepped out, his jeans and thick 
work coat covered in splatters of something 
dark.

“Wait, what?” John said in confusion.  
“That’s Gerard Gannon.”

“Who?” Lorelai asked.

“The walking mountain that held me down 
while this was done to me.”  He indicated his 
bandaged arm.  “He was an inmate at the 
asylum, what is he doing walking around a 
nature preserve?”

The people in the robes backed up slightly 
as Gannon went around the front of the truck to
the passenger side.  He pulled the door open 



so hard that John thought the hinges would 
break.  He reached inside and pulled out a 
young woman with a gag stuck in her mouth 
and her hands tied behind her back.  She was 
looking at him in terror, her eyes wide and her 
entire body tense.  Seemingly without effort he 
flung her over his shoulder and walked towards
the tree.

“Oh God,” Lorelai whispered as she 
watched, her voice uneven.

The girl that Gannon was carrying was their
daughter Annie.  John put his hand on Lorelai’s
shoulder in what he hoped was a comforting 
way.  They watched as Gannon walked over to
the tree and practically tossed Anne onto the 
ground at its base.  He turned back around and
returned to the pickup as the people in the 
robes gathered around Annie.  The pickup 
pulled back out of view and the glare from its 
lights vanished.

The hooded figures forced her to her feet 
and walked around to the far side of the tree 
and out of view.  A few moments later, one of 
them came back around and looked off into the
distance as if it was expecting something.  
When nothing happened, it turned to head 
back behind the tree.  A gust of wind blew off 
its hood, and it quickly put it back up before 
going out of sight.

That split second had been enough, 
though.  John sucked in his breath as he felt 



his free hand clench into a fist.  The man’s face
had been that of Dr. Samuel Toombs.

“What the hell?” Lorelai exclaimed as she 
saw it, too.  “What does this mean?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted.  “If he’s a part 
of this, though, it suddenly makes more sense 
as to why he was so pissed off that I was taken
off the medications.  We have a face to go with
the crime now.  That means we have a 
direction and a target.”

Lorelai fast-forwarded the video, but neither
the group of hooded figures nor Annie 
reappeared.  He looked at the time stamp as 
the video played in double time.  It was only 
about ten minutes after Lorelai had called the 
police.  It should have been impossible for 
Gannon or anyone else to have driven from the
townhouse to the Blackwood Nature Preserve 
in that small amount of time.

“Do me a favor and put the camera feed 
back to what’s happening now,” he said.

Lorelai did as she was asked, and all of the 
monitors blinked out before showing a brightly 
lit day instead of a dark night.  He checked the 
time on the monitors against the time displayed
on the phone she had given him.

“These cameras are off by about forty-five 
minutes,” he noted.



“Is that significant?”

“Maybe.  It means that Gannon would have 
easily had time to make the drive from your 
place to here.  In fact, it suggests that there 
was some kind of delay or a stop was made.  
There might be more natural and less 
supernatural things at work here than we were 
initially led to believe.  We need to check out 
that tree before we lose too much daylight.  
Can you somehow make us a copy of the 
video from that camera for the entire night of 
the kidnapping?”

“I’ll get it uploaded to my cloud storage.”

He turned to her uncomprehendingly.  
“Translation?”

“Yes, we’ll have a copy.”

When Lorelai had finished whatever it was 
that she was doing, they went back out into the
main room of the visitor center.  Nobody 
seemed to notice that they were coming out of 
a secure area, so they casually strolled up the 
ramp and back outside.  They stepped off the 
path and walked underneath a tree that was 
out of earshot of the people entering and 
leaving the building.

“The trick is going to be finding the tree in 
the video,” John said as he opened the map.  “I
doubt that it’s going to be shown here as a 



landmark.  I didn’t see anything labeled on the 
video, did you?”

“No, but maybe I can narrow it down,” 
Lorelai replied as she typed away on her 
phone.  “If I do a general search for Blackwood
Nature Preserve pictures, maybe I can find…  
Here it is.”

She turned the phone so that he could see 
the screen.  It was displaying a picture of the 
gnarled tree that they had seen on the video.  
He shook his head with a smile.

“Have I told you that you’re incredible 
lately?” he asked, unconsciously lapsing into 
an old joke they had often shared.

“You haven’t, but you’re due,” she 
answered to finish out the ritual as she turned 
the phone back around.  “The person who took
this tagged it as having been taken in the wet 
prairie section of the preserve.  I think we 
passed a sign for that on the way in.”

They got back into the car and drove back 
towards the preserve entrance.  John felt his 
pulse race as Lorelai turned back onto the 
road.  Things were happening faster now, and 
for the first time they really knew that they were
on the right track.  They had an actual 
destination instead of grasping at guesses.

The knowledge that Tooms was somehow 
involved made him feel uneasy, but he shook 



off the feeling by reminding himself that it didn’t
currently matter.  He had a hunch that the 
doctor’s involvement in his and Annie’s lives 
would matter in the not-so-distant future, but 
for the moment the only thing that he was 
focused on was finding their daughter before 
something else happened to her.  There was 
always the possibility that something 
unspeakable had already taken place, but he 
was keeping that thought shoved firmly out of 
his mind.

“I really am sorry,” Lorelai said, shaking him
out of his thoughts.

“About what?” he asked in confusion.

“About what I said back in the visitor center.
The thing about you being an unfeeling 
bastard.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not fine.  I can’t believe that I said 
it.”

John shrugged.  “You’ve been under a lot of
stress, Lore.  Besides, it’s not like you weren’t 
right.”

She put her hand on his and briefly took her
eyes off the road to look at him.  He looked 
back and saw a mixture of sadness and 
compassion in her eyes.  He had to look away.



“What I said wasn’t true, John,” she told him
softly.  “I know when you’re working on 
something or giving something your full 
attention it makes everything else fade away.  I
can’t say that I’ve never been hurt by that, and 
I’m sure that I will be again.”

“I’m sorry,” he muttered.

“Let me finish.  That person you are when 
you’re in your own head isn’t the man that I 
know.  That’s the person that other people 
need, the person that you have to share.  The 
man I know is the one that I fell in love with.  
He’s the man that has never once let me down 
when it matters.  It’s like you save all of your 
warmth and happiness for your time with me, 
and I not only cherish it, but I’m honored by it.”

He didn’t know what to say.  He sat in his 
seat staring at her as she drove, countless 
emotions filling him.  He had so many things 
that he wanted to tell her, and so few words 
that would be sufficient.

“When this is all over, I want to get to know 
that man again,” she continued.  “I want to hold
that man’s hand on long walks, I want to kiss 
him and be close to him, and I want to grow old
together with him.  I never stopped loving you, 
John.  We’ve been apart for all these years and
there was never anyone else for me.”

To his surprise, she pulled the car over to 
the side of the road and parked.  She pointed 



out the window, and off in the distance he 
could just make out an old gnarled tree 
towering above a brown field.  He moved to 
open his car door, but before he could Lorelai 
stopped him.

“You’re the man that I want to spend the 
rest of my life with,” she said.  As she did so, 
her face grew stony.  “That’s not the man that I 
need right now, though.  I need the man that 
has tracked down murderers and serial killers, 
the one that is totally focused on getting the job
done no matter what.  I need the cold analysis 
and incredible perception that comes with 
using that big brain of yours.”

He stared at her, unsure of what to say.

“I need,” she said slowly, “the man that is 
so protective of the people he cares about that 
he killed my mother to keep me safe.”

John looked away.

“I need you to be that man,” Lorelai 
pressed.  “I need you to be that man for me 
and for our daughter.  I need you to be your 
best by being your worst.  Can you?”

Without a word, he nodded once.

“Good.  Let’s go find our daughter.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

20 Years Ago

Lorelai yawned as she pulled the car into 
the driveway.  It was approaching two in the 
morning, and she was exhausted.  Her ears 
were still ringing from the concert speakers, 
and her eyelids were heavy.  She got out of the
car and stretched.  It had been a long day, but 
it had also been a great one.

Instead of going in through the front door, 
she circled around the house and went to the 
back door instead.  Her mother’s bedroom was
directly above the front porch, and she didn’t 
want to wake her.  She went inside and there 
was an immediate clammer as the family dog 
excitedly greeted her.

“Shh, quiet, Marco,” she whispered to him.  
“I’m glad to see you, too.  Let’s go to bed.”

Ever since he was a puppy, Marco had 
refused to sleep anywhere but at the foot of her
bed.  If she wasn’t home, he would park 
himself in one of the downstairs chairs and wait
for her to return.  It was endearing, but it also 
meant that she would often come home to a 
very cranky golden retriever.

She went up the stairs slowly to avoid 
making them creak.  Every step seemed to 



take forever.  It was better than making a ton of
noise, however, so she continued at the 
agonizingly slow pace until she reached the 
top.  With a grateful sigh she went into her 
bedroom and closed the door.

Before she could even begin to take off her 
shoes, however, the door flung back open.  It 
caught her by surprise, and she yelped in 
shock.  The bedroom light was turned on, and 
she found her mother standing in the doorway.

“Do you have any idea what time it is?” her 
mother demanded, her face furious.

“It’s a little past two,” Lorelai answered, 
trying to keep her voice steady but failing.

“A little past two.  What in the fuck were you
doing out so late?”

“It’s…  Tonight was that concert I told you 
about, Mom.  I told you about it last week, 
remember?  John and I went.”

“Oh yes, John.”  Her mother nearly spat the
name out as she said it in a disgusted tone.  “I 
figured that John had something to do with 
this.”

She knew from past experience that it was 
a mistake to take the bait, but Lorelai’s temper 
flared and she stood up from her bed as she 
asked, “And just what is wrong with John?”



Virginia Brooks looked surprised.  She 
wasn’t used to her daughter standing up to her.
The surprise was only momentary, however, 
and she quickly gathered herself.

“We can always start with the fact that he’s 
a stunted moron,” she growled.

Without even knowing she was going to do 
it, Lorelai burst out laughing.  She shook her 
head and pointed at her mother like the woman
was the funniest thing that she had ever seen.  
Her mother looked extremely confused.

“You do realize,” Lorelai said as her 
laughter died down, “that you just called 
someone with an IQ of nearly two hundred a 
moron, right?”

Virginia’s face changed, and Lorelai knew 
that she had gone too far.  Her mother struck 
her hard across the jaw with an open hand.  
She stumbled backwards into the small table 
next to her bed, and she cried out as she 
caught her leg on the edge.  Her mouth was 
filled with the copper taste of blood.

“This isn’t about that boy,” Virginia told her 
daughter as she slowly approached.  “This is 
about your lack of common courtesy and 
decency.  You go out and you spread your legs
for that imbecile like a cheap whore.  I won’t 
stand for that.

“Mom, please, I don’t-” Lorelai started.



“No, you don’t, but you will.”  Virginia looked
her up and down.  “By the time the sun comes 
up, you’ll have learned your lesson.”

She suddenly left the room, and Lorelai 
could hear her quickly descending the stairs.  
There was something about her mother’s 
words and the way that she had said them that 
filled Lorelai with fear.  She glanced over at 
Marco, who was huddled in the corner of the 
room with fear.  He had been on the wrong end
of her mother’s wrath more than once himself.

In the upstairs hallway was a cordless 
phone on a small round table.  She hurried out 
of her room and grabbed it.  Without even 
thinking about it, she dialed John’s number in 
panic.  It rang for a few seconds before 
someone on the other end picked up.

“Um, hello?” John’s voice said sleepily.

“Oh God, John, I think she’s going to do it,” 
Lorelai practically yelled into the phone.  “I 
think she’s going to kill me.”

“What?”  His voice was instantly more alert.
“You’re serious?”

“Yes!  Please, John, I need help!”

“Okay, I’m on my way.  You need to hang 
up with me and call the police.”

“What am I going to do?”



“You’re going to listen to me.  Hang up the 
phone and call the police, then get somewhere 
safe.  I’m coming for you right now.”

There was a click and the line went dead.  
Trying to keep herself under control, she 
quickly went over to her mother’s bedroom 
door.  It was closed.  She knew that her mother
kept her late father’s handgun in her dresser in 
case someone broke into the house.  Fearing 
that her mother would be back soon, she 
turned the doorknob and opened it.  It was dark
inside.  She went in and turned on the light.

She immediately screamed.  A man she 
didn’t recognize was lying naked face down on 
the bed, his arms and legs tied to the 
headboard and footboard.  At least a dozen 
long thin knives were sticking out of his back.  
Blood was everywhere, soaking the previously 
white sheets and covering the walls.  She 
clamped a hand over her mouth.  No matter 
how hard she tried, she couldn’t look away.

She remained rooted to the spot until she 
heard the step at the bottom of the stairs creak.
Her mother was coming back up.  Tearing her 
eyes away from the dead man, she frantically 
dug through the dresser drawers looking for 
the gun.  It was missing.  She went back out 
into the hallway and hurried over to the door 
leading up to the attic.  She flung it open and 
shut it behind her as she ran up the narrow 
wooden stairs two at a time.



At the top of the stairs were stacks of 
storage boxes.  Most of them contained 
seasonal decorations and out of season 
clothes.  She began pushing them down the 
stairs, trying to build a barricade that her 
mother wouldn’t be able to get through.  There 
weren’t enough to fully block it off, however, 
and she knew that the door she had just come 
through opened outward and not inward.  The 
pile of debris wouldn’t stop her mother for long.

Not sure what else to do, Lorelai crouched 
down as low as she could in the dark.  The 
only source of light was a small amount coming
through the round window to her left.  It struck 
her that she was still holding the phone.  Her 
hands were shaking as she dialed 9-1-1.  She 
held it up to her ear but nothing happened.  
She tried again with the same result.  There 
wasn’t even a dial tone.  Her mother must have
ripped the phone cord out of the wall at the 
base.

Lorelai had suffered dozens of beatings 
from her mother since she was a little girl.  
Most of them had left little to no injuries, but 
some of them had been severe.  This time was
different, though.  The look in her mother’s 
eyes had been crazed, and the dead body in 
the bedroom said louder than words that the 
woman had gone over the edge.

The door at the bottom of the stairs opened 
slowly, and light from the hallway illuminated 



the lower steps.  Virginia Brooks stepped into 
view, her hands clenched around a large ax.  
Her father had used it for chopping wood on 
camping trips before he had passed away.

“I don’t know what I have to do to get you to
listen,” Virginia called up, using the blade of the
ax to clear away the debris at the bottom of the
stairs.  “I’ve tried whipping.  I’ve tried beating.  
I’ve even tried burning.  It looks like I’ll have to 
try something a little more permanent.”

Lorelai knew that she was going to die.  Her
mother was going to march up the stairs, 
ignore any pleas for mercy, and hack her apart 
with the ax she was wielding.  There was no 
doubt in her mind that this was exactly what 
would transpire.

Rather than freezing her in fear, however, 
that knowledge only gave her courage.  She 
stopped shaking and slowly got to her feet.  
There was no way that she was going to die 
without a fight.  She looked around for 
something that she could use as a weapon, but
there was nothing.  It didn’t matter.  She’d fight 
with her teeth and nails if she had to.

Virginia made it past the boxes and began 
climbing the stairs.  She was holding the ax out
in front of her as she ascended.  Lorelai 
assessed the situation and determined that the
best place to confront her mother was on the 
stairs, not in the attic itself.  The woman’s 



ability to swing the ax would be greatly reduced
in the narrow stairwell.

She waited until her mother was halfway up
before she rushed down the stairs.  Virginia 
was caught completely off guard, and Lorelai 
brushed the ax aside with her hand before 
ramming her full body weight into her mother.  
Virginia cried out in surprise, and she tumbled 
over backwards.  She hit the doorway at the 
bottom hard, and she stumbled back into the 
hallway.

Lorelai quickly followed, knowing that she 
couldn’t give her mother a chance to recover.  
She leaped over the boxes and their contents 
and went out through the door.  Her mother 
was leaning up against the doorway leading 
into the bedroom with the dead man, her left 
arm hanging strangely from the socket but the 
ax still gripped in the other hand.

Channeling all the pent up anger that had 
built up in her from all the abuse she had 
suffered her entire life, Lorelai once again 
rammed into her mother, this time lowering her 
shoulder like her father had taught her during 
her youth football days as a child.  Her mother 
was nearly lifted off her feet as she flew 
through the doorway and into the side of the 
bed.  Blood from the mutilated body splattered 
onto both of them.

“I swear,” Virginia wheezed, the breath 
having been knocked out of her.  “I’m going to 



teach you to respect me, even if I have to cut 
your head clean off your neck to do it.”

The woman started to pull herself up.  With 
a surge of adrenaline Lorelai pinned down the 
hand holding the ax with her foot and reached 
over to pull one of the many knives out of the 
body.  Yelling an almost primal scream, she 
plunged the knife down into her mother.  The 
blade slipped into the woman’s chest with 
almost no resistance.  Virginia’s entire body 
froze before she coughed once.  Blood 
bubbled out of her mouth.  To Lorelai’s 
amazement, she tried to get up again.  Shaking
off the shock, Lorelai grabbed a second knife 
and jammed it into Virginia’s side.

“Stay down!” she pleaded with her mother.

“Learn…” Virginia hissed.  “Respect.”

As she started to weep uncontrollably, 
Lorelai freed a third knife from the man’s back. 
She prayed that she would be able to end this 
before she lost total control of herself, but she 
didn’t think she’d be able to deliver the killing 
blow.  She hated this woman more than 
anything in the world, but it was still her 
mother.  She closed her eyes.

She opened them again as she felt the 
knife being taken out of her hand.  John was 
standing next to her, his eyes taking in the 
scene as he gently but firmly disarmed her.  



She gasped in relief, and she collapsed into his
arms with a sob.

“Are you okay?” he asked her, holding her 
tightly.

She nodded, then shook her head.  She 
didn’t know how she was.  He pushed her 
away so that he could look her over and make 
sure that she hadn’t been physically harmed.  
His eyes narrowed as he saw the cut on her 
leg.  Seemingly satisfied that she wasn’t 
seriously hurt, he knelt down next to her 
mother, the knife clenched tightly in his hand.

“She’ll live,” he declared after quickly 
examining the woman’s wounds.  “She has a 
collapsed lung, and her arm probably won’t 
ever be the same, but she’ll live.”

Lorelai didn’t know how to feel about that.  
Her mother was a terrible person that deserved
everything that she got, but she was also glad 
not to have killed the woman.  The thought of 
killing someone made her stomach turn.

“Did you call the police yet?” he asked.

“I couldn’t,” Lorelai said, feeling like she 
was going to throw up.

John glanced over at the stand the phone 
was normally on in the hallway and nodded as 
he saw the base wasn’t connected to the wall.  
He stood back up and wrapped his arms 



around her once again, hugging her so hard 
that she could barely breathe.  When he let go 
she could see the fear and relief in his face, 
and she realized that he must have thought 
that he was going to lose her.

“Go next door and bang on the door until 
someone answers,” he instructed her, clearly 
struggling to keep his emotions in check.  “Use 
their phone to call the police.”

“Okay,” she agreed.  “What are you going 
to do?”

“Someone has to make sure that your mom
doesn’t try to wander away.  Go on, I’ll be fine.”

As she hurried towards the stairs, Lorelai 
heard John say something.  She paused to 
listen.  He was talking to her mother.  He was 
speaking quietly, and she strained to hear what
he was saying.

“You tried to kill Lorelai,” he said.  “You 
killed this man in the bed.  I don’t have any 
solid evidence, but I’ve looked into it before 
and I’m convinced that you killed your 
husband, Lorelai’s father, and made it look like 
he died when his gun misfired.  You’ve abused 
your daughter since she was three.  You’ve 
even repeatedly hurt the dog.  You’re a 
monster.”



Virginia responded by whispering 
something, but Lorelai couldn’t make out what 
she said.

“No, that’s not going to happen.  You’re not 
going to kill Lorelai or anyone else again.  Stay 
down.  I’m not going to let you…  No.”

Forgetting the phone call she was 
supposed to be making, Lorelai rushed back 
into the bedroom.  John was just starting to 
stand up again, and he looked up at her 
silently.  She looked down at her mother.  The 
woman was no longer moving.  Her eyes were 
still open, but they were staring into 
nothingness.  The knife in her chest had been 
moved slightly from where it had been 
previously.

Lorelai and John stared at each other, 
neither one able to speak.  His face was blank 
and completely unreadable.  There was blood 
on his right hand.

“What happened?” she asked finally.

“I was talking to her, and I saw her arm 
move,”  John stated matter-of-factly.  “She had 
something metal in her hand.”

He stepped off to one side, and that was 
when Lorelai saw the gun in her mother’s 
hand.  It was her father’s old handgun that she 
had unsuccessfully searched for.  The 
woman’s finger was still sitting on the trigger.



“It must have been under the bed,” he said.

Lorelai took a deep breath before saying, 
“She was my mother.”

“I know.”  His calm demeanor suddenly 
slipped as he seemed to realize what that 
meant.  “I’m so sorry, Lore.  She had a gun, 
and she said that she was going to kill you.”

She shook her head, cutting him off.  “Stop.
Just… stop.  She was my mother, and I 
couldn’t kill her even to protect my own life.  
She needed to be put down.  It needed to be 
done.  You did it to protect me, and I’m always 
going to love you for that.”

He hesitated.  “You’re sure?”

She nodded.  “I’m sure.  Now then, I’m 
going to go call the police.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The tree was further away from the road 
than it had appeared when they had first 
arrived.  With the growth being so thick there 
was no way to drive across it, so the only 
option was to hike.  They put on their 
backpacks and began to make their way 
towards their destination.

As John trudged through the wet terrain, he
felt water and mud squishing through the holes
in his sandals.  Because of the time of year it 
was freezing, and he began to wish that he had
worn something more appropriate.  A full body 
hazmat suit, perhaps.

He had never really enjoyed being out in 
nature.  He didn’t have anything against fresh 
air and exercise, but he had never had the 
urge to spend extended periods of time out in 
it, either.  Some kids like to explore and camp 
and take nature walks.  He had enjoyed sitting 
in his room reading and playing video games.  
He had seen it as a personal preference rather 
than being an introvert.

That had changed somewhat when he had 
met Lorelai.  His mother, desperate for him not 
to become a hermit at the ripe old age of six, 
had dragged him to the local park.  He had 
been sitting on one of the benches wondering 
how long he was going to be made to suffer 



when he saw her from across the playground.  
She had been a tornado of freckles and messy 
hair as she attacked the monkey bars.  She 
wasn’t very successful, but she had brushed 
herself off and tried again.  This went on for 
some time before she noticed him.  She had 
tried a couple more times before she had 
marched over to him and spoke her first words 
to him: “What are you looking at, weirdo?”

They had been together in one form or 
another ever since.

He glanced over at Lorelai and saw that 
she was easily traversing the terrain.  Her jaw 
was clenched, and there was a grim 
determination in her demeanor that she had 
only seen a few times before.  It was the same 
look that she had often had as she had stared 
down bullies in school.

After what seemed like hours, they finally 
reached the tree.  It was even more warped 
than it had looked on the security monitor.  The
bark was mostly stripped off of it, revealing 
gray wood underneath.  The limbs were twisted
and bare.  They were like gnarled hands 
reaching down for them.  The trunk was split 
down the middle to about the halfway point, 
and each side of the split had been burned 
black.  It had definitely been struck by lightning 
at some point during its long life.

Lorelai remained still and silent while he 
examined the tree.  She was giving him his 



space while he began to gather information.  If 
at all possible he preferred to be alone during 
the early stages of each part of an 
investigation, but the next best thing was for 
any observers to stay out of his way.  She was 
trying to give him the closest thing to a perfect 
crime scene as she could.

He turned his attention back to the tree for 
a moment before looking off into the distance 
to the left.  That was the direction the camera 
had been recording from.  There was nowhere 
nearby for it to have been mounted, but about 
three hundred yards away was a tall pole.  The
sunlight was glinting off of something at the 
very top of that pole.  That object must have 
been the camera.

He rubbed the back of his neck.  The angle 
was right, but the video had been a fairly tight 
shot of the tree and the ground around it.  In 
fact, it had been such a tight and clear shot 
that both Annie and Toombs had been easily 
recognizable.  It would have taken a much 
more powerful and much more expensive 
camera than one normally found at a local 
nature preserve.  Someone was very 
interested in observing what happened at this 
particular tree.

There was the very real possibility that they 
were being watched.  He motioned for Lorelai 
to follow him, and they quickly moved around 
the trunk of the tree so that it stood between 



them and the camera.  It wouldn’t do much 
good if someone had already spotted them, but
at least they were now hidden from view.

That worked out especially well because 
this was the side of the tree that they needed 
to be on anyway.  The people in the robes had 
brought Annie to this side and hadn’t come 
back into view.  He ran the tips of his fingers 
along the tree’s trunk, looking for some crack 
or opening that wasn’t immediately apparent.  
When he didn’t find anything, he knelt down 
and did the same on the ground surrounding 
the base.  His index finger discovered a 
strange groove, and after following it he found 
that it extended out roughly four feet.

He took off his backpack and dug the multi-
tool out of the front pocket.  Flipping the knife 
blade up, he dug into the groove and pushed 
gently.  A section of the ground raised slightly, 
then settled back down when he pulled out the 
blade.  He flipped the blade back into the 
handle and slipped the multi-tool into his 
pocket.

Laying flat on the ground, he carefully 
examined every square inch directly in front of 
him.  It was a slow process, and he heard 
Lorelai shift impatiently behind him.  His eyes 
eventually fell on a long rock that looked 
smoother than the others around it.  He 
reached out to touch it and found that it was 
stuck to the ground.  Getting up onto his knees 



he wrapped his hand around it and pulled up.  
There was an audible click as a lock released.  
He lifted the hidden hatch to reveal a set of 
stairs leading down into the earth.

“That’s incredible,” Lorelai whispered.

He didn’t respond.  It wasn’t some trick or 
sign of mental superiority.  It was just paying 
attention.  The rock that hid the release was 
smoother than the others because it had been 
rubbed clean from people touching it.  Anyone 
that took the time to really examine the world 
around them would have discovered it 
eventually.

He examined the stairs under the hatch.  
They were thin and steep, but they only 
extended about ten feet underground.  They 
were made of old wood that was showing signs
of rot.  It was hard to say just how safe they 
were.  The best, most logical option would be 
to have Lorelai descend them first.  That way if 
a step broke or there were unforeseen issues, 
it wouldn’t be him that ran the possibility of 
injury.  There was also a chance that someone 
was waiting down below, and sending her first 
would mean that the most expendable of the 
two of them would be the one taking the 
biggest risk.

He closed his eyes and shook his head 
slightly.  No, that was going too far.  He 
couldn’t use Lorelai like that.  It was an 
unacceptable risk.



On the other hand, it was definitely the 
logically sound option.  While Annie’s 
kidnapping was emotionally connected to both 
of them, it was still at its core a criminal 
investigation.  He was far more talented at that 
than Lorelai, and while it sounded egotistical 
he was overall quite a bit more intelligent than 
she was as well.  These were the qualities that 
were needed to bring a successful end to this 
particular investigation.  She was more 
athletically gifted than he was and much more 
skilled at self-defense, but that would be more 
than equaled out by simply taking the gun from
her.  Besides, this is what she had asked for 
back in the car.  Him at his most logical and 
practical.

He opened his eyes and looked over at her.
He knew that he couldn’t do what she had 
asked the moment that he did so.  He could 
remain completely cold and objective when it 
came to cases involving random strangers, but 
when it came to her and now Annie, he just 
couldn’t do it.  She looked back at him 
curiously.

“Is everything okay?” she asked with 
concern.

“I’m fine,” John replied, feeling physically 
nauseous that he had even considered doing 
what he had been thinking.  “I know that you 
just asked for me to handle this the way that I 
would any other crime, but I think it will be 



better if you and I work together on this 
instead.”

He saw her eyes narrow ever so slightly.  
“John, what just happened?  You were looking 
around with a completely blank look on your 
face and all of a sudden you look like you’re 
going to be sick.”

“I told you, I’m fine.”

“I know this look, John.  It was those 
thoughts again, wasn’t it?”

He looked away.  As always, she knew him 
too well.  This hadn’t been the first time that 
following his internal logic had led to some 
thoughts that most people would have instantly
recoiled from.  There were many times that 
logic and humanity clashed with one another.  
He would have killed a number of people over 
the years if he had strictly gone with the most 
logical solutions to problems.  Just recently he 
would have ended the life of David Halliwell.

It had been a problem since childhood.  
When they were eight, he and Lorelai had 
found an injured bird on the sidewalk.  Its wing 
was crippled beyond repair, and it was 
breathing heavily as it laid there.  She had left 
to get a shoebox to take it to her father to see 
what could be done to help the poor creature.  
Alone, he had quickly assessed the situation 
and without a second thought snapped the 
bird’s neck to put it out of its misery.  When 



Lorelai had returned she had clearly been 
horrified by what she saw, but after listening to 
what his reasoning had been she had hugged 
him and told him that sometimes people had to
try to help even when there wasn’t any chance 
of success.

In a very real way she acted as his 
conscience.  Thanks to her he had grown into 
a reasonable facsimile of a well-adjusted 
human being.  Without her, he wasn’t sure that 
he would have become anything classified as 
human.

“What thoughts would those be?” a voice 
asked from above him.

John jumped in surprise and nearly fell.  
Looking up, he found the awful visage of Mitch 
staring back down at him from one of the tree’s
branches, its grin wider than ever.  He stepped 
back quickly to avoid the black liquid that 
dripped out of its mouth.

“Was it those dark little thoughts that 
nobody likes to admit to having?” it continued, 
seemingly amused at frightening him.  “The 
kind of thoughts that are a lot less rainbows 
and unicorns and a lot more stabby stabby?”

“Dammit, Mitch!” Lorelai practically yelled.  
“You need a bell or something.  You almost 
gave me a stroke.”



It turned its oversized head towards her.  “A
stroke?  Is that some kind of invitation?”

She rolled her eyes.  “Great, the 
interdimensional demon thing is a pervert, too.”

“At your service.  And by service I mean-”

“That is more than enough,” John 
interrupted.  “What are you doing here?”

It turned its attention to him.  “What, I need 
a reason to visit my best pal now?  My 
compatriot?  My bosom buddy?”

He gritted his teeth and spoke slowly.  
“What do you want?”

“A couple of things, actually.”  Mitch pointed
at the now open hatch.  “First off, I want to 
congratulate you on finding your daughter.  
Pats on the back all around!”

He and Lorelai exchanged a hopeful look.

“Are you saying that Annie is down there?” 
Lorelai asked in a choked voice.

“She is indeed, little lady.  I might not have 
been able to sense her before, but opening 
that hatch must have broken some kind of seal.
I can definitely feel her presence now.  You 
raised quite the spicy meatball, you know.  
She’s a feisty one.”



Lorelai moved to go down the stairs, but 
John reached out and pulled her back.  She 
struggled for a moment.  When she saw his 
face, though, she relaxed and nodded.

“What is this place?” he asked.  “What do 
these people want with Annie?”

“I don’t know the answer to that second 
question,” Mitch replied with a casual shrug.  
“I’ve never claimed to be psychic.  As to the 
question of what this place is, I’m not sure 
about that, either.  However, I do know that 
whatever it is, there is some seriously bad juju 
down there.  You probably have some guess 
as to who these folks are, right?”

John nodded.  “I have a pretty good idea.  
They’re C’hul cultists, aren’t they?  Worshipers 
of the being that Toombs said the name of 
back in the asylum.”

“That’s using the ol’ noodle.  A little birdie 
tells me that they call themselves the Order of 
the Endless Void.  It’s not very catchy, but I will
admit that it has a certain dramatic flair to it.  
Sadly none of them are here at this very 
moment, so I’ll have to discuss proper branding
techniques with them some other time.”

“They just left Annie alone down there?”

“Not quite.”  Mitch hopped down from the 
tree and landed right in front of John, splashing
the ground with a large amount of his vile 



mouth liquid.  “That brings me quite nicely to 
my other reason for being here.  The second 
you opened that hatch I could feel something 
moving around down there.”

“That’s not very descriptive,” Lorelai noted.

“Yeah, I know, and believe you me, I’m not 
normally at a loss for words.  I don’t know what
I’m feeling exactly.  It’s something new.  
Something… different.  I’ve never come into 
contact with anything quite like it before.”

“Great,” John mumbled.  “If history is 
anything to go on, I’m guessing that you won’t 
be helping with this.”

“Believe it or not, Johnny Boy, I wish that I 
could.  Problem is, C’hu’s power is all over this 
place.  It’s almost everywhere in Blackwood 
now.  Over the past day it’s been spreading all 
throughout Blackwood.  I have no idea what’s 
going on.  When you’ve got that much power in
one area it tends to block out anything else, 
and that includes me.  It’s taking a lot just to be
here talking with you.  I wouldn’t be any good 
to you down there.”

Lorelai nodded shortly.  “All right then.  
We’ll just have to do it ourselves.”

“That’s the spirit.  Speaking of which, you 
two should get started.  You don’t want to be 
out here after dark.  Good luck.”



Once again, he was gone.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Without exchanging a word, John and 
Lorelai dropped their backpacks onto the 
ground.  As he pulled the multi-tool out of his 
pocket and snapped the knife blade into place, 
she unzipped the front pocket of her pack and 
removed the gun they had taken from the dead
park ranger.  She hefted it a few times before 
flipping off the safety.  Her father had been a 
police officer, and before he had passed away 
they had enjoyed going to the firing range 
together.  Her father had taught her how to be 
safe around guns and, most importantly for 
what was happening now, how to be an 
accurate shot.  She looked collected and 
confident as she held it in front of her to get a 
feel for the weight.

In comparison, John wasn’t feeling as much
confidence as he gripped the multi-tool.  The 
knife blade extending from it was sharp, but it 
was also short and thin.  It was fine for cutting 
a cord or whittling some wood, but he doubted 
that it would be much help in a fight.  Still, it 
was better than nothing, and even if he had a 
gun he wasn’t a great shot.  It was better to 
leave the firearms to the woman who was 
proficient with them.

Before they went down the stairs, John 
collected some twigs and jammed them into 
the hinges of the hatch.  The last thing that 



they needed was to get stuck underground.  
With that done, he took the lead and 
descended through the opening.

The room at the bottom had concrete walls 
and a poured floor.  Along one wall were four 
large commercial-grade sinks, the kind that 
could be found in restaurant kitchens.  
Mounted between these sinks and higher up 
the wall were three shower heads.  At first he 
didn’t see the knobs that controlled the water 
flow for the heads, but as he reached the 
bottom of the steps he saw that the positions of
the sinks had been concealing them.

On the opposite wall were a dozen large 
hooks.  They were at least three feet long, and 
they were curved with razor-sharp edges.  The 
dim sunlight that came in through the hatch 
made the ones closest to the stairs appear to 
glow.

He stepped off the stairs and onto the 
concrete floor.  After walking a few feet he 
noticed that it was slightly sloped towards the 
center of the room.  He followed the dip with 
his eyes until he saw a drain in the middle.

“What is this place?” Lorelai asked quietly 
as she joined him.

“I don’t know for sure,” he replied slowly, 
taking another look around, “but this looks like 
the setup for a slaughterhouse.”



“Oh God.  Annie…”

John quickly shook his head.  “Everything 
looks like it’s been cleaned, but look at the 
drain.  There’s a layer of dust built up around it.
There hasn’t been any water running over it 
recently.

“I think there’s a door on the far right side of
the room.”

“I think you’re right.  But listen, Lorelai, 
there’s more going on here than we thought.”

She looked at him quizzically.  “What do 
you mean?”

“The sinks and shower heads mean that 
there’s running water.  There are lights 
mounted overhead, which means that there’s 
power.  Whoever built this place had the 
money and influence to get what amounts to a 
hole in the ground in the middle of nowhere 
hooked up to the water and power grids.”

She nodded slowly.  “It would have involved
a lot of people, too.  One person might be able 
to get the city to flip the switch for the utilities 
and power, but cables and piping would still 
need to be laid.  Not to mention repairing the 
ground where those things were dug and 
wiring everything inside.  Just building the 
structure under the tree would have required a 
good amount of construction, which would 
have meant a lot of manpower.”



“Exactly.  We can assume that no one 
involved talked about the project, either.  
Blackwood is a small town.  The story of a 
secret bunker under the local nature preserve 
would have been all over the place if someone 
did.”

Lorelai chewed on her lower lip for a 
moment.  “You realize that we’re talking about 
a large-scale conspiracy.”

John nodded.  “Yes.  We’ll have to add that 
to the long list of things to worry about later, 
though.  Let’s go get Annie.”

They proceeded across the room to a large 
metal door.  Instead of a knob, it had a locking 
wheel like a door on a ship.  He tried to turn it, 
but he couldn’t get it to budge.  Lorelai set the 
gun down on the floor and grabbed one side of 
the wheel.  At first it still didn’t move.  After a 
struggle, though, it slowly turned and the door 
opened.  She reclaimed the gun and they went 
through the opening.

They were in a tunnel.  There was no 
concrete here, just wooden beams and a dirt 
floor.  Small bulbs hung from the wires at 
regular intervals, lighting the way through the 
passage.  He had once taken a tour of a coal 
mine in West Virginia, and this tunnel reminded
him a lot of that.

It wasn’t a very long passage, and they 
arrived at another door within minutes.  It was 



identical to the one that they had just passed 
through, but this time the wheel spun more 
easily.  He was able to move it himself while 
Lorelai watched with the gun clenched in both 
hands.  Nothing came through when he 
opened it, so they continued onward.

The next room wasn’t any more pleasant 
than the first two.  The walls on the left and 
right were lined with large steel cages.  The 
bars were thick and close together.  On the 
floor of each of the cages were chains with 
manacles attached to the ends.  Most of the 
cage doors were open with the exception of 
one at the far side of the room.  Inside that 
cage, chained to the floor of the cell and barely
visible in the dim light cast by the overhead 
bulbs, was a young woman.

Lorelai took a step forward, but with her 
body tensing in visible frustration she stopped. 
He knew that she was remembering that Mitch 
had warmed them that something was down 
here with them.  The hairs were standing up on
the back of John’s neck.  It felt like they were 
being watched.

Nothing moved, though, and they weren’t 
just going to leave.  Lorelai glanced over at him
and he nodded.  She crept cautiously towards 
the occupied cage.  He followed closely 
behind, his eyes darting all over the room as 
he walked.  They reached the cage and he 
took a moment to look inside.



John experienced a feeling that he didn’t 
have a name for.  Annie Pierce was lying on 
her side on the hard ground, her hands and 
feet bound in manacles.  Her long hair partially 
covered her face, but he could still see freckles
just like her mother’s on her nose and cheeks.  
She appeared to be either sleeping or 
unconscious.

After quickly examining the cage, he tapped
Lorelai on the shoulder.  When she looked over
at him, he pointed up towards the ceiling.  
There was a wire extending from the top of the 
cage.  It went up to the ceiling and ran across a
wooden beam until it disappeared into a hole in
the wall just above a closed wooden door.

She nodded in understanding.  The cage 
was electrified.  They would need to turn off the
power source before they’d be able to open it.  
She pointed at the lock on the cage door, and 
then the manacles.  They’d also need a key 
that fit those.

There was a sound from the other side of 
the room.  John motioned for Lorelai to stay 
where she was and moved at a snail’s pace 
towards the noise.  He gripped the multi-tool 
tightly, the blade pointed out in front of him.  He
reflected again on just how inadequate of a 
weapon it made.

This side of the room was dark.  None of 
the bulbs overhead were lit, and he noticed 
that a few of them had been shattered.  He 



didn’t see anything that would have made a 
noise, just a series of shelving units with a 
variety of tools and boxes stacked on them.  
He could have been missing something in the 
darkness, however, so he carefully moved 
down the wall.  He sighed in relief as he found 
the source of the noise: a large field mouse 
was walking along one of the shelves and 
bumping into jars filled with screws.

There was another noise.  It was the sound 
of rusty hinges being forced to work.  The door 
under the wire slot was being opened.  He 
snapped his head towards Lorelai.  She was 
looking between the door and Annie’s cage 
with uncertainty on her face.  She knew that 
she was completely exposed, but at the same 
time she didn’t want to leave her daughter’s 
side.  Unsure what to do, she looked over in 
his direction.  He motioned for her to run over 
to where I was.  When she turned her attention
further up the wall, he realized that she couldn’t
see him in the darkness.  He started to move 
towards her.

The door opened before he could get more 
than a few feet.  He ducked back into the 
shadows.  Lorelai hurried behind the cage and 
hid there as best she could, being careful not 
to touch the metal.  She was still exposed, but 
at least she wouldn’t be immediately visible 
when the person entered the room.  He 
watched as she made sure a round was in the 
chamber of her gun.



A huge man entered the room, and John’s 
eyes widened as his mind reeled at the 
impossibility he was witnessing.  Wearing the 
same jeans and coat that he had been in the 
security video and not the blood-splattered 
patient uniform he’d been wearing the last time
John had seen him, Gerard Gannon stepped 
into the room.  John shook his head slowly.  It 
just wasn’t possible.  The man had been dead. 
He had watched Gannon bleed out from an 
artery that he had cut himself.

Gannon breathed heavily with each slow 
step he took, a ragged sound coming from the 
back of his throat like a wild predator’s growl.  
He had been imposing back at the asylum.  
Now, with the rough breathing and the slightly 
hunched way he was walking, he was a 
nightmare.  John pressed himself as far up 
against the wall behind him as he could in 
hopes that the deep shadows would be enough
to conceal him.

Gannon moved very slowly, each step 
drawn out and measured.  It might have been 
John’s imagination, but it seemed like the floor 
shook slightly every time that one of his feet 
struck the floor.  After what seemed like an 
eternity he reached the door that they had 
entered through.  John’s entire body tensed.  
They had left it open.  If he knew that it had 
originally been closed, they were going to be in
trouble.



Gannon didn’t stop moving, though, and he 
went right through the door and into the tunnel.
When he had crossed through, he stopped and
turned around to look over his shoulder.  It was
like he knew that something wasn’t right, but 
he wasn’t sure what that something was.  
Finally, he turned around again and with one 
huge arm closed the door behind him.

John was moving the moment that the door 
closed.  Lorelai stood up from where she had 
been crouching and met him in front of Annie’s 
cage.  Her face was ashen.

“I thought he was dead,” she whispered.

“He is,” John insisted.  “Or was.  I don’t 
know.  We have to hurry.  He’s headed 
towards the entrance.  When he gets there, 
he’s going to find the hatch jammed open.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Stay out here.  If he comes back, you and 
that gun are going to be our best chance.”

She nodded.  “What about you?”

“I’m going to see if I can get the power to 
the cage turned off and find the key.”

Lorelai took up position in the middle of the 
room and faced the door leading back to the 
tunnel.  If the door opened she would have a 
perfect shot at whoever came through.  Even 
under the circumstances he couldn’t help but 



feel a swell of pride that she was holding up so 
well.  Most people would have been a mess.

He hurried over to the door that Gannon 
had come from and went through it.  Beyond it 
was another tunnel, and he went down it as 
quickly as he could without risking a fall.  At the
end was another wooden door.  He continued 
past it into the next room.

He was standing in a small electrical room. 
Barely bigger than a walk-in closet, it housed 
four breaker boxes and a wooden table with a 
single chair in front of it.  A loud humming 
sound was produced by the electrical lines 
running across the ceiling.

John allowed himself a small smile as he 
saw the set of keys sitting on the table.  He 
grabbed them and shoved them into his pocket
while he examined the electrical boxes.  One of
them ran power to the cages, but it was difficult
to work out which one.  Very aware that he was
running out of time, he followed the cables that 
ran into the room with his eyes.  Three of them 
were thin lines, the same kind that the light 
bulbs in the underground structure were 
connected to.  The fourth one, the one on the 
far left, was much thicker.  He opened the 
breaker box that it connected into and pulled 
the switch down, cutting the power to it.

He hurried back down the tunnel and into 
the room Lorelai and Annie were in.  Crossing 
over to the cage, he hesitated for just a second



before he touched the metal bars.  He was 
sure that he had cut the power to the correct 
line, but if he was wrong he would have a lot of
voltage flowing through his body.  When his 
hand wrapped around the cold metal and 
nothing happened, he fished out the keys and 
started the process of finding the right one.  On
the third attempt the lock clicked and he was 
able to swing the door open.

Annie hadn’t moved the entire time that 
they had been in the room.  The possibility that
she was dead and worked its way into his 
stream of consciousness.  Now that he was 
closer, though, he could see her back rising 
and falling as she breathed.  He went to work 
on unlocking the manacles from her hands and
feet.  The same key that had opened the cage 
door also released these locks as well.

He was presented with another problem, as
he wasn’t sure what exactly to do with Annie.  
Carrying her out wasn’t an option with Gannon 
between them and the exit, and besides, he 
wasn’t sure that he could actually carry her.  
He and Lorelai together could, but that would 
mean that neither of them would be in any 
position to defend themselves.

The problem worked itself out.  Annie 
groaned softly as her eyes fluttered.  Lorelai 
must have heard the noise because she was 
suddenly in the cage helping their daughter to 
sit up.



“Mom?” Annie asked in a dazed voice.

Lorelai fiercely embraced the girl.  There 
were tears in her eyes, but she was 
maintaining her composure.  Reluctantly she 
released the hug and held Annie out at arm’s 
length to look her over.

“We’re going to get you out of here, Annie,” 
she said, her voice steady.  “We have to be 
very quiet.  There’s someone else down here, 
someone very bad.”

“I know,” Annie answered, rubbing at her 
shoulder.  “Gerard Gannon.  The people who 
took me made it a point to threaten me with 
him.”

John simply stared at the girl as her mother 
helped her to her feet.  He could see a certain 
resemblance between them.  She had his eyes
and chin.  It was her matter-of-fact way of 
talking that took him aback.  She sounded just 
like he had at her age.

She finally looked up at him, and her eyes 
opened wide in surprise.  They silently looked 
into each other’s eyes as her mouth opened 
and closed.  She seemed to be trying to find 
her voice.

“Daddy?” Annie finally managed to whisper.

Before he could answer, there was a crash 
from the direction of the exit to the 



underground structure.  Gannon must have 
found the open hatch, and he clearly wasn’t 
happy about it.  He would be back within 
minutes.  He had moved slowly when he had 
passed them, but John had the feeling that he 
could move quite a bit faster when he had 
encouragement.

“We’ll talk later,” he promised her quickly.  
“Right now, though, we need to work on getting
out of here alive.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Lorelai gave Annie’s shoulder one last 
squeeze before she took up position in the 
middle of the room, her gun pointed at the 
metal door.  John considered the multi-tool in 
his hand for less than a second before he 
closed the blade and put it back into his 
pocket.  There was no way that it was going to 
be useful against Gannon.  He went over to the
shelves on the far side of the room and looked 
for anything that could be used as a weapon.  
His eyes fell on a heavy-looking crescent 
wrench.  He had used a wrench the way it was 
intended maybe half a dozen times his entire 
life, but in the span of two days he had already 
considered using one on a human being twice. 
The math on that was just weird, and the irony 
of both those times having to do with the same 
person was not lost on him.

The wrench was better than the multi-tool, 
but he still didn’t like their chances.  There was 
something about Gannon that made him 
believe that he was going to be difficult, if not 
impossible, to put down.  He had already 
watched the mountain of a man die once.  He 
was absolutely sure that the man had been 
dead when he had escaped from the asylum.  
Something was going on here, something that 
he couldn’t explain.  The memory of Mitch 



telling them that he sensed something new and
different came to mind.

As he scanned the room for something else
that could be done to increase their odds, a 
small part of him wondered just when the 
thought of a serial killer being raised from the 
dead had become an idea that he was able to 
accept without question.

He caught sight of the power lines running 
across the ceiling, and the beginning of a plan 
began to form.  If they couldn’t stop Gannon, 
they would have to see if the environment 
around him could.  As the sound of a door 
nearly being ripped off its hinges echoed from 
the passage, he went back over to Annie.

I know you’ve been through a lot, but we’re 
going to need your help,” he told her.  “Are you 
up for it?”

“Absolutely,” she answered with a vigorous 
nod.  “What can I do?”

“You see that door over there, the wooden 
one with the power cords running above it?  I 
need you to go through that door, follow the 
tunnel to the end, and go into the electrical 
room you find at the end of it.  There are four 
electrical boxes in the room.  I need you to flip 
the switch up that’s in the box on the far left.”

“That’s got to be the electrical box that 
controls the power flow to the cage I was in.”



He blinked.  “Um, yes.  How did you know 
that?”

She shrugged.  “You would have had to 
shut off the power supply to open the cage 
door, and none of the other lights are off in 
here.  The ones on the other side of the room 
burned out a few days ago.  Logically you must
have turned off the breaker for the cage, and 
usually when a switch on a breaker box is 
flipped up it means the power is on.”

Despite the danger of the situation, he 
heard Lorelai snort in amusement.

“She takes after her father,” Lorelai said.

“I see that,” John said with a smile.  
“Anyway, are you ready?  I need you to go 
down the tunnel and into the electrical room.  
Leave the door open so that you can hear me 
yelling.  When I tell you to, turn the power back
on.  Can you do that?”

Annie nodded confidently and disappeared 
through the door he had indicated.  He 
instructed Lorelai to go get one of the rolls of 
wire that he had seen on the storage shelves 
before he took a closer look at the bottom of 
one of the cage’s walls.  As he had suspected, 
it was bolted to the floor.  He used the wrench 
to loosen one of the bolts.  Lorelai brought him 
over the wire, and he quickly used the multi-
tool to strip the insulation off one end.  He 



looped it under the bolt and tightened it back 
down.

“Run this line over to the door Gannon will 
be coming from,” he told her as he handed her 
the multi-tool.  “It needs to be wrapped around 
the locking wheel.  The parts of the wire that 
touch the wheel need to be bare, so strip off 
whatever you need to.  Hurry.”

John doubted that his plan would do more 
than buy them a small amount of time, but 
hopefully it would be enough to get them out of
there.  This was assuming that the wire would 
be able to handle the current from the cage.  It 
was quite a bit of voltage.  There was a very 
good chance that the wire would burn up.

Still, it was worth trying.  Lorelai finished her
task and cut the wire off of the spool.  He 
nodded at her, and she took the gun back out 
and pointed it directly at the door.  He went 
over to the open wooden door and yelled for 
Annie to turn the power back on.  There was 
an audible hum, and a burst of sparks erupted 
from where the wire was pressed under the 
bolt.  That was it, however, and he was 
pleased to see that the wire was holding 
together for the time being.

They had barely made it.  There was a loud
thump as Gannon arrived at the door.  The 
wheel started to turn, but it barely had a 
chance to move before there was another 
series of sparks, this time from the wire 



wrapped around the door.  The wire caught 
fire.  He yelled for Annie to stop.  She 
complied, and everything fell silent.

John remained completely still, straining his
ears as he listened.  He heard footsteps 
coming from behind him, and he turned as 
Annie came back into the room.  Lorelai looked
over at him questioningly, then motioned 
towards the closed door with the gun.  He 
nodded and went over to it.  He kicked the wire
to make one hundred percent sure there wasn’t
any electricity still flowing through it.  As he did 
so, she came over to join him and pointed the 
gun forward.  He turned the wheel and opened 
the door.

Gannon was lying on the floor on the other 
side, his hand still reached out towards the 
door.  The man was on his back, and every few
seconds his body would twitch lightly.  He had 
taken a lot of charge when he had touched the 
electrified door, but John was surprised that 
the charge hadn’t dispersed yet.

John could still hear that strange growl as 
Gannon breathed heavily.  This time there was 
no hesitation, no internal argument over 
whether he was doing the right thing.  He took 
the gun from Lorelai, pressed the barrel of the 
weapon against Gannon’s closed eyelid, and 
pulled the trigger.  The noise was nearly 
deafening, and it echoed through the tunnel.



“Let’s go,” he said as the nose faded, 
handing the back to Lorelai.  “We need to get 
the hell out of here.  Now.”

“You think that other members of the Order 
of the Endless Void might be coming?” Lorelai 
asked.

“Probably, but that’s not what I’m worried 
about.  What I’m worried about is that I just put 
a bullet through this guy’s brain and he’s 
starting to get up.”

Gannon was moving slowly, his upper body
raising and lowering as if he was trying to sit 
up.  Thousands of volts of electricity and a 
gunshot at point blank range had only stunned 
him.  John could actually see the skin around 
the eye starting to stitch itself back together.  
He quickly led the way around the man.  It was 
difficult because his bulk was blocking a large 
portion of the tunnel floor.  They managed to 
squeeze past him and continued on.

They hurried down the tunnel and out into 
the room with the hooks.  There was a guttural 
scream from behind them.  As Annie went up 
the stairs to the hatch, John and Lorelai shut 
the door and turned the wheel to seal it.  As 
she hurried up the stairs after her daughter, he 
turned on all the sinks and adjusted the knobs 
to make water flow through the shower heads. 
If Gannon was still disoriented enough, the 
slippery floor might be enough to buy them a 
few more valuable seconds.



He put a hand up to cover his eyes as he 
emerged from the underground structure and 
back into the nature preserve.  The sun was 
lower in the sky than it had been when they 
had entered, but it was still blinding compared 
to the relative darkness below.  He didn’t 
bother trying to close the hatch.  It would have 
taken too much time to clear the debris from 
the hinges.

Annie was still wearing the pajamas she 
had been abducted in, which meant that she 
wasn’t wearing shoes.  This made their journey
back to the car longer than it normally would 
have.  Multiple times she stepped on 
something sharp or stubbed a toe on 
something sticking out of the ground.  To her 
credit, she simply clenched her jaw and 
continued on.

John kept looking back and expecting to 
see Gannon in pursuit, but every time he 
checked the huge man wasn’t there.  It was 
strange, and it set off warning bells in the back 
of his mind.  Still, he was grateful they didn’t 
have to try to outrun him, and they reached the
car without incident.

He and Lorelai helped Annie into the 
backseat of the car.  The bottoms of both her 
feet were bleeding, and she was clearly in a lot
of pain.  She was also exhibiting signs of 
dehydration.  All in all, though, she could have 
been in much worse condition.  Lorelai pulled 



the car back onto the road and turned it around
to head towards civilization.

“What do we do now?” Lorelai asked as she
drove.  “We can’t go back to the house.  That 
will be the first place they look.”

“We definitely can’t go there,” John agreed. 
“Our best bet is to get out of Blackwood 
completely.  If we’re right and there is some 
sort of conspiracy going on, the Order will have
eyes everywhere.”

“Okay.  Let’s see, the fastest way out of 
town from here is down Route 85.  We can-”

“Whoa whoa whoa!” a voice that was 
definitely not Annie’s said from the backseat.  
“What’s all this talk about getting out of 
Dodge?”

He turned to see Mitch sitting in the 
previously unoccupied seat behind him.  It 
stared back at him with its head tilted.  A 
steady stream of bile was dripping out of its 
mouth.  Annie scooted further over in her seat 
to avoid it.  He noticed that while she seemed 
repulsed by the sudden visitor, she didn’t look 
surprised to see it.

“What the hell, Mitch?” Annie demanded.

John and Lorelai shot each other a look.

“See that glance your parents just shared?” 
Mitch asked their daughter.  “That’s them 



realizing that we know each other.  I might 
have fibbed about that, you see.  Perhaps 
fibbed by omission is a better way to put it.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but it 
continued on.

“To answer the question you’re about to 
ask, Johnny Boy, yes, I’ve been acquainted 
with dear sweet Annie here for years.  The 
answer to the question after that is no, I 
couldn’t not have just found her and saved you 
a lot of trouble.  Knowing someone isn’t the 
same as planting a tracking device.”

“That’s not what-” he began.

“You’re going to want to shut your trap and 
listen,” Mitch cut him off again.  “We can talk 
about my interest in your entire family later.  
I’ve only got a couple of minutes before I need 
to pop out again, and what I have to say is time
sensitive.”

John started to argue, but he forced himself
to be silent.  Mitch had been extremely helpful 
in its own way, albeit also rather perturbing, up 
to this point.  If it took doing things on its terms 
to get some much needed information, he 
could put up with its quirks.

“Well, go on, then,” Annie prompted.  “If 
you’ve got something to say, spit it out.”



“The intelligence of your father and the 
temper of your mother,” Mitch said with a 
shake of its head.  “I don’t think the world is 
ready for you.  I guess it’s lucky for the world 
that you can’t leave Blackwood, then.”

“Is that a treat?” John asked in a cold voice.

“Not at all.  I’m just stating a fact.  I mean, 
technically speaking she can leave.  You could 
physically transport her out of town if you really
want to.  She’ll just be very, very dead if you do
so, and that would be a shame after everything
you did to find her.”

“I’m begging you, please stop with the 
cryptic crap and just get to the point.”

“You’re no fun at all.”  Mitch pointed at 
Annie.  “Your daughter here has been marked 
by the Order.  They performed the ritual the 
night that she was taken.”

“Marked?” Annie asked, looking herself 
over.  “Marked how?”

Mitch shrugged.  “Don’t worry, it’s not a 
visible marking.  It’s a very simple spell, really. 
They’ve tied you to the town.  If you go outside 
of the town limits, you’ll die in a rather horrible 
fashion.  Brains squirting out of your ears and 
whatnot.”

“You’re saying that we’re trapped,” Lorelai 
said.



“You and Johnny Boy are free to come and 
go whenever you want.  Annie is stuck here.”

“Okay, well, how do we get this mark off of 
her?” Lorelai asked, slowing the car to a stop 
as they came to the sign marking the nature 
preserve’s exit.

“I’m working on that.  I like to think of myself
as a knowledgeable little scamp, but the Order 
is tapping into a power that I don’t recognize.  
It’s going to take some time to figure out a 
counterspell.  Until then, you’d best get busy 
figuring out how to stay alive.  The Order will 
be coming for you.”

“Hold on,” John said quickly.  “I know you’re
about to pull your disappearing act, but I need 
you to answer one last question.”

Mitch gave him an impatient look.  “All right,
but make it snappy.”

“I need to know if the Order is able to track 
us through this magical marking you’re talking 
about.”

“Like a kind of magic GPS system?  No, it 
doesn’t work like that.  They have a lot of eyes 
and ears, though, so it’s going to be hard to 
hide.”

“Hard is a lot different than impossible.”

He hadn’t finished the sentence when Mitch
disappeared.  They were still sitting at the stop 



sign, and Lorelai was looking back and forth 
between the two possible travel directions.  
She turned to him and asked the very question 
he was working on.

“Where to now?” she queried.

“We’ll need to avoid high traffic areas,” he 
answered, working his way through the 
problem as he spoke.  “That eliminates the 
downtown areas.  How much cash do you have
on you?”

“Not much, maybe forty dollars.  I’ve got a 
couple grand in my savings, but I can only 
withdraw five hundred per day unless I actually
go into the bank.”

John checked the time.  Most banks closed 
early on weekends.  Besides, it would have 
been a risk he wasn’t sure they should take.  
He rubbed at his bandaged arm.  All the 
exertion had made it throb.

“Let’s go to an ATM so that you can take 
out what you can for tonight,” he said.  
“Tomorrow you can go to a bank in another city
and withdraw the rest.  It will be safer to be out 
in public away from Blackwood.”

“So the plan is to just lay low until Mitch 
figures something out?” Annie asked from the 
backseat.  “I don’t like it.  We should be doing 
something.”



He shot her a quick smile.  “Give me some 
time to work on it.  You don’t know me very 
well, but your mom knows that I’m not the kind 
of person to sit back and do nothing.”

“Your father always has a plan,” Lorelai told
her with her own smile.  “Sometimes it can take
a while, and the end result might not be pretty, 
but he eventually cobbles something together.”

“For now, let’s just focus on getting the 
money and finding a place to stay.  Once that’s
taken care of, we can work on getting rid of 
that mark.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

They checked into a cheap motel on the 
outskirts of town.  Since John had broken out 
of a mental institution and Annie was wanted 
by a cult, it had quickly been decided that 
Lorelai would be the person who would take 
point.  She paid for the motel room while John 
and Annie sat in the car hunched as far down 
in their seats as they could.  It was only after 
Lorelai had unlocked the room and opened the 
door that they got out of the car.  The room 
wasn’t much, but it had two beds and, most 
importantly for John, a wireless internet 
connection.

Once again he found himself needing more 
information.  Every time that he thought that he
was getting up to speed there was another 
bump that made him reevaluate everything.  
The curves were coming so rapidly that it was 
almost disorienting.

Thanks to the nature preserve security 
footage, however, he knew that there was one 
constant to latch onto.  Samuel Toombs had 
been both his treating physician and later his 
would-be killer, and the man had also been a 
part of Annie’s kidnapping.  If he started with 
the doctor and worked outward, he might be 
able to start unraveling some of the mystery 
behind what was happening.



He requested that Lorelai set up her laptop 
for him and give him a crash course on how to 
use it.  It had been a long time since he had 
used a computer on his own, and a lot of things
had changed in both subtle and big ways.  It 
didn’t take long for him to get the basics down, 
and as she left to go get food and supplies he 
started doing some research into Toombs.

Annie had gone into the bathroom to 
shower.  She emerged as he worked, her long 
hair wrapped in a towel.  She was still wearing 
her pajamas since she didn’t currently have 
any other clothing to change into.  She had tied
washcloths around both feet to act as cushions
for the cuts and scrapes from their escape from
the nature preserve.

“Where’s Mom?” she asked, sitting down on
one of the beds.

“She went to go get some things,” he 
answered.  “She should be back shortly.”

“Hmm.”  She laid down on the bed.  “So, I 
was wondering, what should I call you?”

He turned away from the laptop screen to 
give her his full attention.  “What do you 
mean?”

“I have to call you something.  I’m just not 
sure what that something is.  Should I call you 
Dad, or Daddy, or John, or what?”



“You called me Daddy when we got you out
of that cage,” he pointed out.

“Yeah, I know, but that was kind of a first 
reaction thing.  Mom has been referring to you 
as ‘Daddy’ since I was little.  Every time I saw a
picture of you she’d say, ‘There’s your Daddy’. 
It was programmed into me.  I don’t want to 
make you uncomfortable, though.  We don’t 
know each other, not really.”

He half-smiled.  “True enough.  You can 
call me anything you want.  I don’t mind.”

“All right.”  She thought it over for a 
moment.  “I’m going to go with ‘Dad’.  It’s not 
as informal as ‘Daddy’, and there’s the side 
benefit of not making me sound like a four year
old every time I say it.  It’s also not super 
formal like calling you by your first name.  After
all, we’re still family, even if we were 
estranged.”

“Dad it is.”  He looked at her silently for a 
moment.  “Out of curiosity, how much has your 
mother told you about me and why I wasn’t 
around?”

She shrugged.  “She told me enough to 
piece things together.  I know that you were a 
consultant for the police, and a case that you 
worked on went sideways pretty hard.  You 
were locked up in an asylum after you 
assaulted a police officer.”



John winced.  Even if it was correct, it was 
a little rough to hear it put so bluntly.

“Mitch told me that you didn’t really go 
crazy, though,” Annie continued.  “It said that 
you had something in you that made you that 
way.  At first I thought it meant that you had a 
genetic predisposition to mental issues or 
something, but later I figured out that it meant it
literally.  What was it?  Kl-alx’tin?  Garlmiun?  
Some other mind-altering creature?”

“Septusis,” he answered slowly.  “How can 
you possibly know about all of this?  No, wait, 
let me guess.  Mitch, right?”

She nodded.  “When I was eight it pointed 
me towards a book written by a man named 
Gerard Theriot.  He wrote a book called A 
Guide to the Abnormal World.”

“I’ve heard of it.  Annie, how long has Mitch 
been visiting you?”

“I don’t know exactly.  Practically forever.  I 
distinctly remember it being at my fourth 
birthday party.  No one else could see it, of 
course, but it was there.  It’s been a long time.  
I thought that I was the only one that knew 
about it.”

John snorted.  “You’re not the only one.  
Until I found out about all of this Septusis stuff, 
which I’m still not one hundred percent sure on 
by the way, I thought Mitch was just a 



hallucination.  At one point it interacted with a 
chair in front of your mother, but I kind of just 
assumed that was part of the hallucination.”

“Why do you think it visits us?”

“I really don’t know.  When I was first 
suffering from the Septusis infection, Mitch just 
sort of popped up from time to time to mock 
me.  It seemed like it was happy to see me 
falling into madness.  Now it seems like it 
wants to help, but at the same time wants 
something from us as well.  I’m having trouble 
figuring it out.  How did it act during your 
visits?”

She shrugged.  “I dunno, it acted like Mitch.
It’d make fun of me a lot and it enjoyed scaring 
me every chance it had.  Sometimes, though, it
would…”

She trailed off, and he looked at her closely.
It seemed like there was something else that 
she wanted to say, but she remained silent.  
He watched her struggle internally for a while 
before he spoke.

“He’d do what, Annie?” John prompted 
gently.

“Nothing bad,” she answered after another 
moment of silence.  “I mean, I don’t think…”

“Normally I wouldn’t press you about it, but 
it could be important.”



“I know, I know, it’s just…  It’s complicated, 
is all.  I want to tell you, but Mitch swore me to 
secrecy.”

He nodded shortly.  “It’s okay.  We can drop
it.  You’re obviously a smart girl.  If you say it’s 
nothing that could cause us any problems, I 
believe you.”

Annie smiled at him gratefully, but the smile
quickly slipped from her lips.  She seemed to 
struggle with something for a few seconds 
before shaking her head.  He recognized the 
look on her face.  It was the same face that her
mother got when she had come to a decision 
about something important.

“No, you should know,” Annie said as she 
got off the bed.  “Now’s not the time to be 
keeping any secrets.  Let’s go outside.”

“Isn’t this something that you can tell me in 
here?” he asked.

“This is more of a show than a tell thing.”

His curiosity piqued, John made sure that 
he had his room key before he followed her out
the door.  The sun had set, and the 
temperature had dipped dramatically.  She led 
the way past the end of the building and 
around the back.  There were no windows on 
this side of the motel, and it faced towards a 
set of old overgrown railroad tracks.  Beyond 
those were dense woods.



He watched as she searched around the 
gravel-covered ground until she found an old 
beer bottle.  She awkwardly reached down and
picked it up, her balance affected by the cloth 
wrapped around her feet.  She held the bottle 
up to the light and examined it closely.  
Seemingly satisfied, she took a deep breath 
and held it out in front of her.

Before anything could happen, he reached 
out and wrapped his hand around her wrist.  
She turned to him in surprise, and he looked 
into her eyes searchingly.  After a moment he 
nodded.

“You’re the one that blew a hole into the 
side of your bedroom, aren’t you?” he asked, 
already knowing the answer.

She looked back at him in disbelief.  She 
was caught completely off-guard by his 
question.  To her credit, she recovered quickly.

“How did you know?” Annie asked.

He waved a hand vaguely.  “It’s this 
demonstration that you’ve set up here.  I don’t 
know specifically what you’re going to do, but 
it’s not hard to guess that whatever you’re 
going to do is going to be something very out 
of the ordinary.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t-”



“Explain how I knew about the bedroom?  
No, but it’s a good guess.  The people that 
abducted you got into the house without 
anyone hearing, not even the person sleeping 
one room over.  They weren’t looking to make 
a scene.  A hole in the wall that looks like a jet 
engine tore through it is the opposite of 
sneaky.”

He smiled and looked into her eyes.  
“Besides, there has to be a reason that this 
Order of the Endless Void went after you in the
first place.  There has to be something special 
about you.  Not to mention whatever it is you’re
doing right now has a touch of the dramatic to 
it.”

He let her hand go, and it fell to her side.  
Annie stared at him, an odd expression on her 
face.  He suddenly felt a bit exposed.  It was 
like she was sizing him up while 
simultaneously trying to decipher his thoughts. 
He realized that this was probably how other 
people felt when he did the same thing to 
them.

“I woke up when a man dressed in a 
uniform covered my mouth,” she said finally.  
“I’m not sure what kind of uniform it was.  I 
wasn’t able to get a good look at it.”

“He was a park ranger,” John supplied.

“That makes sense.  My initial thought was 
that he was a state trooper, but park ranger fits



better.  He was standing over me with his hand
on my mouth.  I tried to struggle.  I kicked and 
punched as best as I could.  He got his arm 
around me and started to drag me off the bed.  
I got free for just a second and I screamed, but 
it was like all the sound was muffled.  It 
reminded me of being underwater.”

She paused for a moment, and he waited 
for her to continue.

“He got me off the bed, and all of a sudden 
there’s this big dog-like thing standing over me.
It was huge, and its fur was dark blue.  Its 
mouth was wide open, and there were three 
rows of teeth like a shark.  It made this weird 
noise that I can’t really describe.”

That must have been the same animal that 
he and Lorelai had encountered in the woods 
behind the house.  They hadn’t gotten a look at
the creature since it had been too dark, but 
apparently she had.  This confirmed that the 
animal had been in the bedroom as well, which
explained the claw marks that had been cut 
through the carpet and floor.  That was the 
assumption they had worked off of, but it was 
nice to have confirmation.

“I kind of panicked at that point,” Annie said 
with a hint of shame.  “I had just been woken 
up in the middle of being kidnapped, and there 
was this monster in front of me.  I panicked 
and… and it got out.”



“What got out?” he asked as gently as he 
could.

She didn’t answer.  Instead, she raised the 
bottle once again and took a deep breath.  
John jerked in surprise as what sounded like 
countless quiet whispers filled his ears.  As he 
watched in fascination and horror, all the color 
drained from Annie’s eyes.  A thin black liquid 
dripped down from under her top eyelids and 
coated over her blank eyes.  A small bit of it 
poured out onto her cheeks, but she didn’t 
seem to notice.

He heard a sharp crack, and he turned his 
attention back to the bottle.  It had filled to the 
top with the same liquid that was in Annie’s 
eyes.  No, not a liquid, he corrected himself.  
The substance was writhing and churning in a 
way that reminded him of a mass of snakes.  
Whatever was in the bottle was alive.

The glass was breaking.  Small holes 
appeared as the thing inside of it pushed its 
way through the container.  It forced itself 
through the breaks and cracks eagerly.

Annie suddenly exhaled, and the liquid 
drained out of her eyes and down her cheeks.  
The thing in the bottle was gone, and the 
whispers fell quiet.  John released the breath 
that he hadn’t realized he had been holding.

“That’s what got out,” Annie said quietly.  “I 
don’t know what it is.  It’s always been with me,



like a presence or, I don’t know, like a shadow. 
When they tried to take me, I lost control of it.  
It fought back, and the next thing I knew the 
park ranger and that animal were being thrown 
through the side of my bedroom.  The sound 
went back to normal.  I guess either the ranger 
or the creature were tampering with things, and
when they were gone things went back to 
normal.”

“Help me understand,” John said.  “What is 
this…  I don’t even know what to call it.  What’s
this power that you have?”

She shook her head.  “It’s not like that.  It’s 
not my power.  There’s this thing inside of me.  
It’s dark and cold and dangerous.  Most of the 
time it’s dormant.  Sometimes, though, it wakes
up and it takes everything I have to keep it 
from lashing out.”

“Do you know what it is?”

“No.”  She tossed the bottle off into the 
grass.  “All I know is that it isn’t me.  This thing 
and I are connected, but we’re two separate 
beings.  Sometimes, when I concentrate, I can 
kind of borrow it.  Get it to do things.”

“This is a lot to take in,” John admitted.

“Yeah.”  She paused.  “Mitch says that I’m a
witch.  It says that the stories about cauldrons 
and potions and whatever were just rumors 
started centuries ago.  Real witches are 



women with connections to otherworldly 
presences.  Mitch calls them othersouls.”

“A witch.”

Annie smiled slightly.  “Yeah, I know, 
witches are supposed to have big hats and 
brooms.  They’re supposed to be these hags 
that get trotted out on Halloween to scare small
children.  And yet, here I am.”

“So you weren’t in control when you were 
attacked.  That was this… other presence.”

“No, it wasn’t me.”

Annie looked shaken at the memory, and 
he put his hand on her shoulder in what he 
hoped was a reassuring manner.  She looked 
up at him and gave him a tired smile.  In that 
moment she reminded him so much of Lorelai 
at her age that he believed he could have 
convinced himself that he had traveled back in 
time.

“What happened after the presence fought 
back?” he asked.

“I hadn’t realized that there was someone 
else in the room,” she continued quietly.  “My 
othersoul must not have, either.  I was trying to
stand up when an arm wrapped around me 
and lifted me off the floor.  I tried to struggle 
again, but I wasn’t strong enough and 
something was keeping my othersoul inside.  I 



kicked my feet against the wall to try to wake 
up Mom, but the person pulled me away and 
there was nothing I could do.  He just kept 
squeezing and squeezing until I couldn’t 
breathe anymore.  I blacked out, and when I 
woke up I was tied up in the passenger seat of 
an old truck that Gerard Gannon was driving.”

John didn’t want to ask the next question 
that he had.  While he knew it was an 
important one to ask, he wasn’t sure that he 
really wanted to know the answer to it.”

“What did the Order do to you, Annie?” he 
asked.

She looked up at him and furrowed her 
brow.  “It was strange.  They locked me in the 
cage and performed some kind of ritual.  That 
must have been when they marked me, and 
whatever they did kept my othersoul from 
waking up.  After that, they took some blood 
samples.  That was it.  They left me alone in 
the cage after that, and the only time that I saw
anyone was when one of them would bring me 
food.”

“Was that Gannon that did that?”

“No, he wasn’t there much at first.  It wasn’t 
until a short while before you and Mom showed
up that he went into that electrical room and 
stayed there.  He was different than when I 
was taken, too.  That first night he just kept 
talking on and on and on.  When he came back



he never said a word and there was just 
something… wrong about him.”

John had noticed that about the large man 
as well.  Back at the asylum Gannon had been 
extremely talkative as he had stalked him 
through the halls and ultimately captured him.  
It had seemed like a compulsion.  The person 
that he had seen under the nature preserve 
hadn’t spoken a word.  It was a complete 
change of character.

He remembered the skin and bone stitching
itself together as it repaired Gannon’s eye 
socket.  He had killed the man, but something 
had brought him back.  A feeling of unease 
crept over him.  It wasn’t unheard of in 
Blackwood, at least if local legends were to be 
believed.

“I tried, Dad,” Annie said in a choked voice.

The girl was hugging herself, and her eyes 
were beginning to tear up.  Her breath came in 
raspy gasps as she tried to stop herself from 
crying.  She was unsuccessful, and she wiped 
angrily at the tears.

“I tried to stop him from taking me,” she 
said.  “I tried to get away from him.  I just kept 
trying, I tried so damn hard and I just couldn’t.  
He had me and he squeezed so hard and…  
I’m so sorry, Dad.  I tried.”



With his heart in his throat, John pulled her 
closer and held her while she wept into his 
chest.  He knew that his words of comfort were
just going to fall on deaf ears, but he said them
anyway as she clung to him.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Hours later John was hard at work on 
Lorelai’s laptop as he researched Toombs 
while she and Annie slept on one of the 
uncomfortable motel beds.  He knew that he 
should be sleeping as well, but that was a 
common theme with him.  He was constantly 
ignoring sleep or meals when he was 
obsessed with something.  Toombs was 
quickly becoming one of these obsessions.

At first he was only able to find very basic 
information.  Samuel Toombs had grown up in 
Blackwood, and by all accounts he had been a 
fairly normal child.  The only thing that really 
separated him from his peers was that he had 
been a very academically-focused child, acing 
every test that got put in front of him and being 
named valedictorian of his class.  After 
graduating high school he had moved on to 
Columbia University, and he had once again 
excelled.  Graduated with honors, admiration of
his professors and fellow students, all of that.  
John had found a number of old articles 
featuring him that spoke about how he was one
of the young up-and-comers in the field of 
psychology.

Instead of moving on to some cushy private
practice where he could have made far too 
much money and written papers to continue 
making his colleagues fawn all over him while 



perhaps making time to work on his golf swing,
Toombs had instead returned to Blackwood.  
He had been hired on at the Blackwood 
Springs Mental Hospital soon after returning.  
He rose through the ranks quickly before being
named Hospital Administrator and Dean of 
Medicine less than five years after his hiring.

That bit of information stuck out to John.  
He didn’t care how talented Toombs had been,
there’s no way that he should have been able 
to get to the top position of a state-funded 
facility that quickly right out of college.

That was all that John could find about 
Toombs initially.  There was no known address
or phone number that he was able to track 
down.  No social media accounts.  No recent 
mentions in the local papers.  He couldn’t even
find a current picture.

John was close to giving up and going to 
bed when he discovered that the court system 
in Blackwood filed all of their records online.  
Before becoming a patient at the asylum, he 
used to have to physically go into the 
courthouse to access those kinds of records.  
He had written off being able to do so due to 
his current circumstances, but finding the 
online database opened up new areas of 
research.

There wasn’t anything under the criminal 
records, not even a single parking ticket.  He 
hadn’t really expected there to be anything, but



the thought of finding a drunk and disorderly 
charge had been amusing while it lasted.  He 
didn’t find anything in the civil records, either.  
Again, that was the expected result.  Someone 
involved in a high level conspiracy knew how to
cover their tracks.

He closed his eyes and considered his next
move.  Usually in cases involving successful 
businessmen he would have followed the 
money.  As a member of a cult with what had 
to be a vast amount of resources available to it,
though, money wouldn’t have been a driving 
factor.  That meant the question to ask was 
what Toombs did need.  He thought of the 
underground facility at the nature preserve.  
What Toombs needed was space and privacy. 
The doctor needed property.

John opened his eyes and found his way to 
the Harrison County Auditor website.  He ran a 
search for Toombs’ name and came up with 
eleven different property results.  He raised an 
eyebrow.  That seemed rather excessive.  A 
number of them were houses located in 
various local neighborhoods.  He dismissed 
those quickly.  While it was interesting that the 
doctor owned multiple houses, anything to do 
with the Order would most likely be kept away 
from the prying eyes of any neighbors.  He was
looking for pieces of property in more remote 
locations.



There were a few listings that seemed 
promising.  Any of them would have worked for
a place for cultists to meet and do whatever it 
was that they did, but one in particular stood 
out.  There was a farmhouse out in the middle 
of nowhere.  It featured a large house and barn
as well as open fields.  Toombs also owned the
surrounding plots of land, and with the 
exception of the farm it was all untouched 
forest.  It was the perfect place to hide pretty 
much anything.

It was so perfect, in fact, that he wondered 
why Annie hadn’t been taken there.  Toombs 
must have been worried about the kidnapping 
being connected to him somehow and having 
his properties searched.  With as much 
influence as the Order seemed to have in 
Blackwood, John wasn’t sure why that would 
have been a concern.  Maybe it was something
as simple as wanting to have different pieces 
of the puzzle in different locations.

Whatever the case, the farm would be the 
place to start.  Being on the defensive would 
only get them so far.  Their funds were limited, 
and they were restricted to a single small town.
They wouldn’t be able to avoid the Order 
forever.  Even if they could, what was the 
endgame?  Be on the run forever?  No, they 
needed to figure out a way to go on the 
offensive.



John wrote the farm’s address down on a 
small notepad sitting on the table, tore off the 
page, and put it into his pocket.  Glancing over 
at his two roommates to make sure that they 
were still sleeping, he took a twenty dollar bill 
from the money Lorelai had gotten at the ATM. 
He had an odd feeling like he was stealing 
money from his mother’s purse.  He put on his 
sweatshirt and went outside, being careful to 
close the door quietly behind him.

For a long moment he simply stood in the 
parking lot, breathing in the cool night air 
deeply.  He had been running from place to 
place ever since he had made his escape, and 
this was the first time that he had been able to 
just stop and appreciate his freedom.  He had 
gone so long without experiencing something 
as simple as fresh air.  He could smell pine in 
the scent, and he thought that he picked up a 
hint of rain in it as well.  It was wonderful.

With a content sigh he started walking 
down the side of the road.  He was feeling 
hungry, and he had seen a gas station on the 
way to the motel.  As he walked considered 
what he was hungry for, and he came to the 
strange realization that he didn’t know.  There 
would be a myriad of options, all of which he 
hadn’t had for years.  He started walking a bit 
faster as he considered that there might be 
slushies.  He really wanted a cherry slushie.



It was a small risk for him to be out alone 
like this, but he couldn’t stay cooped up in a 
motel room forever.  Besides, this part of 
Blackwood was fairly isolated and it wasn’t on 
a heavily trafficked street.  Add to that the time 
of night and he was sure that he would be fine.

He was also hoping that a walk alone at 
night would help prove a theory that he had 
been kicking around.  As he passed under a 
particularly thick set of trees he decided that it 
was as good a time as any to test it.  Slowing 
his pace, he glanced around to make sure that 
there wasn’t anyone around or that any cars 
were coming.  Satisfied, put his hands in his 
pockets.

“I know you’re watching, Mitch,” John said, 
his warm breath creating clouds as it hit the 
cold air.  “You might as well come out.”

For a moment nothing happened.  After a 
bit, though, he began to notice that there was 
the sound of a second set of footsteps.  It was 
nearly in sync with his own, but just off enough 
that he was able to notice it.  He looked down 
and found Mitch walking beside him.  Its grin 
was as big as ever, but it had its head tilted 
questioningly.

“Nice night, isn’t it?” John offered dryly.

“A little chilly for my taste,” it replied.  “Are 
we done with the pleasantries now?  Can we 



fast forward to the part where you tell me how 
he knew I was watching you?”

He shrugged.  “I didn’t.  I just figured that I’d
try saying something and see what happens.  I 
mean, what’s the harm, right?  If you weren’t 
listening, maybe a few squirrels would have 
looked at me like I was crazy, but that would be
it.”

It stared at him for a few seconds before 
chuckling and shaking its head, splashing its 
usual mouth bile onto the road.  “Well, okay, I 
know when I’ve been had, and here I’ve been 
had.  After all these years you’ve finally got one
over on me.  So what’s up?”

“I think it’s time that you and I have a talk 
about my daughter.”

“Here?  Now?”

“It’s at least a twenty minute walk to the gas
station, so I’ve got time.”

Mitch was silent for a moment.  “I suppose 
we might as well get it over with.  It’s better 
than listening to you whine about it for weeks, 
or at least until you’re brutally murdered by the 
Order.  I don’t know why they took her, by the 
way.  It’s probably got something to do with 
that voodoo that she do, but beyond that, I got 
nothing.”



He nodded.  “I figured that you didn’t.  That 
seems like the kind of thing you would have 
brought up.  I’m more interested in her visits 
with her.  I understand they’ve been going on 
for quite a while.”

“That’s an understatement.  Would you like 
to know what color blanket she was wrapped in
on the day she was born?”

“You’ve been interested in her for that 
long?”

“She’s an interesting kid,” it countered.

“True.  Very true.  What’s your particular 
interest in her?”

It chucked again.  “Oh come on, you know 
the answer to that.  You’ve seen what she can 
do, what she's got inside of her.”

John nodded.  “Oh yes, I’ve seen it.  I have 
no idea what it is, but I’ve seen it.  It can’t just 
be that, though.  This isn’t just some giant 
coincidence, which, incidentally, is a word that 
has been coming up way too often recently.”

“Coincidences do exist, you know.  Not 
everything is tied together in some sort of 
cosmic plan.”

“Are you really trying to imply that all of this 
has been a coincidence?”



Mitch hesitated.  “No.  I’m not saying that at
all.”

“I didn’t think so.”

“I’m willing to bet that what you’re thinking 
is wrong, though.”

John furrowed his brow.  “How can  you 
know it’s wrong when you haven’t even heard it
yet?”

“Because I know you, Johnny Boy.  I know 
the way that you think.  You believe that this all
started when I started hanging around after 
you were infected by Septusis, don’t you?  
That belief would then lead you to thinking that 
my interest in Annie somehow spun out of that.
Am I warm?”

He made a face.  “Let’s just say that you’re 
not cold.”

“Always about you, isn’t it?  You think that 
you’re the center of the universe.”

“I don’t…”

“Actually, yeah, you kind of do.  It’s all 
about your intelligence, or your madness, or 
your feelings.  You think this is your story when
in reality you’re just a minor character.”

John wasn’t sure what to say to that, but 
Mitch continued before he could come up with 
something.



“I’m not saying that I have all the answers 
here, because I don’t.  What I do know is that 
you’re not the person that’s been at the center 
of everything since it started years ago.  That 
honor belongs to your baby momma.”

“Lorelai?” he asked in surprise.  “I don’t 
understand.”

“Take a minute to think it through.  I’ll wait.”

It didn’t make any sense.  All of the 
craziness in every sense of the word began 
fourteen years earlier when he had been 
infected.  Mitch had just said that it wasn’t 
some strange coincidence that Annie and he 
had both been the targets of extremely strange
happenings, and…

The thought trailed off.  Septusis hadn’t 
actually been the first event.  The first one had 
been the creature that had attacked them the 
night of prom at Renier Lake.  His memory of 
the attack had always been very fuzzy.  The 
creature had caused him to hit his head 
multiple times, and later he had been 
diagnosed with a mild concussion.  He had 
been helpless, but Lorelai had managed to 
save his life.

She had told him about the creature 
chasing her into a clearing where she had 
found a book.  Apparently some sort of ghost 
had appeared and killed the beast before trying
to do the same to her.  She had managed to 



escape, but both the clearing and the book had
disappeared.

Lorelai had been the one to experience all 
of the bizarre events that day.  She had also 
been the one to be nearly killed by her own 
mother after the woman had gone mad.  Her 
mother had come at her with an ax, and that 
was after her mother had killed a man that was
never identified in what could only be 
described as a ritualistic manner.

Lorelai had been the one at Ambrose 
Manor the night that he had become infected.  
She had wanted to go to the upper floor with 
him, but he had managed to dissuade her.  
She had remained downstairs away from the 
nightmare that waited upstairs.  He had 
suffered a hallucination of her immediately 
after being attacked, one so real that he had 
been convinced it was her.  He had even 
smelled her shampoo.

Lorelai had been home when Annie had 
been kidnapped.  Lorelai had been the one to 
get the court order that had taken me off the 
medications.  Lorelai had come up with the 
plan that had gotten me out of the asylum.

“Don’t go too deep into it,” Mitch advised as
it stared up at him.  “Not everything is related 
to what’s happening.  Some of it is just 
personal decisions and choices.”



“Something happened to her the night we 
were attacked, didn’t it?” John asked, his 
mouth dry.

“Yes.  See, things in the universe are 
generally supposed to go along a certain path. 
It’s not a straight path, of course.  It’s not an 
exact plan.  It’s more a natural order of things.  
On this world, the sun rises in the east and 
sets in the west, the tide changes with the 
moon phases, and many other things are a 
given rather than a guess.  The entire universe 
works much the same way.”

“You’re talking about universal constants.”

“Yes, but not just in terms of physics and 
math.  To put it simply, certain things are 
supposed to happen.  It takes a huge spanner 
in the works to force these constants not to 
occur.  By huge I mean consequential, of 
course.  The actual event could be something 
as spectacular as a star exploding at the wrong
time or as small as a single atom being shoved
out of place by someone with knowledge of 
what the chain reaction will be.  Are you with 
me?”

“Um, more or less.”

Mitch rolled his eyes.  “Okay, let’s just skip 
past the lesson on how the universe works and
focus on this particular situation.  Lorelai was 
not supposed to find that book.  She was not 



supposed to come into contact with it.  When 
she did, it created chaos.”

John shook his head.  “I don’t understand.  
It was a book.  How can just picking it up and 
moving it a short distance have such a large 
influence on things?”

“Some books don’t just have words.  This 
particular one contained a soul.  A dark 
primordial soul that was born when the first 
light ripped through the blackness of the void at
the dawn of the universe.  No one remembers 
who imprisoned it or why, but it was so 
dangerous that there was even a powerful 
spirit tied to it to keep it from ever being 
released.”

“A soul…”  John’s eyes widened.  “Annie 
called whatever it is that’s attached to her an 
othersoul.”

“That’s it,” Mitch confirmed with a nod.  “My 
best guess is that the soul in the book attached
itself to Lorelai the night that she came into 
contact with it, and from there it passed on to 
Annie when she was born.  I don’t know for 
sure, though.  You have to understand that I’ve
been told all of this myself.”

“By who?”

It shrugged.  “We all answer to someone, 
Johnny Boy.  The one I answer to is the kind 
that gives you the parts of the story you need 



to know and expects you not to ask about the 
rest.”

He blinked.  “You’ve got a boss?”

“Everyone’s got a boss.  You should just 
feel lucky that it has taken an interest in you 
and yours.  Otherwise you’d still be strapped 
down to that bed in the hospital.”

“I’m not going to get a name here, am I?”

“Sorry.  Like the old saying goes, you don’t 
ask the puppet for the name of the puppeteer.”

“I’m very much certain that’s not an old 
saying.”

“It could be.  You don’t know all the old 
sayings.  You’re not the keeper of the old 
sayings.”

John ignored that and shook his head.  “If 
Lorelai wasn’t supposed to touch that book, 
how did it happen?”

Mitch shrugged again.  “That’s the big 
question, isn’t it?  No one seems to know.  The
only thing I’ve been able to come up with is 
that someone tinkered with events to make it 
happen.  No idea who.”

He looked up at the night sky.  It was clear, 
and the sky was full of stars.  He had loved 
stargazing as a kid.  He would sit out on the 
back porch with his telescope and stare up at 



the sky for hours.  He had even briefly 
considered the idea of becoming an 
astronomer.

“Is this othersoul thing dangerous?” he 
asked.  “I mean, is it dangerous to her?”

“This is brand new territory for everyone,” 
Mitch admitted.  “I really don’t know.  I hope 
not.  I hate to admit it, but I’ve got a bit of a soft
spot for that annoying brat of yours.”

He sighed.  “Why them?  Out of everyone 
this could have possibly happened to, why 
Lorelai and Annie?”

“Oh, come on, don’t start with the whys.  
You’re better than that.  It happened.  Move 
on.”

“Yeah, yeah, okay.  You’re right.”

“My favorite words.  Say it again.”

“No.”  He scratched his chin.  “Lorelai told 
me earlier that she thinks that Blackwood is 
some kind of magnet for strange things.”

“She’s not wrong.  There’s a lot more that 
goes on in this world than people realize, but 
Blackwood is the weirdest place there is.”

“Why is that?”

“Oh, I don’t know.”  Mitch turned his head 
slightly as a cat meowed nearby.  “It happens 



sometimes.  Usually the place collapses under 
the weight of all that weirdness.  The Roanoke 
Colony is a good example.  More and more 
strangeness keeps being brought into it until 
one day a farmer finds a trickster goblin in his 
fields, makes a bet with the entire colony as 
collateral, and poof, there goes Roanoke.”

“That’s what happened to Roanoke?

“Yep.  The goblin even left a note behind.  
Croatoan.  It’s goblin speak for ‘sucker bet.’”

“Could that happen here?”

Mitch looked up at him.  “I’ve told you 
before that I’m not psychic.  Here’s the thing, 
though.  You’ve only experienced the bad side 
of weirdness.  There’s also such a thing as 
good weird.  You just have to keep an eye out 
for it.”

John chewed on the inside of his cheek 
thoughtfully.  “I’m having trouble piecing 
everything together.  There are all these parts 
that I can’t figure out how they connect.  The 
Order, Annie’s kidnapping, Lorelai’s 
experiences, the things that happened to me, 
Blackwood’s history of strangeness…  It’s like 
they don’t belong to the same puzzle, but they 
have to.”

“How are you going to figure it all out?”



“I’m not,” he answered, coming to a sudden
decision.  “Most of it is going to have to wait.  
The priority is making sure that Annie is safe, 
and that means getting that mark off of her.  
Once we do that we can leave town, and then 
we can figure out what to do from there.”

“And you’re going to accomplish that… 
how?”

“The only way that I can think of.  The 
Order put it on her, so they’ll be able to remove
it.  I just have to figure out how to make them 
do it.”

“Yeah, because Toombs seemed really 
eager to be neighborly back at the funny farm.”

“I’ll figure out something.”  John paused.  
“Speaking of which, I never thanked you for 
helping me out in the asylum and for the things
you’ve done since.  So, yeah, thank you.”

Mitch seemed genuinely surprised.  
“Really?  You’re not normally that civil towards 
me.”

“You’re usually an ass yourself,” he pointed 
out.

“You’ve got me there.  Anyway, not a 
problem.  Who would I constantly mock if you 
got smeared into a bloody paste, right?”

“You could go pal around with Gerard 
Gannon.”



“That schmuck?  The guy was brought back
from the dead.  That kind of thing scrambles a 
person’s brains.  No thanks.”

John snorted.

“I think that’s the first time you’ve ever 
laughed at something that I’ve said,” Mitch 
said.  “This is some hardcore couples therapy 
we’ve got going on here.  In all seriousness, 
though, just keep plugging away at this.  It 
feels like you’re on the right track.  Just 
remember, this isn’t your story, but that doesn’t
mean that you can’t make some edits.”

John opened his mouth to reply, but Mitch 
was gone.  He closed his mouth and continued
walking.  Just up ahead he could see the lights 
from the gas station.  He continued on until he 
reached the door and went inside.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

John nodded at the old man behind the 
register as he entered the gas station.  There 
were no other patrons inside, and there was no
one outside pumping gas.  Given the time of 
night he would have been  surprised if there 
had been.  Still not really sure what he was 
looking for, he slowly went down the aisles 
filled with candy bars, potato chips, and other 
snacks.  There was so much to choose from, 
and part of him wished that he had brought 
enough money to simply skip the choosing part
and buy one of each.

As he looked up from a rack with ten 
different types of chocolate chip cookies, his 
eyes fell on the slushie machine.  It seemed to 
glow with a radiance he had never seen, and it 
beckoned him like the sweet song of angels.  
He walked up to it reverently and picked up 
one of the cups.  The largest cup available, of 
course.  Nothing less would suffice.

He toyed with getting a mixture of different 
flavors, but in the end common sense won out. 
Since cherry was clearly the superior flavor, it 
didn’t make any sense to take away from that 
superiority with lesser flavors.  He put on the 
lid, put the nozzle in the hole at the top, and 
pulled down on the lever.  The cup quickly filled
with wondrous red slush.  He stopped when it 



had reached the top and grabbed one of the 
long straws with a small scoop on the end.

He couldn’t decide on what junk food to pair
with the slushie, so he ended up getting a 
premade sandwich from a cooler instead.  He 
went up to the counter and presented his 
purchases to the employee.  He saw that the 
old man was seated on a small stool and was 
reading a magazine.  The man didn’t seem to 
notice that he was even present until he 
cleared his throat.

“Is this it?” the old man asked skeptically as
he set his food on the counter.

“This is it,” John confirmed.

“You’re sure?”

He nodded slowly.  “Yes, I’m sure.  Is that a
problem?”

The old man smiled.  “No, not at all.  It’s a 
little refreshing, in fact.  Normally when 
someone comes out at this time of night it’s for 
beer or condoms.  It’s usually teenagers.  It’s 
all about getting drunk and having sex these 
days.”

John smiled back but didn’t say anything.  
Now that he had a teenage daughter of his 
own, he found that he really didn’t want to think
about her needing either of the items the man 
had mentioned.  A part of him did want to point 



out that the small sign directly behind the guy 
stated that the legal drinking age was twenty-
one and there probably shouldn’t have been 
any sales of beer to teenagers.  He had grown 
up in Blackwood, though, and he was very 
familiar with how lazy the town was at 
enforcing the drinking age.  As long as 
someone looked older than fifteen, it was very 
easy to get their hands on beer.  Hard liquor 
was another story, but beer was simple.

The old man rang up his food and he 
passed over the twenty dollar bill.  The man 
took a painfully long amount of time making 
change.  By the time the last coin had been 
deposited into John’s hand he felt like he had 
been waiting for days.

“There you go,” the gas station attendant 
said.  “You’re sure that I can’t interest you in 
some beer?  You look like you could use a 
drink, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

“No, I’m good,” John replied, picking his 
drink up off the counter and turning towards the
door.

“If not the beer, how about those condoms?
You really don’t need them with that hot 
girlfriend of yours?  You don’t want her to pop 
out another Sabrina the Teenage Bitch, do 
you?”

John froze in place, but he didn’t turn 
around.  He was close enough to the glass 



door to see the reflection of the store behind 
him.  He watched as the old man got up off of 
his stool and reached under the counter.  
Without pausing to think he flung himself 
behind a large pyramid of soda cases.  He had 
barely gotten his body behind it before there 
was a loud boom and the top of the pyramid 
exploded in a shower of paper, metal, and diet 
soda.

“Fee, fi, foh, fum,” the old man said with a 
laugh.  “Mable smells the blood of a John 
Pierce man!”

“Mable?!” he blurted out.

“You remember me!” he yelled gleefully.  
“I’m glad to hear that I made an impression 
back at the nuthouse!”

“I remember you being shorter.”  John used
the distraction of talking back and forth to move
onto the first shopping aisle, making sure to 
keep something between the two of them.  
“Oh, right, and I remember you being a 
woman.”

“Oh, pfft, this old thing?”  This isn’t me.  I’m 
talking through him.  This is me.”

There was a loud knock on the front 
window of the store.  Turning towards it, he 
saw a woman in her late twenties or early 
thirties looking back at him through the glass, a
wide smile on her face.  Her dark hair was tied 



back in a ponytail, but long strands were 
sticking out of it wildly.  Despite the cold 
weather she was wearing shorts and a 
lightweight black jacket.  She waved at him.

“This guy?” the old man said as he watched
her lips move and form the exact same words. 
“This guy’s just a puppet.  A puppet with a 
freakin’ shotgun.  Neat, huh?”

Mable winked.

The shotgun went off again, and a chunk of 
the endcap of the aisle he was hiding behind 
blew apart.  It was mere inches from his arm.  
Realizing that Mable was able to have the old 
man track me because she herself was seeing 
me through the window, he darted over to the 
next aisle and out of view.

“This is really my super lucky night!” he 
heard the old man declare.  “I just stopped in to
get a new puppet since my last two broke.  I 
thought I was going to have to make due with 
this geezer, but you just fell right into my lap.  
It’s… oh, what’s the word?  Serendipitous!  It’s 
serendipitous!”

The shotgun went off again, ripping through
the shelving just above his head.  He ducked 
down further and crawled away.  He couldn’t 
figure out how the man was still getting so 
close without being able to see him.  Quickly 
looking around, he found that the man actually 
could see him.  There was a round mirror up in 



the corner of the room that reflected the back 
sides of the aisles.  It was meant for store 
security, but at the moment it was greatly 
threatening his personal security.

John grabbed a can of peaches off of the 
shelf next to him and threw it at the mirror.  He 
missed the mark by a few feet, and the can 
burst as it struck the wall.  The shotgun went 
off again, but this time he was already moving. 
He grabbed another can as he went, this time 
dog food, and hurled it.  It struck the mirror and
shattered it, raining sharp glass down onto the 
floor.

He ducked down, expecting the old man to 
take another shot through the shelving.  To his 
surprise nothing happened.  Instead, there was
a quiet clicking noise.  The man had run out of 
ammunition and was mindlessly pulling the 
trigger.

Scooping up a small yet heavy bag of cat 
litter, John emerged from the aisle and ran 
straight at his would-be killer.  The old man 
turned towards him and continued to pull the 
trigger even though nothing was happening.  
He quickly closed the distance and swung the 
bag of litter as hard as he could.  It connected 
with the side of the old man’s head.  The man 
crumpled to the floor.  John dropped the bag 
and quickly put two fingers on the wrinkled 
neck.  He sighed with relief as he felt a pulse.  



Whatever Mable had done to the man to make 
him attack hadn’t been his fault.

The store door was flung open, causing the 
small bell at the top to go heywire.  Mable 
stepped into the store and looked down at the 
old man on the floor with a frown.  She then 
turned her attention to John.

“You broke my puppet,” she said with a 
tone that reminded him of a pouting child.  “He 
was old, but his gun was fun.  That wasn’t a 
euphemism, by the by.”

“I’m sorry that I defended myself from 
someone trying to kill me,” he replied 
sarcastically.  “Next time I’ll just let the guy 
shoot me.”

She seemed to perk up.  “That would be 
great.  Wait, I have an even better idea.  
Instead of waiting for a senior citizen to come 
after you with a firearm, how about you just 
stand still and let me poke you a few times with
these?”

Mable reached around her back and pulled 
a pair of long butcher knives out of her belt.  
She smiled at him before running at him with 
the knives held high.  Swearing forcefully, he 
grabbed a rack of gum and pulled it down in 
front of him.  She tripped on the edge of the 
rack, but she quickly regained her balance.  
Without slowing she lashed out with one of the 
knives.  She moved so fast that he barely 



registered the motion.  He jerked back and the 
blade passed so close that it slit a small hole in
his sweatshirt.

He sidestepped back into one of the aisles 
as she cleared the rack and continued the 
attack.  She moved with the grace of a 
ballerina, twisting and turning to make it so that
the blade never ended up where it appeared to
be headed when she began the motion.  There
was no way that he was going to last long.  It 
was only her small stature that had allowed 
him to survive so far.  That lack of reach 
wouldn’t matter when she inevitably backed 
him into a corner.

“How did you find me?” he asked as he 
passed a cooler containing assorted ice cream,
hoping that if he kept her talking he could buy 
himself some much needed time.

She spun the knives so quickly in her hands
that they blurred.  She thrust the one she was 
holding her left hand towards him, the spinning 
stopping so that the blade was stretched out 
towards his stomach.  At the same time, she 
threw the knife in her right hand directly at his 
face.

There wasn’t time to avoid both of them.  
He turned to his side so that the airborne knife 
flew past him.  In doing so he had left himself 
open to the second knife.  It pierced into his 
side, and he gasped in pain.  It hadn’t gone 
very far thanks to the distance between them, 



but it was still enough to hurt immensely.  He 
practically flung himself around the end of the 
aisle and into the next one.  She didn’t follow.

“Short answer is, I didn’t,” Mabel said with a
giggle.  “Long answer that spawn of yours 
decided to let her uglier half come out to play 
for a few minutes.  Apparently she thought that 
was a good idea in a town where, like, a dozen
people can feel when that happens.  Doc 
Toombs knew right where she was the minute 
it happened.”

There was a loud rustling sound, and John 
moved out of the way just in time as Mabel 
flung herself over the top of the aisle and 
swung the knife downward.  It punctured a bag 
of nachos, causing the chips to spill out.  
Seeing his chance, he scooped up a jar of 
salsa from a small shelf and smashed it on her 
head.  She fell backwards into the aisle she 
had just come from with a surprised look on 
her face.  There was a violent crash as she 
went into the shelving unit.  She started 
laughing.

“Oh my, you are a fun one,” she said.  “I 
don’t know whether I should kill you or fuck 
you.”

He put his shoulder down and pushed into 
the shelves in front of him.  They weren’t as 
heavy as he thought they would be, and they 
easily toppled over.  Mabel yelped as she tried 
to get out of the way.  The edge of the unit 



caught her in the side, and she stumbled off to 
the side with her hand clutching the impact 
point.  Now that he could see her again, he 
found that she was smiling.

“Mmm, you keep that up and you’re getting 
to third base,” she told him.

“No thanks,” he said, his eyes darting 
around as he looked for something to defend 
himself with.  “I’m taken.”

She threw back her head and laughed.  “By
who, that childhood sweetheart of yours?  
Please.  She’s boring.  You know you want 
some real excitement, and believe me, darlin’, 
I’m real exciting.”

Not seeing anything else to use, he 
grabbed a bottle of wine.  “I have no doubt 
about that.  You’re the kind of exciting that gets
a guy killed, though, so it’s a hard pass.”

“Sure, go ahead, go back to Ms. Perfect.  
You really think you’ll be able to stomach that 
for very long?  Sure, it worked when you were 
younger, but you’re not the same guy anymore,
are you?”

“What are you talking about?”

She lowered the knife she was holding and 
crossed her arms.  “Oh, come on, don’t be coy.
I saw what you did to Gannon back at the 
asylum.  Those cuts were the work of someone



that knows what he’s doing.  Not to mention 
that pool of blood that you left the Vitruvian 
lying in after you turned him into a pin cushion. 
I know there’s a part of you, a really big part, 
that wants to come out and play with the rest of
us.”

John didn’t answer.

“So come on, John.  Come play with me.  
Don’t worry.  I promise I’ll be really, really 
rough.”

Before he could react, Mable leapt over the 
wreckage and slammed into him.  He fell back 
and hit the floor hard.  She was on him 
immediately.  She straddled his chest and put 
the knife blade up against his throat.  He felt a 
drop of blood slide down his neck as the 
weapon just barely broke the skin.

“Do you know how my othersoul works?” 
Mabel asked, putting her face less than an inch
from his.  “It digs right into a person’s mind and
scoops it out.  I make you nice and hollow and 
takes everything until there’s only room for me 
in there.  Once I’m in, you can never shake 
me.”

“Othersoul?” he choked out.

“Aww, baby, you didn’t think that your 
daughter was the only one, did you?  Just 
because she’s got the oldest doesn’t mean 
she’s a unique little snowflake.”  She kissed 



him on the forehead.  “So, would you like it?  
Would you like me to be in you, to never be 
apart from you?  I can make it a very pleasant 
experience.”

“Like I said, hard pass,” he replied through 
gritted teeth.”

“Look at you.  You’ve got a knife to your 
throat and yet you’ve still got that defiant 
attitude.”

“That’s not all that I have.”

She furrowed her brow.  “What are you 
talking about?”

“I’ve still got that wine bottle in my left 
hand.”

Mabel glanced down towards the hand that 
he had indicated.  He used that split second 
that she was distracted to swing upward with 
the bottle, only the bottle was tightly wrapped 
in his right hand.  It caught her hard in the arm,
and the knife pulled away from his neck.  He 
flung her off into a candy display and 
scrambled to his feet.  As she was recovering 
he kicked the knife out of her hand.

She looked up just as he swung the wine 
bottle.  It connected with her face with a loud 
thunk, and she went flying into one of the tall 
glass cases at the back of the store.  Blood ran



down her nose and from her ear as she slid 
down into a sitting position on the floor.

John was feeling it again, that rage that he 
had felt as he had stood over the Vitruvian.  
Breathing heavily, he broke the wine bottle on 
the side of a metal case and held up the 
jagged shards still attached to the bottle neck.  
Mabel was unconscious, and it would be so 
easy to make sure that she stayed that way.  
Easy and practical.  It was the only way to 
make sure that she didn’t threaten him or his 
family again.

He knelt down in front of her and put his 
free hand around her neck.  It would be so 
simple to close it and choke the life out of her.  
She was in no condition to fight back.  He 
wondered what would be the more humane 
way to end it, strangulation or bleeding out.  
Maybe it would be better to simply bash her 
head in with his foot.

He glanced at the gas pumps outside the 
store, then over at the small box of lighters 
sitting on the counter near the register.  Fire 
was always an option.  Douse her in gasoline 
and light her up.  He smiled tightly.  He bet the 
store even had what he would need to toast 
marshmallows.

Yes, a nice good old fashioned cleansing 
fire.  It had been used since the beginning of 
time to burn away evil.  It was a fitting way to 
dispose of murderous filth like this woman.



He grabbed Mabel by the hair and dragged 
her across the floor to the front door.  He 
braced the door with his foot and practically 
flung her still limp body through it.  Having 
done so, he went around the counter and 
manually turned on the closest gas pump.  He 
grabbed one of the lighters out of the box and 
put it into his pocket.  He went outside and 
hooked his arm around her to pull her the rest 
of the way.

Laying her down far enough from the pump 
to not risk the fire spreading to it, he picked up 
the nozzle and pressed the button to start the 
fuel flow.  Mable mumbled something as she 
started to regain her senses.  He watched her 
for a moment before crouching down and 
striking her firmly in the temple with the nozzle.
She fell still once again.

“I know you can’t hear me,” John said as he
stared at her.  “Even so, I just want you to 
know that I like to play rough, too.”

He pulled the handle and gasoline poured 
out of the nozzle.  He splashed it all over 
Mabel’s body, making sure to soak every inch 
of it.  Once he had finished, he put the nozzle 
back in the holder and wiped his hands off on 
paper towels from a nearby dispenser.

He made sure to get all of the gas off of his 
fingers before tossing the towels into a trash 
can.  He took the lighter out of his pocket and 
flipped up the lid.  It was cheaply made, 



constructed to look like a more expensive 
model but not really pulling it off.  He wasn’t a 
snob when it came to that sort of thing, though.
As far as he was concerned, fire was fire.

He flicked the dial and a small flame sprung
to life.  Years earlier he had been called in on a
case involving an arsonist.  When the man had
eventually been caught, he had professed his 
love for fire, even going so far as to call it his 
beautiful mistress.  He had been off his rocker, 
but in this moment John could see what the 
arsonist had meant.  The lighter’s flame was 
pure potential, and he was going to be the one 
to help it realize that potential.

He stepped back and held out the lighter.  
Mabel hadn’t moved since being knocked out a
second time.  The only thing that would have 
made the moment more perfect would have 
been if she had been coherent enough to know
what was happening to her.  That would have 
opened up the possibility of her escaping, 
though, and there was no reason to take that 
risk.

“I didn’t realize that we’re having a 
barbeque,” a voice said from behind him.

“Hello, Mitch,” he said with a smile, looking 
over his shoulder to find it sitting on top of a 
nearby gas pump.  “You’re just in time for the 
party.”



“I see that.  Well, no reason to waste any 
time.  Go on, murder the helpless woman.”

John’s smile slipped slightly.  “Helpless 
woman?  You must not have been watching.  
She came after me with knives.  Almost got 
me, too.  I’ve got a hole in my side to prove it.  
And that was after she mind controlled an 
innocent man to try to blow my head off with a 
shotgun.”

It held up its hands.  “Hey, you don’t have 
to justify it to me.  I’m always up for a good 
cold-blooded murder.  Come on, drop the 
lighter so we can get the party started.”

“Mitch, you just refuse to pay attention, 
don’t you?  This isn’t cold-blooded murder.  It’s 
putting a stop to a murderer.”

“Right.  You’re putting a stop to a murderer 
by murdering her.  It’s poetic, killing a killer by 
becoming that killer.  Are you going to light her 
up or what?  I don’t have all night.”

John turned back to Mabel, far less certain 
than he had been a minute before.  She still 
wasn’t moving, and her breathing was 
sporadic.  The smell of the gasoline he had 
drenched her with was almost overpowering.  
He was starting to really miss the fresh air he 
had been enjoying on the walk to the gas 
station.



“She said that she has an othersoul,” he 
said.  “That means she’s dangerous, right?”

“Yep, it makes her dangerous,” Mitch said 
with a nod.  “Annie’s plenty dangerous 
because of hers, too.  That’s different though, 
right?  Annie’s family.  This woman isn’t 
anything to you.  That makes this okay.  
Right?”

John slowly closed the lid of the lighter.  It 
wasn’t that he couldn’t go through with it.  In 
fact, the problem was that he knew that he 
could very easily do so.  It would set him down 
a horrible path, but he knew that he could do it.
It was the thought of this woman struggling 
with the same issues that Annie’s othersoul 
brought her that snapped him out of it.  Mitch 
was right.  He would be murdering a 
defenseless person, and he knew that he 
couldn’t come back from that.

“Thank you,” he told it, tossing the lighter 
across the parking lot.

“For what?” Mitch asked.  “You heard me, I 
was rooting for you to get down to the 
murdering.

He smiled slightly.  “Sure you were.”

When John turned to look at Mitch, it was 
gone.  He turned his attention back to Mabel.  
There wasn’t anything to tie her up with, and 
he didn’t have time to waste on that anyway.  



She might not have been the only one that 
Toombs sent.  She was just going to have to 
stay where she was.

He went back into the store and knelt down 
by the old man.  Quickly rummaging through 
the man’s pockets, he found a set of car keys.  
He hadn’t seen a car parked out front, so it was
likely parked out behind the gas station.  He 
started to leave but stopped when an idea 
struck him.  He hesitated.  It wasn’t an idea 
that appealed to him, but it was a necessary 
evil.  He went around the counter and opened 
the cash register.  Shaking his head in disgust, 
he pulled out all the bills and shoved them into 
his pocket.  He made a mental note to count 
the money later and to be sure to send back 
what he had taken when he could.  That was 
assuming that he survived long enough to get 
a paying job, which was far from certain.

He left the store and walked around the 
side of the building.  In the back there was a 
small employee parking lot consisting of three 
parking spaces and a dumpster.  Only one 
space was occupied.  He went over to the 
ancient station wagon and unlocked the door 
with the keys.  He shook his head again.  
Robbery and grand theft auto all in one night.  
What a model citizen he was.

He pulled the car out of the parking lot and 
headed back towards the motel.  His original 
intent had been to drive back without the 



headlights on so that he would remain 
somewhat hidden, but the road proved to be 
too dark and he was forced to turn them on.  It 
was only a few minutes drive, and he was soon
pulling into the gravel lot in front of the motel.  
He turned off the lights and pulled into a space 
on the opposite end of the lot from where they 
were staying.

He slowly crept across the parking lot 
towards the room.  There didn’t seem to be 
anything out of the ordinary, but something felt 
off.  He couldn’t quite put his finger on what 
that something was.  As his eyes adjusted to 
the dark he scanned the surroundings 
carefully.  Normally when he got that sort of 
feeling it meant that his subconscious had 
picked up on something that it hadn’t yet 
decided to share with his active mind.

He stopped as it came to him.  There was a
small bit of bumper sticking out from behind a 
nearby SUV.  There hadn’t been a car in that 
space when he had left.

Hopefully it was just a late check-in, but he 
doubted it.  He moved as quietly as possible as
he approached the SUV from the rear.  He 
thought about pressing himself up against it, 
but he noticed a small red flashing light through
the window up near the steering wheel.  If he 
touched the vehicle he ran the risk of setting off
an alarm.  Instead, he bent down and crept 
around it.



Parked in the space next to it, its engine off 
and cab empty, was the pickup truck that 
Gerard Gannon had been driving the night that 
Annie had been kidnapped.



CHAPTER THIRTY

John stood still for a long moment, listening 
as hard as he could for any sign of someone 
moving in the dark.  All that he heard was wind 
blowing through the trees.  He stood up slightly
and peered into the pickup through the 
passenger window.  The interior was filthy, 
covered in a combination of mud and 
something that looked a lot like dried blood.  
He circled around to the front of the vehicle 
and put his hand on the hood.  It was still 
warm.  Gannon hadn’t arrived very long before 
he had.

He left the parking lot and stepped up onto 
the sidewalk that connected the various motel 
rooms.  He was very aware that he wasn’t 
armed, and he was painfully aware that he was
still bleeding from his side.  The flow had 
slowed and it wasn’t life threatening, but it was 
enough to make every step hurt.

Not checking to see if there were more 
shells for the gas station attendant’s shotgun or
at least taking one of Mabel’s knives had been 
a mistake.  He had been in such a rush to get 
back that he hadn’t even thought about arming 
himself.  He mentally kicked himself for making
such an obvious mistake.  There wasn’t 
anything he could do to change that, though, 
so he continued on.



He reached the door to the room that he 
had left an hour earlier.  Taking another look 
around and once again finding nothing, he 
turned the handle.  It was still locked.  He took 
out the key and unlocked the door before 
quietly slipping inside.

It was even darker inside.  The only light 
was coming from the screen of the laptop, 
which had dimmed but had not gone into 
standby yet.  He could just make out Lorelai 
and Annie lying in the bed that they were 
sharing.  He started forward to check on them, 
but that was made unnecessary as he heard a 
soft snore that he recognized as Lorelai’s.  She
had always sworn that she didn’t snore.  
Despite her repeated statements to the 
contrary, however, he had heard it countless 
times and would know it anywhere.

He was faced with indecision.  His first 
impulse was to wake them up and get as far 
away from the motel as possible, but he wasn’t
sure if it was safe to leave the room.  Gannon 
might have been roaming around outside.  It 
was strange that the large man hadn’t broken 
in already, and the only reason that he could 
think of was that the brute didn’t know which 
room they were staying in.

Assuming that Gannon was still capable of 
being subtle enough to not just start bashing 
down doors to see what was inside, the 
question became how he would try to find out 



which room was the right one.  For a horrible 
second John wondered if the man had been 
hiding somewhere nearby to wait for him to 
enter a room.  He quickly remembered that 
Gannon had arrived after he had left for the 
gas station, so there was no way for the man to
know that he had left in the first place.

Coming to a decision, he quietly crept over 
to the occupied bed and lightly touched Lorelai 
on the arm.  The snoring stopped, and her 
eyes fluttered open.  He put a finger up to his 
lips.  She must have been able to make out the
motion in the darkness because she remained 
silent.

“Gerard Gannon is here,” he whispered.

She opened her mouth to reply, but he 
shook his head to stop her from speaking.

“I don’t think he’s found the room yet,” he 
continued.  “Wake up Annie and get dressed 
as quickly and quietly as you can.  Keep the 
light off.  I’m going to go see if I can put eyes 
on him.  I don’t want him surprising us as we’re
leaving.”

He went over to the small dresser and 
opened the top right drawer.  After a slight 
hesitation he reached in and pulled out the 
gun.  It was the first time since the whole 
ordeal had begun that he had been armed with
a proper weapon and not something that was 



thrust into service as one.  It was a nice 
change of pace.

John crossed over to the door and pressed 
his ear up against it.  When he was convinced 
that nothing was immediately outside of it, he 
opened it and went back outside.  The night 
was just as still as he had left it.  He turned to 
his left and made his way towards the motel 
office.  If Gannon really was trying to figure out 
what room they were staying in, that would be 
the easiest place to do so.

He went as slowly and as quietly as he 
could, but when he got there he found that his 
caution hadn’t been needed.  The office was 
locked up tight with no sign of anyone having 
broken in.  There was a phone number written 
on a piece of paper hanging in the window with
instructions to use it to call the owner if 
needed.  Gannon could have used it to contact 
the owner and ambush him or her as they 
arrived, but that type of plan seemed beyond 
what he was capable of planning and carrying 
out since his resurrection.  While he had been 
very intelligent in life, now that he was dead or 
undead or whatever the term was he seemed 
more brawn than brains.

Not sure what else to do, he returned to the
pickup truck.  He had only been focused on if it
was occupied when he had originally stood by 
it.  This time he took a closer look.  There was 
nothing out of the ordinary about the truck that 



he could see.  The doors were unlocked, and 
after he opened the driver’s side he saw that 
the keys were still in the ignition.  He pulled 
them out and threw them as hard as he could 
across the parking lot.  He closed the door.

His foot caught on something, and he 
looked down.  The gravel had been displaced, 
forming a trail leading away from the truck.  
The huge man certainly left his mark.  Taking a
deep breath, John followed the path.

The gravel driveway ended and the grass 
began.  He had expected to have a harder time
following Gannon at that point, but there was a 
very clear track of torn grass and mud leading 
up towards the treeline.  He reached the edge 
of the woods.  The brush leading into the trees 
was trampled down and there were clear deep 
boot prints in the mud.

He knew it was a bad idea to follow the 
footprints.  The smart move would be to hurry 
back over to the motel room, get Annie and 
Lorelai, and get out of there.  Something very 
strange was going on, though.  Why would 
Gannon have gone off into the woods like this?
It was possible that this was some kind of 
elaborate trap, but he didn’t think so.  This was 
something else.

Still, it was too much of a risk.  He forced 
down his curiosity and turned back towards the
motel.  As he did so, he found that three 
people were now blocking his way.  They were 



standing roughly halfway between him and the 
parking lot, and they were spread out in such a
way that they could easily intercept him if he 
tried to go around them.  With it being so dark 
he couldn’t make out any details.

As one they began walking slowly towards 
him.  They moved in perfect synchronization.  
John slowly backed up until his hand brushed 
against a tree trunk.  He didn’t know who these
people were, but it was obvious that they were 
trying to herd him into the woods.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much he could 
do about it.  He could try to shoot them, but 
that would make a lot of noise and Gannon 
was still somewhere nearby.  Not happy about 
it but not having a better idea, he turned and 
ran into the woods.

The trees were filled with noise.  Things 
were crashing through the brush towards him 
on both his left and right.  He tried to keep 
moving quickly, but the growth was thick and 
there was very little light to see by.  Something 
moved in the trees up ahead and he was 
forced to come to a stop.  He looked in every 
direction trying to find a way out, but shadows 
slowly approached from all sides.

He saw something more substantial than a 
shadow move to his left, and he turned towards
it with the gun raised.  He nearly dropped the 
weapon as a young boy no older than eight or 
nine stepped into view.  He was wearing jeans 



and a sweater, and a baseball cap adorned his
head.  He came to a stop a few feet away.

The boy first looked at the gun, then up at 
John.  He seemed to be evaluating the 
situation.  He raised his hand.

“We welcome you, Jonathan Pierce,” the 
boy said in a nearly monotone voice.

More people began to come into view.  
There were men and women, both young and 
old, of seemingly all walks of life.  As they 
approached John lowered the gun.  Even if he 
was a perfect shot there were too many for the 
weapon to make a difference.  He slowly 
slipped it into his belt.

“Um, hello, small child,” he answered, 
holding out his hands to make it clear that he 
was now unarmed.  “What’s your name?”

The boy continued to stare without so much
as blinking.  “The boy’s name is Adam.”

John had found over the years that 
someone talking about themselves in the third 
person was never a good sign.  The other 
people had stopped walking towards him and 
were now standing in a circle around him.  
They didn’t make any threatening moves, but 
they were silently making it clear that he wasn’t
going anywhere without their permission.  He 
turned his attention back to the boy.



“So your name is Adam,” he said.

“No,” the child answered.  “Yes.”

“How… contradictory.”

“The boy’s name is Adam.  I have many 
names.  Adam Yates.  Renee Taylor.  Brandon
Fleur.  Emerson Pierce.  Irene-”

“Okay, I get it,” he stopped the boy.  “You 
have many names.  Is there one that I would 
know?”

The child smiled ever so slightly.  “You 
know me by the name Septusis.”

John felt a chill run down his spine that had 
nothing to do with the cold night air.  He hadn’t 
really thought that the riot at the asylum would 
wipe out all of Septusis’ hosts, but he had 
hoped it would be the case.  None of these 
people were wearing patient clothes or dressed
as hospital staff, so not only had it survived, it 
had spread.

These infected were much different from 
the ones in the asylum.  The levels of thought 
and speech had been much lower then.  The 
woman who had spoken for Septusis hadn’t 
even been able to form complete sentences, 
and they had all been driven by basic instincts. 
This boy was communicating far more 
intelligently, and the smile indicated at least a 
rudimentary understanding of humor.



“It is a crude name,” Adam said.  “It is a 
name that was given to me by one who thought
that he was the first to encounter me in this 
world.  I do not enjoy it as much as my first 
name.”

“You’ve been to this world before?” he 
asked with surprise.

“Many years ago, yes.  Humans were 
simpler beings then.  They lived in homes of 
sticks and rock, tending their flocks and 
growing their crops.  That was when humans 
first gave me a name.”

“Which was?”

The boy’s head raised back up so that he 
was looking straight at John as he answered, “I
was named Legion, for I am many.”

John wasn’t a religious person by any 
means.  The only times that he had attended 
church service was when his parents, mainly 
his mother, had forced him to as a child.  
During that time he had read through a King 
James Bible twice.  It had mostly been out of 
boredom, but he had also been entertained by 
a number of stories in the Old Testament, most
of which featured a number of subjects that he 
never would have been allowed to read about if
they weren’t in a religious text.  There were a 
surprisingly high number of murders in the 
Bible.  The name that the boy had said was 



from the New Testament, but he still 
remembered the passage.

“And when he was come out of the ship,” 
John began to recite, “immediately there met 
him out of the tombs a man with an unclean 
spirit, who had his dwelling among the tombs; 
and no man could bind him, no not with chains:
because that he had been often bound with 
fetters and chains, and the chains had been 
plucked asunder by him, and the fetters broken
in pieces: neither could any man tame him.”

“An untrue tale,” the boy nearly spat at him. 
“A distortion of facts for the sake of a religion.  I
never met the one named Jesus, and I was not
banished by him.”

The people surrounding John were bristling 
with anger.  Apparently the Biblical passage he
had quoted was a sore spot.  He knew that if 
they got too enraged they were liable to tear 
him apart.

“I’m sorry for bringing it up,” he said in as 
consolatory of a tone as he could.  “I had no 
idea that it was an untruth.  I apologize for my 
mistake.”

The boy smiled again, and the general 
anger around him withdrew.

“You are a clever one, Jonathan Pierce,” 
the child said.  “You seek to avoid my wrath 
with an insincere apology.  As you said in the 



place where we were prisoners, we could have
done great things.”

He licked his lips.  “What is it that you want,
Sep…  Legion?”

“Amusing.  You are the one that intrudes on
me, and yet you demand to know my desires.  
Very well.  At first I was drawn here by 
someone using great power.  Raw and 
untapped power, but from a vast wellspring.  I 
sought to bring that person into my glory.”

John knew that realistically it wouldn’t help 
anything, but his hand still twitched towards the
gun.  Apparently Annie demonstrating her 
powers had been like shooting a flare up into 
the sky.

“There’s no need for that, Jonathan Pierce,”
Legion said through the young boy’s voice.  “I 
have already examined your spawn’s mind, 
and I have found it lacking like yours.  Your 
mate’s mind was also uninhabitable.”

He relaxed slightly.

“The journey was not in vain, however.  
Here I found an abomination.  I found a 
creature that has defiled my glory.”

As one, all the infected hosts spit on the 
ground.

“I don’t understand,” John admitted.



“Part of me has been taken,” the boy said 
with another spit.  “While we were locked away
in your mind, someone ripped out pieces of me
and perverted them.  The one known as 
Gerard Gannon has a part of me inside of him, 
a twisted and corrupted part but a part 
nonetheless.”

“What?  Why?”

“I do not know.  All that are involved in 
defiling me will be punished.”

He looked around nervously.  “Where is 
Gannon now?”

“He encountered a group of my hosts when 
he arrived at this place.  He killed them, and 
then fled before I sent others to assist.  I do not
know where he is now.”  The boy paused.  “He 
was here seeking you and your spawn and 
consort.  I wonder what makes you so 
important to him and his masters?”

John shook his head.  “I don’t know.  That’s
not a lie, I really don’t know exactly what he or 
the Order of the Endless Void want with me.”

“Perhaps it is your daughter and her 
othersoul that interests them.”

He hesitated.  “Perhaps.”

The boy regarded him silently for a long 
moment.  “Do you know why I do not kill you 
where you stand, Jonathan Pierce?”



“Is it the bond that we shared for fourteen 
years?  Did it create a feeling of mutual 
admiration and trust?”

“How… droll.  No.  It is because we share a
common enemy.  Gannon is the symptom.  
Samuel Toombs and his Order of the Endless 
Void are the sickness.  They must be purged 
so that I may be whole again.”

John narrowed his eyes.  “You’re proposing
an alliance.”

“Yes,” the boy said, nodding in agreement.  
“An alliance.  We will work together to tear 
apart those that have parts of me within them, 
and we will cleanse Samuel Toombs and his 
Order from this world.  Once that has been 
done, we will burn away all traces of their 
master C’hul from this place.”

“You’re serious?  You’re want to take on 
C’hul?”

“Do you believe that you can do it alone?”

He was taken aback by the question.  “I 
hadn’t really planned on trying to fight an 
ancient space god.”

“No, you probably haven’t.”  The boy 
squinted.  “You’ve been so focused on keeping
your spawn safe that you haven’t considered 
how you will do that in the long term.  It is a 
common flaw in your species to only look to the



present when you should be looking to the 
future.  It is a flaw most likely due to your short 
life span.”

“I have been thinking long term,” John said 
defensively.  “I’ve been working on a plan to 
deal with the Order.”

“Say that you destroy the Order of the 
Endless Void.  You kill everyone that is a 
member of it.  C’hul still remains.  She will 
simply build a new cult and continue to pursue 
you and yours.  The Order is the short term, 
C’hul is the long term.”

He thought it through.  “Maybe.  The Order 
has to be dealt with first either way, though.  
Toombs is both the key to making sure my 
daughter is safe and whatever was done to 
you.”

“Agreed.”  Adam paused.  “You mentioned 
a plan.  What is it?”

He hesitated, but there was no point in 
holding anything back.  “I think that I may have 
found one of the meeting places for the Order, 
or at least somewhere that’s important to their 
plans.  I’m still working on the details.”

The boy nodded.  “We shall work on them 
together.”

John looked down at the ground and 
considered things for a moment.  “Let’s say 



that I agree to this partnership.  How would it 
work exactly?  Having all of, um, you with me 
would be extremely conspicuous.”

“This vessel has a human tool which may 
be of use,” Adam said, reaching into his 
pocket.  “I believe that is called a cellular 
phone.  If you also possess one of these 
cellular phones, we may speak together from 
great distances.”

He forced himself not to smile as he took 
out the phone Lorelai had given him.  “I’ve 
heard of them.”

They exchanged numbers.  As they did so, 
John couldn’t help feeling like it wasn’t really 
happening.  He was swapping phone numbers 
with an interdimensional entity.  There was 
weird, and then there was weird.

“I’ll call you when I’ve got a more solid 
lead,” John told the boy as he put his phone 
away.  “There’s something that I need from you
before I get completely onboard with this 
alliance, though.”

Adam looked at him curiously.  “What is 
that, Jonathan Pierce?”

“I need you to not infect innocent people 
anymore.”

“I… do not understand.”



“You can’t keep attaching yourself to people
that want to remain individuals and not join 
this… whatever it is.”

The boy shook his head.  “Is that truly what 
you believe I do, Jonathan Pierce?”

“Well, isn’t it?”

“No.”  Adam waved his hand at his 
companions.  “All of these people, including 
this child, wanted to be a part of me.  They 
were depressed and despairing.  Some were 
even considering thoughts of suicide.  I gave 
them a choice to remain as they were or to be 
a part of a family.”

John looked around at the people encircling
him.

“None of them are gone,” the boy 
continued, tapping the side of his head.  “They 
are all inside here, a part of the family.  I do not
take those that wish to remain apart.  I cannot, 
not for long.  That is why you and I are not 
compatible.”

“You latched onto me without giving me a 
choice,” he pointed out.

“Yes, and that was… regrettable.  My host, 
my only host, was dying.  If that had happened 
without me being attached to another, I would 
have died as well.  I had no choice.”

“Any port in a storm, in other words.”



“A rudimentary analogy, but accurate.  I 
have a condition of my own.”

“Which is?”

“This host shall go with you to meet your 
concubine and spawn.  They are your family, 
and it is only right that mine should meet them 
if we are to be aligned.”

He grimaced.  “Meet them tonight, you 
mean?”

“Yes.  Is there a problem with that?”

“No.  I suppose not.  We need to leave 
before more of Toombs’ followers arrive, 
though.”

The boy nodded.  “That is fine.  I shall ride 
in your automotive transportation with your 
family and take my leave when our discussion 
is through.”

John took a deep breath before slowly 
letting it out.  “All right.  We’ll do this together, 
then.”

The boy reached out and shook his hand.  
“Together,” he repeated firmly.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Twenty minutes later John found himself in 
the middle of the strangest car ride of his life.

He had returned to the motel room with 
Adam.  Lorelai and Annie had been extremely 
confused as to why he had shown up with an 
eight-year-old when he had left to find a 
gigantic serial killer, but he had stressed that 
they needed to hurry and had said that he 
would explain later.  Now that he had fulfilled 
that promise, they were both looking at him like
he was some stranger they had never seen 
before.  He tried to avoid their stares as he 
bandaged the wound in his side.

“I just want to make sure that I’m 
understanding this correctly,” Lorelai said 
slowly as she drove down the dark road.  “You 
have decided that the best course of action is 
to go directly up against a cult.  A cult that has 
superpowers such as raising the dead and 
mind controlling people.  You want to do this 
with the creature that, up until a few days ago, 
was literally driving you insane.  Does that 
cover everything?”

“Don’t forget the part where the creature is 
possessing people,” Annie added helpfully.

“Right, good call.  It’s also possessing 
people.”



“It’s not possession,” Adam corrected as he
inspected the seatbelt he had been forced to 
put on.  “It is bringing the unified will and 
stability of Legion to a chaotic world.  It is 
granting the gift of singularity.”

By the time the boy had finished speaking, 
both Lorelai and Annie were staring at John 
with identical looks of annoyance and 
incredulity.  He gave a small shrug and sank a 
bit lower in his seat.  It had been a necessary 
alliance to forge, but he completely understood
their resistance.  A part of him wondered if this 
was all going to blow up in his face as well.

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” he 
said with a small smile meant to diffuse some 
of the tension.  It didn’t work.  “In any case, 
we’re outnumbered and outgunned.  We don’t 
even know everything that the Order has at its 
disposal.  Legion is our ace in the hole.  
Besides, we’ve come to an understanding.”

“An understanding,” Lorelai repeated flatly.

“You will help me purge the stench of C’hul 
and its followers so that I may be pure once 
more,” Adam said.  “In return, I will provide aid 
for your own needs against the Order while 
also not ending your lives.”

“You’re not helping,” John pointed out.



“I do not see why there would be a need for
assistance.  I am merely stating the terms of 
our agreement.”

“I don’t like this,” Evenly stated.  “I do, 
however, trust you, John, so I’m going to just 
hope you know what you’re doing.”

“If he does not, I do,” Adam offered.

“I’m a little fuzzy on how this whole thing 
works,” Annie admitted.  “So you, what, infect 
people, and your mind takes over theirs?”

He shook his head.  “That is incorrect.  
Your body is home to an othersoul, correct?  It 
is much like that, except the soul is shared by 
many more people.  We are connected.  We 
are a family.”

There was silence in the car as everyone 
tried to adjust to the new status quo.  Mitch had
spoken to John about it previously, but it was 
still hard to believe that this being had been the
cause of so much trouble for him, and all 
because he had been in the wrong place at the
wrong time.  He shook his head.  There was no
point in dwelling in the past.  A question did 
come to mind, however.

“You’re different now,” he said to Adam.  
“You’re more intelligent than you were back in 
the asylum.  Why is that?”



“It is a result of the hosts,” Adam explained.
“The more complex the individuals in the 
family, the more I grow with them.  We make 
each other better.  Now then, Jonathan Pierce, 
it is time that we discussed our plans.”

“I’d like to hear this, too,” Lorelai concurred.
“I take it that you found something during your 
late night research?”

John dug around in his pocket until he 
produced the address that he had written down
earlier in the night.  He unfolded it and 
smoothed it out on his lap.  With that done, he 
handed it over to Lorelai.  She took it from him 
and glanced down at it quickly before returning 
her eyes to the road.

“I don’t have a plan,” he admitted.  “At least 
I don’t have one yet.  What I do have is an 
address.  That address is for a farm owned by 
one Dr. Samuel Toombs.  It’s very large, very 
secluded, and surrounded by forests on all 
sides.  If I was going to operate a secret cult 
and perform rituals that couldn’t be seen by the
public, it’s exactly the kind of place that I’d 
choose.”

“It’s not much to go on,” Lorelai said 
dubiously.

“I know, but it’s the best lead that we’ve got.
Before we come up with an actual plan, 
though, we need to find out if this is really the 



place.  We don’t want to alert the Order to our 
movements until it’s on our own terms.”

“Gotcha.”  She took out her phone and 
typed on it for a minute, making sure not to 
lose control of the wheel.  “I’ve got the address 
pulled up.  Do you want to go now or wait for 
daylight?”

He smiled slightly.  Sometimes it was like 
she could read his mind.  He shook his head 
slightly.

“We’re not going there.  Not yet, anyway.”

“We should go now,” Adam said firmly.  
“C’hul and its followers need to be eradicated.  
There is no point to waiting.”

John turned around in his seat to look at the
boy.  “Yes, you’ve made your position very 
clear.  Let me ask you this: how many people 
are you connected to right now?  Ten?  
Twenty?”

“Twenty-four.”

“Twenty-four.  Do any of these people 
possess any special abilities that would make 
them more capable in a fight than an ordinary 
person?”

“Yes.  They are Legion.  The ability to act 
as one gives us strength.”



He resisted the urge to roll his eyes.  
“Besides that.”

“No, all my hosts are human.”

“Right there.  That’s my point.  Even with 
your Legion, we know that we don’t have the 
advantage.  We’ve seen just a small bit of what
the Order can do, and it’s pretty damn scary.  
Putting aside the superhuman abilities we’ve 
seen, let’s not forget that some kind of demon 
dog was there when Annie was kidnapped.  
Who knows what other resources they have 
available to them?  We need to know what 
we’re walking into, and that means that we 
need more information.”

Adam considered it.  “I agree.  For now.”

“Thanks so much,” he responded, keeping 
as much sarcasm as he could out of his voice. 
“First, the three of us need to rest, even if it’s 
just for a few hours.  After that, I want to go to 
the Blackwood Historical Society.”

“What are you hoping to find?” Lorelai 
asked.

“Anything that I can get my hands on.  
There’s nothing on the Order or anything 
involving odd events in Blackwood online.  
There should be something.  Every town has 
its scandals and secrets.  It’s almost like 
someone has made it a point to keep things 



hidden, and I’m hoping that the physical 
records will reveal something.”

It was harder than he had expected to find 
a place to rest.  Simply parking somewhere 
would rouse the suspicion of anyone that might
walk or drive by, and that in turn could lead to 
an unwanted visit from the police.  Staying at 
another motel or hotel would be a drain on their
already dwindling finances.  Lorelai was still 
planning on driving out of town to withdraw her 
savings, but she wouldn’t be able to do that for 
a few hours at the earliest.  Without much of an
option, they found a cheap motel.

When they arrived, Adam took his leave 
from the group and wandered off down the 
street.  John promised to call him when he had 
more information to pass along.  Both Lorelai 
and Annie seemed to relax with the boy gone, 
and he had to admit that he wasn’t as tense 
now that it was just the three of them again, 
either.

Although their funds were dwindling, Lorelai
rented two rooms at his request.  He needed a 
place to be alone with his thoughts.  There was
a lot to go over and sift through, and even the 
smallest distractions might cause him to miss 
something.  Besides, she wasn’t the only one 
that snored.  She and Annie would be able to 
sleep better without him in the room.

He dropped his backpack on the floor.  
Lorelai hadn’t put much in it back at the 



townhouse, but she had packed a change of 
clothes just in case.  In retrospect she had 
shown quite the foresight in doing so.  He 
thought about staying awake to make sure no 
threats popped up while Lorelai and Annie 
slept, but he knew that he was too tired to do 
anything if one did.  He had been through a 
rough day and an even rougher night, and he 
was exhausted.  As long as Annie didn’t 
release her othersoul they should remain 
hidden anyway.

As he tried to get comfortable on the rock 
hard bed, he rolled over to look out the 
window.  He had left the blinds open slightly so
that he could see into the parking lot from the 
angle he was at.  He would sleep because his 
body was demanding it, but that didn’t mean 
that he couldn’t take any precautions.

That sleep didn’t immediately come.  The 
conversation in the car had started the wheels 
turning in his head.  Having access to Legion 
meant that they had a chance.  It was a slim 
chance, but he would take every small edge 
that he could get.

The question was how best to leverage that
advantage.  Legion had said that the minds of 
the people it was attached to still existed in 
some sort of group hivemind.  It had referred to
it as a family.  If that was true, that meant that it
had access to all of the thoughts, memories, 
and kills of twenty-four individuals.  There had 



to be some way to use that.  It was just a 
matter of working out how.

The next thing John knew, day had arrived 
and he was waking up.  He didn’t remember 
falling asleep; he had been in the middle of a 
thought and his body had apparently decided 
enough was enough.  He sat up and wiped his 
eyes.  Days of adrenaline pumping through his 
system had taken their toll, and a short sleep 
hadn’t been enough to do much.

He got out of bed and went into the 
bathroom.  He took a quick shower and 
brushed his teeth with the brush and 
toothpaste that Lorelai had acquired at the first 
motel they had stayed at the previous evening. 
By the time he was done he was feeling a bit 
more alive.

Wincing at the pain from the wound in his 
side and his throbbing arm, he went next door 
and knocked.  After a short wait Lorelai opened
the door.  He noticed that she looked like she 
was perfectly rested and ready to start the day.
He couldn’t decide if that was impressive or 
just annoying.

“I knocked on your door fifteen minutes 
ago,” she told him as she let him in.

“I was in the shower.”

“Oh, good.  You were getting a bit ripe last 
night.  All that sweat was mixing with the food 



you rolled around in during your gas station 
excursion.”

“Yeah, well, you should have smelled the 
other guy.  Where’s Annie?”

“Right here,” a voice called out as an arm 
thrust out from the bathroom and waved.  “I’m 
almost ready.”

“She’s been almost ready for half an hour,” 
Lorelai informed him.  “The joys of having a 
teenager.  So how are we doing this today?”

He sat down in the ragged chair in the 
corner of the room.  “I figured that you could 
drop Annie and I off at the historical society.  
We’ll dig around in there while you find a bank 
outside of Blackwood.”

“What then?”

“You had to pay for two nights here, right?”

“Yeah, the manager wouldn’t let me work 
out something shorter because of the time of 
night that we got here.”

“We’ll plan on coming back here, then.  We 
can figure something else out if we need to.”

Lorelai frowned.  “I don’t know that I’m 
comfortable with you and Annie being out in 
public like you’re talking about.”



“We’ll be careful,” he assured her.  “We’ll 
stay off the streets as much as possible, and 
we’ll stay away from as many people as 
possible.  We’ll be okay.”

“You’d better.  I guess it’s not too bad.  It’s 
just the historical society, right?  How much 
trouble can you get into at a historical society 
on a Sunday?”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

John received a call from Adam just as they
were leaving the motel asking for an update.  
He had already promised to keep Legion in the
loop as to what was going on, but apparently 
patience wasn’t its strong suit.  He quickly filled
it in on their plans for the day, and he was 
surprised when the boy stated he would come 
with them.

“That’s really not necessary,” John said.  
“We’re trying to be… inconspicuous.”

“If you believe that this host would be 
detrimental to your success, I have many 
others to choose from,” Adam answered.

“No, that’s not what I mean.  I mean that the
way your hosts move and communicate is a bit
off.  Your hosts look human, but they don’t feel 
human.”

“That is ridiculous.  My hosts feel exactly 
like humans.  Soft, warm, and often sticky.”

Since this conversation was going nowhere,
he decided to try a different approach.  “You 
can’t come with us anyway.  You need to focus
on the most important part of the plan.”

“What part of the plan?”



“Well, like I said, it’s the most important 
part.”  He looked over at Lorelai as he 
searched for something to say, but she simply 
shrugged.  “Um, it’s, uh, gathering intel.  If we 
don’t find anything in the physical records, we 
need to know as much as possible about each 
property owned by Samuel Toombs.  That’s 
why you’re perfect for it.  Your hosts can watch
all those properties simultaneously.”

“Yes,” Adam replied, his voice sounding 
excited.  “No one is better at watching than 
Legion.”

“Oh, I know.”  Apparently even 
interdimensional entities had egos that could 
be stroked.  “That’s why I’m counting on you to 
take care of this extremely important mission 
while we do the boring and less important 
research.”

“Agreed.  Send me the locations of these 
places purchased by Samuel Toombs through 
text message.  Words only.  I do not find the 
pictures that are meant to stand for words 
agreeable.”

The call ended.

“So....”  Annie said from the backseat.  
“How’s your team-up with the ancient being 
from the Bible going so far?”

“Exhausting,” John replied, putting his hand
over his eyes.  “It’s exhausting.”



Twenty minutes later he was pushing all 
thoughts of Legion out of his mind as he and 
Annie climbed the four stairs up to the front 
door of the Blackwood HIstorical Society.  The 
building was a large repurposed house with a 
plaque near the door labeling it as the former 
home of the town’s second mayor.  If his 
memory of local history was correct, the 
second mayor of Blackwood had been an 
infamous drunk and womanizer.  He wondered 
how thoroughly the house had needed to be 
sanitized before it had been opened to the 
public.

They went inside and he closed the door 
behind them.  He was immediately struck by 
the smell in the air.  It was the scent of old 
books and papers, that musky sweet smell that
permeated many libraries.  The walls were 
lined with glass cases displaying small objects 
of historical significance to the town.  In the 
middle of the room was a long table covered in 
books, and seated behind that was a woman in
her early fifties.

“Good morning,” the woman said cheerfully.
“How can I help you?”

“Good morning,” John answered, stepping 
forward with a fake but still convincing smile on
his face.  “My daughter here is working on a 
school project, and she was hoping to get 
some help with it.”



“Of course.  That’s what we’re here for.”  
She smiled at Annie.  “What is your project 
about?”

“It’s kind of silly,” Annie replied with a 
crooked smile.  “My project partner picked it, 
but now he’s out with the flu and I’m kind of 
stuck with it.”

“You wouldn’t believe the strange requests 
that I get in here,” the woman said with a wink.

Annie laughed lightly.  “I bet.  I’m doing a 
report on alien sightings here in Blackwood.”

“Aliens?  That is a new one.  I don’t know of
any reports of aliens here.”

“None?  Wonderful.  I told Tyler that it was 
a dumb idea.  He’s big into weird stuff, and he 
wouldn’t listen to any project ideas that aren’t 
straight out of the X-Files.”

The woman thought for a moment.  “Does it
have to be aliens, or can it be anything out of 
the ordinary?”

“I’m very open to suggestions,” Annie said 
eagerly.

“I seem to recall there are some very 
interesting ghost stories from a number of 
places here in town.  Would that work?”

“Absolutely!”



“Great!  I’ll show you where those kinds of 
records are kept.”  The woman stood up from 
her seat and held out her hand.  “My name is 
Emily Collins.”

Annie shook the offered hand with a smile.  
“Rachel Jenkins.”

As Collins led the way upstairs, John 
caught Annie’s eye and nodded approvingly.  
They hadn’t worked out a story before they had
arrived, but she had played off his initial lie 
perfectly.  She was extremely talented at this 
sort of thing, and he felt a pang of sympathy for
Lorelai.  There must have been many times 
that raising Annie had been extremely taxing.

“While we’re here, I was hoping to do a little
digging of my own,” he said as they reached 
the top of the stairs.

“Along the same lines as your daughter’s 
project?” Collins asked.

He laughed.  “Oh, no.  I don’t believe in 
ghosts and ghouls and whatnot.  I’m actually 
hoping to do some research into a few local 
buildings.  I’ve been working on a book about 
the early days of Blackwood, and I understand 
that a few of the buildings downtown are the 
original ones from that time period.”

“Of course.  That’s in a separate one from 
the one that we’re headed to.”



“I’ve been here before.  Is property history 
and records still in the third room on the right?”

She nodded.  “It sure is.  It sounds like you 
know your way around, so I’ll help your 
daughter get set up and check on you in a bit.”

He gave Annie a meaningful look.  “That’s 
okay with me as long as it’s fine with Rachel.”

“I’ll be fine, Dad,” Annie assured him.

Annie and Collins went into the first room at
the top of the stairs, leaving John alone in the 
hallway.  He stepped out of view of the 
doorway and waited until he heard papers 
being shuffled around.  He quickly went into 
the room that he had stated he would and 
grabbed two books at random off of a shelf.  
He placed them and the small notebook he 
was carrying onto the reading table in the 
center of the room.  He opened the notebook 
to a page that he had already scratched notes 
on.  The notes themselves were meaningless, 
but it would look like he had been hard at work 
to anyone that walked in.  With that done he 
opened one of the books.  The final touch was 
pulling the lone chair out from the table.

With his fake scene set up, he went back 
out into the hallway and crossed over to the 
room directly across from the one he left.  He 
knew from previous visits years ago that this 
was where the files on individual Blackwood 
residents were contained.  The files weren’t 



usually extensive and were only kept for 
reference purposes.  The more influential the 
person was, the more information was naturally
collected and stored.

Based on the amount of property that 
Toombs owned and his standing as the head 
of a mental hospital with one of the best 
reputations in the state, the doctor was bound 
to have quite a few articles and other records 
collected over the years.  As a living resident 
that had achieved his notoriety mainly over the 
course of the past twenty years there wouldn’t 
be as much as some historical figure, but there
would be something.  Hopefully whatever was 
on file would lead John to more information 
about the order as a whole.

John located a row of filing cabinets and 
examined them until he found the drawer 
marked ‘TO - TZ’.  He opened it and went 
through the files as quickly as he could.  He 
reached the spot where the file for Toombs 
should have been, but it wasn’t there.  He 
snorted.  Of course not.  That would have been
too easy.  He started to close the drawer when 
a tab caught his eye.  There was a file that had
gotten stuck to a paperclip from the one in front
of it.  Sure enough, it was labeled as being for 
one Dr. Samuel Toombs.

There were a number of papers inside the 
file, but at that moment he was more interested
in the index card stapled to the top of the 



folder.  Written in some of the most incredible 
handwriting he had ever seen was a list of 
cross indexed documents.  He stepped back 
out into the hallway briefly to confirm that Annie
was still keeping the clerk occupied.  He could 
just hear them conversing in the same room he
had left them in.  Knowing that he was on 
borrowed time, he went back in and started to 
gather the materials listed on the card.

He didn’t bother reading anything that he 
was pulling from the drawers and boxes.  His 
goal was to gather everything up and sneak it 
out of the historical society in the backpack 
Annie had brought with her.  It was committing 
theft, but it was thievery for a good cause.

He quickly noticed that he was collecting a 
lot of materials.  It was far more than he had 
expected to find.  Either Toombs had been 
very prolific in town while he had been 
incarcerated, or something else was going on.  
When he finished he had a stack of files and 
documents that was much too large to fit into a 
backpack.  He was going to have to find 
another way to smuggle them out.

There was a stack of empty boxes near the 
door.  He filled two of them with the documents
he had collected and hefted them.  They were 
heavy, but he would be able to carry them both
at the same time.  He quietly crept back down 
the stairs with the boxes in hand.  Going out 
the front door wouldn’t be a good idea.  It faced



a busy street, and he really didn’t need 
someone to spot what he was doing.  Instead, 
he went over to a small side window, opened it,
and set the boxes down in the mulch beds 
outside.  A number of large bushes were 
growing in the bed; no one would notice the 
boxes before he had a chance to retrieve them.
He closed the window again and turned back 
to the stairs.

A book sitting on the reception table caught 
his eye.  He had been so wrapped up in the 
lies he and Annie were spinning that he hadn’t 
noticed it before.  It was an old book, its 
binding real leather and the gold script on the 
front intricately written.  That writing spelled out
‘Sine Fine Inanis’.

He felt his pulse quicken.  That was Latin 
for ‘Endless Void’.  They had come to the 
historical society looking for information on the 
Order and had stumbled onto an actual 
member.

He grabbed the book and quickly deposited
it out the window with the boxes.  There was a 
sharp silver letter opener on the table, and he 
grabbed it before slowly climbing the stairs.  He
could still hear talking coming from up above, 
which meant that nothing bad had happened 
yet.  It was hard to know if they were in any 
danger.  As a member of the Order Collins 
might know who they were and was setting up 
a trap, but that was assuming that all the 



members of the Order were kept in the loop 
about everything that happened.  He didn’t 
know how things worked since he didn’t know 
how the Order’s hierarchy was structured.

He clenched the letter opener tighter in his 
hand.  While it was a potentially dangerous 
situation, it could also be an opportunity.  An 
actual member of the Order would have an 
insight into the organization that they otherwise
wouldn’t have access to.  If Collins could be 
put into a talkative mood, they might get some 
real concrete answers.  It was more than a little
tempting.

His hand loosened as he came to the 
conclusion that it wasn’t worth the risk.  Annie’s
safety was the most important thing.  He 
wouldn’t have even brought her to the historical
society if he hadn’t believed it was safer to 
have her with him than leaving her alone back 
at the motel.  Starting a fight with someone in 
close proximity to her could lead to unintended 
consequences.  He thought back to Mabel and 
the woman’s othersoul.  The woman speaking 
with Annie seemed harmless enough, but that 
could easily be an act.  It was best just to get 
the information they had come for and get out 
of the lion’s den as fast as possible.

When John reached the top of the stairs, he
leaned around the railing and looked into the 
room Annie and Collins were in.  They were 
both hunched over an open newspaper and 



speaking quietly with one another.  Either 
Collins didn’t know who she was speaking to, 
or she was a phenomenal actress.  Either way 
it was best not to tempt fate.  He went back 
into the room he was supposed to be in and 
put away the two books he had used as props.

It hadn’t all been an act, as he actually did 
need something that was contained in this 
room.  Much like the one across the hall there 
were a series of filing cabinets on one wall, but 
instead of files about residents they contained 
files on properties.  He searched the cabinets 
for information on Toombs’ farmhouse.  He 
came up empty.  That wasn’t all that surprising.
The historical society had records on many 
older properties in Blackwood, but not much on
more recent buildings and transactions.  That 
information would be filed away at the county 
recorder’s office.

With a final glance around to make sure 
that he wasn’t missing anything, John went 
back into the hallway.  It was time to leave 
before something changed and things went 
from stable to dangerous.  He slid the blade of 
the letter opener up the sleeve of his sweatshirt
and gripped the handle in such a way that it 
was hidden in his palm.  There was no point in 
taking chances.  He walked into the room at 
the top of the stairs with a smile plastered on 
his face.



“How’s it coming?” he asked as he stopped 
just inside the door frame.

“It’s going great, Dad,” Annie answered 
enthusiastically.  “I’ve got more than enough 
for my project, and Ms. Collins has been 
showing me a bunch of weird things that have 
happened in Blackwood.”

“Supposedly,” Collins said with a chuckle.  
“There are a lot of local legends that border on 
the absurd.  I really don’t think that Bigfoot lives
out by the Steuben Dam, for example.”

“It’s great to see you so excited about the 
town’s history,” he said to Annie.  “We need to 
get going, though.  We need to pick up your 
mother from her appointment in a few 
minutes.”

“Okay.”  She turned to Collins.  “If I need 
anything else, are you open every day through 
the week?”

John felt a surge of pride.  The trick to 
being convincing with a false narrative was to 
use small details to make it seem more natural.
Asking about the hours of operation was a 
perfect example of this.  She was playing her 
part perfectly.

“We sure are,” Collins replied.  “Noon to six 
every weekday, and ten to two on weekends.”



“Great.”  Annie hopped up from her seat 
and shook the woman’s hand.  “I really 
appreciate all of your help.  You’re a lifesaver.”

They left the historical society without 
incident.  Annie kept a lookout while John went
around the side of the building to retrieve the 
book and boxes.  He was careful to avoid 
being seen through the window.  With their 
spoils in hand, they walked down the street as 
quickly as they could without attracting 
attention.  Annie flipped through the book he 
had taken as they went.

“Do you know what this is?” she asked.

“I just grabbed it when I saw the title,” he 
admitted, shifting the boxes into a more 
comfortable position.  “Why, is it something 
important?”

“Important?  Nah.”  She turned to him with a
wide grin on her face.  “It’s only the Order’s 
complete manifesto.”

He raised an eyebrow.  “You’re kidding.”

“Nope.  Through pure dumb luck, you might
have just found the key to this whole thing.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

It took nearly five hours, but John 
eventually managed to get all the documents 
set up just the way that he liked them.  The 
motel room was covered from floor to ceiling 
with the papers and documents they had taken
from the historical society.  The room was 
literally covered from floor to ceiling; every inch
of space available was taken up by taped 
pieces of paper.  The only thing not buried 
under documents was the bed.

The boxes had contained a gold mine of 
information about Toombs, but there hadn’t 
been a good way of separating important 
information from the unimportant.  It was hard 
to even tell what constituted important 
information.  Some seemingly insignificant bit 
of data would suddenly become incredibly 
significant when paired with another scrap.  
The contents of the boxes were a jigsaw 
puzzle of Toombs’ life, and putting together 
that puzzle had proved to be too daunting of a 
task to do piece by piece.

Instead, he had come to the conclusion that
he needed to see everything at once.  With so 
much raw data it was imperative to see the 
forest for the trees rather than get stuck on a 
single evergreen.  To that end, he had asked 
Lorelai to run to the store to get him tape, index
cards, and a stack of notebooks.  He used 



these items to create something that looked 
like truly awful modern art.

He methodically looked from item to item, 
reading through everything on each document 
before moving onto the next.  It was time 
consuming but necessary.  It didn’t work for 
everyone, but he had found that filling his mind 
with as much raw data as possible while letting
his subconscious do the heavy lifting yielded 
the best results.  As he reached the hallway 
point he was beginning to form a mental 
picture of who Toombs was and his 
movements throughout the years.  At three 
quarters of the way through he was cataloging 
a number of strange things and apparent 
discrepancies.  By the time he finished he had 
the beginnings of a theory.

He opened the first notebook on the stack 
and popped the cap off of a pen.  He started 
going back through everything again just as 
thoroughly as the first time.  Instead of just 
reading the documents, he frantically scribbled 
down notes as he went.  He filled page after 
page, some with just words and others poorly 
drawn charts and graphs.  Anyone unfamiliar 
with his process would have taken one look at 
his writings and declared them complete 
nonsense.  It was the exact opposite.  He had 
tweaked and modified his process over the 
years so that it was perfectly tailored to his 
individual way of thinking.



The system was complex, but the goal was 
to simplify things down to what was most 
important.  Every case had a lot of what Lorelai
referred to as background static, useless 
information that had the habit of concealing 
useful information like static blocking out a 
song on the radio.  His process would reduce 
all the available data down to what actually 
mattered.  That was how it normally worked, 
anyway.  He had never had to try it with so 
much raw data.

John kept going back over all of the 
materials and repeating the process.  Each 
time he did so, he wrote down less than the 
previous time.  He kept whittling away more 
and more until, long after he had started, he 
was looking at a single page of notes.  To be 
sure that he was finished he ran through 
everything one last time, but he came up with 
the exact same notes.  He sighed in 
exhaustion.  He was done.

He attempted to get out of his sitting 
position but found that his muscles had locked 
up.  Moving slowly and hurting every step of 
the way he untangled himself and stood up.  
He had to spend a few minutes working out the
kinks.  Curious, he looked over at the cheap 
clock radio sitting on the table.  His eyes 
widened in surprise.  He had been working for 
over fifteen hours straight.



He glanced around the room as he 
stretched.  It had twice as long as his process 
had ever taken before, but it had gotten results.
For the first time since everything had begun, 
he felt like he had real answers to some of his 
questions.  The information covering the walls 
combined with the contents of the book he had 
taken painted quite the strange and dark 
picture.

He glanced over at the book sitting on the 
bed.  The Sine Fine Inanis was a mixture of a 
history book and a religious text.  What made it
unique was that each leader of the Order had 
made additions to it.  The changes in 
leadership were clearly defined, and each 
addition reflected the goals of the writer.  The 
Order appeared to be extremely adaptable 
based on the needs and wants of its members.
That made it unpredictable and even more 
dangerous than he had originally thought.

He rubbed his eyes.  Some of the guesses 
he had been making had been right, and some 
of them were about as far off the mark as 
possible.  It all seemed so crazy that he 
wouldn’t have been surprised to suddenly 
wake up back in the asylum and learn it was all
a warped dream.

“Judging by this place, I see that you’ve 
completely lost it,” Mitch said from near the 
bathroom door.



John wasn’t even surprised by its 
appearance.  If anything, he was surprised that
it hadn’t happened sooner.  He turned his head
to greet the short creature with a nod.

“It certainly looks that way,” he agreed with 
a tired smile.

“How’s everything coming along?” it asked 
as it walked over to the room’s only chair and 
plopped down on it.

“I think that I know why Toombs had Annie 
kidnapped.”

“Oh?  Share with the class.”

John nodded absently as he picked up the 
Sine Fine Inanis.  “According to this, everything
began with C’hul coming to Earth.  The Order 
doesn’t know why she chose to, or where she 
had come from in the first place, but they 
believe that she arrived at least a thousand 
years ago.”

Mitch nodded.  “That sounds about right, 
yes.”

“C’hul chose to come to what would later be
known as Blackwood.  Again, nobody seems to
know why.  At first, the native people 
worshiped her as a goddess.  By all accounts 
she enjoyed that role, and like pretty much any 
ruler she began to make demands.  The Sine 
Fine Inanis calls them tributes, but it’s just 



splitting hairs.  The demands started out small. 
Food, carved likenesses, that sort of thing.  
Eventually she started requiring more, um, 
exacting tributes.”

“We’re not talking about a couple of cows 
here and some chickens there, I take it.”

“Nope.  Human sacrifices to be carried out 
multiple times per day.  As one passage so 
colorfully put it, the altar was required to run 
red with fresh blood at all times.”

Mitch shook his head.  “You know, I never 
understood why so many all-powerful beings 
demand sacrifices like that from their 
worshippers.  Having your cultists kill 
themselves off is a good way to run out of 
cultists.”

As morbid as it was, John had to admit that 
it had a point.  “Anyway, the native people 
began to question the wisdom of continuing to 
worship their goddess, and eventually that 
questioning turned into open rebellion.  Seven 
of their most powerful shamans gathered 
together to figure out what could be done.  
They decided that although they couldn’t kill 
C’hul, they might be able to bind her and cast 
her down underground for all of eternity.  They 
performed a long and complex ceremony.  It 
ended up killing them, but whatever they did 
worked.”



“Really.”  Mitch looked off to one side as it 
thought things through.  “I wonder how they did
that.  C’hul is one of the big bads.  I know 
demigods that would never consider tangling 
with her.  I wonder how a handful of humans 
managed to bind her.”

John shrugged.  “The book doesn’t say.  
Apparently the binding was imperfect, though.  
C’hul couldn’t escape, but her power was so 
great that it spread through the area.  Crops 
rotted, and hunting parties would return with 
stories of there not being any game in the 
forests.  The people became more aggressive 
towards one another, more prone to violent 
acts.  Even stranger, many of their oldest 
legends began to become reality.”

“That sounds familiar.”

“I thought the same thing.  More shamans 
were able to push the power back for a while, 
but every time they did so it would eventually 
start leaking out again.  It was too strong to be 
permanently contained.”

Mitch crossed its arms.  “Is there a 
shorthand version of this story?”

“Yeah, okay, fine,” John replied.  “I’ll try to 
abbreviate it for your attention span.  The 
native people kept going through this cycle for 
centuries until they were wiped out by settlers 
in the 1700s.  Those settlers ended up finding 
C’hul locked away, and she made them all 



kinds of promises of what she would do for 
them if they freed her.  Unfortunately, they had 
just gotten done killing off the only people that 
had any idea of how to do that.”

“So you’re saying that genocide has a 
downside?”

He ignored that.  “Some of the settlers 
began a cult dedicated to worshiping C’hul and
setting their new goddess free.  They 
eventually became known as the Order of the 
Endless Void.  To assist them, C’hul granted 
them something they called the ‘power of the 
dark half’.  Later passages call it othersouls.”

“But that doesn’t make any sense.”

John stared at his companion.  “Why do 
you say that?”

Mitch hopped off the chair and remained 
silent for a moment.  It paced much the same 
way that John had been a few minutes earlier.  
Although the always present grin was still 
there, it felt like it was almost disturbed by what
it had heard.

“An othersoul is a living being,” it said as it 
stopped pacing.  “Maybe not in the sense that 
you’re one, but one all the same.  It bonds with 
another being and forms a relationship with its 
new host.  Whether that relationship is 
symbiotic or parasitic, well, there’s some 



debate about that and in the end it’s not 
important one way or another.”

“I see,” John said.

“No, you don’t, Johnny Boy.  The othersoul 
is alive.  C’hul couldn’t just give them out like 
candy.  Even if she could, it’s super rare for a 
being to exist in an othersoul state.  Like Shaq 
hitting a free throw rare.  That’s a really dated 
reference, but whatever, I don’t have time to 
think of a more current one.”

“The book could be wrong.”

“Yeah, but it also could be right.”  It shook 
its head.  “That woman from the gas station 
that you were about to light up like a birthday 
candle.  What's her name.”

“Mabel.”

“That’s it.  Mabel.  She said that she had an
othersoul, right?”

John nodded.  “She used it to turn the 
attendant into a mindless drone.  I saw her do 
something similar to two orderlies back at the 
asylum, too.”

“I need to think this through.  Keep going 
with your story.  The noise helps.”

He hesitated.  He had never seen Mitch like
this before.



“All right,” he said finally.  “Fast forward to 
1819.  Edwin and Elizabeth Ambrose came to 
Blackwood while setting up a new trade route 
through the area for their shipping company.  
Again, details are fuzzy, but both of them were 
recruited into the Order during this trip.  It was 
a major coup for the organization.  The Order 
had very devoted followers, but the world was 
increasingly being run by money and they 
didn’t have access to anything more than what 
the members earned.  Edwin had gotten rich at
a young age, and he and his wife stood to 
make far more when the new shipping routes 
were open.

“In 1822, Edwin sold his company for a 
fortune.  He and Elizabeth packed their bags 
and moved to Blackwood.  In 1824, Ambrose 
Manor was constructed directly over the 
underground caverns that C’hul had been 
bound in.  The building was intended to be 
both their home and a meeting place for the 
Order.”

John paused, but Mitch didn’t say anything 
so he continued.

“In 1827 the head of the Order, a man 
named Theodore Wilkins, died during a fierce 
blizzard.  There was a sudden power vacuum, 
and Edwin Ambrose stepped in to fill the void.  
A few of the older members protested his 
appointment, but all of them happened to meet 
grizzly deaths.  It was never proven that the 



Ambroses had something to do with the 
deaths, but there was a lot of speculation.  
Edwin was installed as the undisputed leader 
of the Order.  He used his resources to bring 
new blood into the organization, including 
outsiders like scientists and practitioners of the 
occult.”

“What kind of scientists and occultists?” 
Mitch interjected.

“I don’t know.  The book didn’t go into 
specifics.  Is it important?”

“Maybe.  Keep going.”

“There isn’t much more to tell.  Edwin died 
in 1872, and his son Peter took his father’s 
seat at the head of the Order.  Peter Ambrose 
is the person who created the Sine Fine Inanis 
and started the tradition of it being a living 
document where every new leader would 
contribute to it.  The role passed from person 
to person until it fell into the hands of one Dr. 
Samuel Toombs.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.  I mean, there’s a lot more in 
there, but most of it is the literary equivalent of 
window dressing.”

Mitch grunted.  “It’s not much.”

“No, but it’s enough.  It cleared up some 
things that I wasn’t sure of, and it told me 



exactly where we need to go to get more 
answers and take a shot at Toombs and the 
Order while doing so.”

“It did?”

“Yes.”  He pointed at a small piece of paper
taped to the wall just to the left of the motel 
window.  “This purchase record confirms it.  I’m
not happy about it.  I feel like I’m going to throw
up.  The facts don’t lie, though.”

“Congratulations, you’ve completely lost 
me.”

John sat back down on the bed and 
crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes 
locked on the cheap carpet.  “Sixteen years 
ago, Toombs bought the house that Edwin and
Elizabeth Ambrose built over the place where 
C’hul is supposedly sealed away.  I was wrong.
His farmhouse isn’t where we need to go.  We 
need to go to Ambrose Manor, the place where
I went insane.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

John waited until daybreak to wake up 
Lorelai and Annie.  It had been a hard few 
weeks for both of them, and they needed their 
rest.  There wasn’t anything that could have 
been accomplished that night anyway.  He 
tried to get some sleep himself, but he couldn’t 
get his brain to turn off and he ended up just 
laying in bed and staring up at the ceiling.

When the sun finally came up and he left 
the motel room, he found Adam standing 
directly next to the door.  The boy was simply 
staring ahead at the parking lot, a blank look 
on his face.  It was like staring at the world’s 
most lifelike mannequin.  John wasn’t all that 
surprised to see him there.  Legion was many 
things, in some ways quite literally, but patient 
wasn’t one of them.  He cleared his throat.

Adam blinked once, and it was like life 
poured back into him.  He quickly looked 
around as if he was assessing the situation 
before turning his attention to John.

“Jonathan Pierce,” Adam said through 
visibly dry lips.  “I trust that your process, as 
you refer to it, has yielded results?”

“It has,” John told him, sticking his hands in 
his sweatshirt pockets.  “You’ll want to start 



your people moving towards Ambrose Manor.  
I’ll get you the address.”

“You previously stated that you were 
focusing on a farm owned by the disciple of 
C’hul.”

“I was mistaken.  I don’t know what the farm
is used for, or even if it’s used for anything at 
all, but Ambrose Manor is where Toombs is 
running things from.”

Adam tilted his head.  “The name ‘Ambrose
Manor’ sounds… familiar.”

John smiled tightly.  “It’s because it’s the 
place that you and I first met.  You latched onto
me in a hallway on the second floor of the 
house.”

“Ah.  An odd coincidence.”

“I’m starting to not believe in coincidences 
anymore.”  He paused.  “I’ve been meaning to 
ask you something.  How did you cross over to 
this world?  You said that your host was dying, 
but you didn’t mention how you managed to 
get here.”

The boy shrugged.  “I do not know the 
answer to that.  One moment I was in my 
home, the Place Between Worlds, and the next
I was here.  It was not by choice.”

John nodded slowly.  “Maybe we’ll find the 
answer to that when we return to the manor.”



It took almost an hour, but John passed 
along everything relevant that he had learned 
to his three companions.  He conducted the 
lecture in his motel room, and he walked them 
through each step so that everyone could see 
where his line of thought was coming from.  
When he had finished, he sat down in the 
room’s lone chair and waited for the inevitable 
questions.

No one spoke.  Annie was staring at the 
floor deep in thought, while Adam was once 
again looking blankly ahead.  Lorelai, however,
was looking straight at him intently.  He had 
always been able to read her pretty well, but at 
that moment he couldn’t tell what she was 
thinking.  Her eyes were locked on his face 
while she chewed on her bottom lip.

“Can I speak with you outside?” she finally 
asked, standing up from the corner of the bed.

He furrowed his brow and opened his 
mouth to speak, but she pointed at the door 
with her chin and followed her outside.  She 
didn’t stop outside the door.  Instead, they 
walked over to the far side of the parking lot, 
far enough from the motel that they wouldn’t be
overheard.  She crossed her arms over her 
chest.

“So… what’s up?” he asked as she stood 
there without saying a word.

“Ambrose Manor,” she replied shortly.



“Yeah.  Crazy, huh?  I never thought we’d 
go back there again.”

“John, I have to know something.  Are you 
ready for this?  I mean, really ready?  Going 
back to Ambrose Manor after what 
happened…  The thought of it must be 
terrifying to you.  Hell, it’s terrifying to me.”

“I’m fine,” he assured her with a smile.  “I 
can’t say that I enjoy the thought of it, but I’m 
not going to fall to pieces, either.”

“You’re not scared?  Not at all?”

“Of course I am.  It needs to be done, 
though.”

She paused.  “You’re being too calm about 
this.  Something’s bothering you.  Talk to me.”

He silently cursed himself and looked away.
There were times when she knew him too well.
He had thought he had been hiding his feelings
well, but apparently that wasn’t the case.

“It’s not important,” he said.

“Bullshit.  Tell me what’s going on.  You 
seem, I don’t know, angry, I guess.”

John had to admit to himself that she was 
right.  “I just said that it’s not important.  Can 
we just drop this?  There’s a lot to do.”



“No.”  Lorelai shook her head firmly.  
“That’s not the way that we’ve ever been with 
each other, and we’re not starting now.  I know 
that you’re not comfortable talking about your 
feelings, or even experiencing them 
sometimes, but you need to.  I know you.  
You’ll keep forcing it down until it explodes 
back up like…  Like it did with your father.”

Something inside of John snapped.  “You 
want to play therapist?  Fine, Lore, I’ll play 
along if you’re going to be so damn insistent 
about it.  You know why I’m mad?  I’m mad 
because a few hours ago I found out that the 
same asshole that tried to murder me back at 
the asylum is probably connected to me being 
put in there in the first place.  I found out that 
because of him and his fucking cult of all things
I missed out on fourteen fucking years of my 
life!  I have a daughter that I’ve never known 
that is a teenager now.  I wasn’t there for a 
single solitary day of her growing up.  I wasn’t 
there for you when you needed me the most.”

He started to turn away, but Lorelai 
grabbed him by the arm.  She looked him right 
in the eye and shook her head.  She was 
starting to get angry as well.

“No,” she said quietly.  “That’s not it.  
There’s something else.  I know that you regret
being away from us, but there’s something else
there, too.  Tell me.”



A rage that he was unprepared for overtook
John.  He hadn’t known that he was so angry, 
but now all the pressure that had been building
up inside of him since he had been woken up 
burst out of him.  It was the same fury he had 
experienced with both Halliwell and Mabel.

“Toombs took my fucking MIND from me!” 
he roared, spittle flying from his mouth.

Lorelai stood up to his rage without so 
much as blinking.  She reached up and put a 
hand on each side of his face.  The steel was 
gone from her eyes and they were now filled 
with compassion.  She looked like she was on 
the verge of crying, not for her but for him.

“Tell me,” she repeated in a choked voice 
barely above a whisper.

John broke.  The anger was gone as 
quickly as it had come, and a crushing sadness
rushed in to replace it.  He hadn’t cried since 
his mother’s funeral when he was eleven, but 
he could feel the tears welling up in his eyes 
and running down his cheeks.

“He took my mind,” he said again, this time 
through sobs.  “It’s the only thing about me 
that’s ever been important.  I can’t feel the way 
that most people do.  I can’t make personal 
connections the way they can.  There’s this… 
this void inside of me where a real human 
being is supposed to be.  Every time I’ve felt 
completely alone in the world, which has been 



almost every single day of my life, I’ve been 
able to cling to the thought that my intelligence 
is the tradeoff.  That I…  I have this gift that… 
that…  He took away my mind, and without it 
I’m…  I’m nothing.”

Lorelai threw her arms around him and 
hugged him fiercely.  He clung to her the same 
way that Annie had to him two days earlier, 
and he wept.  He wept so hard that his body 
physically hurt from it.

“I need you to listen to me closer than you 
ever have, John,” she told him.  “What you just 
said is bullshit.  Your mental gifts aren’t 
everything you are.  You say that you can’t feel
like other people, but the truth is that you feel 
far more deeply than anyone I’ve ever known.  
You don’t just give your feelings to anyone, but
the people you do…  Dammit, now I’m crying.  
You love and cherish the few people that you 
choose to let in more than I’ve ever seen from 
anyone.”

She stepped back so that she was looking 
him in the eye again.  “And don’t you dare ever
think that you’re alone in this world.  You will 
always have me, and you have a daughter that
wants nothing more than to know her father.  
Fuck the rest of the world.  We’ll be your 
world.”

John didn’t say anything.



“I know just talking about this for a couple of
minutes isn’t going to make any of these 
feelings go away for you,” Lorelai continued 
with a smile.  “You’re too damn stubborn for 
that.  I just need you to know that you and me 
and Annie are a family.  We go to war together.
Don’t try to keep everything on your own 
shoulders.”

“That’s exactly what we have to do,” he said
quietly.

“What?”

“Go to war.  The only way for Annie to be 
safe, really safe, is to end the Order 
completely.  Legion is right.  It needs to be a 
total scorched earth policy.  If it’s connected to 
the Order in any way, it needs to be burned 
down.”

Lorelai lowered her eyes.  “Wars tend to 
have casualties.”

He nodded slowly.  “Yes.  They do.”

“So what’s the plan?”

He wiped away the last of the moisture on 
his face.  “You’ve been asking me that same 
question over and over again since we were 
little.  Why am I always the one that has to 
have a plan?”

“Because you always do have one.  You’re 
the planner, and I’m the doer, remember?”



“So in this scenario Annie is, what, the 
heavy muscle?

“Oh God.”  Lorelai ran a hand over her face.
“Our daughter has a spirit in her that gives her 
superpowers.  This was not in the parenting 
handbook.”

“Who knows,” he said with a shrug.  “Maybe
we’ll find out that you’re a werewolf next.”

“Or maybe you’re a vampire.”

“I wouldn’t mind that if it wasn’t for the part 
involving blood drinking.”

She raised an eyebrow.  “So, like, a 
vegetarian vampire?  You want to be Count 
Duckula?”

He smiled.  “How dare you invoke the name
Count Duckula.  That show did its job, so just 
let it rest in peace.  It died a slow…”

John trailed off, and his eyes widened.

“What is it?” Lorelai asked, concern in her 
voice.  “Is everything okay?”

“I think…”  He ran through it again in his 
head.  “I think I know what Toombs is doing.  I 
think I know what all this has been about.  
Mitch!  Please tell me you’re listening.”

“What?” Mitch said as it appeared next to 
them.  “What do you need that’s so important 



that I have to be standing in all this disgusting 
sunshine?”

“Forget the routine,” John snapped.  “I need
to know if a god can die.”

Both Mitch and Lorelai stared at him with 
identical expressions of surprise and 
confusion.  They looked at each other, then 
back at him.  Mitch raised an eyebrow.

“What kind of god are we talking about 
here?” it asked slowly.

“I’m talking about C’hul,” he said 
impatiently.  “Can a being like C’hul die?”

“It’s… possible.  You couldn’t just put a 
bullet in her and call it a day, though.  Are you 
having delusions of grandeur?”

“No.”  He looked down at the ground and 
began to pace.  “So if that…  The Order 
would…  And Toombs…”

“You’re doing that thing where you only 
make sense to yourself,” Lorelai informed him.

“Sorry, but holy shit, Lore, if I’m right, it 
explains everything.  Well, not everything, but 
so much.”

“John.”  She smiled warmly as she caught 
his arm to make him stop pacing.  “Share with 
the entire class.”



He took a deep breath and exhaled it to 
slow himself down.  “C’hul is dead, or so close 
to death that she might as well be.”

“How the hell did you come to that 
conclusion?” Mitch asked with disbelief.

“Because it’s the only thing that makes 
sense.”

“Walk us through it,” Lorelai said.

“Yeah.”  He rubbed the back of his neck 
with his hand.  “Yeah, okay.  It all starts with 
you.”

“Me?” she asked.

“You.  I told you what Mitch said.  The 
moment you touched that book, the soul it 
contained moved for it to you.”

“Right, and it moved onto Annie when she 
was born.”

“Yeah, but that’s getting too far ahead.  
You’ve touched the book, and you’re… I don’t 
know what to call it.  Possessed.  You’re 
possessed.  You have an othersoul.”

“Okay…”

“Fast forward to years later on the Fourth of
July.  We’re both at Ambrose Manor.  I 
convince you to stay downstairs, and I go 
upstairs and am infected by Legion.  What if I 



wasn’t supposed to be the one to be infected, 
though?  What if you were?”

“I don’t-”

John didn’t mean to talk over her, but he 
was thinking too fast for his mouth to keep up.  
“Mitch, you said that it should have been 
impossible for C’hul to gift her followers with 
othersouls because othersouls are some kind 
of living being, so they can’t just be created.  
What if C’hul herself was the othersoul?  What 
if the othersouls she gave out were part of 
her?”

“I’m hearing a lot of ‘ifs’ here, Johnny Boy,” 
Mitch pointed out.

“I know, but it tracks.  Being bound under 
Blackwood would mean that C’hul couldn’t go 
out and collect souls or whatever it would take 
to make othersouls.  The only thing that she 
would have had to give would be herself.”

“That’s…”  Mitch blinked.  “That might 
actually have worked.  Only something as 
powerful as C’hul could have pulled it off.”

He smiled triumphantly.  “The Order is 
trying to recreate that.”

“That went past me,” Lorelai admitted.

“I think I’m getting it,” Mitch said.  “The 
othersoul that attached to you and later your 
daughter is extremely powerful.  Johnny Boy is 



saying that the Order wants to split that power 
to give othersouls to its followers.”

“At least its most influential ones,” John 
agreed.

“I just got done telling you that only 
something as powerful as C’hul could do that 
and get the othersoul to still work, though.”

“That’s where Legion comes in.  Legion 
spreads itself out over a lot of different hosts 
instead of just staying in one body.  
Theoretically, if an othersoul could be 
combined with Legion…”

“It could be spread,” Lorelai said as she 
caught on.  “Legion itself would work as the 
soul instead of having to have one soul per 
othersoul.”

“Yes, exactly!  Somehow the Order found 
out that you had an othersoul, and it 
engineered events to bring us to Ambrose 
Manor to get that othersoul and Legion in the 
same place.  It wasn’t a secret that you and I 
went everywhere together.  A murder 
investigation with a specific timer on it would 
have been a brilliant way to pull us in.”

“That explains why the police never came,” 
she said with a snap of her fingers.  “It was a 
setup.”



He smiled at her.  “You’re amazing, you 
know that?  I hadn’t even considered that.  
Anyway, things went wrong with the plan.  You 
weren’t infected, so everything wasn’t 
combined in a single host.  I was infected 
instead, and the othersoul was passed on to 
Annie.  They ended up getting control of 
Legion anyway since I was locked up in the 
asylum where one of the Order’s members and
future leader was employed.”

“Okay, but then why didn’t they come after 
me?”

“That I don’t know.  Maybe they gave up on 
the plan or something forced them to delay it.  
Whatever the case, Toombs still experimented 
with Legion.  It told me that parts of it were 
taken.  One of those parts is inside of Gerard 
Gannon.  The other half of the equation, the 
othersoul, was in Annie.  I’m guessing that 
something happened that let them know it was 
inside of her, and that’s why they kidnapped 
her.  They’re trying to create artificial 
othersouls.  Maybe they already have.  Annie 
said that they took blood samples from her, 
and Mabel certain had some sort of powers 
when she came after me at the gas station.”

For a few minutes there were only the 
sounds of the wind blowing and cars driving on
the nearby streets.  None of them were looking
at one another.  They stared off in different 
directions as they were lost in their own 



thoughts.  Mitch was the one to finally break 
the silence.

“How does all of this tie into your theory that
C’hul is dead?” it asked.

“She would almost have to be, wouldn’t 
she?” he countered.  “Both the Sine Fine 
Inanis and A Guide to the Abnormal World 
make it pretty clear that C’hul is a control freak.
She would keep her cultists in line, and the 
surest way to do that would be to be the only 
one that could offer them power.  No way 
would she stand for the Order creating things 
that would reduce or even remove the need for
her.  If I’m right, she’s either dead, dying, or 
just simply gone.  Somehow I think everyone in
Blackwood and maybe the entire world would 
know if her bindings had been broken, so that 
just leaves the other two options.”

“I suppose the spread of her power across 
Blackwood that’s been making it so difficult for 
me to stay could be from that.  All that power 
wouldn’t just go away if she died.  It would be 
released, kind of the equivalent of a person 
bleeding out.

Lorelai was chewing her lip again.

“If this is true, what does that mean for us?”
she asked.  “The Order is just going to keep 
coming after Annie to get what they want.  
What are we going to do about that.”



“I’ll tell you what we’re going to do,” John 
said grimly.  “We’re going to make sure that the
Order is never in a position to harm our 
daughter again.  We just need to figure out 
how, and we won’t know that until we take a 
trip to Ambrose Manor.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

20 Years Ago

“Are you sure that you want to do this?” 
Lorelai asked as she parked the car along the 
curb.

“I don’t want to,” John said as he undid his 
seatbelt.  “I need to, though.  A lot of my things 
are still here, and that includes most of my 
savings.  We need the money for the 
apartment down payment.”

She wasn’t happy about it, but she knew 
that he was right.  “Okay, but I’m coming with 
you.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I’m aware of that.  That doesn’t change the
fact that I’m going to.”

As they got out of the car, Lorelai looked up
at the rundown house they had parked in front 
of.  It had been properly maintained while 
John’s mother was still alive, but it had fallen 
into disrepair in the years since.  His father just
hadn’t cared enough to take care of things.

She had never liked coming over to this 
place, and although she had never voiced that 
dislike, she was sure that John knew.  It had 
nothing to do with the lack of upkeep; she had 



been friends with him well before the tragic 
passing of his mother.  There was just 
something about the house that creeped her 
out.  The atmosphere of the place was 
somehow off, and she was sure that was 
because of his father.  The man may not have 
been the overt psychopath that her mother had
been, but he was still a rotten human being.

Still, John was right.  He needed his things, 
and they both needed the money that he had 
been saving since he was four.  They had been
approved for the apartment lease quickly, and 
it was a nice place for the monthly cost.  It was 
close to both of their places of employment, as 
well as being within walking distance of 
downtown Blackwood.  The only hitch was that 
there was a substantial down payment 
required.  The monthly rent wouldn’t be a 
problem, but the initial required funds wouldn’t 
be doable without more than they had readily 
available.

Luckily John had been working an 
afterschool job since he was fifteen, and he 
had continued with that job on a full-time basis 
when they had graduated from high school 
earlier that year.  He had also kept every 
penny he had received from birthdays and 
holidays over the years.  While he wasn’t rich 
by any stretch of the imagination, he had 
stored away enough to cover the down 
payment and furnish the apartment with things 
from the local second hand store.



Lorelai smiled to herself as they went up 
the front walkway towards the door.  She still 
couldn’t believe that they were moving in 
together.  She had always known that it would 
happen someday, but she had never thought 
that it would be so soon.  After the horrific 
events at her mother’s house, however, there 
had been a sort of unspoken agreement that 
they weren’t going to be apart again.

The smile slipped from her face.  It had 
been a tough month since that night.  The 
police investigation had gone on for weeks, 
and she had been brought in for questioning 
and to provide statements on multiple 
occasions.  Eventually they had released an 
official determination that her mother’s death 
had been a result of self-defense, and now she
was free to try to move on.

She and John had been staying in a cheap 
motel that offered weekly rates.  The room was
old and bordering on decrepit, and the motel 
itself was in a pretty bad part of town.  They 
had been together, though, and that was all 
that mattered.  The motel had even allowed 
pets, which meant that Marco hadn’t needed to
be kenneled.

She felt a momentary stab of pity for the 
dog.  He had been there for the traumatic 
events the night her mother had died, and now 
he was going to be moving for the second time 



in a short period.  She would have to do 
something special for him sometime soon.

They reached the front door and John 
knocked on it.  When there was no response, 
he went over to a large pot on the right side of 
the porch.  The plant was dead, but he wasn’t 
interested in it.  He lifted up the pot and 
collected the key that was hidden underneath.  
Going back over to the door, he unlocked it 
and they went inside.

The lights weren’t on, and all the curtains 
were closed.  John flipped up the switch to turn
on the lights but nothing happened.  Frowning, 
he tried the switch for the porch lights but those
didn’t come on, either.  He glanced over a 
stack of envelopes that had been tossed onto a
nearby table and nodded.

“Dad hasn’t been paying the electric bill,” he
said matter-of-factly.

“Wonderful,” Lorelai muttered.  “Let’s get 
your things and get out of here.”

They went into the living room.  Seated in 
an overstuffed chair wearing only an undershirt
and a pair of boxers was John’s father, Neil 
Pierce.  He was pretty much the same as when
she had seen him last: balding, overweight, 
and with a beer clenched in his right hand.  He 
was either asleep or had passed out from 
drinking.



Without saying anything they went upstairs 
and into John’s bedroom.  It was small, barely 
larger than a walk-in closet.  He pulled a small 
box out from under the twin sized bed and 
opened it.  It was full of old academic awards 
and certificates of achievement.  He dumped 
the contents out onto the bed and began to fill 
it instead with his books and notepads.

“Are you sure that you don’t want any of 
those?” Lorelai asked, indicating the awards.  
“You worked hard to earn those.”

“Nah, I don’t need them,” he replied.  “I’ve 
already been accepted into college so I don’t 
need them as proof of achievement, and 
besides, they just take up space.”

When he had finished packing, he set the 
box outside of the bedroom door and pulled the
mattress off of its boxspring.  Pulling up a loose
corner of the cloth covering the wood, he 
reached inside and extracted a large white 
envelope.  He opened it and quickly counted 
the money it contained.  Seemingly satisfied 
that it was all there, he closed it again, folded it
up, and put it into his pocket.

“That’s everything,” he said.

“Not quite,” she corrected him, squeezing 
past him.  “You’re forgetting something.”

She retrieved his pillow from the floor and 
shook it free from its cloth case.  Finding the 



zipper, she unzipped it and opened the pillow.  
Inside there was a small picture showing the 
two of them at the state fair.  She retrieved it 
and tossed the pillow back onto the floor.

“Now you have everything,” she informed 
him.

“I completely forgot that was in there,” he 
admitted.  “It’s been years since it was taken.  
You had me put it in there because you said it 
would give me sweet dreams.”

“I was a very wise little girl,” she said with 
false haughtiness.  “How dare you forget.  
Always take time to remember the important 
things.  And always remember that I’m the 
most important thing.”

He smiled.  “There’s no chance of me 
forgetting that.  You’re constantly reminding 
me.”

She elbowed him playfully in the side.  
“Come on, Prince Charming, let’s get out of 
here.”

John led the way back down the stairs with 
the box held out in front of him.  He had almost
reached the bottom when he suddenly 
stopped.  From her position Lorelai couldn’t 
see what had caused him to do so.  She 
started to move down towards him when she 
caught the almost imperceptible shake of his 
head.  She stayed where she was.



“Hello, Neil,” he said calmly.

His father must have woken up.  She felt a 
momentary stab of fear, but she forced herself 
to relax.  They had known that confronting the 
man had been a possibility, and John had said 
that he would handle it.

“That’s all I get?” Neil demanded, his words
slurred.  “You’re gone for a week and all you 
have to say is hello?”

“I’ve been gone for over a month,” John 
corrected him.

“What?”  That seemed to shock his father.  
“No, that can’t be right.  You left the day after I 
had that job interview, and that was…”

“Over a month ago.  And you skipped out 
on that interview.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Oh.  It’s hard to tell.  I don’t know what 
happened to the calendar and it’s too damn 
dark in here to look for it.”

John remained patient, but Lorelai could tell
from his posture that he was struggling to 
maintain it.  “The calendar is on the refrigerator
in the kitchen, not out in the living room.  The 
reason it’s dark is because the power got shut 
off.”



There was a pause before Neil asked, “Why
did it get shut off?”

“Judging by the stack of bills by the door, 
I’m guessing it’s because you haven’t been 
paying the electric bills.”

“Your mom usually takes care of that sort of
thing.  I’ll have to talk with her about it.”

John hesitated for just a moment.  “Mom’s 
been dead for almost eight years, Neil.  You’re 
drinking too much again.”

There was silence.  Feeling nervous, 
Lorelai went further down the stairs to join John
near the bottom.  Neil Pierce was standing a 
few feet away from the landing and was 
leaning up against the half wall that separated 
the stairs from the living room.  He looked 
extremely disheveled and confused.

“I don’t drink too much,” he said, sounding 
like a petulant child.

“Yes, you do,” John disagreed, reaching up 
to take Lorelai’s hand and leading her around 
his father.

For a moment the man didn’t seem to 
notice that they had entered the living room 
and were headed for the door.  When he did, 
though, his head snapped up angrily and he 
walked slowly towards them.  His fists were 
continuously clenching and unclenching.



“You don’t talk to me that way, boy,” Neil 
snarled.  “You don’t tell me what to do.  I’m 
your father.  I tell you what to do.”

John released her hand and turned back 
around to face his father.  He was taller than 
Neil by a good three inches, and as he stepped
forward there was a flicker of doubt on the 
older man’s face.  In contrast, John’s face was 
calm.  His eyes, however, were as cold as ice.

“I’m leaving, Neil,” John said firmly.  “I’m 
leaving and I’m never coming back to this 
place again.  In case you haven’t noticed, you 
haven’t been able to tell me what to do for 
years.  I haven’t been that small boy that was 
frightened of being punished by the lit end of 
your cigars or the edge of your college 
fraternity paddle for years.”

“You think you’re better than me?” Neil 
demanded, but there wasn’t much force behind
the words.

“No, not better.  Just more observant.  For 
example, I can see by the color of your eyes 
and fingernails that your liver is starting to fail.  
It was only a matter of time with how much you
drink, and that time is finally here.  I can also 
tell by the short breaths you’re taking and the 
swollen areas around your eyes and ankles 
that your kidneys probably aren’t far behind.”

Neil took a step back.  “What are…”



“I’ll tell you what I’m talking about,” John 
snapped, taking another step forward to close 
the distance further.  “I’m talking about your 
body failing you.  I’m talking about how you’ll 
soon be experiencing endless nights of 
discomfort and pain.  Soon the blood in your 
urine will start, if it hasn’t already, and that will 
be the beginning of the end.”

Lorelai had never seen John like this.  He 
wasn’t taking pleasure in tormenting his father, 
but he had clearly decided not to reign himself 
in, either.  He had turned his logic and reason 
into a weapon that was pointed squarely at his 
father.  It was frightening to watch.

“You are going to die,” John pressed on.  
“It’s coming a lot sooner than you believe.  
Based on how far the signs have advanced 
since I saw you last, you’re going to need a 
new liver to even hope to survive.  Because of 
what you’ve done to your body over the years 
you’ll never be placed high on the transplant 
list.  You won’t receive the organ in time.  You’ll
die in pain, pain so severe that not even the 
medications you’ll be given to make you more 
comfortable will be able to take the edge off.”

Neil backed into a chair and lost his 
balance.  He fell over the side and landed so 
that he was sitting in the seat but his legs 
dangled over the arms.  He was looking at his 
son in disbelief.  There was something else 
there, though, something in his eyes that said 



that he knew he was being told the truth.  For 
the first time since she had known Neil, Lorelai 
felt sympathy for him.

“When you die,” John continued, “no one 
will come to your funeral.  In fact, there won’t 
even be a funeral.  I’ll be the person contacted 
when you die, and I’ll be instructing the coroner
to simply donate your body.  Even if I had a 
funeral for you, who would come?  There’s no 
one.  When you die, you’ll be quickly forgotten 
by everyone, and that includes me.”

John stared at his father for a few moments
before he turned back around and went to the 
front door.  He opened it for Lorelai and she 
stepped outside.  He followed and closed the 
door behind him, still holding the box under 
one arm.

“You’ll be back!” Neil yelled at them from 
inside the house as they walked back to the 
car.  “You hear me, boy?  You’ll be back!  You 
have no idea what Blackwood is really like, 
what it really is.  It’s coming for both of you.  It’s
already got that girlfriend of yours!”

“What is he talking about?” Lorelai asked as
she unlocked the car.

“Nothing,” John said shortly.  “He’s drunk.  
As always.”

Without another word, they got into the car 
and drove off.  John simply stared out the 



windshield with his arms wrapped on the box 
sitting on his lap.  She glanced at him a few 
times to make sure that he was all right, but 
that dispassionate look never left his face.  At 
one point she opened her mouth to speak.  
Before she said anything, she decided that 
there wasn’t anything she could say to help.  
She went back to concentrating on the road.

It wasn’t until they had pulled into a parking 
space in front of the rental office for their new 
apartment that he took a deep breath and 
turned towards her.  His eyes were no longer 
cold.  They were the eyes that he would stare 
at her for hours with, the ones that never hid 
his feelings for her.

“I’m sorry,” John said simply.

She took his hand.  “For what?” she asked.

“For… back there.  I’m sorry that you saw 
me like that.  It just sort of… happened.”

She leaned over and kissed him on the 
cheek.  “Did it make you feel any better?”

“Better?”  He considered it.  “No.  Not 
better, and not worse, either.  I feel like…  It’s 
hard to describe.  I feel like I’ve closed a 
chapter in my life.  It was closure.”

With a smile, Lorelai used her chin to point 
at the rental office.  “Well come on, then.  Let’s 
go write a new one.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Mitch returned to the hotel room with them, 
and it was immediately apparent that had been
a mistake.

It had barely walked through the door when 
Adam leaped up from where he had been 
sitting.  The boy’s teeth were bared, and his 
eyes were wild as he stared disbelieving at it.  
When he spoke, his voice was full of hatred.

“You!” he yelled, stabbing a finger towards 
it.

“Yes,” Mitch said, his grin growing wider.  
“How’s it hanging, Septusis?  Wait, no, you’re 
going by the old name again.  Legion, right?  
Yeah, good call, much more intimidating.”

“I will destroy you for what you did!”

“Aww, come on, Septy.  I can call you that, 
right?  Septusis sounds like an oozing wound 
and Legion is too formal for besties like us.”

“We are not besties!”

“Okay, whoa now, what’s happening right 
now?” Annie asked, looking between the two of
them as she took a step back.



Mitch turned to her and chuckled.  “Oh, you 
know how it is,” it said.  “Sometimes 
misunderstandings happen between friends.”

“We are not friends!” Adam argued.

“Sure we are.  Remember the fun we had 
together in Ya’gulajh?  Or how about 
Tharfedul?  Don’t tell me you forgot about 
Xzregx?”

“What I remember,” the boy said through 
gritted teeth, “is Gbarltar.”

Mitch paused.  “Oh.  Right.  Gbarltar.”

“This would probably be a good time for 
someone to explain just what the hell is going 
on,” Lorelai said as she moved over next to 
Annie.

Mitch sighed.  “Yeah, yeah, okay.  So, 
Johnny Boy, you remember when I kinda sorta 
implied that everything that I knew about 
Septusis was third-hand information and that 
I’d never run into it before?”

“Um, no, I don’t remember you implying 
that,” John said.  “I definitely recall you coming 
right out and saying that, though.”

“Implied, directly lied to your face…  It’s all 
semantics.”

“That’s not what semantics is.”



“That’s your opinion.  Anyway, that might 
not have been truthful.  I might have met 
Septusis a few times over the millennia.  A 
few… dozen times.”

He shook his head.  “Why would you even 
lie about that?”

Mitch shrugged.  “I needed you to trust me. 
That would have been a tad more difficult if you
knew that I was buddies with the thing that 
made you go coocoo.”

“We’re not buddies!” Adam insisted 
plaintively.

“Aww, sure we are.  Just because Gbarltar 
went south doesn’t mean that we’re not still 
compadres.”

“What happened at, um, that place?” Annie 
asked.

“Nothing!  Just a misunderstanding!”

Adam shook his head vigorously.  “You 
caused a chain reaction that erased the entire 
dimension and abandoned me there instead of 
taking me with you when you left.”

“Oh, come on, you were fine.  I knew that 
you had hosts in other dimensions.”

“That is not the point.”



“Enough!” John said loudly in exasperation. 
“Just stop it.  Whatever problems you two have
with one another, just put them away for now.  
You can tear each other apart after we’ve 
taken care of the Order.”

There was a long silence.  Adam and Mitch 
stared at each other, and the tension in the air 
was palpable.  After what felt like an eternity 
the boy finally nodded curtly.

“Agreed,” he said.  “We shall settle this 
later.”

“Good,” Lorelai said with a relieved sigh.  
“Now we can get to the important things.  We 
know that Ambrose Manor is the place to go.  
The question is what to do once we’re there.”

“I wish we knew more about what was 
going on in there,” John said.  “It’s going to be 
protected.  You don’t leave a place that 
important unguarded.”

“There wasn’t anything protecting it when 
we went there before,” she pointed out.

“Yeah, but the Order wanted us to be there 
the last time.  This time they’ll have a 
welcoming committee.”

“There’s one person that we can ask,” 
Annie chimed in.

“What?” Lorelai asked, confused.  “Who?”



“The woman at the historical society.  Emily
Collins.”

It wasn’t a bad idea.  John had thought 
about questioning the woman when they had 
first gone to the historical society, but he had 
dismissed the idea because it might have put 
Annie in danger.  He could go back without her
and try to get the information that he needed.

“We need to find out what she knows,” he 
agreed.

“She said that the historical society closes 
at two on Sundays,” Annie said, checking her 
watch.  “We could grab her after she closes up 
for the day.”

“Maybe.  It’s risky, though.  Taking 
someone in broad daylight like that could 
cause problems.  It’s better to go after her 
while she’s still working.”

“What if someone else is there?  Or 
someone comes in?”

“I doubt it.  You saw how dead it was in 
there when we went.  We can make sure she’s 
alone before we go in and lock the door behind
us to be on the safe side.”

“Hey, whoa, time out,” Lorelai said, putting 
up her hands.  “What exactly are you talking 
about here?  You’re going to, what, threaten 
this woman until she tells you what you want to



know?  And if she doesn’t?  Are you going to 
resort to torture next?”

John shook his head.  “I’m just saying that 
we talk with her.  If she doesn’t cooperate…  I 
don’t know.  We’ll figure something out.  We’re 
not going to torture anyone.”

“I might,” Mitch offered brightly.

“You’re not going.  I need you and Legion to
get over to Ambrose Manor and see what you 
can find out.  Don’t do anything to alert the 
Order that you’re there.  Just keep an eye out 
for anything we might need to know.  Between 
what you can do and Legion’s many hosts you 
should be able to watch every inch of that 
place.”

“Aye aye, captain.”

“I don’t not like the idea of working 
alongside him,” Adam complained.  “I do, 
however, see the logic in your reasoning.  I will 
comply.”

“Thank you,” John said, keeping the 
sarcasm out of his voice.  “Meanwhile, Lorelai, 
Annie and I will go to the historical society and 
see what we can get from Emily Collins.”

With that decided, Mitch pulled his 
vanishing act and Adam left the motel room 
without saying a word.  John went back over to
his room and proceeded to take down all of the



documents that covered the room.  They were 
due to check out in a couple of hours, and it 
was better not to stay too many nights in one 
place.  Hopefully they wouldn’t need to be on 
the run for much longer, but if so they would 
want to move on before they were noticed by 
the wrong people.

He finished repacking the boxes and went 
into the bathroom.  Wincing as he did so, he 
removed the bandages from his arm.  He was 
pleased to see that the long cut he had 
received from the Vitruvian had healed enough
that it would no longer need to be wrapped.  
He looked at the markings from the gash.  
There was definitely going to be a nasty scar.

The puncture wound from Mabel’s knife 
was also healing, but it wasn’t nearly as far 
along.  The blade had mercifully missed 
anything vital, but it was going to be a while 
before he wouldn’t have to monitor it.  He 
touched it with his index finger and hissed in 
pain.  With a shake of his head he changed the
bandage and put his shirt back on.

Lorelai and Annie were both standing in the
middle of their motel room when he returned.  
They were looking at each other with such 
anger that he immediately knew that they had 
been arguing.  He got the feeling that wasn’t 
uncommon.  They were both very strong-willed
women.  He suppressed a smile as they glared
at one another.  They were so much alike.



“I’m ready when you are,” he said, deciding 
to try to ignore the hostility.”

I’ll be ready in just a minute,” Lorelai 
replied, her eyes never leaving their daughter.  
“I just need to reemphasize one last time to 
Annie that she is not coming with us.”

“Stop being so stubborn!” Annie said, 
throwing her hands up in the air.  “I already 
went there with Dad once and everything was 
fine.”

“She was great,” John supplied.

“You’re not helping,” Lorelai snapped at him
before turning back to the girl.  “We didn’t know
that a member of the Order was working there 
when you went with your father.  Now we do.  
It’s not the same thing.”

“But I can help,” Annie replied stubbornly.

“Your father and I can handle it.”

“Oh?  Oh really?  What if other Order 
members show up?  What are you going to do 
then?  I don’t suppose either of you two is 
bonded with an ancient being so strong it can 
toss giant demon dogs through walls?”

It was the wrong thing to say, and Lorelai 
visibly bristled.  “The ancient being that you 
didn’t tell me about, you mean.  How am I 
supposed to trust you when you keep 
something so huge from me?  Tell me that.”



Annie looked like she had been slapped.  
Her mouth worked up and down but no words 
came out.  She shut it and looked away in 
shame.

“I wanted to,” she muttered.  “There were a 
bunch of times that I almost did.”

“So why didn’t you?” Lorelai pressed.

“I don’t know.  It’s just…  How was I 
supposed to?  You had already lost Dad.  If 
you found out that I was some kind of freak…”

The anger was instantly gone from Lorelai.  
“Hey now, you’re not a freak.  No one here is a 
freak.”

Now that the tension had been relieved 
somewhat, a small smile played at Annie’s lips.
“Dad kind of is.”

“Well, yes, Dad kind of is.  I meant 
excluding him.”

They laughed, and John felt like he was 
missing some inside joke.  Lorelai looked at 
him warmly as she put an arm around their 
daughter to show that they had only been 
teasing him.  Despite himself he smiled.  If they
survived this, he was in for a very interesting 
life.

“Let’s go with a compromise,” he 
suggested.  “Annie, your mother’s right, it’s too 
dangerous.  Out of all of us the Order wants 



you the most, and Collins might have figured 
out who we were after the last visit.”

Annie started to argue, but he continued on 
before she could protest.

“On the other hand, I don’t want to leave 
you anywhere alone, either.  I think you should 
come with us, but when we get there you 
should wait in the car.

“But I can help,” she repeated.

“I know you can.  You don’t have full control
over the othersoul and its powers, though.  
You’ve said that yourself.  Let’s not put you in a
position where you have to use them before 
you’re ready, okay?”

She clearly didn’t like it, but she nodded 
once before saying, “Okay.”

“Good.  Let’s get going, then.”

“So soon?” Lorelai asked.

“Yeah.  A lot of the town is in church 
services right now.  It will be safer having less 
people in the streets.”

There were no cars parked near the 
historical society when they arrived.  Trying to 
remain inconspicuous, Lorelai skipped the 
street parking and instead drove a bit further 
down the block to pull into a mostly full church 
parking lot.  It was less than a minute’s walk 



from their destination, and it was much less 
likely that someone would notice the car.

John and Lorelai got out and crossed the 
street to the sidewalk on the other side.  He 
was feeling a bit nervous.  He didn’t like going 
into encounters that he didn’t have total control
over, and there were a lot of question marks 
associated with their plan.  ‘Go in and get 
answers’ was simple enough, but it was hard to
say what would happen before they got those 
answers.

Before they went inside, he motioned for 
her to follow her around the side of the 
building.  Making sure that no one was 
watching, he stepped into the same flower bed 
that he had tossed the documents out into the 
previous day.  He looked in through the 
window.  He could just barely make out Emily 
Collins sitting behind the reception desk.  She 
was reading a book and sipping from a mug.  
She appeared to be alone.

“Last chance to back out,” he murmured.

“And miss out on verbally assaulting a 
senior citizen?” Lorelai said with a wry smile.  
“You don’t know me at all.”

“She’s not quite old enough to be labeled a 
senior citizen.”

“That’s okay.  I’m an equal opportunity 
verbal assaulter.”



They went around to the front door.  John 
stood in front of it for a few seconds, mentally 
preparing himself what he needed to do.  With 
a sigh he reached out and opened the door.

Collins looked up at them with a smile.  
That smile quickly faded when she saw him 
standing in the doorway.  As they came inside 
she set the book down slowly on her desk and 
removed her reading glasses.  She stared at 
them without speaking.

“Morning,” John said.  “I’m guessing that 
you remember me.”

“Oh yes, Mr. Jenkins,” Collins said coldly.  “I
do indeed remember you.  You’re the thief that 
stole a very rare and very valuable book 
yesterday.  I’m hoping that you’ve seen the 
error of your ways and are here to return it to 
me.”

“Not so much.  I have some questions for 
you.”

“I have no answers for you, Mr. Jenkins.”  
She folded her hands on the desk.  “I do have 
a question for you, however.  Do you know 
what that is?”

She was indicating something behind them.
Turning slightly, he saw that there was a black 
plastic bowl-like shape mounted to the wall 
above and to the right of the door frame.  He 
turned back to her.



“It’s a security camera,” he said, his body 
tensing.

“That’s right,” Collins confirmed with a nod. 
“You see, when I noticed my book was 
missing, I got the footage off of that camera.  I 
watched as you took the book and deposited it 
out a window along with what appeared to be a
significant amount of documents.  I can’t tell 
you how disappointed I was to see that.”

She stood up from her chair.  “Because of 
the… significance of the book you took from 
me, I sent the video to a few colleagues of 
mine.  One of them, not so much a colleague 
as a mentor, happened to recognize you, Mr. 
Jenkins.  He tells me that your real name is 
Jonathan Pierce, and your daughter is not 
Rachel Jenkins but Annette Pierce.  I’m 
guessing this lovely woman here is Lorelai 
Brooks.”

“It’s nice to be properly acquainted,” John 
said as he forced himself to smile.  “Just to 
make sure that everyone knows everyone, 
Lorelai, this is Emily Collins, a member of the 
Order of the Endless Void.”

“Charming,” Collins said dryly.  “The mentor
that I mentioned would very much be 
interested in knowing where your daughter is.”

“I’m sorry, you seem to have this 
backwards.”  John took a step forward, the 
smile slipping from his lips.  “We’re not here to 



tell you anything.  We’re here because you’re 
going to tell us what we want to know about the
Order and Ambrose Manor.”

Collins tilted her head back and laughed, 
the sound of it loud in the small room.  “Oh, no,
Mr. Pierce, let me assure you that you’re the 
one that is mistaken.  My mentor, Dr. Toombs, 
thought that you might be back.  He made sure
that I wouldn’t be alone if you did.”

The pupil of her eyes began to glow red.  
The blood began to drain out of her face, and 
her skin turned a dark gray color.  The 
discoloration rapidly spread to the rest of her 
exposed skin.  She regarded them with a cold 
glare.

“Imagine how honored I feel that Dr. 
Toombs has seen fit to bond me with an 
othersoul,” Collins said as she pushed the 
heavy desk out of the way with one finger.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

They don’t trust you.

Annie adjusted in her seat in an 
unsuccessful attempt to get more comfortable. 
Her parents had only been gone for a few 
minutes, but she was already chafing at having
been left behind.  She understood the reasons 
and was even a bit touched that they cared 
enough about her to want to protect her at all 
costs, but that didn’t make it any easier.

They don’t trust you and they don’t think 
you can be of use.

“Oh, shut up,” she said to the voice 
whispering in her head.  “You know that’s not 
why they’re being like this just as well as I do.”

If they trusted you, they wouldn’t think that 
they needed to protect you.  They’re treating 
you like a precious breakable object.

“They’re my parents.  That’s what parents 
do.”

Your mother, perhaps.  Your father is not 
your parent.

She opened her mouth to respond, but she 
slowly closed it as she wasn’t sure what to say.
Since she was little her othersoul had spoken 
to her.  At first she had listened to what it said 



and did was it asked as long as the requests 
were harmless, but as she had gotten older 
she had realized that it enjoyed tormenting her.
Well, not so much tormenting as making her 
question herself.  The more that she doubted 
herself, the more that she tended to influence 
her life.  She hadn’t known it when she had first
heard the whispers while playing with blocks 
on the living room floor, but it was a constant 
struggle for dominance in their relationship.

It was complicated.  The othersoul wasn’t 
able to actually take over her body like in a 
weird science fiction mind-controlling alien kind
of way, or at least she didn’t think that it could. 
It was more that the othersoul wanted to 
influence how she acted and what she did.  
Sometimes it would do it through subtle mental
promptings that she barely noticed and had to 
be on the lookout for at all times, or sometimes
it was blatantly obvious like the current 
conversation they were having.

You don’t even know that man.  He is your 
biological father, yes, but he hasn’t been there 
for anything throughout your life.  You call him 
‘Dad’ even though he hasn’t earned that title.

“You’re very rapidly earning the title 
‘asshole’,” Annie shot back.  “It’s not like he 
hasn’t been there by choice.”

Perhaps, but does that matter?  It’s not like 
you love him as a father.



She winced.  Asshole or not, the othersoul 
had a way of cutting right to the heart of things.
She couldn’t argue with what it said.  She had 
always wanted to meet her father, and now 
that she had she wanted to get to know him, 
but she didn’t love him.  Not yet, anyway.  He 
had popped into her life just days earlier.  
There hadn’t been enough time to form much 
of a bond.

“So what’s the point that you’re trying to 
make here?” she asked finally.  “Is there a 
reason that you’re going through the sowing 
discord routine?”

We are connected.  I don’t like it when we 
are being wasted like this.

“I wouldn’t say that we’re being wasted.  
Sure, this isn’t exactly what I want to be doing, 
but that doesn’t mean that we haven’t been 
useful.”

After we needed rescuing because we 
couldn’t save ourselves.

There was a bitterness in the othersoul’s 
voice that Annie had never heard before.  She 
couldn’t really blame it, though.  She had been 
frustrated that she had needed saving, too.  
She had always been able to take care of 
herself, and being as helpless as she had been
inside that cage made her feel slightly 
nauseous.  Nauseous and angry.



“What happened in there?” she asked.

You blame me for what happened.

“No,” she assured it.  “No, we both royally 
fucked things up.  Me especially.”

There was nothing that you could have 
done.  I am supposed to be the strong one.

“Gee, thanks for that.  We just…  We need 
to move on from it.  I’m just asking why we 
couldn’t communicate so that we can figure out
how to stop it from happening in the future.”

This Order of the Endless Void, they 
were… prepared for us.  Some sort of 
enchantment on the place we were held in 
prevented us from speaking.  The electricity in 
the cage did not help, either.

It was true.  There was something about 
electricity that her othersoul found distasteful.  
When there was enough of it around it seemed
to cause the othersoul pain.  Apparently there 
had been enough involved in that underground 
facility that it had suppressed the othersoul 
entirely.

The enchantment was far more worrying.  
She wasn’t an expert in magic by any means, 
but from what she knew the person casting the 
enchantment had to be extremely specific.  An 
enchantment designed to stop a duck from 
quacking wasn’t going to also stop a goose 



from honking.  If one was successfully used on 
her and other othersoul, it meant that the 
person casting it knew exactly what he or she 
was dealing with.

There was a loud booming sound from 
behind the car.  Surprised out of her thoughts, 
Annie quickly turned around in the car seat and
looked out the back window.  As she watched, 
what appeared to be a filing cabinet skidded 
across the road and smashed into a parking 
meter.  Quarters went flying in every direction.

It appears we are not the one’s needing 
rescuing this time.

Without thinking, Annie opened the car door
and got out.  Her mother had parked a block 
away from the historical society, and she took 
off running towards the building.  She had 
closed half the distance when her mother and 
father ran out onto the sidewalk.  They didn’t 
use the door, but instead scrambled through a 
new hole that had been created in the wall.

Her mother had a gun in hand, and she 
rapidly fired off two shots back through the 
hole.  Annie’s father grabbed her by the hand 
before she could pull the trigger again and 
dragged her to the ground.  Another filing 
cabinet went sailing through the air right where 
her head had been a second earlier.  The 
piece of furniture impacted with a fence on the 
other side of the street and broke through the 
boards.



Her mother looked up as she approached 
and yelled something, but Annie wasn’t 
listening.  All that she could hear was the 
sound of blood pumping and the whispers of 
her othersoul.  A chair came hurtling directly at 
her.  At the last possible moment, a tentacle-
like shadow shot out of her back, tore through 
her shirt and coat, and caught it in mid-air.

It was always an odd sensation when her 
othersoul was used.  While their personalities 
were separate, the physical aspects were 
completely connected.  She could feel the 
tendril of shadow extending from her.  It was 
like another limb.  As it wrapped around the 
chair it felt the same way that it would if she 
was closing a hand over an object.  She hadn’t 
had this level of control very long, and it was 
still a feeling that she was getting used to.

A woman stepped through the wreckage of 
the wall before coming to a stop.  Annie 
recognized it as Emily Collins.  At least she 
thought it was Emily Collins.  The woman’s 
skin was gray and sickly, and her previously 
immaculate hair was mussed.  She was 
wearing a long black dress, and she reached 
down to smooth it.

“Well now,” Collins said casually.  “Ms. 
Annette Pierce.  We were just talking about 
you.”

“Only good things, I hope,” she replied.



“Of course.  I need you to come with me, 
dear.  Dr. Toombs very much wants you back.”

The whispers from the othersoul became 
angry, reminding her of bees buzzing.  “And I 
very much want Dr. Toombs to go to hell.”

“I had hoped that you had already learned 
by now that the Order gets what the Order 
wants.  We’ve already taken you once.”

“Yeah, you did.”  Annie’s face hardened as 
the shadow tendril crushed the chair into 
pieces effortlessly and sprinkled the shards 
onto the pavement.  “This time I’m not asleep.”

Collins seemed to hesitate.  It was just for a
moment, though, and she quickly began to 
close the short distance between the two of 
them.  Annie felt dark liquid pour out from 
under her upper eyelids as it coated over her 
eyes.  Everything dimmed slightly, but she was
still able to see.

In fact, she was able to see better than she 
ever could when she wasn’t connecting with 
her othersoul.  Everything was more focused, 
allowing her to see with incredible clarity.  She 
was able to make out even the tiniest of 
details, including every speck of lint on Collins’ 
dress.

Collins was closing in fast, but Annie wasn’t
just going to wait for the woman to grab her.  
She held out her right hand and tendrils of 



blackness shot out from her fingertips.  They 
pierced into Collin’s gray skin, but the woman 
didn’t slow.  She simply reached down, pulled 
the tendrils out with a small spurt of blood, and 
snapped off the ends like they were twigs.  The
severed pieces broke apart like dust and 
disappeared, and the tendrils withdrew back 
into her hand.

Annie clenched her jaw.  That hurt.  She 
had known that Collins was strong, but not that
strong.  She needed to be more careful with 
what she did until she could figure out just what
Collins was capable of.

That question was answered quickly.  
Collins stopped her advance and reached over 
to grab the top of a large stone bird bath sitting 
next to the walkway.  Without any sign of 
exertion she picked it up and threw it directly at
Annie, the water from the basin splashing out 
in every direction.

Instinctively Annie flinched and turned 
away.  She felt a surge of cold fill her body 
right before she was lifted off her feet by the 
impact.  She crashed into the road so hard that
it audibly cracked under the impact.  There was
a flash of pain from her upper back, but 
otherwise she was fine.  She opened her eyes 
and found that solid shadows had wrapped 
around her and cushioned both the collision 
with the bird feeder as well as with the 
pavement.



A coward.  I am bonded to a coward.

“I’m not a coward,” Annie snarled back as 
the cocoon-like shadows faded and she got to 
her feet.

Then prove it.  You are stronger than this…
thing.  Its oversoul is just a copy, just an 
imperfect imitation.  Stop cringing like a child 
and show her the real thing.

“Give me more.”

Yes.

Black liquid bubbled up out of the skin on 
her forearms.  It writhed like a living thing as it 
pushed out from each pour and coated over 
her flesh.  It covered her forearms and ran 
down to do the same to her hands.  The liquid 
extended out beyond the tip of the fingers 
before shaping into razor-sharp claws.  She felt
it harden.  She found that her fingers remained 
just as flexible as they had been even with the 
solidified substance covering them.

Collins was coming towards her again.  
This time, instead of waiting for the woman to 
make a move, Annie lunged forward.  Collins 
was taken by surprise, and that slight 
hesitation cost her.  Annie plunged the claws of
her right hand into Collins’ side and slid the set 
on her left hand into the woman’s shoulder.  
Planting her feet, she slammed Collins as hard 
as she could into the street curb.  She pulled 



the claws free and stepped back, blood trailing 
after her as it dripped from the points.

Collins was clearly in pain, but she started 
to get back up.  Annie bared her teeth and 
leapt on top of the woman, the momentum 
sending Collins back down.  Annie raked and 
tore with the claws, shredding skin and sinew 
and bone.  All of the helplessness and anger 
that she had been feeling fueled every moment
of her assault.  Instead of helping relieve these 
feelings, however, more and more kept 
building up in her.  Her movements became 
faster and her tearing went deeper and deeper.

With a frustrated wordless shout she got up
off of Collins and backed away a few feet, her 
chest rising and falling rapidly.  It took her a 
few seconds to catch her breath, and as she 
panted she watched the blood and gore-
covered woman closely.  It was almost 
impossible to recognize the Order member 
anymore; the damage that Annie had inflicted 
was severe and should have been fatal.  
Somehow Collins was still moving, however.  
In fact, it seemed like she was trying to get 
back up once again.

The rage overtook Annie, and she shrieked 
at Collins as five more shadowy tentacles burst
from her back.  The woman’s body contorted 
as all six thick tendrils plunged into her chest.  
She made a choking sound as foamy blood ran



out of her mouth.  With one last gasp her eyes 
closed and her body went still.

The tendrils slowly retracted back into 
Annie’s body as the claws shifted back into a 
liquid and poured off her skin and onto the 
concrete.  Her eyes were wide as the coating 
slid off of them.  She had never lost control like
that before, and she hadn’t known that she was
capable of anything remotely like that.  No 
matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t look 
away from the corpse in front of her.

A pathetic start.  Still, it is a start.  We will 
do so much more.

“What did you make me do?” Annie 
whispered in horror.

Nothing.  You did this yourself.

She was suddenly aware that someone 
was calling her name.  She tore her eyes from 
Collins’ body and looked over at her parents.  
Her father was motioning for her to come to 
them.  Feeling numb, she shook her head 
uncomprehendingly.

“Annie!” he called, and this time she 
registered his voice.  “Come on, we have to go!
Now!”

“What…”  she said quietly before shaking 
her head and trying again louder.  “What did I 
do?”



“Lore, go get the car,” he told her mother, 
keeping his eyes locked on Annie.  “What you 
did, Annie, was save our lives.”

“But what I did to her… it’s… it’s…”

“I know.  What you did was terrible.  It was 
also necessary.  I’ve done…  I’ve done terrible 
things myself.  I’m not going to try to tell you it’s
easy.  In fact, it might be too easy.  Right now, 
though, I need you to pull yourself together and
come over to me.”

“I don’t…”  Annie’s thoughts weren’t coming
together.  “Can you come to me?”

“No.  You need to come to me.  It will make 
things easier.”

Taking a deep breath, she took the first 
step towards him.  To her surprise, her mind 
instantly started to clear.  She took a second 
step, and then a third.  She looked at him 
uncomprehendingly.

“You’re a lot like me, Annie,” her father 
said.  “Not personality-wise, but in terms of 
how your brain processes things.  I saw it in 
your writings when I was investigating your 
kidnapping.  Your mind latches onto something
and holds on tight.  That’s what it was just 
doing.  Doing something else, even if it’s as 
simple as just walking down a street, helps to 
release that grip.”



“It happens to you, too?” she asked almost 
shyly.  “I thought it was just me.”

“I did, too, until I found out about you.  I 
wish…  Well, I wish that I could have been 
there to make it a bit easier on you.  I know 
what it’s like not to have anyone that can help 
you through things.”

She finished walking over to him, and by 
the time she was done she was feeling more 
like herself.  Not wanting to but knowing that 
she needed to, she glanced over her shoulder 
at the body she had left behind.  She was still 
disturbed by what she had done, but she was 
no longer paralyzed by it.

“Did you…” Annie started to ask.  “What 
did…”

“What did I do that was so horrible?” he 
asked with a raised eyebrow.  “Well, for 
starters I stabbed your grandmother to death 
with a butcher knife that was pulled out of a 
dead body.”

“I’m sorry, you did what?”

“It’s a long story.  I promise that there’s 
more to it.  We need to get out of here, though.
The two of you made a lot of noise and quite 
the mess.  The Order will be here soon, and 
there will be a lot of them.”

“The police, too.”



Her mother pulled the car up in front of 
them, and they opened their car doors.  Her 
father started to get in, but he stopped himself 
and took one last look around.  With a sigh he 
slid into his seat and they drove off.

“Unless I’m mistaken, the police and the 
Order are one and the same at this point,” he 
said, putting on his seatbelt.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Less than a minute after they had driven 
away from the historical society, John’s phone 
rang.  He retrieved it from his pocket and 
answered it.

“This is the host of Legion known as Adam,”
a young voice said before he could speak.  “Is 
this Jonathan Pierce?”

John opened his mouth to say something 
once again, but he was interrupted by a 
second voice.

“Oh, give it here, you dimension-hopping 
nitwit,” the new speaker said.  “You’ll take 
forever.”

“Take your hands off of my host,” Adam 
demanded.  “It is his cellular telephone, and 
thus it is part of Legion.”

“There’s some dog shit over by that tree.  
Give me the phone and go make that part of 
Legion.”

John closed his eyes and rubbed his temple
with his free hand.  He could feel a headache 
coming on.  It was like dealing with children, 
albeit children that could probably end 
civilizations under the right circumstances.



“Look, can someone just tell me what you 
called for?” he said wearily.

“Give… me… that…  There!”  There was a 
brief pause.  “Johnny Boy, it’s your ol’ pal 
Mitch.  Can you hear me?”

“Unfortunately.”

“No no, you’re right, we can do the 
pleasantries later.  I don’t know what she did, 
but after Annie flared up her othersoul 
everyone here at Ambrose Manor got in their 
cars and started heading your way.”

“How many?” John asked as he sat up 
straight in his seat, his annoyance forgotten.

“From what we could see it was at least 
twenty.  There’s only one car still here, and I 
think it’s Toombs’.”

“Get off the main roads,” he quickly told 
Lorelai.  The Order is coming.”

“What?” Lorelai answered, snapping her 
head towards him.  “The whole thing?”

“Almost.  Mitch says that everyone left 
Ambrose Manor except for Toombs when 
Annie… when she saved us.”

“This could be our chance.  If everyone is 
headed this way…”



“I know.  I just don’t know if there will be 
enough time.  If the Order gets to the historical 
society, sees what happened, and immediately
turns back around, we’ll be trapped.”

“You’re talking about raiding Ambrose 
Manor now while the Order is gone, aren’t 
you?” Annie asked from the back seat.

“Maybe, but like I said, I don’t think there 
will be enough time.”

“Tell you what, Johnny Boy,” Mitch said, 
speaking so loudly that John had to move the 
phone away from his ear.  “I’ll buy you the time 
that you need.”

Out of habit, John shook his head even 
though Mitch couldn’t see the action.  “We’re 
going to need you inside.  Even without the 
Order, there’s no telling what else is in there.”

“Yeah, well, about that.  There’s no way 
that I can go inside this place.  I’m starting to 
adjust to C’hul’s influence throughout the rest 
of Blackwood, but this place is practically 
pulsing with it.  I can lead the Order around by 
their noses while you snoop here.”

He looked over at Lorelai.  “What do you 
think?”

“I don’t think we have a choice,” she 
answered.  “We might not get another 
opportunity like this.”



“All right.”  He took a deep breath.  “Let’s do
it.  Mitch, do whatever it is you’re going to do.  
Tell Legion to get the rest of its hosts over to 
Ambrose Manor as quickly as possible.  Have 
it make sure that they’re armed with whatever 
they can get their hands on fast.  We’re on our 
way.”

John hung up and put the phone back in his
pocket.  He tried to remain calm, but he could 
feel his pulse quickening.  They had been on 
the back foot since this entire thing had begun, 
and now it was finally time to go on the 
offensive.

“How far is Ambrose Manor from here?” 
Annie asked.

“It’s way out in the middle of nowhere,” 
Lorelai answered, carefully maneuvering the 
car down a narrow side street.  “The roads out 
that way are rough and unpaved, too.  It’s 
going to take about half an hour to get there.”

“Good.  That will give me time to rest.  I just
need to close my eyes for a few minutes.”

“I don’t know what you’re thinking, but-”

“Stop,” Annie snapped.  “Don’t even try to 
tell me that I’m not going with you guys.  All of 
this is happening because of me.  I’m the one 
that’s got this stupid mark on me that’s making 
it so we can’t leave.  I’m not just going to sit 



things out while you and Dad try to fix 
everything.”

“I get what you’re feeling, I really do.”

“No.  No you don’t.  You have no idea what 
I’m feeling right now.”

Lorelai looked at John helplessly.  He 
stared back and shrugged.  This was brand 
new territory for him.  He had no idea what to 
say.

“What’s the point of having all this power if I
don’t use it to help protect my family?” Annie 
asked.  “I get that you’re trying to protect me, 
Mom, but I don’t need protection.  Besides, you
need all the firepower you can get, and in case 
you haven’t noticed, I’m that firepower.”

“I’m not saying that you’re not powerful,” 
John said.  “You clearly are.  I want you to 
think about something, I mean really think 
about it, and give me an honest answer, 
okay?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“You froze up while you were fighting 
Collins.  I saw you flinch when she came at 
you.  When you fought back it was wild and 
undisciplined, and when you killed her you 
locked up.  Do you really think you’re ready?”

He could tell that he had struck a nerve.  
Annie looked down at her feet as she thought 



things through.  Out of the corner of his eye he 
saw Lorelai looking back at their daughter 
through the rear view mirror.

“Honestly?” Annie said quietly.  “No, I don’t 
know that I am.  It’s something that I need to 
do, though, and it’s something that this family 
needs me to do.  I can’t sit on the sidelines for 
this.  I have to help, or I’ll never be able to live 
with myself.”

Lorelai looked at John.

“You told me just a few hours ago that 
families go to war together,” he reminded her.

“Yes, I did,” she said.  “Right before you 
responded that wars have casualties.”

“I think…”  He lowered his voice so that 
Annie couldn’t hear it over the road noise.  “I 
think she’s already a casualty, Lore.  I think 
she feels like she has to do something to not 
be a victim.”

Lorelai sighed.  “Being a parent sucks 
sometimes.”

They had left the downtown area and had 
crossed over into a less polished part of town.  
The buildings here were more run down.  No 
part of Blackwood was all that bad compared 
to seedier sections of larger cities, but there 
was still a noticeable difference.  Lorelai pulled 



the car into the gravel parking area of a closed 
bar and turned around in her seat.

“I don’t like this,” she said firmly, her eyes 
locked on her daughter.  “I don’t like this at all.”

Annie remained silent.

“You’re right, though.  We need the 
firepower.  Beyond that, you obviously feel like 
it’s important for you to be a part of this.  If 
you’re that passionate about it, I’m not going to
stand in your way.”

Their daughter’s face lit up.

“Hold on,” Lorelai continued, raising a hand.
“You have to listen to me and your father in 
there.  For this to work and all of us to make it 
out alive, we have got to work as a team.  If 
you can’t, you’re only going to put everyone, 
including yourself, in more danger.  Do we 
have an understanding?”

“Yeah, absolutely,” Annie answered 
immediately.

“Good.  And Annie?”

“Yeah?”

“I may not like this, but I’ve also never been
prouder of you than I am right now.”

As they were leaving town and entering the 
more rural areas of Blackwood, a procession of



at least a dozen cars came flying down the 
opposite side of the road.  John and Annie 
hunched down as far as they could to avoid 
being seen.  Lorelai simply looked ahead and 
kept driving until they had passed.  Once they 
had done so, John got back up and looked out 
the rear window.  The cars didn’t slow down 
and kept going until they were out of sight.

“I’m going to take a wild guess and say that 
was the Order,” Annie said.

“Every one of those cars was packed with 
people,” Lorelai said.

“Let’s hope that Mitch does his job, then.”

As they drew closer to Ambrose Manor, 
John began to feel more and more nervous.  
He didn’t like how underprepared they were for
what they might encounter.  Lorelai barely had 
any bullets left in the gun, and once again he 
didn’t have anything worth mentioning to 
defend himself with.  He had gotten lucky so 
far, but luck eventually ran out.

It wasn’t just the lack of preparation that 
was bothering him, though.  He had been 
understandably nervous about returning to 
Ambrose Manor after what had happened to 
him the last time.  The memory of the events 
was still clear in his mind, and those events 
had cost him dearly.  What he hadn’t expected 
was to be terrified.  His hands were shaking 



and his mouth was dry.  He could feel his heart
beating rapidly in his chest.

He had never felt like this before.  All that 
he wanted was to tell Lorelai to turn the car 
around and drive as far and as fast in the 
opposite direction as possible.  The thought of 
walking through those large front doors again 
made him feel physically ill.

“You know what I was thinking about a few 
months ago?” Lorelai asked, breaking the 
silence.  “Your mother’s pierogies.”

John blinked in confusion.  What she was 
saying was so far off of where his mind had 
been at that at first he had trouble processing 
it.  He looked over at her uncomprehendingly.

“Remember those?” she continued.  “Your 
mom used to make them from scratch.  She’d 
put cheese and potato in them, and she’d fry 
them until they were this amazing shade of 
gold.  They were so delicious.”

“Yeah, I remember them,” he replied, still 
not sure where she was going with this.

“I was thinking about the first night in our 
first apartment together.  You were feeling 
down because of what happened between you 
and your dad, so I tried to make those 
pierogies for you.”

He smiled slightly.  “I remember that.”



“Yeah, well, you should, because it was a 
complete disaster.  I tried three times and I 
couldn’t get them right.  I was standing in the 
kitchen in tears and screaming at these little 
misshapen lumps.  We ended up getting 
takeout from that Chinese place down the 
block.”

“Dragon’s Nest.  We got wontons, and as 
soon as I opened up the package you started 
to cry again.”

She shook her head with a grin.  “It wasn’t 
my fault.  They looked so much like those 
stupid pierogies were supposed to.  I tried to 
make pierogies for Annie when she was little 
and it was the same result.  Why am I 
completely unable to make pierogies?”

“Some sort of mental block, maybe?”

“I blame your mom for making them so 
good to begin with.  She set an impossible 
standard in the world of pierogies.”

He smiled warmly at her.  “Thank you, 
Lore.”

She returned the smile.  “It’s what I’m here 
for.  And speaking of here…”

She stopped the car as they arrived at the 
long winding driveway path that led to Ambrose
Manor.  There had once been a sign out front 
to mark the location, but sometime after their 



last visit it had been removed.  If Lorelai hadn’t 
known to look for it, she could have easily 
missed that there was a path at all.

The smile slipped off of John’s face.  He 
was no longer as scared as he had been, but 
he was still wrestling with anxiety about being 
there.  He balled his hands into fists.  It didn’t 
matter.  All that mattered was Annie.

“We get inside,” he said firmly.  “We find 
Toombs.  We force him to take this mark off of 
Annie.  Then we end this.”

“How?” Lorelai asked, her eyes never 
leaving the path.

“I don’t know.  There has to be a way.  The 
problem is the only way to figure it out is to get 
in there first.”

“All right then.”  Lorelai took the car out of 
park and turned down the path.  “Let’s get to 
it.”

While the path was technically a long and 
winding driveway, it had been heavily 
neglected over the years.  The trees along both
sides had low branches that reached out over 
the car, and some of them were so low that 
they scraped the roof.  The growth was thick 
enough to block out the light.  Even though it 
was midday Lorelai was forced to turn on the 
car lights to see where she was going.



Although it was dim, John could just make 
out the ground in front of the car.  It was well-
worn, with wide grooves from tires on each 
side.  The area around the path may not have 
been maintained, but it was obvious that a lot 
of traffic came through on a regular basis.  
Ambrose Manor was definitely an active 
location for the Order.

The driveway had a number of sharp twists 
and turns, and he idly wondered if it had been 
designed by either a madman or a toddler with 
a crayon.  Twice Lorelai had to slow down to 
avoid running the front wheels of the car up 
into the brush as the path veered off to one 
side.  Both times she swore violently and 
shook her head.

“I don’t remember it being this bad the first 
time,” she commented.

“It wasn’t,” John assured her.  “Something 
happened here.  Did you see the tree trunks?  
They’re discolored.”

“They’re gray,” Annie said, her face almost 
pressing up against her door’s window.  “The 
same color as Emily Collins’ skin.  It’s like it’s…
corrupted somehow.”

He had to admit that was the perfect 
description.  Not only were the trees 
discolored, on closer examination they looked 
sickly.  Large pieces of bark were flaking off, 



and the branches that he had originally thought
had simply grown low were actually drooping.

John quickly held a hand up to shield his 
eyes as they emerged on the other side of the 
covered path.  Directly in front of them was 
Ambrose Manor, its structure exactly the same 
as he remembered it.  Instead of pulling up to 
the building, Lorelai took a small turn.  The 
manor disappeared from view once again, but 
the short glimpse had been enough for him to 
feel ice run through his veins.  She drove up to 
a small shed and parked the car next to it.

“No sense in leaving the car where 
everyone can see it,” she murmured.

“No,” he agreed automatically, not really 
listening.  “Last chance to back out.”

When Lorelai and Annie both remained 
silent, he nodded shortly.

“All right.  Time to go.”

He opened the car door and stepped out 
onto the dead grass.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Ambrose Manor was best described as a 
mansion, but John believed that description 
didn’t really do it justice.  Even without the 
horrors contained inside it was an intimidating 
structure, four stories tall with a high roof that 
slanted sharply downward.  It was 
predominantly constructed of brick that had 
once been red but had faded into a muddy 
brown.  Smokestack-like chimneys stretched 
towards the sky.  Towering above all of them 
was a large tower with an unmoving clock.  
The clock was missing numbers and the hands
were stuck at 3:47.

As they approached, he noticed a small 
group of people gathered near the large 
fountain in front of the manor.  The pool at the 
bottom was easily wider than the length of 
Lorelai’s car.  The fountain itself resembled a 
giant cup, shaped like an hourglass with a bowl
on the top and carvings of serpents around the 
pedestal.  Water arced up into the air from the 
center and filled the basin, which in turn poured
water constantly into the pool.  At each side of 
the pool was a large stone sculpture of a 
hideous dog-like creature with wings stretching
from its back.  The faces of the gargoyles were
carved in such a way as to make it seem like 
they were snarling.



Standing in the center of the gathered 
people was Adam.  John frowned slightly.  
Legion had said that he had over twenty hosts, 
but currently there were only five assembled.  
Hopefully more were on the way.

“Jonathan Pierce,” Adam said with a short 
nod as they reached him.

“Legion,” John responded, looking over the 
other hosts critically.  “Is this… everyone?”

“No.  Others are traveling here as we 
speak.  It will be some time before they arrive, 
however.  My hosts were spread out over 
much of this town when I called for a 
gathering.”

“We don’t know how long Mitch can keep 
the Order distracted,” Lorelai pointed out.

“I know,” John agreed with a shake of his 
head.  “Damn it.  We’ll just have to go in with 
what we’ve got and hope it’s enough.  If it isn’t, 
hopefully we can hold out until backup gets 
here.”

He led the way up onto the wooden porch.  
There were a number of cracked boards and it 
creaked loudly from the weight being put on it, 
but amazingly it held together.  There were two
large wooden doors, each adorned with a 
brass knocker that looked like something 
straight out of a horror movie from the black 
and white era.  They were shaped like lion 



heads, with the metal rings hanging from their 
clenched teeth.

He reached out and wrapped his hand 
around the doorknob.  In a moment of 
hesitation he closed his eyes and took a deep 
breath.  This was it.  He opened his eyes and 
turned the knob.

The entryway remained largely unchanged. 
His eyes immediately fell on the twin staircases
leading up to the second floor, one on each 
side of the room.  The walls and floor of the 
entryway were made of dark red wood that 
made the space feel smaller than it really was. 
On each side of the entryway was an open 
door, and directly under where the staircases 
met was a third door that was currently closed.

There were a number of differences from 
what the room had looked like when he and 
Lorelai had last visited.  At the top of the stairs 
was a massive portrait of a ship at sea hanging
on the wall.  It was so large that he wondered 
how a crew would have been able to get it up 
the stairs and mount it.

There was also a series of rectangular 
display cases along the walls.  They were 
similar to those found in museums, and each 
contained a relic or artifact.  Annie walked over
to the nearest one and examined it.

“The eyepatch of Rederick Clayton, also 
known as the Red King,” she recited off the 



description card.  “The scourge of the east 
coast of America just after the Revolutionary 
War, he was said to have been cursed by a 
voodoo priestess after he and his men 
plundered her small settlement.  This curse 
was said to force him to see terrible visions.  
He wore this eye patch to cover his left eye, 
which had been disfigured by the curse.”

“There is real magic in that trinket,” Adam 
said.  “It is faint, but it is there.”

“The Order must be collecting everything 
with power that they can get their hands on,” 
John said as his eyes roved around the room.  
“We don’t have time to look around, though.  
Let’s get going.”

“Okay, but which way?” Lorelai asked.

It was a very good question.  There were 
five different ways to go: the three doors on the
lower floor, and the two directions the upstairs 
hallway went.  Much like the first time he was 
there they were working on a limited amount of
time, but unlike then there wasn’t any 
screaming to indicate which way to go.  She 
sighed heavily.

“We’re going to have to Scooby Doo this, 
aren’t we?” Lorelai lamented.

“I do not understand what a cartoon dog 
has to do with this particular situation,” Adam 
admitted.



“I mean that we’re going to have to split up. 
They did that in every episode of Scooby Doo.”

“Was this method of investigation fruitful?”

“It was great for discovering the identity of 
the Miner 49er, but he was a lot less into 
murder than the people that use this place.”

“Splitting up is dangerous,” John said.  “I 
don’t like it.”

She reached back and quickly tied her hair 
into a ponytail to keep it out of her face.  “I 
don’t either, but does that big brain of yours 
have any other ideas?”

He shook his head.  “No, not with so few 
people.  Legion could send a host in each 
direction, but it’s much stronger as a group 
than as individuals.  I’ll go upstairs to the left, 
you go upstairs to the right, and Annie stays 
down here and goes right while Legion goes 
left.  If anyone runs into any trouble, get the 
hell out of there.  Break a window if you have 
to.”

“What about the closed door under the 
stairs?”

“We’ll try there if we don’t find anything in 
one of the other directions.”

“What exactly are we looking for?”



“For right now, we’re looking for Toombs, 
but keep an eye out for anything else useful.”

“Like what?” Annie asked.

“No idea.  This is new territory for me, too.”

He and Lorelai ascended the tall staircase 
on the right while the others split up to search 
the lower floor.  John felt another stab of panic,
but he ignored it and kept going.  He needed to
keep his wits about him.

The plan was simple by necessity.  Find 
Toombs, make him remove the mark from 
Annie, and get out before the rest of the Order 
returned.  He was hopeful that someone would 
find something else useful while searching 
Ambrose Manor, something that they could use
to guarantee their safety going forward, but 
that he couldn’t count on that.  Getting Annie’s 
mark removed would at least allow them to get 
out of Blackwood.

They reached the top of the stairs and 
stopped.  John and Lorelai looked at each 
other for a long moment, a thousand things 
being said without a single word being uttered. 
With a tiny smile she quickly kissed him and 
walked down her assigned hallway.  He 
watched her for a few seconds before turning 
around and heading down his.

As he moved forward he was acutely aware
that this was the place where everything had 



started.  Even in the dim light cast from the 
exposed bulbs attached to the wall he could 
see the turn in the hallway ahead of him.  It 
was around that curve that he had encountered
the unearthly being that had injected him with 
Legion.  Everything in his life had spiraled out 
of control at the spot he was heading back 
towards now.  It was a strange sensation, one 
that he couldn’t put a name to.

In less than a minute he reached the turn.  
Not allowing himself to overthink things and 
talk himself out of it, he continued on without 
pausing.  He had half expected the hallway to 
be cast in deep shadows like it had been 
fourteen years earlier, but it was just as 
illuminated as the rest of the upper floor and 
there was nothing in the hall.  No, he corrected 
himself.  There was something at the end of 
the corridor, some kind of furniture.

He arrived at the end and found that it was 
another glass case, the same shape and size 
as the ones downstairs.  Inside of it was a 
misshapen skull.  It was vaguely human, but 
the left side of the crown jutted out a few 
inches and the jaw was far too long.  He knelt 
down to reach the description card.

The skull of Edwin Ambrose.  Ambrose’s 
search for knowledge beyond this world led 
him to experiment with the void between 
worlds.  This experimentation left him 



permanently disfigured, both physically and 
mentally.

It was both intriguing and disturbing.  It 
wasn’t, however, what he was there for.  
Looking around, he saw that there were two 
doors at this end of the hallway, one on each 
side.  The right door was the closest, so he 
opened it and went inside, closing it behind 
him.

He was standing in an ornately furnished 
bedroom.  The floor was adorned with a thick 
reddish brown carpet with an intricate pattern 
of vines and leaves.  A large wooden bed was 
sitting against one wall, and on both sides were
matching end tables.  A large chandelier was 
suspended from the ceiling, the light from its 
bulbs reflecting off of dozens of shaped 
crystals.  Each window was covered by thick 
curtains.

In the center of the room was an old 
fashioned wooden crib.  John slowly walked 
over to it and peered inside, but it was empty.  
He glanced around the room again.  Everything
was old and worn, but it was also clean and 
free of dust.

His attention was drawn towards a large 
mirror that had been placed in one corner.  
Like the rest of the furniture the frame had 
been masterfully carved from wood.  The glass
was in the shape of an elongated oval, and it 



was every bit as tall as he was.  It was the 
work of a true craftsman.

There didn’t seem to be anything relevant in
the room.  Taking one last look at everything, 
he went back to the door and twisted the knob. 
It refused to turn.  It was locked.  He tried again
with the same result.

The lights went out, plunging the room into 
darkness.  John reached into his pocket and 
pulled out his phone.  Lorelai had shown him 
how to use the flashlight application, and after 
a few moments of fumbling around with it he 
was able to get it to work.  The light produced 
by the phone was bright enough to see by but 
not strong enough to illuminate the entire room.

The temperature in the room abruptly 
dropped.  His breath formed a white cloud as 
he exhaled, and he shivered from the cold.  It 
must have gotten at least twenty-five degrees 
colder than it had been when he entered the 
room.

He heard a crackling noise from across the 
room, and he turned the phone’s light towards 
it.  The tall mirror was rapidly frosting over.  A 
layer of ice raced from the bottom of the glass 
up to the top.  Within seconds it was fully 
engulfed.

He jumped in surprise as the cradle began 
to rock.  At first he thought that the change in 
temperature had caused it to shift slightly, but 



as he watched it moved back and forth 
steadily.  The wood creaked each time it went 
to the left.

John tried the door again and found that it 
was still locked.  He thought about calling 
Lorelai to come help, but he noticed that the 
phone wasn’t getting any signal.  Of course it 
wasn’t, he thought to himself in frustration.  
Nothing could possibly ever be easy.

“Great,” he mumbled to himself, slowly 
moving the light around the room as he tried to 
watch everything at once.  “I’m here for ten 
minutes and I end up freezing to death.”



CHAPTER FORTY

When Lorelai had entered the door at the 
end of the hallway, she had expected 
something sinister.  She wasn’t sure exactly 
what that sinister something was going to be, 
but she was sure that she was going to walk 
into a room filled to the brim with evil things.  
Ambrose Manor occupied such a dark corner 
of her past that she had difficulty imagining 
anything else.

She certainly hadn’t expected to find herself
standing in a billiard room.  In the center of the 
chamber was a large pool table, its heavy dark 
wood exquisitely carved and its green cloth top
pristinely maintained.  The cues hung from a 
holder on the wall, while the balls and rack 
were kept on a series of shelves below.  A long
bar stretched down one corner of the room.  
Rows of alcohol bottles were displayed behind 
it.  Three round tables were positioned at the 
opposite side, one each for baccarat, poker, 
and roulette.

Beyond the pool table were two tall glass 
doors.  Instead of having knobs, they had 
delicate-looking gold handles.  She went over 
to them and tried to look through, but the glass 
was frosted which made seeing through it 
impossible.  She gripped the handles and 
pushed the doors outward.  Through the doors 
was a balcony, and she walked out onto it.



She temporarily forgot the dangerous 
situation she was in as her eyes widened in 
wonder.  The balcony overlooked a huge 
atrium.  It was easily the size of a football field. 
The glass ceiling extended far overhead, and 
she watched as gray clouds moved across the 
sky.  The room resembled an indoor park, with 
real grass, bushes, and trees growing along 
the floor and in planters.  It looked like it had 
been designed with the purpose of bringing the
outdoors inside.  A cobblestone path ran the 
length of the ground, branching off to run 
between and around sections of greenery.

On both the left and right side of the room 
were patches of scraggly trees.  Unlike the rest
of the plantings these appeared to be poorly 
maintained.  There were a number of things 
hanging from the branches, and she leaned 
forward in an attempt to get a better view.  It 
took her a moment to realize that the objects 
were hundreds of dolls.

Much like the trees themselves, the dolls 
had seen better days.  Made from a wide 
variety of materials, no two were the same.  
The one thing that they had in common was 
that they were all in a state of disrepair.  Some 
were missing eyes, some had tears across 
their fabric, and many of the porcelain ones 
had cracks and holes.  None of them were in 
pristine condition and they all were faded and 
old.



There was an open area in the very center 
of the atrium.  Sitting on a patch of grass was a
large metal object that she didn’t recognize.  It 
seemed very out of place.

“That,” a man’s voice said from behind her, 
“is the engine to a P-51 Mustang bomber 
plane.”

Lorelai spun around on her heel, the gun 
raising up to point at the unknown speaker in 
the billiard room.  Standing next to the pool 
table was a man in his late forties or early 
fifties.  His hair was graying but not balding, 
and a pair of thin glasses adorned his face.  He
was wearing a black suit, but his tie was 
undone.  He smiled slightly as he took a step 
forward.  She recognized him from the 
newspaper clippings John had surrounded 
himself with back at the motel.

“The engine to a North American Aviation 
P-51 Mustang bomber, to be more precise,” Dr.
Samuel Toombs continued.  “It was used by 
the United States in quite a few different 
conflicts, including World War II and the 
Korean War.  That particular engine saw action
in the Pacific theater.”

“Toombs,” Lorelai growled.

All the anger and fear and helplessness of 
the past few weeks was bubbling up in her.  
She was experiencing a rage beyond anything 
that she had ever felt before, and it took 



everything she had not to pull the trigger.  She 
reminded herself that she still needed Toombs 
alive to take the mark off of Annie.

“Would you like to know why there’s a plane
engine sitting in the middle of an indoor park?” 
he continued as if he hadn’t even noticed the 
gun.

“I’m going to give you until the count of 
three, and then I’m going to-”

“It’s because of the trees,” he went on.  
“Well, not the trees themselves, but what’s in 
the trees.  I don’t mean dolls.  Those came with
the trees when they were transplanted from 
South America.  Each one of them contains the
spirit of a dead child.”

He took a step closer, and she gripped the 
gun tighter.

“The plane engine is for the rather feisty 
group of gremlins that live in the trees on the 
left side of the atrium.  They’re about, oh, a foot
tall with black and green scales.  They’ve got 
sharp teeth and claws and a short tail.  Fast 
little buggers, too.  They run like apes, using 
their arms to move them forward faster.”

“You kidnapped my daughter,” Lorelai bit 
out.

“I know they sound dangerous, but they’re 
not.  They only eat insects, and they’re 



exclusively nocturnal.  They run and hide if a 
human comes too close.  Now, the funny thing 
about gremlins is that they have this strange 
need to take things apart.  If you leave, say, a 
clock near them, you’ll just have a pile of gears
and pieces of metal in the morning.  When they
first got here they were tearing the place apart. 
I got this engine so that they would have 
something to focus on every night instead of 
wandering around the Ambrose Manor.”

Lorelai was very unsure of herself.  Toombs
didn’t seem to care that a gun was pointed 
directly at him, and he was gradually coming 
closer.  The anger was quickly becoming 
uncertainty.  She decided to play along to buy 
herself some time.

“Wouldn’t that only work once?” she asked. 
“These, um, gremlins take it apart once and 
that’s the end of it, right?”

Toombs smiled and nodded.  “Normally 
you’d be right, but you only have half the 
equation.  The trees on the right side of the 
atrium are home to a family of elves.”

She stared at him silently.

“I’m sure that you’ve heard the old folktale 
of the elves and the cobbler.  Each evening the
cobbler would go to bed with broken down 
shoes left in his shop, and each night the elves
would come out and fix the shoes for him.”



Not sure what else to do, she nodded once.

“There’s a lot of truth to that story.  Elves 
have a compulsion to fix broken things.  The 
gremlins come out and break the engine, and 
the elves march out to fix it.  It’s a continuous 
cycle, one that both groups seem to enjoy.

The distance between them had almost 
fully been closed now, and she knew that she 
was going to have to make a choice.  There 
was only one bullet remaining in the gun.  If 
she was going to use it, she was going to have 
to make it count.  She wondered if she could 
cripple him with a shot to the leg.  Trying to do 
so carried a very real risk of hitting something 
that would cause him to bleed out, and if that 
happened they might never get the mark off of 
Annie.

“Now, here’s the part that fascinates me,” 
Toombs said calmly.  “Each time this cycle 
happens, the engine becomes more complex.  
The elves are making improvements each time
to make the engine harder to break, and the 
gremlins keep finding ways to break it anyway. 
It’s a very real example of steel sharpening 
steel.”

Instead of closing the rest of the distance 
between them, he turned and went over to one 
of the card tables.  He sat down in a chair and 
sighed wearily.  He looked up at her with an 
unreadable expression.



“Annette is here, isn’t she?” he asked.

Without thinking, Lorelai crossed the 
distance between them and shoved the barrel 
of the gun right into his face.

“Don’t you ever say her name again,” she 
snarled.  “If you do I’ll put a bullet right through 
your head.”

“I wouldn’t blame you,” Toombs replied 
calmly.  “I can only imagine what you’re feeling 
right now.”

“You took my daughter.  You tried to kill 
John.”

“I did.”

“You tried to take away the two people that 
I care about the most in this world.”

“Yes.”

“All for, what, more power for you and the 
Order?  You would ruin innocent people’s lives 
for that?”

“No.”  He shook his head firmly.  “I didn’t do
any of what I did for power.  That’s never been 
something that’s important to me.”

“Then why?” Lorelai demanded.

“I did it for her.”

“Who?”



“You know who.”

She paused.  “You did it for C’hul.”

Toombs nodded.  “Yes.  I suppose that 
makes it sound like I’m some insane or 
brainwashed follower of a cult.  I assure you 
that’s not the case, though.  C’hul isn’t some 
invisible all-knowing and all-seeing entity.  In 
fact, she wants to speak with you.”

“I don’t care.”  She stepped back and 
motioned towards the door with her chin.  
“You’re going to stand up, and we’re going to 
go downstairs together.  You’re going to undo 
whatever it is you did to Annie.”

He furrowed his brow.  “What are you 
talking about?  Undo what?”

“The mark that you put on Annie.”

Toombs stared up at her.  “Ms. Brooks, I 
have absolutely no idea what you’re talking 
about.  I didn’t put any kind of mark on your 
daughter.  We imprisoned her for her own 
safety and the safety of others, but that was it.”

“You’re lying.”

“No, he’s not.”

Lorelai’s head snapped towards the new 
speaker.  It was a woman dressed in an old 
fashioned black dress that covered her from 
the neck down to her feet.  Her skin was pale 



almost to the point of being translucent.  Her 
deep violet eyes were piercing.

“Stay away,” Lorelai instructed her, keeping
the gun trained on Toombs.  “Who are you?”

“You know who I am,” the woman replied 
with a small smile.  “As Samuel said, I’m 
hoping that we can talk.”

“C’hul,” Lorelai breathed.

“Correct.  Before we get down to business, I
must ask that you put down that gun.  
Samuel’s hiding it quite well, but it’s making 
him nervous.”

Without even thinking about it, Lorelai 
lowered the weapon and uncocked the 
hammer.  There was no point in trying to 
remain threatening with a gun with a single 
bullet when she was being confronted by 
something akin to a god.  Toombs sat up a bit 
straighter in his chair and nodded to himself.

C’hul slowly walked towards Lorelai.  She 
found that she wasn’t able to move, and she 
felt a stab of panic.  That panic only increased 
as C’hul placed one pale hand on her cheek.

“Ah, I see,” C’hul said, her violet eyes 
staring intently.

“You…”  Lorelai tried to speak, but her 
mouth was suddenly dry.  She swallowed hard 
and tried again.  “You see what?”



“I see why you’re so confused.”  C’hul 
removed her hand and stepped back.  “You 
have been lied to, dear child.”

“About what?”

“About everything,” Toombs answered, the 
look on his face sympathetic.  “Me, the Order, 
your daughter, your husband, everything.  
You’ve been deceived by one of the greatest 
con artists in the known universes.  Don’t feel 
bad, though.  I was fooled on a number of 
occasions myself.”

“I don’t…”

“I know,” C’hul said gently.  “I’m going to tell
you everything, but we don’t have much time.  
Why don’t you sit down?  You look exhausted.”

Lorelai shook her head.  “I’m fine.  John 
should hear anything that you have to say, too.
I’ll go get him.”

“He’s a bit busy at the moment,” Toombs 
said.  “He went into one of the rooms before I 
could get to him.”

“Is he okay?” she demanded.

“I hope so, Ms. Brooks.  I hope so.”



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Annie had to admit that the library she was 
walking through was impressive.  Tall 
bookcases lined the walls, all of them packed 
with books of all sizes.  More of the glass 
display cases such as the ones out in the entry
were spread throughout the room, each 
containing a different object.  Long wooden 
tables stretched through the center of the area,
and each had a set of heavy-looking chairs 
arranged around it.  A dozen windows with 
heavy shutters stretched from floor to ceiling in 
pairs on the far side.

The feature that was easily the most eye-
catching, however, was the giant fireplace in 
the center of the wall to the left of the doorway 
she had come through.  It was constructed of 
smooth black stone, and the frame had been 
sculpted to resemble pillars that supported a 
platform that extended several feet from the 
wall to create an overhang.  On this platform 
sat another gargoyle that was done in the 
same style as the ones outside.  It was larger 
than the ones that encircled the fountain, and 
its wings were stretched out as if it was ready 
to take flight.  The mouth of the fireplace was 
taller than an average person.  There was no 
fire burning, but there was a stack of wood 
sitting inside the metal holder.



Annie slowly moved across the wooden 
floor, her head acting like it was on a swivel as 
she tried to watch every direction at once.  She
had the feeling that she was being watched, 
but she couldn’t tell if that was really the case 
or if it was her imagination.  She glanced up at 
the gargoyle.  Its hideous gaze certainly wasn’t
helping.

“Fancy meeting you here,” a woman’s voice
said from the door she had entered the library 
through.

Strangely, the voice didn’t startle Annie.  
She calmly turned towards the speaker.  The 
woman was older than she was but younger 
than her parents.  She was dressed in a plain 
gray sweatshirt and khaki shorts, and she wore
tall black boots.  Her dark hair was tied back in 
a braid.  She was carrying a large battered 
chainsaw that looked like it had been pulled 
straight out of a slasher movie.

“You’re not the Pierce I was hoping to bump
into,” the woman said with a tone of 
disappointment.  “See, I got all dressed up for 
your daddy.  Like my outfit?  I was going for 
that whole ‘two sides of the same coin’ thing, 
you know?”

“You’re that woman that attacked my father 
at the gas station,” Annie surmised.  “Mabel, 
isn’t it?”



“Your daddy told you about me, did he?  I 
knew it.  I knew that he was thinking about me. 
I make a very good first impression, you know, 
and I pride myself on being memorable.”

The othersoul hadn’t spoken to Annie since 
she had entered Ambrose Manor, and it hadn’t 
answered when she had called out to it.  She 
had been wondering if it was restricted by the 
same presence that had prevented Mitch from 
coming into the building.  She was unsure if 
she could still access the power it contained 
without it guiding her.  Gritting her teeth she 
tried to tap into it.  She was pleasantly 
surprised when black liquid flowed out of her 
arms and covered her hands with the same 
claws she had used at the historical society.

“You really don’t want to do this,” Annie 
said.  “You really don’t.”

“Oh no, girlie girl,” Mable replied with a wide
smile.  “I do.  I really, really do.”

“Dad told me that your othersoul lets you 
possess and control other people.  I don’t see 
anyone else here.”

“Yeah, my circle of friends was pretty 
tapped out.  Luckily for me, you and your family
solved that little problem for me.  You brought 
me a bunch of new toys to play with.”

Four people, two women and two men, 
entered the library from behind her.  Annie felt 



her confidence slip.  They were four of the five 
Legion hosts that had come into the manor 
with them.

“I’ve never been given a gift as nice as this 
before.  I bet it was your daddy’s idea.  He and 
I have such a special connection.”

“What are you talking about?” Annie 
demanded.

Mabel bounced up and down on the balls of
her feet like an excited child.  “When I went in 
deep to scoop out the minds of these toys, I 
found another mind in there with them.  So I 
scooped out that mind, and now I’ve got a 
whole bunch of new toys on their way here.”

She felt a chill run down her spine.  “You 
took over Legion.”

“Oh, was that its name?  The weird squirmy
brain thingy?  Whatever it was called, it’s all 
gone now.  There’s only me all up in these 
heads.”

Mable tilted her head and winked, and the 
four hosts all raised their right hands and 
waved.

“Now then, squirt, let’s dance.”

She pulled the cord on the chainsaw, and it 
roared to life.  At the same time the four hosts 
charged forward.  Annie tried to remain as 
calm as possible.  Without the voice of the 



othersoul in her ears she wasn’t consumed by 
the bloodlust she had been at the historical 
society, which was allowing her to think more 
clearly.  The downside was that she didn’t feel 
the same level of power flowing through her, 
either.  She tried to produce more of the black 
liquid and was only able to produce enough to 
cover a bit more of her arms.  She was going 
to have to be much more careful, much more 
tactical than she had the last time.

She needed time to think.  Before the hosts 
could reach her, she flipped over the nearest 
table so that it was between her and her 
attackers.  It would only buy her a few 
seconds, but that would give her time to create 
some distance.

Things didn’t work out as planned.  She felt 
arms wrap around her legs and pull them out 
from under her.  She fell to the ground and 
barely managed to get her hands under her 
before her face smacked into the wooden floor.
Before she could even comprehend what was 
happening a series of hard hits rained down on
her back.  She rolled over and forced the 
sudden weight off of her.

It was Adam.  He had come in from the 
doors on the opposite side of the room while 
the others had distracted her.  Annie swore as 
she cursed herself.  Mable had straight up told 
her that she had taken over all of Legion’s 
hosts, and she had known that the boy had 



come into the manor.  She couldn’t afford to 
make such sloppy mistakes if she wanted to 
continue breathing.

She hurried back to her feet, but now the 
four other hosts were on her.  They grabbed 
her by the arms and flung her into the nearby 
wall.  She slammed into it painfully and 
involuntarily cried out.  She didn’t have time to 
recover before Mabel reached her and swung 
the chainsaw down with an unhinged laugh.

Annie barely got her arms up before the 
blade connected with her skull.  Instead, it bit 
into the liquid covering her forearms.  She 
could feel the chain working against the black 
coating, and the smell of something burning 
filled her nostrils.  The liquid was holding, but it 
wouldn’t for very long.  She kicked out with her 
right leg and her foot struck Mable in the 
stomach.  The woman grunted and fell back, 
landing hard in a sitting position.

The hosts were back on Annie instantly, 
punching and clawing at her as all five of them 
worked in tandem.  She managed to push 
herself off the wall and towards the doorway, 
but they were unrelenting and refused to give 
her any room to breathe.  Many of the wild 
swings were connecting with unprotected 
areas of her body, and she knew that if she 
didn’t think of something quickly, they were 
going to beat her to death with their bare 
hands.



Trying the first thing that came to mind, 
Annie planted her feet and pushed forward as 
hard as she could.  There wasn’t much 
strength behind it, but the hosts hadn’t been 
expecting it and stumbled back a few feet.  
Seizing the opportunity, she pivoted and ran 
directly for the door Adam had entered the 
room through.

The chainsaw blade came screaming 
towards her as Mabel attempted to stop her 
retreat.  She was able to knock it away with 
one liquid-coated arm as she ran.  There was a
tearing noise from behind her as the chainsaw 
bit deeply into the floor and ripped apart the 
wood.

She knew that she was running deeper into 
Ambrose Manor and that she had no idea what
dangers were ahead of her, but she didn’t have
a choice.  Running as fast as she could, she 
plunged through the open doorway and into the
next room.  It was some sort of private office, 
the largest that she had ever seen.  She 
noticed the fireplace as she continued onward, 
and the part of her brain that wasn’t frantically 
looking for an exit wondered if every room in 
the manor had one.

She came to a screeching halt in the middle
of the room on a thick rug.  She couldn’t see 
another way out of the office.  There had to be 
one since Adam was able to ambush her from 
it, but it must have been hidden somehow.  A 



wild idea entered her mind, and she hurried 
over to the fireplace and looked up.  There was
light streaming in from outside from the top of 
the chimney.

Knowing that she only had seconds before 
her pursuers were on top of her again, she 
reached out with the pointed tips of her claws 
and pushed them against the wall.  With a little 
pressure they pierced the stone.  Without a 
second thought she began to ascend up the 
inside of the chimney, using her claws to 
create handholds to pull herself upward.  It was
a tight fit, but she was able to make rapid 
progress.

She had barely made it up a dozen feet 
before the first of the hosts reached the bottom
and tried to jump up to grab her.  The fingers 
barely missed her foot, and she forced herself 
to go faster.  Not to be deterred, the host 
started climbing up after her, using the holes 
from the claws as grips.

“Your little reverse Santa isn’t going to 
work!” Mabel called from the office.  “You 
forgot there isn’t any reindeer or a magic sleigh
waiting for you up on the roof!”

Annie ignored her and kept climbing.  She 
reached the top and with some difficulty 
managed to pull herself up over the lip of the 
chimney and onto the roof.  It was extremely 
steep, and she nearly lost her balance.  The 
cold wind pushed at her as she carefully 



moved across the slates towards a nearby 
window.

The first of the hosts reached the roof.  
Blood dripped from the man’s fingers where 
the skin had been torn from grabbing at the 
stone, but he didn’t seem to notice.  He hurried
towards her without any regard for his safety 
on the treacherous roof.  His foot caught on a 
crack in the slate and his leg twisted 
awkwardly.  Without a single word he slipped 
off the edge and fell three stories to the ground
below.  She could hear the thud even with the 
wind filling her ears.

The rest of the hosts began emerging from 
the chimney one at a time.  These were more 
cautious, and they slowly made their way 
towards her.  Annie made it to the window and 
reached out to try to open it.  As the tips of her 
claws touched the frame it burst open and a 
huge hand reached out for her.  With a yelp 
she quickly backed away.  The sausage-like 
fingers closed on the space that she had 
occupied less than a second earlier.

“Whoops,” a man’s voice said from the 
other side of the window.  “Looks like I got here
first, girlie girl.”

The words were definitely Mable’s, but the 
voice was not.  She recognized it as Gerard 
Gannon’s, the man that had kidnapped her.  It 
took a moment for her brain to catch up with 
what had happened.  Her father had said that a



part of Legion had been put into Gannon, and 
Mable now controlled Legion’s hosts.  
Somehow she must have taken over the giant 
man’s body even though it hadn’t been fully 
connected to Legion.

She didn’t have time to think about that, 
though.  The other hosts were getting closer.  
Moving as fast as she could without falling, she
went further up the roof towards another 
window.  It was hard to tell for sure because of 
the angle she was moving at, but she was fairly
certain it led to a different room than the one 
that Gannon was occupying.

One of the hosts managed to get close 
enough to wrap a hand around her ankle.  She 
instinctively lashed out with the claw covering 
her right hand.  The razor-sharp points easily 
passed through skin and bone, and the host’s 
hand was lopped cleanly off of the connecting 
wrist.  Blood spurted out of the wound, and the 
host lost his grip with the other hand.  He 
slipped backwards and disappeared over the 
edge of the roof.

That left only two hosts still in pursuit of her.
Adam hadn’t followed the others onto the roof, 
which meant that he was still lurking inside the 
manor somewhere.  There wasn’t anything that
she could do about that at that moment, 
however, so she hurried to the upper window 
and pushed on it.  It was locked.  She smashed
it out with one liquid-coated hand and cleared 



the glass from the edges before practically 
throwing herself inside.

She immediately turned and waited for the 
hosts to follow her through the broken window. 
While she didn’t stand much of a chance 
against all of the hosts together, especially 
since now she had Gannon to worry about as 
well, she was confident that she could take 
them one on one.  The window created a 
perfect chokepoint.

Mable must have realized that; the hosts 
didn’t pursue her through back into the manor. 
She waited for what seemed like hours, 
breathing heavily from the exertion of climbing 
the chimney and roof.  Eventually she went 
back over the window as quietly as she could 
and looked out.  The hosts were gone.

There was no way that they had simply 
given up.  Most likely they had gone back into 
the manor and were working their way up to 
where she was right now.  Annie turned away 
from the window and looked around the room 
she was now standing in.  She was in a 
storage attic.  The wooden floor and exposed 
beams overhead were covered in dust.  The 
attic was filled with old boxes and even older 
trunks, and many objects both large and small 
were covered by sheets.

She allowed the black liquid to drain back 
into her body as she looked around for an exit. 
At first there didn’t seem to be a way out of the 



room, but after a few minutes of close 
inspection she found a trapdoor hidden under 
the thick layer of dust.  She pulled up on the 
latch to release the hatch and looked down into
the hallway below.  Seeing that there was no 
one there, she gently lowered herself down 
through the hole and dropped the remaining 
few feet to the floor.  Even though the carpet 
absorbed most of the impact she still felt a pain
in her side from where one of the hosts’ 
punches had hit particularly hard.  She ignored 
it as she tried to figure out what to do next.



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

John wasn’t sure exactly when he noticed 
that there was movement coming from the bed.
The ice that had covered the mirror had 
steadily moved outward and frozen over the 
entire room with the exception of himself.  This 
process had made it seem like the bedroom 
itself was somehow moving and shifting like a 
living being.  Throughout everything, even 
though the ice was thick on every inch of it, the
cradle had continued to rock back and forth.

Now there was something underneath the 
blankets on the bed that was causing them to 
move.  Knowing that it was the last thing that 
he should be doing but not sure what else he 
could do, he slowly approached the large bed 
and looked at it closely.  There was an ice 
sculpture of a woman lying underneath the 
sheets.  It was extremely life-like and every 
detail was perfect.

It took him a moment to realize that it 
wasn’t just life-like.  It was actually alive.  The 
ice woman was breathing.  The motion he had 
seen from the sheets was the result of the 
woman’s chest rising and falling.

“Maria Toombs,” a woman’s voice said from
behind him.



He jumped slightly, but not as much as he 
would have expected to.  He was becoming 
used to people popping up out of nowhere and 
startling him.  It had happened so often 
recently that he was growing numb to it.

Not wanting to put his back completely to 
the figure made of ice, he half-turned towards 
the speaker.  It was a woman dressed in a 
severe old-fashioned dress.  Her violet eyes 
were staring at him in a way that made him 
more than a little uncomfortable.

“Her name is Maria Toombs,” the woman 
repeated.  “She is, or more accurately was, the
wife of Samual Toombs.”

“I see,” John said slowly.  “And you are…?”

A hint of a smile played at the corner of her 
lips.  “You know me as C’hul.”

He found that he was at a loss for words as 
he felt the blood drain from his face.

“Let me help you put aside some of your 
fears.  No, I’m not going to kill you.  No, I 
haven’t killed your family.  No, I’m not the 
monster that you’ve been led to believe that I 
am.”  She motioned towards the bed.  “I think 
that if you watch, you’ll have a better 
explanation than anything I can offer.”

John turned back to the woman made of 
ice.  As he did so, there was a cry from the 



rocking cradle.  There was still nothing inside 
of it, but it was distinctly the cry of a very young
child.  The ice woman, Maria Toombs, opened 
her eyes and yawned before sitting up in bed.

“Come on, Nathan, not again,” she said in a
tired voice.  “This is the third time tonight.”

She tossed off the covers and swung her 
legs over the side of the bed.  John barely 
managed to move out of the way as she stood 
up.  She didn’t seem to be aware of the other 
two people in the room.  She went over to the 
cradle and dipped her arms inside of it as if she
was picking up a baby.  The sound of the 
crying stopped as she held the invisible child to
her chest.

“You’re always like this on nights when 
Daddy is working,” she said with a small smile. 
“Do you save up all your fussiness for when 
he’s not here to get up with you?”

As she started walking around the room 
and bouncing her arms up and down gently, 
John turned his head back towards C’hul 
questioningly.

“Nathan Toombs was nine months old,” she
said, her eyes locked on the ice figure.  “On 
this particular night he was having a difficult 
time sleeping.  He had just started teething, 
and the discomfort kept waking him up from his
slumber.”



“I don’t-”

“Samuel Toombs was downstairs in the 
laboratory working with members of the Order 
of the Endless Void to break the seal that held 
me.  They had attempted to do so many times 
in the past, but this time they believed that they
had the answer.  They would open a doorway 
to another dimension and use the power 
generated by doing so to break the binding.”

He stared at her blankly, and she laughed 
lightly.

“I suppose that doesn’t make any sense to 
you,” C’hul said.  “How could it?  You are so 
new to all of this.  Have you ever pulled open a
door and felt a gust of wind hit you as the built 
up pressure in the room beyond it was 
released?  It’s like that, except instead of air 
being released it’s the cosmic energy that 
keeps dimensions from colliding that’s 
released.  It’s a lot of energy, far more than 
anything humans normally have access to.”

“I see,” John said slowly.

The smile slipped from her face.  “Samuel 
and the others had miscalculated, though.  
They didn’t realize that dimensions don’t 
usually line up perfectly on top of one another. 
They managed to force a gateway between 
worlds open with a combination of science and 
magic, but that gateway opened just outside of 



this bedroom instead of down in the 
laboratory.”

The bedroom shook violently.  Maria cried 
out in surprise and fear as she struggled to 
keep her footing.  The baby began to wail.  The
shaking subsided after what seemed like an 
eternity.  Clearly rattled, Maria put the still 
invisible baby back into the cradle and hurried 
over to the door.  She turned the knob and 
opened it.

John reached out to grab the bed’s wooden
headboard to support himself.  Outside the 
bedroom door was nothingness.  He wasn’t 
sure how else to describe it.  There was a void 
completely empty of everything except pure 
blackness.

Maria seemed to be rooted to the spot, her 
eyes wide and her mouth open.  She was 
screaming silently in terror into the darkness.  
With visible effort she tore her gaze away from 
the emptiness beyond the door and ran over to
the cradle.  She covered the top of it with her 
body.  John felt a lump rise in his throat.  She 
was shielding the baby.

The bedroom shook again, and suddenly 
everything was back the way it was when John
had first entered.  The ice was gone, and the 
temperature was back to normal.  The lights 
came back on, and he turned off the flashlight 
app on the phone.  He watched the now still 
cradle in silence.



“Sometimes something so terrible happens 
that the memory of it is scarred into the 
universe,” C’hul said quietly.  “No human 
should have to see what Maria Toombs did 
that night.  What both you and she saw.”

“It was the night that Lorelai and I first came
here,” he said, his voice unsteady.  “The night 
that I…”

“Yes.  You were led here the night that 
Samuel opened the rift between worlds.  He 
managed to close it, but not before the 
presence of the void drew the life out of his 
wife and son.  He also did so after a few things 
managed to cross over to this world through it.”

“But that…”  He shook his head.  “That 
doesn’t make any sense.  Why would he have 
set up for us to be here if he was working on 
something else?  And if he didn’t know the 
gateway would open on this floor, why would 
he have tried to draw us up here?”

C’hul folded her hands together and 
watched him patiently.

“Because,” John answered his own 
question, “that’s not what really happened.”

“No,” she agreed.  “It is not.”

“Someone else manipulated everything, 
and that person did it for reasons other than 
we’ve been led to believe.”



“And that person is?”

“There’s only one person that it could be.  
The same person that’s been guiding me and 
by extension my family since the beginning of 
all of this.  Mitch.”

She nodded once.  “Indeed.  It goes by 
countless names and has visited countless 
planes of existence, but it seems to have taken
a particular interest in this world.  It’s the 
reason that I came to this planet in the first 
place.”

John continued to look at the cradle.  “It 
was the real dark entity that corrupted 
Blackwood, wasn’t it?  The one that the 
indigenous people tried to lock away from the 
world.”

She paused.  “Very good, Jonathan.  Very 
good indeed.  I see why Samuel thinks so 
highly of your intellect.  Mitch came to this 
world and immediately began to try to twist it.  
It must have known that it would draw my 
attention, as it told the people that it was me.  I 
arrived just in time for the people to bind me.  
What Mitch hadn’t counted on was that the 
ancient magic also bound him to this place as 
well.  We were both trapped.”

“So everything in the Sine Fine Inanis, all of
your commands to the Order and the promises 
that you made…”



“It’s actually been Mitch manipulating the 
Order the entire time.  It was a lesson that 
Samuel Toombs learned the night that he 
opened that gateway, but it was too late to 
save his family.  The bindings had been greatly
weakened by the flow of power, and we both 
were more free than we had been since the 
original spells were cast.”

John finally turned towards her.  “I have so 
many questions.  I’ve been wrong about 
everything.”

C’hul looked at him with her strange violet 
eyes.  “Yes, you have been wrong, but not 
about everything.  Your family is in incredible 
danger, as is the rest of your world.  Mitch has 
already slaughtered the rest of the Order, and 
it is headed here now.”

“Can’t you just…?”  He waved a hand 
vaguely.

“No.  Some of my power is still bound, as is 
Mitch’s.  Even if this wasn’t the case, a 
confrontation between the two of us would tear 
this world apart.”

“Then how do we stop it?”

“We don’t,” Samuel Toombs said as he 
stepped into the room through the now-open 
door.  “But then again, we don’t have to.”



John was moving before he even registered
that he was.  He quickly crossed the distance 
between the two of them and grabbed Toombs 
by the collar of his shirt.  With all of his strength
he shoved the man up against the wall and 
pinned him there, one forearm pressed firmly 
against Toombs’ throat.

“You,” John snarled through bared teeth.

“I don’t suppose-” Toombs began.

“If you say one more word, I will crush your 
windpipe.  I’ll stand here and watch you 
suffocate, and I will have zero pity for you.  
Look at me, Toombs.  Look me right in the eye.
Am I fucking lying?”

The doctor opened his mouth to speak 
before thinking better of it and shaking his 
head instead.

“You’re damn right I’m not.  You tried to kill 
me, you tried to kill the woman I love, and you 
tried to kill my fucking daughter.  I don’t give a 
shit what you’ve been through or what your 
intentions were.  I will end you.”

John felt a familiar hand on his arm.  Lorelai
had come into the bedroom, and she was 
looking at him with understanding and 
sympathy.  She squeezed his arm.

“You can’t kill him, John,” she said quietly.  
She shot Toombs a searing look.  “Not yet, 



anyway.  He was manipulated by Mitch into 
starting all of this.  When he tried to have you 
killed in the asylum it was because he thought 
you were working with Mitch, and he 
kidnapped Annie because he thought the same
thing about her.”

“It doesn’t matter why he did what he did,” 
John said stubbornly.  “He still needs to pay for
doing those things.”

“Yes.”  Lorelai’s voice was cold as she 
glanced at Toombs once again.  “He does.  We
have to wait until after we’ve stopped Mitch, 
though.  If Mitch is able to fully break its 
bindings, it won’t be content with just 
manipulating things from behind the scenes.  
It’s going to make an example of the entire 
world.”

“How do we plan on doing that?”

“We don’t know.”

John pushed his forearm against Toombs’ 
throat harder for just a moment, and the man 
gagged.  Reluctantly he released Toombs and 
stepped back, watching as the doctor slid to 
the floor coughing.  He nodded once.

“Okay,” he said.  “Let’s find Annie.  And tell 
me everything that there is to know about 
Mitch.”



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Annie came to a stop as she arrived back at
the trap door she had used to leave the attic.  
She stared at it for a long moment before 
grunting in frustration.  She had followed the 
long and winding hallways all the way around 
the fourth story of Ambrose Manor, and she 
had ended up right where she had started.

She looked back over her shoulder.  She 
hadn’t passed a set of stairs, but there had to 
be a way back down.  The only thing that made
any sense was that the stairs were located 
behind one of the many doors she had passed.
She had made it a point not to open any of 
them just to be safe, but now she didn’t have 
much of a choice.

The doors all looked the same, and there 
was no way of knowing where they led to.  She
walked over to the nearest one and put her 
hand around the doorknob.  Before she turned 
it, however, she placed her ear up against the 
wood and listened intently.  Either there wasn’t 
anything making noise in the room beyond it, 
or it was too thick to hear anything through.  
She opened it and peered inside.

The room was dark.  She felt the wall just 
inside the doorway with one hand but couldn’t 
find a light switch.  As she did so her foot 
slipped just inside the door, and there was a 



splashing sound.  She looked down and saw 
that the floor was covered with water.  She 
knelt down and saw that there was more to it 
than that.  The floor had actually been replaced
by a shallow pool about a foot deep.

The part of her shoe that had touched the 
water had created ripples across the surface.  
They spread outward towards the end of the 
pool, and as they did so the water began to 
glow a soft yellow color.  She watched in 
fascination as the glow pulsed gently.

A tiny ball of light rose slowly from the 
center of the pool.  It stopped a few feet above 
the water and hovered in midair.  Another ball 
rose up to join it, and then another, and then 
another.  Within a minute the entire room was 
filled with these odd glowing spheres.  It was 
beautiful.

One of the lights drifted over towards her, 
and she held out her hand.  It lightly landed on 
her palm.  It felt warm and had the same 
tickling sensation as static.  She smiled and 
looked at it closer.

Annie swore as a sharp pain jabbed into 
her skin.  She tossed off the ball of light and 
held up her hand.  There was a welt where the 
creature had been resting.  She had been 
burned.  The lights were starting to come 
closer, and she hurriedly slammed the door 
shut.



“So, yeah, not through there,” she mumbled
to herself.

She cautiously opened the next door.  It 
was also dark in this room, but just around the 
walls.  The center of the room was illuminated 
by a single snow white bulb suspended from 
the ceiling on a wire.  Sitting in the middle of 
this light on an old chair was a thin man.  He 
looked emaciated.  His head was slumped 
down onto his chest.

Something about the man set off all kinds of
warning bells in Annie’s head.  She slowly shut
the door and made sure that it had closed all 
the way.  It was possible that the man was 
another victim of the Order, but her gut was 
telling her otherwise.  It was screaming at her 
to stay as far away from him as possible.  
Besides, even if he was, there wasn’t anything 
that she could do for him currently.

The third door revealed a large room filled 
to the brim with caskets.  Each of the coffins 
were wrapped in heavy silver chains, and 
many of them were bolted to the walls and floor
with large iron bandings.  She had no idea 
what was going on inside that room, but she 
had no intention of finding out, either.  She 
slowly closed the door and backed away.

Everything she had seen so far had been 
dangerous, and she had the distinct impression
that everything behind the many other doors on
this floor contained things that were dangerous



as well.  There was no readily available 
staircase or ladder or any other way off the 
fourth floor.  She was pretty sure that she was 
standing in a combination of a storage area 
and a prison for dangerous things.

For all intents and purposes she was a 
prisoner.

Again.

There had to be a way out, though.  None 
of the inhabitants of the fourth floor could have 
been brought up there in the first place if there 
wasn’t a way in and out.  The problem was 
figuring out where that entry point was without 
having one of the residents tear off her face 
first.

She slowly walked through the hallways, 
her eyes roaming around as she moved.  All of 
the doors looked the same, and there wasn’t 
any way to tell them apart.  She stopped as a 
thought occurred to her.  All the doors were on 
the outside wall.  The inside wall was home to 
strange artwork and drooping plants.

She reached out and touched one of the 
nearby pieces of artwork, an oil painting 
depicting a group of satyrs dancing merrily 
around a sleeping woman.  There didn’t seem 
to be anything out of the ordinary about it.  She
moved her fingers over the wood frame and it 
didn’t move at all.  It was tightly fastened to the
wall.



She frowned.  It was odd that it was nailed 
down so well.  It wasn’t like the Order would 
have been worried about it being stolen.  She 
moved onto the next painting and found that it 
too had been fastened down.  Not sure where 
her mind was taking her yet, she looked closely
at a tall vase containing a dying fern.  It had 
been bolted to the floor.

“Maybe the plants were trying to break out,”
she murmured to herself.  “Or maybe they’re 
preparing for one hell of an earthquake.”

There were small scrape marks near the 
bottom of the wall.  She followed them down to 
the floor where they disappeared beneath the 
carpet.  Using her fingernails she was able to 
lift up a small section of the thick carpet and 
look at the wooden boards underneath.  There 
was a slight separation between the wall and 
the boards, and when she pushed a finger in 
between them she could feel metal.

“Come on brain,” she prodded herself.  “Put
it all together.  What am I seeing here?”

It just wasn’t coming to her.  She stood 
back up with an aggravated shake of her head.
All of this added up to… something.  She 
wondered if her father had moments like this, 
where the pieces were all there but they just 
wouldn’t fit together.  She remembered the 
motel room with all the articles and files taped 
up all over the place.  He probably did.  
Someday, when this was all over, she hoped 



that they could talk through the ups and downs 
of having abnormally high intelligence.

Something clicked.  Ups and downs.  A 
smile spread out across her face.  She couldn’t
believe that what she was thinking was really 
the case, but she absolutely hoped that it was. 
Not only would it be a way out, but it would 
also be just plain cool.

She walked around the hallway once again,
and since she knew what she was looking for 
this time it only took a few minutes.  Situated 
between two overgrown and browning plants, 
the shine of its metal lost long ago, was a tall 
lever.  It was concealed by the plants, and she 
had completely missed it the first time through 
the halls.

Her grin broadening, she pulled it.

The entire floor shook.  From below came 
the sound of metal scraping against metal, and
she winced at the high pitched shriek.  There 
was a hard lurch that nearly knocked her off of 
her feet.  At the last second she managed to 
steady herself by grabbing onto the top of one 
of the vases.

The hallway floor began to descend.  As 
she had surmised, she was standing on a giant
elevator that surrounded a large central pillar.  
The floor cleared the bottom of the wall, and 
suddenly she was looking down at the top of 
the staircase in the manor entryway.  She went



to the edge of the platform and peered down.  
The floor below was also lowering.  There were
multiple platforms, one for each floor, on the 
elevator.  It was incredible.

Her eyes narrowed.  She had started at the 
top of the manor on the fourth floor, and she 
was now approaching the second floor.  The 
elevator skipped the third floor.  She would 
have given a lot to spend just five minutes with 
the building’s blueprints.

Her curiosity and wonder were immediately 
quashed as she saw movement down at the 
bottom of the staircase.  Mabel had emerged 
from one of the side rooms.  She was flanked 
by her three remaining hosts, and she was still 
gripping the chainsaw.  She waved up at Annie
with a toothy grin.  As she did so, Gannon 
came into view from the other side of the stairs.

Annie tried pushing the lever, but it was 
locked into place.  She had no way of stopping 
the elevator, and it was taking her directly to 
the people trying to kill her.  The group was 
now ascending the stairs to meet her.  She 
looked around for some way to escape but 
came up empty.  Clenching her teeth, she 
made the black liquid flow over her arms once 
again.  She was going to have to fight her way 
out.

“Mabel!” a voice barked from below.  “Stand
down!”



Annie couldn’t see who was speaking from 
her position.  The platform was still lowering, 
but it was slowing down the closer it came to 
the second floor.  It was also beginning to 
rotate, most likely to better fit into the gap that 
had formed at the top of the stairs.  She walked
along with it so that she stayed at the front.

“Sorry, Doc Toombs!” Mabel called up to 
someone off to the far right.  “The guy calling 
the shots says that I don’t have to listen to you 
anymore!”

“What are you talking about?” Toombs 
demanded as he stepped into view.

He wasn’t alone.  Annie was shocked to 
see her parents walk out with him.  They were 
both tense and were clearly uncomfortable with
the situation, but they were standing beside 
him just the same.  Something huge must have
happened while they were separated.

“She means that you’ve been had,” her 
father said.  “She’s working for Mitch.  That’s 
why it got me to spare her life.”

“Johnny?!” Mabel yelled excitedly.  “Is that 
you, pumpkin?  I’ve been looking everywhere 
for you!”

Her father ignored that.  “I’d be willing to bet
that she’s the one responsible for the riot back 
at the asylum.  Mitch needed a distraction to 



get me out of there so that I could find Annie 
for him.”

“It is you, Johnny!  Listen to you, all smart 
and detective-like.  I love it when you get 
deductive.”

“Is...she all right?” Annie’s mother asked.

“Not even a little,” her father answered 
instantly.

“Wait, that’s your hussy, isn’t it?” Mabel 
demanded, her cheerful tone gone and 
replaced with a cold one.  “I’ve been looking 
forward to making her acquaintance.”

“What do you want, Mabel?”

“Oh, so many things, Johnny.  We’ll have 
plenty of time to talk about that when we’re 
together.”

The platform finally reached its destination, 
and Annie stepped off of it to join her parents.  
She felt a flash of anger at the sight of Toombs
so close to them.  He had put them all through 
so much.  She immediately forced the anger 
down.  It wasn’t the time or place for it.

“When we’re…”  her father was saying.  
“What the hell are you talking about?  The last 
time I saw you, you tried to kill me and I was 
about this close to putting you out of my 
misery.”



“But you didn’t!” Mable pointed out, the 
cheeriness back in her voice.  “That’s because 
you felt what I felt while we were rolling around 
on that gas station floor together.  We have a 
connection.  We’re meant to be together, 
Johnny.”

“Erotomania,” Toombs said, leaning in 
towards Annie’s father.  “It’s a psychological 
disorder where the subject believes someone 
is in love with him or her despite all 
contradictory evidence.”

“I’ve heard of it,” her father replied.  “You 
were her doctor.  Is this normal for her?”

“No.  It’s the first time that I’m aware of.  It 
makes sense, though.  She originally came 
under my care because she was suffering from
paranoid delusions.  Erotomania is a form of 
that.”

Mabel and her hosts were drawing closer.  
Despite her maniac outward appearance, 
Annie could see the woman’s eyes moving 
back and forth as she assessed the situation.  
There was clearly intelligence behind the 
madness.

The woman’s eyes widened, and she 
smiled menacingly.

“Oh my,” she said slowly.  “Looks like 
playtime is over.  The big man’s here.”



The front doors of the manor flung open so 
hard that they were nearly ripped off of their 
hinges.  The cold wind blew in through the 
opening, pushing leaves and other debris into 
the building and scattering it all over the floor.  
Its grotesque grin wider than Annie had ever 
seen it, Mitch casually strolled into the manor 
and snapped his fingers.  The doors slammed 
shut behind him.

“Honey, I’m home!” it announced loudly.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Ambrose Manor was silent as Mitch looked 
up at everyone from the bottom of the stairs.  
John glanced over at Lorelai.  She returned the
glance, the fear visible on her face.

“No, no, please,” Mitch said.  “Hold your 
applause.  You’re all much too kind.”

Mabel clapped enthusiastically.

“Ah, yes, very kind of you, dear, but that 
does kind of ignore that I asked for applause to
be held.  Oh, what the heck.  Feel free to fawn 
all over me with adulation.”

“What’s going on?” Annie demanded.

“What’s going on is that Mitch has been 
playing us this entire time,” John answered.  
“He’s been behind all of this since the very 
beginning.”

Mitch stared up at him silently for a 
moment, its head tilted to the side.  John 
stared back into those soulless black eyes, 
making sure to keep his face as neutral as 
possible.  There was no point in letting anyone 
know how nervous he was.

“So,” Mitch said finally.  “The good doctor 
there has been telling you things, I take it?  
Dark secrets and hidden truths, all of that?”



“Everything,” John said firmly.  “He’s told 
me everything.”

Toombs stepped forward and peered down 
at Mitch.  The doctor’s hands were curled into 
fists, and John could almost feel the hatred 
radiating off of him.

“That’s right, abomination,” Toombs spat 
out.  “He knows all about your unholy 
machinations.”

Mitch crooked a thumb up towards him.  
“Listen to Big College Boy with Big College 
Words here.  Do you actually believe the crap 
that he’s been spewing out, Johnny Boy?”

“Nope,” John replied with a half-smile.  “Not
a word of it.”

Toombs started turning towards him, but he
was already moving.  He grabbed the doctor by
the back of the neck and half-shoved, half-
threw him down the stairs.  Mabel’s eyes went 
wide right before the man collided with her, and
they both went tumbling backwards.  The hosts
moved to try to catch them, but there wasn’t 
enough time and they both landed hard further 
down the stairs.

“Always nice to confirm that you’re not an 
idiot,” Mitch said approvingly.

“Yeah, well, he wasn’t very convincing,” 
John said as Lorelai pulled the gun out from 



her waistband.  “Most of what he said didn’t 
match with what we already know.”

Toombs had gotten back to his feet, and 
Mabel’s controlled hosts helped her to hers.  
Her chainsaw had tumbled over the side of the 
staircase and had fallen down to the entryway 
floor.  She blew a lock of hair out of her face 
and laughed.

“I told you my man wouldn’t be fooled that 
easily, Doc!” she said gleefully.

“You’ve got a weird definition of what’s 
yours,” Lorelai called down.

“Aww, don’t be sore, hussy.  Sometimes 
you just have to accept that the guy you want 
to be with just isn’t that into you.”

“There’s never been a single question in my
mind about who John wants to be with.”  She 
shot him a quick smile, and he returned it.  “I 
want to have a few words with you about how 
you’ve been attacking my family.  And by 
‘words’ I mean ‘punches directly to your skull’.”

Without a word, John, Lorelai, and Annie 
began to rush down the stairs.  Toombs and 
Mabel turned and ran while the three remaining
hosts formed a human wall behind them.  With 
a twinge of regret John ran right into Adam.  
The boy was the smallest host, and it made 
sense to target him to break through.  He 
reminded himself that Adam wasn’t in there 



anymore as he knocked the host aside.  The 
host on his right went down as Lorelai swung 
the gun into his temple, and the woman on the 
left crumpled as Annie lashed out with her long
black claws.

John smiled tightly to himself.  It was the 
first time they had ever worked together as a 
family like this, and he had to admit that it felt 
good.

Toombs and Mabel reached the bottom of 
the stairs.  She scooped up her chainsaw and 
ran through the doorway the hosts had 
originally gone through when they had arrived. 
Toombs, however, quickly opened the door 
that stood between the twin staircases and 
hurried inside, slamming it behind him.

“Nice stop,” Annie said sarcastically to 
Mitch as they reached the bottom.

“Not much I can do in here,” it replied with a
shrug.  “This is C’hul’s house, and her power is
suppressing mine.  The good news is that 
she’s expending so much energy making sure 
that I can’t cause trouble that she won’t be 
much good in a scuffle, either.”

“Mabel took over Legion’s hosts,” John 
said.

“Yeah, I saw.  There’s a whole bunch of 
them coming this way.  They’ll be here in just a



few minutes.  I’m starting to regret talking you 
out of burning her alive.”

He ignored that.  “We have to take her out 
of the equation.  We’ll never get Toombs if she 
starts flooding the place with more and more 
hosts.  She’ll eventually overwhelm us.”

“And Toombs will either get away or come 
back with something to attack us with,” Lorelai 
pointed out.  “We’re going to have to split up 
again.”

He nodded unenthusiastically.  “I know.  
You and Annie go after Mabel, and I’ll go after 
Toombs.”

She shook her head firmly.  “No, you go 
with Annie and I’ll take Toombs.  I saw how 
you reacted to just the sight of him, John.  You 
can’t stay rational around him, and we need 
everyone in their right minds.  Besides, we’re 
on a clock, and you’ll be able to track down 
Mabel faster than I can.  She’s infatuated with 
you, maybe you can use that somehow.”

“I don’t-”

“Hey,” she interrupted him gently.  “Do you 
trust me?”

He nodded without hesitation.  “I do.”

“Then trust me to go all Mama Bear on 
Toombs’ ass while you two take care of the 
crazy lady with a chainsaw.”



Lorelai turned to Annie and looked at her 
for a long moment.  With a smile she wrapped 
her arms around her daughter and hugged her.
Annie looked surprised, but her expression 
quickly softened and she returned the hug.  
When they let go there were tears in Lorelai’s 
eyes.

“I’m so damn proud of you, you know,” she 
said.

“I won’t let you down, Mom,” Annie said a 
bit awkwardly.

“You could never let me down.”  She wiped 
the tears with the sleeve of her shirt.  “I love 
you both.”

She turned and hurried over to the door that
Toombs had gone through.  With one last 
glance back she opened it and went inside.

“Is she going to be okay?” Annie asked.

“Your mother is the toughest woman on the 
face of this planet,” John said confidently.  
“She’ll be okay.  Are you coming with us, 
Mitch?”

“Nah, not this time,” it said with a shake of 
its head, spraying the black liquid produced in 
its mouth in every direction.  “It’s not very often 
that I’m on equal footing with a deity.  I’m going
to see if I can track down C’hul so that we can 
have a little chat.”



“I seem to remember you saying that C’hul 
is much more powerful than you are.”

“She is.  That’s what makes this so 
interesting.  I’m pretty sure that you were right, 
Johnny Boy.  C’hul is dying.  I should pay my 
respects, or disrespects as it were.”

“All right.  Let’s go, Annie.”

They had only gone a few feet when John 
remembered something.  He stopped moving 
and looked back at Mitch.  It returned his gaze 
questioningly.

“Toombs said that you killed the members 
of the Order that you were going to distract,” he
said.  “Is that true?”

“What if it is?” Mitch asked.  It let the 
question hang for just a second before 
chuckling.  “No, I didn’t mass murder the 
precious little cult members.  They probably 
wish that I did, though.  I got them to follow me 
into the sewers, and they’re still wandering 
around in there.”

John nodded and turned back to the task at
hand.  He and Annie went through the doorway
into the room beyond.  They had entered a 
long corridor.  All of the windows were covered 
by curtains, blocking most of the light from 
outside and filling most of the hallway with 
shadows.  The wall was lined with glass cases.
Suits of armor had been displayed at regular 



intervals, and a number of paintings had been 
hung.  All of these paintings had cloth draped 
over them.

They continued down the corridor, moving 
as quickly as they could while still remaining 
vigilant.  It didn’t seem like Mabel was still 
there, but there were countless places that she
could be hiding.  As they passed by one of the 
display cases something caught John’s eye, 
and he moved closer to examine it.

Inside the case was a large curved hook.  It
was made of wrought iron, and it was shaped 
almost like a question mark.  At one end was a 
short wooden handle, and at the other was a 
razor-sharp point.

“What is it?” Annie asked, her voice barely 
above a whisper.

“It’s a blubber hook,” John replied.  
“Whalers used them to break up and remove 
the fat from whales.”

He found the case’s latch and released it.  
Lifting the lid carefully, he rested it against the 
wall and withdrew the hook.  It was heavier 
than he had expected it to be.

“The blubber hook of Bancroft Sweets,” 
Annie recited from the description card on the 
case.  “During one of his whaling expeditions, 
his crew caught the largest whale any of them 
had ever seen.  When they cut it open using 



Sweets’ hook, the body of an entity the likes of 
which had never been discovered emerged.  
Sweets used this hook to drag the entity 
overboard, but it was too late.  All of the 
crewmen went mad, and Sweets eventually 
succumbed to the madness as well and 
plunged his hook through his own eyes.”

“Not exactly Disney movie material, is it?” 
John asked, hefting the hook a few times to get
a feel for the weight.

“Do you think it has, I dunno, special 
powers or something?  Why else would the 
Order have tracked it down for the collection, 
right?”

“I have no idea.  Maybe.”

“But you just want it so that you’re not 
defenseless.”

“That is correct.”

At the end of the hallway were two tall 
doors.  The doors were closed, but John 
noticed that there were fresh smudges from 
fingers on the brass doorknobs.  He silently 
looked over at Annie.  She nodded and 
scrunched up her face as she concentrated.  
Black liquid flowed out of the pores on her 
arms and covered them.  It extended out 
beyond her fingertips into curved claws.  Her 
face relaxed and she nodded a second time.  
She was ready.



He started to reach out for the doorknob, 
but the door shook before he could touch it.  It 
shook again, this time harder.  John grabbed 
Annie’s shoulder and pulled her back with him 
as he retreated back up the corridor.  They had
only made it less than twenty feet before the 
doors were flung open and Gannon stepped 
out into the hallway.  He looked back and forth 
between the two of them for a few moments 
before advancing.

“This is going to suck,” John muttered as he
and Annie braced themselves.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

As the door shut behind Lorelai, she took a 
deep breath to steady herself before she 
continued onward.  Her heart was racing with 
adrenaline, and she knew that she needed to 
calm down before she started wandering 
through unknown territory after a madman.  
Being purely reactionary would be a good way 
for her to get herself killed.

She wasn’t sure exactly what to make of 
the room that she was standing in.  There were
no doors other than the one she had entered 
through, and the only source of light was a 
bare bulb hanging from the ceiling.  The walls 
were covered with some sort of writing 
consisting of symbols and glyphs.  Toombs 
was nowhere to be seen.

In the very center was a metal cage.  It was
empty, and she approached it with curiosity.  
When she reached it, she saw that there was a
hole leading down into a long shaft where the 
floor should have been.  She was looking at an
old fashioned elevator.  She listened intently 
and could just make out a humming sound 
coming from below.

There was a metal lever on the front of the 
cage with a red light above it.  She tried to pull 
it but it was locked in place.  It must have been 
a safety feature so as not to interrupt the 



elevator car when it was in use.  She would 
have to wait for it to reach the bottom of the 
shaft before calling it back up.  She chafed at 
the delay.  It would give Toombs plenty of time 
to either get away or get ready for any 
pursuers.  She didn’t see any other option, 
though.

The humming stopped, and the light above 
the lever blinked out.  She tried pulling the 
lever again, and this time she was able to 
move it downward.  When she did so, however,
nothing happened.  She toggled it between 
positions a few times with the same result.  
Toombs must have disabled the elevator when 
he reached the bottom.

She flipped on the safety on her gun and 
tucked it into her waistband.  After struggling 
with it for a few minutes, she managed to pry 
open the cage doors and leaned over to get a 
better look at the open shaft.  It went too far 
down to see all the way to the bottom.

There was, however, a thin ladder indented 
into one of the shaft walls.  It was old and 
rusted, with a thin layer of grime over the 
rungs.  It had most likely been used for 
maintenance on the elevator and to ensure that
there was a way to exit the car if it became 
stuck.

Lorelai quickly tied her long hair back into a 
ponytail and began to descend the ladder.  The
rungs held firm with her weight on them, but 



the grime made it difficult to keep her grip as 
she went.  Twice she nearly slipped off.  She 
managed to catch herself both times to avert 
disaster, and each time she slowed her pace 
further.

The shaft was much deeper than she had 
expected.  It went on for an eternity.  It wasn’t 
long before she was completely enveloped in 
darkness.  Hugging the ladder to make sure 
that she wouldn’t fall, she managed to fish out 
her cell phone and turn on the flashlight app.  
She then returned her phone to her pocket, 
making sure that the light peaked out from the 
top to illuminate the area around her.  She 
looked up and then back down, and in both 
directions there was only black.  She wondered
if this was how deep sea divers felt.

She came to a spot where the ladder rungs 
were missing.  They had either been removed 
or, most likely, broken off over the years.  It left
a gap of roughly four feet that she would need 
to somehow traverse if she wanted to continue 
on.

This is very, very stupid, she thought as she
lowered her body over the gap, her hands 
aching as they tightly gripped the lowest 
remaining rung.

She managed to catch the run below the 
gap with her feet.  This was the most 
dangerous part; she was going to have to 
carefully step down the ladder with nothing to 



hold onto until she got low enough that her 
hands could grip the rungs again.  She pressed
the palms of her hands against the 
indentations in the wall as she took the first 
step down.  It didn’t do much to help, but at 
least it kept her stabilized.

By some miracle she made it past the gap 
and was able to continue on.  She was certain 
that she wouldn’t be able to get past it if she 
was going up the ladder, so that meant she 
would have to get the elevator working before 
she could return to the surface.  She briefly 
wondered what she would do if she came to a 
larger section of missing rungs, but she quickly
pushed that thought out of her mind.  She 
would just have to cross that bridge if she 
came to it, and there was no sense in worrying 
about it unless she did.

After a few more minutes her feet touched 
the ground.  Before letting go of the rungs 
completely, she extracted her phone and 
shined the light downward.  She was actually 
standing on the roof of the elevator.  There was
a hatch on the top, and she opened it to look 
inside the car.  It was empty.  She lowered 
herself into it feet-first and went out through the
already open door.

She was in a cave, but it was the strangest 
cave she had ever seen.  The dark rock of the 
walls and ceiling were smooth rather than 
rough, and there was no question in her mind 



that they had been made that way by human 
hands.  She was standing on a catwalk that 
was raised off the ground by a few feet.  Water 
was running across the floor of the cave like a 
shallow river.  Strands of small light bulbs lit 
the tunnel.

There was no sign of Toombs.  Lorelai 
traveled across the catwalk slowly to avoid it 
creaking and swaying.  The passageway 
turned sharply to the right, and she carefully 
checked around the corner before continuing 
on.  The path began to angle downward.  She 
wondered how far below the first floor of 
Ambrose Manor she was.

The tunnel suddenly widened as it opened 
up into a huge cavern.  It’s at least seven 
stories tall and as wide as several football 
fields.  There were no lights strung up as there 
was no need for them.  The walls themselves 
were glowing a faint bluish-white color.  It was 
beautiful.  She looked closer at the wall next to 
her and saw that the light was coming from tiny
crystals embedded in the rock.  They stopped 
glowing as the light from her phone shined on 
them, then immediately began to again once 
the light had moved.

It took her a moment to realize that the 
cavern floor was covered in grass.  She knelt 
down and used the light from her phone to 
examine it closer.  It was an odd color, a much 
darker green than was found on the surface, 



but it was definitely grass.  It was thick and 
lush.  She had no idea how it was growing 
without sunlight, or even how it had begun to 
grow this far underground in the first place.

She turned off the flashlight app and stood 
up as she pocketed the phone.  In the center of
the cavern was a large metal platform.  Large 
flood lamps were positioned around, their light 
turned towards the platform to better illuminate 
it.  Over a dozen computer monitors had been 
set up and were displaying various images that
she was too far away to make out.  There was 
a single person standing in the middle of the 
platform, frantically looking between the 
monitors as if he was trying to find something.

Lorelai pulled out her gun and flipped off 
the safety.  She had been moving slowly up to 
this point, but since she was so out in the open
now there was no reason to keep up the 
cautious pace.  She walked towards the 
platform quickly and with purpose.

She reached it without incident.  Toombs 
didn’t seem to be aware of her presence; he 
was typing on a keyboard in front of one of the 
monitors, seemingly oblivious to anything else. 
She quietly ascended the stairs and stepped 
onto the platform itself.  He still didn’t 
acknowledge her in any way.

“Toombs,” she barked, pointing the gun at 
him.



He jumped in surprise and spun around to 
face her.  His eyes noticed the gun, and he 
slowly raised his hands into the air.

“Ms. Brooks,” he said in a tone that 
managed to mix fear and annoyance.  “How in 
the world did you manage to get down here?”

“I’m full of surprises,” she replied.  “Step 
away from the computer.”

He complied, moving into the center of the 
platform.  “So what happens now?”

“First you’re going to tell me what this place
is.”

“This cavern?  It’s basically nothing now.”

She narrowed her eyes.  “It’s really not a 
good idea to be coy to someone holding a gun 
in your face.”

“Fair enough.”  Toombs motioned vaguely 
with one hand.  “This cavern used to be where 
C’hul was bound before she died.”

“Died?”  Lorelai furrowed her brow.  “If 
she’s dead, who was that woman upstairs?”

“That was C’hul.”

“You need to start making sense.  Now.”

He must have taken the implied threat 
seriously, as he quickly nodded.  “I’m not trying



to be obtuse.  It’s a complicated situation.  
When beings like C’hul die, they don’t just end 
like we humans do.  Their power, their 
essence, continues on.  The woman upstairs is
the manifestation of some of C’hul’s released 
essence.”

Lorelai narrowed her eyes.  “Some, but not 
all.”

“No.”  Toombs looked around the cavern.  
“C’hul died nearly fifteen years ago.  I tried to 
prevent her death, you know.  The story you 
were told about me opening a rift between 
worlds to try to harness the energy was true.  It
was a last ditch effort to break her bonds and 
hopefully save her life in the process.  It cost 
my wife and child their lives, but it was a 
necessary attempt.”

Lorelai knew that she should end this one 
way or another.  Either she should take him 
back upstairs so that she and her family could 
figure out what to do with him, or she should 
put a bullet in his head right then and there.  
There was a question that she had to know the
answer to, though, and she couldn’t wait any 
longer to answer it.

“Is what John believes happened true?” she
demanded.  “Did you lure us here fourteen 
years ago because you wanted to infect me 
with Legion so that you could experiment on 
me?  So that you could learn how to create and
spread your own othersouls?”



“Othersoul?” Toombs repeated.  “Are you 
saying that you possessed an othersoul back 
then?  I had no idea.”

“You’re lying.”

“Actually, no, I’m not.  I knew that your 
daughter had one when I had her taken, and 
your little boyfriend has it exactly right as to 
why I took her.  I never thought of using Legion
to allow one to be split among many people, 
though.  I’m impressed, that’s quite brilliant and
it just might work.  I have been combining the 
samples from your daughter with Mabel’s 
othersoul ability to reach the same outcome.”

Lorelai was a bit less sure of herself.  “Then
why did you lure us here?”

“When?  The night that I opened the 
gateway?  I didn’t.  Alan Thorton simply got 
sloppy and you were able to follow him to 
Ambrose Manor.”

“Alan Thorton.  The Clockwork Killer.”

“Yes,” Toombs confirmed with a nod.  
“C’hul feeds on suffering and death.  She still 
does even though she is no longer contained in
her physical body.  The more of it, the stronger 
she becomes.  The Clockwork Killer, the 
Vitruvian, and countless men before them have
been honored to make sacrifices for her.”



Lorelai felt the blood drain from her face.  
“The Order has let serial killers loose in 
Blackwood just so that you could keep your 
space monster fed?”

“Space monster.  How… quaint.  I don’t 
think that you realize just what an honor it is to 
be butchered for the Mother of the Dark.”

“I’m sure all those innocent people that 
were murdered really gave a damn about what 
an honor it was.  And after all of that, C’hul still 
died and all her power is bleeding out all over 
the place.”

“Yes.  It is spreading out, tainting everything
that it touches.  It is a tragedy.”  He slowly 
lowered his hands.  “Even tragedies can lead 
to triumphs.  The thing about power is that, if 
you know how, it can be harnessed.”

“Why did you come down here?” Lorelai 
asked, the hairs on the back of her neck 
standing up.

“Isn’t that obvious?”  Toombs smiled 
slightly, and the centers of his eyes began to 
glow the same bluish-white that was being 
produced by the crystals in the walls.  “It was 
time to put all these years of research and 
experimentation to use.”



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Whatever had happened to Gannon when 
he had been brought back to life had changed 
him.  He moved slowly as he advanced, and 
each step he took was shaking the floor.  What
he had lost in intelligence he more than made 
up for in sheer power.

“The legs,” Annie said through gritted teeth.

John nodded.  He had come to the same 
conclusion.  They would never be able to fight 
Gannon straight on.  Annie obviously wasn’t 
able to draw on the same resources from her 
othersoul that she had at the historical society, 
and even if she had been able to he doubted 
that it would have been enough.

They had to get some sort of advantage if 
they were going to get past the giant man.  The
easiest way to do that would be to get him off 
of his feet.  The difficult part was going to be 
doing so without him breaking them in half first.

“In and out,” John said.

He and Annie darted forward.  She was 
faster than he had expected her to be, and he 
felt like he was moving in slow motion by 
comparison.  She lashed out and ripped her 
claws across Gannon’s left leg.  The claws cut 



deep, but the giant didn’t cry out or give any 
indication that he felt pain.

John swung the hook as hard as he could 
at the other leg.  The point of the weapon sank 
in through the skin as if there was no 
resistance.  He extracted it and backpedaled 
as fast as he could.  Gannon reached out to 
grab him, but he was able to move out of the 
way just in time.

Gannon stopped moving and stared down 
at them, an unreadable expression on his face.
The damage they had done to his legs was 
already starting to repair itself, the muscle and 
tissue stitching itself back together the same 
way his face and eye had at the nature 
preserve.  Annie had cut him so deep that it 
had exposed bone, but he didn’t even seem to 
notice.

“Dad, you hurt him,” Annie said.

John turned his attention to the leg that he 
had stabbed with the hook.  As he watched, 
Gannon’s body attempted to repair itself, but 
whatever kept returning his body to its original 
state didn’t seem to be working properly in that 
area.  The puncture wound remained open.  
Eventually the skin and muscle stopped trying 
to knit itself together and fell still.

Gannon started coming towards them once 
again.  While the wound from the hook wasn’t 
healing, it didn’t seem to bother him much, 



either.  He was moving faster now, and he 
swung one massive fist at Annie.  The change 
in speed caught her by surprise, and she 
barely managed to get her arms up to protect 
her face.  He struck her so hard that she was 
lifted off the ground and slammed into the wall 
hard enough to crack the surface.  She 
slumped down to the floor in a daze.

John’s first instinct was to rush to her side, 
but he knew that would only make it easier for 
Gannon to target them both.  Instead, he used 
the momentary distraction to move around to 
Gannon’s side and sank the hook into the back
of the gigantic man’s leg.  Rather than pulling it
back out, he pulled as hard as he could, using 
the point to sever the hamstring.

Gannon’s leg collapsed under him, and he 
fell down to one knee.  He tried to stand on the 
leg again and it collapsed under his weight.  It 
was only with an extreme effort that he was 
able to rise to his feet, and when he took a step
forward he nearly fell.  He might not feel pain, 
but his body still operated like he was human.

John stepped back hastily as Gannon 
reached for him.  The man’s attention was 
thankfully off of Annie for the moment, but that 
meant that all of the focus was on him.  The 
best course of action would have been to turn 
and run.  There was no way that Gannon 
would be able to catch up with him with only 
one working leg.  Doing so ran the high risk of 



the giant giving up the pursuit and turning back
to Annie.  He would have to somehow take a 
stand here and now.

He looked for an opening to lash out with 
the hook again, but Gannon was now keeping 
just out of range of the weapon.  If John 
wanted to hurt the man again, he was going to 
have to risk being caught by those crushing 
hands.  He was going to have to wait for an 
opening, or find a way to create one.

He reached out with the hook and Gannon 
flinched back.  He wasn’t aiming for the giant, 
however.  The hook grabbed onto a gap in one
of the suits of armor lining the walls and he 
pulled.  The armor came crashing down onto 
the floor and broke apart, the metal pieces 
clanging together loudly.  Gannon instinctively 
turned slightly, and John used the opportunity 
to tear a long wound along the left arm.

Unfortunately, the hook stuck on something
inside the arm.  John tried to pull it free.  It 
didn’t budge.  He let go of the handle but it was
too late.  Gannon’s right hand balled into a fist 
and struck him harm in the stomach.  All of the 
air whooshed out of him, and he felt at least 
one rib snap.  Even though Gannon hadn’t hit 
him at full force because of the angle and 
distance, the strength behind the blow was still 
unreal.

Time seemed to slow down for just a 
moment as John was launched through the air.



He felt his feet leave the ground, and he 
experienced an odd sense of weightlessness.  
Every sound was muted and drawn out.

When his shoulder connected with one of 
the display cases, however, everything 
snapped back to normal speed.  The impact 
spun him around, and his face collided with the
wall.  The taste of copper filled his mouth right 
before the world went black.

He came to just a few heartbeats later.  His 
head was pounding, and his body was hurting 
all over.  He had to blink a few times to clear 
his vision.

Gannon was already standing over him.  He
gasped as the man’s hand wrapped around his
face and he was lifted bodily and pinned 
against the wall, his feet dangling a few feet off
the floor.  The hand slowly squeezed, and he 
tried to open his mouth to scream.  The palm 
was pressed so tightly against him that he 
wasn’t able to move his jaw.  His skull was 
being crushed while he was also being 
suffocated.

He tried to struggle against his assailant, 
but he was unable to break the grip.  In a last 
ditch effort he struck at Gannon’s arm with his 
fists as hard as he could.  The hand remained 
locked in place.

A glimmer of hope filled him as his fingers 
brushed up against something wooden.  By 



some miracle the hook was still lodged in 
Gannon’s arm.  He wrapped his hand around it
and pulled as hard as he could, but he couldn’t 
move it.  He tried a second time, and he could 
feel that the effort was much less than the first. 
On the third attempt his fingers slid off the 
handle and his arms slumped to his sides.  He 
wasn’t able to raise them again; they felt like 
they were made of lead, and he was suddenly 
very tired.

The pressure was released as Gannon’s 
hand opened.  John fell gasping to the floor, 
landing hard enough to send a jolt of pain up 
his back.  He coughed long and hard as he 
tried to recover, and it was only with a great 
effort that he was able to open his eyes to find 
out what had happened.

Gannon’s back was to him, and the large 
man was moving away.  Something wasn’t 
quite right with what John was seeing, but his 
head was still swimming and it took him a few 
seconds to work out what that something was. 
Gannon’s right arm was missing from the 
elbow down.  He looked down and found the 
limb on the ground nearby.  It was still 
twitching.

Just beyond Gannon stood Annie.  She was
clearly in pain, but she was staring at their 
assailant with determination.  The claws 
extending from the fingers of her right hand 
were longer than they had been previously, 



and instead of the smooth knife-like points they
had been they were now jagged like the teeth 
of a saw.

“Let’s see you regenerate that,” she spit out
in defiance.

Gannon lurched forward with the stump of 
his arm held outward.  There was a loud 
crackling noise that reminded John of twigs 
being snapped,  As they watched in 
amazement and horror, bones began to push 
out of the severed limb.  The bones were 
cracked and covered in spine-like growths, and
they twisted around each other to form the 
shape of a forearm and hand.  The ends 
looked more like talons than fingers.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” Annie 
exclaimed.

Bones were beginning to emerge from all 
over Gannon’s body.  The loss of a limb had 
seemingly triggered something, and he was 
transforming right before their eyes.  Long rib-
like bones tore through the front of his body 
and split open his chest, revealing not organs 
but instead more spiny bone shards.  His face 
contorted as his skin pulled tightly against his 
skull; in some places the skin ripped and the 
muscle underneath was revealed.  His mouth 
opened and his jaws opened much wider than 
should have been possible.  Each of his teeth 
thickened and cracked as they elongated.



John tried to yell for Annie to run, to leave 
him and flee from the nightmare coming 
straight at her, but his voice came out in 
wheezes.  She was still holding her ground, but
her eyes were wide and she looked less sure 
of herself than she had only moments before.  
He attempted to get up and pain wracked 
every nerve in his body.  Ignoring it, he forced 
himself up onto his hands and knees.

He turned his head slightly and saw the 
blubber hook.  It was still hanging out of the 
severed arm.  He crawled over to it and tried to
extract it.  It was still stuck, but he felt it move 
slightly as he pulled.  He grabbed the handle 
with both hands and pulled again while he 
used his feet to push on the arm.  There was a 
loud sucking sound and the hook came free.

Annie was trying to find an opening to 
attack Gannon, but with all the sharp bones 
extruding from him there weren’t many places 
where he was vulnerable.  He swung his 
skeletal arm at her, and she managed to duck 
down beneath it.  As it passed over her, she 
swiped at it with her left hand.  The points 
connected with the bone, but instead of doing 
any damage the claws shattered instead.  The 
pieces fell to the floor and immediately 
returned to a liquid state.  The rest of the black 
substance on that arm poured off onto the 
ground.



Somehow John managed to get back to his 
feet.  Clutching the hook in one hand he slowly 
dragged himself towards the fight.  It was 
difficult to focus, but as he approached he tried
to figure out what he could do when he 
reached them.  Lorelai had stated that he 
always had a plan.  This time, though, he was 
going to have to make things up as he went 
along.

As she barely moved out of the way of 
another attack, Annie caught John’s eye and 
saw what he was trying to do.  She almost 
imperceptibly shook her head.  He looked at 
her questioningly, and she quickly glanced 
over her shoulder at the door behind her.  She 
wanted him to continue on after Mabel.

He shook his head firmly.  There was no 
way that he was going to leave her alone with 
whatever Gannon had become.  She smiled 
slightly even as she darted off to one side to 
avoid being stepped on and mouthed two 
words.

Trust me.

He hesitated for a moment before nodding. 
He did trust her, and more than he knew that 
he wouldn’t be any good in a fight with Gannon
in the shape he was in.  The best way that he 
could help her would be to track down Mabel 
and figure out a way to break her control over 
Gannon.



She didn’t acknowledge the nod, but she 
lowered her head and hurried around 
Gannon’s side.  The giant turned to follow her 
movement, and John used the opportunity to 
go around the opposite way.  Even as he did 
so he had to admire Annie’s quick thinking.  By
keeping Gannon’s back to him she was making
sure that he could get past.

He got to the door safely and turned back 
towards her.  She motioned for him to go, but 
he tossed the hook to a spot a few feet away 
from her first.  She scooped it up and swung at 
Gannon’s approaching hand.  It sliced open the
knuckles with ease.  She would at least have a 
way to hurt him now.  She also had more room 
to work with since her back wasn’t to the door 
anymore, and she turned and ran back towards
the entryway with Gannon in pursuit.

With one last look, John opened the door 
and left the hallway.



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

“You have no idea how this feels,” Toombs 
said as he held up his hands and examined 
them closely.  “I have the power of a god 
flowing through me, and it’s changing 
everything.”

Lorelai kept the gun trained on him as she 
backed up a few steps.  Despite his speaking 
to her, she had the distinct feeling that he 
wasn’t really paying attention to her anymore.  
He seemed to be fascinated by the changes he
was experiencing, and everything else simply 
didn’t matter.

Part of her was screaming to just put a 
bullet in his head now.  The problem was that 
she was down to a single bullet, and she didn’t 
know if it would even hurt Toombs at this point.
She had to be sure before she used the gun.  
Once she did, she was going to be fully 
committed and there would be nothing left to 
defend herself with than her own body.

“I can see with such clarity,” Toombs 
continued.  “I can see the cellular makeup of 
my skin.”

Lorelai used the distraction to quickly look 
around at the displays around the platform.  
Most of the data being shown was science that
she didn’t understand.  She was familiar with 



basic biology and chemistry, but this went way 
beyond that.

One monitor showed what appeared to be a
list of test subjects.  There were twelve of 
them, and she didn’t recognize any of the 
names.  All of them had a different number 
next to them, and all of them were marked as 
Deceased.

“This wasn’t easy, you know,” Toombs said.
“The power of an ancient being like C’hul isn’t 
meant to be harnessed.  Given, yes, and 
sometimes bargained for, but not taken.  It 
wasn’t until she died and her power flowed 
freely that I was able to make this happen.”

Lorelai still didn’t reply.  She noticed that he
had taken off his suit coat before she had 
arrived in the underground chamber, and the 
sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to his elbow. 
That might mean that he had injected himself 
with something.  There was a silver tray on the 
far side of the platform, and she could just 
make out a small syringe sitting on it.  It was 
less than half full.

“Nearly every test subject died within 
minutes of the procedure,” he said.  “Not that 
they mattered, of course.  Most of them were 
vagrants and prostitutes and other dregs of 
society.  It wasn’t until I tested it on a loyal 
member of the Order that I saw positive 
results.  James Bowles was the one that 
showed me the way.”



She hesitated.  She had heard that name 
before, but she couldn’t quite place it.  It took a 
moment for her to remember that it was the 
name of the patient that John had asked her to 
lead into the entryway when he had been trying
to escape the asylum.

“Bowles gained incredible power, but he 
was mentally broken by the treatment.  I was 
forced to confine him, but I learned much by 
examining him.  You see, the reason why the 
others died and he didn’t is because he had 
been exposed to C’hul’s presence for years.  
Just pumping it into a person’s system won’t 
work.  The subject has to have become 
acclimated to it over time.”

Lorelai turned her attention back to 
Toombs.  He had turned his back on her, and 
he was looking up at the ceiling as he spoke.  
His voice remained firm, but it had grown 
quieter.

“There’s no one alive today that has had 
more exposure to C’hul’s power than I have.  
I’ve been in her presence since I was a small 
child.  Every cell in my body has been exposed
to it again and again.  I am the only person that
can hope to contain it and ascend beyond this 
human existence.”

“Then what’s the point of all of this?” Lorelai
asked, breaking her silence.



Toombs turned to her in surprise.  
“Pardon?”

“You came down here to inject yourself with
C’hul’s power with the intent of killing us, 
right?”

“Oh yes, you and your family will die 
horrible deaths.  You never should have come 
to Ambrose Manor.”

Lorelai tilted her head slightly.  “If you’re 
truly ascending to godhood, though, why do 
you even care if we live or die?”

His eyes narrowed.  “Explain.”

“Shouldn’t the lives of insignificant mortals 
be beneath you?  We live finite lives filled with 
scraping and clawing our way through each 
day just to eek out a meager existence.  If what
you’re saying is true, you’ll be so far beyond us
that there would be no point in caring what we 
do one way or another.”

Toombs stared at her silently.

“Let me put it a different way.  You’ve won.  
You stayed one step ahead of us during this 
whole thing, and here you are now, ascending 
to godhood.  Are you telling me that a god has 
a reason for small ideas like vindictiveness and
spite?”

“What do you…”



She tossed back her head and laughed.  
“Don’t you get it, Toombs?  You’re not 
becoming a god.  Pumping yourself full of 
whatever concoction you’ve come up with may 
give you power, but your petty desires prove 
that you’re still very human.  You’ll never be 
anything more than the rest of us.”

Toombs stared at her, his face red with 
rage.  For a moment she thought that she had 
pushed him too far, and that he was going to 
lash out and end her.  Instead, he balled his 
hands into fists and brought himself under 
control with visible effort.

“I’m tempted to kill you where you stand,” 
he said with barely contained anger.  “Very 
tempted.  Before I do that, though, I’ll make 
you suffer for the contempt you’re showing me.
I’ll tear your boyfriend’s head off his shoulders 
and skin your daughter alive in front of you.  
Maybe then I’ll kill you.  Maybe not.  Maybe I’ll 
find other ways to keep your suffering going for
an eternity.”

Without another word, Lorelai raised the 
gun and fired.  Her shot was on target, and 
Toombs spun around as the bullet struck him 
square in the forehead.  He didn’t fall, but she 
hadn’t expected him to.  Before he could 
recover she ran past him and grabbed the 
syringe off of the tray next to him.  Without 
stopping she continued down the platform 
stairs and out into the field of strange grass.



“Did you actually think that would work?” 
Toombs yelled from behind her.  “Did you think
that you could kill a god with a fucking gun?”

She stopped and held out her arm in front 
of her.  Without stopping to second guess 
herself, she plunged the syringe needle into 
her flesh and pushed the plunger all the way 
down.  She knew that she was probably killing 
herself, or at the very least setting herself up to
be driven insane the way that Bowles had, but 
if she could be on equal footing with Toombs 
for just a few minutes she might be able to stop
him.

The treatment burned as it flowed through 
her veins.  A wave of dizziness and nausea hit 
her, and she fell to her hands and knees as 
she tried to fight it off.  Her head was pounding.
She fell over onto her side as she wrapped her 
arms around her stomach.  She closed her 
eyes, feeling tears running down her cheeks.

The pain was suddenly over, and Lorelai 
opened her eyes again.  The light in the cavern
was much brighter, and it took a moment for 
her to adjust to it.  When she had, she saw that
the platform was no longer in the middle of the 
chamber.  A young woman was standing in the
place it had occupied.

“What the hell?” Lorelai mumbled as she 
got to her feet.



The woman approached her, and she 
recognized her as the same person that she 
had spoken with up in the manor.  It was the 
woman that Toombs had called the physical 
embodiment of C’hul’s power.

“Hello again, Lorelai Brooks,” C’hul said, 
her voice warm.  “It is good to see you again.”

“It hasn’t been that long,” Lorelai reminded 
her.  “It was less than an hour ago that you 
were lying and telling me that Toombs and the 
Order were on my side.”

C’hul smiled slightly.  “Did I?  I don’t doubt 
what you’re saying, but everything is so… 
fuzzy.  My presence has lingered here far too 
long, and I’m starting to feel the effects.  I’m 
feeling like I’m being pulled in a thousand 
different directions.”

“You probably are.  Your power is being 
used by Toombs for a number of things, not 
the least of which is him trying to become a 
god.”

“Yes.  That would explain it.”  C’hul looked 
at her with unblinking eyes.  “I feel my power 
inside of you as well.”

Lorelai smiled uneasily.  “I’m sorry.  I have 
to…”

“You have to stop Toombs.  I understand.  
He has been unstable for too long, and now 



he’s trying to do something that is absolutely 
forbidden.  A mortal mind is not meant to be 
exposed to this type of power.  It will destroy 
him, but not before destroying everything else. 
Walk with me for a few moments, Lorelai.”

She did as she was instructed, and for a 
while they simply strolled through the grass.  
She didn’t know what, if anything, she should 
be saying, so she kept her mouth shut.  
Eventually C’hul turned her head towards her.

“I suppose that you’ve been told all the 
usual lies about me and my time on your 
world,” she said.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Lorelai 
admitted.

“Oh, you know, the usual.  I came to Earth 
and demanded human sacrifices, I promised 
the Order absolute power if they freed me, all 
of that.  Am I close?”

“That’s…  That’s what John read in the 
Sine Fine Inanis, yes.”

“The Sine Fine Inanis,” C’hul repeated with 
a disgusted look on her face.  “What a vile 
book.  No, the truth is that I came to this world 
purely by accident, and when I arrived the 
native people captured me with magical spells 
that I wasn’t prepared for and bled me of my 
power for their own purposes.  The Order killed
them off before doing the same thing.”



Lorelai blinked.  “That’s very different from 
the story we were led to believe was true, yes.”

“I don’t doubt it.  The worst part was that 
the more my essence was siphoned off, the 
more influence these people were able to have
over me.  When the Order became my captors 
I slowly became the deity that they wanted.”

“You don’t seem that way now.”

“No.  Their hold over me is gone.  Death 
has a way of cleansing all stains.”

Lorelai licked her lips.  “So what happens 
now?”

“For me?” C’hul asked.  “I move on.  To do 
that, though, I need the Order to stop 
maintaining a hold over my power.  I need that 
hold to be broken.  That’s where you come in.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.  This world we’re walking 
through now is a fiction, a place in your mind 
that I created so that we could talk.  Out in the 
real world, your body is rapidly dying.  I’m 
going to save your life, and I’m going to lend 
you my power so that you can stop Toombs.”

“Thank you,” Lorelai said sincerely.

“Don’t thank me yet.  There are two 
conditions you need to agree to first.  Number 
one, whether you defeat Toombs or not, you 



will relinquish my power.  No human is meant 
to possess such a thing, and that includes you.
Frankly, I wouldn’t be offering it to you now if 
that annoying little cretin Mitch hadn’t 
convinced me that you could be trusted with it.”

“He did?  Okay, yeah, I promise.  And the 
second condition?”

C’hul crossed her arms.  “The second 
condition is that, if you win, you and your family
takes over for the Order.”

Lorelai shook her head slowly.  “I… don’t 
understand.  I thought you were just saying 
that the Order has been… how do I put this?”

“A bunch of assholes?”  C’hul smiled.  “Isn’t
that how your species would put it?  I don’t 
mean for you to conduct business the same 
way that they have.  What I mean is to 
continue the good things that they have done, 
albeit unintentionally.  They’ve kept certain 
evils out of Blackwood and also given a home 
to a large number of strange and often 
dangerous creatures.  It’s important that this be
carried on even after the Order is gone, or 
everything will devolve into chaos.”

“How would we even begin to do such a 
thing?”

“You’ll have to figure it out.  Mitch tried to 
talk me out of it and just wanted me to offer 
you my power without this particular string 



attached, but this is non-negotiable.  I don’t like
having to rush you, but even with the difference
in how time works in here and out in the real 
world, it won’t be long until you’re dead.  I need
your answer now.”

Lorelai thought about it for just a second 
before nodding.  “Okay.  I agree.”

“Good.”  C’hul sighed.  “I’m so very tired.  I 
think it would be nice to finally rest.  Well, it 
won’t be long now.  Good luck, Lorelai Brooks. 
If you ever see my sister again, please tell her 
that I said hello.”

“You’re sister?”

“She wasn’t happy with me when I led you 
to find that book in the woods, but I’m sure that
she’s forgiven me by now.”  She paused.  
“Well, probably, anyway.”

C’hul snapped her fingers, and Lorelai 
awoke in the real world.  Only seconds had 
passed since she had first closed her eyes, 
and Toombs was still yelling at her from the 
platform.  She stood up and stretched.  The 
pain was gone.  In fact, she was feeling better 
than she ever had.  She felt… powerful.

She began to march back towards the 
platform.



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

John leaned back against the door and took
a quick moment to catch his breath.  His entire 
body felt like it had been broken, and he was 
barely able to keep it moving.  He took a deep 
breath and continued on.

The room beyond the hallway was a large 
sitting area.  The wood floor was black, with 
large Persian rugs placed around it.  Four 
leather chairs had been set up in pairs, two on 
each side of the room, and each pair had a 
small table with a lamp between them.  One 
one wall stood a large grandfather clock, its 
gold pendulum swinging back and forth as it 
counted the seconds.  A round table with a 
vase filled with flowers was positioned in the 
center of the room.

At the very back of the room was a wide 
alcove that reached up to the ceiling.  There 
was a panel of windows there, but curtains 
blocked them from view.  In the middle of the 
alcove was a black grand piano.

There didn’t seem to be any other door 
leading out of the room, but John didn’t see 
any sign of Mabel, either.  He took a step 
forward and nearly fell as his leg started to give
out.  He righted himself with some effort and 
went over to the table with the flowers.



He heard a strange sound, and he stopped 
to listen.  It took him a few seconds to 
recognize it as someone crying.  He looked 
around for the source but didn’t immediately 
spot it.  His eyes finally fell on a person curled 
up in the fetal position just behind the piano.

He approached the person cautiously.  
They were mostly blocked from view by the 
instrument, and it wasn’t until he went around 
the side of it that he saw it was Mabel.  Her 
arms were wrapped tightly around her knees, 
and her head was pressed up against her 
thighs.  She was sobbing in ragged gasps.

She didn’t seem to notice that he was there.
Sitting on the ground next to her was a long 
butcher knife, and he reached and quietly 
picked it up.  She still remained in the same 
position.  John watched her silently.  He wasn’t
sure what he had expected when he had come
into the room, but it wasn’t this.

Annie was still in danger, however, and the 
group of hosts that Mabel had taken over were 
getting closer with every second.  He raised 
the knife.  It felt like he was getting ready to kill 
her in cold blood, but it couldn’t be helped.  If it 
came down to murdering a defenseless killer or
losing his family, there really wasn’t much of a 
choice at all.

Mabel suddenly looked up at him.  There 
was blood mixed with the tears running down 



her face, and her face was twisted up in agony.
She stared at him uncomprehendingly.

“Johnny?” she choked out between sobs.  
“Is that you?”

Her tone was so pitiful that he instinctively 
lowered the knife.  This wasn’t the same 
woman that had been yelling up the entryway 
stairs at him a short time earlier or been 
taunting him while attacking him at the gas 
station.  Something had happened to her.

“Yeah, Mabel, it’s me,” he said as gently as 
he could.

“It hurts, Johnny,” she said.  “It hurts so 
much.  I can’t… I can’t think.”

“What is it?  What hurts?”

“All of them.  They’re all in my head, and 
they’re all pushing and pushing and they’re 
going to rip out of my skull.  It hurts so much.”

John stared at her blankly for a moment 
before he realized what she meant.  She was 
talking about all the hosts that she was 
controlling.  He watched as she pulled at her 
own hair.  Maybe she wasn’t as in control as 
he had thought.

“It’s different this time,” Mabel said, her 
eyes unfocused.  “The thing that was inside of 
them changed them.  They’re like leeches 
sucking my brain dry.  They’re killing me.”



He sighed and painfully lowered himself 
down to the ground next to her, making sure to 
set down the knife within easy reach.  He 
doubted that he would be able to kill her when 
she was in this state.  Besides, he might not 
have to.

“Can’t you release them?” he asked, putting
a hand awkwardly on her shoulder.

Mabel collapsed into his lap.  It surprised 
him, and he wasn’t sure what to do.  She wiped
her eyes with the sleeve of her sweatshirt and 
sniffed loudly.

“I’m trying,” she answered.  “You have to 
believe me, Johnny, I’m trying as hard as I can.
I can’t get them out of my head.  They’re 
getting closer and closer, and they’re taking up 
more and more of me every second.”

“Is there anything I can do?” he asked, 
realizing how strange it was to be asking that 
question to a psychopath that had tried to kill 
him.

She turned slightly to look up at him.  
“Please, Johnny, make it stop.”

“How?  How can I make it stop?”

“Kill me.”

John looked at her closely.  She was still 
crying, but she had a determined look on her 



face and she clearly knew what it was she was 
asking.  There was no fear in her gaze.

“You have to kill me, Johnny,” Mabel 
continued.  “If they get here, it’s going to hollow
me out.  They’ll be too close, and they’ll leech 
everything from me.  I’ll be hollow and empty 
like them.  Please, don’t let them do that to 
me.”

“I don’t…”

“Yeah.  Yeah you can.  You forget that I 
saw the real you back in that convenience 
store.  You can do it.”

He looked away.

“It’s not murder, Johnny.  It’s mercy.  I’m 
dead either way.  I’m asking you to stop all this 
pain and let me die being me.  When you were 
locked up at the nuthouse, if you knew beyond 
any doubt that you were going to be bonkers 
coocoo for the rest of your life, would you have 
wanted to keep going?”

John closed his eyes.  The question had 
struck home.  After he had been infected with 
Legion but before he had lost total control, he 
had often thought about taking his own life.  He
had even come close on a few occasions.  The
only thing that had kept him from doing it was 
the small hope that he could recover from his 
condition.



“I didn’t think so,” Mabel said.  “It’s 
happening one way or another.  Please don’t 
let me suffer more, Johnny.”

He opened his eyes and turned his head 
towards the butcher knife.  After a moment’s 
hesitation he picked it up.  It was no different 
than it had been just a few minutes ago, but 
now it felt awkward and repulsive in his hand.

“Just one thing,” she said.  “Grant a girl one
last request, would you?”

“What?” John asked quietly.

“Give me a kiss, Johnny.  Yeah, I know, you
don’t really love me and you’ve only got eyes 
for what’s-her-name, but let me go out on a 
high note, okay?”

She smiled a sad little smile up at him.  He 
looked back down at her without replying.  On 
the one hand, it was an absurd request.  It was
also one that he wasn’t comfortable fulfilling.  It
wasn’t cheating on Lorelai, exactly, and he was
sure that she would have told him it was fine if 
she had been there, but that wasn’t the point.  
He had never kissed anyone besides Lorelai, 
and he was perfectly content with that.

On the other hand, this woman was dying in
his arms and was asking for something small 
and simple to comfort her.  When he put it like 
that he couldn’t see how he could possibly 
refuse it.  It would just be cruel to do so.  He 



slowly bent down and gave her a light and 
chaste kiss.

Mabel apparently had other ideas.  She 
wrapped one arm around his head and held 
him tight as she kissed back fiercely.  His eyes 
opened wide as her tongue slipped into his 
mouth for a split second.  She lightly sucked on
his lower lip before releasing him.

“There,” she said.  “Now we both know 
what we’re missing out on.”

She smiled mischievously at him, but the 
smile quickly disappeared as she grabbed at 
her head once again.  She cried out in pain, 
and more blood began to flow from her eyes.  
A stream of it began to trickle out of her ear as 
well.

John helped her up into a sitting position 
and adjusted the knife in his hand.   If Toombs 
had been telling the truth, Mabel had never 
been given much of a chance in life.  She 
suffered from paranoid dementia, and the ease
that she had clung onto him after he hadn’t 
burned her alive suggested other issues as 
well.  He wondered what kind of person she 
would have been if she hadn’t been pulled in 
by Blackwood and all of its madness.

“What do you think happens when you 
die?” Mabel asked.



“Apparently some people come back as 
ghosts,” John replied.  “I had no idea that was 
really a thing until today.”

“Yeah, but past that.  Do you think there’s 
anything after we die?”

“Truthfully?  No, I don’t think there is.”

“So I’m heading towards oblivion.”  She 
nodded slightly.  “I could really go for some 
oblivion right now.”

Mabel reached up and wrapped her hands 
around the one John was holding the knife 
with.  She looked at him gratefully before 
closing her eyes.  With a final whimper of pain, 
she nodded one last time.



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Toombs charged directly at Lorelai.  He 
advanced so rapidly that she barely saw him 
move.  She dug her heels into the dirt and got 
her arms up the same way that a boxer would. 
It was just in time, as less than a second later 
his body rammed into her with so much force 
that it drove her feet deeper into the dirt.

The blow had hurt, but not nearly as much 
as she had been expecting.  She lowered her 
arms and saw Toombs staring at her in 
disbelief.  He had obviously thought that killing 
her would be easy, and the shock that she had 
withstood the hit was written all over his face.

Making sure that he didn’t have time to 
recover from his surprise, she punched him as 
hard as she could in the stomach.  She barely 
registered that her own movements were sped 
up before he was flying through the air and 
slamming into the ground back near the 
platform.  She raised her fist and stared at it in 
amazement.

Toombs scrambled back to his feet and 
glared back at her.  Everything in the 
underground chamber looked brighter than it 
had before, and she was seeing everything so 
much clearer.  Her vision was so acute that 
she could see every pore on his face even 
though he was quite a distance away.



“I don’t know how you survived the serum,” 
he said.  “I’m impressed.”

He was talking at a normal speaking 
volume, but she was able to hear every word.  
When she concentrated she could make out 
the quiet humming coming from the computer 
systems on the platform.  She ran a quick 
check of her other senses and found that they 
were all much stronger than they had been 
previously.

Toombs came at her again, and she was 
once more able to fend him off.  He moved 
back a short distance and carefully studied her.
He was looking for some sort of weakness that 
he could exploit.

“You should be dead,” he told her.  “Dead 
or driven completely mad.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you,” Lorelai said.  “I
guess you’re not the special little snowflake 
you assumed you were.”

He sneered.  “You get a little taste of power
and you think that you’re on my level?  Answer 
this, Ms. Brooks.  What good is all this power if 
you don’t know how to use it?  You know 
nothing about it, and I’ve been studying it all 
my life.”

Toombs balled his hands into fists and 
hunched forward slightly.  His face scrunched 
up in concentration and the veins in his neck 



bulged.  There was a tearing sound as the 
back of his dress shirt ripped open, and two 
long arm-like appendages extended from his 
back.  Each one was a twisted mesh of skin 
and sinew, and they both ended in three large 
claws.  The claws smashed into the ground, 
and the arms lifted him up so that he was 
suspended in the air between them.

“I’ll enjoy crushing the life out of you,” he 
said as a third and fourth arm emerged from 
his back and reached out towards her.

“I see you’ve decided to go with the most 
cliche evil person dialogue possible,” Lorelai 
said, dodging out of the way of the incoming 
arms.

“I’ll especially enjoy being free of your 
idiotic ramblings.”

She ran as Toombs chased after her, his 
four disgusting arms propelling him.  Her legs 
pumped as she ran faster than she ever had, 
but she barely felt any exertion as she 
continued onward.  Under different 
circumstances she would have been 
exhilarated by her new abilities.  It was difficult 
to find enjoyment in being chased by a mutated
madman, however, and she forced herself to 
concentrate on the task at hand.

She tried to cut to one side or turn multiple 
times, but each time one of the arms shot 
forward to block her path.  One of the cavern 



walls was quickly coming up, and she knew 
that she was being herded towards it.  A wild 
idea struck her, and as she reached the wall 
she kicked out with her feet and used it to 
backflip over her pursuer.

One of the arms came within inches of her 
face.  She wrapped her arms around it and 
used her momentum to pull it down with her.  
Toombs shouted out in surprise as she spun 
around while still gripping the arm, slamming 
him hard into the rock.  The arms retreated into
his back, and his body returned to normal.

“Fine,” he growled.  “We’ll do this a different
way.”

He held up his hand.  A blue flame, the 
same color as the crystals in the cavern walls 
and the light in his eyes, enveloped it.  He 
charged at her, and instinctively she put up her
arms again.  When his fist struck them she 
cried out in pain as she experienced a burning 
sensation far greater than she had ever felt.  
She threw herself backwards and quickly 
checked the skin on her forearms.  It was red 
and raw.

Her body wasn’t as invincible as it felt.  
Toombs grinned as he walked towards her.  
She clenched her teeth and readied herself.

Lorelai managed to avoid the next barrage 
of attacks, keeping the blue flame from 
touching her as she ducked and weaved out of 



the way.  She was completely on the back foot,
though, and she knew that she had to find a 
way to counterattack.  He had been right when 
he said that she didn’t know how to use her 
newfound power.  She could feel it coursing 
through her veins, but she didn’t know how to 
harness it.  Toombs had the advantage in a 
fight like this.

She sidestepped another attack.  The only 
chance she had was to outthink him.  Even as 
she continued to dodge she examined the way 
that he was coming after her.  There was a lot 
of power behind it, but there wasn’t much skill. 
He was just lashing out and hoping that his 
blows landed.  She had been in a lot of fights 
as a kid, and Toombs was coming at her like a 
person who had never been in a single one.

She realized that was probably exactly the 
case.  He had said that he had been around 
C’hul since he was a child, which implied that 
at least one of his parents had been a member 
of the Order.  He had also gone to a 
prestigious college and managed to buy a lot of
property when he had returned to Blackwood.  
That implied a comfortable upbringing and 
deep pockets.  He probably hadn’t had to fight 
for anything in his life.

She smiled.  If he didn’t know how to fight, 
he probably didn’t know how to cheat in a fight,
either.



“What are you smiling about?” he 
demanded, catching her off-guard with a kick 
to the stomach.

She stumbled backwards, and he used the 
opportunity to slam his flaming fist into her leg. 
There was an audible crack as the bone broke,
and it was followed immediately by the 
excruciating feeling of her flesh burning.  She 
rolled away and quickly got to her feet, but she 
found that she was unable to put any weight on
the injured leg.

“You’re all done running now,” Toombs said
with satisfaction.  “This is over.”

“Fuck you,” Lorelai spat back, hobbling 
back and forth to stay upright.

“Defiant to the end.  I wonder if your 
daughter will be the same when I end her as 
well.  Something to look forward to.”

He quickly closed the distance between 
them to go for the kill.  As he did so, Lorelai 
turned slightly and threw the clump of dirt that 
she had scooped up while she was on the 
ground into his eyes.  Even though it couldn’t 
possibly hurt him in his present state, he 
instinctively flinched away.

With a primal scream, Lorelai swung her fist
with every bit of power that she could muster.  
Toombs was just turning back towards her 
when her fist collided with the side of his head. 



She felt his skull crunch beneath her knuckles 
as her hand broke through the bone.  He went 
down with so much force that it shook the 
ground.  Unable to maintain her balance, she 
fell down next to him.

A few minutes passed, and there was only 
silence.  Lorelai had put everything that she 
had behind that one single blow, and she was 
so drained that she couldn’t move.  She felt 
herself drifting towards unconsciousness.

It was difficult, but she managed to turn her 
head to look at Toombs.  His face was only a 
few feet away from her own, and his eyes were
staring at her blankly.  The entire side of his 
head was caved in.  He was dead.

She smiled to herself as she felt the last of 
C’hul’s power drain out of her body.  She had 
to admit that it had been thrilling to have the 
might of a goddess even for just a few minutes,
but she had made a promise not to keep it and 
that promise was being fulfilled.  She had used 
it to protect her family and she couldn’t have 
asked for anything more.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

The darkness overtook her, and she 
passed out.



CHAPTER FIFTY

John’s eyes snapped open.  He wasn’t sure
what had woken him up, but he was covered in
sweat and was convinced that he was in 
danger from something.  For a few minutes he 
laid still in bed and listened intently.  The only 
thing that he heard was his own breathing.

It was dim in the hospital room.  While the 
lights hadn’t been turned off all the way, they 
had been turned down as low as they would 
go.  The screens of the monitors connected to 
him were blank.  Only a sliver of light from the 
hallway outside made it through from under the
door.

All of this had been done with the intention 
of allowing him to sleep easier.  In reality it only
made sleep more difficult.  He had argued with 
his nurse about it, but she had insisted that it 
was necessary.  He had let it drop.  There was 
no way to tell her that he knew that there were 
things that went bump in the night lurking in the
shadows around Blackwood without coming off
as a complete lunatic.  The last thing that he 
needed was another stint in a mental institute.

He had thought that he was headed back to
one when the police had arrived at Ambrose 
Manor.  Annie had been helping him back 
down the hallway between the music room and
the entryway when they had noticed flashing 



lights from around the edges of the thick 
curtains.

The first of the officers had come rushing 
into the hallway as they were nearing the door 
to the entryway.  He wasn’t in uniform, and he 
was instead wearing a black suit and tie.  John 
had been shocked to see that it was Marcus 
Peterson, the man he had worked with closely 
on so many cases years earlier and the person
that had worked with Lorelai to get him taken 
off his medications when Annie had been 
kidnapped.

The shock had worn off, and John had felt 
his heart sink.  There was only one way that 
Marcus would have known to come to 
Ambrose Manor.  He had to have been a 
member of the Order.

There was a knock at the hospital door, 
pulling John out of the memories.  He turned 
his head slightly and winced.  Gannon had 
brutalized him to the point of doing permanent 
damage.  The doctors were unsure of the 
extent and wouldn’t know for sure how much 
recovery could be expected, but at least he 
was out of danger.

The door opened and Marcus entered.  He 
was dressed in casual clothes, and he was 
carrying a large expandable folder under one 
arm.  For a long moment he stood awkwardly 
in the doorway.  Eventually he nodded to 
himself and walked closer.



“Hey, John,” he said.  “How are you 
feeling?”

John pressed a button on the side of his 
bed, and the lights grew a bit brighter.  Marcus 
looked more haggard than he had ever seen 
the man.  His normally clean-shaven face was 
stubbled, and there were large bags under his 
eyes.  He looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

“About as well as can be expected,” John 
replied.

“Oh, good,” Marcus said, setting down the 
folder on a nearby table.  “I talked with your 
doctor.  He says that they’re starting to think 
that you might make a full recovery.  Well, 
except for, you know…”

“They’re probably going to have to take my 
spleen out,” John finished.  He had been 
expecting that from the moment he had been 
told that it had been torn.  “It’s nice to know 
that doctors are giving out confidential medical 
records to anyone that asks.  Friend of yours 
from the Order of the Endless Void?”

There was a long silence.  Marcus seemed 
to be looking everywhere but at him, and for 
his part John was making sure not to look 
away.  It was petty, but he felt a bit of pleasure 
at the officer’s discomfort.

“I wasn’t involved with Toombs,” Marcus 
said finally.  “I need you to understand that I 



had nothing to do with what happened to you 
and your family.  I had no idea he was…  I 
never would have let him…”

John closed his eyes as he felt a small stab
of pain in his side.  “I’d like to believe you, 
Marcus, I really would, but I’m sure you can 
see why I’m having trouble with that.”

“Yeah.”  The officer ran a hand over his 
face.  “There are factions in the Order.  Not all 
of us follow the old teachings from the Sine 
Fine Inanis.  Some of us are just trying to 
protect Blackwood from everything that 
happens here.”

“Then why did you and those other cops 
show up at Ambrose Manor?  If there are really
these factions, how did you know to be there?  
I very much doubt that was some amazing 
coincidence.”

Marcus grimaced.  “You’re really not going 
to like the answer.”

“Probably not, but try me anyway.”

“Mitch told us to come.”

John turned away.  He was surprised to find
that he wasn’t surprised by that.  Mitch had 
clearly been keepings its cards close to its 
chest, and it had been manipulating things 
from the very beginning.



Still, he couldn’t be too upset about it.  
While he hated being kept in the dark about 
what Mitch’s real motives were, it’s actions had
saved their lives on multiple occasions that he 
knew of, and he was sure there were several 
others that he couldn’t prove.  The elevator 
leading down to the caverns where Lorelai had 
been rendered unconscious had magically 
started working again, for example.  He 
couldn’t be sure because Mitch was no longer 
answering when he called out, but it was a safe
bet it had something to do with that.

“It doesn’t really matter now,” Marcus was 
saying.  “The Order has been disbanded.”

“Has it,” John retorted with a snort.

“It has.  C’hul is gone now, both in body and
spirit.  More than that, though, after what 
happened with Toombs…  Well, there’s a small
group of us trying to clean up the messes he 
left behind, but that’s it.”

John turned back to the officer.  “Why are 
you here, Marcus?”

Marcus sighed.  “Fine.  We’ll talk about this 
when you’re ready.  If you’re ready.  I’ve come 
to bring you these.”

He patted the folder.  John hesitated before
reaching over and taking it.  He undid the string
that kept the flap secured and removed the pile
of documents from inside.



“There’s a lot in there you’ll want to go 
through,” Marcus told him.  “The tip sheet is 
your official release from custody and medical 
observation.  Congratulations, you passed 
every exam with flying colors and are now fit to
rejoin society.”

“I didn’t go through any examinations,” John
pointed out.

The officer gave him a knowing look.  “Of 
course you did.  It says so right there in black 
and white.”

“This is signed by Doctor Samuel Toombs.”

“So it is.”

“Nice touch,” John admitted begrudgingly.  
“What’s the rest of this?”

Marcus shrugged.  “A bunch of different 
things, some major and some minor.  There’s 
the official police statement for the incident that
occurred at Ambrose Manor.  It’s a shame how
Dr. Toombs passed away from an aneurysm.  
He was so young and full of life.”

He hesitated.  “How are you explaining 
away the other, um, incidents?  Mabel, 
Gannon, the empty hosts?”

When Mabel had died, the connection 
between the hosts had been severed.  All of 
them, including Gannon, had shut down 



completely.  It was as if every organ in their 
bodies had failed simultaneously.

“Mabel and Gannon both died in the 
unfortunate riot at the Blackwood Springs 
Mental Hospital,” Marcus said.  “As for the 
others…. Well, none of them had families as 
far as we can tell.  None of them have been 
reported missing by friends or neighbors.  They
were all loners or vagrants.”

“Even Adam?” John asked quietly.

“Adam?”

“The young boy.”

Marcus paused.  “Even him.  I haven’t been
able to find any record of him.  His fingerprints 
didn’t turn anything up.”

“How lucky for you to not have to explain 
the dead body of a child.”

The officer scowled.  “That’s not fair.  You 
know how I feel about cases involving kids.  If 
there were any parents or other family to notify 
I would, secrecy be damned.”

John didn’t reply.  He knew that he had 
gone too far with his last comment.  It had just 
slipped out.  He certainly wasn’t going to 
apologize for saying it, however.  It was 
childish, sure, but he felt like he had earned a 
bit of childishness.



He idly flipped through the papers.  There 
were a number of police reports, each of which
documented a different individual that had 
somehow been tied into the events 
surrounding Toombs’ activities.  All of the 
conclusions were false, of course, but he was 
still impressed by the level of detail.  Everyone 
he knew about seemed to be present and 
accounted for, from the patients and staff at the
asylum to the park ranger that had been a part 
of Annie’s abduction.  Nothing in any of the 
paperwork left anything that could be tied back 
to Toombs or the Order.

Below the police reports were a group of 
documents from the county auditor that were 
stapled together.  He looked through them 
curiously.  They were detailed reports about 
Ambrose Manor, everything from pictures of 
the outside of the building to the most recent 
property value estimates.  He came to the final 
page, a history of sales and transfers.  At the 
very bottom and listed as the most recent 
owners were Jonathan Pierce and Lorelai 
Brooks.

He looked up.  Marcus was watching him 
closely, an unreadable expression on his face. 
John pointed at his name.

“Is this real?” he asked in confusion.

“Oh, it’s real,” Marcus replied.  “You and 
Lorelai are now the owners of Ambrose Manor.
The rest of Toombs’ properties have been 



divided up among the members of the Order.  
Former members.  You know what I mean.”

“I don’t understand.”

“That might just be the first time I’ve ever 
heard you admit that.”  The officer glanced 
back at the door to make sure it was still 
closed.  “Lorelai made a promise to C’hul on 
behalf of your entire family.  This is to help all 
of you keep that promise.  Ambrose Manor and
everything inside of it is your responsibility 
now.”

John wasn’t sure what to say.

“I have to get going,” Marcus said.  “There 
are some things that I need to take care of, and
you’ve got plenty of reading ahead of you.”

He turned to leave.  With a sigh, John 
reached out and caught his arm.  He turned 
back questioningly.

“Give me some time, Marcus,” John said.  “I
know that you weren’t part of this.  You save 
mine and Lorelai’s lives on prom night, and I’ll 
never be able to repay you for that.  It’s just…”

“You need some time,” Marcus finished for 
him.  “I get it.  I really do.  For what it’s worth, if 
I had known that Toombs had anything to do 
with Annie’s kidnapping, I would have put a 
bullet between his eyes.”



He smiled slightly.  “Is that standard police 
procedure, Lieutenant Peterson?”

“I’m sure it’s in the handbook somewhere.  
Probably towards the back.”

Marcus went over to the door and opened 
it.  Before he left, though, he turned back 
around as if he had remembered something.

“Oh, before I forget, there’s something not 
mentioned in those papers that I took care of,” 
he said.  “I made sure that the mark keeping 
Annie inside the town boundaries was 
removed.”

“Thank you,” John said sincerely.

“No problem.  When I told her she 
mentioned that her othersoul started talking to 
her again when C’hul’s presence was gone.  
Keep a close eye on her, John.”

“Why, is something wrong?”

“I honestly don’t know.  I’ve never heard of 
an othersoul actually talking to the person it’s 
bonded to before.  Just… keep an eye on her, 
okay?”

Marcus left and closed the door behind him.
John turned back to the documents for a few 
moments before putting them back into the file 
and placing it on the table.  There would be 
plenty of time to read through them later.  He 



glanced up at the clock on the wall.  It was just 
past eleven.  It was going to be a long night.

The door opened again.  He turned towards
it expecting to see Marcus coming back in.  
Instead of the officer, Lorelai made her way 
into the room.  She moved awkwardly on the 
crutches she was using.  Her leg had been 
severely broken during her fight with Toombs, 
and she would need the crutches for quite a 
while.  The leg itself was covered in a thick 
cast, and the burn marks on her arms were 
wrapped in bandages.  She was wearing a 
robe over her hospital gown.

“I’m having trouble sleeping,” she said as 
she awkwardly closed the door.  “Mind if I 
come in?”

“I suppose so,” he answered with mock 
resignation.  “I’m expecting my girlfriend any 
time now, though, so you’ll have to make it 
quick.”

“I hope you’re aware that if I decide to jam 
one of these crutches up one of your orifices, 
you’re in no condition to stop me from doing 
so.”

“Point well taken.”

She leaned the crutches against the wall 
and hopped over to his side.  With some 
difficulty she managed to climb into the bed 
with him.  He put his arm around her and held 



her close.  The hospital had only had single 
rooms available due to some remodeling that 
was going on, which meant they hadn’t been 
able to stay together.

“I saw Marcus come in,” Lorelai said.  
“What did he want?”

“He dropped off some paperwork,” John 
said.  “Did you know that the Order was going 
to give us Ambrose Manor?”

“No, but to be honest, I’m not surprised.  
C’hul was pretty clear that Blackwood and all 
the strange things that happen here are our 
responsibility now.”

“True.”

She turned slightly to look at him.  “John, 
I’m sorry that I made that deal with her.  I 
accepted on behalf of all of us, not just me.  I 
understand…  I understand if you want to take 
Annie and leave.  It’s dangerous here.”

He squeezed her and kissed her on the 
forehead.  “You didn’t have a choice, Lore.  If 
you hadn’t stopped Toombs, he would have 
killed us all, and who knows what he would 
have done afterward.  You did the right thing.”

“But what about-”

“We’ll be fine,” he interrupted her, looking 
her in the eyes.  “Really.  We’ll be fine.  
Besides, Blackwood is our home.  We were 



born here, we met here, and we had a 
daughter together here.  Despite its craziness, 
it’s given us a lot.  If we can help make it 
better, we should.”

She raised an eyebrow.  “And just how do 
we go about doing that?”

He shrugged.  “I have absolutely no idea.  I 
guess we start with Ambrose Manor and its 
many, many secrets and go from there.  We’ll 
figure it out.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“I am.  Not a doubt in my mind.  You, Annie,
and I are going to be just fine.”

Lorelai reached across her chest and took 
his hand in hers.  Their fingers entwined as 
they stared at one another.  She smiled at him 
before kissing him lightly.

“So, we should get married,” she said.  “I’d 
say that we’ve waited more than long enough.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” John 
agreed.

“I figured.  Great minds and all that.  The 
day we’re both out of the hospital sound good 
to you?”

“Perfect.”



She sighed and snuggled in tighter against 
him.  “This is the part where you tell me that 
you love me.”

He smiled.  “I love you, Lore.”

“And I love you.”



EPILOGUE

A lone man walked a lonely road.  It was a 
road he had never walked before but had 
always desired to.  He had been kept from it for
longer than he could remember, but now he 
was free to travel the path.  It brought him 
neither joy nor sorrow, and it carried with it no 
sense of fulfillment.  There was only purpose.

His footsteps echoed loudly off the lonely 
road.  He had many miles to go before he 
reached Blackwood.

THE END


