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  March 1898


   


  The child reached for the stake in her father's heart.


  "No, Mary," said Elizabeth Craven, gently pushing her hand aside.


  The girl, perhaps thirteen years of age, stared at her mother, eyes questioning. "But why not, Mother?"


  The old woman's face was stern. "Because I said so."


  The other girls who stood around the kitchen table swapped uneasy glances, then went back to the task of bathing their father's body.


  After it was done, they dressed him in a white cotton shirt and his finest Sunday suit of black broadcloth. Even in death, Josiah Craven was an impressive and intimidating man. He was well over six feet tall and thin as a cadaver, but it was his face that had once been his most powerful tool. The firm jaw, the head of iron-gray hair, the thick mustache and bushy eyebrows—all had stood out starkly during the many fire-and-brimstone sermons he'd given at the helm of a pulpit. But it was his eyes—bluish-gray, and as fiery as the noonday sun—that had scared countless souls into salvation… as well as damnation. Those eyes were hidden now, beneath still lids, but the memory of them remained in the minds of those who stood there, his wife most of all.


  A knock came at the back door. Elizabeth turned to find her eldest son, Thomas, standing there. "The pastor's here, Mother," he said. "He'd like to speak with you."


  The woman nodded solemnly. She studied the face of the boy. He stared at the lifeless body of his father, showing nary a sign of emotion. Usually, a mixture of respect and dread would gleam in his eyes in the presence of the man. But his father was gone now, and so was the fear Thomas had endured for the eighteen years of his life.


  "Have you and your brothers finished your work?" she asked. The sound of saws and hammers had grown quiet a half hour before.


  "Yes, ma'am," he said, unable to hide the satisfaction in his voice. "The casket is ready."


  "Did you build it the way I said?"


  The boy nodded. "The heaviest of oak and the sturdiest of nails. It'll last a thousand years. Maybe more."


  His mother blessed him with a smile. "You've done well. Bring it here to the house and help the girls finish up."


  "Yes, ma'am," he replied, then headed back to the barn, where his brothers were waiting.


  Elizabeth Craven pulled her black shawl closer around her shoulders and stepped outside. The evening shadows thickened as that spring day of 1898 grew to a close. In the gloom, she could make out horsedrawn buggies and buckboard wagons parked along the mountain road. Beneath the big oak at the side of the Craven house stood a crowd of folks dressed in black suits and mourning veils: the members of her husband's congregation. The very thought disgusted her. They had come out of tribute and grief, unaware that the man who had guided them, even baptized them into the glory of God, had been their worst enemy all along.


  One man—a portly, balding fellow in a black suit and straight-brimmed hat—left the crowd and approached her. She knew him at once. He was Horace Massey, the pastor of Green Hollow, way down in the valley. She had not invited him, but he had come anyway, out of a sense of duty and, in Elizabeth's opinion, meddlesomeness. His face was unsympathetic as he respectfully removed his hat and stood before her. Confrontation was on his mind, she could see it in his eyes. The old woman matched his glare with one of her own. Her mind was set and there was no changing it.


  "What did you want to talk to me about, Pastor?" she asked.


  "The injustice of your husband's burial, Mrs. Craven," he said. She could detect a hint of fury in his muddy brown eyes. "Reverend Craven's congregation, they're upset. They've called upon me to voice their outrage."


  "And why should they feel such a way?" countered Elizabeth. "My husband's dead, and he is to be buried. It's that simple."


  "But the way he is to be interred," protested Massey. "That is what's so disturbing to them. To be buried in the dead of night without so much as the benefit of a wake or even a period of mourning. And your denial of a blessing over his grave… well, frankly, Mrs. Craven, it isn't fitting. Your husband was a devout servant of the Lord Almighty and a shepherd of these godfearing people. I can't help but believe that you are ignoring his wishes for a decent burial."


  The woman's face held rock steady. "Josiah's wishes were never my own," she said.


  The pastor's round face reddened with anger. "What you are doing here is blasphemy, Mrs. Craven. Blasphemy, pure and simple!"


  Elizabeth's eyes flared. "Don't talk to me of blasphemy, Horace Massey! If anyone knew of blasphemy in the name of the Lord, it was my husband. He was quite adept at it, in fact. He would preach of the rewards of heaven and the tortures of hell bright and early on Sunday morning, while every other night of the week he was indulging in sins of the flesh, fornicating with half the women in these here Smokies. And I can't count the times I've chased him from the beds of his own daughters."


  "You can't expect me to believe such lies," said the pastor, looking a little uncomfortable.


  "Believe it, Massey," she told him. "He had Satan in his heart… even more so recently."


  The preacher grew silent for a moment. He thought of how Josiah Craven had been found: lying dead on the earthen floor of his own barn, the broken stalk of a bean pole through his heart. The story was that he had been forking hay to his cattle from the loft above when he'd lost his footing and been impaled by the pole. But there'd been some speculation in the village as to whether or not he had actually perished in such a manner.


  "Tell me the truth, Mrs. Craven," said Pastor Massey. "It's been said that you are allowing Josiah to be buried along with the cause of his death, the very thing that killed him."


  "That's correct," she replied.


  "But why?" he asked.


  "That's of my own affair," she told him firmly. "If you and the others wish to accompany us to the grave, Pastor, you are more than welcome. But if you insist on making my husband a martyr and protesting the way he is to be buried, then I must deny your invitation. It makes no difference to me."


  "We'll be there," said the minister. "But only because he deserves someone to mourn his passing. It's apparent that such a grievous loss fails to touch your heart, or even the hearts of your children."


  Elizabeth smiled coldly. "Amen to that" was all she said before turning and walking back into the house.


   


  It was nearly midnight. Elizabeth Craven stood on a grassy slope, her face illuminated by the soft glow of a coal-oil lantern. The peaks of the Tennessee Smokies were cloaked in shadow. From out of the darkness echoed the chirring of crickets and the occasional call of a whippoorwill. Elizabeth had grown up all her life among such sounds, had even taken comfort in them. But that night, she felt no such comfort.


  The light of the lamp washed across the mound of earth that was her dead husband's grave. As she'd proclaimed, Josiah had been buried not in the sacred plot of their family cemetery, but on the far side of Craven's Mountain, in a grassy meadow. The burial had been unceremonious. There had been no eulogy, no flowers, no prayers said over the body. After the last shovelful of earth had been tamped in place, the grave had been left barren, unadorned by so much as a marker or headstone.


  It was Elizabeth's intention that the resting place of her husband be forgotten, that its whereabouts be erased from the minds of his family and friends.


  Elizabeth stood there at the foot of the mound, her face bearing no tenderness, nary a trace of spousal love. She stared down off the slope of the mountain to where the town of Green Hollow lay nestled in the valley. She found herself thinking about events of the past month. Of how Josiah had returned from a traveling revival in the dead of night and how he had taken to spending his days in the darkness of the barn, the doors locked and chained.


  She also recalled the trouble that had plagued the village: infants stolen from their cribs and young girls who had simply wasted away and died. And there had been rumors of those same girls having been spotted roaming the dark woods shortly after their burials, their faces pale, their eyes glowing like foxfire in the night.


  Tall tales, some claimed. Ghost stories. But Elizabeth knew better.


  She turned her eyes from the valley, focusing them again on the earth at her feet. "Damn you, Josiah," she whispered. "Damn you for the evil you've brought!" Then, from the pocket of her apron, she produced a handful of grass seed. She sowed the grains liberally over the bare earth, praying for rain and the blooming of young sprouts, hoping that the memory of her husband would be sealed forever beneath a blanket of tall grass and wildflowers, never to be revealed again.


  
Part One


  The Master's Call
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  March 1996


   


  "Well, that's it for me today, boys," said Boyd Andrews. He unbuckled his carpentry belt and tossed it into the heavy metal box with the rest of his tools.


  Sam Allen glanced at his watch and frowned. It was only four that Saturday afternoon. "Hey, what gives? It ain't quitting time yet." He watched as the tall man with the reddish-blond hair locked the box down and hefted it in one callused hand.


  "Stop your bitching, Sam," said Boyd. "I already okayed it with the boss man." He winked at Freddie Smith, who was checking a wall stud with a two-foot level. "Besides, I'm just deadweight around here, anyhow. You two could finish this house on your own, with or without my help."


  "Not today, we ain't," grumbled Sam. "Where the hell are you going, anyway?"


  "The dude's going to a party tonight," said Freddie. The black man laid the level aside, and opening a pack of Marlboros, lit himself a smoke.


  "Oh, I see," said Sam. "You're gonna be swilling beer and two-stepping in some honky-tonk, while we stay out here till after dark."


  "Not quite," Boyd told him. "The party I'm going to is my boy's. He's ten today."


  Interest shone in Sam's eyes as he slipped a claw hammer into a loop of his toolbelt. "No kidding? I've been working with you a couple weeks now and I never knew you had a kid."


  "Two of 'em," Boyd said, smiling.


  "Got pictures?" asked Sam, walking over.


  "Sure." Boyd dug his wallet out of the hip pocket and flipped it open. "The boy's Paul and the little girl's Bessie."


  Sam and Freddie checked out the pictures—school photographs, from the looks of them. A dark-haired boy wearing a University of Tennessee Volunteers' t-shirt and a little girl with bright red hair and freckles.


  "Nice-looking younguns," said Sam. "Got a picture of your wife in there, too?"


  Boyd's grin of fatherly pride faded as he put the wallet away. "No, I don't."


  Sam and Freddie traded glances but said nothing more.


  Boyd wasn't a man to let things hang, though. "We're going through some rough times right now," he told them. "I reckon you could say we're separated. Have been for three months."


  "Hey, I know where you're coming from, man," said Freddie. "I've been divorced twice myself."


  "Well, I hope it doesn't come to that," said Boyd.


  "Of course not," said Sam. "Just keep working at it. You'll patch things up."


  "Sure you will," added Freddie. "I didn't mean nothing by it."


  Boyd appreciated their encouragement, even though it failed to lift his spirits. "I know, bud. No problem." He glanced at his wristwatch. "Well, I've gotta hit the road. Got a long drive ahead of me."


  "I reckon so," said Sam. "Clear across the state line to Tennessee. Too bad you can't find something closer to home."


  Boyd nodded. "Yeah, I know. The construction business hit rock bottom back in Sevier County last fall and it hasn't picked up yet. So I've gotta take work where I find it."


  "Well, you be careful, man," said Freddie.


  "Catch you guys Monday," he said, then climbed down a ladder and left the frame of the two-story house.


  The thirty-five-year-old carpenter headed for the trailer office with the words GRANT CONSTRUCTION painted on the side. He hopped up the steps and stuck his head inside the door. "I'm gone, boss," he called.


  Ed Grant sat at his desk, looking miserable. "Uh, Boyd, could you come in for a minute? I'd like to talk to you."


  "Sure," said Boyd. He sat down in the folding chair across from Grant's desk. "What's up?"


  Ed stared at the man for a long moment, then took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. "Hell, I hate this."


  Suddenly, Boyd knew. He felt his stomach sink. "You're gonna can me, ain't you, Ed?"


  "It's not that I don't like you, Boyd," began the contractor. "I do. And you're one of the best carpenters I've ever had on my payroll. But I've got some problems."


  The panic passed. Boyd felt stone cold inside. "What kind of problems?"


  "Well, you've been late to work three mornings in a row this week…"


  "You know I have a far piece to drive, Ed," said Boyd.


  "I know," allowed Grant. "But it's throwing off everyone's schedule. The truth of the matter is, I've got four men who are ready to come to work at the snap of my fingers—Kentucky men—and they all live no more than ten miles away."


  "I'll just get up an hour earlier every morning," Boyd said, trying to salvage what he was on the verge of losing.


  "And how early do you get up now? Three A.M.? Face it, Boyd, you couldn't handle it. You'd be dead on your feet in two weeks' time."


  Boyd knew he was right. The eighty-mile drive to work and back was already running him ragged as it was, and he was only getting a few hours' sleep at night.


  "I'm sorry, Boyd," said Ed. "I really am. But I've gotta have someone who can be here when the whistle blows." He took a company checkbook out of his desk drawer and opened it. He scribbled out a check and handed it to Boyd. "Here's your severance pay. I put a little extra in there, 'cause I know you're going through some hard times."


  "Thanks," said Boyd, folding the check and sticking it in his shirt pocket.


  As he stood up, so did Ed Grant, who extended his hand. "No hard feelings, huh?"


  The carpenter stared at the man's hand for a moment. Then he sighed and took it. They shook firmly. "That's just the breaks," said Boyd. "God knows I've had my share of 'em lately."


  "Take care, Boyd. And good luck."


  Boyd nodded and left the trailer. He walked to his red Ford half-ton pickup, the cold knot in his stomach loosening, warming into anger. By the time he was sitting in the front seat, his jaw was clenched so tightly it hurt. "Damn!" he yelled, striking the dashboard so hard he left a split in the upholstery. He started up the truck and goosed the gas pedal. The tires spun, kicking up dust, sending him shooting out of the dirt lot like a rocket.


  A few minutes later, Boyd was on the main highway, heading for the long stretch of Interstate 75. A couple miles farther on, the anger died and despair took its place. He glanced over at the plastic sack that lay on the seat. It was Paul's birthday present; a Nintendo Game Boy he had bought at Toys-"R"-Us the night before. It and the game to go with it had cost him over eighty bucks.


  The uncertainty of unemployment reared its ugly head, bringing back that old, familiar fear. Boyd thought about how much food eighty dollars would buy, how much gas it would put in his truck. Then he felt ashamed. He'd be damned if he let a little thing like losing a job set him back. Paul was going to get his birthday present, and that was all there was to it. Boyd had roughed it through money troubles before, and he would do it again. He had no choice.


  As he approached the interstate, Boyd spotted a liquor store. Something tugged at him and he licked his lips. He could sure go for a drink. A good, stiff swig of Jim Beam would be just what the doctor ordered. But Boyd was no longer a patient of that particular doctor. He'd been dry for three months now. The last time he'd had a drink was that December night when he'd come home falling-down drunk and Joan had tossed him and his toothbrush out the front door.


  He'd made himself a promise when he'd awakened the next morning, puking his guts out and unable to hold his head up straight, it hurt so bad. And so far he'd kept it.


  Boyd fought down the urge until finally it faded. He sped past the liquor store without a second glance and kept going. He had a birthday party to go to.


  


  Chapter Two


  [image: Previous] [image: Top] [image: Next]


   


  The mountain was quiet. A few birds sang in the long-leaf pines—robins and starlings, as well as a mockingbird mimicking them song for song. From the ground came the gritty noise of plowshares biting deep into clay, along with the snort of a mule blowing through his nose and a man breathing heavily, keeping pace.


  Then the blade struck something hard, causing it to ring along the mountainside like a bell. The mule grunted as his harness grew taut, stopping him in his tracks. The farmer cussed. The plow handles slid through his hands, filling his palms with splinters.


  "Damn it to hell!" growled Dudley Craven. The big man stepped away from the plow, picking the slivers of wood away with his tobacco-stained teeth. He got most of them out; the others would require tweezers and a sharp eye.


  The mule strained at the leads again, then began to grow skittish. Dud stepped up quickly, rubbing her lathered back, calming her down. "Cool on down, girl," he said soothingly. "We just hit an ol' rock, that's all."


  The animal stopped her prancing and stood still. When Dud was certain she'd stay put, he walked to the front of the plow and crouched down. He swept away a mound of earth with his aching hands, expecting to find a good-sized boulder.


  But that wasn't what was there. It was the corner of a box. A heavy wooden box.


  "What in tarnation is this?" he mumbled beneath his breath. True, he hadn't plowed that particular stretch of ground before, but he didn't expect to find such an object there, scarcely beneath the surface. Dud had been given the land shortly before his father's death, twelve years ago, but he had chosen to plow and plant only the acreage closest to the house he'd built. That year he'd decided to put in more corn and tobacco, and it had been a job just preparing for it. He'd had to cut down some trees and blast up the stumps with dynamite before he could clear the meadow down to bare earth and get it ready for cultivating.


  He had been plowing since sunrise that day, with nothing much to contend with but fist-sized rocks and stray roots. That was, until now. He took a bandanna from the side pocket of his Duckhead overalls and scrubbed the dirt away. The box was made of oak and he could make out the rusty end of a square-headed nail in one corner. He knew it was old then. They had stopped making nails like that some sixty or seventy years ago.


  Dud tried to move the box, but it wouldn't budge. It was in deep. The mountain farmer lifted his CAT baseball cap and scratched his balding head. He studied on the matter for a moment, then stood up. He took hold of the leads and pulled. The mule backed up enough to ease the blade from the wood. Then Dud wrestled with the plow until it was a few feet to the side. The corner of the box jutted from the bare earth, nothing obscuring it now.


  Dud looked up at the sky. The afternoon was gone. The sun was already setting to the west. He fished a tarnished pocketwatch from the bib of his overalls. The ornate hands showed it was half past five. He unhitched the mule, leaving the plow where it rested. Then he led the swayback across the sloping field, toward the barn. The discovery of the box had thrown that day's work off track. Besides, Dud was sort of anxious to find out exactly what it was. He'd been like that since childhood, never able to leave anything alone once it piqued his interest. "Come on, girl," he said, pulling the mule along the crest of Craven's Mountain. "I'll rub you down and feed you your oats. Then I've got some work to do."


   


  Dud returned to the spot in the field an hour later. The sun was gone and twilight was darkening the sky. He even had to turn on the headlights of his '69 Dodge pickup to find his way. The old truck jounced on busted springs, despite the fact that he was barely driving ten miles an hour. Part of it was due to the steepness of the mountainside, which caused the vehicle to list precariously.


  Finally, he made out the plow up ahead and, a second later, the edge of the box, still jutting out of the earth. He braked to a halt, cutting the engine but leaving the lights on. They cast a dull glow across the raw earth, sending long shadows toward the southernmost edge of the field.


  Dud climbed out of the cab, chewing on a wad of Redman. He wore a denim jacket. The warmth of the day had given way to a sharp chill. He reached around to the bed of the truck and brought out a shovel. Then he took a pair of cowhide work gloves from his pocket and pulled them over his hands. He wasn't about to draw splinters twice in one day.


  He took the shovel in his hands and approached the edge of the box, studying it like it was some great mystery. It wasn't until he had gotten ol' Alice back to the barn that an idea came to him: he recalled his papa telling him once about how folks used to bury their valuables during the War between the States. They'd take their gold money out in the middle of a pasture or the thick of the woods and bury it in boxes or dutch ovens of cast iron.


  Dud rubbed his stubbled jaw, his eyes as shiny as a greedy coon's. Maybe this was some poor soul's forgotten fortune, long ago buried and lost track of.


  "Let's just see what we got here," he said to no one in particular. He stuck the spade into the ground and began to scoop it away. The earth had already been stripped and disked before plowing, so most of the hardness was gone from it. The work was tedious, but not so hard as he'd suspected it would be.


  Forty minutes later he was done. The denim jacket had been pitched over the hood of the Dodge, and despite the coolness of the evening, sweat stained the pits of Dud's longhandle underwear. He wiped at his forehead with the bandanna and stared at what his diligence had uncovered. A shiver ran down his spine, and suddenly, the night around him seemed much darker than before.


  It was a coffin, six-and-a-half feet long and two-and-a-half feet deep. The oaken boards of the casket were covered with clumps of earth and tiny roots, and the wood that was visible looked warped and speckled with worm-holes. Several of the square-head nails had backed out of their holes, jutting like rusty pins in the light of the truck's low beams.


  It had been something of a shock for Dudley Craven, finding a thing like that buried in his field. In fact, it was the last thing in the world he'd expected to find. Dud wasn't a religious man, but he was superstitious. The thought of digging up someone's earthly remains didn't set well with him. It was like those professors from the University of Tennessee who'd excavated the Indian mounds down near Green Hollow a few years before, desecrating the memory of someone who had died long ago.


  Dud stood there and stared at the coffin for a long time, debating what to do. His best bet would be just to cover the thing back up and leave it alone, forget about his extra acreage, and be happy with what he already had.


  But he found that he couldn't bring himself to do it. Curiosity pulled at his brain, whispering like a woman in the night. Open it up, it said. Just pry up the lid and take a peek inside. It won't hurt none just to look…


  Dud took a step forward. He reached out and pulled one of the nails from the lid. It came free with no trouble at all. He tried another. It came out easier than the first.


  He took hold of the lid on both sides, snaking his fingers in between. There was a creak of tortured wood as he pulled backward. The remaining nails held firm and all he got for his trouble was a fragment of rotten wood in one hand. He tossed the splintery shard aside and studied the problem again.


  Finally, he decided to try something else. He went to the truck and fetched the jack handle from under the seat. He put the flat end of it between lid and box, then gently pried. One by one, the remaining nails popped free until, eventually, the lid was completely loose.


  Open it up, suggested that voice in his head again. Just lift it up and look inside. Don't be scared.


  Dud took a deep breath, his hands shaking as he reached for the lid. He thought of the quart jar of moonshine he had back at the house and how good a swallow of it would be right about now. Nothing was better than a kick of white mule to put a little steel into a man's backbone. God knew he could certainly do with some.


  "Aw, quit your fidgeting and just do it!" he told himself gruffly. Then he lifted the lid from the box and laid it aside on the ground.


  Of course, he found exactly what he expected to find. It was the skeleton of a man—a tall man—the bones bare and bleached a dull yellowish white. The body was clad in a dusty black suit and vest and a brittle white shirt yellow with age. From the looks of it, the remains had lain beneath that field for a very long time. Maybe close to a hundred years.


  Dud then turned his eyes to the one thing about the body he didn't expect to find. There, jutting from the center of the rib cage, was a length of wood. Kind of like a broken piece of bean pole or a tent stake.


  The farmer couldn't figure it out. Why would someone do that to a person, shove a stob between their ribs and into their heart? And why would their family allow them to be buried with it sticking out of them? Dud had a hard time even imagining the reason.


  He stood there and stared at the skeleton for a while. He could only do what his heart told him to: bury it in its rightful place and forget about it. But then, maybe that wasn't what he should do, after all. Maybe this fellow had been murdered long years ago and his family didn't even know where he was. Maybe whoever'd killed him had built the casket and buried him up there on the mountain, thinking no one would ever find him in such a godforsaken place.


  Dud knew then what he had to do. He placed the lid back on the coffin, then carefully dragged the box from its hole. The casket creaked and rattled as if it was on the verge of falling apart. He jumped into the truck and backed it around the other way. Climbing out, he dropped the tailgate and began to load the coffin into the bed. The crimson glow of the taillights threw an eerie cast on the box, making it look blood red. The illusion ran a cold finger down Dud's spine again. Something nagged at him in the far reaches of his brain, almost like a premonition of some sort.


  When he had finished loading the casket, he closed the gate, threw the shovel in the back, and climbed into the truck. Then he headed across the mountainside to his farm. He figured he'd have himself a bite to eat, maybe a drink of that moonshine in the pantry. After that, maybe he'd drive down the mountain to Green Hollow and let the law take a look at the skeleton in the box. He was tired of trying to figure out what it was doing there on Craven's Mountain and why. Maybe the police would figure it out for him and take the godawful thing off his hands.


  


  Chapter Three
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  It was a quarter to seven when Boyd pulled his truck into the driveway of the place he had once considered his home. He cut the engine and sat there for a long moment simply staring at the house. It was a common ranch-style plan, 1,300 square feet, with a two-car garage and a redwood deck running along the back. Boyd knew every inch of that house: every stud, every nail, every sheet of drywall. He had built it with his own hands over a period of a year and a half. The plumbing and electrical work had been done by someone else, but the rest had come about by his sweat and hard work alone.


  And now he wasn't even allowed to live there. Just the thought of it hurt Boyd. Oh, sure, he could have made a fuss and proclaimed his right to live under his own roof. But then Joan would have moved out and undoubtedly taken the kids with her. After that, he'd have ended up in an empty house that had once been filled to the rafters with laughter and the sounds of children. And Boyd couldn't have stood that, not even for a few hours.


  At least for now, the house at 411 Stantonview Road was still a home. Just not his own.


  Boyd sighed. Taking the Toys-"R"-Us bag, he climbed out of his truck and stood in the gravel drive for a moment. He looked around, feeling a little uneasy. Something wasn't right. The floodlights at the corner of the house showed only his truck, Joan's beige Tempo, and his motherin-law Blanche's Toyota Camry parked in the driveway. If Paul's party had been scheduled for seven, there should have been at least six or seven more cars parked there. As he walked around the side of the house to the back door, Boyd listened. He should have heard the noise of excited ten-year-olds echoing from the dining room, cutting up and laughing. But he didn't. He didn't hear anything at all. That heightened his sense of unease even more.


  When he reached the back door, Boyd reached for the doorknob, then thought better of it. Instead, he knocked.


  "Come in," came Joan's voice from the other side.


  Boyd opened the door and stepped into the kitchen. It looked the same as the day he and Joan had finished painting and papering it. There was an almond-colored refrigerator and stove, and a dishwasher set below the counter just to the left of the double stainless-steel sink. The woodwork of the kitchen cabinets was white oak, hand-rubbed with brass fittings. Boyd remembered the work he'd put into them, how he had sanded and oiled the wood with the love and patience that only a carpenter could provide.


  As he stepped past the threshold and closed the door behind him, Boyd looked toward the two women who sat at the kitchen table. They held coffee cups in their hands, an expression of tense expectancy in their eyes. At first, Boyd couldn't understand the look of accusation being directed his way, then he looked past them into the adjoining dining room. The decorations were still on the walls, but the long oak table was completely bare. He glanced over at the kitchen sink and was surprised to find a pile of dirty dishes there, covered with cake crumbs and traces of chocolate icing.


  "Where is everybody?" he asked.


  Joan sat and stared at him for a moment, her eyes sharp. She was a beautiful woman with dark brown hair and the Craven blue-gray eyes, but when she was angry, that loveliness grew a hard edge Boyd could do without. "That's exactly what I asked about you, oh, around four o'clock."


  Boyd frowned. "I don't understand."


  "Well, neither did Paul," said his estranged wife. "He was looking forward to his father being at his birthday party, and you didn't show up. Didn't call or anything."


  "But I called the other day and Blanche here told me the party was going to be at seven," Boyd said.


  "I did no such thing," Blanche Craven said from the far end of the table.


  "Yes, you did, Blanche," said Boyd, starting to grow a little angry.


  "No, I didn't, Boyd. I told you four o'clock on the nose and you know it."


  Boyd glared at his motherin-law, knowing there was no sense in arguing. It was plain to see that Joan had gotten most of her good looks from her father's side of the family. Blanche was a short, thin woman who had, in Boyd's opinion, always had an amazing resemblance to a chicken-chasing weasel. The little woman with the graying hair and the perpetual scowl on her overly made-up face was not one of Boyd's favorite people. Joan's meddling mother was a bitter, self-righteous woman. She hated the earth Boyd walked on—although Boyd had never figured out exactly why—and she'd done everything in her power to drive a wedge between him and her daughter since the day they were married. The matter of Boyd's drinking and his separation from Joan had only strengthened her leverage. The situation worsened when Blanche had moved out of her apartment and into the Andrews home, shortly after Boyd's departure.


  Boyd could sense a cruel smile hidden behind the brim of her coffee mug, which had the inscription WORLD'S BEST GRANDMOTHER printed on the side. He felt his jaw muscles tighten angrily. This hadn't been the first time Blanche had purposely misled him and caused a mix-up that had only ended up hurting the children and damaging his credibility in the eyes of his wife. Standing there, he could see a combination of satisfaction and spite in the old woman's beady brown eyes. She had won again, and she was fully aware of it.


  He wanted to call the woman a liar to her face, but he held his tongue. Boyd knew Joan's loyalty to her mother, and calling her a mean-spirited, meddlesome old bitch certainly wouldn't rack up any points in his favor.


  Instead, he turned to his wife, who sat there waiting for his explanation. "I'm sorry, Joan. I reckon I just misunderstood. I could've sworn she told me seven."


  "Maybe you weren't in the right frame of mind to understand me at the time," said Blanche, a hint of strychnine beneath her sugary-sweet voice.


  Boyd knew what she was driving at, and so did Joan.


  "Is that it, Boyd?" she asked sternly. "Were you drunk when you talked to Mama?"


  Boyd's face reddened, his anger quickly turning into rage. "Hell, no, I wasn't drunk! I've told you before… I haven't had a drop of liquor for three months. Not since the night I left."


  Blanche laughed. "That's a likely story."


  "It's the truth," Boyd declared.


  "Maybe," said Joan, her anger having died a little. "But that still doesn't explain why you didn't call before now. If you had, then maybe you'd've made it at four and Paul wouldn't have gotten his feelings hurt."


  "Yeah, it's been a week since you even called," put in Blanche. "It's a shame when a father won't call his children every now and then."


  Boyd gritted his teeth. "I haven't had time. I've been working that job up in Kentucky for the past couple weeks. I leave at three in the morning and get home around ten at night. By then the kids are already in bed."


  "You're a mighty handy man when it comes to excuses, Boyd," said Blanche.


  "And you'd do well to just shut up and mind your own damned business, Blanche," said Boyd, his anger finally getting the better of him.


  He knew then that he'd made a big mistake. The fury in Joan's eyes blazed back to life and she immediately ran to the defense of her mother. "Mama's only trying to be helpful, Boyd. In fact, she's pointed out a few things I should've seen with my own eyes years ago. Maybe if I'd listened to her then, we wouldn't have ended up the way we have."


  Boyd's anger suddenly turned to dread. "Joan, sweetheart, there ain't no reason to give up on us yet. We're just going through a rough time, that's all. If it's my drinking that scares you, I told you before, I've been on the wagon since December."


  "The drinking isn't all there is to it, Boyd," Joan told him. "You're just not as supportive of me and the kids as you used to be. You're not as dependable. If we did get back together, you'd still be running back and forth to Kentucky to work that job, and I'm not sure I could accept that."


  Boyd almost told her he'd lost his construction job, but he chose not to. Blanche and Joan were already on the warpath. The news of his unemployment would only throw fuel on the fire.


  "I can stay here in Green Hollow," he said instead. "Hire myself out to do carpentry work and odd jobs."


  "You've tried that before, Boyd, remember?" Joan told him. "You just can't make a living on your own, at least, not in this town."


  "Then what the hell am I supposed to do, Joan?" he asked out of pure frustration.


  The brunette dropped her eyes back to her coffee cup. "I don't know," she said. "I really don't."


  Boyd stared at his wife and saw the mixture of hurt and confusion in her pretty face. Then he glanced at Blanche. The elderly woman gloated at the conflict she'd had a part in causing, her eyes glittering like those of a timber rattler. In turn, Boyd glared at her with a look that would've made the meanest barroom drunk back down from a fight. But Blanche wasn't the kind to back down, not when she had her worst nemesis mercilessly on the ropes, with no chance of winning their latest battle.


  Boyd shook his head helplessly. "Joan, I don't know what else to say, honey."


  "I don't either, Boyd," was all she said in reply.


  Boyd was suddenly aware of the sack in his hand. "I'll go and give Paul his present," he said. "Then I'll leave."


  Neither woman said anything. They sat there and silently drank their coffee, one depressed, one gleefully happy over the damage she'd done.


  Boyd left the kitchen and walked through the dining room. It was decorated with crepe-paper streamers and banners proclaiming HAPPY TENTH, PAUL! As he started down the hall, he felt his heart begin to pound in his chest. His relationship with his son was already strained, due to his three-month absence, and missing the birthday party certainly wouldn't help matters any. Paul had counted on his father being there, and although it was through no fault of Boyd's, he hadn't shown up. Boyd just hoped the boy wasn't taking it as badly as everyone made out.


  When he reached Paul's bedroom, he found the door shut. He knocked quietly.


  "Who is it?" called the boy, his voice muffled.


  "It's Daddy. Can I come in?"


  Paul hesitated, then said, "Sure."


  Boyd entered the room. It was like it had been since Paul was seven years old, decorated in white and orange, the colors of the University of Tennessee Volunteers. A banner that read GO, BIG ORANGE! graced one wall, while another held the rewards of Paul's own athletic prowess. Football, softball, and basketball trophies stood on two shelves over Paul's desk, more than most boys his age would have acquired in four short years. Paul's excellence in sports was one of the things Boyd felt most proud of. That and the straight A's he made on a steady basis.


  He found the boy lying facedown on his bed. His birthday presents—an NFL football, a portable CD boom box, and a radio-controlled car—sat piled on his desk, untouched since he'd put them there. Boyd was nervous. He could feel the hurt hanging in the air like raw electricity.


  "Son," he said, trying to find the right words, "I'm sorry I missed your party."


  "Are you?" Paul shot back, his face still buried in his pillow.


  Boyd felt a pang of remorse. "Of course I am. I just got my times mixed up, that's all. I thought your grandmother said seven o'clock. Really I did."


  "Wasn't no big deal," lied the ten-year-old.


  "It was for me," said Boyd. He sat down on the corner of the bed and stared at his son for a moment. "Paul… could you look at me when I'm talking to you, son?"


  Paul sighed and grudgingly sat up, his back to the wall. The boy's eyes were puffy and red. It was obvious he had been crying. He said nothing, just sat there and stared at his father with a hard look in his eyes.


  Boyd handed him the sack. "Here's your present. Hope you like it."


  Paul took the sack and poured its contents onto the bed.


  "It's that Game Boy you've been wanting," said his father. "And I bought you that basketball game to go with it."


  Paul began to open the box, his eyes downcast. "Thanks" was all he said.


  It bothered Boyd to see such a wall between them. Before he'd began to lose work and hit the bottle so hard, he and Paul had been the best of buddies. But that had changed. He just hoped that it hadn't changed forever.


  He reached out and patted the boy's knee. "Seriously, Paul, I never meant to miss your party. And I never meant to upset you. I never have. Me and your mama… we're just having some problems, that's all. And don't be thinking it's your fault, either."


  Paul lifted his eyes. "I don't," he said. "I know who's fault it is."


  Boyd accepted the accusation in silence. "I'm sorry. I just slipped up, like everyone does now and then. But I'm trying my level best to do better. I swear I am."


  The boy's voice was small. "I hope so."


  Boyd swallowed a lump in his throat. "I am. I wouldn't let you down, champ. Not again, I wouldn't."


  After all had been said and at least a partial truce seemed to have been called, he gave his son a hug and left him behind to play with his game. Boyd stood in the hallway for a moment, then turned toward the bedroom at the far end of the corridor. The door was halfway open when he got there and stuck his head inside. "Hey there, peach-pit," he called softly.


  "Daddy!" cried Bessie. She jumped up from where she'd been playing with Barbies on the floor and launched herself into his arms.


  Boyd caught her in midair and held her, planting a kiss on one freckled cheek. "You're getting right heavy, girl!" he said, staggering comically. "What's your mama feeding you, anyway? Bricks and cannonballs?"


  The seven-year-old giggled. "Aw, quit it, Daddy! I'm not that big."


  "Well, you're sure getting there." He smiled, his spirits lifting at the sight of the redheaded child.


  As the two sat on Bessie's bed, decorated with a Mickey Mouse bedspread, the child eyed her father glumly. "We missed you at the party, Daddy."


  "I know, baby-doll," he said. "I'm sorry I didn't make it. Me and your grandma, we just got our signals crossed, that's all. She said four o'clock, and, dumb ol' me, I thought she said seven."


  Bessie frowned. "You ain't dumb, Daddy. I was sitting at the kitchen table doing my homework when you called. She did tell you seven o'clock. I heard her!"


  For a second, Boyd got the urge to take his star witness into the kitchen and have her spill the beans about her grandmother's treachery. But he knew it wouldn't do a bit of good. Joan had her mind made up, and Boyd knew exactly how stubborn she could be, even when presented with the truth.


  "Well, maybe she just said it by mistake," he allowed.


  "No, she didn't," said Bessie. "She knew what she was saying. I think she just wanted to get you into trouble, Daddy." Bessie looked in the direction of the kitchen with distrust in her eyes. "You know, sometimes I don't like Grandma too much."


  Boyd ruffled her carrot-red hair with one callused hand. "Now, don't go thinking like that, Bessie. Your grandma loves you very much."


  "It's just you she don't give a spit about, huh?" asked the girl.


  Boyd laughed. It felt good to laugh for a change. "Yeah, you might say that."


  Bessie looked at her sneakers for a long moment, then turned pleading eyes to her father. "Daddy… when are you gonna come back home?"


  What little joy Boyd had felt rapidly faded. "I don't know, Bessie. I can't rightly say."


  "You are coming back, aren't you?"


  Boyd forced a smile. "I sure hope to, darling. But it ain't likely till me and your mama get things worked out."


  "Why is she so mad at you?" asked Bessie. "Is it 'cause of that night you came home falling down and talking too loud?"


  "That's part of it," he told her, ashamed. "But not all. You just remember one thing, okay?"


  "What's that?" she asked, her eyes searching his.


  "The reason I'm not here, that doesn't have anything to do with you or your brother. You're not the reason, and I never want you to think so. It's between me and your mama, all this trouble we've had. Do you understand what I'm saying?"


  Bessie nodded, "Yeah, kind of." She took her father's hand and squeezed it. "Daddy… why don't you tell Mama you're sorry and you won't do it again? Give her a big hug and kiss like you used to?"


  Boyd felt a hurting in the back of his throat. He knew he would end up crying if he didn't leave soon. "I'm trying, peach-pit. Lord knows, I'm doing my best. Just try not to worry about it, okay?"


  A tear formed in Bessie's eye, then rolled down her cheek. "I'll try."


  Boyd felt his eyes begin to moisten. He took the little girl in his arms and hugged her. "I love you, sugar."


  Bessie's voice was a whisper. "I love you, too, Daddy."


  He led her back to her place on the bedroom floor. "Go on back to your Barbies now and I'll see you real soon."


  "You promise?" she asked.


  Boyd kissed her on the forehead. "You bet," he said, voice cracking.


  When he was back in the hallway, Boyd stood there for a moment breathing deeply. He wiped at his eyes with the sleeve of his jacket and waited for the hurt to go. It eased but was still there, always with him, just as it had been for the past three months.


  Boyd regained his composure. He certainly didn't want Joan or her mother to see him that way. Blanche especially would see his weakness and go in for the kill like a hawk after a field mouse. He squared his shoulders, then walked down the hall toward the kitchen.


  When he got there, he found only Blanche sitting at the table. "Where's Joan?" he asked.


  "Went outside for some fresh air," snarled the woman. "I reckon she needed it after you walked in and stunk up the place."


  Boyd stood his ground. "I know you don't like me, Blanche. I don't like you much, either. But that doesn't give you the right to interfere with our marriage."


  "Ha!" snapped Blanche. "Never was much of a marriage, as far as I'm concerned. Didn't even invite me or her father to the wedding. Just ran off to Gatlinburg and got married in one of those dinky chapels up there."


  "We did it like that because we knew you'd raise a ruckus," said Boyd. "Just like you did today. You told me seven o'clock and you know it. Bessie knows it, too."


  Blanche grinned. "Maybe I did," she said. Then her eyes grew ugly. "You need to get the message, boy. It's over between you and Joan, and that's all there is to it. I figure it's about time for you to buck up and accept it."


  Boyd lowered his face until it was only a few inches from Blanche's. "Never, you old bat. I'll never accept it."


  Blanche's eyes sparkled cruelly. "Then I reckon I'll just have to work at it a little harder."


  For a moment, Boyd got the overwhelming urge to knock the old woman plumb out of her chair. But he knew Blanche and what she was capable of. She would be on the phone to Chief Watts in a New York minute and Boyd would end up in the Green Hollow jail on an assault charge. Boyd swallowed his anger and left through the back door, Blanche chuckling softly behind him.


  Boyd found Joan sitting on the fender of her car, staring up at the sky. The night was crystal clear, glistening with a million stars and a half moon. In the glare of the floodlights, Boyd could see the shine of her eyes and he knew she had been crying.


  He wanted to reach out and touch her. Hell, he wanted to take her in his arms and never let go. But he refrained from doing so. He stood there awkwardly for a long moment, then cleared his throat. "Uh, I'm going now, Joan," he said.


  Joan nodded dully. "Goodbye."


  Boyd was walking toward his truck when Joan's voice made him turn on his heels.


  "Boyd?"


  "Yeah?" he asked.


  "I hate this, Boyd," she said softly.


  "So do I," he told her. "And the kids, they ain't too crazy about it, either. So why don't we just…"


  Joan held up her hand, not looking at him. "I can't, Boyd. Not yet. I've got some things to think over. I don't want to be rushed."


  "Just take your time," he said. Then he said what he'd wanted to say all along. "I love you, Joan. I really do."


  The woman reached up and wiped away a tear with the back of her hand. "I know," she said. Then she hopped down off the car and ran back into the house.


  Boyd stood there until the back door slammed shut and the floodlights winked out, leaving him in darkness. He stared at the house for a moment, then climbed into his truck. It wasn't long before he was away from Stantonview Road and back on the main highway again.


  He drove through the cool spring night, tears blurring his vision, causing him to steer onto the gravel shoulder once or twice. Soon, something surpassed the hurt and anger in him. It was that nagging urge, that damnable thirst that was partly responsible for his troubles in the first place. It grew stronger with each mile he drove, and this time he was in no mood to fight it.


  Boyd headed east toward the huge swells of the Smoky Mountains. There was an old friend there he wanted to spend some time with. Or, rather, two old friends.
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  After a supper of cold beans and taters, and a quarter jar of moonshine, Dud Craven stepped out onto the rickety front porch of his house. The place wasn't much to look at, but for a bachelor like him, it served its purpose. It was a simple wood-frame house, unpainted, with a tin roof that had already rusted through in several places, despite the fact that it was scarcely twenty years old. The interior was sectioned into only two rooms: a combination kitchen and sitting room, and a cramped bedroom. The main room boasted an eating table, two cane-backed chairs, and a potbelly stove of black cast iron with a pipe leading to the rafters and out through a hole in the roof. The only furnishing in the bedroom was a bed with a missing slat and too many busted springs.


  The porch at the front of the house was a tall one with a crawlspace underneath that served both as a root cellar and junk shed. Dud stored his summer potatoes in the dark there, as well as a jug or two of white lightning he bought from Caleb Vanleer over at Eagle Point from time to time. There was no electricity on the place—the power company had never bothered bringing it to Craven's Mountain—and neither was there any indoor plumbing. Dud got his water from a spring on down the mountain a-ways, and as for other business, he had a one-seater outhouse in back to relieve himself in. The only other buildings on the property were a small barn, a smokehouse, and a chicken coop that had plenty of hen shit and stray feathers, but no poultry. Dud had lost a good three dozen Rock Island reds when they'd come down with a strange ailment, and he had never bothered to buy any more.


  Dud would have like to have parked himself in the rocking chair on the front porch, but he still had the business of that dadblamed coffin to settle. The temperature seemed to have dropped another ten degrees, so he pulled on his jacket and stood at the head of the steps for a moment. The long box was still in the back of the Dodge where he'd left it.


  The farmer descended the steps and crossed over to the truck. He had his hand on the door handle when he peeked into the bed at the casket again. Take another look, that voice in his head suggested. Just make sure what you've got there. Could be some rings on those bony fingers you overlooked before.


  Dud ran a hand along his prickly jaw, pondering the possibility. "Wouldn't hurt to check," he told himself. "Them fellers down at the police station, they'd just pocket them themselves, if'n there were valuables."


  He went around to the rear of the truck, let down the tailgate, and hopped inside. As he stood there and stared down at the coffin, that familiar chill tickled his spine again. He swallowed dryly, then bent down and lifted the lid.


  Dud could scarcely see the skeleton lying inside, it was so dark. Tall oaks surrounded the front of Dud's house and shut out whatever light the half moon cast. He reached over to the side and opened a rusty red toolbox. He rummaged around in it for a while until he found a flashlight. When he turned it on, the beam was weak.


  He directed the dim light at the skeleton in the coffin. He checked the fingers for jewelry but was disappointed to find none. He looked around the sides, in case a ring or two might have fallen off, but still no luck.


  Dud grunted in disgust. He sat down on the side wall of the truck bed and stared at the body for a minute. The clothes it wore, they reminded him of something. Something he'd seen in a movie once. It took him a while before it came to him. They looked like the clothes Robert Mitchum had worn in that movie about the crazy preacher. The one where he had the tattoos on his knuckles: LOVE, and HATE. Night of the Hunter, he believed it was.


  "Is that what you were, ol' boy?" Dud asked with a grin. He took the pouch of Redman tobacco from his pocket and poked a chaw into his mouth. "Some kinda mountain preacher? Maybe you got to preaching hellfire and damnation to some moonshiner who didn't appreciate it. Maybe he was the one who done you in, huh?"


  The time-bleached skull stared at him with empty sockets. The teeth, perfectly white and firmly intact, seemed to grin, as if Dud had cracked a particularly funny joke. The canine teeth seemed a little longer—and a little sharper—than those of a normal man.


  Again a shudder of uneasiness ran throughout the poor dirt farmer. He was about to pick up the coffin lid and lay it back in place when that annoying voice spoke out again.


  Why don't you pull it out? it asked. The stake. Wouldn't take but one tug, two at the most.


  Dud stared at the length of wood protruding from the skeleton's chest. It seemed so wrong, it being there, sticking out of the poor soul's rib cage like that. It seemed downright unnatural.


  Go on… pull it out. It won't do no harm.


  The voice seemed to fill his head, numbing his brain with an odd coldness. Dud found it hard to think straight. Strangely enough, it seemed like all that mattered at that moment was pulling that confounded stake from the skeleton's chest.


  Yes! the voice urged, as he reached out and grabbed hold of the end. Do it!


  Dud tried to yank it free with one hand, but it refused to budge. He stood up to gain some leverage. This time, using two hands, the stake moved a little, but still held fast. "Must be stuck clear in the spine," muttered Dud. He placed a foot against the bottom edge of the casket, bracing himself, then tried again. This time there was a brittle pop and the stake came free.


  The farmer regained his balance and stood there staring at the bony remains of the preacherman. There was a hole in the center of his chest where the black vest had been buttoned around the obstruction. It was as dark as pitch in there, but the flashlight on the wall of the truck picked out the hint of a rib or two in the shadows.


  Dud tossed the stake away into the night, still feeling muddled and out of sorts. He was about to reach for the coffin lid when something about the body drew his attention. It was the gap in the skeleton's vest. There was something drifting out of it. Sort of like smoke, but more like a vapor. It resembled the fog that hung thick among the Smokies early on a frosty winter's morning.


  Startled, Dud watched as the vapor rippled from out of the empty rib cage, growing thick and strangely luminescent. It curled around the skeleton, filling the bottom of the casket. Soon the mist had rolled completely over the body, obscuring it from view. The vapor swirled gently, giving off an eerie blue glow that Dud couldn't figure out.


  "This ain't right," he muttered. "It just ain't right."


  Dud was about to take a step backward when a flash of motion erupted from the mist. He heard the brittle crackle of bones and felt a tug at his britches leg. He looked down and was shocked to see what had him.


  It was the right hand of the skeleton. Its bony fingers were clutching the denim of his overalls like a drowning man holding on to a life preserver.


  He cried out and shook his leg, but the thing refused to let go. Then Dud noticed something odd. The cuff of the white shirt and the black suit above it: they no longer looked ancient and on the verge of crumbling into dust. In fact, they looked as new as store-bought clothing.


  A mixture of horror and awe filled Dud as he stared at the skeletal hand that had him. From the tiny pores of the bones seeped a clear red fluid. It ran along the fingers and joints, coating them, thickening into a deep, greasy crimson. He watched as the stringy texture of raw muscle and ligaments formed, covering the hand, hiding the bones underneath. Then, almost as quickly, a thin layer of skin appeared. Soon it, too, had run its course. Dud could even see fine hairs on the skin, as well as the pale flats of fingernails, longer than average and wickedly sharp at the ends.


  "No," mumbled Dud. "No, it ain't happening."


  "Oh, but it is," said the voice.


  But this time it didn't come from Dud's brain.


  Instead, it came from the casket.


  A low moan rose from the farmer's throat as the mist parted and the occupant of the box sat up. In the ebbing glow of the flashlight, Dud saw the man's face clearly. It was strong and lean, with bushy eyebrows over bluish-gray eyes, as well as a thick mane of iron-gray hair and a heavy mustache of the same hue. The throat gasped deeply, drawing in air as if it hadn't breathed for nearly a century. When the lips, thin and slightly blue, parted, Dud could see a set of strong white teeth. They were the teeth of the skeleton in the box. The canines looked even longer than they had before.


  Dud opened his mouth a couple of times before he actually managed to say anything. "Who… who the hell are you?" he croaked.


  But the second he'd asked the question, the answer came to him. He recalled an old photograph hidden in the pages of Revelation in his late father's bible; a bible that had been passed down through generations of Cravens. The tintype was of a tall, elderly man with gray hair and piercing eyes. And he was dressed in the black suit and collarless white shirt of a backwoods minister.


  Dud watched dumbfounded as the man rose from his casket, joints popping loudly in protest, joints that were now covered with living flesh. Those stern eyes of steely blue studied him for a moment. Then the man began to smile. But there was no humor to the gesture. None whatsoever.


  "You know who I am," he said in a rumbling baritone that sounded more like it had come from the back of a dark cave than from any human throat.


  That was when Dudley Craven lost his nerve. Although it seemed impossible at first, he wrenched his gaze from that of the preacher and stumbled backward. He fell off the truck and hit the ground wrong, twisting his ankle. But he didn't let that slow him down. He scrambled to his feet and limped blindly off into the night.


  Behind him, the man in the coffin began to laugh.


  


  Chapter Five
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  Austin ran with all the power his legs could muster. Behind him, in relentless pursuit, was a spawn of evil so horrendous that it could scarcely be comprehended by the intellect of man. His ears strained, searching for the least sound, perhaps the snap of a twig or the billowing of bestial breath mere inches behind him. At first, Austin heard nothing. Then it came from above, the flapping of leathery wings and the gleeful laughter of Satan himself…


  Tammy Craven pulled her eyes from the book in her hands and paused for a long moment. Had she heard something? Maybe the creak of a footstep on the staircase? She listened, as focused as the hero in her book, but heard nothing else.


  She went back to her reading.


  Suddenly, Austin turned and saw the thing descending upon him. Horror filled him at the very sight of it. Its body was green and scaly, while its head was a hideous mixture of man and snake. Long arms tipped at the fingers in jagged claws reached out for him, while those leathery wings, tattered and frayed at the edges, beat the night air furiously. And from the fanged mouth of the serpent-demon echoed the horrid laughter of the truly damned…


  Once again, Tammy paused. She laid down the horror novel and sat there in bed, listening. She was sure of it that time. The sound of a loose board in the upstairs hallway. Someone was in the house.


  Tammy flung back the wedding-ring quilt that covered her and left the bed. The first thing she did was lift the mattress and tuck the paperback underneath. Then she looked toward the door. She listened but heard nothing else. That didn't satisfy her, though. She had to look and see for herself.


  As she started across the bedroom, the hardwood floor cool against the soles of her bare feet, Tammy passed in front of the dresser mirror. She glanced over at herself and frowned at what she saw: a skinny girl of twenty-six with mousy brown hair and glasses, wearing a pink flannel gown. The image in the mirror also possessed a look of perpetual worry on its plain-Jane face. Not that that was any big surprise. Tammy had possessed that expression throughout most of her married life, all five years of it.


  Tammy reached the door and pressed her ear to the panel. She heard nothing. Nervously she opened the door and eased her head out into the hallway. It was dark and empty. No one had been there. It had only been her imagination.


  With a sigh, she closed the door and headed back to bed. Before she got there, she decided to take no chances. She walked to the bedroom window and looked out.


  Twenty yards from the house stood the Green Hollow First Baptist Church. It was an immaculate building of white brick and imported stained glass, complete with the high pinnacle of a steeple rearing heavenward. Tammy breathed easier when she saw that the lights were still on in the auditorium. That meant her husband was there, probably still practicing his sermon for tomorrow morning's service.


  Tammy pictured Wendell Craven standing at the pulpit, tall and slightly overweight, the light of self-righteous intensity shining in his eyes. If she knew Wendell, he'd be down there until ten-thirty or eleven o'clock, polishing every "Hallelujah!" and "Amen!" Wendall was a perfectionist, especially where the Lord was concerned. Tammy knew that all too well. That was part of the reason she was so jumpy and on edge all the time. Wendell's sermonizing didn't end in his church. It continued at home, too, and unfortunately, there Tammy was the only one within earshot.


  She left the window and returned to the cherrywood bed. She took the horror novel from beneath the mattress and climbed back under the covers. She opened the book and began searching for her lost place. She was anxious to see how Austin's encounter with the snake-demon turned out.


  But before she could, she heard a noise, a real noise this time. It came from the other side of the bedroom door. Frightened, she lifted her eyes from the book. The doorknob was turning.


  A second later, her worst fear became reality. The door swung open and Wendell stepped in, his bulk filling the doorway. The young preacher glared at his wife, pinning her to the headboard of the bed like a butterfly to a specimen board. When he saw what she held in her hands, his face grew livid with rage. A strange mixture of disgust and triumph burned in his tiny eyes as he raised an accusing finger.


  "I suspected as much!" he growled, crossing the floor so forcefully that his footsteps shook the dresser and highboy.


  Tammy was helpless. She shrank back and said nothing as her husband reached the bed and jerked the paperback from her hands.


  "What did I tell you about reading this trash?" he asked, causing his wife to cringe. He stared at the cover of the book with a look of repulsion. It was all dripping foil letters, bloody fangs, and serpent's eyes. "Do you remember what I told you?"


  Tammy's voice was a whisper. "There's nothing wrong with those books, Wendell," she said. "They're harmless."


  Wendell looked on the verge of exploding. "Harmless? You call this garbage harmless? It's the tongue of Lucifer put to paper, that's what it is! And those responsible for writing such crap are nothing but the devil's followers! Drunkards and drug addicts and worshipers of Satan! Blasphemers in the eyes of God!"


  "Please, Wendell," pleaded Tammy. "It's not like that. It's only make believe, like a children's book…"


  The preacher laughed, but it was a laugh full of pity and contempt. "No, my dear, it is not like a children's book. These books deal with the minions of hell! Witches and demons and vampires! Depravity like this could only come from the minds of the wicked." He yanked the book open so violently that the spine cracked. "Look at this! Profanity and fornication on every page!"


  Tammy reached out with a trembling hand. "Please, dear. Don't be so upset."


  Again that condescending laugh. "I am far past upset, Tammy! I am outraged!" He glared at the book in his hand, then began to rip it to shreds, page by page. "Didn't I warn you about the sin of reading such profane material? Didn't I?"


  She was near tears now, her nerves pushed to the edge. "Yes," she replied meekly. "You did."


  Wendell flung the mutilated book aside, then reached out for her. He grabbed one of her wrists in his ham-sized fist. "Then we must pray for your redemption," he told her. "We must ask the Lord to show His mercy."


  Tammy began to cry then. Her wrist felt like it was trapped in a shop vise. "Stop it, Wendell! You're hurting me!"


  "Sometimes the will of God does hurt," he told her as he dragged her bodily from the bed. "Sometimes it requires a strong hand to teach the sinful. Now, get on your knees and pray!"


  Tammy sobbed as she righted herself and knelt next to the bed. Her small hands jittered as she clasped them together.


  Wendell stood above her, a hand on the back of her neck, pressing her head into a repentive bow. "Lord Almighty in heaven, please find it in Your benevolent heart to forgive this lowly sinner. Her ways are those of the misguided and the ignorant. Forgive her, oh Lord, and deny her not Your blessing. Also, forgive me, Savior, for she is the one who clings unto me and therefore it is my responsibility to guide her in the ways of the righteous. I have failed at that duty and am truly sorry. Please give me the strength and ability to overcome these shortcomings and spread Your divine word in a manner You approve of. In Jesus' name, Amen!"


  Tammy felt her husband's hand squeeze the nape of her neck. "Amen," she echoed softly.


  A moment later, she felt herself being lifted gently from the floor. "There, there, my dear," said Wendell, his voice tender. "The Lord has forgiven you now. There's no more need for tears."


  As her husband's arms embraced her, Tammy wanted to break away and run. But she didn't. She did as she had done since the night of their honeymoon. She played the part of the obedient wife and suppressed her true feelings. She nestled against him, exhausted, feeling more anguish than comfort.


  "No more of these books?" he asked in a fatherly tone of voice. "Agreed?"


  "Yes," she whispered. "No more."


  "Good," he said. He gave her a hug, then sat her down on the bed. "I'm going back down to the church now. I still have some work to do on my sermon. I'll be back up in an hour or two. Why don't you go on to bed? I want you bright-eyed and beautiful for your Sunday school class tomorrow morning. Okay?"


  Tammy stared up dully at her husband. The salt of her tears speckled the inside of her glasses, making it hard to see. "Okay," was all she said.


  Wendell Craven bent down and kissed his wife's forehead. Then, picking up the torn paperback, he left the bedroom. A minute later, she heard the slam of the back door and Wendell's footsteps on the sidewalk that ran between the parsonage and the church parking lot.


  When Tammy was sure he was gone, she removed her glasses and laid them on the nightstand beside her bed. After turning off the lamp, she curled up in bed and lay there for a long time. She shook violently, as if suffering from a palsy, unable to stop. Hot tears resurfaced, spilling past her clenched eyelids and dampening the pillow beneath her head. Her wrist still ached where Wendall had grabbed it. There would be bruises there in the morning. They wouldn't be the first.


  She considered getting up and calling her mother in Knoxville, but knew it would do no good. She was well aware of what her advice would be: just put up with it like a good wife should, her mother would tell her. And thank your lucky stars that you've been blessed with a husband like Wendell.


  Tammy clenched her eyes and cried even harder. She knew the tears and the trembling would fade eventually, but they seemed to last a little longer with each new incident. Five years. She had endured Wendell's abusive stone-throwing for five long years now. She knew it would never end, as long as Wendell considered himself God's sole mouthpiece (with the exception of Billy Graham, of course).


  She thought of his fanaticism and how cruelly it affected her on a daily basis. And she wondered how long it would be before her nerves finally snapped, bringing about the breakdown she had feared for so very long.


  


  Chapter Six
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  Dudley Craven ran, his lungs burning in his chest. He reached the graywood barn, passed it, and kept right on going. A barbed-wire fence choked with weeds and blackberry bramble stood a few yards away. The farmer placed a palm on top of a weathered post and hopped the barbed strands clean as a whistle. But he knew he couldn't keep up that pace for long. A bellyful of food and the liquor he had drunk afterward were bound to catch up with him and slow him down.


  When he landed on the far side of the fence, he groaned at the pain that shot through his right ankle. It was sprained. Dud could tell that for sure. But he had no choice but to ignore it. Fearfully, he glanced over his shoulder. He could see the pickup truck, but there was no sign of the man who'd stood there. The bed looked empty except for the coffin, but he could still hear that laughter, that godawful laughter that seemed to echo around him from every imaginable direction, cutting past his eardrums and into his brain.


  Dud made it to the open field and headed across the dark rows in a lurching limp. He breathed in the cool air of the spring night, but the further he went, the less his lungs seemed to pull in. Huffing and puffing, he continued across the stretch of moonlit earth, hoping to reach the heavy woods beyond.


  When he was halfway across the acreage, the laughter stopped. That didn't ease his terror any, though. Instead, it intensified it even more. He listened but heard nothing. Not even the crickets were singing. They were silent, as if afraid to make the tiniest noise. That was what he intended to do once he reached the thicket—find a dark place to hide and stay put, as quiet as a stone.


  Dud was reaching the fields of newly cleared land when something cried out from above. It sounded like the harsh caw of a carrion crow. Fearfully, he twisted his head and stared up at the night sky. At first he saw nothing. Then came the flutter of oily wings and he spotted the dark form of a large bird flash past the half circle of the moon. It was a crow, but what was it doing out after dark? The question left Dud's thoughts as quickly as it had come. He had more important things to think about than some stupid crow. As he ran, he had only one purpose in mind, and that was to escape the one he'd unfortunately had a hand in bringing back to life.


  The farmer was returning his eyes to ground level just as he came upon the plow he had abandoned in the field. He tried to stop but was unable to slow down in time. The heavy wooden handle caught him in the side, sending a burst of agony through him. He stumbled, hands outstretched. An instant later he hit the ground. The palm of his left hand landed squarely against the dirt-caked blade of the plowshare. The edge cut deeply, separating the meat and slicing clean to the bone. He screamed out hoarsely and rolled onto his back. Dud cradled his injured hand. He could feel blood spurting from the wound, soaking the bib front of his overalls.


  "Shitfire!" he yelled, then clammed up. He gritted against the pain in his hand and looked toward the farm. He saw nothing but an empty stretch of furrowed ground. No one appeared to be following him.


  He wasn't about to take any chances, however. He recalled what had happened after he had pulled the stake free—how a box full of bones and sunken clothing had turned into a living, breathing being. Dud fought the pain that shot the length of his forearm and struggled to his feet. Then he started running again.


  Fifty more feet, that was all that lay between him and the cover of the forest. He covered the distance at a stagger, his side hurting, his breathing labored. He looked back over his shoulder. The slope of the mountainside remained vacant, etched in lines of moonlight and deep shadow.


  Dud was almost to the edge of the woods when he spotted something up ahead. It was a flow of dark motion, separating from the shadows between the tall pines. He stopped dead in his tracks and watched as a form emerged from the forest, stepping into the moonlight.


  "Oh, God," muttered the farmer, struggling for breath. "How?"


  It was the tall, gray-haired man in the black suit. He took a couple of steps toward him, then stopped. The preacher's face looked as pale as new cream and his eyes seemed to burn in the dark pits below those bushy brows. They almost appeared to glow, like the last lingering coals of a fire that had burnt itself out hours ago.


  There was fifteen feet of open ground between him and Dud. The farmer looked over his shoulder and gauged the stretch he had just traveled. A good seven acres stood between him and the pickup truck. His heart sank. He knew there was no way he could make that distance again. The man would catch him before he got fifty feet. Resigned to the fact, Dud turned and faced the one who had somehow beat him to the south side of the pasture.


  The elderly man appraised him sternly. "What is your name?" he asked.


  Dud was a little taken back. "Dudley," he said. "Dudley Craven."


  The man nodded. "And your father's name?"


  "Edgar Craven," he replied. He looked into those strange eyes with the icy blue irises and the bloodshot whites. They held his gaze like a magnet, refusing to let it stray.


  The preacherman frowned, as if the name was unfamiliar to him. "And your grandfather?"


  That odd feeling of cold numbness threatened to overtake his brain again, making it difficult to think. He had to study on it for a moment. "Peter," he finally said.


  A thin smile creased the man's blue lips. "Ah, Peter. My youngest son."


  Dud simply stared at the preacher, his heart ceasing to beat as frantically as it once had. He was still frightened, but not so much as before.


  "You know who I am, do you not?" asked the old man.


  "Yes," said Dud without hesitation. "Grandpappy. Grandpappy Craven."


  The man nodded sagely. His eyes left Dud's face and settled on the farmer's left hand. "You are hurt."


  Dud lifted his hand. It was still bleeding profusely, throbbing in time with his pulse. "I cut it. On the plow."


  Grandpappy Craven extended a gaunt hand. "Come to me," he commanded.


  Dud didn't falter. He walked toward his greatgrandfather, his useless hand stretched outward.


  The old man took it when Dud came within reach. He cradled the farmer's hand in his own. Dud flinched a little. Grandpappy's touch was as cold as ice. He watched as the preacher gazed at the open pit in the palm of his hand, his eyes feverish. Then, without warning, he raised it to his mouth.


  A jolt of terror cut through the cloud in Dud's brain and he tried to pull away. "Trust me," said Grandpappy.


  Dud surrendered, watching as the old man's lips covered the ugly wound. He shuddered. A prickly chill engulfed Dud's palm, driving away the pain. He felt the preacher's tongue enter the cut, caressing the raw muscle and exposed bone. Dud closed his eyes, feeling nauseated. But that was even worse. He could still hear the ugly wet sound of the old man lapping up his blood. It sounded like a thirsty coonhound drinking water out of a creekbed.


  For a moment, Dud felt nothing in his hand below the wrist. Then warmth flowed back into his fist and a tightness gripped the flat of his palm. He opened his eyes just as Grandpappy released him.


  Dud withdrew his hand and stared at it. The nasty wound was gone. The palm was whole once again.


  "See?" said Grandpappy. He smiled softly and Dud could see traces of fresh blood in the creases between his teeth. "I always take care of family."


  Dud stumbled back, feeling as if he were about to faint. Before he could, however, Grandpappy was standing before him, steadying his balance with a frigid but firm hand. Dud's eyes locked with the old man's.


  "You know who I am, Dudley Craven," said Grandpappy. "But do you know what I am?"


  "I… I think so," said the farmer. Truthfully, there was no thinking to it. Dud knew exactly what sort of being Grandpappy was. He remembered the stake he had removed and realized its true purpose for being there. A pang of regret surfaced somewhere in the back of his mind, but was immediately swallowed by the dark mist in his brain.


  "Then you know that I have certain needs?" he continued. "Yearnings?"


  Dud swallowed dryly. "Yeah," was all he said.


  "Excellent," replied Grandpappy Craven. "Then I trust you will extend me the hospitality of your dwelling, as well as attend to other matters. Matters that are of the utmost importance for someone like myself."


  Dud nodded. He didn't possess the will to refuse.


  "Fine," said Grandpappy. "I knew you'd not let me down. After all, it would be a sin to deny one's kin. It could prove to be downright fatal, in fact. Do you understand?"


  "I do," replied Dud. The old man had his hooks in him now and there was no escaping them.


  "Then let us go," said the fallen preacher.


  Dully, Dud accompanied him across the barren acres toward the dark structures of the mountain farm. His mind was numb and compliant, but his heart was filled with dread. He had a feeling he knew what Grandpappy wanted. And it would be up to him to get it for him.


  


  Chapter Seven
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  Boyd Andrews was heading up a winding stretch of mountain backroad when an unexpected gully appeared ahead. He eased off the gas pedal—which had been pretty much pressed to the floorboard since he'd left town—and jammed on the brakes. The wheels of the Ford locked up, but the clay earth of the roadbed was powdery and loose. The half-ton slid several yards, then lurched to a stop when the front wheels dropped into the gully. They hit bottom with enough force to tighten the seat belt around Boyd's chest and make his teeth rattle.


  For a moment he sat there stunned, his truck angled sharply downward at the front. Then he fumbled with the buckle of the seat belt, his temper rising. "Damn it!" he growled. Eventually, he felt the latch release and climbed out of the cab. He was afraid to look at the damage that had been done. The truck had hit hard enough to break the front axle, maybe even strip a couple of transmission bolts from their moorings.


  He took a flashlight with him and snapped it on as he crouched next to the gully. It was more like a ditch. Heavy rains earlier in the week had apparently washed across the roadbed and eroded a fair amount of earth away. He stuck his hand down into the gully. It was a good foot and a half deep in some places.


  Boyd examined the truck's front wheels. The left seemed okay, but the right tire was flatter than a fritter. The force of the drop had split it clean down to the rim. Boyd cussed even more. An all-terrain tire like that would cost him a hundred and twenty dollars, maybe more. And he didn't have the resources at that point.


  He popped the hood and flashed the light around inside. Everything else looked okay. The transmission was still in its proper place and the radiator wasn't leaking. He slapped the hood back down and checked beneath the vehicle. He sighed in relief when he found the front axle intact. He was lucky. It could have been worse.


  Boyd stood there and stared at the flat tire for a moment. There was no way he could change it, not with the other tire in the gully. The earth in the bottom of the ditch was loose and unstable. He'd never be able to set up his jack without having it fall on his head. He would have to have some help, and that was all there was to it.


  "What a day," he sighed. Then he directed the flashlight toward the road that spiraled upward into darkness. A couple of miles further up was the peak of the mountain called Eagle Point. He drew in a breath and smelled the bittersweet scent of woodsmoke in the air. Having nowhere else to go, he locked his truck door, then began walking up the steep grade.


  A half hour later, Boyd was approaching the summit of the mountain, when he heard a sound echo from the woods to his right. He recognized it instantly. It was the crisp, metallic click of a hammer being cocked. Boyd stopped dead in the center of the road, afraid to move a muscle.


  "Who goes there?" called a gruff voice. "Answer me quick, or I'll put a musket ball clean through you! And I ain't a-kidding, neither."


  Boyd smiled. He knew the owner of that voice, and he was right—he wasn't kidding. He had probably shot more men in his time than Boyd had swatted flies.


  "Caleb!" he called, eyes searching the darkness. "It's just me—Boyd Andrews."


  "Well, I'll be damned!" rumbled the man, stepping from behind a juniper bush. "Boyd, you ol' rusty-headed son of a bitch! I ain't seen you in a coon's age!"


  Boyd watched as the man reached the glow of his flashlight. Caleb Vanleer was like a picture straight out of a history book. He was a tall, gangly fellow in his late fifties, with stringy black hair and a graying beard that hung clear to the bottom of his breastbone. Caleb was decked out in tanned buckskins, complete with Indian beadwork and fringed sleeves, and the boots he wore were knee-length and laced with rawhide. He wore a full coonskin cap on his head, bearing both face and ringed tail. Around his neck dangled a necklace of shiny black bear-claws, and a leather possibles bag and powder horn were slung across one broad shoulder. Around his waist was a heavy leather belt sporting a stag-handled Bowie knife on one hip and a holstered .45 flintlock pistol on the other.


  The rifle Caleb held was a replica of a Hawken rifle, .50 caliber, with a stock of curly maple and a blued octagon barrel with iron sights. The rifle was the type with a percussion lock, meaning it was fired with the assistance of a firing cap instead of a striking flint. Boyd was glad Caleb had chosen to give his warning before firing. He had seen Caleb hit a soda pop bottle at two hundred yards with the big-bore musket. The thought of a lead ball slamming into him at even a fraction of that distance made Boyd's stomach clench a little.


  A moment later, Vanleer had the carpenter in a roaring bear hug that lifted him clean off his feet. Boyd was no small man himself, but the mountain man was a good four inches taller and fifty pounds heavier. When he had finally returned Boyd to solid earth, he stood back and studied the man.


  A hint of a frown showed from beneath the buckskinner's scraggly beard. "Boyd," he said. "You look like dog-shit on toast!"


  "That good, huh?" asked Boyd, trying for a smile, but failing miserably.


  "Have yourself a hard day?" asked his friend.


  "That's putting it mildly." Boyd looked past the man, toward the top of the mountain. "Let's go on up to the cabin and I'll tell you about it."


  "Over a jug of my high-grade popskull, I'm hoping," said Caleb with a grin.


  Boyd hesitated for a moment. "Yeah," he finally said. "That's one of the things I came for."


  "Well, then, you're sure in luck, hoss!" roared Vanleer. "I just brewed me a batch of clear corn that'd burn the chrome plumb off a car bumper. Speaking of rides, where's that ol' truck of yours?"


  "I hit a gully across the road a couple miles down," he told him. "Busted the hell clean out of my tire. I figured maybe you'd help me fix it before I leave."


  "You figuring on making this a short visit or an all-nighter?"


  Boyd shrugged. "That depends on how strong that moonshine is."


  Caleb laughed. "You'd best plan on staying till morning, then. This batch is as potent as a polecat with bad breath!"


  "Sounds like strong stuff," said Boyd. "God knows I need it."


  Vanleer shook his woolly head. "Believe me, son. God ain't got nothing to do with what I brew in that still up yonder."


  The buckskinner slapped Boyd on the back and, canting the Hawken over one shoulder, accompanied his visitor up the road to the top of Eagle Point.


   


  The cabin at the top of the mountain wasn't much to look at, but it was home for Caleb Vanleer. It was a simple one-room structure constructed of dovetailed logs with clay mud chinking filling the gaps in between. The roof was covered with cedar shingles and at the far left wall stood a chimney of mortared stones. On the front of the cabin was a simple porch with an overhang, cluttered with a full rick of firewood stacked to one side and a couple of straight-backed rocking chairs sitting on the other.


  The only thing modern in sight was a Chevy Blazer four-by-four parked next to the cabin. It had oversized tires and was jacked a couple of feet off the ground. Boyd knew that the engine beneath the hood was nothing to sneeze at. There was enough horsepower in that engine to pull a wagonload of iron stoves up the steep grade of Eagle Point with no trouble at all. And it was fast on the road, too. Boyd remembered one time when he had gone to town with Caleb during one of his rare trips to civilization. A couple of teenagers in an I-ROC Camaro pulled up to a red light and challenged Caleb to a drag race. When the light had turned green, Vanleer had given them a big, whiskery grin. He was a half mile down the main stretch before the Camaro's driver even had a chance to let off the brake.


  As Boyd and Caleb reached the cabin and mounted the rickety steps, they were greeted by Old Nailhead. Nailhead was Caleb's redbone coonhound, a sorry-looking dog with a coat as red as junkyard rust and drooping folds of loose skin dangling from its skinny frame. Like the cabin and the four-by-four, Old Nailhead wasn't much to look at either, but then, looks could be deceiving. The redbone was the best coonhound in all of the Smoky Mountains, or at least Caleb claimed he was. Nailhead could track a ringtail thirty miles through a blinding snowstorm and never lose its scent. Boyd knew that for sure, because he had accompanied Caleb on such a hunt when he was eighteen. It had been the longest night of Boyd's young life, but it'd been one of those experiences he wouldn't have traded for a million dollars. And they had returned with a burlap sack full of good-sized coons, to boot.


  The dog rose to his feet when he saw Boyd coming. He bounded to the edge of the porch and let out a mournful howl. It was his way of saying "howdy."


  Boyd reached down and scratched the hound behind his floppy ears. "Hey there, Nailhead!" he said, smiling. "Have you missed me, boy?"


  "I'll say he missed your ornery carcass," Caleb told him. "Me, too, for that matter. You realize it's been a good three and a half months since the last time you came visiting?"


  Boyd shook his head. "Has it been that long?"


  "It surely has," said Caleb. "What the hell have you been up to, boy?"


  The carpenter's spirits began to backslide again. "Come on in the cabin and I'll fill you in."


  They entered the cabin, leaving the redbone outside. A fire crackled in the stone hearth, casting a flickering glow over the cabin's single room. "Let me brighten things up a bit here," said Caleb. He lifted the chimney of a Coleman lantern sitting on an oak table and lit the wick with a sulfur match. "Pardon the mess. I ain't had company in so long, I've kinda let things go."


  As the glow of the lantern increased, Boyd saw that he was right. Dirty dishes littered the table, and all manner of objects cluttered the hardwood floor: half-tanned skins nailed to stretching boards, hunting and gun magazines that lay partially read, and a carpet of pine shavings where Caleb had done a hell of a lot of whittling. It was the telltale sign of a lifelong bachelor… or a very lonely man. In Vanleer's case, both.


  "Have a seat by the hearth there and I'll fetch the firewater," invited the mountain man. "Then you can give your confessional, so to speak."


  Boyd laughed. He walked over to the wooden bench that sat before the fireplace and sat down, utterly exhausted. He tried to blank his mind to all the bad that had happened to him that day, but it just kept coming back. That regretful look on Ed Grant's face as he handed him the severance check. The ambush by Joan and her deceitful mother in the kitchen of his former home. Paul's hurt and Bessie's innocent hopefulness. And the ruptured tire on his truck, he mustn't forget that.


  The next thing he knew, Caleb Vanleer was sitting down on the bench next to him, a couple of pint bell jars in his hands. They were filled to the rim with clear liquid. "There you go, tenderfoot. Grade A, hundred-percent panther piss."


  Boyd took the jar of corn liquor and raised it to his nose. The very smell of it burnt the lining of his nostrils and made his eyes water. Yes, it was genuine white lightning like only Caleb could make it. Boyd wondered why the law had never paid Vanleer a call, still-busting ax in hand. But he already knew the answer to that: Eagle Point wasn't in Green Hollow's jurisdiction, or that of Sevier County, for that matter. It was actually government property and part of Smoky Mountain National Park, even though Caleb owned a small piece of it—his family had held the deed going on two hundred years now. Boyd was sure the federal government had gotten wind of Vanleer's private distillery, but so far they'd done nothing about it. Maybe they didn't feel he was worth the trouble. Or maybe it was due to a guilty conscience. Caleb had been royally screwed by his own countrymen, or, more precisely, the ones who occupied that pentagon-shaped building up in Washington, D.C.


  Boyd looked down at the jar in his hand and suddenly he was no longer in Vanleer's mountain cabin. He was back in Joan's kitchen, sitting on the floor, laughing his damned fool head off while his children stared at him with wide, frightened eyes. That memory, however foggy, made him think twice—but only for a moment. Abruptly, everything else came flooding back—his inability to keep a steady job and the possible loss of his wife and children, among other things—and the pain seemed too much for him to bear.


  He lifted the jar to his lips and took a long swallow of moonshine. It went down smooth as silk, with hardly any burn to it at all. But he knew the liquor was a bald-faced liar. He sat there and waited until it made its way down to his belly. That's when it hit him. The sour mash bloomed in his stomach, filling his gut with warmth and a jolt like pure, unharnessed lightning.


  "Good?" asked Caleb with a big grin.


  Boyd tried to return the smile, but it came out looking lame and more than a little guilty. "First drink I've had in three months, Caleb."


  The mountain man frowned. He thought about Boyd's family—that pretty wife of his and those two fine younguns. "Uh-oh," he said. "Did I do something I shouldn't have here? You mean you've been on the wagon for three whole months?"


  "That's right," said Boyd. He laughed bitterly. "But tonight I fell off it right good. And hopefully I'll get run over by it in the process."


  Concern shown in Vanleer's eyes. "Boyd, this ain't like you. I've known you since you were a tadpole and I've never seen you this down before."


  Caleb reached for the jar in Boyd's hand, but the carpenter jerked it away. He took another long swig of liquor.


  "When you hear what's been going on lately, you won't be trying to take this away from me," he told him. "You'll likely be trying to pour it down my throat with a funnel."


  "I doubt that," said Caleb. "But if you want to tell me about it, hey, my ears are primed and ready."


  Boyd set the jar of moonshine atop his knee and thought to himself for a moment. Then he proceeded to tell Caleb Vanleer about everything that had taken place after that snowy night when Joan had kicked his drunken butt out of the house. When he was finally finished, he sat there on the bench, head hanging low and tears in his eyes.


  "Do you blame me now?" he asked in barely a whisper.


  "Can't say I really do," said Caleb. He patted his friend on the knee. "But pickling yourself with this ol' rotgut ain't gonna get you your family back, son. Hell, just the opposite."


  Boyd couldn't help but grin. "Since when did you get so high and mighty, Caleb?"


  Vanleer's eyes grew stony, knocking the grin right off the younger man's face. "I ain't preaching you no sermon, Boyd," he said flatly. "That ain't no job for me, of all people." He turned and stared gravely into the crackling flames of the hearth. "Lord knows, my life hasn't turned out the way I once hoped it would."


  Boyd couldn't help but pity the old mountain man. One wouldn't know by looking at him, but Caleb Vanleer had once been a Green Beret, and a full-bird colonel to boot. He had also done three tours of duty in Vietnam, and that in itself had proven to be his downfall. Boyd didn't really know the true story, only bits and pieces. During a tunnel rat mission in the Central Highlands, Vanleer had suffered some sort of trauma. A trauma that had, for some unknown reason, caused a loss of memory, erasing a short but significant period of time from Caleb's mind. Unable to account for the disappearance of those who had entered the Vietcong tunnel with him, Vanleer was stripped of his rank and kicked out of the military.


  Caleb drew a nice pension, but the damage had been done. He became a mountain hermit, trading his fatigues and M-16 for tanned buckskins and a muzzle-loading rifle. Almost twenty-five years had passed since Caleb had been found roaming the jungle by a recon patrol and, even after all that time, he still couldn't break the barrier that prevented him from remembering what had actually happened to him and his fellow tunnel rats.


  He looked over and saw that the old man was still staring at the flames, as if they somehow held a key to that distant mystery. He could see the frustration in every line of the mountain man's face. But Boyd knew he was wasting his time. Whatever happened back there in Nam was ancient history and it was one page of Vanleer's life that would probably be lost forever.


  "Caleb?" he said softly. "I didn't mean to stir up that old shit again."


  The buckskinner shrugged. "It comes back to haunt me every now and then," he said. "Ain't no big deal. I can handle it."


  "You always were the crummiest liar I ever come across," said Boyd, punching the man in the arm.


  Caleb looked at him for a moment, then chuckled. "I reckon you're right about that." He eyed Boyd, seeing the same troubled look in his eyes that shone in his own. "I figure it's gonna take more than a little ol' pint jar of this confounded stump-likker to chase these blues away, don't you?"


  Boyd thought about it for second. "Yep. I'd say so."


  "Then I'll go fetch that jug," said Vanleer. He stood up and walked to the footlocker where he kept a gallon of his homemade hooch, ready for such downhearted occasions.


  Boyd stared at the whiskey in his hand, then downed the rest in a couple of gulps. As the liquor burned its way into his bloodstream, he began to forget the promise he had made to himself. And at that moment, he really didn't give a damn whether he stuck to it or not.


  


  Chapter Eight
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  The five-acre lot of the Green Hollow Drive-In Theater was packed that night. There were a dozen rows in all, and most were filled to capacity with cars, pickup trucks, and vans. Some folks watched the big sixty-foot screen with rapt interest, stuffing their faces with popcorn, hot dogs, and big, salty pretzels. Others could care less about the movie that was playing. They wrestled passionately in their backseats, steaming up the windows and seeing how many hickeys could fit on the average-sized neck. A few kids ran from row to row, laughing and playing. It was cool that late March night, but no one seemed to care. They had waited all winter for the drive-in to open back up and were now taking full advantage of it.


  One person in the crowd derived no enjoyment from the movie as he stared through the bug-speckled windshield of his truck at the images on the big screen. Dud Craven sat and watched the picture dully, the bulky metal speaker hooked on his window emitting tiny screams and snarls. The drive-in was showing a double feature that night and it was just Dud's luck that it turned out to be a couple of horror flicks: The Lost Boys and The Howling. Vampires and werewolves. Dud shuddered. Why couldn't it have been a couple of teenage sex comedies, or something like that?


  Dud's stomach grumbled. The beans and taters hadn't mixed well with the corn whiskey and he was suffering a bad case of indigestion. He took out his pocketwatch and checked the time. It was a little past eleven-thirty.


  He glanced back at the screen. Kiefer Sutherland was snarling into the camera, fangs exposed and eyes glowing an ugly blood red. Dud closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then he opened them and glanced in the Dodge's rearview mirror. He could see the reflection of the truck's back window and the bed just beyond. Dud could faintly make out the dark bulge of a canvas tarp draped over something long and rectangular.


  Dud thought of what lay underneath that tarpaulin, as well as his reason for being there. Just thinking about it made him skittish. He turned his gaze back out the windshield, but not at the leather-clad undead on the movie screen. Instead, he watched the eleven rows of cars and trucks that stretched before him.


  A couple of boys about six or seven years old ran, giggling, between two cars in the tenth row. Dud's blood ran cold. He prayed that they wouldn't reach the twelfth and last row. He didn't think he could stand it if they did.


  He glanced out his side window. The last row on the lot usually offered the best seat in the house. But oddly enough, it was nearly empty that night. There was a Ford Escort parked to the far left, its occupants more interested in kissing and groping than anything else. The rest of the row directly behind the concession stand was mercifully empty.


  Dud heard a door slam directly ahead of him. A pretty blond girl, maybe sixteen, was leaving a souped-up Nissan truck in the eleventh row. She was dressed in a pair of tight jeans and an oversized letterman jacket. Burgundy and white, the colors of the Green Hollow Gladiators. She leaned through the open window, arguing with her boyfriend for a heated moment. Then she turned around and stomped off toward the concession stand.


  The farmer's heart began to pound. He knew this would be the one; he could sense it. He watched as the girl walked past the entrance that led into the snack bar, instead heading for a doorway near the back of the building. A sign over the door read LADIES.


  She was gone from sight only a second when Dud heard a dull scraping noise, the sound of wood grating against wood. He looked in the rearview mirror again. The tarp rose a foot or so, then eased back down. He waited for the lurching shudder of someone's weight on the truck bed, but it never came. Dud watched for a black form to leap over the tailgate and merge with the darkness, but he knew he wouldn't see it. Not in the mirror.


  His stomach boiled and he tasted bile in the back of his throat. He would have given his eyetooth for a roll of Turns at that moment. His hands clenched the steering wheel nervously. The palm of his left hand was a little tender, but that was all.


  Dud turned and looked toward the women's rest room. For a long moment, the doorway remained empty. Maybe she's already done her business and left, he thought hopefully. But a moment later, there she was, pushing the door open and stepping out into the night.


  The farmer swallowed dryly and watched. She turned toward the concession stand as if intending to go in. Then she paused and looked around like she had heard something. A little smile crossed her pretty face. She said something and started toward the back corner of the cinderblock building.


  Don't! Dud yelled in his mind. Just turn around and walk away.


  But she didn't. She reached the far corner and playfully looked around.


  That was when a shadow loomed out of nowhere. Dud saw the blonde recoil, her mouth opening for a scream. Then, silently, the patch of blackness swallowed her whole and she was gone.


  Dud's heart felt like it was going to jump out of his throat. He turned frightened eyes toward the entrance of the concession stand, then the rows of cars that sloped gently down the hillside. As far as he could tell, no one had seen a thing. No one but him.


  He glanced back at the darkness beyond the building. He knew what was there. A trash dumpster, followed by a couple of acres of woods and scrubby underbrush. Dud peered into the dark, but he could detect no movement.


  Maybe she got away, he thought. Then an image of Grandpappy Craven came to mind, eyes burning hungrily from beneath bushy brows. He shook his head. Fat chance.


  Dud sat there for what seemed like an eternity, but was actually no more than five minutes. Then he smelled something. He identified the odor at once. It was the rich, coppery scent of freshly let blood. He had bagged enough deer in his time to know the stench of death when he smelled it.


  He nearly jumped out of his skin when someone rapped gently on the rear window. By the time he looked into the mirror, the tarp-draped lid of the casket was already settling back into place.


  Dud knew what the signal meant. He cranked the ignition. It stuttered for a moment and, for a second, the farmer had the horrible feeling that the battery had gone dead on him. "Come on," he muttered. "Come on, damn it!"


  He tried again. This time the ignition took hold and the engine rumbled into life. Dud undipped the speaker from his window, returned it to its post, then rolled up the window. He glanced in the rearview mirror again. The box underneath the cover was still. To anyone looking, it would resemble a pile of junk beneath an old tarp and nothing more.


  But fortunately, no one was looking. Dud slowly pulled away from the last row and made his way toward the one and only exit lane. He drove at a creep, doing his best not to draw anyone's attention. As far as he could tell, he didn't. The climax of the vampire movie was taking place and everyone's eyes were glued to the flashing of wooden stakes and the spurting of blood.


  Dud made it past the first row and the big concrete-and-wood screen. As he drove by the ticket booth, the boy inside—a pimply teenager with a crewcut—glanced up from his Playboy and waved at him. Dud gave the kid a sickly smile and threw up a finger in reply.


  A moment later, Dud was on the main highway and heading back for the mountains. He wanted to stamp on the gas and let her fly, but he didn't dare. He drove the Dodge well below the speed limit, trying to remain as inconspicuous as he possibly could.


  


  Chapter Nine
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  Boyd felt like a freight train had run over his head… several times.


  As he crossed the Green Hollow city limits, he glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It was a quarter past eight in the morning.


  He had been up since sunrise, putting his truck back into commission. Boyd recalled little about the night before. All he remembered was several hours of drinking, laughing, and crying before he eventually passed out. The next thing he knew, Caleb was shaking him awake, looking as sober as a judge. Apparently, the mountain man was immune to his own moonshine. But Boyd hadn't been quite so lucky. His first drunk after three months of abstinence had been a doozy. And the price he had paid was a hangover that felt like a small nuclear weapon had been detonated inside his skull.


  It had only taken a half hour to pull the truck out of the gully with Caleb's four-by-four and fix its ruptured tire. Then Boyd was on his way home again, feeling like hell, as well as more than a little guilty and ashamed.


  As he drove along Highway 321, he hit a small pothole. The impact—although a little one—sent Boyd's head into a renewed fit of throbbing. "Serves you right, Andrews," he told himself. "Payback for being so damned stupid."


  Up ahead, he saw a Jim Dandy market. He pulled into the parking lot, then carefully climbed out of the truck, taking his time. Once inside the store, he gathered up what he would need: a can of tomato juice, a bottle of Louisiana hot sauce, and a dozen eggs. He paid for the items—breaking his last twenty in the process—then headed back to his truck. Once he was behind the wheel, he opened the glove compartment and took out the Dixie cups he always kept there. He opened the can of tomato juice with his Swiss army knife and filled the cup three-quarters full. Then he broke a couple of the eggs into the juice, followed by a generous dose of the hot sauce.


  Boyd stared at the hangover cure reluctantly, then opened his mouth and swallowed the whole nasty concoction. For a moment, he actually thought he would be able to keep it down. He sat perfectly still, afraid even to breathe. Then his stomach rebelled against the cure and he was hanging out of his truck window, puking his living guts up. When there was nothing left but dry heaves, he wiped his mouth on his sleeve and sat back in the seat. One way or the other, the mixture had done its job. If there had been any liquor left in his belly, it was gone now.


  Feeling a little better, Boyd started up the Ford and hit the highway again. He crossed two traffic lights, then drove through the center of Green Hollow, Tennessee. The little town boasted a population of 12,000 residents and was much like a hundred other small communities around the state. Rows of shops ran along both sides of the main thoroughfare, some of them specializing in Smoky Mountain souvenirs such as toy black bears and outhouse ashtrays made of red cedar. Green Hollow's commerce was dependent upon the tourist trade, although not so heavily as the resort towns of Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge, twenty miles further south.


  He passed the post office and the city hall building, which also housed the Green Hollow police department. Almost as quickly as he had entered the heart of town he was past it, approaching the far limits. As he crossed the railroad tracks and headed for open country again, he looked off toward the rural stretch of Stantonview Road. Joan would be getting the kids ready for church right about now. He recalled that hyper hour before Sunday school: Joan wrestling with curling iron, makeup, and the zipper of her dress at the same time, Paul frustrated over being unable to knot his tie, and little Bessie almost in tears because she couldn't find the right color tights to match her dress.


  As he drove farther on, he passed the tall white Baptist Church. Guilt nagged at him, but not over his lapse of willpower this time. He generally attended church services only twice during the year—on Easter Sunday and at Christmas. And even then it was only to pacify Joan. He had never been a very religious man. The family he had grown up in had pretty much ignored God, too busy with their own individual vices to care. Boyd had had an abusive, alcoholic father and a mother who made a point of visiting "sick friends" till all hours of the night. It wasn't until Boyd was thirteen that he'd found out that she was a regular at the Cheating Heart, a honky-tonk on the outskirts of town. After that, it didn't take much of an imagination on Boyd's part to figure out why she came dragging in early the next morning, her lipstick smeared all over her face, smelling like some fellow's loud aftershave.


  Boyd drove the thought out of his mind. His parents were gone now, but their memory still hurt, and not just because he had loved them. He reckoned he could blame some of his problems on their behavior, but he wasn't the kind of man to do that. He took responsibility for his shortcomings, figuring it was a cop-out to fault anyone else.


  It wasn't long before he turned into the bumpy dirt stretch of Maple Creek Road. He drove a half mile before he reached the place he currently called home. As it came into view, Boyd scowled and shook his head in disgust. The trailer he rented for a hundred and fifty a month was, to put it lightly, a total dump. If the single-wide could have been considered a work of art, it would have been a masterpiece in dry rot and rusty leak spots. During a particularly heavy downpour, the trailer could prove to be as wet inside as it was outside. And the previous occupants—a burly biker and his ever-changing procession of white trash mamas—had left behind more than a few problems for Boyd to contend with. They included a herd of roaches the size of field mice and a septic tank that had a bad habit of backing up into the kitchen sink.


  Boyd couldn't complain much. At least it was a roof over his head and the cheapest deal in town. He did miss the house on Stantonview, though. The comfort of living in a dwelling that couldn't easily be uprooted by a tornado and tossed around like an aluminum can was one Boyd sorely missed.


  As he pulled into a drive that was more mud than crushed gravel, he was a little surprised to find another truck parked there. It was a primer gray Dodge pickup, maybe a '68 or '69 model. He couldn't place the vehicle at first, until the door swung open and a man in his mid-thirties hopped out. He sort of looked like Ed Gein in bib overalls and a CAT baseball cap.


  Boyd frowned as he put the half-ton into park. "Dudley Craven," he said to himself. "Wonder what he wants?"


  Dudley had been in the same class as Boyd, at least until the tenth grade, when the mountain boy had dropped out of high school. Dudley had always been the butt of cruel jokes for his more fortunate classmates. They had always made fun of his homespun haircuts, the dirt behind his ears, and the hand-me-downs he had been forced to wear. He had never fought back at the insults, however. Dudley had always endured them with the patience of Job and gone about his own business.


  Boyd climbed out of the truck, his head pounding a little less severely and his equilibrium back. "Howdy, Dud," he called out to the man.


  The farmer walked up, his hand outstretched. "Boyd," he replied with a nod. "It's been a while."


  "Yeah, it certainly has," said Boyd. He took the man's hand and they shook. "What can I do for you, Dud?"


  "Well, I was hoping you could do me a favor," said Craven. He swallowed a couple of times, like he was nervous about something. "I recall you do some carpentry work every now and then."


  Boyd nodded. "That's right."


  "Well, I got a job for you," said Dud. "That is, if you want it."


  Boyd thought about the severance check in his pocket and knew it wouldn't go far. "Yeah, Dud, I'd be interested in anything you've got for me. What kind of work are we talking about?"


  Dud Craven glanced around, as if he expected to find someone eavesdropping on their conversation. "Uh, could we talk somewhere in private, Boyd?" he asked.


  The carpenter shrugged. "Sure. Let's go on back to my workshop here."


  They passed the trailer and walked to a prefab building that one of the former residents had erected out back. It was a simple structure, twenty by twelve, with a single garage door and a smaller entranceway at the back. Boyd took a key ring from his pants pocket and unlocked the big door. He swung it up, rolling it back on its tracks. Inside stood a lathe, jigsaw table, band saw, and half a dozen unfinished projects. At the rear of the shop, next to the back door, was a cluttered workbench sporting power tools and a big shop vise with padded jaws. Next to it stood rows of lumber and thick blocks of oak and pine. Along with his clothes, the only things Boyd had taken with him had been his tools and materials.


  Dud stood in the open doorway, looking back at the deserted stretch of dirt road. "Uh, could you close the door?" he asked.


  "I guess so," said Boyd. He turned on the inside light, then pulled the door shut with a clang.


  For a moment, Dud said nothing. He simply stood there, his hands stuck down in the baggy pockets of his overalls.


  "So, what's all the secrecy about, Dud?" asked Boyd.


  "I dunno, Boyd," he finally said. "I reckon I just didn't want anyone to overhear us." He hesitated, then went on. "This is kind of a private thing."


  "Oh," was all Boyd said. He was beginning to wonder if the butter had slipped off Dud's biscuit.


  The farmer reached into a bib pocket, his hands shaking a little. He fumbled with a piece of paper, then handed it to Boyd. "Think you could build that for me?"


  Boyd unfolded the paper and took a look at it. It was a drawing of a long, rectangular box. The rendering was amazingly precise, completely with the proper measurements and dimensions. Something bugged Boyd about the blueprint, though. It took a moment of studying before he realized what it was.


  "Dud," he said, looking up. "You know what this looks like?"


  The man nodded. "A coffin. And you're right. That's what it is."


  A shiver ran down Boyd's spine. "You want me to build you a coffin?"


  "Yep."


  Boyd shook his head. "I don't know, Dud. I've never done anything like that before."


  Dud reached into a side pocket and brought out a thick bankroll held together with a rubber band. "I'm willing to pay you good money to do it," he offered.


  Boyd was surprised, to say the least. "How much?" he asked.


  "Four hundred dollars," said Dud. "Two hundred now, and two when you finish."


  Boyd stared at the wad of money in Dud's hands. There must have been five or six hundred dollars there. He knew Craven was a poor dirt farmer and far from rich. That must have been his life savings, or close to it. "Dud," he said, not knowing exactly how to ask. "Why do you want me to build this for you?"


  Dud Craven looked down at his muddy work boots, then lifted his eyes again. "I'm dying, that's why."


  "Dying?" was all that Boyd could say at first.


  "Cancer," Dud told him. "I've got maybe two months, three at the most."


  Boyd sighed heavily. "Sorry to hear that, Dud. I really am." He thought for a moment. "Don't want to sound morbid, Dud, but you could've gone over to Peck's Funeral Home in town."


  "No," said Dud flatly. "I want it to be handmade. And, besides, I don't want it getting all over town. That's why I came to you first."


  Boyd looked down at the drawing on the paper. "What do you want this made out of? Pine?"


  "Oak," said Dud. "The best you can find. With iron hinges."


  Boyd scratched his head. "Well, you know, Dud, oak is kind of expensive these days…"


  "I'll pay you a hundred extra," the farmer said quickly. "That oughta take care of the lumber."


  "Yeah," agreed the carpenter. "That should cover it." He studied the diagram again. "You're sure about this, Dud?"


  "I'm sure. Well, how about it? Will you make it for me?"


  Boyd nodded, even though the very idea of building such a thing gave him the creeps. "Yeah, Dud. I'll do it."


  Dud seemed to be relieved. "Good." He slipped the band off the roll and handed Boyd three hundred dollars in twenties; a down payment of two hundred and a hundred for the materials.


  Boyd folded the bills and stuck them in the pocket with the severance check. "When do you want it?" he asked.


  The farmer thought for a moment. "As soon as possible. Think you could have it done in a couple days?"


  "Well, Dud, that ain't much time," he said. Then he remembered that he really didn't have a hell of a lot else to do. "But I'll try. I can do that much for you."


  Dud shook Boyd's hand again. "I'm much obliged to you, Boyd."


  Boyd looked at the man for a long moment. "Ain't there nothing they can do for you, Dud? Radiation or chemotherapy?"


  The farmer stared at him dumbly for a second, as if he couldn't figure out what Boyd was talking about. Then he seemed to understand. "No, they sure can't. It's gone too far." A look of sadness crossed his unshaven face. "Nobody can help me now."


  Boyd clapped a hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry."


  Dud looked up. A crooked little grin was on his face. "No more than I am."


  After the garage door was opened and Dud was on his way back to his truck, Boyd walked to his workbench and sat on the barstool that stood there. He looked at the paper, then out the open door. Dud was backing his old Dodge past Boyd's truck and out onto the rutted stretch of Maple Creek Road.


  Boyd shook his head. Something wasn't right about the whole business. It just didn't add up.


  First of all, Dud was lying about the cancer. Boyd could tell. Not only because of the way he had said it, but because of the way Dud had looked in the face. When he was twenty-four, Boyd's father had died of lung cancer. It had been ten years ago, but Boyd could still picture the way his face had looked. The pasty, almost yellowish pallor of his skin, the hollow look of doom in his eyes, as well as the sharp light of pain and fear that glinted there. Dud's face showed none of those signs. He looked scared, but it was for some reason other than the one he had given. In fact, Dud looked healthier than Boyd did and probably was.


  The other thing that bothered Boyd was the drawing itself. He remembered Dudley Craven as a student who was happy if he stayed within a C or D average. He hadn't been the most scholarly one of the bunch.


  Boyd looked down at the paper in his hands. The drawing of the coffin was a precise one. The dimensions were flawless. And the numbers and letters of the instructions had been written in an elegant hand, not the uncertain scrawl of a farmer who didn't set much store with reading and writing.


  It was plain as the nose on Boyd's face. Dud Craven hadn't been the one who had drawn up the plans for the casket.


  But if he hadn't, then who had?


  


  Chapter Ten
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  Stan Watts pulled past the ticket booth with no trouble. The sawhorse with the word CLOSED painted on it had been moved to the side, allowing free entrance to the drive-in.


  As he drove up the sloping grade, he was sure he had never seen the theater lot look so empty. In fact, it looked a little too empty. There was only one other place in Green Hollow that Stan could compare it to, and that was the city cemetery out back of the town hall building. The whitewashed posts with their gray metal speakers looked like strange tombstones, while the concession stand resembled a mausoleum, albeit one with gigantic hamburgers and fries painted masterfully on its front, just below openings where the movies were projected from.


  The chief of police kept his eyes on the low building as he drove along the side lane to the last row. He could see a couple of Green Hollow police cruisers parked next to it, along with the maroon station wagon of the Sevier County coroner. John Prichard had been notified after Stan was, but the medical examiner was a notorious early-riser. Stan had been in the shower when his second-in-command, Jay Mathers, had called and told him to get out to the drive-in theater as fast as he could. Stan had hardly had time to dress and grab a bite to eat before he was on the road.


  Stan's belly grumbled. His breakfast of wheat toast and strawberry preserves hadn't done the trick. Stan's biggest meal of the day was his first. He was accustomed to a plate of scrambled eggs, sugar-cured bacon or country ham, a half dozen buttermilk biscuits with jelly, and a pot of hot black coffee to wash it all down with. Whenever he missed his customary breakfast, Stan always felt thrown off. Which, in turn, made him as irritable as a grizzly bear.


  But just looking at the number of vehicles that had been called to the movie lot early that Sunday morning, Stan knew that things were bound to be worse than usual. If what Jay had told him over the phone was true, they would be a hell of a lot worse.


  He parked his unmarked Lincoln next to the coroner's car. When he climbed out, he saw Jay Mathers and Officer Bill King standing beside the concession stand. They were talking to Cliff Beshears, the sole owner of the Green Hollow Drive-in. Cliff looked pale and shaken. Stan was surprised. He had known the man all his life and he had never seen him look so frightened before.


  Stan walked to the three, his face as grim as theirs. "Where is she?" he asked.


  "Out in the woods back yonder," Jay told him.


  "Bad?"


  Bill King ran his hand nervously across his mouth. There were traces of vomit on his blue uniform shirt. "Yeah, Stan. Pretty bad."


  The chief turned his eyes to Beshears. "You're the one who found her, Cliff?"


  The man leaned against the cinderblock wall, looking like he might pass out. "Yep. I usually don't come in and set up till three or four in the afternoon, but I pull a big clean-up on Sundays. You know, scrub down the snack bar, pick up the trash out in the lot, stuff like that." He glanced toward the back of the building, his eyes edgy. "Well, this morning I was toting some trash out to the dumpster there and I spotted something out in the woods about fifty feet away. It was white, so I figured it was some paper the wind had blown out there. It wasn't."


  Stan looked over at Jay. "Where's Prichard?"


  "He's with the body," said the officer.


  Stan nodded and headed toward the woods out back of the concession stand. Jay and Bill followed, but Cliff stayed put.


  They picked their way through the heavy brush, until they reached the crime scene. Jay already had the yellow tape up, running from tree to tree. Stan hated crimes that took place in the forest, particularly homicides. There was a sinister air to outdoor killings that was strangely absent in a more urban setting. When someone was gunned down on a street or sidewalk, you could outline the body in chalk and go from there. But out in the middle of the woods amid dead leaves, raw earth, and shadows, it was much trickier. Much more to overlook, if you weren't extra careful.


  The county coroner was kneeling next to the body of the girl, snapping pictures with a Nikon. He looked up long enough to greet Stan. "Morning, Chief."


  "Morning, John," he said. He stepped to the side, so he could get a good look at the body. The moment he saw the face he knew it. "Jesus Christ! It's Jamie Bell. She goes to school with Lisa." The last time he had seen the pretty blonde was a couple of nights ago. His daughter had had her over for pizza and homework. He could still see her sitting at his kitchen table, laughing and joking around with Lisa, stuffing her face with cheese and pepperoni.


  "A darned shame, is what it is," said Prichard. He put his camera away and opened his black bag. It was like a doctor's bag, except it contained rubber gloves, a measuring tape, and a flashlight.


  "What was the cause of death, John?" the chief asked him. He looked at Jamie's still, white face. Her mouth was open and so were her eyes. They looked glazed, like the glass eyes of a doll.


  "Just hold your horses, Stan, and I'll tell you," said the coroner. He started at the top of the head and moved downward. It didn't take him long to find what he was looking for. "Here it is," he said, pulling back the collar of the letterman jacket.


  Stan grimaced. A hole about four inches long and two inches wide was in the left side of Jamie's neck, just above the collarbone. The wound was deep, but the tissue inside was blue and utterly bloodless. "What the hell happened to her?"


  The coroner looked up at him, disturbed. "I'd say someone took a big bite out of her neck, for one thing." He poked a rubber-encased finger into the wound and probed around. When he withdrew it, the tip was clean. "Hmmm," he murmured to himself. "That's odd. Let me try something."


  He took a scalpel from his bag and took the girl's hand. He placed the blade against the bulb of her thumb, then sliced it open.


  "Damn, John!" groaned Officer King. "Did you have to do that?"


  "I'm trying to find out something important," said Prichard. He laid the scalpel aside and squeezed the girl's thumb hard. No blood appeared in the wound.


  "So what's going on?" asked Chief Watts.


  John stood up, bewildered. "Well, Stan, it's like this. The girl's bloodstream…" He trailed off, staring at the body like he had never seen one before.


  "Yeah, go on," urged Stan.


  "The bloodstream has been drained," the coroner told him. "Every last drop of blood has been suctioned from her body."


  "Good Lord! Are you sure?"


  Prichard nodded. "Look at that wound on her neck. See how the tissue around the opening is extended, like the skin has been stretched? It took a hell of a lot of force, but something sucked the blood right out of her, through that one hole."


  "You mean to tell me somebody did this to her?" asked Stan, feeling his breakfast jump around in his stomach. "Is that physically possible?"


  "I doubt anyone would have the strength or stamina to suck two quarts of blood through a single opening in the human body," said Prichard. "There are machines that could have done it, but not out here in the woods, and even then, not as thoroughly as this. Even the smallest capillaries are empty, and that's damned strange."


  An unsettling thought crossed Chief Watts' mind. "Was she sexually assaulted, John?"


  The coroner scratched his head. "I won't know that for sure until I do the autopsy, but I'd say no. When a rape occurs, the clothing is usually left opened or discarded. I see no evidence of that here." Prichard looked down at the girl, a painful look in his eyes. "She was a pretty one, wasn't she?"


  "Yes," said Stan. "And she was nice, too. A real nice girl."


  The coroner nodded, then began to unfold a black vinyl bag. "Give me a hand here, Bill?" he asked.


  Officer King hesitated for a second, then nodded. "Yeah, sure."


  "Could you fax me a copy of the autopsy as soon as you finish, John?" Stan asked him.


  "You got it," agreed Prichard. Then he went to the grisly task of readying the body for transport.


  Stan and Jay walked back toward the concession stand. "Have her parents been notified yet?" asked the chief.


  Mathers looked over at the big man with the gray flattop. "The Bells are out of town on a second honeymoon. They're in Orlando, Florida, but we haven't found out which hotel yet."


  Stan thought of Jim and Nancy Bell. They were good folks. They didn't deserve something like this. And neither had poor Jamie. "Have you traced Jamie's whereabouts last night? If she was with someone?"


  "I called her boyfriend," Jay told him. "You know, Tommy Phillips. He said he and Jamie were here last night He got kind of frisky and she got pissed off. Left the truck to cool off and never came back. He figured she met some friends here and caught a ride home with them."


  Stan turned and looked back toward the woods. Through the early morning shadows, he could see the yellow border tape and the shiny black material of the body bag. "Well, whoever she met, it wasn't a friend, that's for sure."


  Jay nodded solemnly. Together they went out to the trunk of Stan's car to fetch the equipment they would need for their investigation. They had a hell of a lot to do that day, and neither one of them was looking forward to doing it.


  But they knew they had to. For the sake of Green Hollow, they had to do the best they could and, in the process, try to prevent it from happening again.


  


  Chapter Eleven
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  Dudley Craven sat at the table, waiting.


  He stared at his supper of white beans and pan-fried cornbread. The food was cold; he'd scarcely taken more than a couple of bites. He reckoned his mind was on other things, and for good reason. It was almost sundown.


  His hands trembled as he fished out the pocketwatch and popped open the engraved lid. His heart began to beat a little faster. It was twenty minutes past five in the evening. It wouldn't be long, that was for sure.


  Dud left his chair and walked to the front window of the house. He could see off the mountainside from there. Through the trees, he spotted the sun peeking over the flat horizon of the valley below, as if it were pulling the earth up over it like a bedcover. The sky was brilliant with broad streaks of color: lavender, gold, and crimson.


  The farmer walked back to the table and stood there for an uncertain moment. A sudden impulse to climb into his truck and leave the mountain as fast as possible flashed into his thoughts. But he dismissed it quickly. To do so would be worse than what he faced now. If Grandpappy awoke to find him gone, he'd see it as an act of disrespect and disobedience. He recalled what the old man had said about it being a sin to deny one's kin, as well as the thinly veiled threat that had accompanied his words.


  He paced the floor for a while, then looked toward the pantry next to the iron stove. Dud licked his lips and went over to the wooden doors. He paused for a second, then opened them. He found what he was looking for behind a sack of cornmeal.


  He took the quart jar of moonshine back to the table with him. He unscrewed the brass lid and took a long swallow. The liquor went down like creek water, then turned into fire when it reached his belly. He glanced toward the window again. Long shadows fell over the glass. The sunset was growing darker, slowly changing into twilight.


  Dud sat there for a while. As he sipped on the sour mash, he thought of what happened last night. His mind played like a movie he didn't really want to see again. The pretty blonde in the letterman jacket stepping out of the rest room, hearing something, curiously looking around the corner of the concession stand. Then the shadow surrounding her, cutting off her scream, cutting off her life. After that, the rancid stench of blood and the rapping on the truck's back window. But for some reason, the thing that stuck in his mind the most was that kid sitting in the ticket booth, waving at him as he left before the vampire movie was even over.


  The farmer sat and brooded over that and other matters, thinking of things he could have done differently, perhaps more discreetly. Then, on around six-thirty, he heard a thump echo from the crawlspace beneath the house.


  Dud sat perfectly still in his chair. He listened carefully. Soon, he heard the creak of footsteps on the steps of the porch, coming slow, in no hurry at all. Then a knocking at the door.


  Dud felt his muscles seize up for a second, as if they refused to budge from the chair. Then he sighed and got up. He walked to the door, hesitated for a moment, then opened it.


  "Good evening, Dudley," said Josiah Craven.


  He stared at the preacherman. The old man looked well rested, a hell of a lot more than Dud. The farmer had gotten precious little sleep since he'd made the mistake of pulling that stake loose. "Evening, Grandpappy," he said.


  "Well?" asked the tall man in the black suit.


  "Oh, I forgot." Dud stepped aside. "Come on in," he said.


  Grandpappy walked into the cabin. He looked around at the crude furnishings and the lax way Dud kept house, shaking his gray head in disapproval. "Cleanliness is next to—" He caught himself before he could say the rest, smiling thinly. "Well, you know what I mean."


  "Sorry it's such a mess," apologized Dud. "I ain't used to company."


  Grandpappy walked toward the long, oak table, then stopped. He looked at the jar of clear liquid, then back at Dud. "Liquor?" he asked.


  "Uh, that's right," said Dud. He considered offering the man some, then sensed it would be a mistake.


  "Put it away," Grandpappy told him. "I'll need you to be clear of mind tonight."


  "Yes, sir," Dud said humbly. He screwed the cap back on the Mason jar and returned it to its place in the pantry.


  He turned around to find that the preacher had already sat down at the head of the table. Funny, he hadn't heard the faintest sound of the chair scooting against the hardwood floor. "Can I get you anything?" he asked.


  "All I need is information, Dudley," said Grandpappy.


  Dud sat down at the far end of the table. His hands fidgeted nervously on the stained top. "What sort of information?"


  "I've been away a long time, Dudley," said Grandpappy. "I want you to tell me about what I've missed. Tell me about my family."


  "The Cravens?" asked Dud.


  "Yes," said Josiah. He grinned with those strong white teeth of his. His eyes burned within the shadows beneath his thick brows. Dud didn't like those eyes at all. They reminded him of the eyes of a rabid dog. "Take your time and leave out nothing."


  Dud swallowed dryly. He glanced over his shoulder at the pantry. He sure could have used one more drink, just to steady his nerves. Then he looked back at Grandpappy and sensed an impatience in the preacher's stern expression. Abruptly, he forgot about the jar of white lightning.


  "Well, here goes," he said. He thought to himself for a second, then began to talk.


  


  Chapter Twelve
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  Wendell Craven sat in the office at the rear of the church building, counting the offering for the morning and evening services. When he had finished, the total came to a thousand and seventy-two dollars. Wendell was a little disappointed and more than a little angry. His church was small; the congregation numbered four hundred and fifty, although that many never showed up on a regular basis. That morning the attendance had been four hundred and thirty-eight, and the collection plates had been a little lighter than he preferred them to be.


  The preacher frowned as he stuck the bundle of wrinkled bills and personal checks into the deposit bag, along with the loose change the children usually contributed. After he had zipped the bag, he took a pen from his shirt pocket and jotted something down on a legal pad he kept on his desk, mostly for ideas for next Sunday's sermon. Greed, he wrote. Money is only an earthly possession. It is valueless once one enters the Kingdom of Heaven.


  When he was finished, he smiled to himself. He would have to lean on them a little harder.


  Wendell took a ledger out of his desk and wrote down that Sunday's total. The weekly offering was divided into quarters: a fourth for the support of Baptist missionaries, a fourth for maintenance of the church and its grounds, a fourth for adult and teen activities, including trips to religious retreats and conventions, and a fourth for miscellaneous. This included his own salary of twelve hundred dollars a month. Sometimes the fourth of a month's total offerings failed to do the trick, so he subtracted from the missionary fund and added a little to his own to compensate for the loss. Wendell didn't see the transfer as being dishonest in any way. No, it was more out of necessity than anything else.


  The young minister returned the ledger and deposit bag to the desk drawer, then locked it with a key. He ran his tongue over his back molars, trying to dislodge a string of roast beef. And it was burnt roast beef, at that. The aftertaste of his supper still lingered, even several hours afterward. The roast had been dry and slightly scorched, the mashed potatoes lumpy, and the squash undercooked and underseasoned. And he couldn't forget Tammy's rolls, harder than a brick and almost as heavy on the stomach. Wendell supposed he should overlook her inability to cook a decent meal. He knew that she did her best, but sometimes it just wasn't enough. Tammy had a lot of shortcomings, mostly due to laziness or naive ignorance, and it was usually up to him to set her on the right track, like with those sinful horror books. But despite all her weaknesses, he loved her. He just wished she would pay better attention to his needs. Was that asking too much?


  Wendell got up from his chair and walked to a bookcase crammed full of biblical texts and sermon manuals. Greed, that's what he was looking for. He smiled to himself. Yes, just wait until next Sunday. He'd have them lined up at the ATM at the Green Hollow Bank and Trust before it was over with.


  He was pulling a leatherbound volume from a shelf when he heard a noise echo from the auditorium. Wendell laid the book on his desk. He walked down the hallway lined with classroom doors, then stepped out into the main chamber. The lights were on, illuminating the pulpit, the Yamaha organ, and the baptismal just beyond the choir pit. The hardwood pews, which had just recently been furnished with seat cushions, stretched the length of the auditorium. Beyond that lay the foyer with its coat racks and bulletin board.


  The sound came again, louder this time. Someone was knocking at the front door.


  Wendell pulled up the cuff of his white shirt and looked at his watch. It was eight o'clock. "I wonder who that could be?" he muttered.


  When the preacher finally reached the foyer, the knocking had increased in force and urgency. "I'm coming!" he called. He took out his keys and unlocked the deadbolt. He hated locking the church doors at all, but he considered it necessary when he was counting the Sunday offerings.


  He turned the key and opened the door. "Yes?" he asked.


  On the concrete stoop of the church, stood an unshaven man dressed in dingy overalls and a baseball cap. Wendell flinched inwardly. He had an uneducated look to him and smelled as if he hadn't taken a bath in several days. "Yes?" he asked again. "May I help you?"


  The farmer respectfully removed his cap, revealing a pale, almost bald pate that was a shade or two lighter than his sunburned face. "Don't you remember me, Wendell? I'm your cousin, Dudley, from your daddy's side of the family."


  Wendell searched the man's face and instantly saw the family resemblance: the firm jawline and the deep set of the eyes. He tried to remember the last time he had seen any of his family, other than Joan Andrews, who attended church every Sunday morning, and decided it had been several months. As Dudley Craven stepped a little closer into the light, Wendell recognized him. It was that farmer cousin of his who lived way up in the mountains—Uncle Edgar's oldest boy.


  "Why, of course, Dudley!" said Wendell, forcing a smile. "Sure, I remember you. It's been a while, hasn't it?" He reached out and shook the man's hand. It was warm and a little clammy.


  "Yep," said Dud. "I ain't much of a churchgoer, I'm afraid. Haven't been to Sunday services in, oh, I'd say ten years or so."


  "Well, we would certainly welcome you here," Wendell told him, smile firmly affixed. A pure heathen through and through, he thought to himself in disgust. "So, what can I do for you, Dudley?"


  "I need your help, Wendell," said the farmer. He glanced nervously over his shoulder. "But not for myself. No, I've got somebody out in the truck there. Somebody in need of spiritual guidance."


  Wendell's ego swelled a little. "Why, of course, I would be glad to help out in any way." He peered past Dud into the darkness beyond. He could barely make out the gray pickup truck. It was parked at the far boundary of the empty parking lot, next to a stand of tall pines. "Why don't you bring him inside?"


  "Well…" said Dudley, his Adam's apple bobbing nervously. "This fella, he's got a thing about churches. Would you mind coming out to the truck and talking to him? I'd sure appreciate it."


  The young preacher felt a little annoyed at the inconvenience but was careful not to show his true feelings. He was a master at that. "It would be no trouble at all," he said. "Let's go talk with the gentleman."


  Wendell closed the door behind him, and together they started across the paved lot. "What seems to be this fellow's trouble?" he asked out of curiosity.


  "He's lost his faith in God," said Dud, not lying. "He thinks he's got more in common with the devil than he does with the Lord."


  Wendell almost licked his lips in anticipation. He loved such challenges. "Oh, my! Well, we shall certainly do our best to show him the error of his ways."


  They reached the truck a moment later. Wendell glanced through the windshield into the dark cab. It was empty. "Where is he?" he asked.


  "I dunno," said Dud. He took a couple of steps back from the minister, keeping his distance. "Maybe he stepped into the woods yonder to take a piss."


  Wendell frowned at Dud's vulgarity. He walked around the front of the truck, peering into the shadows that stretched between the parking lot and the pine grove. "Sir?" he called. "Sir, are you there?" He turned back to Dud. "What is his name?"


  The farmer's face looked pale in the darkness. "Josiah," he said.


  Wendell turned back toward the woods. Josiah. Something about that name nagged at him. He felt an alarm go off in his head, trying to warn him, but it was too late in coming.


  A shadowy form seemed to rise from out of the ground scarcely five feet in front of him. Wendell Craven attempted to step back but didn't have a chance. A face the color of candlewax emerged from out of the darkness, a stern face that seemed vaguely familiar to the Baptist minister. Then an equally pale hand shot out and grabbed him by the throat. Wendell pulled at the man's hand, attempting to loosen his grasp, but it was no use. The elderly man's fingers were like a steel collar around his neck. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't break their hold.


  As Wendell gasped for breath, he saw the gentleman smile. Then he began to lift the minister off his feet. Wendell couldn't believe what was happening. The old man couldn't have been more than a hundred and sixty pounds, while Wendell was a good two forty or fifty. The ease with which the old man hefted him, and with only one hand, was impossible. But he was doing it nevertheless. It wasn't long before Wendell hung suspended over the dewy grass at the edge of the parking lot, his shiny black shoes dangling a good six inches above the ground.


  "Yes," rasped the man with the thick mane of iron-gray hair. "You will do. You will do quite nicely."


  Then, before Wendell knew it, he was flying through the air, spinning head over heels toward the shadowy pines. He landed on his back in a bed of pine needles and lay there for a moment, his head spinning from lack of oxygen. He lifted a hand to his throat, then sat up. The man was walking toward him. Wendell could see how the man was dressed now. He was clad in a black suit and vest, with a collarless white shirt underneath, sort of like the Amish wore. Wendell had the impression that he didn't belong to that faith, however.


  The old man's eyes glowed in the darkness, strangely red, like the eyes of a deer caught in the headlights of a car. "You are Wendell Craven?" he asked quietly.


  It was a second before Wendell could talk. "Yes," he said hoarsely.


  "Son of Alfred and grandson of Thomas?"


  Wendell swallowed, his throat sore from the rough treatment it had received. "That's right," he replied. "Who are you?"


  "I'm family," said the old man. Then, before Wendell knew it, he was upon him.


  The minister attempted to fight the elderly man off. He kicked out wildly, trying to hit his attacker in the groin. But the blow was fended off with no trouble at all. Wendell flailed out with his fists. One caught the old man in the side of the face. It was like punching a side of cold, dead meat Wendell expected him to fall back, but he didn't. He glared at him as if he hadn't even felt the blow.


  "You're not a very respectful young man," hissed the old man. "Particularly toward your elders." He reached out and caught Wendell's flailing arms, imprisoning a wrist in each hand.


  Wendell Craven pushed and pulled, trying to break free. But he found that he couldn't. It was like the man's icy hands were melded to his own flesh. He stared up into that lean, mustachioed face, and gradually, something began to surface in his mind. It was a moment before he realized what that something was. It was recognition. Dreadful, incredulous recognition.


  "Josiah," he muttered. "No."


  The man above him laughed. His features had transformed in an instant, changing from the stern face of an elderly gentleman to something horrid and demonic. His eyes were blood red now, with no signs of pupils, blazing like hot coals. The man's teeth were now much longer and sharper than they had been a moment ago. The canines were particularly keen. Wendell watched in horrified amazement as they crept out of the pits of the man's bloodless gums, lengthening, growing "as sharp as a two-edged sword," as the Scriptures would say.


  Then the fiend's head dipped, ripping past the starched collar of Wendell's shirt and into the flesh of his neck. The young minister wanted to scream to God for mercy, but only a whistle of air escaped his throat. As intense pain gave way to a cold numbness, he saw the night around him grow even darker. Then he saw nothing at all.


  


  Chapter Thirteen
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  The wood felt good against Boyd's hands. He ran his fingers along the grain of the oak plank, checking it for smoothness. His sanding had been flawless. There wasn't a splinter or a rough spot to be found. Like his father had always said, "Treat the wood like a woman; stroke it gently, make love to it with your tools. The rougher you are, the cruder it'll turn out, and believe me, folks will notice. Turn it as smooth as fire-blown glass. So smooth you can almost see yourself in it."


  Boyd smiled at that advice. Funny, how his father came so easily to mind when he was out there in his workshop. But then, it would've probably been strange if he didn't. After all, Bud Andrews had been the one who had taught his son to make a living with wood.


  He had been a carpenter himself, a burly, redheaded man with the swagger of a lumberjack and the tenderness of a priest—at least where wood was concerned. His family was a different matter. When Bud was on the job, hammering a stud or forming a piece of furniture out of raw wood and sweat, he was as patient and insightful as an artist. He was almost holy, in a strange way. But once he was away from his craft, his temper grew short and he hit the bottle. It didn't matter what he drank; he guzzled Jack Daniels as easily as he did Budweiser. And when he was finished, he was ready to fight.


  And Boyd was usually the target. It would have probably been Bud's wife, if she had been home half the time. But Sherryl Andrews was hardly ever there. She would sleep until noon, watch her soap operas, then shower and primp. By the time Boyd got home from school, she was ready for another night out. She would leave a loaf of bread and a pound of bologna on the kitchen table, give Boyd a quick kiss, then jump in her VW bug and head for the Cheating Heart. That left Boyd behind to wait for his father and that telltale scowl of anguished frustration that usually heralded the consumption of a six-pack and a beating before the night was over.


  Boyd's fond memories abruptly turned into bitter ones. His father was a son-of-a-bitch, and that's all there was to it. Sure, he might have been a different person when he had a plane or a piece of sandpaper in his hand, but one's work doesn't make one a saint. It is what sort of person one is away from the job, in the presence of his family, that mattered. And Bud Andrews had been a sterling example of how two-sided a man could be.


  Once the old man had broken Boyd's arm. He had gotten fed up with waiting up half the night for his unfaithful wife, and enraged, had burst into Boyd's bedroom. Bud had grabbed his son out of his bed, twisting his arm until the bone fractured. Afterward, the carpenter had been sorry, had even cried when he drove Boyd to the emergency room at Sevierville. Boyd had been eleven then and he had never told anyone what had actually happened. He claimed that he had been sleepwalking and had fallen down the cellar steps. He would have liked to have thought it was out of love and loyalty to his father, but that wasn't the case. It had been out of fear and fear alone. And even then, his lie hadn't bought him any slack. He wasn't even out of the cast before his father was at him again.


  Boyd thought of his own kids. He would never have taken out his frustrations on Paul and Bessie, even when he was roaring drunk. Oh, he had spanked them a few times, but it was no more than that. He had never given them a black eye or a broken bone like his dear old dad had given him.


  He laid his sanding block aside and turned to the stack of boards he had bought from Taylor's lumberyard that afternoon. He had already finished cutting the sides, base, and lid for the coffin and was now in the process of finishing the wood. Dud Craven probably didn't expect a perfect job, but Boyd could expect no less from himself. He had been like his father in that respect, at least. After the sanding had been completed and he had nailed the walls and base together, he would install the lid and iron hinges—which he'd found at the True Value downtown—then rub the wood with a coating of linseed oil.


  Boyd took a break from his work for a while. He took a seat on the barstool and reached for a bottle of Nehi Orange that sat on the workbench. He had a jar of Caleb's moonshine out in his truck, but had decided to leave it there. He still felt bad about going back on his promise the night before. And besides, his stomach hadn't been up to par since.


  Boyd thought of how the Andrews family had ended up. His mother had run off with a cross-country trucker when he was sixteen, leaving him and his father to fend for themselves, as if they hadn't been already. When Boyd turned eighteen, he joined the service, mostly to get away from his abusive father than anything else. He stayed in four years, working for the Army Corps of Engineers, building Quonset huts and latrines. When he returned home to Green Hollow, too big and too strong to be a victim anymore, the threat had already passed. Bud Andrews was a drunken shell of a man who had abandoned his love of carpentry and exchanged it for an existence of boozing, chain-smoking, and self-pity.


  A year after that, Bud had been diagnosed with lung cancer. Boyd had tried to make his peace with the old man, but Bud was more stubborn sick than healthy. He rejected Boyd's offers of help, declaring that he could take care of his own damned self. Boyd stood by helplessly, watching as the big man rotted away, little by little. He remembered the last time he had seen his father alive. He had been lying in that hospital bed up in Sevierville, hooked up to more IV's than Boyd could count, looking ninety years old instead of fifty. That last moment had been the worse. Bud had reached out and patted Boyd's arm—the one he had broken thirteen years before—and simply said "Sorry." Then he had died.


  Boyd took a sip of the soda and put his father out of his mind. Instead, he turned his thoughts to his life after Bud's death. He had made a living as a carpenter, a hammer in his hand by day and a beer bottle down at the Cheating Heart by night. He gained quite a reputation around town as a woman-chaser and a hell-raiser. Boyd seemed destined to become a composite of his mother and father, living only for sex and liquor. Then, later that year, something occurred that prevented that from happening.


  He was doing some carpentry in town, putting in the framework for a new automatic teller machine at the Green Hollow Bank and Trust, when he met Joan Craven. He remembered the young woman; she had been a couple of grades behind him in school and had always been considered one of the "nice" girls. They got to talking during her lunch break, then began to go out. A month later, they got married on a whim. Knowing that Joan's mother, Blanche, wouldn't approve of the union, they drove to Gatlinburg and were wed there.


  A few weeks later, Joan came home from the doctor with a big grin on her face and a baby rattle in her hand. She was pregnant with Paul. Boyd had mixed reactions to the news at first; he was both overjoyed and scared shitless. He and Joan were just starting out, and what they both made hardly paid their rent and utilities. Times had been tough for a couple of years, then Joan had been promoted to head teller and Boyd had been hired by a big contractor in Sevierville. They put in for a loan, and by the time Bessie came along, Boyd had finished the house on Stantonview Road.


  All went well until the bottom fell out of the construction business in Sevier County. Boyd had lost his job and was only able to find temporary work. Boyd had grown up with the southern frame of mind that the male of the family was the provider, and when his ability to do that became practically nonexistent, he grew more and more depressed. He also began to spend more of his time at the Cheating Heart, wasting what money he did earn on hard liquor and sad songs on the jukebox. Slowly, he began to lose the trust of his wife and the respect of his children. It had all come to an explosive head that December night just after Christmas, when he had come home drunk and found himself sitting in the snow a few minutes later.


  Boyd thought about the last three months and how hard he had worked to lift himself up during that time. Then yesterday had turned into a hell of a mess, both with his job and his family, and his resistance had dropped to rock bottom. He had fallen to self-pity—just as his father had—and gone to Eagle Point, telling himself that it was just to talk to Caleb and let off some steam. But he had known what he was going there for before he'd even reached the highway. He was going there to get pickled to the gills.


  He had ended up doing just that, but what had it gotten him? He had returned to Green Hollow sick, ashamed, and feeling just as bad as he had when he had left.


  "You're gonna do it this time, Andrews," he said. "I swear you are." He picked up the Orange Crush and made a toast. "Day one."


  He took a big swallow of the soda, then hopped down off his stool and went back to work.


  


  Chapter Fourteen
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  Stan Watts sat in his easy chair feeling far from easy in his mind. It had been a long day—a very rough and disheartening day—and not only at the scene of the crime behind the drive-in concession stand. The worst part about the murder of Jamie Bell was breaking the news to those who loved the girl most. Jay Mathers had finally located the Bells around noon and told them of Jamie's death. Nancy Bell had gone into hysteria and had to be sedated at a Florida hospital. Jim had told Jay that they would be flying home in the morning, but it could be sooner if they managed to book an earlier flight.


  Stan had hated telling his own daughter the most. He sat in the recliner and listened. He could still hear Lisa in her upstairs bedroom, sobbing like a baby. It hurt to hear her suffering, but he didn't know what to do about it. She and Jamie had been best friends since kindergarten. Actually, they had been more like sisters. The first half hour after he had told her had been the worst. Lisa had screamed at the top of her lungs and Stan had been afraid they would have to take her to the hospital in Sevierville to get her calmed down. But eventually her horror had turned to grief and the tears had come. They had continued all that afternoon and hadn't let up yet. Stan's wife, Beth, was up there comforting their daughter right now. More than likely, she would be there most of the night.


  Stan thought of what they had found during that day's investigation… or, more precisely, what they hadn't found. There had been no footprints other than Jamie's, no incriminating fibers clinging to trees or bushes. There should have been a hell of a lot of blood, considering the condition Jamie's body was found in, but strangely enough, there was very little. Stan had found only a few drops on a couple of dead leaves and a bloodstain the size of a quarter on the collar of the letterman jacket. Other than that, nothing of interest had been discovered.


  There had been two other homicides in the jurisdiction of Green Hollow since Stan had joined the force in 1972. One had been a domestic incident; a woman had struck her tomcatting husband in the head with an iron skillet just a little too hard, splitting his skull and splattering most of his brains across the kitchen wall. The other had been at the Smoky Mountain Motel out on Highway 321. A woman in her mid-twenties had been found handcuffed and beaten to death in one of the rooms. They had later discovered that her boyfriend had been a major cocaine dealer in Miami and he had murdered her for a double-cross she had pulled. By the time Stan had received the information, the dealer was already dead, having been shot down by DEA agents during a drug bust in the Everglades.


  But the killing of Jamie Bell was worse than both of those combined. First of all, the victim had been a girl the whole town had loved and admired. Jamie had been an honor student and a cheerleader for the Green Hollow Gladiators, both the football and the basketball teams. Her death would certainly leave a big hole in her tenth-grade class, as well as in the hearts of those who were around her daily. And that included Lisa most of all.


  Second, the fact that the crime had taken place at all made it particularly horrible. A body discovered with every drop of blood drained from it might not seem so unusual in a place like New York or Chicago, but in a little tourist town like Green Hollow it was devastating. The thought of some nutcase roaming among them with a sadistic streak and a taste for blood sent most folks in town into an understandable panic. Stan also had to face the fact that it could have happened to anyone and not just Jamie Bell. The drive-in was a hangout for a lot of people on the weekend, adults and kids alike. There had been many a Saturday night that Lisa had accompanied her friends to the movies. A chill ran through Stan when he realized that it could very well have been his own daughter lying out there in the woods with a piece bitten out of the side of her neck.


  Stan was jolted from his thoughts by the ringing of the phone. "I'll get it!" he called upstairs, then reached over and picked up the receiver. "Hello?"


  There was a second of hesitation on the other end, then a familiar voice. "Uh, Stan? This is John Prichard. Sorry to call you at home, but I thought this was important."


  Stan sensed by the tone of the coroner's voice that something was wrong. "What's going on, John? You sound upset."


  "Well, it's got to do with the Bell girl."


  "What about her?" asked the police chief. He remembered the question tie had asked Prichard about sexual assault and felt his heart sink.


  The medical examiner didn't say what Stan had expected him to, though. "It's her body, Stan," said Prichard. "It's turned up missing."


  "Missing?" asked Stan in shock. "Are you sure?"


  "Well, it could have been misplaced, stashed somewhere by one of the staff at the hospital here, but we haven't been able to find it yet."


  "Jesus, John!" Stan whispered into the phone. If Lisa overheard, she would likely go off the deep end again.


  "You've got to find her. Her folks are flying in first thing in the morning."


  "I'm trying," the coroner said wearily. "I've got orderlies searching every nook and cranny."


  Stan shook his head. What a damned mess! "How did it happen, John?"


  "Beats me," said Prichard. "After I left with the body this morning, I took it to Sevierville Hospital, just like I always do. I use their morgue to perform my autopsies. Well, I finished by six o'clock and decided to run home to eat supper. I put the Bell girl's body in one of the refrigerated drawers, intending to come back later and finish my paperwork. I got back to the hospital a little after eight, but when I opened the drawer, it was empty. The body was gone. I asked around, but everyone on duty claimed that no one entered the morgue after I left at six. And that isn't all, either."


  "What do you mean?" asked Stan.


  "Her clothes have turned up missing, too. The letterman jacket and all the rest. They were in a plastic bag, lying on the instrument table, when I left. But they're gone now."


  "That's peculiar."


  "Yeah, isn't it?" said Prichard.


  Stan sighed. "What was the result of the autopsy, John? Can you tell me that?"


  "Sure. It was just as I suspected. The body was completely devoid of blood. I examined the brain, the heart, and all the major organs. There was no trauma to any of them, just an absence of blood in the tissue."


  "And what about the possibility of rape?" Stan asked, even though he didn't want to.


  "There was no indication of sexual assault," Prichard told him. "I examined both the oral and vaginal cavities. There was no trace of semen and no sign of penetration." He paused for a second. "The girl was still a virgin."


  "Anything else?" asked Stan.


  "Yes, there were a couple of things that turned up that I wanted to tell you about," said the coroner. "First, there is the matter of the wound in her neck. It was deep, about five centimeters. But that wasn't the odd thing. There were two places at the edges of the wound that were much deeper than the rest. Two round holes about as thick as a pencil. They measured a good eight centimeters in depth."


  Stan felt cold. "So what does that mean, John?"


  "If my suspicions are true, the deeper points of the wound were made by the attacker's canine teeth," said John Prichard. "In that case, they would have had to have been a good three centimeters longer than the rest of his teeth."


  Stan thought about it for a moment. Then he laughed harshly. "Aw, come on, John! What're you trying to tell me? That we've got a frigging vampire on our hands?"


  Prichard said nothing. There was merely a nervous cough on the other end of the line.


  The police chief cast the idea out of his mind. "What else did you find out?"


  "Well, the other strange aspect of my examination had to do with what I found beneath the girl's fingernails," said the coroner.


  Stan sat up straighter in his chair. "You did find something, then?"


  "Yes," said Prichard. "Traces of flesh beneath the fingernails of the right hand." He paused for a second, then continued. "I took the liberty of putting some of the tissue beneath a microscope."


  Stan could sense an odd tone in the medical examiner's voice. "And?"


  "I've never seen anything like it, Stan," Prichard told him. "The tissue was both active and inactive."


  "What the hell do you mean?" Stan asked, confused.


  John Prichard's voice held a degree of awe. "Stan, the tissue I found beneath Jamie Bell's fingernails was human skin, but it was dead skin. And, then again, it wasn't."


  "You're not making much sense, John," Stan told him.


  "What I'm trying to say is that the tissue sample was both dead and alive, although how that can be is completely beyond my expertise," said Prichard. "A microscope doesn't lie, Stan. The overall condition of the cell structure—the membrane, the nucleus, the cytoplasm—was normal with no sign of deterioration. But there was no life to it at all. None of the activity that takes place within a living cell. There wasn't a trace of bacteria of any kind."


  Stan thought about it for a moment. "What does it mean?"


  "I can't say for sure," the coroner told him. "But I'm not going to let it lie. I'm taking these samples up to the university in Knoxville early tomorrow. I'll give you a call and let you know something as soon as I can."


  "I'd appreciate that, John," the chief replied. "And I hope to hell you find Jamie's body before tomorrow morning."


  "I'll do my best," said Prichard, although there was a doubt in his voice that Stan didn't quite understand.


  Stan had barely hung up when the phone rang again. He picked it up, expecting it to be the coroner again. Instead, it was Bill King at the office.


  "Chief, I just got a phone call from Tammy Craven over at the Baptist Church," he said. "She's awful upset."


  "What's the problem?" he asked, feeling uneasy.


  "Her husband, Wendell. He's missing," King told him. "She went over to the church to check on him and he was gone. She can't find him anywhere."


  "Is his car still there?"


  "She says it's parked right where it's supposed to be," replied the officer.


  Stan knew Wendell Craven. He was a strong-headed preacher with an ego big enough for three evangelists, but he was also a creature of habit. He would have told his wife where he was going, even if it was just down the road for a minute or two. "Call Jay and tell him to meet me over at the church," the chief instructed. "I'm on my way."


  He hung up the phone and walked to the foot of the stairs. He could still hear Lisa crying, although softer now. "Beth," he called. "I've got to go out for a while."


  "Be careful, sweetheart," echoed his wife's voice.


  Stan Watts went to the foyer closet and opened the steel gun safe he kept there. He took out his shoulder rig and slipped it on, then checked his service revolver. It was a Smith & Wesson .357 snubnose. He didn't load it with magnum cartridges, preferring the lighter .38 loads. Less recoil and better control. He slipped the revolver into its holster, then left.


  A moment later, he was climbing behind the wheel of the Lincoln. He sat there for a moment, thinking of the brutal murder of Jamie Bell and now, the disappearance of Wendell Craven. "What the hell's going on here?" he asked himself. Then he started up the car and backed out of the driveway.


  


  Chapter Fifteen
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  Wendell Craven awoke, cold and disoriented.


  He opened his eyes to find the glare of headlights centered on him. Wendell stared into the beams, but they didn't blind him. His eyes adjusted to the glare instantly and he saw that it came from the old primer-gray Dodge. The truck that belonged to Dudley Craven.


  The young preacher sat up and looked around. He was no longer in the thicket next to the church parking lot. During the time he had been out, he had been taken somewhere else. At first, he didn't recognize the wooded spot. Then he heard the trickle of water nearby and saw a grove of weeping willows waving in the night breeze a few yards away. He knew the place. It was four or five miles north of town, along the winding channel of Maple Creek. He had taken the church's youth group on hikes before, and this had been one of their favorite picnic spots. They would sit in the soft clover and eat tunafish sandwiches while Wendell taught a short lesson about the beauty of nature and the one who had created it.


  But at that late hour, that beauty was hidden in deep shadow. The place seemed godforsaken, as if no one had ever been there before. It was funny that he would think in such a negative way. Wendell was usually an optimistic, bright-spirited person. But he had awakened feeling weak and depressed, as if something very important to him had been stolen.


  Wendell rose to his feet, attempting to clear his head. He tried to remember what had happened after he'd left the church with Dud Craven. They had walked across the parking lot to the truck. No one had been inside, but then he had walked to the far side and—


  Abruptly, he remembered. He placed a hand to the side of his neck. There was a deep pit there, the skin around the edges ragged. There was no blood. When he pulled his hand away, the palm was clean.


  That intense sensation of coldness engulfed him again. He rubbed his arms, trying to generate some heat, but he couldn't seem to warm up. It was as if his body had lost its ability to do so.


  "How do you feel?" came a voice from behind him.


  Startled, Wendell turned. Standing a few yards away was Dudley Craven and the elderly gentleman who had attacked him. It was the old man who had spoken.


  "Cold," said Wendell. He lifted his hand back to his neck. "Why, in the name of God, did you do this? And why did you bring me here?"


  "As for the first, it was necessary," said the man with the gray hair and mustache. "And we brought you here to talk. No one will overhear us here. No one will interfere."


  "How long have I been unconscious?" asked Wendell.


  The old man seemed amused. "You weren't unconscious, my boy."


  "I don't understand."


  The man's eyes sparkled. "You were dead." A little grin creased his lips. "Are dead."


  Wendell grew even colder than before. He pressed his palm tighter to his neck. After a few seconds he came to the realization that he no longer possessed a pulse. He lowered his hand to his chest. It was deathly still. He could detect no rhythm whatsoever.


  "God help me," he groaned.


  The elderly man laughed. "God can't hear you now," he said. "You are part of a different realm. A realm without life. A realm that your precious Savior plays no part in."


  "You're wrong," said the young minister.


  "No," replied the old man. "I'm not." He took a couple of steps toward Wendell. "Do you know who I am?"


  Wendell stared at him. He recalled the realization that had formed in his mind the moment before he had blacked out. "Yes," he said dully. "You're Josiah Craven."


  "That is right."


  The minister shook his head. "But you can't be. Grandpappy Craven died ninety-seven years ago."


  Grandpappy frowned sternly. "Do you not believe in eternal life?"


  "Of course," said Wendell. "But in the Kingdom of Heaven. Not here on earth."


  "Yet I am here, standing before you," said the old man. "I've been resurrected." He turned to the farmer behind him. "Dudley helped me in that regard."


  Dud Craven said nothing. He simply nodded and smiled lamely. Although he tried to hide it, there was a shade of regret in his sad eyes.


  Wendell couldn't believe that the man was actually there. He had seen a few old photographs of his greatgrandfather, and there was no mistaking that it was, indeed, him. "But how? How can this be?"


  Grandpappy eyed his great-grandson. "You have heard of the undead? Vampires and such?"


  Wendell immediately thought of his wife's horror books. "Of course I have."


  "That is what I am," Grandpappy told him. "And so are you."


  The young preacher couldn't help but laugh. It was the first spark of his old self he had felt since he had awakened. "Do you actually expect me to believe that?" he balked.


  The humor faded from Grandpappy's face. In its place grew a cold contempt. Apparently, the old man didn't appreciate being laughed at. "I expect you to believe whatever I tell you," he said.


  Wendell felt a thrill of fear run through him. Then his usual bravado surfaced. "I hold my belief in God Almighty and no one else," he declared boldly.


  Grandpappy shook his gray head. "You just can't seem to get it through that thick skull of yours, can you, boy? God isn't a part of your life now, Wendell. He abandoned you the moment you became undead. I know it is difficult for a man of the Word to accept, but accept it you must."


  "This is ridiculous!" snapped Wendell. "What you're saying is blasphemy!"


  Grandpappy Craven sighed. "I figured this would be a bitter pill for you to swallow," he said. "I reckon you'll just have to be convinced of the truth." He turned to Dud. "Go ahead and show him," he instructed.


  Reluctance filled the farmer's face. "You don't actually expect me to…"


  "Do it!" commanded Grandpappy, his voice booming. "Now!"


  Wendell hadn't noticed until that moment that Dudley Craven was armed. He brought up a double-barreled shotgun he held in his right hand and aimed it at Wendell's stomach. Wendell could tell by the size of the muzzles that it was a twelve-gauge.


  "No, don't!" cried the minister, throwing up his hands.


  A second later, the gun went off, expelling both chambers with a roar and a flash of burnt powder. Wendell felt a sharp tug at his midsection and staggered back a few steps. He waited for pain to rip through him as well, but it failed to come. He looked down. Dozens of tiny holes peppered the front of his white shirt, but there was no sign of blood.


  Grandpappy grinned as the thunderous report of the shotgun faded. "Do you believe me now?" he asked. "Would that not have destroyed a normal man? A living man?"


  Wendell stood there, stunned. "But such things… they don't exist."


  "Oh, but they do," claimed the elder Craven. "And they have since the beginning of time. We are a part of a very select fraternity, you and I. The fraternity of immortality. We shall live forever, Wendell. That is, as long as we are careful. And take care of our own."


  "I still can't believe it," said Wendell. His soul rebelled against the very idea. "I can't accept it."


  Impatience blazed in Grandpappy's eyes. "You are a hard-headed fool, aren't you? Well, if you must be convinced further, I shall certainly oblige you."


  "What do you—?" began Wendell. Then his words hung in his throat as he watched the elderly man change before his eyes.


  A strange blue mist engulfed the tall mountain preacher, completely obscuring him from view, except for the red glow of his eyes. For a moment the twin points of fire seemed to hang suspended in the vapor, devoid of a physical body. Then the mist parted and a dark form emerged, unleashing a shrill cry.


  It was a huge crow, a good two feet long, its wingspan twice its width. As it flew at Wendell's head, he could see those fiery red eyes glaring from the bird's dark head. They were the hellish eyes of Josiah Craven.


  The crow divebombed Wendell, then soared into the night sky. Wendell could hear Grandpappy laughing gleefully, but it came from inside his head, not through his ears. He watched as the bird lit on the ground only a few feet from him. Then came the unnatural mist again. Wendell was close enough this time to catch its scent. It smelled like what the vaporous steam of Hell must smell like: heavy with the stench of sulfur, seared flesh, and decay.


  When the mist finally dissipated, he found Grandpappy standing before him, a smile on his face. "Do you believe now?" he asked.


  Wendell couldn't help but believe. "Yes," he muttered. "Yes, I do."


  "Good," said the old man. He reached out and laid a fatherly hand on the shoulder of the young minister. "Now I suppose you would like to know why I have blessed you with this gift."


  Wendell nodded. "Yes. Please, tell me." A look of torment shone in his eyes. "Why have you?"


  Grandpappy thought for a moment. He seemed to stare back into the past, a past that spanned decades before Wendell or Dud had even been conceived. "I was once a man of God, like yourself. I was the only chance at salvation that many of the mountain folk had back in those days. Yet I myself was far from faithful in the eyes of the Lord. Every man has his weakness. For some men it is liquor, for others it is gambling. For me it was the desires of the flesh. I strayed further and further from the path of righteousness, using my power and influence for seduction and conquest. Eventually, those evil yearnings involved my own daughters."


  Wendell was stunned. "Incest?" he asked.


  "It would have gone that far, if their mother hadn't chased me from their beds," Grandpappy told him. "Discouraged by what I had become, I fled to the mountains, to preach a revival and, in turn, attempt to regain the spirit of the Holy Ghost. But those desires returned, not to be denied. It was during one night of my travels that my indiscretion became my salvation. My true salvation. I was camping on a mountainside when a young woman appeared out of nowhere. She was a beautiful thing with raven black hair and alabaster skin. She wore a thin garment as white and sheer as a burial shroud. I didn't know at the time that that was precisely what it was."


  Wendell nodded.


  "That's right," said Grandpappy. "She herself was one of the undead. Nosferatu, as they would say back in the Old World. She came to me, aware of my desire for her. She disrobed and we engaged in fornication. I found her unnaturally cold, both inside and out. But it was too late then. She baptized me, just as I did to you earlier this night. She bled my life away, leaving me with a soul trapped within a dead shell of a body. A soul condemned to a much more damnable and maddening desire than the one I had suffered before."


  A strange craving began to build within Wendell. He understood at once what Grandpappy was referring to, even though it horrified him. "Blood," he said.


  "Yes!" agreed Grandpappy, his eyes bright with the same bloodlust as Wendell's. "I made my way back along the Smokies by night, careful not to destroy myself with impatience and carelessness. When I finally returned home, I concealed the nature of what I was for several weeks. Then your great-grandmother, Elizabeth, and your grandfather, Thomas, discovered my secret. One day, while I slept in the darkness of the barn, they entered and put a stake of ashwood through my heart."


  "They destroyed you," said Wendell.


  "Yes, and buried me where no one would ever find me." Grandpappy looked at Dud, who's eyes were bright with fear. "But they were wrong. Someone did find me… and released me."


  The young minister shook his head. "But why would you curse me with the same affliction?" he asked, his voice pleading. "So I can end up the same way?"


  "No!" said Grandpappy. "I did it out of love! Don't you see? Even though my kin betrayed me, I never lost my love for family. It has always been a part of my soul and always shall be. That is why I blessed you with the gift of eternal life, Wendell."


  "What do you mean?" asked Wendell, although he was beginning to see the old man's motive.


  "I need your help," he said. "You must help me assemble our family once again and baptize them into the church of the undead."


  "But that would be a sin, wouldn't it?" asked the young preacher. "It would be a blasphemy against God to do such a thing."


  Grandpappy's eyes gleamed evilly. "There you go again, with your talk of God and righteousness! How many times do I have to tell you? God has abandoned you, Wendell. You have a new master now."


  Wendell began to realize what Grandpappy was saying. "No! You can't be serious!"


  "But I am. The Master is calling, Wendell. Abandon your faith and cleave unto him."


  "Never!" declared Wendell Craven. He pulled away from Grandpappy's grasp and backed up a few steps. "I will not abandon the Lord. I have devoted my life to Him!"


  Grandpappy laughed mockingly. "You no longer have life! The existence you do have belongs to the Lord of Darkness. You must bow down to him and do his bidding."


  "I refuse to accept it!" said Wendell. "These powers you've shown me, they don't have to be used for darkness. They can be used for the good of the Lord." He glared at the old man. "And that is just what I intend to do. I shall continue my ministry, as I did before you turned me into this thing. You and your 'church of the undead' can burn in Hell, for all I care."


  "So you refuse to join me?" asked Grandpappy, his eyes furious.


  "Yes!" said Wendell defiantly.


  "Then you are no longer a Craven in my eyes," he growled in disgust. "I have banished you from my heart. But heed my words, Wendell: you are wrong. You are no longer the man you once were, and you will no longer do God's work."


  "You're wrong, old man!" said Wendell. "I'll never abandon my faith in Christ!"


  Grandpappy's eyes were steady, holding a dark wisdom. "You will see," was all he said.


  "I'll show you," declared Wendell. "I'll show you who's wrong." Then he stepped into the night and was gone.


  The tall man stood there for a long moment, glaring into the darkness. "I was a fool!" he hissed beneath his breath. "I should have known he would be too headstrong to honor my wishes. He cares nothing about family. He cares only for himself and his illusions of righteousness."


  "Aren't you going after him?" asked Dudley.


  "No," said Josiah Craven. "I have wasted enough time with the ingrate. I need someone less strong of will, more susceptible to my bidding. Someone who has a love for family and would do whatever is necessary to preserve that most sacred of bonds."


  Suddenly, a face surfaced in Dud's mind. The face of someone who matched Grandpappy's idea of the perfect servant.


  The old man noticed the look of uneasy inspiration in the farmer's eyes. "You know someone," he said with a sinister grin. "Tell me."


  "I really don't think—" stammered Dud.


  "Tell me!" commanded Grandpappy. His eyes locked with Dudley's, sending spears of fire into his brain. "You have no choice."


  Dud dropped to his knees, the agony in his head growing unbearable. He knew that the man was right. He had no choice in the matter, and more than likely, he never would again.


  Weeping, he uttered a single name, hating himself as he said it.


  As the pain in his brain began to lift, it was replaced by Grandpappy's fiendish laughter. In a way, it was worse than the torment he had just suffered.


  Much worse.


  


  Chapter Sixteen
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  The jungle was the hottest he had ever felt it. The air was so humid and muggy that the leaves glistened with moisture. It was late in the afternoon, but still the heat refused to diminish, even by a few degrees. The lush, green mountains of the Highlands towered to the east. Beyond their peaks lay the coast, while to the northeast stretched the no-man's-land of Laos and Cambodia.


  Colonel Caleb R. Vanleer felt a river of sweat run beneath the olive drab material of his fatigues, causing them to cling to his muscular body like a second skin. He ignored it, the same as his men. Discomfort was a part of the Nam, along with the rashes, the foot rot, and the snakes and leeches.


  There were five of them. Caleb preferred to work light; there was less chance of fragging the wrong guy that way. Mendez was a wiry little Puerto Rican with enough tattoos on his skinny arms for four or five grunts. Conners was a redheaded Irishman with the face of Howdy Doody and the eyes of a stone-killer. Singleton was a lanky Texan whose hobbies included arm-wrestling, listening to Buck Owens and George Jones on his transistor radio, and garrotting unsuspecting Cong. The FNG of the group was a black private named Jefferson. He was a street-hardened kid from East Harlem who had a thing for knives.


  The colonel was the fifth. Caleb carried a .45 automatic and a flame thrower. Singleton and Conners toted sawed-down .12-gauge pumps, Jefferson a CAR-15 and his trusty K-Bar. Mendez carried a sidearm and a bag slung over his shoulder, packed full of grenades and C-4.


  They all looked at Vanleer, waiting for the word. They respected the colonel and would have given their lives for him if it had been necessary. Caleb was a down-in-the-mud officer, not the kind that hid out in Saigon, eating steak and calling the plays. Neither was he one of those frigging non-coms who didn't know their prick from a punji stick. He was a man with a job to do and he did it better than anyone south of the DMZ.


  They crouched in the shadows of the jungle, staring across a grassy clearing. "Who's turn is it to pop the cork?" asked Caleb.


  Jefferson grinned, his face blacker than hot tar. "That's me," he said. He crept toward the edge of the forest, the parkerized knife fisted in one dark hand.


  "Keep your eyes peeled for wires and pits," he whispered. The Cong were notoriously dirty in that respect. Many a grunt in the Highlands had lost a foot to a shit-smeared punji or his life to a pressure mine. Caleb had taught his men what to look for and how to disarm the booby trap if necessary.


  Jefferson was across the clearing a second later. Halfway there, he pointed down at a thin filament that ran from the base of one tree to another. Caleb saw the surprise package a moment later, barely hidden in the tall sawgrass, a communist version of a claymore.


  The soldier searched the clearing for a while, then gave a thumb's-up. He returned the K-Bar to its sheath and exchanged it for the CAR-15. He trained the muzzle of the assault rifle on the ground, while the toe of his boot rooted beneath the false earth. A moment later, he flipped over a wicker mat innerwoven with live grass. Beneath it was the dark mouth of a tunnel.


  "Bingo," said Caleb. He looked at the others. "I'll take point, followed by Singleton and Mendez. Conners, you bring up the rear. Watch out for that tripper, unless you want to get mailed back to mama in a black envelope."


  One by one, they crossed the clearing, stepping over the hair-fine wire and joining Jefferson at the hole. Caleb produced a flashlight and inspected the pit. It was barely as big around as a garbage can, its sides chiseled from earth and stone. Bamboo rungs were anchored into the dirt to one side. The beam of the light failed to reach the bottom.


  Silently, they entered the opening. Like the links of a chain, Caleb and his men descended into the hole. The last one in was Conners. He pulled the cover of the mat back into place and they were in complete darkness.


  The earthy odor of raw soil hung heavily in their nostrils. No one spoke. They knew how sound could carry. Twenty feet down, they touched ground. Caleb snapped a red filter on the flashlight, then turned it on. A narrow tunnel stretched ahead of them, seeming to go on forever.


  The tunnels beneath the Highlands were legendary. It was rumored that beneath the jungle were between a hundred and two hundred miles of tunnels, enough square footage theoretically to hide the entire NVA. During the three years Colonel Vanleer had been a tunnel rat, he had been responsible for destroying thirty miles of tunnel and the caches of weapons and supplies that were stashed there. In his opinion, thirty miles wasn't nearly enough. He wanted the whole two hundred before he collected his medals and went back to the world.


  In the red glow of the flashlight shone the faces of his men. Conners, Singleton, and Mendez wore no expression whatsoever. Along with Caleb, they could have been the four faces of Mount Rushmore. Jefferson wasn't so seasoned. He smiled in the gloom, his white eyes and teeth hanging there like the disembodied grin of the Cheshire cat.


  They started forward. The tunnel was so short and cramped that they had to crawl on their hands and knees. Caleb found a booby trap a hundred yards further on, another tripwire rigged to a grenade. The colonel calmly deactivated it and they continued.


  It was a mile further on when the tunnel began to widen, almost like a funnel. Caleb spotted a muted glow around a corner up ahead. He motioned for his men to stop, then snapped off the flashlight. In the dark, he searched for his Zippo. He found it a second later. Blindly he flipped the lid, struck the flint, and held it to the muzzle of his flame thrower. The fumes caught fire immediately, leaving a blue arc hovering inside the notched muzzle guard. Caleb nodded to himself. One press of the trigger and it would spit a twenty-foot stream of pure hellfire.


  Behind him came the soft click-clacks of the shotguns being pumped and the slides of automatics being jacked. He waited until they were all ready, then led the way forward.


  They turned the corner and found themselves at the entranceway to a large cave. Within the portal glowed dozens of flickering lights, the flames of long-stemmed candles.


  Then they stepped into the cave and saw the baskets. They were weaved of dried reeds and were long and narrow. Almost the shape of…


   


  Caleb opened his eyes. The glow of those distant candles faded, leaving him in darkness. He sighed deeply, and throwing back the quilt, sat on the edge of his bed. He growled irritably, cussing beneath his breath.


  "Damned nightmare!" he grumbled. "Why don't you tell me it all or just leave me the hell alone?"


  The only one who answered him was Old Nailhead. The hound lifted his head from where he slept beside the bed, whining curiously. Caleb reached down and ran his hand along the dog's back, his fingertips leaving trails in the animal's loose skin.


  Caleb got up and padded barefoot across the cabin floor, dressed only in a pair of faded red longhandles. He went to the footlocker and opened it. He rummaged through the darkness and found what he was looking for: the gallon jug of white mule. He took it to the table with him and sat down. He found a bell jar that wasn't too dirty and poured it half full of liquor.


  The mountain man took a big swig. He sat there and waited for the bomb to drop. When it did, he grunted in satisfaction. His hand trembled as he lifted the jar again, but not quite as much as it had a second ago.


  Caleb had suffered through the nightmare maybe a dozen times since his discharge from the military. It was always the same, ending with those wicker baskets. He focused on that candlelit cave, trying to push his mind further, but it closed up on him like a steel trap.


  "Shit fire and save matches!" he cussed. Caleb took another swallow of his homemade brew and thought of his men. Mendez, Singleton, Conners, and Jefferson. All swallowed up by the earth and never found. And himself, Colonel Caleb Vanleer, discovered in the jungle three days later, gibbering like an idiot.


  "Why can't I remember, damn it?" he yelled. "Why?"


  He had asked himself the same question time and time again, but the answer never came. It remained buried just as deeply as those four soldiers he had left behind in the darkness.


  Caleb felt something nudge at his elbow. He looked down to see Old Nailhead staring up at him, his hang-dog eyes full of concern. He felt the sting of warm tears in his eyes, as he bent down and hugged the hound. "Don't you worry about me, ol' boy. It's just that confounded dream gnawing at me again."


  He got up from the table and walked to the hearth. The fire had died down to an ashy glow. In the faint light, he saw the bowie knife and the flintlock pistol lying on the mantel.


  Caleb shucked the gun from its holster. The walnut handle was cool in his hand, the long, blued barrel even cooler. He lifted it to his face and held it there. Sometimes he thought that would be the best way: to just put a .45-caliber round ball through his temple and put an end to that damnable dream forever.


  But he knew that he couldn't. Not until he broke through. Not until he remembered exactly what had happened down there in that cave.


  With a shuddering sigh, Caleb Vanleer returned the flintlock to its holster. Then, with Old Nailhead at his heels, he went back to bed.


  
Part Two


  Revelations


   


   


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  [image: Previous] [image: Top] [image: Next]


   


  Boyd Andrews left the True Value in the middle of town and climbed into his red Ford half-ton. The sack in his hand held a bottle of linseed oil and a quarter pound of carpentry nails. He had finished the shaping and sanding the night before. Now all that was left was nailing the sides and base together, installing the hinges and lid, then rubbing several coats of oil into the wood.


  He tossed the sack on the seat next to him, then cranked the ignition. The radio blared to life, conjuring the second chorus of a Brooks and Dunn song. He grinned, slipped on a pair of aviator sunglasses, and shifted the truck into gear. Then he pulled out of the parallel parking spot in front of the hardware store and merged with the traffic.


  As Boyd passed the tall, stately structure of city hall, he glanced at his watch. It was a few minutes past two-thirty. An idea came to mind and he turned down Milford Avenue. As he approached the low brick building that housed Green Hollow Elementary, he spotted the school zone sign flashing its orange caution lights up ahead. He slowed to fifteen miles per hour, hoping he wasn't too late. A long line of yellow diesel buses—five in all—stretched in front of the school. Dozens of children were already swarming around their doors, boarding in single file.


  Boyd turned into the school parking lot and cruised slowly past the crowded sidewalk. At first, he was sure Paul and Bessie had already made it onto their bus and found their seats. Then he spotted a head of bright red hair tied up into pigtails at the end of a line. Behind it was the familiar combination of orange and white that marked a die-hard UT fan.


  He leaned over and rolled down the passenger window. "Andrews Taxi Service!" he called out. "On duty, no waiting."


  Bessie peeked around the shoulder of a tall boy in front of her and smiled. "Hi, Daddy!" she greeted. "Look, Paul, it's Daddy!"


  Paul turned from where he had been sharing an X-Men comic with a couple of his classmates. When he saw the red truck and the face of his father grinning from the cab, he swallowed nervously and nodded. "Yeah, squirt. I see him."


  His sister grabbed his hand and tugged him out of the line. "Well, then, let's go."


  "Maybe we shouldn't, Bess," he said, dragging his feet. "You know how Mama wants us to ride the bus."


  "Aw, this is better," said the seven-year-old. "Now, snap out of it and come on."


  When they reached the pickup truck, Boyd lifted his shades and gave them a wink. "Can I give ya'll a lift?"


  "Sure!" said Bessie. She opened the door and tossed her books inside. A second later, she was on the seat next to her father, giggling.


  Boyd looked over at his son. Paul still stood on the sidewalk, an expression of uncertainty in his eyes. "You coming, son?"


  The boy glanced back at the bus. "I don't know if we should…"


  "Aw, don't be such a stickin-the-mud, Paulie," said his sister. "It's Daddy, you dweeb, not the boogeyman!"


  The ten-year-old flinched. He hated it when his sister called him "Paulie." He glanced over his shoulder to see if any of his buddies had overheard.


  "Well, what about it, hoss?" asked Boyd. "You can take the bus if you want to. I don't care."


  But Paul could tell by the look in his father's eyes that he did care. "Naw," he said finally. "I guess I'll come along."


  Once the boy was sitting next to his sister with the door closed behind him, Boyd let the sunglasses drop back over his eyes. "Belts," he reminded them.


  Bessie and Paul buckled their seat belts, something they had been taught but preferred not do unless someone insisted. When Boyd had heard the twin clicks of the buckles snapping into place, he crept out of the parking lot and onto Milford again.


  A minute later, they were back on the highway, heading for home. "How was school today?" their father asked.


  Bessie frowned and pulled the paper sack of linseed oil and nails from under her butt. "I made a B-plus on a geography test," she told him. "Would've made an A if I hadn't forgotten the capital of South Dakota."


  "It's Pierre, sweetheart," Boyd told her. "What about you, Paul?"


  "We dissected an earthworm in science today," he said. "Cindy Preston puked all over the place."


  "That's interesting," said Boyd, sticking out his tongue. Bessie laughed. The carpenter glanced over and saw something fat and square in the front pocket of the boy's Levi's. "How'd that Game Boy turn out?" he asked.


  "Oh, okay, I guess," said the boy, staring out the side window.


  Bessie snorted. "Ha! He hasn't put it down since Saturday night! Mom got on to him this morning 'cause he was playing with it and wouldn't get ready for school."


  Paul turned and gave her an icy grin. "Tattletail, tattletail! Gonna get a switch and paddle tail!"


  The girl's face reddened in anger, blotting out her freckles. "Daddy, Paul's picking on me!"


  "You two simmer down," laughed Boyd. "Or I'll end up paddling both your tails." He looked up ahead and saw the Frosty Freeze with its big ten-foot ice-cream cone made of chickenwire and painted plaster. "Hey, why don't we stop for ice cream? How does that sound?"


  "All right!" squealed Bessie. "Can I have a hot fudge sundae? With nuts?"


  "Sure you can," said Boyd. "How about you, son?"


  Paul looked doubtful. "Mama really don't like us to eat so close to supper. She says it ruins our appetite."


  "Aw, stick a dirty ol' sock in it, Paulie!" said Bessie.


  It was Paul's turn to lose his temper. "Daddy, tell her not to call me that!"


  "Bessie, don't call your brother 'Paulie,' " he told her firmly. "You know he can't stand it."


  The little girl grinned wickedly. "Yeah. I know."


  "Come on, Paul," urged Boyd as he turned into the parking lot in front the Frosty Freeze. "A little snack ain't gonna hurt none."


  Paul stared through the windshield as they stopped out front, scanning the menu that hung above the two order windows. "Could I have a couple of those little hamburgers?" he asked. "The ones that are kind of like Krystals, except they're greasier?"


  "Sure," said Boyd. "Anything you want."


  Their father left the truck and went up to one of the windows. A few minutes later he returned with their orders. Bessie had a medium-sized hot fudge sundae with chopped nuts and whipped cream. Paul had a couple of Burger Buddies and a peanut butter shake. Boyd went all out and bought himself a triple bacon cheeseburger with extra onions and a basket of home fries. He had been so busy working on Dud Craven's coffin that day that he had missed lunch.


  As they ate, Bessie looked up at her father. "Daddy, did you hear about what happened to poor Jamie Bell?"


  Boyd felt a little uncomfortable. "Uh, yeah. Sam Huey over at the hardware store told me."


  "Wasn't it totally gross?" she asked.


  Paul chomped into a Burger Buddy, taking half of it out with one bite. "I heard that every drop of blood was gone from her body. Like something had sucked it right out."


  Bessie coughed, speckling the dashboard with droplets of hot fudge. "Stop it, Paul, or you're gonna make me hurl!"


  A devilish look came into the boy's eyes. "Well, you see, she had this huge hole in the side of her neck, and—"


  Boyd cut him off with a look of warning. "That's enough, kids. I don't think this is something to talk about, not while you're eating."


  As the children went back to their food, Boyd thought of the murder in the woods behind the drive-in concession stand. Although the details of the killing were supposed to be under wraps, Sam had practically known every gruesome tidbit, or else claimed he did. Boyd hadn't known the Bell girl, except for seeing her in the grocery store from time to time, or at the high school ball games. She had done some baby-sitting in her spare time, but she had never watched Paul or Bessie. He felt thankful now that she hadn't. He knew how good-hearted his kids were and how badly they would have taken it if something like that had happened to someone they knew.


  Sam had also told Boyd about Wendell Craven turning up missing. Although the minister was Joan's first cousin, Boyd had never cared much for the guy. He had always been a little too high-and-mighty for Boyd's taste, and he treated his wife like shit. Boyd thought of the timid little woman with the glasses. If Wendell had run off with some woman, as Sam theorized he had, maybe it was for the best. Then, at least, Tammy Craven would be out from underneath her husband's shadow and free of his constant criticism.


  Boyd put all thoughts of Wendell Craven and Jamie Bell out of his mind, instead turning back to his two children. He wanted to enjoy them for as long as he was with them that afternoon. God knew he didn't get to spend as much time with Paul and Bessie as he'd have liked. Especially not after his trouble with Joan had come to a head.


  As he finished his burger and fries, he cracked jokes and asked his children about school. He asked Paul which sports he would be trying out for next year and listened to the details of Bessie's upcoming field trip to the Knoxville Zoo. He hung on every word, and at least for a little while, felt like a real father again.


   


  Boyd turned into the driveway on Stantonview Road a little after four-thirty. The sun was already dropping toward the west and the shadows in the Andrews yard were growing long and thick. Boyd and the children had lost track of time catching up on things that had been neglected during the past three months. Before they knew it, two hours had passed.


  He parked the truck and glanced over at them. Bessie and Paul looked a little scared. "Uh, could you come in with us, Daddy?" the girl asked, fiddling with the end of a pigtail.


  "Sure." If Joan was going to jump down anyone's throat, he wanted to make sure it was his.


  They gathered up their books and left the truck. Boyd hung back a little as the two passed their mother's car and went in the back door. The moment the screen slammed shut, Boyd could hear Joan's voice.


  "Where have you been?" she asked sharply. "I've been worried half to death!"


  "Well, you see, Mama—" Bessie began.


  But Joan was in no mood to listen to excuses. "You should've been home by three o'clock, as usual. But no, you both come dragging in at four-thirty! What's the story?"


  Boyd sighed deeply. The happiness he'd felt for the last two hours was gone now. His stomach was tied in knots. He supposed it was time to make his appearance and bail his younguns out before Joan tanned their hides.


  He walked up the steps and opened the back door. "No need to fuss at them, Joan," he said, stepping into the kitchen. "It was my fault. They were with me."


  Joan stared at him for a long moment, her face flushed. Then she laughed harshly and shook her head. "I should have known."


  "He didn't do nothing bad, Mama," said Bessie. "He just took us to the Frosty Freeze, and—"


  Joan suddenly noticed the dark chocolate that coated her daughter's lips. She looked up at Boyd, her eyes blazing. "Boyd! Damn it, you know I don't want them eating junk food before suppertime!"


  "There ain't no need to cuss in front of the kids," he told her. He glanced over at the kitchen table. Blanche sat there with a Woman's Day magazine in her hands, her tiny eyes sparkling. He thought she looked like a buzzard drooling over the body of a dying cow.


  "I can't believe you'd do something like this, Boyd!" Joan yelled. She thought for a moment, then smiled sarcastically. "No, let me change that. I can believe you'd do something like this. Feeding them ice cream an hour before supper is one thing. Picking them up from school on a whim is another."


  Boyd forced a good-natured smile. "Aw, come on, Joan. It ain't like I kidnapped them, for God's sake."


  But Joan's eyes told him differently. "I don't mind you spending time with them, Boyd," she said tensely. "But I would appreciate it if you would call and let me know first."


  Boyd couldn't believe his ears. "Oh, you mean call and get your permission, is that it? Joan, Bessie and Paul are my children just as much as they're yours. And I'll see them any damn time I want to."


  "That's just like you, Boyd Andrews!" said Joan. "Totally..."


  Boyd said it before she could. "Irresponsible? You know, Joan, I'm getting kind of tired of you hanging that same old sign on me. I put up with it before because I felt guilty about what I'd done. But you just don't seem to want to give me a break. You just lay it on thicker and thicker every time I come over."


  "Then maybe you shouldn't come over anymore," said Blanche from the table.


  "And maybe you oughta keep your confounded trap shut, old woman!" growled Boyd, his eyes livid.


  Tears welled in Bessie's eyes. "Stop it! Please, stop fighting!"


  "Come on, squirt," said Paul. He looked on the verge of tears himself. "Let's go into the living room."


  "Yeah, you younguns go on in the other room," said their grandmother sweetly. "This ain't fitting for you to hear."


  Boyd gave Blanche a poisonous look, then turned back to Joan. He couldn't remember the last time she'd been so mad. "Come on, Joan," he said. "Why don't you step down off that high horse of yours and give me a little slack?"


  "I've given you too much slack already, Boyd," she said flatly. "If I'd put my foot down, maybe you wouldn't have come home drunk that night and you'd still be here, instead of living in that trashy trailer."


  "Well, it did happen, Joan, and as I've told you before, I'm sorry it did." He took a step toward his wife, his eyes softening. "Come on, honey. This ain't no good for either of us. And it sure ain't good for the kids. Why don't we just sit down and—"


  Before Boyd could finish, Blanche cut in, fanning the flames, trying her best to keep them going. "What I'm wondering is why Boyd was there to pick up the kids in the first place," she said slyly. "I mean, shouldn't he have been up in Kentucky, working that construction job?"


  The misery in Joan's eyes suddenly flared back into anger. "Yeah, what about that, Boyd ?" she asked bluntly.


  He knew he couldn't lie. If he did, they'd only find out the truth, and matters would be worse than they were right now. "I lost the job in Kentucky, Joan," he said. "I came in late a couple of times and the boss canned me. Said he'd rather have a local boy in my place."


  Joan looked shocked. "I can't believe this! Boyd, you know we still depend on you to pay the house note and utilities. What're we going to do now? I'm making good money at the bank, but that barely covers my car payment and credit cards."


  "I'm sorry, Joan," apologteed Boyd. "But there wasn't anything I could do about it."


  "Are you sure about that?" asked Blanche. "Are you sure you weren't fired because you showed up to work all liquored up?"


  "Is that it, Boyd?" Joan demanded to know. "Was it because of your drinking?"


  "Hell, no!" said Boyd. He wanted to tell her that he hadn't taken a drink in three months, but he could no longer make that claim. His trip to Eagle Point had robbed him of that defense.


  Joan glared at her estranged husband as if she couldn't stand the sight of him. "You know, Boyd, maybe Mama's been right all along."


  "What do you mean?" he asked.


  "I mean, maybe it's time I put a stop to this crap once and for all," she said. "Maybe it's time I started thinking about what's best for the kids. And for me, too."


  Boyd sensed what was coming. "Come on, Joan. Please don't—"


  Then she said the word. It rang with as much force and finality as Boyd had dreaded it would.


  "Divorce," she said. "Maybe that's what we should be discussing, instead of clawing and fighting with each other."


  They heard the sound of footsteps and turned to see Bessie standing in the dining room doorway. "No!" she screamed, tears rolling down her freckled cheeks. "Mama, no!"


  Paul stood silently behind his sister, his face as pale as flour.


  A look of regret came into Joan's eyes. "You two go on up to your room," she told them.


  "Not until you say you're kidding," said Paul, trembling.


  Their mother could no longer look them in the face. She turned back to the stove and stirred the pot of vegetable soup she had put on for supper.


  Bessie howled mournfully and was led off by her big brother. Boyd didn't think he had ever heard his daughter cry so hard, even when she was getting a spanking.


  Blanche closed her magazine and tented her fingers, trying to appear wise. "I believe Joan should get custody of the children," she said. "After all, she'll get the house, and she does have a steady job."


  This time, Boyd couldn't restrain himself. He walked over and slammed a work-hardened fist onto the table with enough force to rattle the salt and pepper shakers, as well as startle the old woman, if only for a second. "You just shut the hell up, bitch!" he snarled. "You've done your best to sour things between me and Joan, and it's about time you stopped!"


  The frightened look in Blanche's eyes turned to cold contempt. "You don't scare me one bit, Boyd Andrews!" she told him. "You raise a hand to me and I'll have Stan Watts lock you up so fast it'll make your eyes cross!"


  For a moment, Boyd stood on the brink of losing it. He would have liked nothing better than to walk to the far end of the table and beat the tar out of the meddlesome old bat. But fortunately, he reined in his temper before he did something he would regret. "Aw, to hell with this!" he said, walking toward the back door.


  Joan's voice stopped him before he got there. "Boyd, we're going to have to talk about this sooner or later. And you know it."


  "I'm not talking to you about a divorce, Joan," he said flatly.


  Joan turned from the stove. Her eyes were full of angry tears. "Then you'll be talking to my lawyer about it. I'm not joking, Boyd. I've made up my mind and I'm not going to back down."


  Boyd felt his heart sink. He could tell by the look in her face that she wasn't lying. "You've got my number," he told her. "If he calls, I'll be there."


  "Oh, he'll call, all right," said Blanche. She could no longer conceal the glee in her voice and no longer cared, either.


  Boyd glared at his motherin-law, then looked toward Joan. His wife was stirring the soup pot, bawling like a baby. Boyd saw the pain in her face and knew, somehow, that he was the one who had put it there. Unable to stand there any longer, he left the house he had built himself, slamming the screen door behind him.


  


  Chapter Eighteen
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  The soft glow of neon bathed Wendell Craven as he stood near a window of the Cheating Heart, just out of sight. His face was grim and purposeful as he appraised the sinners who congregated inside. The honky-tonk had a low turnout that Monday night; its peak nights were Fridays and Saturdays. As far as he could see, there were only seven people in the barroom. One was the bartender, a burly man named Vernon Smith, who stood behind the bar, smoking a cigar and polishing the chrome of the spigots. Four men just as menacing as Vernon sat around a barroom table, drinking Wild Turkey and playing poker. The last two were a man and woman who slow-danced next to the jukebox. They looked right trashy in Wendell's eyes, French kissing and rubbing up against one another like they were making love with their clothes on.


  Wendell stared through the window, vaguely aware that he cast no reflection on the glass. He studied the ones inside and listened to the sinful beat of the country music that blared from the jukebox. Many a time Wendell had driven by the Cheating Heart and parked in its lot, wishing he could walk in and enlighten the heathen as to their evil indulgences. Drinking, gambling, cussing, lying, fornicating: the beer joint was a haven for those who sinned on a regular basis.


  But Wendell had never found the nerve to walk through the front door. He had never mustered the courage. He had been scared of what might be said or done to him.


  He was scared no more.


  Wendell thought of what had taken place since the night before. After he had listened to Grandpappy Craven's blasphemous proposal and left him behind, Wendell had roamed the countryside for a while. He had considered what he had become and grudgingly accepted the fact. He mourned the thought of having to do his work in the dark of night; preaching the gospel on a bright Sunday morning had been one of his great loves, one of his strengths. But he knew he had other strengths now, strengths far beyond those he'd once possessed. Before, he'd had only his voice and his faith with which to convert the sinful and do God's will. Now he'd been blessed with much more: immortality and an incredible strength, as well as powers he would have once considered demonic and evil. But as he had practiced those newfound powers, clumsily at first, he began to realize that they were there to be used as he saw fit They were not the master of him, but powers to be mastered. And he intended to use them to full advantage.


  The young minister remembered when he had returned to his church later that same night. He had stood in the darkness of the pine grove and watched as Chief Watts and Officer Mathers had combed the parking lot and the church, investigating his strange disappearance. And he had seen Tammy standing there, too, with tears in her eyes and that worrisome look on her face. Poor, pathetic Tammy. Part of him had wanted to embrace her, while another had yearned to strangle the very life from her. He despised her weakness, even more now than before. How could someone like him, so full of confidence and strength, have been attracted to such a passive, spineless woman?


  Wendell had almost left the cover of darkness and approached them. He had felt the urge to tell them of the miracle he had experienced, as well as the truth of life after death. But he had fought the impulse, and rightly so. He recalled what Grandpappy had told him about how his own family had betrayed him and confined him to a tortured limbo for nearly a hundred years. Wendell knew that the policemen would not understand. They would fear him, perhaps enough to want to destroy him. And Tammy would be the same. She was accustomed to reading books about vampires and the undead. She would recognize him for what he had become with no trouble at all. But would she take it upon herself to do anything about it? He thought not. She was much too cowardly to do anything that required the least amount of bravery or willpower. At least in that regard he felt safe.


  But he hadn't felt safe enough to reveal himself; not yet. He had remained in the dark for a very long time, watching Watts's pathetic attempts at investigation with amusement. Then, when the chief had started toward the pine grove, Wendell had sensed it was time to leave. He was drawn to the place of his death, for some reason he couldn't comprehend at first. He gathered up two handfuls of earth and pine needles and deposited them into his pants pockets. Then he had concentrated, blocking out the sound of approaching footsteps. He felt a great coldness seize him and a strange mist engulf him. Wendell molded a form in his mind and, in turn, molded himself into that form. By the time Stan Watts entered the pine grove, Wendell was already winging his way above the treetops in the form of a black dove. He would have preferred a white one, one of purity. But strangely enough, every metamorphosis he had attempted had taken on the same ugly black hue. No amount of effort on his part had been able to change that.


  Wendell had flown the night sky, having never felt so free and strong in his entire life. Then the first soft glow of sunrise lightened the darkness and that freedom was gone. A deep dread gripped him and he knew he had to find shelter for the day. Wendell had spotted a house in a residential section of town—one he knew was deserted and up for sale—and had landed in the backyard. Changing himself into a snake, he had entered the basement through a crevice in the foundation. Once inside, he had regained the form of a man and taken refuge in a dark closet, covering the floor with a liberal coating of the earth and pine needles he had brought with him. Why he did those things, he had no idea. He only knew that such rituals were necessary for his survival.


  Now, only a few hours following the setting of the sun, Wendell was free once again. He stared at those inside the honky-tonk, knowing what must be done. Without hesitation, he left his place by the window and walked to the door.


  Wendell opened it and stood there for a long moment, unable to cross the threshold. It was another of those unexplained restrictions he found so frustrating. He caught the attention of the man at the bar. "May I come in?" he asked.


  Vernon Smith looked at him like he was crazy. "I reckon so," he said with a laugh. "That's what doors are generally used for, ain't it?"


  Wendell stepped through the doorway, feeling as if a barrier had been lifted by the man's invitation. He walked to the bar, regarding those who occupied the barroom. They stared back at him, speaking beneath their breath. All except the dancing couple noticed him. The longhaired man and his blond date were too involved with their own lewd behavior to care one way or the other.


  "Can I get you something?" asked Vernon, looking at him carefully.


  Wendell felt thirsty, but not for anything Vernon could serve him. "No, thank you," he simply said.


  A look of recognition dawned on Vernon's bearded face. "Hey, ain't you that preacher that turned up missing last night?"


  Wendell nodded. "I am."


  "I heard you'd run off with some woman," said one of the poker players. Wendell turned toward the barroom table and saw the biggest one of the bunch, a fellow with a bushy red beard and a Davy Allison racing cap, grinning at him. He recognized him as a local trucker named Buford Jones. "Heard you left your wife and your church and just lit out."


  "That was a lie," said Wendell. He wasn't surprised, though. Leave it to the gossips of Green Hollow to concoct such an unflattering rumor.


  "Naw, that ain't it, Buford," said Vernon, studying the minister's pale face and bloodshot eyes. "I'm thinking the poor guy is sick or something. Look at how peaked he is."


  "He is a sorry one to look at, that's for sure," said a lanky redneck with acne scars all over his face. This one was Lou Hennings, who read meters for the Sevier County power company.


  Buford studied the preacher for a moment, particularly the front of his white dress shirt. It was speckled with buckshot holes. "What the hell happened to you?" He recognized the pattern of a double-barreled twelve-gauge when he saw it.


  Wendell smiled thinly, his lips blue. "Someone made me a believer," he replied.


  The card players looked at one another, then burst out laughing—all except Buford. He continued to stare at Wendell with suspicion. "Tell me something, bible-thumper. Just what did you have in mind when you walked in here? Figuring to collect for some charity? If you did, you came to the wrong damn place."


  "Yeah," said Gil Johnson, a foreman at the shirt factory outside of town. "We don't toss much in the collection plate on a Sunday morning, but I reckon you already know that." His eyes burned with pure meanness. "We'd rather spend our hard-earned pay on liquor and whores. Ain't that right, boys?"


  His buddies hooted and hollered, enjoying the ragging the preacher was receiving.


  Wendell Craven didn't seem offended, however. He smiled, his eyes burning with an emotion of their own. It cut their laughter off in mid-chuckle. "I came here for your sake," he said softly. "I came here to save you."


  The longhaired fellow who danced with the leggy blonde looked over at him and let out a mule bray of a laugh. "The only thing I'm needing to save is my strength." He winked at his date. "You know, a little thump in my hump when I get around to shaking the sheets."


  The woman cackled shrilly, as if he had said the funniest thing she had ever heard.


  Wendell ignored his lurid statement. He turned toward those at the table. "Night after night you gather here and revel in the vices of Satan. Drinking his mind-robbing liquor, squandering your money on games of chance, smoking his tobacco, and listening to his music." He turned toward the couple, who had stopped dancing to hear his preaching. "And you two, indulging in pleasures of the flesh, strutting and rutting like wild animals. You treat the human body like a plaything, not realizing that it is a vessel for your immortal soul."


  Vernon looked a little peeved behind the bar. "Uh, Reverend, I can't say that I appreciate you coming in here and sermonizing like this. Now, why don't you get on outta here? And don't let the door hit you in the ass on the way out."


  "I'll leave when I've finished speaking," said Wendell, his eyes flaring. "It is important that I deliver God's word to these drunkards and whoremongers. If they refuse to heed His warning, they shall all perish in Hell, damned for all eternity!"


  Buford Jones stood up abruptly, knocking his chair over. "I've just about had my fill of your bullshit, preacher." The trucker flexed his huge fists eagerly. "Now, are you gonna do like Vernon said and skedaddle? Or do I have to put a hurting on you and throw you out myself?"


  Wendell locked eyes with Buford, taking a step forward. "No one shall intimidate a messenger of the Lord. If you insist on trying, you will surely feel His wrath."


  The trucker laughed. "Oh, I insist on it," he said. He rolled up his sleeves, exposing hairy forearms as thick as fireplace logs. "I always had a hankering to beat the shit out of a preacher. Always wanted to shove them high-and-mighty words down their frigging throat and make 'em pray for mercy."


  Wendell smiled. "Well, now's your chance."


  "Yes, siree," said Buford. "And I sure aim to make it worth the effort, too!"


  The minister did nothing. He stood there as Jones approached him, fists doubled into hard knots. Buford stepped up in front of the preacher, planted himself firmly on the floor, then glanced over his shoulder at his pals. They winked and grinned, just as eager to see bloodshed as Buford was. Then the trucker turned around and regarded the preacher. "This is gonna hurt something fierce," he warned, then swung at the young man with a roundhouse punch that would have staggered a Brahman bull.


  The first blow landed squarely across the right side of Wendell's jaw. The preacher's head snapped back, but that seemed to be the extent of the impact. Wendell's smug expression hadn't faltered at all. He still wore that strange little grin on his clean-shaven face.


  Buford stared at him incredulously. Then his face reddened with anger. He launched his second punch, putting as much force behind it as he could. He wanted to break the preacher's jaw this time, smash it into pieces, and wipe that silly grin off his self-righteous face. But his fist never reached its mark. Before Buford knew what was happening, Wendell had him by the wrist. He watched, amazed, as he tried to break his hold and couldn't. The minister's fingers bore into the underside of his wrist, causing him to grimace in pain.


  "Are you ready to listen now?" asked Wendell.


  "To hell with you!" growled Buford.


  The preacher shrugged, then gave Buford's wrist a slow twist. The trucker howled as the bones began to snap one by one. Wendell didn't seem to put any effort into it at all. He simply twisted his hand as easily as if he were unscrewing the top off a mayonnaise jar.


  "Repent!" growled Wendell. The pupils of his eyes began to glow with a crimson light. "Confess your sins to the Lord Almighty and bathe in the cleansing blood of the Lamb!"


  Buford could do nothing but scream. Tears sprouted in his eyes as Wendell's grip tightened, causing splinters of bloody bone to jut from the flesh of his thick wrist.


  When the trucker's buddies finally overcame their shock, they jumped out of their chairs and rushed forward. They were like a pack of wild dogs; ready to tear into Wendell and pay him back for the pain he had caused their friend.


  Wendell laughed. He had never felt so powerful, so invincible, in his young life. He tossed Buford aside with enough force to send him flipping fifteen feet away. "Come to me, sinners!" Wendell urged. "Come and feel the awesome might of the Lord!"


  Lou Hennings reached the preacher first, losing his taste for trouble the moment he saw those fiery eyes. He gave out a yelp, then saw a flash of motion and felt a thin line of pressure crease his throat, just beneath the jawline. He stared at Wendell's right hand and saw long claws tipping each finger, claws that were coated with flesh and blood. His flesh and blood! Numbly, he put a hand to his throat and found that it had been slit open from ear to ear. As his life's blood flooded over his chest, he dropped to his knees.


  Gil Johnson came next, a folding hunting knife fisted in his right hand. Wendell laughed and gave the man a clear target. Gil drove the blade square into the pit of Wendell's stomach. When he withdrew the blade, he was shocked to find the steel clean. There was no trace of blood. He swung back to try again when Wendell grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off his feet. Then with a snap of his wrist, he broke Johnson's neck and flung him aside.


  The last man from the table, an unemployed roofer named Art Winters, reached Wendell about the same time as the longhaired fellow who had been dancing with the blonde. The preacher grabbed them both by the scruff of the neck and, like some bit from a Three Stooges feature, slammed their heads together. But there was no humor to the fate they suffered. A brittle crack rang throughout the barroom as their skulls shattered like eggshells. Blood trickled from their ears and noses as they dropped limply to the floor. Both men shook for a moment, their arms and legs jittering violently, then they grew still.


  A scream drew Wendell's attention and he turned. The girl was running toward the rear door. He quickly grabbed up a chair and heaved it at her. It hit her with an ugly crunch of shattering wood and bones. The force of the chair threw the girl against the jukebox, driving her head through the glass. A shower of blue sparks and smoke sprayed the air. With her hair on fire, the blonde slipped from the broken dome and fell to the floor as limp as a rag doll.


  "Turn around, you bastard!" Vernon Smith called from behind.


  Calmly, Wendell turned and regarded the bartender. Vernon held a .44 magnum in his fist. The barrel trembled as the man took aim and cocked the hammer.


  Wendell took a step forward just as Vernon pulled the trigger. A deafening boom rang throughout the honky-tonk. The minister felt a thump in his chest and looked down. There was a large hole there, big enough to toss a tennis ball through. He looked back at Vernon, shaking his head. "That wasn't a very Christian thing to do," he said.


  The bartender forgot the gun in his hand. Vernon turned and headed down the bar at a dead run. He didn't get far. Before he knew it, Wendell was in front of him, blocking his way. Vernon swung the big revolver at Wendell's head with enough force to split his skull in two.


  Wendell caught the gun in one hand, then squeezed. The blued steel crumpled like aluminum foil in his grasp. The preacher flung the mangled gun away and smiled. Vernon looked into his blazing red eyes and saw an expression of intense power like none he had ever seen before. Then Wendell struck out with the palm of his hand. Vernon stumbled backward, his sternum shattered. Splinters of bone ripped through his heart, killing him instantly.


  The preacher leapt over the bar and walked toward Buford Jones. The burly trucker was crawling along the floor, trying to make it to the front door. His hand flopped limply at the end of his wrist, the bones bristling from the flesh like pins from a pin cushion.


  Wendell kicked him onto his back, then grabbed him by the throat and lifted him to his feet. Buford blubbered shamelessly, his eyes full of terror. A dark stain widened at the crotch of his blue jeans and the odor of urine hung heavily in the air.


  "Look what you made me do!" snarled Wendell. He looked around at the bodies that were strewn around the barroom. "You made me lose my temper and condemn these sinners to an eternity in Hell!"


  "Let me go!" sobbed Buford. "Please!"


  "No," Wendell told him. His fingernails grew even longer than before, anchoring deeply into the flesh of Buford's neck. "I came here to save someone, and in the name of God Almighty, that's what I intend to do!" He smiled cruelly at the man. "You've cursed your friends to damnation, Jones. They're burning in hellfire at this very moment. Do you want to know their suffering? Do you want to feel it firsthand?"


  Buford screamed as Wendell's eyes turned completely red and fangs began to creep from beneath his upper lip.


  "Look into my eyes!" he commanded. "Look at me and feel what damnation truly feels like!"


  The trucker didn't want to look, but the light in the preacher's eyes seemed to draw his gaze. The moment he looked into those fiery orbs, his screams increased in intensity. He felt as if someone had doused him with gasoline and lit him with a match. Buford felt as if he were burning to death inside and out. His brain even burned. He could feel it boiling inside his skull, ready to burst.


  The searing agony seemed to last for an eternity, then stopped abruptly when Wendell pulled his eyes away. "There, does that convince you?" he asked. "Are you ready to repent now? Are you ready to be baptized into the glory of God?"


  But Buford Jones was past all reason. The illusion of hellfire had burned away what little sanity he had left. He screamed shrilly, and somehow breaking free from Wendell's grasp, dropped to the floor. He spotted Gil Johnson's discarded knife lying inches away. Before Wendell could act, Buford had grabbed it up and plunged it up under his own ribs. The long blade sliced cleanly past his diaphragm and severed a lower valve of his heart. Even as his eyes rolled up into his head, he shoved the knife deeper, until scarcely an inch of the handle jutted from the wound in his chest.


  A second later, he was dead.


  Wendell looked down at him. "You fool!" he said. "You've traded in the rewards of Heaven for the agony of Hell."


  Buford just stared up at him, his wide eyes glazed and unseeing.


  Gradually, the rage Wendell had felt began to fade. He looked at the carnage around him. This wasn't how he'd intended it to be. He had allowed his temper to get the better of him and those who he'd come to save had perished instead.


  "Such a waste," he said in disgust. "So many lost souls with no chance of redemption." No, this hadn't been his intention at all.


  Angrily, he left the Cheating Heart and stepped out into the darkness. Someone must be saved that night. It was God's will, or He wouldn't have blessed Wendell in such a divine way.


  Then someone came to mind, a lost lamb who would neither fight back nor refuse him. He smiled to himself, forgetting those who lay dead on the floor of the honky-tonk.


  Yes. He knew exactly who it would be.


  


  Chapter Nineteen
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  Tammy Craven sat on her living room couch, just as she had for most of last night and that day. She clutched a sofa pillow tightly, as if trying to squeeze some comfort from it. But unfortunately, she could do nothing to ease her troubled mind. It was preoccupied with fear and uncertainty, even more than she usually had to cope with.


  Wendell was gone. He had been gone since last night. Tammy had gone out to the church to check on her husband, something she didn't normally do. But an eerie sense of dread had gripped her that night, and to make herself feel better, she had left the parsonage around nine o'clock and approached the church. She had found the front door unlocked—something her husband would have never neglected, especially when the Sunday offerings were being counted—and walked through the auditorium.


  Tammy had called out to Wendell but had received no answer. She found his office empty, just as the rest of the church was, then returned to the house, thinking maybe he had come in without her knowledge. He was not there, either. Frightened, she had lost her nerve and called the police department.


  Chief Watts and Officer Mathers had gone over the church and parking lot with a fine-toothed comb. Wendell's desk drawer was locked and that Sunday's offerings were there, so there had been no evidence of robbery.


  There had been no sign of a struggle, either, in the church house or the parking lot. The only thing they did find was a few drops of blood on a pine cone in the grove at the far end of the parking lot, as well as some earth that had been disturbed. They had been unable to tell whether the blood was human or animal, so they had sent a sample of it to a lab in Knoxville. All in all, it seemed as though her husband had vanished into thin air.


  Tammy knew the rumors that had circulated around town, rumors about Wendell deserting her and running off with another woman. She couldn't believe how vindictive and cruel people could be, particularly where a man of God was concerned. Wendell certainly had his faults—he could be too self-righteous and critical at times, especially of her—but otherwise he was a good man. He would never have left her, she knew that for a fact. In his book, adultery and divorce were subjects to preach against, not anything that he would ever think of doing himself. It hurt her to think that folks in Green Hollow were saying things like that about him.


  She clutched the pillow tighter to her chest. Fresh tears bloomed in her eyes as she thought of how she and Wendell had met. They had both attended David Lipscomb College in Nashville. She had been there for an education, while Wendell was studying for the ministry. They had first met during a Bible study class. Wendell had been different then. He had been calmer and less critical of those around him. But he had possessed the same strength and conviction of character that he had now. She supposed that was what had drawn her to him in the first place, his stability. They had started dating and she had quickly fallen in love with the young student. She wished she could believe that he had fallen in love with her, too, but as their marriage progressed into an ugly cycle of oppression and constant sermonizing, Tammy began to think differently. She began to think that he had married her only because a wife was necessary for a young minister to obtain his own church. A congregation, especially one of the Baptist faith, trusted a pastor more if he was no longer a bachelor.


  Life certainly hadn't been easy for her during the past five years. Wendell seemed to disapprove of everything she did: her housekeeping, her cooking, the books she read, and the television shows she liked to watch. He often accused her of being unfaithful and unenthusiastic in her devotion to the church, even though she taught her own Sunday school class and organized most of the ladies' functions that took place. Wendell also grew angry whenever she talked back to him or expressed an opinion that contradicted his. Tammy had found it easier—and safer—to simply play the part of the obedient wife and try to avoid conflict as much as possible. But even when she did, Wendell came looking for it. She had been a high-strung girl before she married, but during the past few years her anxiety had grown by leaps and bounds. Sometimes she was afraid one of Wendell's tantrums would push her completely over the edge and she would suffer a nervous breakdown. She had come close to that precarious point several times during the past couple of months.


  But even with all the grief he caused her, Tammy couldn't help but admit that she loved the man. It might have been masochistic of her, considering all he had put her through, but it was the truth.


  A sound came from the foyer, startling her from her thoughts. Tammy heard the doorknob rattle, then stop. Her heart leapt with hope. At first, she was certain it was Wendell. But then a knock came on the front door and she knew it wasn't him. Her husband would have come right in. He would never have knocked on the door of his own house.


  Her heart pounding in her chest, Tammy left the couch and crossed the dark living room to the outer hallway. She wore only a flannel gown and a pair of socks to keep her feet warm. She hated to answer the door dressed like that, but she knew it might be something important. It might be Chief Watts with some news for her.


  She went to the door and hesitated for a moment. "Who is it?" she called, like she always did when she was home alone.


  No one said anything at first. Then a familiar voice answered.


  "It's me. Wendell."


  A sensation that was both joyous and nervous swelled in her heart. She lifted her glasses and wiped away her tears with the sleeve of her gown. Then she slipped the chain off its latch, turned the deadbolt, and opened the door.


  Her husband stood there, staring at her. Tammy had never seen him look so disheveled and sickly. His face was deathly pale, his eyes were bloodshot, and his dark hair was uncombed. He wore his navy dress pants and Sunday shoes, but the starched white shirt was gone. He wore a red-and-black checkered flannel shirt instead, one that looked a couple of sizes too big for him.


  She thought nothing of the strange shirt. She was just relieved to see him standing there, a little worse for wear, but okay.


  "Wendell," she said with a sigh. "You're home."


  "May I come in, Tammy?" he asked.


  What an odd thing for him to say, she thought to herself. "Of course, honey," she said, stepping aside.


  The tension in Wendell's face eased a little as he stepped inside the house. She immediately threw herself at him, embracing him tightly.


  "Oh, dear God, Wendell!" she cried, burying her face against his broad shoulder. "Where on earth have you been?"


  Wendell stood there as still and as silent as a statue.


  Tammy realized that something was wrong with her husband. His muscles were rigid, much harder than usual, and he was cold, as cold as ice. It was a little chilly that night, but not that chilly. He felt as if he had no warmth to him at all.


  She pulled away from him and looked into his pale face. His lips had an unhealthy blueness to them. "Sweetheart… are you all right?"


  Wendell flashed a smile that chilled her to the bone. "All right?" he asked. "My dear Tammy, I'm much more than all right. I have been reborn."


  "Reborn?" she echoed. Suddenly she was scared. Wendell had a look in his eyes that seemed to mesmerize her and make her feel insignificant inside, even more so than usual.


  "Yes," he said. He began to walk toward her, that disturbing smile growing broader. "I have been transformed into something much more than I was before. I have gone beyond the bounds of mortal man, Tammy. I have experienced death… and survived it."


  Tammy stared at him, her heart pounding wildly. "What are you talking about, Wendell?"


  The preacher continued toward her, his pace easy, as if he possessed all the time in the world. "I'm talking about immortality, my dear. I'm talking about the power to preach God's word the way it must be preached… by force! And I have that power now. The power to move mountains and part the seas. The power to convert millions."


  "You're talking crazy," she said before she could catch herself.


  That anger Tammy knew so well flared in his eyes, along with something else. It was almost as if the pupils of his eyes had taken on a glow. A peculiar red light of some sort.


  "I should have expected such ignorance on your part, Tammy," he said. He bared his teeth in a contemptuous grin. They seemed much stronger, much longer than she remembered them being. "But then, that is the reason I came here tonight. To make you believe. To save your pathetic soul."


  Tammy was stunned. "I have been saved," she said. She had devoted her life to God when she was twelve years old, and her husband knew that.


  "Not in a way that you would understand," Wendell told her. He had backed her halfway down the hallway now. "The baptism you experienced before was only to prepare you for the kingdom of heaven. The one I offer you tonight will prepare you for an existence you never dreamed possible. Immortality, Tammy! The chance to spread the gospel of the Lord for as long as the world shall exist."


  "I don't understand what you're talking about," she said, her voice barely a whisper. But something down deep inside her did understand, or was gradually beginning to. She stared at Wendell, at his bloodless face and strange red eyes. And those teeth. Those teeth that seemed to be lengthening, little by little, especially the canines.


  "Yes, you do," said Wendell. "You've read enough of those godawful books to know the undead when you see it."


  "Undead?" she said dully. She glanced to the hallway wall, at an oval mirror that hung there. It remained empty as Wendell passed it and continued toward her.


  "Don't you believe me?" he asked with an expression of mock hurt. "Here, let me prove it to you." He unbuttoned the front of the shirt and pulled it open.


  Tammy gasped. There was a large, ugly hole in the very center of her husband's white chest, surrounded by dozens of smaller ones. The edges of the larger wound were ragged, but bloodless. Within the dark pit of his chest she saw splintered bone and his heart hanging there, sunken and blue. It was as motionless as a stone. Dead.


  "Now do you understand?" he asked.


  Tammy felt as if she were about to faint. "Yes," she managed to say.


  "Come to me, Tammy," he said, extending hands with nails as sharp as razors. The light in his eyes had grown brighter, and fangs bristled from the corners of his mouth. "Come, and let me bless you with the glory of eternal life. Or, rather, undeath. Let me baptize you and cleanse you. Come and be my wife in this new realm of existence, just as you were in the other."


  Tammy felt the crimson glow pierce her eyes, snaking its way into her brain. She felt her fear begin to abate, felt her nerves begin to calm. But she knew if she surrendered to him, she would be lost. And there would be no coming back.


  Stop looking at his eyes! she told herself. Look away! Tammy summoned a strength she never knew she possessed. She fought against the seductive light and tore her gaze from Wendell's.


  "No!" she screamed. She turned and ran down the hallway, toward the staircase at the other end.


  She heard her husband laugh behind her. She had never heard such an evil laugh in her entire life. "You cannot escape me, Tammy!" he called out to her. "You don't have a choice in the matter. You never did, as far as I'm concerned."


  Tammy knew that he was right. He would get his way, sooner or later. But she swore that she wouldn't make it easy for him. She reached the stairs and ran toward the upper floor, almost stumbling a couple of times. She remembered the Bible lying on the cherrywood table in the upstairs hallway. If she could reach it, maybe she would have a fighting chance.


  She was nearing the second floor when she stopped in her tracks. A thick cloud of bluish mist hung at the head of the stairs, so heavy that she couldn't see through it. An offensive odor curled in her nostrils, a sulfurous stench similar to that of lit matches.


  Then the mist parted and she saw Wendell standing there, smiling down at her. "I told you it was needless to run," he said. "You shall be saved, Tammy… whether it is by your will or my own."


  Panic raced through her as he took one step down the staircase, then another. In a matter of seconds, he would be in front of her. And then she would be lost. He would "baptize" her into the same hell that he was now a part of.


  He was only a few feet away when she caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of her eye. It was a picture on the wall; one of several that hung diagonally along the length of the staircase. But this one sparked a glimmer of hope in Tammy's soul.


  It was a framed print of Jesus Christ, nailed to the cross at Calvary.


  "Come to me, Tammy," rasped Wendell. His fangs jutted like ivory spikes.


  "No!" she screamed. Then she grabbed the picture from the wall and held it in front of her.


  The reaction she received from her husband was the one she had prayed for. Wendell's eyes widened and the red light winked out like a flame that had been extinguished. His face grew even paler than before as he threw up his arms and cried out. He screamed hoarsely with such force that his voice rattled the glass in every window in the house.


  Tammy took a step forward, extending the picture toward the creature that had once been her soulmate.


  "Damn you!" he cursed, turning away. Then mist rose around him in a smoky column and his form seemed to withdraw and grow smaller. A second later, a coal-black dove with fiery red eyes burst from the mist. It gave a shrill cry and flew over the top of the picture. Tammy turned and saw it winging its way down the stairway. Soon, it was past the hallway and through the open doorway.


  Tammy knew that she had no time to waste. She held on tightly to the painting of the Crucifixion and made it to the top of the stairs. She was aware that the time she had bought was limited. It wouldn't be long before Wendell's shock wore off and he came back for her.


  She ran down the upstairs hallway. Halfway along the corridor stood the cherrywood table with the big Bible lying at its center. She snatched up the heavy book as she went, then stopped at the end of the hall. Above her head was the trapdoor that led to the attic.


  She laid the Bible on the floor beneath the door, then jumped up, trying to reach the pull chain. She missed the first time, her fingers scarcely an inch away. The second try did the trick. Tammy grabbed hold of the chain and gave it a jerk. The door opened and the folding steps came barreling down, almost striking her in the head.


  Tammy looked up at the dusty darkness that lay beyond the tiny doorway. It was her only chance and she knew it. She heard something downstairs. It was Wendell, calling to her.


  "Tammy," he cried. "I'm coming for you, sweetheart."


  "The hell you are," she said beneath her breath. Then she stepped up onto the stairway and hurriedly made her way through the trapdoor, cradling the picture of Jesus snugly beneath her armpit.


  When she had reached the attic, she tugged on a strap that was secured to the middle joint of the stairs. They folded inward with a squeal of unoiled hinges. She reached through the gaps in the steps, and grabbing a knob on the inside of the door, pulled it shut.


  She thought of turning on the attic light but decided against it. She felt through the darkness until she found a heavy trunk that had belonged to Wendell's great-grandmother. It took every bit of strength on her part, but she finally wrestled it across the attic floor, pulling it over the entranceway and blocking it completely.


  She held her breath when she heard Wendell's footsteps enter the upstairs hallway. "Tammy!" he said. Then he uttered an angry hiss and a curse. Tammy couldn't help but smile. He had seen the Bible lying below the trapdoor and had been repelled by its presence. She could hear his footsteps on the staircase, taking him back to the ground floor, followed by the slamming of the front door.


  She grabbed up the picture of the crucified Christ and crawled toward the gable at the front of the house. Moonlight shone through the circular window, casting a pale glow across the junk that had been crammed into the limited space: stacks of cardboard boxes, a dressmaker's dummy, a couple of mounted deer heads with cobwebs stretching between the points of their antlers. She reached the window and sat next to it, leaning against a pile of yellowed newspapers.


  Tammy breathed deeply, trying to catch her wind. Her heart thundered in her chest so hard that it hurt. After a moment, she wiped away the dust from the inner panes of the circular window and stared out. The front yard of the parsonage was deserted. The only shadows that stretched across its dewy grass were those that belonged there.


  She was closing her eyes and leaning back against the newspapers when the window imploded. Shards of glass rained in on her. One of them sliced across her forehead above her right eye, drawing blood. Startled, she opened her eyes and saw Wendell there, two and half stories above the ground. His face leered in at her with blazing red eyes and snarling fangs. His hand groped through the shattered window, trying to reach her. Its claws brushed her lank brown hair, severing a few strands and sending them fluttering to the dust-covered floor.


  "Leave me alone!" she screamed shrilly. She lifted the painting of Jesus on the cross and held it before the window.


  The look of triumph vanished from Wendell's face and he let out a cry of terror. His hand withdrew as if threatened by a flame, and he retreated into the darkness. Tammy heard the sound of a bird's wings fading into the night, then silence.


  She wedged the picture tightly into the circular window frame, shutting out the cool air and blocking any further attacks from Wendell. Then she sat back, all the strength gone from her thin body. She felt on the verge of tears, but for some reason, they refused to come. She suddenly realized what had taken place, realized what her husband had become and what he had come there to do that night. She had encountered the same scene dozens of times within the pages of her books, as well as the horror movies she watched on the sly from time to time. But that had been in her imagination. This was for real. She had actually lived the horror this time.


  Suddenly, Tammy Craven couldn't accept the fact that it had been for real. Her mind began to reject the horrible images of the holes in Wendell's chest and the fiendish visage his face had become. She began to tremble, then shake violently. A low moan shuddered from out of her throat, and slowly she curled into a fetal position on the dusty floor of the attic.


  She felt her fear receding, like a pinpoint, becoming smaller and smaller. As, unfortunately, did the rest of her mind. Her trembling subsided as her thoughts withdrew into some secret place inside her. Soon, she was lost in blissful oblivion, devoid of emotion or sensation. There was only the comforting darkness.


  


  Chapter Twenty
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  Dud Craven pulled his truck off Maple Creek Road and into the drive next to the rusty rental trailer. He parked behind Boyd Andrews's red Ford half-ton and cut the engine. From where he sat, he could see the workshop out back. The garage door stood open.


  The farmer's heart sank. He could see Boyd at work. The carpenter still hadn't finished the coffin. He was in the process of nailing the sides to the base at that moment, gently tapping the nails in place, then driving them in the rest of the way with a claw hammer.


  Dud shook his head and left the truck. When he reached the workshop, Boyd was examining his work. He ran his fingers over the heads of the nails, then evened out those that still protruded a little.


  "Hey there, Boyd," said Dud, standing in the doorway with his hands in his pockets.


  Boyd turned and nodded. "Dud," he simply said, then walked around to start on the opposite side.


  "I was hoping maybe you'd have it done by today," the farmer said, trying to keep the irritation out of his voice.


  "Well, it ain't," snapped Boyd. "You can tell by looking, can't you?"


  Dud studied the carpenter for a minute. It looked as though Boyd had seen better days. His red hair was oily and uncombed, and his face had a gauntness to it that Dud attributed to worry or fear. Boyd's eyes were bloodshot and hollow-looking, and dark half-circles lay just below them. He looked like a man who hadn't gotten a lick of sleep the night before. He also smelled like a man who hadn't taken a shower that morning, either out of forgetfulness or apathy. Dud figured it to be the latter.


  "So," he said. "When will you have it finished?"


  Boyd looked at him, eyes belligerent. "Why? You figuring to kick the bucket right away?"


  Dud said nothing in reply. As he came closer, he could smell a sour stench that wasn't sweat. He recognized it as the odor of moonshine liquor. He glanced over at the workbench and saw a bell jar sitting next to the shop vise. It only had an inch of clear corn whiskey left in the bottom.


  Boyd hammered a couple more nails in, then tossed his hammer onto the concrete floor with a curse. When he looked back at Dud, there was regret in his eyes. "I'm sorry, Dud," he grumbled. "That was a right shitty thing for me to say."


  Dud shrugged his shoulders. "No offense taken." He watched as Boyd walked to the workbench and drank the rest of the white lightning. "You look like a man with troubles."


  Boyd laughed bitterly. "Oh, I've got troubles, all right. Plenty of 'em."


  The farmer waited, but Boyd refused to give any details. "I don't want to sound pushy, Boyd," he said, knowing he was treading on dangerous ground. "But I need that casket there, and I need it as soon as I can get it."


  Boyd turned and stared at the man. "Why, Dud? Why do you have to have it so soon?"


  Dud was at a loss for an answer at first. Then one came to mind. "I've been feeling right poorly lately," he said. He pressed a hand to his stomach, as if a pain had flared up in his gut. "Just wanted to have it waiting for me, in case something was to happen."


  Boyd sighed and eyed the casket, gauging the work that had to be done. "Well, Dud, it's gonna be a while longer. I've still got to finish building the thing, then make the lid and put in the hinges. After that I'm going to rub in some linseed oil. Maybe put a little urethane epoxy in the cracks to make it waterproof. You do want it waterproofed, don't you?"


  Dud didn't care one way or the other, but he didn't want to raise Boyd's suspicions. "Yeah, sure I do."


  "Then it's probably gonna be day after tomorrow before it's ready."


  Alarm shown in Dud's eyes. "Day after tomorrow! Can't you have it for me sooner than that?"


  The carpenter looked annoyed. "No, I can't, Dud." He looked at the oak box with a scowl on his face. "To tell the truth, I don't know why I agreed to build the damned thing in the first place. I mean, it's a coffin, for Christ's sake! I must be hard up for money, doing a job like this!"


  Dud could sense that Boyd's heart wasn't in his work, that his mind was preoccupied with whatever trouble had him down in the dumps. He also sensed that Boyd was on the verge of handing him his money back and canceling the order. He didn't want that to happen, though. For his own sake, he needed that casket, no matter how long it took.


  "I'm not trying to rush you, Boyd," Dud told him. He reached in his pocket and pulled out the dwindling bank roll. "And I'll pay you some extra to finish it up, if you want."


  Boyd eyed the money in the farmer's hand, then shook his head. "I don't want any more of your money, Dud," he told him. "We had a deal and I aim to stick to it. I'm just bitching to hear myself bitch, that's all."


  Dud returned the roll of bills to the pocket of his overalls. "So, day after tomorrow, you say?"


  Boyd nodded. "Yeah. I'll have it ready for sure. You got my word on it."


  "Then I'll see you Thursday," said Dud. He turned and headed back to his truck.


  Once he had backed out of the driveway and onto the rural stretch of Maple Creek Road, Dud Craven took a deep breath, wondering what Grandpappy would have to say about the delay. He was afraid to even guess. The casket Grandpappy had spent the last nine and a half decades in was in sorry shape. The wood was rotted and the nails were pulling free from their holes. It wouldn't be long before the coffin was no more than a pile of dry-rotted oak.


  Dud just hoped Grandpappy didn't take it out on him. If he did, Dud might end up dead or, even worse, like Wendell Craven. The thought sent a shudder of revulsion through the mountain farmer. If he had his choice in the matter, he would pick death hands down.


   


  "What a mess!" grumbled Stan Watts. "What a godawful mess!"


  "Sure is," said John Prichard. The county coroner knelt next to a man with a slit throat. The incision was so deep that the neckbone was exposed. "Been a long time since I've seen a bloodbath like this. Maybe that mass shooting in that restaurant over in Harrisburg. But there was only three killed in that one."


  The police chief remembered the case Prichard was talking about. A waitress's jealous boyfriend had come in at lunchtime and unloaded a 9mm pistol at the dining room. Three customers had been killed, including a six-year-old girl. Five others were wounded before someone got up the nerve to tackle the guy. The waitress he'd gone there to shoot hadn't even been on duty at the time.


  But this was worse, much worse. Seven people were dead, six men and one woman. No shots had been fired. One had suffered a broken neck, three had had their skulls completely shattered, and one's throat had been laid open. The bartender of the Cheating Heart, Vernon Smith, had been found behind the bar with his chest sunken in like someone had caved it in with a sledgehammer.


  Stan walked over to the most puzzling one of all, big Buford Jones. "Are you sure about old Buford here?" he asked Prichard again. "I mean, he just wasn't the type to do such a thing."


  "Oh, it was a suicide, I'm certain about that," the medical examiner told him. "A strange one, to be sure, but he did it himself. Drove that knife right up into his heart and kept at it until he was dead."


  The chief looked down at Buford's face. His eyes bugged out of the sockets and his mouth was wide open, like he had been screaming. "Looks like he was scared shitless," he said.


  Prichard nodded. "I'd say the same for most of them here. Whatever took place in this bar last night, it must have been one hell of a show."


  Officer King walked up, looking pasty-faced, as usual. He held something dangling on the end of a pen. "Look what I found," he said.


  Stan looked at it for a moment. "What the hell is it?"


  "Well, it was a Smith and Wesson .44 magnum," said the law officer. "Now it ain't nothing but a paperweight."


  The police chief couldn't believe his eyes. King was right. It was a magnum revolver. The triggerguard that looped around the lawman's pen was the only part of it that was recognizable. "Has it been fired?"


  "One round. But whatever it hit, it didn't slow it down." King looked around the barroom. "What do you think did this, Chief?"


  Stan shrugged. "John, what's your call?"


  Prichard looked just as puzzled as they were. "There's enough bloodshed here to indicate five or six suspects, maybe even more." He paused for a second. "But if you want to know the truth, I'll tell you."


  "I'm listening," said Stan.


  "All the forensic evidence points to only one conclusion, no matter how improbable it might seem." He looked around at the seven bodies that lay on the blood-splattered floor. "It may sound crazy, but only one person did this."


  The police chief laughed. It was a nervous laugh. "Aw, come on, John…"


  "You asked my opinion, and that's it," he said. "I'll know for sure once I do the autopsies." He shook his head. "You know, retirement hasn't looked this good in a long time."


  Stan motioned toward the front door. "Let's go out and get some air, okay?" he suggested.


  "That'd suit me just fine," said the coroner.


  Once they were outside, they stood in the sunshine and breathed in deeply, trying to clear the nasty odor of blood and death from their nostrils. "What a week this has been," said Stan with a sigh. "This hasn't been a crime spree. It's been a frigging flood!" He turned to the coroner. "I've been meaning to ask you… have you found Jamie Bell's body yet?"


  "No," said Prichard. "We turned the entire hospital upside down. She simply isn't there."


  "I heard that the Bells raised a ruckus."


  "Can you blame them? Anyway, they're threatening to sue both the hospital and yours truly," he said, looking much older than he had on Sunday morning. "You still haven't uncovered anything concrete at the murder scene?"


  "Hell, no! And we've turned up a blank on the missing preacher, too. I can't even get a hold of Craven's wife. She won't answer the phone, and I drove by early this morning. The house is locked up tighter than a drum. I just hope she went to Knoxville to stay with her folks." He thought of Buford Jones. "I'd hate to think of her doing something stupid. Wendell was a son-of-a-bitch, but she loved the jerk."


  "Bill was telling me something about a car you found out on 321 this morning," said the coroner.


  "Yeah—that, too. Bill was on patrol when he came across this car that had a flat tire. There was no one in it, but there was blood on the dash and on the windshield. And a tire had been shot out. We found double-ought pellets embedded in the tread and the wheel rim. Looked like someone shot at the car from the side of the road."


  "And you found no body?"


  "Nothing, except for the blood, and then only a few drops," said Stan.


  Prichard scratched his head. "Like with Jamie Bell?" he asked.


  "Yeah, and the pine grove next to the Baptist Church." Stan looked at the coroner. "Do you think there's a connection?"


  "There might be," he replied. "There might even be a connection to what happened here." He nodded toward the Cheating Heart. "But not as far as blood is concerned. There's enough bloodshed in there for a dozen murder scenes."


  "What's going on here, John?" asked the chief. "Just what the hell is going on?"


  Prichard was silent for a moment. When he spoke, his eyes were grim. "Stan, I think we've got a very dangerous individual on our hands. One without a shred of decency or conscience. Not a serial killer; there's no pattern. Maybe something a hell of a lot worse, though."


  "Yeah. I hate to admit it, but I think you're right," said Stan. "Ready to go back in?"


  "Not really," said the coroner. "But I reckon that's what they pay us for."


  "I'm beginning to wonder about that," said the police chief, as they headed back to the beer joint. They had a lot of work to do before the Cheating Heart stopped looking like a slaughterhouse and started looking like a honky-tonk again.
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  "It'll all be for the best, darling," said Blanche Craven. "You'll see."


  "I hope you're right," said Joan. She sat in the passenger seat of her mother's car. They had gone to the Piggly Wiggly in town to do some grocery shopping, leaving the kids home with a baby-sitter. It had taken longer than they'd expected. It was nearly nine o'clock.


  They had been discussing Joan's appointment with her lawyer, James Adkins, at two the following afternoon. He was supposed to advise her on things like alimony, child custody, and the division of property. Then, after she'd decided exactly what she wanted, he'd begin drawing up divorce papers.


  Joan was having second thoughts. She knew Boyd drove her crazy with his drinking and the impulsive things he did, but she also wondered if she wasn't being too hard on him. She recalled what he'd said the night before and the frustration that had been in his voice. She had been too angry to listen to him then, but now that she had cooled down, it bothered her. Was she being unfair? Was she listening too much to what her mother had to say and not enough to her own heart?


  She looked over at Blanche as the woman put on her turning signal and pulled the Toyota onto the rural stretch of Stantonview Road. Her mother could be a real pain in the ass sometimes. She was pushy and overly opinionated. She could also be very obnoxious and vindictive, particularly toward the opposite sex. Joan couldn't help but wonder if her mother's constant nagging and criticism hadn't contributed to her father's stroke four years before. Leonard Craven had been a quiet, good-natured man who would rather avoid conflict than face it head on. Blanche was just the opposite. Joan could only recall a few times when her mother had shown her father any type of affection, be it a kiss or a hug. Mostly, she had been on his case about one stupid thing or another, like mowing the lawn or painting the house. When his ulcers surfaced and his health began to go downhill, Blanche hadn't let up. She'd kept at him day and night. He had died of a massive stroke six months later. Blanche claimed that he had been calmly sitting in his favorite chair, reading the Sunday paper. But Joan couldn't help but wonder if Blanche hadn't been throwing one of her nasty little fits and her father hadn't been able to take it anymore.


  Her mother had never liked Boyd. Even when Joan and he were dating, she'd had plenty to say against him. Blanche had griped about his bad reputation, the kind of unstable work he did, and anything else negative she could come up with. Her criticism was one thing that pushed Joan into marriage earlier than she'd planned. She was still living at home with her parents and Blanche's constant bad-mouthing of Boyd had made her decision more than anything else. When Boyd had asked her to marry him, she had agreed, insisting that they drive to Gatlinburg as soon as possible. She had left her parents out of it completely. Her father had understood, but Blanche never had. She still had nasty things to say about her simple wedding ceremony in the mountain chapel. She acted as if it had been a personal insult aimed directly at her. Secretly, Joan wondered if maybe her mother was right. Maybe she had run off and gotten married to pay Blanche back for the difficulty she had caused her and her father over the years.


  Joan also wondered if she had let down her defenses too far following that incident with Boyd in December. She had allowed her mother to move into the house, thinking she would be a big help with the kids. But all she had done was run her mouth. She constantly put down Boyd and pointed out his shortcomings, making them seem larger than they actually were. Joan had been hurt and confused by Boyd's behavior, and that, in turn, had made her a little more vulnerable than she would have liked. Her mother had spotted her weakness and gone in for the kill. During the past three months, Blanche had steadily turned Boyd Andrews from an unemployed carpenter with a drinking problem into a cruel drunkard who didn't give a damn about his family. It had taken a while, but Joan had eventually swallowed it, hook, line, and sinker.


  As she sat in the dark car, Joan began to think that she was on the verge of making a horrible mistake. She recalled Bessie's tears and Paul's shocked face, as well as the tormented look in Boyd's eyes before he'd walked out the kitchen door. And it had all been because she had spoken the unspeakable, issued the ultimate threat: divorce. It was a word Blanche had been pounding into her head for the past three months, but one she had never dared to utter herself… until yesterday. And all because she had lost her temper.


  Joan was about to tell Blanche that she was having second thoughts when a glare illuminated the interior of the car. She turned in her seat and looked out the back window. There was a vehicle behind them, barely three car lengths away, and it had its high beams on.


  "Asshole!" said Blanche. She eased on her brakes, hoping to put a little scare into the driver and cause him to back off.


  But it didn't work. The vehicle slowed a little, then sped up, closing the distance between them until it was only fifteen feet away.


  "What's their problem?" asked Joan.


  "They're being a damned jerk, that's what!" growled Blanche. She pressed on the gas, sending the car speeding down the narrow country road. The one following them also increased its speed. The high beams grew closer, filling the Toyota with bright light.


  "You know what?" asked Blanche, squinting into the rearview mirror. "That's a blamed pickup truck back there… and I think it's your drunk of a husband."


  Joan turned around and looked. "Boyd? Now, why would you think he'd do something like that, Mama?"


  "Just being mean, I'd say," said the old woman. "He's trying to put a scare into us. Intimidate us."


  "But why?"


  Blanche laughed. "After last night? You're not that naive, Joan!"


  Joan was beginning to get scared. "Speed up again, Mama. I'm going to take a look out the side window."


  Blanche floored the gas pedal again, sending the foreign car jetting along the dark road. Joan rolled down her window and stuck her head out. She peered against the blinding headlights and finally made out the vehicle past the glare. She pulled her head in and sat back in her seat.


  "Well?" demanded her mother.


  "It's not Boyd," she said, relieved but still frightened. "The truck is a lot older than his Ford, and it's gray. I don't know who it is."


  "Well, whoever it is, they're getting on my last nerve!" said Blanche. "Wish I could get behind them and get a look at their license plate. I'd have Stan Watts on their ass before they knew what hit them."


  Joan rolled her eyes. Every threat her mother uttered seemed to involve Stan Watts, as if she had the Green Hollow police chief in her hip pocket. As far as Joan knew, Stan couldn't even stand Blanche, the same as most everyone else in town.


  The truck increased its speed, putting only a yard's distance between it and the Toyota.


  "Tailgating bastard!" yelled Blanche, her eyes full of rage. "I've got half a mind to slam on my brakes!"


  Joan glanced at the speedometer. It was hovering between sixty and sixty-five. "You do and you'll get us both killed!"


  They drove on another half mile. Three more miles of rural road lay between them and home. Joan turned and looked out the back window. A dark form seemed to emerge from the bed of the truck, topping its cab and skimming across its hood. It flashed in front of the truck's headlights and headed straight for the rear window of Blanche's car.


  "Mama!" she screamed.


  "What?" snapped Blanche. Then the rear window shattered inward, spraying tiny bits of safety glass throughout the interior of the Camry.


  Joan saw something dark drop onto the backseat, flailing and flapping. Then it launched itself at the space between the driver and passenger seats.


  Blanche craned her head around just as the thing emerged above the center console. It was a crow or a raven, pitch black with tiny red eyes. It gave a loud caw, then attacked the woman. Blanche screamed shrilly as its dark beak pecked her squarely in the right eye. The sharp tip pierced her eyeball with a wet pop, sending streamers of blood and fluid over the headrest and the side of the seat.


  Joan reached out to grab the bird, but it pecked at her hands, slashing deep gashes across her palms. Blanche had turned her head away, but the crow refused to stop its attack. It kept cawing and pecking, tearing fragments from Blanche's ear and flaying ribbons of flesh from the side of her neck.


  When Joan looked back through the windshield, the road was gone. Instead, she saw the gravel shoulder and a metal guardrail just beyond. "Mama!" she cried. "Look out!"


  But Blanche's mind was no longer on her driving. She screamed hysterically as the bird pecked at the side of her face and neck, turning it into a bloody, mangled mess.


  The car hit the barrier a moment later. The front end folded up like an accordion and the windshield fractured into a thousand silver cracks. The driver's airbag inflated, swallowing Blanche and causing her to scream even more. The car went up on its end with a sickening lurch. It stood there for a second, then flipped over the guardrail and into open space.


  Joan screamed as the car rolled down a thirty-foot embankment. Groceries went airborne and spun through the interior of the car. A can of stewed tomatoes struck Joan in the back of the head, filling her eyes with flashing points of light. The car traveled for what seemed like an eternity. Then it came to a crumpling crash at the bottom of the embankment.


  She sat there for a long moment, feeling dazed and nauseated. By some shred of dumb luck, the car had landed back on its tires, two of which had ruptured during the crash. Joan groaned and felt the back of her head. There was no blood, but a good-sized knot was rising beneath her hair.


  Joan stared out the side window and saw the branches of a juniper bush pressing against the glass. Then she turned and looked at her mother. The airbag had already deflated and Blanche sat back in her seat, unconscious.


  The entire right side of her face was torn and glistening with blood.


  "Mama!" she cried out. "Mama, are you okay?"


  Blanche moaned, but didn't wake up.


  Suddenly, Joan thought of the thing that had come through the rear window. The crow. Was it still back there? She could imagine it perched in the darkness, eyes gleaming, bill dripping with blood.


  She was about to turn and look around her seat when she smelled a burnt odor. Something that looked like pale smoke drifted from the rear of the car. Oh, God! she thought at first. The car's on fire!


  Then, a second later, the smoke was gone. She breathed in deeply. The sulfurous scent still lingered in the air, but she could not detect the odor of gasoline.


  A small sound came from the backseat, almost like the weight of someone settling against the vinyl cushions.


  Slowly, she peeked around the edge of the passenger seat.


  A tall, thin man sat in the gloom, a man with gray hair and a mustache. His eyes seemed to glow in the dark.


  "Hello, my dear," he said softly. Then his lips parted, revealing a smile bristling with sharp, white teeth.


   


  Dud Craven sat in his truck at the side of the road, waiting.


  Forty feet away was the guardrail that the Camry had flipped over several minutes before. The rail had a deep dent in it but was still anchored firmly in the ground. The dust that had been churned up from the shoulder of the road had already settled. Anyone driving by would probably not even notice that an accident had taken place.


  Dud sat in his truck, the lights extinguished. He prayed that no one did show up, at least, not for a while longer.


  The image of the big black crow flying over the hood of his truck and crashing through the Toyota's back window came to mind, and he shuddered.


  The farmer sat there for a moment, listening for some sound to echo from the bottom of the ravine. Then it came: a high-pitched scream full of terror. Dud closed his eyes and wished that the horrible screaming would stop. If it didn't, he was certain he would start the truck up and get the hell away from there, no matter what might happen to him afterward. Then, a second later, it stopped suddenly, like a phonograph needle being lifted from the grooves of a record. He stuck his head out the open window and listened. Silence hung heavily in the night. Even the crickets had grown quiet.


  He waited ten minutes more. Then he saw a dark form appear at the guardrail. The tall man in the black suit stepped over the steel rail and walked calmly toward the truck. A moment later, he paused next to the Dodge's open window.


  "It is done," said Grandpappy.


  Dud saw a trace of blood on the old man's bottom lip. "Are they coming, then?"


  "Joan Craven is," he said. "We must be there to meet her."


  "What about the old woman?" asked Dud. "Blanche?"


  Contempt shown in Grandpappy's eyes. "She serves no purpose," he said. "Besides, she isn't family. Not blood kin."


  Dud nodded. Grandpappy walked to the rear of the Dodge and climbed into the bed. The farmer glanced in the mirror. He saw the tarpaulin lift, but, of course, caught no image of the preacherman.


  When he was satisfied that Grandpappy was hidden from view, he started up the truck and made a U-turn in the center of the road. He already had his instructions.


  They must return to Craven's Mountain as soon as possible.


  Company was coming.
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  Patty Simmons was looking at her Swatch watch for the umpteenth time when a knock came at the door. She nearly jumped out of her skin. It was nearly ten-thirty. Mrs. Andrews and her mother should have been back from the grocery store by eight-thirty at the latest.


  The baby-sitter hopped off the couch and ran, in her stocking feet, to the door. Patty peered out the peephole. Seeing who it was, she sighed and unlocked the front door.


  She stared at the woman standing there, trying not to seem angry. "Mrs. Andrews! Where have you been?" She checked her watch again for emphasis. "I should have been home two hours ago."


  Joan Andrews stood on the other side of the threshold, looking strangely pale. "I'm sorry about that, Patty." She looked past the girl and into the house. Her face seemed guarded. "I'm coming in," she said.


  "Well, sure!" laughed the baby-sitter. "It is your house."


  The expression on the woman's face eased a little and she stepped inside. She looked around the living room. Paul and Bessie were nowhere to be seen. "The children," she said. "Where are they?"


  "Oh, I already packed 'em off to bed," said Patty. "I figured you'd want me to, it being a school night and all." She looked at her watch again, more as a nervous habit than anything else. "Speaking of school, I've got to be getting home myself, Mrs. Andrews. My daddy'll likely tan my hide as it is."


  Joan reached into her purse and pulled out thirty dollars. "Here. I hope this will cover it."


  Patty was happily surprised. She had never made over twenty dollars from any of her baby-sitting jobs for the Andrews. "Yes, ma'am!" she said cheerfully. She pocketed the money. Grabbing up her schoolbooks and stepping into her shoes, she headed for the front door. "Oh, where's Mrs. Craven?" she asked innocently.


  Joan seemed to consider the question for a moment. Then she smiled. "She decided to stay with a friend in town."


  "Oh, cool," said the seventeen-year-old. Before she left, she turned and noticed the brunette's face again. "Mrs. Andrews? Are you feeling okay?"


  "Never better," Joan replied. Then she hustled the girl out the door and closed it behind her.


  She stood there in the foyer, knowing that she had little time to waste. Joan waited until she heard Patty's Sunbird back out of the drive and start off for town. Then she walked down the hallway toward the children's rooms.


  Joan stopped at Paul's room first. She opened the door and turned on the light. Her son was stretched out on his belly, like he always slept, his left foot dangling from beneath the covers.


  When the light came on, he squinted against the glare and sat up. "Mama? Where have you been? Me and Bess were getting kinda worried."


  His mother gave no explanation. "Get up and get dressed, Paul," she told him.


  "But why?"


  Joan's eyes, strangely bloodshot, stared at him firmly. "Just do as I say. We're going somewhere."


  As Paul got out of bed and went to his closet, Joan walked to the room at the end of the hallway. She opened the door and snapped on the light. "Bessie," she said. "Wake up, honey."


  Bessie popped up out of the bedcovers like a jack-in-the-box. "Mama! You're home!"


  "Get out of bed and get dressed," she told her. "Wear something warm."


  "How come?" piped Bessie, yawning. "Where we going?"


  Joan placed a finger as thin and pale as a candle to her bluish lips. "No questions," she said.


  Paul left his room and walked down the hallway toward them. "I don't understand what's going on," he said. He was dressed in jeans, Nike pumps, and his orange-and-white UT jacket. He looked back down the hallway toward the living room and dining room. "Where's Grandma?"


  "She's not coming," Joan told them.


  As Bessie was struggling into her clothes—corduroy pants and a pink sweater—Paul studied his mother for a long moment. Her face was alarmingly pale and her eyes were redder than he had ever seen them, like his father's eyes when he had been drinking heavily. "Mama?" he asked. "Are you okay? You look sick."


  "I'm fine, sweetheart," she said. She smiled at him, but it didn't match the expression in her eyes, an expression of mysterious purpose, as if she had something important to do but didn't want to tell the children exactly what it was.


  Paul took another step closer. He looked past her navy windbreaker and suddenly saw the ribbed neck of her white turtleneck. There was a wide spot of dried blood at the left side of her neck about the size of a half-dollar. "Mama!" he cried out. "You're bleeding!"


  Bessie finished tugging on her shoes and ran out into the hall, her eyes scared. "What's wrong, Mama? Did you get hurt?"


  "It's nothing," Joan assured, a little more harshly than she intended. "Just a scratch, that's all."


  But Paul wasn't convinced. "I think you ought to go to the doctor," he said. He started down the hallway to the living room.


  "Where are you going?" she called out. Her eyes flashed like those of a caged animal.


  By the time her son answered, he was picking up the receiver to the phone on the far end table. "I'm gonna call Daddy," he said. "He'll be over here in a minute, and—"


  Abruptly, without warning, his mother was standing next to him. Paul was about to dial his father's number when Joan's hand came crashing down on the phone with a speed he had never known his mother to possess. Even more amazing than how fast she moved was what she ended up doing to the phone. Her palm slammed down, shattering the plastic cover into a dozen pieces and flattening the innerworks of wires and electrical parts. Paul stared down at the mangled phone, holding the now useless receiver. Numbly, he realized that she would have broken every bone in his hand if he had been dialing at the time.


  "No!" she hissed. "Leave him out of this!"


  The receiver dropped from Paul's grasp and he took a frightened step backward. His mother's eyes were glowing. "What's wrong with you?" he asked. "What's happened?"


  Joan looked at her son and daughter. Paul was clearly upset, and Bessie stood in the living room doorway crying over her mother's strange behavior. Joan felt a pang of pity shoot through her, but it failed to last very long. She recalled Grandpappy's stern face and the impatience in his gunmetal eyes. For some reason, his needs seemed to be much more pressing than those of her children.


  "I'm not going to tell you again!" she snapped, grabbing them both by the wrists and herding them toward the front door. "Now, come on, or we'll be late. He wouldn't like for us to be late."


  Paul kept asking her who she was talking about and where they were going. Bessie merely squalled about how terribly cold her mother's hands were. Joan dragged them from the house with no trouble at all. That was odd in itself. Joan could still handle his sister pretty well, but she had been unable to do the same with Paul since he was nine. At that moment, however, she fairly lifted him off his feet, as if he were as light as a feather.


  Joan reached her four-door Tempo, opened one of the rear doors, then pitched the two children onto the backseat. When she slammed the door, Paul saw his mother reach down to the door handle and give it a twist. He heard the squeal of tortured metal. By the time he reached the door and tried to get out, he found that the door was hopelessly jammed. A similar noise sounded from the opposite door. Paul tried that one as Joan walked away. It also refused to budge.


  His mother opened the driver's door and climbed behind the steering wheel. Paul sat against the backseat, cradling his hysterical sister in his arms. When he looked up at the rearview mirror to see his mother's face, it wasn't there.


  "Buckle up," she said, more out of habit than actual concern.


  "Yes, ma'am," muttered Paul. His hands trembled as he buckled first his own seat belt, then Bessie's.


  Joan inserted the key in the ignition and started the Tempo. When she had backed into Stantonview Road, she turned south, heading for town and the tall peaks of the Smokies that lay beyond.


  "Where are we going?" Paul asked her again.


  This time she gave him an answer, even though it told him little. "You'll know the place," she said. "You've been there before."


  Paul asked no more questions. He sat there holding his sister's hand and staring at the rearview mirror that held no trace of a reflection.


  


  Chapter Twenty-three


  [image: Previous] [image: Top] [image: Next]


   


  Once they reached the mountains, Paul Andrews began to realize where they were headed. His mother was right: he had been there before.


  Paul had been seven the last and only time he had visited Craven's Mountain. He remembered it had been in summer. His father and mother had decided to drive to the top of the mountain to take a look at the place where Joan's great-grandmother and greatgrandfather had once lived. Paul remembered the drive as being long and tiresome. They had traveled a winding mountain road that was bordered by tall stands of timber and heavy thickets of blackberry bramble and honeysuckle. They had passed a farm with its crops growing on the steep slope of the mountain and his mother had told him that it belonged to a cousin of hers, although he couldn't remember exactly what his name was.


  But it was neither one of those places that they were headed for that night. As his mother steered the Tempo up the mountain road, Paul knew where their journey would take them. There was only one place at the top of the mountain, and that was the old Craven house.


  Thirty minutes after leaving the main highway, they were there. As Joan parked the car out front, Paul saw a gray truck parked beneath a huge oak tree that looked as if it was five hundred years old. The boy didn't recognize the vehicle at all.


  Joan shut off the engine, then looked into the backseat. Her face looked as white as snow in the gloom of the car; the face of a ghost… or worse. "Let's go," she said, then climbed out of the car.


  Bessie had cried herself to sleep on the long drive up the mountain. Paul shook her gently. "Wake up, Bessie," he whispered. "We're here."


  The girl opened her eyes, startled. "Where?"


  "Craven's Mountain," he told her. He didn't expect her to remember their trip to the mountain. She had been only four at the time.


  Since the back doors were jammed, he and Bessie had to crawl between the front seats and exit through the driver's door. Outside, they stood in the chilly mountain air and stared at the ancient structure that had once served as the Craven family's ancestral home.


  It was a huge house, two stories high, with a balcony traveling the width of its upper floor. It looked as if no one had lived there for seventy or eighty years. The windows were shuttered tight and the roof was pocked with large holes. The outer walls were bare and weathered a dull gray color. Any trace of paint had been scrubbed away by decades of wind and rain.


  As they crossed the front yard, which was choked with weeds and pink-headed thistle, Paul saw a few more buildings off to the side of the house. One looked like a large barn, while the others were an outhouse and a smokehouse for curing meat. The two smaller buildings were covered with kudzu and nearly on the brink of collapse.


  By the time they reached the porch, the front door opened, revealing the soft glow of a kerosene lamp. A man wearing overalls and a black-and-gold CAT cap stepped outside. He looked familiar to Paul, as if he had seen him around town before. Once they were closer, the boy detected a deep sadness in the man's unshaven face.


  "Joan," he said with a nod.


  The brunette nodded back. "Dudley," she said. "Is he here?"


  Dud Craven stepped away from the doorway. "Back in the family room."


  Joan turned to her children. "Come along. There's somebody I want you to meet."


  Bessie clutched Paul's hand tightly as they stepped through the doorway of the old house and made their way down a short hallway. They passed a narrow staircase and entered a large room that took up the entire left end of the bottom floor. The family room was decorated with peeling wallpaper and furnished with chairs and a sofa that would have looked more at home in a museum. There was a huge stone fireplace at the far end of the room, but it was cold and empty. The only source of light came from a lantern that sat on the long oak mantel above the hearth.


  "Ah, you are here already," came a rumbling voice from a dark corner of the room.


  Paul watched as a tall form left a dusty armchair and walked toward them. He was an elderly man with iron-gray hair and a mustache. He was dressed entirely in black, except for the starched white shirt that peeked above the top of his vest.


  The man crossed the family room and took Joan's hand. Paul was shocked to see that both of them possessed the same sickly white pallor. The old man stared into the woman's eyes for a moment as if exchanging a mutual understanding, then he turned toward the two children.


  "Paul, Bessie," said Joan. "This is your great-greatgrandfather. This is Grandpappy Craven."


  The ten-year-old stared at the old man, his eyes full of suspicion. "He can't be. He's dead. He's been dead for a long time."


  Grandpappy laughed. "Do I look dead, young man?"


  Paul thought about it for a moment. "Yeah, you do. In a way."


  The old man took a couple of steps toward them. He crouched before Bessie and ran a pale hand along her freckled face. "What a lovely young lady you are."


  Bessie shied from his touch. "You're cold," she said. "Like Mama."


  "Yes," said Grandpappy, standing up. "But do not let it frighten you."


  Paul stared at the old man. "You've done something to her, haven't you?" he asked. "Changed her somehow?"


  Grandpappy glanced over at Joan, his bushy eyebrows raised. "Quite an observant young man," he said. When he turned back to the boy, his eyes were serious. "Yes, Paul, you are right. I have changed your mother. I've made her like me."


  Paul was scared, but he didn't let it show. "I know what you are," he said.


  The old man stared into the boy's eyes. "Yes. I believe you do." He reached out and laid a stern hand on Paul's shoulder. "Then you know what I'm capable of as well?"


  A shiver ran down Paul's spine. "Yes."


  "Excellent," said Grandpappy. "Just do as you are told and neither of you will come to any harm. Cause me trouble and you shall be disciplined." He smiled coldly. "You know, spare the rod and spoil the child."


  A question suddenly came to Paul; a question that needed to be answered. "What are you going to do with us? Are you going to—?"


  "Make you like myself?" replied Grandpappy. "Like your mother?" He smiled gently. "I considered it at first. But then I decided that you could be put to better use the way you are now."


  "What do you mean?" asked Paul.


  "All in good time, my boy," the old man assured him. He turned back to Joan. "We have work to do, granddaughter. When we are finished, you shall have a bed prepared for you in the cellar, next to my own."


  "What's he talking about, Paul?" whispered Bessie. "What kind of bed?"


  "Hush!" he hissed back at her. "I'll tell you later." But secretly, he knew he would keep his sister in the dark as long as he possibly could.


  "Dudley!" Grandpappy called. A moment later, the farmer appeared in the doorway of the family room. "Dudley, take the children upstairs and lock them in a bedroom."


  Dud nodded grimly. "Yes, sir." He looked at the boy and girl, and nodded toward the hallway. "Let's go."


  They did as they were told, too scared to do otherwise. " 'Bye, Mama," Bessie said as she left. Her mother ignored her. Her eyes were centered on the tall, gray-haired man, as if he was all that mattered now.


  Silently, Paul and Bessie followed Dud upstairs. They walked down a long, dark hallway to the door at the very end. The man took a skeleton key from one of his bib pockets and unlocked the door. "Inside," he told them.


  The two stepped into a room that was bare, except for a bed with a dusty mattress. Before Dud could shut the door, Bessie stared up at him with tearful eyes. "What's that man gonna do?" she asked. "What's he gonna do to my mama?"


  The farmer's Adam's apple bobbed nervously. "Honey, it's already done and over with," he said sadly. "Don't worry, though. He ain't gonna hurt ya'll none—if you behave, that is."


  Paul watched as Dud closed the door. He heard the key rattle in the lock, then the heavy footfalls of the man walking away. The boy waited until he was sure Dud was gone, then walked to the door and tried the knob. The bolt was secure. He walked to the only window in the room. The sash had been nailed to the windowsill. Even if he could have opened it, the shutters would have prevented them from escaping to the balcony outside.


  They were trapped and there was no way of getting out.


  He turned back to Bessie. She sat on the edge of the iron-framed bed, trembling. "Paul," she said softly. "Paul, I'm scared."


  Her brother sat next to her and held her tightly. "Aw, there ain't nothing to be scared of," he lied. "We'll be okay. I promise."


  Bessie was quiet for a moment. Then she looked up at him, her eyes full of tears. "I love you, Paul."


  Paul felt like crying, too. But he managed to smile. "I love you, too, squirt," he said, giving her a kiss on the forehead.


  They sat like that in the darkness for a very long time. Then, exhausted, they lay down on the bed and fell asleep.
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  The next morning, Boyd Andrews parked his truck in the parking lot of the Green Hollow Bank and Trust. He took a pen from the glove compartment and signed the severance check Ed Grant had given him. Then he climbed out of the Ford and went inside.


  The bank was cool and immaculately clean, all carpeted floors, wooden counters, and decorator colors. The place was empty except for a customer who was opening a checking account in a partitioned office. There was no waiting at the teller's window. Boyd walked up to where a pretty blonde sat counting bills into a till.


  "Hi, Tracy," he said.


  The woman looked up at him. "Oh, hi, Boyd," she said. She didn't smile. Instead, she looked as if she had caught a whiff of something particularly offensive.


  Boyd understood. Joan had probably told every employee at the bank about their marital problems. "I need to cash this," he said.


  Tracy picked up the check and glanced at the signature on the back. "Sure."


  As she began to count the money out of her till, Boyd looked around. He spotted a couple of the other tellers, but not the person he was looking for. "Where's Joan?" he finally asked.


  When Tracy glanced up, there was a worried look in her eyes. "You know, I have no idea. She was scheduled to come in this morning, but she hasn't shown up yet. Hasn't called or anything."


  Boyd took the money she handed him. "That isn't like her at all."


  "No, it isn't," said the teller. "Maybe she's sick or something."


  Boyd nodded and left the bank, stuffing the bills in his wallet. By the time he reached his truck, he knew something was wrong. Joan would have called in to work, even if she was running a few minutes late.


  He pulled out of the parking lot and drove down the street to the Piggly Wiggly. He pulled up next to a pay phone, got out, dropped a quarter in the slot, and dialed Joan's number. It rang four times, then the answering machine picked up. He didn't bother leaving a message. He stood there for a moment, then dug another quarter from his pocket. He had to think for a second before he remembered the number he wanted to dial. It rang a couple of times, then a cheerful voice answered. "Green Hollow Elementary School. Mrs. Prentiss speaking."


  "Oh, yeah, this is Boyd Andrews, Mrs. Prentiss," he told the receptionist. "I'm checking to see if Paul and » Bessie made it to school this morning."


  "Hang on just a second, Mr. Andrews, and I'll check the attendance sheet for today."


  She left the line for a moment. Boyd could hear the rustle of paper in the background. A second later, she returned. "No, Mr. Andrews, they're not here. Their mother didn't call this morning, either."


  Boyd thanked her, then hung up. He stood there in indecision, wondering what was going on. He was beginning to get worried. First Joan, and now the kids. Something bad had happened, he could feel it.


  He left the pay phone and jumped back into his truck. It wasn't long before he was heading down the highway toward Stantonview Road. As he drove he thought about all the trouble that had been going on during the past few days: the murder of Jamie Bell, the disappearance of Wendell Craven, as well as the empty car that had been discovered out on 321. Everyone in Green Hollow had the same opinion: that there was a lunatic on the loose around town. The very thought increased Boyd's fear tenfold. He stamped on the gas, pushing the truck past the speed limit.


  He drove even faster once he hit the rural road. He was halfway to the Andrews house when he passed the guardrail bordering the embankment. Something about it hadn't looked right. He braked to a stop, then backed up a few yards. The railing had a huge dent in it and there were bits of glass twinkling in the grass underneath.


  A feeling of dread mounted in the pit of his stomach. He left the truck and walked to the guardrail. Standing there, he saw what would have been totally overlooked from the road. Blanche Craven's white Toyota Camry was at the bottom of the ravine, crumpled and bent out of shape.


  "Good Lord!" he cried out. Then he jumped the guardrail and started sliding down the steep embankment. Horrible images flashed through his mind as he made his way toward the car: images of mangled, bloody bodies, of loved ones already cold with death. His heart pounded so hard in his chest that he was sure he would suffer a heart attack before he even got there.


  When he finally reached the car, he found the passenger side obscured by heavy brush. He climbed over the top of the car and peered into the window on the driver's side. He was prepared for the worst, but that wasn't what he found.


  The car was completely empty. No one was there. A few drops of blood streaked the upholstery of the driver's seat, but that was all.


  Boyd turned from the car and began to check up and down the ravine, as well as the heavy thicket that grew along the side of the embankment. Still he found nothing. "What the hell's going on here?" he asked himself.


  He climbed back up to his truck. He sat behind the steering wheel, trying to figure out what had happened down there in the hollow. It was Blanche's car, but where was Blanche? And had there been anyone else in it when it had gone over the embankment? He remembered the groceries that littered the floorboards of the Toyota. Blanche and Joan had probably been to the store last night and wrecked the car on their way home. But if there had been an accident, Joan would have certainly called him, especially if the kids had been involved. There wasn't that much distance between them, not yet at least.


  Boyd started his truck and headed on down Stantonview Road. He reached the Andrews house a minute later. The driveway was empty. Joan's Tempo was nowhere to be seen.


  He went up to the front door and sorted through his keys until he found the one he wanted. Boyd had kept one for the house, in case of an emergency. He unlocked the door and walked inside. "Joan?" he called out, sounding more scared than he would have liked. "Paul, Bessie… anybody here?"


  No one answered. The house was as silent as a tomb.


  He checked the bedrooms. Joan's bed was still made, as was the one in Blanche's room. The kids' beds looked as if they had been slept in, however. The covers were pulled down and the sheets were wrinkled, as if the children had been suddenly roused from their sleep. Their pajamas lay on the floor, something Joan would have never tolerated.


  "Oh, God," Boyd said beneath his breath. "What's happened to them?"


  He walked back to the living room. That's when he saw the phone… or what used to be the phone. It was no more than a flattened mound of cracked plastic and wires now. It looked as if someone had hit it with a baseball bat.


  Boyd bent down and picked up the receiver that lay on the floor. It appeared as though someone had been on the verge of making a call when they had been brutally disconnected.


  He dropped the receiver and went to the kitchen. He opened the door that led to the garage. It was empty. Joan's car wasn't there, either. Boyd stepped back into the kitchen and checked the phone that hung on the wall. It was working.


  Frantically, he dialed a number. "Green Hollow police department," answered a man's voice. "This is Officer Mathers. May I help you?"


  "Jay, this is Boyd Andrews," he said, trying to calm himself. "Is the chief in?"


  "Just a second." Boyd waited for what seemed like an eternity. Then a gruff voice came over the line. "This is Chief Watts."


  "Stan, this is Boyd Andrews," he said. "Could you come out to the house? Out on Stantonview Road?"


  "What's wrong, Boyd?" asked Stan. Dread sounded in his voice, as if he already knew something bad had happened.


  "I found my motherin-law's car down in that hollow past the Thompsons' place," he said. "No one was in it. But that ain't all. My wife and children… I can't find them anywhere. They're missing."


  "Jesus!" said Chief Watts. He was silent for a moment. When he spoke again, there was a grimness to his voice that the carpenter didn't like. "You stay put, Boyd. I'll be there in a couple of minutes."


  "I'll be here," Boyd told him. Then he hung up and sat down at the kitchen table. The house was silent around him, almost maddeningly so. He found himself even missing Blanche's snide remarks, it was so quiet.


  He thought of his wife and children, thought of how much he loved them. Then he did something that he hadn't done in a very long time. He clasped his work-callused hands tightly together and prayed.


  


  Chapter Twenty-five
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  Stan Watts climbed into his Lincoln feeling like a whipped dog.


  It had been a long day. He and Officer King had arrived at the Andrews residence around ten that morning, finding Boyd in a state of near panic. After they had calmed the man down, they went to work, alternating between the house and the wrecked car in the thirty-foot ravine. But by three o'clock that afternoon, the chief found that he had very little to go on, just like at the scenes at the drive-in and the Baptist Church. There had been some blood on the driver's seat of the Toyota and the busted telephone in the Andrewses' living room, but that was all they had found. Other than those two factors, there was nothing else to suggest foul play. But Stan knew that something bad had happened. Nothing took place within the jurisdiction of Green Hollow lately that didn't have that dark and sinister undertone to it, that feeling that something incredibly evil was behind it all, one way or another.


  He assured Boyd that they would let him know as soon as they had any news concerning Joan and the children. The carpenter thanked him and sat on the front steps of the house he no longer lived in. Stan pitied the man. He had heard about the problems Boyd had been having lately, problems with his marriage, his work, and his drinking. And now something like this, of all things. With some guys it worked like that; trouble hit them all at once like a hurricane, instead of a thunderstorm every now and then.


  Stan started the car and backed out of the driveway. He headed along Stantonview Road for town. When he neared the guardrail where Blanche Craven's car had crashed, he stopped and sat there for a while, thinking. Something had nagged at him all day. Something that might mean nothing… or everything.


  He had gotten a phone call last night from a boy named Chet Humphrey. He was a high school student who worked the ticket booth at the drive-in on the weekends. Chet had told him something that he'd considered unimportant at first, and that was that Dudley Craven had left the drive-in theater several minutes before Saturday night's final movie had ended. Chet wouldn't have thought much about it, except that the man hadn't stayed around for the movie's finale. And there was something else. Dud had looked nervous, like he had done or seen something he didn't want anyone to know about.


  Stan thought about something else he had learned earlier that afternoon. Jay had called to let him know that someone had reported seeing a primer-gray pickup truck, an early-model Dodge, parked along Highway 321 the night before Bill King had discovered the empty car with its tire blown out.


  Dud Craven owned a '69 gray Dodge truck. He had been driving that truck when he'd left the drive-in Saturday night.


  The police chief sat there turning the possibility over in his mind. The more he thought about it, the more the pieces seemed to fit. No one knew Dud very well. Hell, nobody knew the man at all. He farmed his land up there on Craven's Mountain and kept to himself. He was pretty much a hermit, like Caleb Vanleer up on Eagle Point. No telling what constant isolation might have done to Dud. It could have twisted his mind, maybe resulted in some very sick fantasies, fantasies he had finally gathered up the courage to act out.


  Stan hoped he was wrong. He hoped to God that Dud was still the same, harmless person everyone in Green Hollow thought he was. But the chief couldn't risk the chance that he wasn't. He knew he had to check it out. • He had to talk to Dud and see what he had to say. But he knew he had to do it discreetly. If it got out that Dud was a suspect, half the population of Green Hollow would be at his front office demanding an arrest Fear made people act like that, like hostile, unreasonable assholes.


  He picked up his cell phone and called into the office. "Jay, this the chief," he said. "I'm going to check something out, something that might or might not wrap this whole thing up."


  The officer was curious. "Do you think you know who it is?"


  "I can't say for sure," said Stan truthfully.


  "Want me to come with you?"


  "No, I'll just check it out myself," he told him. "It could turn out to be nothing. I'll give you a call as soon as I find out anything concrete."


  "I'll be here," said Jay.


  After he hung up, Stan called his house. His wife answered. "It's me, sweetheart. Listen, I'm going to be late for supper tonight. Maybe a couple of hours late."


  "That's okay," she said. "I was just going to fix sandwiches tonight Nothing special." Beth Watts paused a second. "Have a hard day, hon?"


  "That's putting it lightly," he said with a sigh. "How's Lisa doing?"


  "Better. She's still down in the dumps, but she hasn't cried as much today."


  "Good," said Stan. "I'll give you a call later, let you know when I'll be home for sure."


  "You do that," said Beth. "And be careful."


  "I will," he promised. Then, as an afterthought, he added "I love you, Beth."


  "I love you, sweetheart," she said, sounding a little worried. "Stan… are you all right?"


  "Sure. Talk to you later."


  He hung up the phone and sat there a moment longer. Something else had suddenly come to mind. Dud, Joan, and Wendell… all were Cravens. All were blood relatives, first cousins, come to think of it. That was more than a coincidence, he could feel it. There had to be a direct connection between Dud and the disappearances of Wendell, Joan, and the Andrews kids.


  Stan thought about calling Jay and requesting back-up, but he was still hesitant about doing so. He knew he had to check it out for himself before he made his suspicions public and got the entire town of Green Hollow riled up.


   


  It took him twenty minutes to reach Dud's farm on the western face of Craven's Mountain. He parked in front of the house and cautiously knocked on the door. When no one answered, he checked the outbuildings and the barn. The buildings were empty except for a swaybacked mule that looked as if it hadn't been fed in a couple of days. Stan filled its feeding troughs with oats and water from a well pump, then went back out to his car. He saw no sign of the gray Dodge pickup anywhere on the property.


  Stan climbed into his car and considered heading back to town. But he knew he couldn't leave it at that. If Dud did have something to do with Jamie Bell's murder and the sudden rash of disappearances, he wouldn't be stupid enough to stick close to home. No, he'd likely be hiding out somewhere. And Stan had a good idea where that might be.


  He turned onto the dirt road and headed on up the mountain. It took him ten minutes to reach the very top. He drove through a dense grove of pines, then the land seemed to level out. Soon he emerged from the forest and saw the old Craven house standing up ahead. It was close to four o'clock. The sun was beginning to drop a little and the shadows of evening were starting to deepen. Stan knew he was on the right track before he even reached the house. He spotted Dud's gray truck parked beneath the big oak, then Joan's tan Tempo directly in front. He stopped a hundred feet from the Craven place and parked his car in the tall weeds at the side of the road. He climbed out and started toward the house, keeping close to the thicket that grew heavy at the rear of the weathered structure.


  When he reached the side of the house, he moved to the front and peered around the corner. Still he saw no one, only the car and the truck parked out front Stan reached inside his jacket to where his service revolver was cradled in the shoulder holster beneath his armpit. He pulled the Smith & Wesson free, then opened the cylinder and checked the loads. There were five rounds with one empty chamber behind the hammer, like he always carried it. He didn't return the gun to its holster. He kept it fisted in his right hand, held down next to his leg.


  Stan took a deep breath, then stepped out into the open. Slowly, he stepped up onto the long porch that ran the length of the old house. Clinging closely to the front wall, he made his way past several shuttered windows. He reached the front door and tried the rusty doorknob. It turned easily in his hand. No one had bothered to lock it. He pushed the door inward and stepped back. The door yawned silently, showing only darkness. He wished he'd have brought his flashlight, but it was too late to go back to the car for it. He gripped the revolver in both hands and stepped inside. The house smelled musky and damp. Water spots stained the hardwood floor where the roof had leaked for years.


  Stan made his way across the floor, holding the gun ahead of him. He put his foot down on a loose board and it creaked loudly. Stan grimaced and tried to walk lightly. He headed toward the big room that was located to the left of the staircase.


  When he got there, he found that someone had occupied the room, perhaps even as recently as last night. There were tracks in the thick dust of the floor, mostly adult footprints, but some of them were much smaller, the footprints of children. He saw a kerosene lantern sitting on the mantel over the fireplace. It was unlit, but he could still smell a trace of it inside the family room.


  He was turning toward the stairs when he heard a sound. It came from the upper floor. A soft, muffled sound. As he drew closer to the staircase, he recognized it. It was the sound of crying. The crying of a child.


  Stan's hands tightened around the butt of the Smith & Wesson, his index finger resting easily against the trigger. He mounted the stairs and took them one riser at a time. His ears were keen, listening for sounds other than that of the crying. He heard nothing else. He continued up the stairs, going slow and easy.


  When he reached the top of the staircase, he paused and listened hard. The crying was more distinct now. It was a young girl. Bessie Craven, he suspected.


  Stan Watts was about to step onto the second floor landing when a noise echoed from downstairs. It was the creak of a heavy footfall against a loose floorboard. He sensed someone standing below him, staring up at his back. But he didn't turn around. He didn't move an inch.


  Two clicks came from the ground floor, the metallic sound of twin hammers being cocked. A double-barreled shotgun, more than likely. Then someone spoke. "You stand dead still, Chief. You stand where you are, and don't you twitch a muscle."


  Stan recognized the voice at once. It belonged to Dudley Craven.


  "You shouldn't have come up here snooping around," the farmer told him.


  "I had to, Dud," he said not turning around.


  "Yeah," said Dud with a sigh. "I figured you would, sooner or later. You're a sharp fella, Chief. You always were."


  "Can we talk, Dud?" Stan asked him.


  "Wouldn't do no good," said the farmer. "Everything's gone too damned far. And I'm afraid nothing you could say would change it none."


  Stan knew then that there would be no reasoning with the man. He could tell by the despondent tone of Dud Craven's voice that he had lost all hope. The chief had only one option open to him, and unfortunately, it was the most dangerous of all. He had no choice but to turn and try to take Dud out. He would aim at his head and keep pulling the trigger until the gun was empty. Maybe, if he was lucky, he would catch the farmer by surprise and he wouldn't have time to react.


  He took in a deep breath, prayed to God for a steady hand, then whirled. As he brought the revolver down into line, toward the foot of the stairs, he knew he was already too late. A bright flash and a thunderous boom rolled toward him. A split second later, he felt most of his stomach exit through an ugly hole in his lower back. He lost his balance and tumbled down the staircase. He landed on his back, hard. He stared up, dazed, at dusty rafters draped with cobwebs. He reached to his stomach with one hand, first feeling warm wetness, then a moist, deep crater. He moaned, knowing it was serious. He felt nothing below his rib cage. Most of his spine was gone.


  Then Dud Craven stepped into view. He stood over him for a long moment, his eyes full of regret. "I'm sorry, Chief," he said. "I truly am."


  Stan Watts looked into the man's face and believed him. "Why?" was all he could say. He felt blood bubble out of his mouth and past his lips.


  "You wouldn't want to know," said Dud. Then he lowered the shotgun toward the lawman's face. Smoke curled from one muzzle, while the other remained ominously dark and empty.


  Stan saw that the right hammer was still cocked. But not for much longer. He closed his eyes tightly, feeling incredibly tired. He blacked out a second before Dud delivered the killing shot.
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  Wendell Craven opened his eyes.


  He looked toward the mouth of the cave. The last glow of daylight had faded, leaving the sky a shade of navy blue. He lay there, letting it grow darker, safer. Then he rose and crawled through the opening.


  The minister stood on the mountainside, feeling the day's weakness leave him. His strength began to build until that intoxicating sensation of invincibility returned. But still Wendell felt unsure of himself. He had experienced that nagging uncertainty since last night, when he had left the parsonage and fled toward the Smoky Mountains.


  He stared up at the face of the peak, toward the place he had been headed for when dawn had crept upon him. He had spotted the little cave in the side of Craven's Mountain and reached it before the first rays of sunlight broke over the mountaintop. He had made his bed—so to speak—and lain in the far reaches of the cave, making sure no daylight could reach him. Soon, all the strength had drained from him and he had drifted into a dreamless slumber, strangely aware and unaware of his surroundings.


  Now night had returned and so had his faculties. As he made his way up the steep slope of the mountain, he spotted a possum walking along the length of a dead log. That familiar hunger surfaced within him, making him feel the coldness of his body, the deadness of it Stealthily he circled the animal, then pounced on it The possum never knew he was even there. He ripped the creature open and brought it to his mouth. He drank deeply, drawing every drop of blood from its twitching body. When he cast it aside, he was aware that the hunger still lingered, not quite satisfied. But a new warmth ran through him. That was some comfort, at least.


  A short while later, Wendell reached his destination. The old church stood on the southern face of Craven's Mountain. It was weathered and its boarded walls were pocked with dark gaps where dryrot had eroded the wood away. Half of its roof had collapsed from sheer age. Surprisingly enough, most of the stained glass remained in the structure's peaked windows. In the moonlight, Wendell could see the tinted glass in dark shades of blue, red, and gold. He recalled the Sunday morning sunlight streaming through windows nearly identical to these, casting a prism of colors upon his congregation. It seemed like years ago, rather than days.


  He stood and stared at the church for a while. It had belonged to the one who had stolen his life and made him the way he was. It had been founded by Josiah Craven back in 1873, just as the South was recovering from the tragic aftereffects of the Civil War. Josiah had been married only a few months at the time and his wife, Elizabeth, had been with child. The congregation had started out with only a few simple mountain folk, then gradually built with time. But it had died when Grandpappy had. The people had lost their faith and drifted away, leaving it empty and forgotten.


  Wendell remembered his grandfather telling him the story of the church's history when he was a small child. Perhaps that was what had led to Wendell's calling in life. Even as a boy he had fantasized of returning to the church his greatgrandfather had built and making it his own, repairing the damage time had done and filling its pews with the righteous once again. But with age came reality, and by the time he finished high school, those dreams had vanished. It was ironic that it would take his own rebirth to renew his faith in those childhood dreams once again.


  He approached the building cautiously. When he reached the door, he opened it and took a single step inside. He felt no apprehension, no terror of the kind he had experienced the night before. The word of God had been preached there so very long ago that its strength had eventually bled away, leaving only an empty shell of a structure, like an abandoned house or barn. Wendell stood there and smiled. He felt as if it had been waiting for him all those years. It felt like home.


  As he strolled the length of the church, the collapsed roof scarcely a foot above his head, Wendell thought to himself. God. He could hardly think the word, let alone speak it out loud. It had taken some time, but he had finally realized that Grandpappy Craven had been right. His allegiance had changed, and not by his own free choice. He had begun to see the truth when he was at the Cheating Heart. His tongue had burned each time he had mentioned the name of the Lord. By the time he had come to Tammy, each holy utterance had become an agony. Still, he had fought against it, telling himself that his faith could conquer all. But the final revelation had come when Tammy had held that picture before him, the picture of the Crucifixion of Christ. At that moment, he had been filled with such loathing and disgust, such soul-rending terror, that he had been unable even to look upon the cross and the one who had died for his sins. All he had wanted to do was put as much distance between it and him as possible. He had experienced the same horror when he had attacked Tammy through the attic window. She had shown him the painting again and he had panicked. He had changed into a dove and fled, flying over Green Hollow and toward the mountains, his self-appointed mission of salvation seeming unimportant compared to his own survival.


  At first, the realization that he was no longer a servant of God was devastating. He felt lost and without purpose, just some sort of horrid fiend who could change form at will and possessed an insatiable thirst for blood. Then he had considered what Grandpappy had told him, about recruiting a following of their own kind—a church of the undead—and it began to make sense to him. He also began to understand what Grandpappy had said about serving a different master than before. Wendell was reluctant in accepting that at first, but he began to realize that the powers he now possessed were not godly powers but ungodly ones. Any being who could assume the form of the serpent had more of Satan in him than anything else.


  Moonlight filtered through holes in the sagging roof, slicing through the darkness like pale beams. Wendell reached the pulpit at the head of the church and stood behind it, placing his hands on its edges like he did when he was in the midst of preaching fire and brimstone. He knew now that he would no longer preach on its hazards, but only of its virtues. He looked out across the rows of empty, broken pews and pictured a congregation of those like himself. All pale and bloodless, eyes glowing like red embers. All undead, yet obedient.


  "You were wrong, Grandpappy," he said, his voice echoing through the empty building. "It shouldn't be for kin alone. It should be for anyone, whether they be of the same blood or otherwise. That is where you will fail and I will succeed."


  Wendell Craven stood at the pulpit for the remainder of that night, praying to a master he would never have dreamt of calling his own. Tonight he would meditate and make his plans. But with the following nightfall, he would go to work. He would begin to gather the lambs of his congregation together.


  


  Chapter Twenty-seven
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  Caleb Vanleer heard Old Nailhead baying a quarter mile away. The redbone had caught scent. The dog was as silent as a mouse until that first whiff of raccoon drifted into his nostrils. Then he let out a howl and set off on the critter's trail.


  The mountain man took one last sip of tar-black coffee from a tin cup, then poured the contents of the pot, dregs and all, onto the fire, smothering it. He grabbed up his Hawken rifle and possibles bag, slung them over his shoulder, and hightailed it along the northern face of Eagle Point.


  Caleb had been sitting before the fire for a half hour, drinking coffee, as well as a little of his homemade moonshine. His eyes were more accustomed to the light of the flames than to the dark forest that surrounded him, so he slowed down, allowing his vision to adjust. It took a moment, but he finally got his night eyes and picked up his pace. It wouldn't do to step into a sinkhole and break his damn fool leg, just because he was in too much of a hurry. He left a tall stand of birch trees and made his way carefully along a rocky ridge. As he crossed the length of the bluff, he peered off the edge. Dark treetops jutted eighty feet below, and beyond them, a thick blanket of mist. That was how the Smokies had gotten their name, from the gray fog that clung to the mountaintops from evening till midmorning the next day.


  As he reached the far end of the ridge and leapt back into the forest, heading up the steep grade toward Nailhead's urgent howling, Caleb remembered how it had been back in Nam. How the chopper would touch down and they would jump from the bay doors, hitting the ground running. They would hump it through the tall grass, hoping to make it to the cover of the jungle before they got taken out by an explosion or rifle bullet. Sometimes Caleb felt the same exhilaration when he was on a hunt in the wilds of Eagle Point. The only exception was the absence of snipers or mortar fire. It was just him, Old Nailhead, and that coon.


  Caleb jumped over deadfalls and clumps of kudzu that would drag a man down if he got hung up in it. He breathed in deeply, sucking in the scent of honeysuckle and dewy leaves, the smells of the night. Then he caught something else, something he didn't expect to smell, at least, not yet. It was the coppery scent of fresh blood. Something had died, and not very long ago, either.


  He slowed his pace a bit as the odor grew stronger. Surely Nailhead hadn't already caught the coon and torn into it. The redbone hound wasn't trained to hunt that way. He would tree the ringtail and wait for Caleb to show up. Then the mountain man would pick it off a limb with a single shot of his big-bore Hawken. No, the scent of blood was much too strong for a little bitty coon. It had to come from a larger animal.


  Caleb stopped dead in his tracks when the thicket rustled ahead of him and something broke through the dark greenery, heading straight for him. He swung the rifle to his shoulder and sighted down the long blued barrel. Caleb cocked the hammer and laid his finger on the trigger, ready to fire. But he didn't. The animal cut through a broad patch of moonlight, revealing a coat of rusty red.


  "Hellfire and hangnails!" cussed Caleb, as Old Nailhead ran up to him. "What in tarnation's the matter with you, boy? You nearly got a round ball put square betwixt them ugly eyes of yours!"


  The dog jumped up on his legs, whimpering and whining. It was plain to see that the dog was scared. Something had spooked him. Caleb couldn't believe his eyes. Old Nailhead was a seasoned coonhunter. He had been hunting the mountains for years and had encountered everything from wild boars to mountain lions. And never once had he backed down from one of them. Caleb had even had to drag the dog away a couple of times, to keep him from getting ripped to shreds.


  "What is it, ol' boy?" he asked. He reached down and ran a hand along the dog's back. The hound shivered like he had been locked in a freezer for the better part of a day. "What's got you so blamed skittish?" He looked off toward the darkness beyond the thicket. "Wasn't a bear was it? One of them black 'uns from the park, huh? Is that what spooked you?"


  Nailhead whimpered like a puppy, rolling his eyes and shuddering.


  "Well, stick close, hoss," said Caleb, "And we'll take ourselves a look." He clutched the maple stock of the rifle tightly and started toward a wall of thorny bramble.


  The coonhound didn't want him to go, however. He grabbed a fringe on the top of one of Caleb's knee-high boots and held it in his teeth, trying to pull him away.


  Caleb kicked at the dog. "Confound it, you mangy hound! Let go of me! I'll be all right."


  When the dog let go and retreated a few feet, Caleb went on to the tangle of thicket. When he got there he peered through a gap in the bramble. At first, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. Then he heard a laugh, like the bubbly giggle of a child, and his attention was drawn to a patch of moonlight in the center of a grassy clearing.


  Caleb Vanleer felt as if he'd stepped smack dab into the middle of a nightmare. "Good God Almighty!" he whispered.


  There, kneeling in the grassy patch, was a girl. A pretty blond girl who couldn't have been more than sixteen or seventeen years of age. She was naked except for a letterman jacket. It was burgundy and white, the school colors of Green Hollow High.


  But that wasn't what disturbed Caleb the most. It was what she was doing that made his blood run cold. She had a young deer laid across her lap, a doe, from the looks of it. And she was sucking at its neck. The deer kicked its rear leg once, but Caleb already knew it was dead. He could tell by the glassy look in its huge eyes.


  The girl lifted her face from the animal's neck and stared at him. She smiled and giggled softly. Caleb felt his head swim. Her teeth—complete with silver braces—were coated with blood. The girl's eyes seemed to be just as red as the blood she fed upon, seemed almost to glow, in fact. She stared at the old man for a moment, then turned back to the deer.


  Caleb felt as if he had stood there for a century, when the girl finally finished. She laid the emptied carcass of the doe gently aside and patted its head. Then she stood up. Moonlight played on her white body; a lean, small-breasted body as pale as raw lard. Caleb's eyes roamed her form, from her neck to the golden triangle of her crotch. A network of ugly scars, puckered and blue, ran down the center of her throat, along her chest, and clear down to the mound of her pubic bone. There were also stitches running across her scalp line, just beneath her honey blond hair. Caleb recognized the marks. They were autopsy incisions. He had worked in a hospital before joining the service and knew those meticulous lines from memory.


  The girl grinned at Caleb, her pretty eyes glowing. She licked her teeth with a blue tongue and it looked to Caleb as if some were longer than others, and much sharper. She let out a soft giggle, and then, stepping out of the moonlight, disappeared into the darkness of the forest.


  Caleb made no move to step into the clearing and go after her. He backed away from the bramble and turned back the way he had come. Old Nailhead sat on his haunches several yards away, whining down deep in his throat.


  "Yeah, I know what you mean, boy," he said, feeling strangely lightheaded. "Let's you and me get the hell outta here!"


  A moment later, both man and dog were making their way back through the forest, heading toward the western face of the mountain. All desire for coonhunting had left their minds. All they wanted to do was get back home, far away from that grassy clearing in the middle of the woods.


  On their way, Caleb paused several times, feeling as though they were being followed. He peered off into the darkness, but saw nothing.


  Once he looked down at his dog, confused. "Did I really see her, boy?" he asked. "Or was it just that ol' liquor playing tricks with my head?"


  Nailhead stared up at him and whimpered, tossing his head, wanting to get home. That was all the answer Caleb needed to hear.


  As they neared the eastern face of Eagle Point and caught a glimpse of the log cabin in the moonlight, Caleb heard something echo off to the north. It sounded like a giggle, but it could have been the wind or the lonesome call of a night bird.


  Whatever it was, natural or unnatural, Caleb wanted to hear it no more. He quickened his pace and passed Old Nailhead in the darkness, leaving that side of the mountain behind.


  


  Chapter Twenty-eight
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  Boyd Andrews sat on the stool in his workshop, more interested in drinking than in finishing the work he had to do.


  He picked up a bottle of Jim Beam he had bought from a liquor store—the last of Caleb's white lightning was long gone—and took a long swig of the amber liquor. It wasn't nearly as smooth as the moonshine. It burnt all the way down his throat and kept right on burning once it hit his stomach. A wave of nausea washed through him and he felt as if he might puke it up. He managed to fight off the sick sensation, however, and set the bottle back on the workbench, where it belonged.


  Boyd stared at the half-finished coffin that stretched between two sawhorses. He had promised Dud Craven it would be ready tomorrow, but there was no way he could keep his word. The framework was done, but the lid and hinges hadn't been screwed into place, and he hadn't even started applying the linseed oil or waterproofing. Boyd had intended to do most of the work that day, but as it turned out, he'd ended up with more important things on his mind.


  There was a framed photograph sitting on a shelf above the workbench, its glass speckled with sawdust. He wiped the film away and stared at it. It was a picture of Joan, Paul, and Bessie, during happier times. They had attended Green Hollow's annual Fourth of July picnic at the fairgrounds outside of town and he had snapped a picture of them next to a redwood table covered with plates of fried chicken and heaping bowls of potato salad. They were smiling and laughing. Bessie was sticking out her tongue and crossing her eyes. He remembered his daughter had hated the picture after it was developed. But it had been one of his favorites.


  Boyd ached inside when he looked at the photograph. He laid it facedown on the workbench, but the pain refused to go away. He felt scared, more scared than he had ever felt in his life. He thought he had experienced fear when Joan had mentioned filing for divorce, but that was nothing compared to the dread that filled him now. He tried picturing them in his mind, perhaps where they might be at that moment. His thoughts weren't kind to him, though. All he kept coming up with were images of bodies lying in the weeds of a ditch; bodies wearing familiar clothing, with every drop of blood siphoned from them.


  He shuddered and took another drink from the bottle. After Chief Watts had driven off, Boyd had left the house on Stantonview Road and combed the length and breadth of Sevier County, cruising every backroad he could think of, as well as most of Highway 321. He had returned to the trailer on Maple Creek Road a little after eleven, exhausted and depressed. He had seen nothing on any of the roads that gave a clue as to where Joan and the kids were.


  Boyd glanced at his watch. It was after three o'clock in the morning. He looked past the open door of the workshop. Crickets sang in the darkness. Somewhere a barn owl hooted. It was chilly, but he continued to sit there in his undershirt and jeans, oblivious to the cool air.


  He considered going to the trailer and trying to get some sleep, but he knew it would be a waste of time. He would only toss and turn and sweat up the sheets of his bed. If he did sleep, he would have nightmares. Those bodies in the ditch again.


  He was tipping the bottle up for another drink when something strange struck him. He listened. The crickets had stopped their noise. It was completely silent outside.


  Boyd stared into the darkness beyond the garage door. He heard footsteps in the driveway—shuffling, unsteady footsteps. The carpenter set down the liquor bottle and stood up. He took a step forward, trying to see better.


  A form in an emerald-green pants suit paused just beyond the doorway. The light of the workshop revealed the woman's petite body, but darkness obscured her facial features. There was a gold bracelet on the woman's left wrist. Boyd recognized it at once. It had been a gift from Paul and Bessie last Christmas.


  "Blanche?" he asked, feeling his heart beat faster.


  The woman weaved as if disoriented. "Boyd?" she replied feebly. "Boyd… could you help me, please?"


  He wasted no time. He was out the door at once. He placed his arm around his motherin-law's waist and helped her inside. Blanche's head hung downward and he couldn't see her face. He noticed that her clothes were soiled, as if she had been lying in raw earth for a while.


  "Just take it easy and we'll sit you on this stool over here," he said softly.


  Once she was on the stool, her head still staring down at her feet, Boyd stood there nervously, watching her. The old woman was terribly cold. He had felt it as he'd helped her inside the workshop. And she was as pale as a ghost. Her hands and wrists, her ankles above her tan loafers—they were stark white.


  "What happened, Blanche?" he asked. "Where are Joan and the kids?"


  Blanche shook her gray head. "It was horrible, Boyd," she uttered. "Just horrible!"


  Boyd's heart leapt into his throat. He prepared himself for the worst. "What was horrible? Tell me, Blanche, please."


  Suddenly, the despair in his motherin-law's voice turned into amusement. She began to laugh, softly at first, then louder. "You're a damned fool, Boyd Andrews," she told him. "A bigger fool than I thought."


  Boyd didn't understand. "What—?"


  Blanche lifted her head. The woman's face was a mess. The left side looked normal—heavily lined, with too much makeup, the familiar gleam of cruel contempt in her eye. But the right side was in ruins. Something had ripped long furrows of flesh from her cheeks and the side of her neck, and her ear was nearly torn in half, hanging on by a thread of cartilage. But it was her right eye that was the worst. It looked as if it had been brutally punctured. The limp remnants of the organ sat within Blanche's empty eyesocket like a blister that had been popped.


  Boyd stumbled backward, staring at the woman. Even through his horror, he noticed that something was odd about her wounds. Then he realized what it was. There was no blood. The tissue was blue and clammy, but bloodless.


  Blanche rocked back on the stool, laughing and slapping her knees with her thin white hands. "You ought to see your face, Boyd!" she howled.


  "What… what's wrong with you, Blanche?" he stammered. The whiskey churned in his belly, ready to come up.


  The woman's good eye glittered. "I'm dead, Boyd."


  Boyd swallowed the sick feeling. He didn't know why, but he believed her. He had to believe her. She was sitting there right in front of him. She shouldn't have been, given her grisly condition, but she was.


  "Do you know why I came here tonight, Boyd?" she asked, stepping off the stool.


  Boyd didn't answer. He just stood there and stared at her.


  "I came here to kill you," she said with half a smile. "I came here to do what I haven't had the guts to do for the past ten years."


  The carpenter backed up a couple of steps. "Joan and the kids—where the hell are they?"


  Blanche continued toward him. "Does it really matter? You'll be dead before long."


  "Tell me, damn it!" he demanded, unable to take his eyes off her mutilated face.


  "They're probably up on Craven's Mountain by now," she told him, moving closer. Stalking.


  "Why would they go there?"


  "To see Grandpappy Craven, that's why," sneered Blanche. "The bastard took my daughter and left me to fend for myself." She spread her arms. "Left me like this!"


  "What do you mean?" asked Boyd. "I don't understand what—"


  Blanche stared at him as if he were a retarded child. "Let me put it like this," she said. "Do you believe in vampires?"


  Boyd swallowed dryly. He watched as his motherin-law's eyes turned blood red and fangs began to sprout from the corners of her mouth.


  "If you don't, you will soon," she told him. "Very soon."


  Boyd lost his nerve. He turned and ran for the open door. But before he got three steps, Blanche was upon him. He felt her tiny hands grab the back of his sweaty undershirt. He tried to pull away, but there was no escaping her.


  Abruptly, he felt himself being lifted off his feet and thrown through the air. Boyd sailed across the workshop and landed on top of his workbench with a crash. He groaned as tools bore into his back, sending jolts of pain from his neck to his tailbone. He rolled off the bench and landed on his belly on the workshop's concrete floor.


  He looked up and saw Blanche coming for him again. He couldn't believe what she had done. Boyd was two hundred and thirty pounds, and Blanche couldn't have been more than a hundred and twenty. Yet she had picked him up like a feather pillow and thrown him twelve feet across the room.


  Boyd saw the claw hammer lying on the floor no more than five feet away. He grabbed it up and staggered to his feet, his back throbbing. He raised the hammer over his head. "Stay back, Blanche," he warned.


  She laughed at him and kept on coming. "I hate you, Boyd. I've always hated you, and do you know why? Because you're stupid. So damned ignorant!"


  Blanche's mouth yawned hungrily, fangs exposed, as she launched herself at him. Boyd reacted, bringing the hammer down as hard as he could. The blunt end smacked her across the forehead, leaving a deep indentation there, just beneath the pale skin.


  The old woman reached up and felt her head. "You can do better than that," she said.


  When she came at him again, Boyd had turned the hammer in his hand. This time the twin tines of the claw end split the top of her scalp, punching through her skull and embedding itself in her brain. Boyd tried to yank it free for another blow, but she stepped back, taking the hammer with her.


  "Do you know what I'm going to do now, Boyd?" she asked. "I'm going to bleed you. Bleed you bone dry. But I'm not going to make you like me. Hell, you ain't fitting to be one of us! No, after I drink my fill, I'm going to rip your sorry ass apart. Tear you into so many pieces you'll just lie there and hunger, with no place to go."


  Like the strike of a snake, Blanche lashed out, back-handing him across the jaw. The blow hit him like the kick of a mule. He flailed backward, landing against the lumber that stood against the far wall. He landed amid the boards so hard that several of them broke and splintered beneath his weight. He slid to his butt on the concrete floor, shards of oak and pine raining down on him. His back hurt so badly that he thought he would pass out.


  "You should never have married my daughter, you son-of-a-bitch," she rasped, closing in for the kill. "You were damned the moment you laid eyes on her!"


  Boyd saw her tense like a cat about to pounce. Frantically, he reached out, his hands searching the floor around him. His right fist closed around a jagged shard of splintered two-by-four. Boyd brought it up at the same time Blanche leaped at him.


  The point of the wood burrowed through the woman's chest. It slipped cleanly between her ribs and lanced through her heart. Blanche hung there suspended for a long moment, eyes wide, fanged mouth even wider. She tried to speak but couldn't. A mixture of terror and agony blazed in her one good eye.


  Then something within her gave with a fleshy pop and the point of the wood continued to travel, sprouting from between her shoulder blades. Boyd let go of the board and rolled to the side. Blanche fell to her side in the sawdust, gasping, her mouth working like that of a fish. Her bloodless hands attempted to pull the length of wood free, but they had lost their strength.


  Boyd stood up and watched as Blanche Craven writhed on the workshop floor. It wasn't long before her struggling began to weaken. He saw the red glow leave her left eye and heard a long, rattling sigh escape her throat. Then she grew still.


  He stared at her for a moment, then turned and vomited. When he was through, he wiped his mouth and looked at her again. She twitched once, then began to curl up like the dried husk of a dead spider.


  Boyd stood for a long time staring down at the thing that had been skewered by the long sliver of wood. Then something Blanche had said came to mind, something about Joan and the kids going to Craven's Mountain.


  Suddenly, Boyd knew he had no time to waste. He dug his keys out of his pocket and ran outside. He closed the garage door, leaving the shriveled body of Blanche locked inside. Then he jumped into his truck.


  Boyd started the Ford and backed into the road. Before he headed out, though, he reached beneath the seat and felt around. He found the gun a second later, a Colt .45 semiautomatic he had put there for his long drives to Kentucky and back. He jacked the slide, putting a round into the chamber. Then he stuck the pistol back under the seat and headed for the mountains.


  


  Chapter Twenty-nine
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  Paul Andrews ran his fingers along the sill of the room's only window. In the pitch darkness he could feel the nailheads in the wood. There were eight of them in all, and judging from their size, the nails were long ones, the kind that would dig in deep and hold firm. Even if Paul had a crowbar or a screwdriver to work with, it would have taken a lot of muscle to pry the bottom of the window sash from the sill it was secured to. And even then, he would have made enough noise to wake the dead.


  Funny, he thought to himself, that was really hilarious. But he didn't laugh. He didn't even smile. The dead did awaken in that old house, every evening around six-thirty.


  The boy turned and looked across the room. It was pitch dark, but he could barely make out the iron bed and the tiny form of his little sister lying on the mattress. Bessie had slept a lot since their mother had brought them to the house on top of Craven's Mountain. His sister did one of three things. She either slept, cried, or sat there on the edge of the bed in silence. Paul could take her sleeping. He could even manage her crying fits, offering a little comfort and encouragement. But it was those bouts of inactive silence that troubled him the most. It was like she hid somewhere inside herself then, leaving only an empty shell of a little girl. Paul couldn't stand seeing her like that. He was scared that she might go away and not be able to find her way back.


  Paul touched the glass of the window. It was old and brittle, and would break easily. But he wasn't about to try that, either. By the time he got past the glass and tried to wrestle the rusted bolt of the shutters apart, Dud Craven would be up there to stop him. Dud gave Paul the creeps. He was too quiet, and although he looked like he was sorry about what he was doing, he didn't have any intention of stopping. He was scared for his life, Paul could tell that. But there was something else. Grandpappy Craven had some sort of hold over his mind. Dud was like a dog on a chain, unable to do anything except what his master told him to do.


  The ten-year-old thought of his mother and felt like he wanted to cry. He supposed she was like that, too, but even more so than Dud. The hold that the old preacherman had over her had more to do with her soul than her mind. It was like he had taken his mother and drained away all her love and compassion, putting something else there instead. Something horrible.


  He had seen his mother only once since they had been locked in the upstairs bedroom. She had opened the door with the skeleton key and stood there for a moment, staring at them. Paul had sensed something in her eyes, perhaps regret, but he couldn't tell for sure. Mostly her eyes were vacant, as if she was looking at children she had never seen before, children she had not given birth to or raised.


  Paul had known what his mother had become the first time he had seen Grandpappy Craven alive. He had seen vampires in movies and comic books since he was six years old, but he had always thought they were just make-believe. He knew better now. There was no other explanation for the way his mother looked or acted—like a corpse that had defied the laws of nature and decided to go on living. It was also the only explanation for the presence of his great-great-grandfather. Grandpappy Craven had been dead since 1898. He had to be some kind of supernatural creature to be out of his grave and walking around like he was.


  The boy had heard Grandpappy and Joan after they had emerged from the cellar that evening. He had heard them walking around downstairs, talking, but he hadn't been able to understand what they said. They had been plotting something for the past couple of nights, and he had a dreadful feeling that it was something bad. He also sensed that it would involve him and Bessie somehow. He wanted no part in their plans. He only wanted to be away from that drafty old house and back in Green Hollow again.


  He found himself thinking of his father. He wondered if he had discovered that they were gone yet. He thought about it and felt his spirits sink. If what his grandmother said was true, his father was probably holed up somewhere, too drunk to know much of anything, let alone the whereabouts of his own children. Sure, he had seemed fine the other day when he'd taken them to the Frosty Freeze; he'd seemed like the old dad Paul had grown up with. But then he would remember that snowy December night when Boyd had come staggering into the kitchen, smelling of whiskey and acting real goofy. He had fallen on his butt on the kitchen floor and sat there laughing his head off. Paul and Bessie had seen nothing funny about it, nothing at all. If anything, it had scared the ten-year-old and his sister. And unfortunately, it had changed the way Paul had looked at his father from then on.


  Paul closed one eye and tried to peer through the half-inch gap between the window shutters. All he could see were leafy branches of the big oak tree, etched in moonlight. The boy pressed his forehead against the cool glass of the window and closed his eyes. Again he felt like crying, but he didn't. He couldn't allow himself to. He knew if he did, he might end up in the same state as Bessie.


  As he stood there, Paul suddenly heard something. He listened, but heard nothing else. He turned his head and pressed his ear against the glass. This time he was certain of what he heard. It was an engine. A truck engine. And it was heading up the mountain road toward the house.


  At first he wondered who it could be. Then, as the sound grew closer and more distinct, it began to dawn on him. He recognized the sound of the vehicle. It was the grinding roar of a Ford half-ton pickup truck.


  Excited, he ran to the bed and gently shook his sister. "Wake up, Bess," he whispered. "Wake up!"


  "What?" she asked, sitting up in alarm. She peered into the darkness, trying to see her brother. When she finally did, she couldn't understand why he was smiling.


  "It's Daddy," he told her. "He's coming to get us."


   


  Boyd saw the tall, weathered structure of the old Craven house loom out of the darkness. As the headlights of his truck illuminated its paintless walls, some covered with climbing ivy, he saw that the windows were still shuttered, the same as they had been three years ago. No light shone from the house, but he knew his wife and children were there. He could sense them somewhere within the structure.


  He had stopped at Dud's farm first, but the place had been deserted. His next stop had been the old house at the top of the mountain, and it appeared that his instincts had been right. Both Dud's truck and Joan's car were parked out front.


  Boyd left the road as he approached the house, cutting into the weedy yard and aiming his headlights directly at the long porch. The high beams bathed the front of the house in a broad splash of pale white light. He cut the engine but left the headlights on. Then he jumped from the truck and ran up the steps, a look of grim determination on his tanned face. He had driven there with one purpose in mind, and that was to find his family. His singlemindedness threw caution to the wind as he crossed the porch and flung open the door.


  "Joan!" he yelled out. His voice echoed hollowly throughout the dark house. "Paul, Bessie! Are you here?"


  Excited voices came from upstairs. "Daddy!" called Paul, sounding faint and far away. "We're up here! The room at the end of the hall!"


  Boyd didn't hesitate. He bounded up the stairs, taking two at a time. He reached the upper hallway and found it empty except for dust and spiderwebs. He reached the door and tried it. It was locked. He thought about the gun beneath the truck seat. He had forgotten it in his haste to enter the house. He cussed, then called to his children. "Stand back," he instructed. "I'm going to kick it in!"


  It wasn't as easy as the movies made it look. He kicked at the door five times before it finally gave in. By then, his right leg was killing him. The heavy oak door slammed inward with a splintering of wood and he limped inside. Two forms ran out of the darkness and tackled him. Boyd clutched at them, feeling his son and daughter against him.


  "Thank God!" he muttered softly, holding them tightly, kissing them. "You're okay."


  "I knew you'd come, Daddy," squealed Bessie, her tears soaking through the belly of his undershirt. "I knew you would!"


  After a moment, Boyd pried them loose. "Where's your mother, Paul?" he asked.


  He felt his son stiffen, then sensed that someone was standing behind them in the open doorway. He turned and saw a woman with shoulder-length hair. Even in pitch darkness, her face looked strangely pale. Boyd's heart skipped a beat when he saw her eyes glowing at him like tiny points of flame.


  "Joan?" he asked, uncertain.


  She began to walk toward him. "Get away from them, Boyd," she said. It was more a warning than a request.


  "What's wrong with you, sweetheart?" he asked, although he had a terrible feeling he already knew. He remembered Blanche.


  He felt Bessie clinging tightly to his britches leg, her tiny fingers digging into the flesh underneath. "She ain't Mama anymore," she told him tearfully. "She's turned into somebody else!"


  "I told you to get away from them!" demanded Joan. She approached Boyd quickly and grabbed a handful of his t-shirt. Boyd reached down and took hold of her wrist. The muscles beneath the pale flesh were like iron rods. And she was cold. Deathly cold.


  Before he knew what was happening, Joan flung him backward. He stumbled toward the window, trying to stop, but the push his wife had given him had been too powerful. Unable to stop his momentum, he crashed through the window, cutting the back of his head and shoulders. Even then he didn't stop. His weight splintered the ancient shutters, knocking the bolt loose and causing them to swing outward. When they did, he followed. He clutched at the frame of the window, but his fingers slipped, unable to find a grip. Losing his balance, he tumbled from the window and into the night.


  He hit the overhang of the front porch and rolled along its slope, then found himself in open air again. The fall was longer this time, six or seven feet. He landed in the high weeds on his back, jarring the breath from his lungs. He gasped for air, unable to find it at first. By the time he did, he looked up to see Dud Craven standing on the porch. He held a double-barreled shotgun canted to one shoulder. Dud stared down at him, shaking his head, looking annoyed.


  Although he was so sore he could hardly move, Boyd did, scrambling toward his truck. He braced himself, expecting to hear the boom of Dud's scattergun, but it failed to come. He reached the truck and climbed into the cab. He stuck his hand under the seat and felt around for the gun.


  It was gone. He couldn't find it anywhere.


  Boyd glanced through the windshield, but found that Dudley no longer stood on the porch. Instead, someone else stood there. It was a tall, elderly gentleman with gray hair and mustache and stern eyes, wearing a jet-black suit and vest He did not look pleased. Not at all.


  The carpenter remembered what Blanche had said when he'd asked where Joan had gone. To see Grandpappy Craven.


  Boyd stared at the gaunt man. He looked like an old tintype Joan had shown him once. "No," he said. "It can't be."


  The old man smiled in the glare of the headlights, as if saying Oh, but it is! Then he was down the steps and standing before the pickup truck.


  "I know who you are, Boyd Andrews," Grandpappy told him. "I expected you to come, but not so soon."


  "I came to get my wife!" he yelled at the man. "My children!"


  The elderly man glared at him. "They're no longer yours," he said. "They belong to me now."


  "The hell they do!" growled Boyd. He bent down and continued to search beneath the seat. Still no sign of the gun.


  Grandpappy displayed a sinister grin. "Hell is right." Then he reached out and shattered the headlights, one with each hand, plunging the front of the house into darkness.


  Boyd reached for the key, intending to start up the truck and run the old man over. But it was no longer in the ignition.


  "I reckon you're looking for this," someone said.


  Boyd looked out the side window and saw Dud standing a few feet away. He was holding Boyd's key ring in his hand. "And this, too, I guess." He held the Colt .45 in the other.


  When Boyd turned his eyes back toward the old man, he found him crawling across the truck's hood like a lanky black spider. His pale face leered at him contemptuously, bristling with sharp fangs, the eyes blazing. Before Boyd could react, the old man slammed his hand into the windshield, anchoring his dark claws into the glass. He yanked, ripping the entire window from its frame, weatherstripping and all. Grandpappy flung the windshield aside and reached inside.


  Boyd tried to dodge his grasp, but the old man was too fast. Grandpappy grabbed him by the front of his shirt and hauled him through the open frame. He then stood on the hood of the truck and raised Boyd at arm's length, letting him dangle from the end of his fist.


  "How dare you come here?" he roared. "How dare you set foot on this land? Craven's land!" His breath washed across Boyd's face, cold and stinking of death. "You are not welcome here! You are not family!"


  "What have you done to my wife, you bastard?" Boyd screamed, struggling to break free.


  "I have liberated her," the old man told him. "Not only from you, but from her pathetic life. She shall cleave unto me now. She shall be a Craven again."


  "I'll kill you," Boyd told him. "I swear I will!"


  Grandpappy raised his thick, gray brows. "Oh, really?" He thought for a moment. A dark cunning shone in his steely eyes. He seemed intrigued by the man's bravery, even if it was foolhardy. "I'll strike you a bargain, Boyd Andrews. If you can escape this mountain alive, I will allow you the chance to return and make good on your threat. But if you do not escape, you will die. And not the death that your wife has experienced, either. No, yours will be a lasting death. A true one."


  The man released his hold on the carpenter. Boyd dropped backward, landing into the bed of his truck. He lay there dazed for a moment. Then he stared up at the top of the cab. A strange blue mist curled above it. It was transparent at first but quickly thickened, evolving into something solid. Something huge and darkly menacing.


  When the mist dissipated, Boyd stared at the top of the truck in horror. "Oh, dear God, help me," he whispered.


  It was a wild boar. A monstrous razorback hog, heavy with thorny black bristles and shimmering muscle. It was twice as big as any Boyd had ever seen before, perhaps a good eight feet in length. Huge yellow tusks curled around its dark snout, their ends jagged and their edges razor-sharp. Two tiny eyes gleamed from beneath bristly brows. The fiery red eyes were full of contempt, as well as something else: challenge. The fever of the hunt.


  "Run, Dad!" called the voice of his son. Boyd looked at the upper floor of the Craven house. Paul and Bessie stood in the open window, their faces full of fear. The boy's eyes were urgent. "Run, and no matter what you do, don't stop!"


  Looking at the beast perched atop the truck, Boyd knew his son was right. He could stay there no longer. He had to take the chance for escape that Grandpappy had offered him. He had to at least try.


  He stood up shakily and faced the black boar. The creature snorted, exhaling a burst of blue steam from its huge nostrils. It stared at him and he stared back. The beast was hungry for blood, that wasn't hard to tell.


  "I'll be back for you!" he yelled up to Paul and Bessie. "I promise!"


  Joan appeared in the window behind the children. "We'll see about that," she said. Boyd expected her to smile, but she didn't. She stared at him with a grim look in her eyes.


  Boyd climbed carefully from the bed of the truck, expecting the boar to come after him. But the beast that was Grandpappy Craven kept its end of the bargain. It sat there patiently, watching the carpenter's every move.


  He took a few steps away from the truck and looked down off the steep slope of the mountain. He saw only moonlit woods, and beyond that, darkness. Boyd knew it was a good two or three miles between him and the bottom of the mountain, then several more until he reached town. But he had to make it. If not for himself, then for his children.


  He looked back up at his son and daughter. "Remember what I said," he told them.


  Then Boyd Andrews turned and ran for his life.


  


  Chapter Thirty
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  The next two hours were the longest of Boyd's life.


  After leaving the old Craven place, he had plunged into the woods and kept running, blindly, through the darkness of early morning. When he had gotten several hundred yards into the forest, he heard a hoarse, guttural squeal echo from the mountaintop, the cry of a wild boar on the charge. He paused to catch his breath. He could hear the beast tearing through the thicket, snorting and huffing, drawing in the scent of him. Then he glimpsed two small, red eyes drifting through the darkness of the forest and started running again.


  It was an agonizing marathon. Boyd made his way down the steep grade of the mountainside at a dead run. He tripped and fell several times, snared by strands of kudzu and dense underbrush. Blackberry bramble ripped at him as he picked his way through, the sharp thorns slashing both his clothing and his skin. The aftereffects of his drinking earlier that evening began to take their toll. The alcohol in his bloodstream slowed his speed and whittled away his endurance. Many times, Boyd found himself clinging to the trunk of the tree, unable to catch his breath. He was certain that he wouldn't be able to run another yard, let alone another mile. But then he would hear Grandpappy closing in on him and catch a fleeting glimpse of those hellish eyes in the darkness, and somehow, he would summon the strength to go on. He would take a deep breath, ignore the weaknesses of his body, and continue down the side of Craven's Mountain.


  Several times, he had used his wits to outsmart the boar, something he figured would be impossible. When the beast came too close for comfort, he would backtrack a hundred or so yards up the mountain or run down the center of a mountain stream that snaked down the peak's western face. Surprisingly enough, he managed to throw the boar off track more than once, putting some distance between him and his stalker. Boyd began to realize that the vampire wasn't as powerful as he'd first thought, especially when in the form of an animal. Grandpappy had taken on the brute strength and tenacity of a razorback hog, but he had also taken on its limitations.


  Eventually, Boyd began to sense that the sky was lightening. He looked for the moon and saw a pale shadow of it in a dark gray sky, but the stars had already faded. He continued down the mountainside and spotted the long, two-lane stretch of Highway 321 a half mile below. Although past exhaustion, Boyd staggered onward, feeling on the verge of collapse. The only thing that kept him going was the thought of his children. In his mind's eye, he could see their anxious faces, praying that he would return for them. He vowed he wouldn't disappoint them. He had sworn to keep his promise and he intended to do that, one way or another.


  He found his feet on hard-packed earth before he realized he was back on the road again. He rounded a curve in the trail and saw the highway below him. He stumbled toward it, knowing he wasn't out of the woods yet. Just because he'd escaped Craven's Mountain didn't mean the hunt was over. Joan had told him stories about Grandpappy Craven, about his dishonesty and treachery in the name of God. There had even been rumors of incest within his family. What made him think the old man had reformed with his revival from the grave?


  Boyd was a hundred yards from the highway when he heard a deep grunt echo from behind him. He turned to see the hellish boar leap from the greenery of a thicket, eyes burning. The weight of the beast brought him down. Boyd turned as he fell, slamming onto his back in the clay dirt of the mountain road. He cried out as the razorback landed on his chest, forcing the breath from his lungs. Frantically, he looked for something to use as a weapon, perhaps a rock or a heavy stick. But he wasn't as fortunate as he had been in his workshop. There was nothing within reach that could help him.


  He looked up into the dark face of the boar. Its tiny red eyes gleamed with triumph and its nasty breath washed coldly against Boyd's sweat-dampened skin. The beast's bristly head dipped and Boyd felt the edge of a tusk rest against the underside of his neck. The carpenter lay still, afraid even to breathe. He knew that one swipe of the tusk could slice his throat clean open, perhaps even decapitate him.


  Then, before it could kill him, the boar was gone. A strange mist engulfed Boyd and he felt the beast begin to change. He could not see it, but he could sense its bones and muscles lengthening, its coarse hair receding, leaving only smooth, pale skin. He stared up into the red eyes and suddenly found himself looking into the face of Josiah Craven. Grandpappy snarled down at him, fangs exposed. His hand, as lean and hard as a skeleton's, clutched Boyd's throat.


  "The contest is over," he told him. "I have won."


  Boyd looked over the fiend's shoulder. A look of amazement came into his frightened eyes, and slowly, he began to smile. "No," he said softly. "I don't think so."


  Grandpappy Craven glared at him, then suspicion shone in his gaunt face. Perplexed, he turned and looked over his shoulder.


  A pale halo was forming around the peak of Craven's Mountain. With horror, the old man understood what it was. It was the sun on the verge of rising. He had been so involved with the pursuit of his prey that he had failed to notice the approach of dawn.


  Grandpappy stepped away, his face even paler than before. Boyd sat up and rubbed his throat. He stared at the preacherman, seeing the fear in his eyes. He could sense something else, too, and that was that Grandpappy was growing weaker with each passing moment.


  The vampire seemed to sense his vulnerability as well. He began to back away from Boyd as if he posed some threat to him. He leveled a bony finger at the carpenter. "You've won, this time!" he said. "The sun proved to be your savior. But if you come to Craven's Mountain again, you will not be so lucky next time. You will pay for your trespassing with your life!"


  Boyd rose to his feet. "Oh, I'll be back," he told the old man. "You can count on that."


  Grandpappy Craven glared disdainfully at the man. Then a vaporous cloud swallowed him. Boyd watched as a morning breeze blew across the face of the mountain, taking the mist with it. He heard the flapping of oily wings and looked skyward. In the gray light, he saw a carrion crow winging its way toward the peak. Its flight was urgent, as if it wished to beat the sunrise. Boyd prayed it wouldn't make it, but he knew better. The black bird would reach the cellar of the old house in plenty of time. There Grandpappy would rest until dusk fell once again.


  Boyd felt his spirits begin to sink. He also knew that Joan would be there by his side. He tried to put Joan out of his mind and focus on his children, as well as the dangers they faced at the mercy of Grandpappy Craven. But Joan kept coming back the way she had been before. Joan in that Fourth of July picture, hugging her kids and smiling at him, her eyes full of warmth and love.


  It hurt him to remember it now. Down deep in his heart, he knew he would never see that expression in her eyes again, only contempt and hatred. And perhaps even hunger.


  He watched the mountaintop until the sun broke, sending its warm rays over the peak of Craven's Mountain and into the basin of the valley beyond. Then he turned and started for the highway.


   


  It was after nine when he finally made it back to town. He had walked most of the way, then caught a ride to Maple Creek Road with an old drinking buddy named Jake McTyne. Jake had wanted to talk about the massacre at their old hangout, the Cheating Heart, but Boyd had remained silent. He didn't need to talk about it. He had a pretty good idea what had happened there and maybe even who had been responsible.


  After Jake let Boyd out in front of his trailer, Boyd went inside. The trailer smelled like filthy clothes and dirty dishes. Exhausted, he sat down in a threadbare armchair he had bought at the Salvation Army store in Sevierville for thirty bucks. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. He was soaked in sweat and his bare arms were marked with dozens of scratches and abrasions from his mad dash down the side of Craven's Mountain.


  He sat there and gathered his wits, then picked up a phone next to the chair. He dialed a number and waited.


  Jay Mathers came on the line, sounding a little upset. "Green Hollow Police Department. Could you please hold?"


  "Sure," said Boyd. He sat there and waited some more, hoping that he wouldn't drift off to sleep.


  The officer came back on a moment later. "Yeah, what can I help you with?" he asked impatiently.


  "Jay, this is Boyd Andrews," he told him. "Can I speak to the chief for a second?"


  The policeman paused for a long moment. "Uh, Stan isn't here. He called in just after he left your place yesterday afternoon and he hasn't been seen since."


  "Is that so?" asked Boyd. "The last time I saw him, he was heading for town."


  "Yeah, he told me he was going to check something out," said Mathers, sounding more than a little concerned. "He said he might know who was behind all this crap that's been going on."


  Boyd opened his mouth. He almost told the lawman everything, but he didn't. He knew what it would sound like over the phone. It would sound like the ramblings of a drunken man, which would undoubtedly be Jay Mathers's first assumption.


  "Well, I hope you find the chief," he said instead.


  "Yeah, so do I. His wife and kid are worried sick. And I have to admit I am, too." Jay sounded at his wit's end. "Damn it, I should have insisted on going along to back him up."


  After Boyd hung up, he sat there for a long time, not moving. He was afraid he knew where Stan Watts had gone after he'd left the Andrews residence, as well as what had happened to him after he'd gotten there.


  Boyd got out of his chair and went outside. He went around back and put his hand in his pants pocket. It was empty. He had forgotten that Dud had stolen his keys from the truck. He went back into the trailer and found a spare one in a kitchen drawer.


  When he unlocked the door and opened it, an overpowering stench hit him. He didn't know what it was at first, then he remembered Blanche. He quickly closed the door and walked across the workshop, holding his hand over his nose. Blanche lay on the floor, looking blue and a little bloated. He felt his stomach roll, but he didn't throw up. He found an old canvas tarp and threw it over her.


  He was trying to figure out what to do with her, when he saw the coffin lying across the sawhorses in the middle of the workshop. Suddenly, he understood why Dud wanted him to build the damned thing in the first place.


  Boyd looked around and spotted a broad ax leaning in a corner along with a shovel and some other tools. He walked over and picked it up, hefting it tightly in his hands. Angrily, he turned and began to flail at the casket. Tears of rage bloomed in his eyes as he thought of the one it had been built for and what he had done to destroy his family.


  By the time Boyd dropped the ax, there was nothing left but splintered fragments. Overcome with exhaustion, he lay down next to his workbench and, before he knew it, fell fast asleep.


  


  Chapter Thirty-one
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  About the same time Boyd Andrews was falling asleep, Tammy Craven was waking up.


  She opened her eyes and stared into the dusty gloom. At first, she had a difficult time identifying exactly where she was. Then she saw the cobwebbed rafters overhead and the stacks of boxes and junk around her. She frowned, then her eyes widened. She remembered what had happened now. All of it.


  She sat up and looked toward the oval window. The painting of the Crucifixion was still where she had put it, wedged tightly into the window frame. She recalled the terror that had possessed Wendell's pale face as he'd looked upon the picture of Jesus on the cross. It was what had protected her, saved her from becoming what he had become.


  Feeling weak and lightheaded, she rose. She pulled the framed print from the window and looked outside. The morning was warm and sunny, a perfect day. She remembered the horror and panic that she had experienced during Wendell's attack. Oddly enough, she felt none of those emotions now. She felt a strange sense of calm, as well as a grim acceptance of what had taken place.


  Taking the picture with her, she walked to the trap door and opened it. As she let the steps unfold, she felt an overwhelming pressure in her bladder. She felt as if she would burst if she didn't pee within the next few seconds.


  She hit the hallway running and made it to the upstairs bathroom before she could wet on herself. She sat on the commode and urinated until the painful sensation in her bladder eased.


  When she was finished, Tammy shed her nightgown and panties, and laid her glasses—still stained with dried tears—on the bathroom vanity. She turned the water of the shower as hot as she could stand it, then stepped into the steamy spray.


  She stood there for a long time, letting the shower relax her. When the hot water finally ran out and began to turn cold, she cut it off and stepped out. She toweled off, and picking up her glasses, washed them in the sink. Then she walked naked down the hallway to the master bedroom. She felt some comfort in that simple act alone. In the household she had been accustomed to, one didn't walk around in the buff, even from the bathroom to the bedroom. Wendell considered nudity sinful, something that was acceptable only when bathing and making love. And as for the latter, only in pitch dark and behind closed doors.


  Tammy went to her closet and found a pair of blue jeans and a lavender blouse. She dressed, then dug a pair of old Reeboks from the back of the closet. She wore them when she cleaned the house, but Wendell never allowed her to wear them in public. He thought it didn't set a proper example, a pastor's wife looking like a gum-popping teenaged girl. Come to think of it, her husband had practically told her how to dress and the way she should wear her hair. He had ever since they were first married. Tammy smiled to herself. "Screw you, Wendell," she said, as she tied the laces.


  As she went downstairs, she suddenly realized how very hungry she was. She was practically starved. When she reached the kitchen, she opened the refrigerator and began to toss things onto the counter; sandwich meat, lettuce, cheese slices, mustard, and mayonnaise. She grabbed a loaf of bread from the pantry, made herself two huge sandwiches, then found a bag of potato chips in one of the kitchen cabinets. When she was finished she had wiped out the sandwiches and most of the chips. She topped it off with half a bag of chocolate chip cookies. She normally ate like a bird, but she was ravenous that morning.


  It was at that moment that she began to wonder exactly how long she had been out of commission. She walked to the front door and found a copy of the Green Hollow Herald lying on the front porch. The Herald was a weekly paper, delivered on Thursday morning. Tammy realized then that she had been holed up in the attic for nearly thirty-five hours.


  She sat in a chair on the front porch and opened the newspaper. Tammy was shocked by what she found on the front page. Every article had to do with a crime that had taken place in Green Hollow or strange incidents that were suspected of being crimes. The disappearances of Stan Watts, Joan Craven and her children, and Tammy's own husband headlined the articles, as well as a mass killing at the Cheating Heart at the edge of town.


  She thought of Wendell and what he used to say whenever he would drive past the honky-tonk. Someday I'm going to just walk in there and preach the gospel, he would tell her. They might laugh at me, might beat me half to death, but at least I would've tried to save a sinner. She recalled the ugly gunshot wound Wendell had shown her when he'd returned home. She realized then that he had finally gotten up the guts to walk into the Cheating Heart. But apparently, it hadn't turned out the way he'd hoped.


  Tammy sat and read the paper for a long time. Gradually, the articles of murder and suspected abduction began to converge and link into a disturbing pattern.


  It wasn't long before she became convinced that Wendell Craven wasn't the only vampire who stalked the little mountain town of Green Hollow, Tennessee.


   


  Caleb Vanleer walked along the aisles of the Piggly Wiggly, pushing a shopping cart and feeling downright foolish. He had come into town for his monthly supplies and the grocery store was the only place he could pick up staples like salt, sugar, and flour. When he was on Eagle Point he was king of the mountain. But once he set foot into town, he began to feel self-conscious and out of place.


  He now found himself heading toward the checkout, being eyed by every customer and employee in the place. He either glared back at them or tried to ignore them completely. Caleb had left his bowie knife and coonskin cap in the Blazer, but apparently his buckskins and belly-length beard gave the townfolk something to gawk at.


  And as if that wasn't enough, he had gotten hold of a shopping cart whose left front wheel jittered and spun and refused to turn in the direction he wanted it to. "Damned contraption!" he said, giving it a kick with the toe of his fringed boot and drawing more strange looks from those around him.


  He glanced at a clock that hung at the front of the store. It was one-thirty in the afternoon. Caleb wanted to get his business over and done with before the children of Green Hollow were dismissed from school. They tended to point and make fun of him. During his last trip, a bunch of them had followed him around like a pack of dogs, acting like he was a one-man circus, or something.


  He was unloading his cart at the checkout when he heard someone call his name. He looked up to see Boyd Andrews walking through the automatic doors. Caleb breathed a sigh of relief. It was comforting to see a friendly face for a change.


  "I spotted your Blazer in the parking lot," said Boyd. He looked haggard and worried, as if he had been through hell since the last time Caleb had seen him. His clothes looked dingy and wrinkled, like they were some dirty laundry he had picked up off the floor of his trailer. And that wasn't the only thing Boyd had neglected.


  Caleb stepped back a few feet when he walked up. "Hooo-wee, son!" he said with a scowl. "You stink like a fly-blown polecat! When was the last time you took yourself a bath?"


  Boyd ignored his remark. "Caleb, I need to talk to you about something. Something important."


  He could see that the carpenter was upset. "Just hold your horses, Boyd," he said. "Let me pay for my goods here and we'll go outside and chew the fat."


  As Caleb paid for his groceries, Boyd saw Tammy Craven walk through the store entrance. She paused and stared at him for a moment as if she wanted to say something. Then she pulled a shopping cart from those up front and went about her business.


  After Caleb was through, they carried his supplies to the Blazer. Boyd wasn't surprised that he had insisted they put them in brown grocery sacks. Caleb didn't put much faith in those flimsy plastic bags.


  "So, what is it you wanted to talk to me about?" the old man asked him, after they had put his groceries in the back.


  "I need your help," he said. He looked at Caleb with uncertainty in his eyes. "But first I have to tell you about something that happened to me. I'll warn you up front, it's gonna sound unbelievable and you'll likely end up calling me crazy."


  "Aw, bullshit," grinned Caleb. "I'd never call you crazy."


  Boyd then proceeded to tell Caleb about everything: the disappearance of Joan and the kids, his killing of Blanche, and his trip to the top of Craven's Mountain. He also told him about Grandpappy Craven and how he had chased him back down the mountain in the form of a monstrous wild boar.


  When he finished, Boyd stood there and waited for his friend's reaction.


  "You're crazy, Boyd," Caleb said. "You're loonier than a grizzly on crack."


  "Thanks," said Boyd, his shoulders sagging. "I knew I could count on you."


  Caleb sensed the man's disappointment. "Well, now, can you blame me, Boyd? I mean, all this talk about vampires and demon boars and such… it ain't the sort of stuff we usually talk about during the course of a conversation."


  "I know that, Caleb," said Boyd grimly. "But it's true. I swear on my children it is."


  "I think that you think it's true," said Caleb. He eyed the man closely. "Have you been sampling too much of my stumpwater lately, Boyd? From the looks of you, you've been living through a whale of a hangover for the past few days."


  "I haven't had a drop to drink since three this morning," Boyd told him. "When I killed Blanche."


  Caleb ushered him to the far side of the Blazer, away from two women who were pushing their carts across the parking lot. "Now, you hush up that kinda talk!" he warned. "You don't want folks to overhear you saying you've gone and killed your motherin-law!"


  "Well, it's the truth," said Boyd. "I just wish you'd believe me."


  "Why? So I can help you with what you've got planned?" asked Caleb. "I'm sorry, Boyd, but I can't go along with something so dadblamed crazy. I suggest you go to someone and get yourself some help. I understand what you're going through, not knowing what's happened to your wife and younguns and all, but you've got to pull yourself together!" He laid a weathered hand on the carpenter's shoulder. "I'm just concerned about you, Boyd. I don't think I've ever told you this, but you've always been like a son to me."


  Boyd looked into the man's eyes and saw that he told the truth. Boyd felt the same way. Caleb Vanleer had been more of a father to him than Bud Andrews ever had. He forced a smile. "Don't worry about it, Caleb," he said. "I'll handle it myself."


  Caleb watched as the carpenter walked across the parking lot. He saw no sign of Boyd's pickup truck anywhere and recalled what he had told him about leaving it on top of Craven's Mountain. His heart went out to the man. His family was missing, and apparently, he was suffering some strange delusions about what had happened to them. Caleb just wished he could have been more help to him.


  The mountain man climbed into his Blazer and sat there for a long moment. Considering Boyd's wild story, he couldn't help but think of his own encounter with the girl in the mountain clearing. Or rather, what he had imagined had been there. Caleb had just about convinced himself that he hadn't seen the girl at all; that it had been a trick of the moonlight or, more likely, the half pint of moonshine he had drunk earlier that night. The liquor had never affected him like that before, but then, he wasn't getting any younger, either. Perhaps he simply couldn't handle the stuff like he used to.


  Caleb put the thought of the pretty blonde in the letterman jacket out of his mind and started the four-wheel drive. He glanced back at Boyd one more time, shook his head, then pulled out onto the main stretch and headed west, toward Eagle Point.


  
Part Three


  Craven's Mountain
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  Sarah Milford sat up in the dark and listened. At first, she thought maybe she had been dreaming. But after a moment, the distant rapping came again, from somewhere downstairs. Someone was knocking on the front door.


  Her husband Frank heard it, too. He groaned and rolled over. "What's that?" he asked sleepily.


  "Someone's at the door," she said. Sarah looked over at the digital alarm clock and saw 2:27 in bright red numbers. "You stay put," she said, throwing back the bedcovers and stepping into her houseshoes. "I'll get it."


  Frank mumbled something unintelligible and drifted back to sleep.


  Sarah fumbled along the edge of the nightstand until she found her glasses. After putting them on, she made her way across the dark room to the hall. She waited until she had the bedroom door closed behind her before she turned on the hall light. There was no need to keep Frank up. He rose at five A.M. and worked hard at the lumberyard all day. He needed his rest.


  Sarah was a third-grade teacher at Green Hollow Elementary School and also got up early, but she knew she wouldn't go back to sleep until she found out who was downstairs. Sarah was like that. She was the type who couldn't stand to let a telephone ring without answering it, and she was the same way with doors. She didn't know who would be knocking well after two in the morning, but it was necessary that she find out. For all she knew, it might be something important. A neighbor in trouble, perhaps.


  When she reached the foot of the stairs, she began to wonder if maybe she shouldn't have roused her husband, after all. Sarah thought of all the trouble that had been happening around town—the disappearances and violent deaths—and a jolt of fear suddenly ran through her. She paused in the foyer and waited for the knock to come again. When it did, she relaxed a little. It was a soft, almost timid knock.


  Even then, Sarah approached the front door with caution. "Who is it?" she called out, loud enough for her voice to carry through the door of heavy oak, but quiet enough to be unheard by Frank upstairs.


  At first, no one said anything. Then a tiny, frightened voice came from the other side. "It's me, Mrs. Milford," said the voice of a young girl. "It's Bessie Andrews."


  Sarah hesitated no longer. She launched herself at the door, unlocking the deadbolt and turning the knob. When she opened the door, she found Bessie standing on the front porch. The little red-haired girl stood there looking pale and exhausted. She was wearing cords and a pink sweater, as well as a white-and-orange UT jacket that looked three or four sizes too big for her. Sarah recognized the coat immediately. Bessie's older brother, Paul, had worn it to school during most of the previous winter and fall.


  "Bessie!" Sarah cried. She sank to her knees and pulled the seven-year-old to her in a tight embrace. "Good Lord, girl, we've been worried sick about you!" Sarah's relief at seeing the girl standing there, alive and apparently unharmed, wasn't simply that of a concerned teacher. Sarah had been a Craven before she'd married Frank Milford, and Joan Andrews was a second cousin on her father's side of the family.


  "Where have you been, Bessie?" she asked. Sarah felt the girl tremble in her arms. She pulled away and saw fear in the child's eyes. "Where are your mama and your brother?"


  Bessie didn't answer. She stared at the woman for a moment. Then she spoke, her voice almost a whisper. "Can I come in, Mrs. Milford?" she asked. "It's kind of cold out here."


  Sarah couldn't believe her manners. "Why, of course, you can, honey! Let's go in the living room, where it's nice and warm." She rose to her feet and took the girl's hand. She closed the door behind them and ushered the child into the room to the right of the foyer. Soon, Bessie was sitting on the mauve sofa next to the fireplace.


  The teacher knelt next to the girl and ran a hand through her coppery hair. She was disturbed by that awful look of fright in Bessie's eyes. And there was something else there as well. Something downright puzzling. Bessie lowered her eyes slightly, staring at her muddy sneakers. Sarah had been a teacher long enough to recognize that gesture at once. It was guilt, pure and simple. But what would Bessie possibly have to feel guilty about? The child had been missing for two days now.


  "What's wrong, Bessie?" she asked. "And what's happened to your mother and Paul? Please tell me."


  Tears began to blossom in the seven-year-old's eyes. "Paul is… somewhere else." She swallowed hard and continued. "Mama… well, Mama, she's…"


  "She's what, Bessie?" urged Sarah softly. Her heart began to pound. She felt as if she already knew the answer.


  "She's dead, Mrs. Milford," said Bessie. "Mama's dead."


  The teacher raised a hand to her mouth. "Oh, good heavens, no."


  She hugged the child again, then stood. "Don't worry, Bessie," she told the little girl. "You're safe here. I promise. Now, I'm going to call the police and let them know you're here and that you're all right. Then I'll go upstairs and get Mr. Milford. He'll build a fire and I'll make you some hot chocolate. That ought to warm you up."


  Bessie continued to stare at her shoes almost shamefully. "Yes, ma'am," she said quietly.


  Sarah crossed to the telephone. She was raising the receiver to her ear and about to dial the Green Hollow police department when something strange happened, something she had difficulty comprehending at first.


  Bessie Andrews reached to the side pocket of her oversized jacket and it was then that Sarah Milford saw that there was something in there, something large and alive. She could see it shifting restlessly beneath the cloth, eager to be released. Bessie unsnapped the flap, and abruptly, a long, dark animal shot from the folds of the pocket. It leapt upon the girl's knee, then hopped down into the center of the living room floor.


  Sarah couldn't help but scream, the phone slipping from her hand as she backed toward the bookcase that stood behind her. It was a weasel—a long, black weasel with tiny red eyes. The creature stood there and stared at her. Then it opened its mouth and grinned at her. Grinned at her with tiny white teeth as sharp as sewing needles.


  "Frank!" she yelled out shrilly. "Frank, come quick! And bring your gun!"


  She faintly heard the thud of Frank jumping out of bed upstairs, awakened by her desperate cry. Sarah looked at the weasel and was stricken by how very red and shiny its eyes were. They seemed to almost expand, to take up her entire field of vision. She felt dizzy and disoriented for a moment, vaguely aware of a mist swirling around those horrible red eyes. Then the eyes seemed to recede a bit and Sarah no longer found a wild animal standing in the middle of her living room carpet. Instead, it was a man. A tall, gray-haired man with a thick mustache and stern, steel-blue eyes.


  The man smiled at her the same way that the shoat had. "Do you know who I am, Sarah Craven?" he asked, using her maiden name.


  "No," said the teacher softly, backing away.


  "No, you do not know me?" he asked. "Or, no, you can't accept my being here?"


  Sarah said nothing. She recognized the man. She had seen the family photographs of her greatgrandfather, or at least, the ones Elizabeth Craven hadn't managed to destroy. It was him. It was Josiah Craven. He was standing before her in the flesh. But even then she couldn't accept it. She refused to believe it.


  A pounding of footsteps sounded down the stairs, and a moment later Frank entered the living room, dressed in his striped pajamas and carrying a Winchester rifle. He shot a glance at his wife, who stood next to the bookcase, her face pale and her eyes wide. Then he looked at the tall man in the black broadcloth suit. "Who the hell are you?" he asked, directing the barrel at the intruder.


  "I am kin," he said, turning toward Frank. "Of your wife, that is." His smile faded and he scowled at the man with dark contempt.


  "Shoot him!" Sarah screamed. "Shoot him, Frank! He isn't real!"


  Frank couldn't understand what his wife meant, but he didn't wait to figure it out. The tall, gray-haired man took a step toward him and he lifted the stock of the Winchester to his shoulder. He squeezed the trigger and the gun went off with a loud crack.


  A black hole opened in the white shirt just above the top of the old man's black vest, but that was all. Frank waited for blood, but none came.


  The man continued to walk toward him. He grinned and began to laugh.


  Frank was working the Winchester's lever, jacking another .30-caliber cartridge into the breech, when the old man reached out and wrenched the rifle from his hands with no effort at all. The preacherman stared down at the weapon, then back at its owner. "You fool," he said. "You poor, ignorant fool."


  Then, like the strike of a snake, Grandpappy Craven lashed out with the rifle. Its walnut stock struck Frank Milford across the crown of his head with such force that it splintered the wood. It also caved in the man's skull as if it were as brittle as an eggshell. Sarah knew that her husband was dead before he even hit the floor.


  Grandpappy flung the rest of the rifle away and turned back to the one he had come to see. "Ah, Sarah," he said softly. "I see the Craven in your face. In your eyes, in the color of your hair."


  Sarah Milford pulled her stunned eyes from her dead husband and stared at the man before her. "What do you want from me?" she asked hoarsely.


  "Your love," he told her. "Your eternal love and devotion, that is all."


  Grandpappy took a step toward the woman, then was aware of the other one present in the room. He turned toward Bessie Andrews, who sat on the sofa crying, her eyes glued to the motionless form of Frank on the living room floor. He walked over and ran a long-fingered hand through her red hair. "You did well tonight, young lady," he said. "Now, you go on outside to your mother and let Grandpappy do his work."


  For a moment, Bessie couldn't move. She could only sit there and stare at the man Grandpappy had killed. The man she had helped him to kill. Then, suddenly, she wanted nothing more than to be away from that room. She looked up at Grandpappy and saw the way he stared at Sarah Milford. Bessie saw the hungry look in his eyes and it frightened her. She left the couch and walked toward the foyer. She closed her eyes as she stepped over Frank's body, then ran for the front door.


  A second later, she was outside and jumping off the front porch of the Milford house. She saw her mother standing on the sidewalk, her hands outstretched.


  "Come here, Bessie," she whispered. "Come to me, darling."


  Bessie was frightened of her mother—of what she had become—but she was even more scared of Grandpappy Craven. Obediently, she went to her mother. They stood there together and stared at the house. "What's he gonna do to Mrs. Milford, Mama?" the girl asked.


  "He's going to do to her what he did to me, honey," Joan explained, caressing her daughter's tearstained face. "He's going to make her a Craven again."


  Bessie shivered at her mother's touch. She wanted to close her eyes to what was happening inside the Milford house, but she couldn't. She stared at the living room's big bay window and past the curtains saw the form of Sarah silhouetted against the inner light. There was no other shadow, but Bessie knew Grandpappy was there nonetheless. She watched as Sarah threw back her head, exposing her throat. Then she tensed up, all of her muscles growing rigid, as if with agony… or pleasure.


  It was then that Bessie forced her eyes shut. Even then, she couldn't separate herself from what was taking place. She heard soft sounds, like an infant earnestly sucking at a bottle. But these sounds, although similar, were less innocent and far more sinister.


  "Don't worry, Bessie," whispered her mother. "It's all for the best. You'll see."


  Bessie knew that was untrue, however. Her mother would never have lied to her, but the thing she had become would. She thought of the way she had been used by Grandpappy that night. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Milford," she cried softly. "I'm so sorry."


  But she knew the woman was in no condition to forgive her for her treachery. From somewhere in the house, she heard the teacher moan, as if surrendering to the one who possessed her. Then the horrible sounds ended and there was only silence.


  


  Chapter Thirty-three
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  Tammy Craven pulled her car into the driveway and sat there for a moment. She stared at the rusty trailer that stood on its foundation of concrete blocks a few yards away. She wondered if she should have come there that afternoon. She had heard the stories around town, stories concerning the man and his drinking problems. Tammy had been raised in a home without alcohol. She felt uncomfortable around anyone who drank. But she knew she had to put her prejudices aside, for the man she had come to see was tormented by the same evil that she was. And she knew it would be up to them—and them alone—to put an end to it.


  She left her car and walked to the trailer. She climbed the wooden steps to the door. She paused for a second, then knocked.


  It was a while before she received any response. Eventually, a slurred voice came through the aluminum-and-plywood door. "Who is it?" Boyd demanded.


  "It's Tammy Craven," she said, sounding a little more timid than she would have liked. "I need to talk to you."


  "Go away," he grumbled. "I ain't got nothing to talk to you about."


  Tammy wasn't about to give up that easily, however. "Yes, you do," she told him. "We need to talk about what's happened to my husband. And your wife and children."


  "What the hell are you talking about?" growled the carpenter.


  Tammy began to lose her patience. "Open this door, Boyd Andrews!" she told him. "We don't have any time to waste, and you know it."


  The man was silent for a long moment. When he spoke again, he sounded less belligerent than before. "The door's unlocked."


  Tammy opened the door and stepped inside. The interior of the trailer was shadowy and stank of sweat and liquor. It took a moment before her eyes adjusted to the gloom. When they did, she saw Boyd sitting at the little table next to the kitchenette. He looked haggard and filthy, his clothing wrinkled and stained. There was a bottle of Jack Daniels on the table. It was half full.


  "Want a drink?" he offered. "Take a look in the kitchen cabinet. You might just luck up and find yourself a clean glass. But I doubt it."


  "That stuff isn't going to do you any good," she said. Tammy could smell the high, sour stench of the whiskey from where she stood, seven feet away.


  "I didn't invite you in to hear a sermon," said Boyd, picking up the bottle. "I thought that was your old man's department."


  Tammy watched as the carpenter raised the bottle to his mouth. She couldn't believe she had the nerve to do it, but she walked over and jerked it from his hand.


  "Hey, what'd you do that for?" he complained. "Give me that back, damn it!"


  "I'm not going to let you drink yourself into a stupor," snapped Tammy. "Not now, of all times."


  A dark look came into Boyd's face. He glared at her as he struggled to stand up. "You give me that bottle right now, woman, or I'll—"


  "Or you'll do what?" Tammy challenged. Her eyes flared angrily behind the lenses of her glasses.


  Boyd made it to his feet, but could go no further. The rage left his eyes and he sagged back down in his seat. "Hell!" he cussed.


  Tammy walked to the kitchen sink and found it full of dishes. She dug them out and set them on the counter, until she found the bottom of the sink. "You'll thank me for this later," she told him. Then she poured the remainder of the Tennessee sipping whiskey down the drain.


  "Shit, woman!" moaned Boyd. "Do you know how much that stuff costs?"


  Tammy set the empty bottle on the kitchen counter, then turned to the man. "Don't cuss at me, Boyd," she told him firmly. "And another thing. My name isn't 'woman.' It's Tammy. You got it?"


  Boyd's eyes widened a little. "Yes, ma'am!" He stared at her in a new light. "I always thought you were as gentle as a lamb," he told her. "Didn't know you were half Tasmanian devil."


  Tammy couldn't help but smile. "Neither did I," she said "Until just lately."


  "So, this thing you want to talk about," said the carpenter. "I reckon it has to do with my family disappearing, just like your husband did?"


  "There's more to it than that and you know it," she told him.


  Boyd thought about it for a moment, then nodded. "Yeah, I reckon you're right about that. Sit down and let's talk."


  "Not until I get you back on track," she said. She pulled him out of his chair and steered him toward the back of the trailer. "First, you go and take a shower. You smell like an open cesspool. How long has it been since you've had a bath?"


  Boyd had a hard time remembering. "Now that you mention it, I can't rightly recall."


  "That's what I thought," Tammy said. "Make sure you use plenty of hot water and soap."


  "Yes, ma'am!" said the drunken carpenter with a mock salute. "And what're you gonna be doing?"


  "I'm going to make a pot of strong, black coffee." She looked around at the clutter of the kitchen. "That is, if you have any."


  "In the cabinet next to the refrigerator," Boyd told her. "Center shelf."


  She waited until he had stumbled down the hall to the bathroom before she turned to the cabinet. She opened it and rummaged around until she found ajar of Maxwell House. She nodded to herself. It was the straight stuff, not decaf. She saw a coffeemaker next to the stove and gave it a thorough washing. It looked as if Boyd hadn't brewed a pot in several days. She imagined that he had been more concerned with what came out of a bottle than a pot, particularly since his family had vanished.


  Tammy measured a double portion of coffee into the filter, then poured in the water and allowed the machine to run its cycle. She intended to make the coffee as strong and black as she possibly could. And if it was up to her, Boyd would end up drinking every last drop.


   


  The carpenter was halfway through the pot when Tammy eyed him curiously. "Feeling better?" she asked.


  Boyd took a long swallow and grimaced. "I feel like I'm gonna puke," he grumbled. "Who taught you how to make coffee, anyhow? This stuff is awful!"


  "I asked you how you felt, not if you liked my coffee."


  The man stared at the cup in his hand, then took another sip. "Well, if you mean is my head a little clearer than before… yeah, it is. I suppose the shower made me feel a little better, too."


  "Good," said Tammy. She appraised the man who sat across the table from her and liked what she saw, at least in comparison to how he had looked before. He no longer stank to high heaven and he was dressed in a pair of Levi's and a fresh white t-shirt. His reddish-blond hair was still wet, but it was neatly combed, for a change. His face still had a tired, worrisome look, but his eyes were sharper and more focused. Apparently, the coffee was doing some good.


  Boyd looked at the thin woman with the glasses and the mousy brown hair. "Do you realize this is the first time we've actually talked?" he asked. "I mean, I reckon we've seen each other around town hundreds of times and at those Craven family reunions, but I can't remember us saying two words to each other in all that time."


  Tammy thought about it. "I suppose you're right." She looked Boyd in the eyes. "I almost said something to you yesterday," she told him. "In the Piggly Wiggly. I saw you in line with your friend. That fellow with the long beard and the Davy Crockett outfit."


  "Caleb?" asked Boyd bitterly. "Yeah, I went to him for help. Told him everything and expected him to back me up. But what did he end up doing? He said I was crazy and suggested I go see a headshrinker."


  "Well, it does sound a little crazy, doesn't it?" she asked. "I mean, what's taking place here in Green Hollow?"


  Boyd stared at her hard. "Just what do you think we're talking about here, Tammy?"


  The woman looked back him, unflinching. "Vampires, that's what."


  "Shitfire!" breathed Boyd, some of the tension leaving his face. "And I thought I was the only one who believed it was going on."


  "No," said Tammy. She reached across the table and took the carpenter's callused hand. "I believe it, too. And do you want to know why? Because my husband, Wendell, is one. He came to our house after his disappearance and tried to, uh, let's say, convert me." She squeezed his hand a little, detecting the torment in his face. "And what about your family? Your wife and children?"


  Boyd sighed deeply. "The kids are okay," he told her. "But Joan… she's one of them. He turned her into one, the old bastard!"


  Tammy was confused. "Who are you talking about?"


  "You don't know who made Wendell into what he is?" asked Boyd.


  "No," said Tammy. "He didn't mention it."


  Boyd ran a hand along his jaw and took another sip of coffee. "You might think I'm still drunk, but here goes." He paused and then told her. "It was Josiah Craven. Wendel's greatgrandfather."


  "Good lord!" gasped Tammy. "Grandpappy Craven? But he's—"


  "I know, dead," said Boyd. "Well, apparently, he's been buried up there on that mountain for the better part of a century, but he wasn't really dead, not in the true sense of the word. And I think it was Dudley Craven who brought him back. I don't think he did it intentionally, but I reckon that doesn't really matter now."


  "I always wondered why Grandpappy wasn't buried in the Craven family plot," said Tammy. "And there were stories about him being buried with that bean pole in his heart, the one folks said he fell out of the hayloft onto."


  "Kind of makes sense now, doesn't it?" asked Boyd.


  "Yes," replied Tammy. "It does."


  They sat in silence for a while. Then Tammy spoke. "So, what're we going to do about it?"


  Boyd poured himself another cup of coffee. It looked as black as fresh road tar. "Well, I don't know what you're going to do, but I'm going back up on Craven's Mountain and get my kids."


  "And how do you intend to do that?" she asked.


  "I don't rightly know, but I'll figure something out."


  Tammy rolled her eyes. "Boyd, if you don't go up there prepared, you'll end up getting yourself killed."


  "What do you mean by 'prepared'?" he asked.


  "Haven't you ever watched a vampire movie?" she asked incredulously.


  Boyd shrugged. "Maybe one or two. I was always more partial to westerns. You know, John Wayne and Clint Eastwood."


  "Well, this isn't cowboys and Indians," said Tammy. "This is the living against the undead. And it looks like it'll be up to me to teach you what you need to know."


  "About killing vampires, you mean?" asked Boyd. "Do they teach preacher's wives about stuff like that?"


  "No," the woman laughed. "But I've seen enough movies and read enough books to know their weaknesses and what will destroy them." She paused, looking a little unsure. "Or at least, I hope I do."


  "What do you mean?"


  "Well, I've already found out that the bit about a cross repelling a vampire is true," she said. "That's how I kept Wendell away. And they don't cast a reflection in a mirror, either. I saw that myself. But it's how you kill them that bugs me. The only way to destroy them is with a stake through the heart, or fire. I just hope that turns out to be the truth."


  Boyd thought about Blanche and how he had killed her with the splintered board. "Take it from me, a stake will kill them." He told her about Blanche's attack in the workshop behind the trailer.


  "Where is she now?" asked Tammy.


  "I waited until after dark, then I buried her in the woods out back," Boyd told her. "It wasn't like I really killed her. I mean, she was already dead."


  "You didn't remove the stake, did you?" Tammy wanted to know.


  "No, I didn't," admitted the carpenter. "I don't know why, but I left it in her."


  "Good for you," Tammy told him. "Because if you remove it, she'll come back to life, so to speak."


  Boyd thought of his motherin-law and the way she had tossed him around the garage. "Heaven forbid that!" he said, shaking his head.


  Tammy sat there and thought to herself for a while. "Grandpappy Craven… where is he now?"


  "On top of Craven's Mountain," Boyd told her. "In that old house up yonder." He could tell that Tammy was considering something. "Do you think Wendell's up there with him?"


  "No, I don't believe so," she said. "I think Grandpappy turned him into what he is now, but I know my husband. He's too headstrong and egotistical to follow someone else. He has to be in control. I think that's why he did what he did at the Cheating Heart a few nights ago."


  "Jesus!" said Boyd. "You mean he was responsible for that bloodbath?"


  "Yes, I believe he was," replied the preacher's wife.


  "So where do you think he is, if he's not at the old Craven house?"


  "Do you know where the old church is up on the mountain?" Tammy asked.


  "Yes," said Boyd. "Do you think that's where he's holed up?"


  Tammy nodded. "And I think he picked it for a good reason. He's intending to use this new 'power' of his to start his own church. A church of the undead, you might say."


  "Damn!" cursed Boyd. "It scares the shit out of me just thinking about it."


  "Me, too," agreed Tammy. "And I'm afraid it'll be up to us to make sure it doesn't happen."


  "You mean, we're going to have to go up there and destroy them?" asked Boyd. The carpenter looked a little pale.


  "That's right."


  "Do you think that you could actually do that to Wendell?" he asked her. "Pound a stake through his heart?"


  Tammy thought about it for a moment. "Yes, I believe so. Wendell is too dangerous now. It has to be done." She looked at Boyd. "And you'll have to do the same for Joan."


  The thought horrified him. "I don't know if I could bring myself to do such a thing," he said truthfully. "Not to her."


  "You're going to have to," Tammy told him. "If you love her."


  Boyd grew quiet. He looked down at his hands. They had killed Blanche, had driven that broken board through her chest and destroyed her. But he couldn't imagine doing the same to Joan. It was almost beyond comprehension.


  "When do we go?" he asked after a while. "Tonight?"


  "No," said Tammy. "We don't want to fight them when they're at their strongest We've got to wait until tomorrow and go to Craven's Mountain in broad daylight. Just so we get the job done before sunset." She regarded the carpenter thoughtfully. "Besides, we've got to make preparations. Make the tools we'll need. I've heard that you're good with wood."


  "Just tell me what to make and I'll do it," he told her. He took one last sip of coffee and shook his head. "You know, it's hard to believe that this is really happening."


  "I know," said Tammy. "But it is. God help us, it really is."


  


  Chapter Thirty-four
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  That night, Caleb Vanleer found himself in the midst of his recurring dream. Except this time, it did not end with the candlelit cave underground. It continued… providing the answers that Caleb had been in search of for so very long.


  They stepped into the cavern, confused by the abundance of candles and the rectangular baskets of interwoven reeds that lined the stone walls. They had come upon many a Vietcong cache, but none had ever looked like this.


  "What is this shit?" asked Singleton in his dusty Texas drawl.


  Caleb shook his head. "I don't know," he admitted. "I've never seen the likes of it before."


  Jefferson laughed and walked into the cave, too green to know the danger he was in. "Looks like we're in some kind of crazy funeral parlor to me," he joked.


  "What do you mean?" asked Conners. He held his twelve-gauge riot gun tightly in his hands, eyes wandering from one patch of shadow to another.


  Jefferson walked up and patted one of the long baskets. "Well, ain't that what they look like?" he asked. "Caskets?"


  Mendez's dark eyes widened. He said something in Spanish and crossed himself. None of them had even known he was a Catholic until that moment.


  "You're full of shit, Jefferson!" laughed Singleton. He walked over to one of the baskets and laid his hand on the lid. "It's just some weapons in here, that's all. Some AK-47s or 81mm mortars."


  Caleb watched from the entrance of the cave as the lanky Texan flipped the top of the basket open and stared inside. "Well, what is it?" he asked, feeling that tight sensation of cold fear in the pit of his stomach. Something was wrong here; he could sense it.


  When Singleton turned around, his face was as pale as snow. His mouth worked, but no sound came out. Then, abruptly, a shadow rose from the basket. It was a Vietnamese dressed in black clothing, but his skin was much paler than normal. When he opened his eyes, they glowed in the candlelight as red as hot coals. When he grinned, his teeth protruded slightly. They were long and sharp. Horribly sharp.


  Caleb started to yell out, to warn Singleton, but he was too late. The Vietnamese reached out and grabbed the Texan by the throat. Sharp claws sprouted from the ends of his fingers, burrowing into Singleton's throat and puncturing his carotid artery. The soldier struggled as the thing in the basket dragged him down, bringing its fanged mouth to the spurting hole in his neck.


  Jefferson screamed out. Caleb turned and caught a glimpse of the black man being dragged into another one of the baskets. He slashed at the hands that held him with the K-Bar, but the knife did no good. The wounds it opened were blue and bloodless, like the open flesh of a cadaver.


  Another lid was cast aside and a lovely Oriental woman emerged from a basket to their left. Conners leveled his scattergun and fired a round of double-aught buckshot. The load hit the woman square in the stomach, but she did not fall. She merely laughed and stepped down out of the basket. Conners fired one round after another, but still she came toward him.


  "Retreat, Conners!" Caleb told him. "Back off!"


  Conners wouldn't listen, though. He and Singleton had been like brothers, and he wasn't about to leave the Texan unavenged. Conners yelled angrily and walked toward the woman, pumping the slide of the shotgun and firing at the same time. Pellets ripped through her body, but she just uttered a high, tittering laugh. Then, when she came within reach, she grabbed Conners by the throat and lifted him off his feet. He kicked and struggled, the rubber soles of his combat boots dangling three inches above the stone floor. Then, with seemingly no effort at all, she flung Conners to the side. He struck the cavern wall with a sickening thud. Caleb could tell by the way the soldier's head twisted limply to the side that the impact had broken his neck.


  "Do something, Colonel!" yelled Mendez. "Fry the bastards!"


  Caleb suddenly remembered the flame thrower he held in his hands. As more of the creatures emerged from their wicker baskets, he pressed the trigger, sending an arc of brilliant fire across the cave. The flames engulfed the straw caskets, as well as several of the Vietnamese. Those who caught fire screamed shrilly and dropped to the floor. He watched in horror as their bodies blackened and crumbled, then turned into piles of fine gray ash.


  He sent another burst of fire into the cavern, sweeping it from one side to the other. Soon the entire chamber was engulfed in flame. "Come on, Mendez!" he called. "Let's get the hell out of here!" Then he turned and retreated back down the tunnel they had just traveled. He could hear the Puerto Rican a few feet behind him, dropping down and crawling on his hands and knees as the tunnel grew smaller and more narrow.


  They were halfway down the tunnel when Caleb heard something. It was a shrill, squeaking sound that seemed to grow louder and multiply. "What the hell is that?" asked the colonel. Then, from a dozen feet behind him, he heard Mendez scream.


  Caleb turned and directed his flashlight behind him. "Jesus Christ!" he muttered, feeling raw terror grip him.


  The sound he had heard was rats, dozens of them. Pitch-black rats with tiny red eyes that sparkled in the darkness. Half of them covered Mendez, hanging onto his face, arms, and back. Their tiny fangs burrowed into his flesh and drew blood. Others were streaming past his flailing body, heading straight for Caleb.


  "Go, Colonel!" wailed Mendez. "Save yourself!" He stared at his superior, eyes pleading.


  Caleb knew what he wanted and he wasted no time. He sent a long, steady stream of fire toward Mendez and the rats. The moment he pressed the trigger, the colonel remembered what the Puerto Rican was carrying, a backpack full of grenades and explosives. He turned and began to crawl down the tunnel as fast as he possibly could.


  He was sixty feet further on when a tremendous explosion rocked the tunnel. A wave of fire and flying debris rolled down the passageway. It hit Caleb and swept him forward. Rock and earth rained down upon him and suddenly he found himself lying on his stomach a hundred feet further down the tunnel. The explosion had scorched his uniform and singed the hair from his arms and the back of his head, but other than that, he had escaped unscathed. Caleb dug himself out of a pile of loose earth and rock, then continued down the tunnel. He had lost the flame thrower somewhere along the way. The colonel drew his . 45 automatic and jacked the slide. Then he headed on down the passageway in complete darkness.


  Caleb seemed to crawl forever. Finally, however, he reached the end of the tunnel. He scrambled up the bamboo rungs and pushed the grassy cover away. He thought nothing of the threat that might await him in the jungle beyond. It could be no worse than the one he had left back there in the underground cavern.


  The sun had already set. The sky was dark and the dense vegetation of the jungle even darker. Caleb plunged into the night and ran. He was fifty yards into the jungle when he heard something from behind: high-pitched shrieks and the flapping of leathery wings. He turned and in the light of an Asian moon saw a wave of black bats flowing from the hole in the ground. They rose into the air, their red eyes resembling the cinders of a fire drifting skyward. Caleb turned and ran, leaping from one patch of shadow to the next, hoping that the creatures above the treetops failed to find him in the darkness.


  Sometime between dusk and dawn, Colonel Vanleer succumbed to the horror of what had happened in that underground cave. He ran blindly and continued to run, losing the fiends that searched for him and, in the process, losing himself as well.


   


  Caleb sat up in bed, shaking so hard that his bones ached. He raised his hands to his bearded face and found it wet with tears and sweat. "Oh, God!" he moaned, the images of the nightmare fresh in his mind. "Oh, dear God, I remember now. I remember it all!"


  Old Nailhead peeked over the edge of his bunk, his droopy eyes full of concern. The mountain man reached out with a trembling hand and laid it on the dog's head. "I'm all right, ol' fella," he said softly. "I just found something I've been looking for for a helluva long time. And I ain't at all sure that I really wanted to find it in the first place."


  Caleb rose from his bed and walked across the dark room to the table. He picked up his gold pocketwatch and peered at it in the gloom. The hands gave the time as eleven-thirty-eight. It wasn't even midnight yet. Caleb wasn't surprised at what time it was, though. He normally went to bed at eight or nine in the evening, preferring to rise with first light He supposed it was the military that had set that internal clock of his.


  He was about to light the lantern in the center of the table when a sound came from an open window at the front of the cabin.


  It was laughter, the giggling of a young girl.


  He looked toward the window and saw the silhouette of a head in the moonlit window. He could detect nothing about its features except for a pair of glowing red eyes.


  Caleb backed away from the table, leaving the lantern unlit. He suddenly knew who was out there on the porch. Or more precisely, he knew what was out there.


  The giggle came again, then the head disappeared, fading into the night. Caleb went to the mantel, where he had left his flintlock pistol and bowie knife. He left the gun in its holster, recalling how Conners had fired at the Vietnamese woman, point-blank, to no avail. He unsnapped the retaining strap on the knife sheath and withdrew the bowie. The twelve-inch blade gleamed in the moonlight that shone through the open window.


  "Stay put, boy," he whispered to the dog. When he was certain that Nailhead had obeyed, he walked toward the cabin door, dressed in faded longjohns and clutching the big knife tightly in his right hand. He reached the door, paused, then unbolted it. He took a deep breath. Then he kicked the door open and stepped onto the porch.


  He turned toward the end of the porch where the open window was. No one stood there now. There was only the rick of split kindling piled against the log wall. He took a couple of steps forward. Caleb peered past the end of the porch and into the darkness beyond. He saw nothing there, only heavy brush and young saplings, their leaves etched in silver light.


  The mountain man stopped dead in his tracks when he felt something touch his shoulder. Slowly, he turned his head and found a hand there. It was the lean, pale hand of a young woman. A hand with nails painted a bright pink, wearing an oversized class ring on one finger.


  Caleb recalled the girl who had been killed at the drive-in after having an argument with her boyfriend. Suddenly, he knew the hand belonged to Jamie Bell.


  That unnerving giggle came again just behind Caleb's right ear. He felt a breath on the nape of his neck, as cold as the mist from an icebox. He tightened his hold on the bowie's staghorn handle, then whirled. He drove the blade of the knife square into the chest of the thing behind him.


  He stepped back, heart pounding. Jamie Bell looked at him, then stared down the knife handle that protruded from the space between her small breasts. Her tiny, blue-lipped mouth grew into a pout, a gesture that might have seemed cute in life but was utterly horrifying in death. When she turned her eyes back to Caleb, malice flashed there.


  She started toward him, slowly at first, then quicker with each new step. Caleb looked around for a weapon, but there was nothing within reach. He turned to run and felt the girl upon him, striking him solidly between the shoulder blades. He grunted. It felt as if someone had hit him in the back with a baseball bat. He stumbled forward and landed amid the woodpile with a crash. But the blow proved to be even stronger than he'd suspected. He rolled off the edge of the porch and hit the ground below, taking half of the rick with him.


  He landed flat on his back. The impact drove the breath from his lungs and it took him a moment to get it back. When he looked toward the edge of the porch, he saw the girl standing there, staring down at him. She grinned contemptuously, her mouth a bristling maw of fangs and braces.


  She was about to pounce on him when a flash of motion shot across the porch behind her. "No!" yelled Caleb, but it was too late. Old Nailhead was on the girl's back, growling and snapping. He had heeded his master's command until he could heed it no longer.


  Jamie Bell staggered forward and fell off the edge of the porch. She landed on her side in the grass, grappling with the coonhound. The dog tore into the vampire the same way he tore into a coon or possom, teeth snapping, finding flesh, and holding on.


  The girl reached behind her, and grabbing Old Nailhead by the throat, pulled him over her head. His teeth remained firmly clenched, ripping her left ear cleanly away. Jamie Bell didn't seem to notice. She snarled at the dog like some wild, vicious animal. She took one of the hound's rear legs, and holding the dog over her head, snapped its spine in half with an ugly crack. Old Nailhead unleashed a single, short yelp, then grew silent.


  The girl giggled, then flung the dead dog away and attempted to get up.


  Caleb got to his feet first however. He picked up a long piece of firewood and staggered toward her. Rage gleamed in his eyes. "You bitch!" he screamed. "You killed Old Nailhead!"


  He jumped on the girl, landing on her hips with his knees, pinning her down. He eyed the handle of the knife that jutted from the center of her chest and smiled grimly. Instantly, he knew what he must do.


  With all his strength, Caleb drove the blunt end of the firewood against the end of the bowie's handle. A couple of strikes pounded the big knife completely through the girl's torso, widening the hole in her chest. But he didn't stop there. He drove the stick of kindling into the open wound. Joining his fingers together, Caleb hammered his fists against the end of the log. He felt it hang for a second, as if meeting an obstruction. Then it ripped through the creature's heart, tearing it apart.


  Jamie Bell opened her mouth to scream, but only a burst of cold air shot from her lungs. Caleb stayed where he was until the crimson glow faded from the girl's eyes and she grew still. Then he rose to his feet and stared down at her. He watched bewildered as the fangs receded, growing shorter and more blunt than they had before. Soon, only the teeth of a teenage girl remained. The steel of her dental work gleamed dully in the moonlight.


  Caleb turned and saw Old Nailhead lying beside the foundation of the porch. He walked to the dog, and sitting down on the ground, gathered his best friend up in his arms. "You shouldn't have done it, boy," he moaned, tears blooming in his eyes. "You should've stayed put, like I told you to do."


  Old Nailhead stared up at him, his eyes blind with death.


  Caleb Vanleer sat there for a long time, weeping and cradling the lifeless body of the finest hunting dog in all of the Smokies. Then, after a while, he stood up and walked back to the cabin to fetch a shovel. He had some burying to attend to that night, and he wanted to get it done before sunrise.


  After that, he had to drive down to town and eat himself some crow.


  


  Chapter Thirty-five
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  Bill Hughs glanced over at his wife, Karen. She was halfway through a romance novel, but he had noticed her nodding off for the past few minutes. They had both had a hard day at work, Karen at the county clerk's office, and Bill at his shoestore on the town square.


  "What about it, honey?" he asked. "Ready to call it a night?"


  Karen Hughs stuck a bookmark in her paperback and yawned. "Might as well. I've read the same paragraph three times and I keep losing track of where I am. I reckon I'm just dog-tired."


  "Me, too," said her husband. He aimed the remote at the television and cut off David Letterman in mid-joke. He looked at the Westminster clock over the fireplace. It was a quarter past midnight.


  Karen was about to turn off the living room lamp when someone knocked at the front door. She turned and looked at her husband. "Who could that be?" she asked.


  Bill looked toward the door, then at his gun cabinet in the corner. "Just a second," he told her. He walked to the cabinet, unlocked it, and took out a .38 snubnose revolver.


  "Really, dear, do you think that's necessary?" she asked with a frown.


  Her husband looked at her. "With all that's being going on around Green Hollow this week?" he asked her.


  Karen nodded. "I guess you're right." She watched him hold the gun down next to his leg and start toward the door. "Just be careful."


  Bill Hughs stepped up to the light switch and turned on the porch light outside. Then he peered through the peephole. At first he saw only the back of someone standing a few feet away. Then the man turned and the pale light revealed his face. Bill recognized him at once.


  "Well, I'll be!" he said excitedly. He turned the deadbolt and started to open the door.


  "Who is it?" asked Karen, stepping up behind her husband and looking over his shoulder.


  On the porch was their minister, Wendell Craven. The Baptist preacher smiled at them, looking pale and red-eyed, dressed in a flannel shirt and his Sunday pants and shoes.


  "Brother Craven!" said Karen, surprised. "God be praised, you're all right!"


  "May I come in?" he asked, eyeing them strangely.


  "Why, of course," urged Bill. "You know that you're always welcome here."


  Wendell stepped into the house and Bill closed the door behind him. Karen motioned to the living room couch and Wendell accepted her hospitality with a nod. Once he was seated, Bill laid his gun on the coffee table and sat down in the easy chair across from him. "Karen, why don't you make us some coffee? The reverend here looks a little chilled to me."


  "I am cold," replied Wendell with a trace of a smile.


  After Karen had gone to the kitchen, Bill regarded the preacher who had been missing since the previous Sunday. "We've been worried half to death about you, Brother Craven," he told him, relief in his face. "To tell the truth, with all the trouble that's been going on during the past few days, we were expecting the worst." He noticed how pale the minister was. "Are you okay? You look like you're sick."


  "No," Wendell replied. "Believe me, I am far from sick."


  Bill thought nothing of the preacher's reply. "So, what happened to you?" he asked. "Everyone in the congregation figured there was foul play involved, that maybe someone tried to steal the Sunday offering and you were abducted. Others in the community had less flattering theories about why you disappeared."


  "What do you mean?" asked Wendell Craven.


  The shoe salesman looked embarrassed. "Well, a rumor got spread around town that you'd left your wife and run off with another woman."


  Wendell laughed, but there was no humor in his voice. "That's preposterous," he said.


  "Of course it is," said Bill. He waited a moment. The preacher sat on the couch and stared at him. His eyes were bloodshot, almost like he had been drinking. "What happened to you? I'm anxious to find out where you've been."


  Wendell smiled at the man and leaned forward. "I've been on the most incredible journey," he told him, eyes bright, "the likes of which you could never imagine."


  Bill Hughs felt a little disturbed by the preacher's reply, as well as the excitement in his voice. "What are you talking about, Reverend?"


  "I'm talking about rebirth, Bill," he said. "Not just the rebirth of the spirit, but of the body as well." Wendell smiled. "I myself have been reborn in such a way. I have become much more than the man I was before."


  Bill looked into the minister's eyes and saw something there that scared him. There was a wild light there, the shine of madness… or something worse. "I don't understand," he said, wondering whether or not he should have let the man into his house.


  Wendell reached out to him. "Take my hand, Bill," he urged. "Take it and you will understand."


  Bill stared at the preacher's pale hand for a moment, then reluctantly leaned forward and took hold of it. He recoiled the instant their fingers touched. "Good Lord, Reverend! You're as cold as ice."


  "But do you understand why?" Wendell asked him.


  The man was afraid to answer.


  "I'm dead, Bill," he said. "Dead, yet resurrected. But not by the forces of God." The preacher seemed to scowl in contempt at the word he had once taken great pleasure in uttering. "No, I've discovered who my true master is. And he has shown me the error of my ways."


  "What do you mean?" asked Bill. He left his chair and walked toward the fireplace. He felt uneasy sitting so close to the minister, particularly the way he was talking.


  "You know what I mean, Bill," Wendell told him. "And you know who I'm talking about."


  Bill looked across the living room. The telephone was a good ten feet away, sitting on a cherry end table. He wondered if he could make his way to it without the preacher trying to stop him. "Brother Craven," he said softly, "something has happened to you. You're talking crazy, out of your head. Maybe we should call a doctor and have him take a look at you. Just to make sure you're okay."


  He started across the room, but abruptly Wendell stood up, blocking his way. "look at me, Bill," he said gently. "Look into my eyes."


  Bill couldn't help himself. He stared into the preacher's eyes and found them even redder than before. Slowly they began to grow brighter, actually seemed to glow. "What's happening?" he asked helplessly, feeling as if he was losing control.


  "Devotion to a new master, that is what is happening."


  Wendell told him. "You've always put your faith in my hands before, haven't you, Bill?"


  "Yes," said the man. He wanted to run but seemed to have lost the ability to do so. He could feel his resistance slipping away. All that seemed to matter was the man who stood before him and what he had to say.


  "Then you must trust me now," Wendell said. He extended a pale-fleshed hand. "There is no need to fight it, Bill. Come. Come to me and I will show you the way."


   


  Karen Hughs left the kitchen, carrying a tray bearing three mugs of hot coffee, spoons, and cream and sugar. As she walked down the hallway and approached the living room, she was aware of how very quiet it was. She had heard her husband and the minister talking a few minutes before, but now the room was silent.


  But, no, on second thought, she did hear something. A sound came from the room ahead, a soft, wet, monotonous noise. A noise that was both puzzling and sinister at the same time.


  "Bill?" she called out. But her husband didn't answer.


  She entered the room and stood there staring for a long moment. Bill and Wendell Craven were on the couch together. They almost looked like they were kissing. A jolt of alarm ran through Karen, and at first she was certain she had caught the two in a homosexual act. But then she saw that was not the case.


  Wendell had his mouth over the left side of Bill's neck, the lips working, sucking. Then he pulled away and trickles of dark red blood coursed from an ugly wound in her husband's throat. Bill's head lolled against the cushions of the couch, his eyes glassy and unseeing.


  Karen felt all the strength drain from her arms and legs. She let the tray sag from her fingers. It crashed to the floor, staining the carpet with black coffee and sugar.


  Wendell's crimson eyes shifted in her direction, and he smiled. He left Bill on the couch and stood up.


  "What have you done?" she screamed, backing away. "What have you done to Bill?" She looked over at her husband. He sat on the couch, arms twitching feebly. Blood coursed from his open neck, saturating the collar of his shirt and the powder-blue fabric of the sofa.


  "He has become as I am," Wendell told her. "He has been baptized in the blood of the beast." He took a step toward her. "Now it is your turn to join us."


  Karen Hughs looked into the minister's eyes and saw not compassion and goodness, but evil. An evil so dark and engulfing that it was difficult to comprehend. Whoever it was they had invited into their house that night, it was not the Baptist preacher whose services they had attended for the past three years. Just looking at the menace in his eyes and the blood that coated his long, impossibly sharp teeth, Karen knew that there was more Satan than God in the man who walked toward her.


  She pulled her gaze from his face and saw Bill's gun lying on the coffee table. The .38 special was too far away to reach. She turned and ran back down the hallway toward the kitchen. As she passed the staircase, Karen thought of her daughter, Penny, upstairs. The girl was asleep in her bedroom, unaware of the danger that had invaded their home. She thought about going to her but knew there was no time. Maybe if she ran, it would draw Craven away from the child who slept upstairs.


  Karen reached the kitchen. She spotted the wooden block next to the gas range and the carving knives that jutted from its slots. She ran over and snatched one from its holder, a big butcher knife with a ten-inch blade. She clutched it tightly and turned toward the hallway. She waited for Wendell Craven to appear, but the corridor remained empty.


  She started toward the back door. If she could get to one of the neighbors' houses, she could call the police, and hopefully they would get there before the man did any further harm. She thought of Bill slouched on the sofa with that ugly hole in his neck, as well as her daughter upstairs. Perhaps Craven had decided to go upstairs for Penny, instead of coming after her. The thought horrified her. She looked at the back door, then took a step in the opposite direction, toward the hallway. Her instincts told her to run for it, but her love for her daughter prevented her from doing that.


  She was halfway across the kitchen when a voice came from behind her. "Where are you going, Karen?" She recognized it as Wendell Craven's.


  Karen whirled, brandishing the knife threateningly. But she found no one there. The kitchen was completely empty.


  "Not there, am I?" he asked. "Maybe I'm over here." This time his voice came from the direction of the refrigerator.


  Frantically, she turned. He was not there, either. "Where are you?" she demanded.


  "Who knows?" he said with a laugh. "I could be to your right… or to your left." The preacher's voice came from both directions, causing her to spin from one side to the other.


  "No, I don't think so," teased Wendell. "Or maybe I'm not here at all. Maybe I'm upstairs… with Penny." Abruptly, his voice echoed from upstairs, distant but still clear enough to hear.


  "Oh, my Lord!" groaned Karen. She took a couple of steps toward the hallway beyond the kitchen door.


  She was almost there when she stopped. This time she sensed him rather than heard him. He was directly behind her. She could hear him breathing, could smell a smoky, sulfurous odor drifting over her shoulder. Slowly Karen turned, holding the knife ahead of her. She was right: Wendell was standing no more than ten feet away.


  He smiled at her. Sharp fangs jutted from the corners of his mouth. "You might as well surrender, just like Bill did," he suggested. "You can't escape me. I believe you know that, too."


  Karen cried out and slashed at him with the knife. Her desperate action sent the sharp blade across Wendell's left cheek, opening a long gash from his ear to the bridge of his nose. At first, the wound remained blue and empty. Then, gradually, red blood began to seep from the cut. Karen began to cry. She wasn't exactly sure how, but something told her that it was not Wendell's blood that she had drawn, but that of her own husband.


  Tenderly, Wendell reached out and took hold of her wrist. His touch was so cold that it nearly burned her skin. "Let go of the knife," he told her. "Remember the Scriptures? He who lives by the sword dies by the sword." The minister's eyes seemed to reach inside her head and cast a heavy blanket over her thoughts. "But death is not what I came here to bless you with, Karen. Not true death, that is."


  Suddenly, Karen Hughs found the knife too heavy to hold. She opened her fingers and let it clatter to the kitchen floor. She tried to shut her eyes as he came nearer, but she couldn't. Her eyelids refused to close.


  Wendell released her wrist, and raising his hand, placed a finger beneath her chin. "This is nothing bad," he assured her softly. "This is nothing to fear." Then he gently pushed her head back until she found herself staring at the decorative tiles of the kitchen ceiling.


  Karen felt his cold breath wash against her throat, then his lips pressed against her flesh. She shuddered and waited, not fearfully, but almost anxiously. She recalled his eyes and something within her mind told her exactly what was taking place. She knew she would never be the same after this, but she didn't care.


  When she felt Wendell's mouth open and then close, bringing a jolt of hot pain, she moaned and let go. She felt herself drifting away, fading with each ounce of blood that pulsed from the opening in her neck. Weakness overcame her and she knew she'd be dead in a few moments. But she also knew that with death would come a rebirth. A rebirth of eternal darkness and a hunger that could never be satisfied.


   


  Penny Hughs opened her eyes and looked toward the crack of the bedroom door. The light from the upstairs hallway filtered into her room, providing the comfort that she needed to fall asleep.


  She had slept heavily that night and her dreams had been filled with strange noises. A knocking at a door, the shattering of glass, and the shrill cry of a woman that might have been her mother. Now she had awakened as if a veil had been lifted from her.


  Penny sat up in bed and watched as the door opened. A man stood there in the light, a large man she somehow knew. She wanted to be afraid, wanted to scream out for her father and mother, but oddly enough, she felt unthreatened. As the man walked into the room and came toward her bed, she recognized his face in the gloom. It was the preacher at the church she attended.


  "Brother Craven?" she asked, surprised. "What are you doing here?"


  "I'm here to take you on a wonderful trip," he told her. "A trip better than make-believe."


  The five-year-old's eyes widened. "Even better than Disney World?" she asked him.


  The minister smiled. "Yes, Penny. Much better than Disney World."


  Confusion shone in the child's eyes. "What about Mama and Daddy? Are they going, too?"


  "Sure they are," he said, stepping aside and waving toward the doorway. "See?"


  Penny looked to where he pointed and saw her mother and father standing in the hallway. Both smiled at her, looking pale and peaked, the way Penny did when she suffered a particularly bad cold.


  "Where we're going…" she asked, "will it be fun?"


  "It will be like heaven," he promised. "But even better."


  The preacher extended his hand and she took it without hesitation. Then he lifted her into his arms and carried her toward the hallway, where her parents waited.


  


  Chapter Thirty-six
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  Boyd Andrews woke up with a painful crick in his neck. He groaned and sat up, remembering that he had sacrificed his nice, soft bed in the back bedroom for the torture rack he called a couch. He and Tammy had discussed the subject of vampires and how to deal with them until late last night, and he had suggested she stay the night at the trailer, in separate rooms, of course.


  He placed a hand on the sofa's middle cushion and felt a couple of busted springs poking from underneath. As he stood up, he discovered that his back had suffered just as badly as his neck. So much for modern-day chivalry.


  Boyd hobbled stiffly to the kitchen sink and stood there looking at the sparkling surface of the countertop, which he hadn't seen in several weeks, due to his lack of housekeeping. Tammy had cleaned the kitchenette and living room while they talked, apparently disgusted by his sloppiness. The dishes were washed and stacked neatly in the cabinets, the refrigerator had been emptied of its more lethal leftovers, and the living room carpet had been thoroughly vacuumed. Looking at the lack of trash and clutter made Boyd realize just how much he had depended on a woman's touch during the past few years. Joan had kept their house on Stantonview Road spotless and done all the things that make a structure of brick and wood truly a home. The trailer he lived in had never been a home, and in his opinion, it never would be. You needed love and a family for that.


  It hurt him just thinking about Joan. Whenever his wife came to mind, he saw two images of her: the beautiful, smiling brunette he had married ten years ago, and the pale-skinned, red-eyed creature Josiah Craven had transformed her into. He relished the first Joan, but the second filled him with remorse, anger, and fear. He recalled what Tammy had told him yesterday afternoon, about how he'd be forced to destroy Joan when the time came to confront those on Craven's Mountain. The more he thought of it, the more certain he was that he'd be incapable of performing the grisly task. Even after all that he'd witnessed on the mountaintop the night before last, Boyd still had a difficult time accepting that Joan was the monster who had viciously thrown him from the upstairs window of the old Craven house.


  Boyd opened a cabinet and took out a clean drinking glass. He thought about the jar of moonshine he'd hidden in another cabinet, next to the stove, and dismissed it The pot of coffee Tammy Craven had forced on him yesterday had sobered him up—particularly to the fact that liquor was hurting him more than it was helping him. He had been half-drunk when he'd driven to the top of Craven's Mountain, and it was a miracle that he'd escaped alive. He knew he had no choice but to abstain from the booze, not only for his sake, but for that of his children. He remembered the last time he had seen them, standing in that upstairs window, their eyes full of concern for his safety, as well as hope for his eventual return.


  And he had made a promise to them, too. He had made promises before, promises he had broken out of frustration and weakness. But he knew he had to keep this one. The lives of Paul and Bessie depended on it.


  He placed the glass beneath the faucet and filled it with cold water. He drank deeply, allowing the water to wake him up. He was almost finished when someone knocked on the door.


  Boyd knew that Grandpappy Craven or his renegade protégé, Wendell, would be unable to venture out in broad daylight, but that wouldn't stop Dudley. The mountain farmer could be standing on the other side of the door, ready to blow him away with his shotgun or, more ironically, with Boyd's own .45 pistol. Boyd waited for the visitor to knock again, then walked across the living room and reached beneath the couch. He withdrew a .30/06 bolt action that he used for deer hunting in the fall. The carpenter opened the breech, made sure there was a round in the chamber, then slammed the bolt back into place. He walked to the door, unlocked it, and stepped back.


  "It's open," he called, bringing the stock to his shoulder and sighting down the blued barrel. "Come on in."


  The door opened. Boyd let out a sigh of relief and let the gun sag from its target. It wasn't Dudley Craven, after all. It was Caleb Vanleer.


  "Good God Almighty, Boyd!" proclaimed the mountain man. "I figured you was sore, but not bad enough to bust a cap on me."


  Boyd put the rifle on safety and leaned it against the wall. "What are you doing here, Caleb? I thought you'd want to keep your distance after our talk at the Piggly Wiggly."


  Caleb stood in the doorway, looking uncomfortable. "That's why I'm here, Boyd. I came to apologize. I had no cause to doubt you like that. Take it from me, I believe what you told me now. I believe every damned word of it."


  "What made you change your mind?" Boyd asked.


  "Jamie Bell, that's who," he said, looking a little frightened.


  "What about Jamie Bell?" asked someone from the far side of the living room.


  Caleb looked over and saw Tammy Craven exiting the trailer's hallway, tucking her blouse into her blue jeans. At the sight of the woman, Caleb raised his eyebrows and turned to Boyd. "Sorry if I barged in on you, son," he said in a low voice. "Didn't know you had female company."


  Boyd rolled his eyes. "It ain't what you think, Caleb," he assured him. "Tammy here spent the night back in my bedroom and I bunked on the couch—honest."


  "Ain't none of my business," said Caleb, eyeing the woman. "But as I recall, you like 'em with a little more meat on their bones."


  "I'd appreciate it if you'd pull your mind out of the gutter, Mr. Vanleer," Tammy told him. "Now, what were you saying about Jamie Bell?"


  "Well, the girl who got killed out at the drive-in," continued Caleb, "you might think this is hard to swallow, but she wasn't dead. She'd been turned into… well, something hellacious, to say the least."


  Tammy nodded to herself. "A vampire? Is that what you're trying to tell us?"


  Caleb was surprised. "Why, yes, ma'am. You're as right as rain."


  "That would explain her disappearance from the hospital in Sevierville," said the preacher's wife. "After the medical examiner did his autopsy, she got up and walked out of the place."


  "But she ain't one any longer," Caleb told her. "I killed her last night… after she killed Ol' Nailhead."


  "Aw, no!" groaned Boyd, looking genuinely shaken. "Not Nailhead."


  "I'm afraid so," replied the mountain man. Sadness hung heavily in his eyes. "He went down fighting, though. Died saving my sorry hide."


  "What did you do with Jamie after you destroyed her?" Tammy asked him.


  "Put her six feet under, that's what." Caleb glanced over at Boyd. "Should I be telling her all this?"


  "She knows what's going on," the carpenter assured him. "Her husband is one of them."


  Caleb respectfully removed his coonskin cap. "Sorry to hear that, ma'am," he said.


  Tammy couldn't help but smile. "Your politeness is driving me up the wall, Mr. Vanleer," she told him. "Please, no more ma'ams. Just call me Tammy."


  A smile appeared beneath the graying bristles of the mountain man's beard. "Then you just feel free to call me Caleb." He turned back to Boyd. "Anyway, the Bell girl ain't the only thing that turned me into a believer." He hesitated for a moment. "Boyd, I had that dream about Nam again last night. And this time I was there from start to finish. I know what happened down in that tunnel now. All of it."


  Boyd searched his friend's eyes. "It had something to do with what's going on here in Green Hollow, didn't it?"


  Caleb nodded. "The same godless sons-of-bitches," he told him, "but on the other side of the world. We'll sit down and I'll tell you about it, if you'll round me up a taste of corn liquor. I know you keep a jar of my popskull somewhere hereabouts."


  The carpenter grinned and shook his head. "Sorry, Caleb. Drinking is off limits, thanks to Carry Nation here."


  "We've got a serious problem to deal with," she told Caleb. "And if we're going to deal with it successfully, both of you will need a clear head. If you go up to Craven's Mountain half-pickled, you'll get yourselves killed. And you'll end up getting me killed in the process."


  "Makes sense," replied Caleb. "But after all this is over and done with, I aim to pull one humdinger of a three-day drunk."


  "And you'll deserve it," said Tammy. "But until then, no alcohol, okay?"


  "You've got it, little lady!" declared Caleb. He spat into his hand and held it out to her.


  Tammy frowned at his wet palm. "I'll take your word on it."


  "So, it sounds like ya'll have been discussing what's to be done," said Caleb.


  Boyd nodded. "We had quite a bull session last night." He looked over at Tammy with admiration. "This lady knows quite a lot about these creatures."


  The woman blushed. "Well, only what I've learned from books and movies. I mean, I'm not really an expert."


  "You're more of one than me and Caleb combined," said Boyd. "If it wasn't for you, I wouldn't know the first thing about fighting these things."


  Caleb regarded the two. "So, how many are we talking about?" he asked.


  Tammy shrugged. "Three that we're absolutely certain of. But there could be more. I think Grandpappy Craven will deal strictly with his blood kin, but who knows what Wendell might attempt? He might just try to convert the entire population of Green Hollow before it's over with."


  "You kill these buggers with stakes through the heart and such as that, is that right?" asked Caleb.


  "That's right," agreed Tammy "Along with other things."


  "Well, I brought a truckload of things from Eagle Point," he told them. "Weapons that might come in handy with a little modification."


  "Why don't you go fetch them, Caleb?" Boyd suggested. "Me and Tammy will meet you out in the workshop. Then we'll put our heads together and see what we can come up with."


   


  Caleb walked through the open door of the workshop toting a heavy canvas bag over his shoulders. He set it on the floor of the garage and sniffed at the air. "I can still smell her, Boyd," he said with a scowl. "Blanche."


  "Yeah," replied the carpenter. "I'm not sure if I'll ever be able to get rid of it."


  "What have you got there?" Tammy asked him curiously.


  "Let me show you." He opened the drawstrings and carefully laid each object on the sawdust-covered floor.


  Caleb had brought a variety of weapons to choose from. There were two muzzle-loading rifles, a Navy Arms .58-caliber Mississippi rifle, like those used by the Confederacy during the Civil War, and his own big-bore .50 Hawken. There were also five or six pistols and revolvers, all blackpowder firearms, everything from a .36 Colt Navy to a big .44 Dragoon hogleg. The last two weapons he removed from the bag were hunting bows. One was a fiberglass compound bow with a quiver of arrow bolted to the frame. The other was a medieval-type crossbow, but with the stock and foregrip of a modern rifle.


  "Got powder and caps for these guns?" Boyd asked, picking up the .44 Dragoon and hefting it.


  "Out in the Blazer," Caleb replied. "Enough to fight a whole army of those no-account bloodsuckers."


  Boyd turned to Tammy. "I'd say we might be able to use these. I could tool down some wooden bullets, maybe grease them up so they'll fire easily and not plug up the barrels. How does that sound?"


  "Well, it sounds practical, but we won't know for sure until we actually try it," she said. Tammy picked up the Colt Navy revolver. "Truthfully, I've never held a gun before in my life."


  "We'll be glad to teach you everything you need to know," said Boyd. "Right, Caleb?"


  "Sure," agreed the mountain man. "I've always heard tell that a woman is a better shot than a man. Now's my chance to prove whether the myth's true or not." He picked up the compound bow and held it out to Boyd. "Remember when we used to hunt for white-tailed buck during bow season? I recall you were quite a hand with the contraption."


  Boyd laid the Dragoon aside and took the bow in his hands. "I had an eye for it," he admitted. "But hell, Caleb, I haven't held one of these things in years."


  "Seems to me like you could use that lathe over yonder and fashion yourself some wooden arrows," suggested Caleb.


  "I believe that compound bow might be a little too powerful," Tammy told him, putting in her two cents' worth. "It might be the most accurate, but it could shoot the arrows completely through them. It would be in and out of them before it could even faze them." She picked up the crossbow. "This looks like it's better suited. Less impact and easier to handle, especially for a weakling like myself."


  Boyd smiled. "See? Didn't I tell you she knew what she was talking about?"


  "Hey, I ain't no doubting Thomas," said Caleb. He eyed the young woman thoughtfully. "Tell me something, Tammy, does fire affect these critters?"


  "Yes," she replied. "That is one way of destroying them."


  The gleam of an idea shone in Vanleer's eyes. "Boyd, do you have any empty liquor bottles stashed around here?"


  Tammy laughed. "Are you kidding? I threw out a whole trash bag full of them last night when I was cleaning up. It's sitting out behind the trailer."


  "Good," said Caleb. "Now all we need is a little gasoline and some old rags to make fuses and we're in business."


  "Molotov cocktails?" asked Boyd.


  "You've got it."


  "Well, it seems like you guys know what to do," said Tammy. She glanced at her watch. It was only half past seven in the morning. "Why don't I drive into town and pick us up some breakfast? Anything else I need to get while I'm out?"


  "Yeah," said Boyd. "There's a five-gallon gas can over there in the corner. We'll need some gas for the firebombs. I think I can rustle up some old rags."


  "And pick up some butane lighters, too," added Caleb. "They'll be handier than matches."


  "Okay," replied Tammy, picking up the gas can. She left the garage and started up the driveway to her car. "I'll be back in a little while."


  "Oh, something I've been meaning to ask," said Caleb. "Just when are we going to Craven's Mountain?"


  Tammy looked at her watch again. "As soon as possible. Hopefully, around noon."


  "That doesn't give us much time," said Caleb doubtfully.


  "We have to take them when they're off guard, and that means during daylight hours," she told him. "If we try it after dark, the odds will be against us. We might as well be committing suicide."


  After Tammy was gone, Caleb turned to the carpenter, who was already selecting wood from the pile in the corner. "Isn't she being a little melodramatic?"


  Boyd thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. "No, I don't think so. God help us, I think she's hit the nail square on the head."


  "Then let's get our asses in gear and get to work," said Caleb.


  It wasn't long before the garage was busy with the buzz of machinery and the sounds of desperate men working against the clock.


  


  Chapter Thirty-seven
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  Dud waited a couple of hours after daybreak. Then he left the old house on the top of Craven's Mountain and walked outside to his truck in the cool mist of early morning.


  Joan's tan Tempo and Boyd's red Ford pickup had been hidden deep in the woods behind the barn, the same as Stan Watts's Lincoln. The police chief was out there, too, wrapped in a blanket and stashed in the trunk of his car. Grandpappy had told him to leave him there until later, when he had time to bury him properly. But Dud wasn't sure he would even get around to it. He had others things to attend to, things that were not on the old man's agenda of rebuilding the clan of Craven.


  As he climbed into his truck, he glanced into the bed. His chainsaw sat next to the spare tire. It still reeked of gas fumes, its body still warm and its blade still caked with wood pulp. He had used it late last night to perform one of Grandpappy's requests. Dud scowled as he closed the truck door. Requests, hell—commands were more like it. That was all Dud had been to Grandpappy since he had first resurrected the old man: a feeble-minded gofer who performed all the dirty work Grandpappy was unable to do himself. Or rather, thought himself above doing. Dud thought of Chief Watts and felt a pang of remorse. God help him, he had even murdered for Grandpappy.


  He had shot a man down in cold blood, and a police officer, at that.


  And that wasn't all. There was also the matter of the Andrews children. Even from the beginning, Dud had regretted involving them in Grandpappy's evil business. Sometimes he heard the little girl, Bessie, crying upstairs, and he felt his heart break. He found himself wanting to unlock the door of their prison and free the two, particularly after what Bessie had been forced to do at the home of the Milfords a couple nights before. He knew that their participation would not end there, either. Grandpappy would invade the homes of his unsuspecting descendants again and again, using the two children to solicit the "invitations" necessary to gain entrance.


  Dud started his truck and headed down the dirt road that wound its way along the western face of Craven's Mountain. As he drove, he thought of the subtle change that had gradually taken place during the past three days. Ever since Grandpappy had "baptized" Joan, Dud had noticed that the hold the old man had over him had begun to weaken, especially after the farmer had killed Stan Watts. Dud figured it was due to Grandpappy's attentions toward Joan. He was focusing so much of his influence toward his new recruit that he'd assumed fear alone would be sufficient to keep Dud in line. Dud's mind had grown even clearer after the welcoming of Sarah Milford the night before last.


  Part of Dudley Craven welcomed the conversion of the two women, for it centered Grandpappy's attention on them and not on Dud. But another part of him resented their presence. Deep inside, he actually felt jealous of the attention Grandpappy was lavishing upon them. Dud was himself a full-blooded Craven, not some bastard child. Why were Joan and Sarah being treated like royalty, while he was being regarded as some sort of lowly servant, expected to watch over them and Grandpappy during daylight hours and assist them in hunting for the sustenance they craved at night?


  The answer to that question didn't really concern Dud. All he knew was that he was getting sick and tired of covering Grandpappy's ass while putting his own on the line time and time again. He knew that sooner or later his crimes would be discovered and he would be caught. Then he would be destroyed either by those who apprehended him or, even worse, by Grandpappy himself. And Dud wasn't about to allow that to happen.


  He drove on down the mountain road to his farm. Dud passed the house and parked his truck next to the barn. Once he left the truck, he stood in the cool morning mist for a long moment and looked out across the unplanted field he had been in the process of tilling. In the fog, he could barely see the plow standing out there, exactly where he had left it. He recalled the moment when the plowshare had struck the corner of the wooden box and cursed himself for letting curiosity get the better of him. If he had simply left well enough alone, if he had only plowed around the obstruction instead of digging it up, everything would have turned out differently. He would have planted his crops as planned and lived his life alone on the mountain, just as he had for the last twenty years. But instead, he had delved into matters he should have left well enough alone—and in the process committed the worst sin of his life. He had unleashed Satan himself, or rather, a very close and faithful incarnation of the foul old gentleman.


  Dud walked to the graywood barn and opened one of its double doors. He had experienced a strange feeling the night before—almost a premonition—that Grandpappy Craven's plan for rebuilding his family was somehow doomed to failure. Dud also had the distinct impression that the one who would suffer the most would be not Grandpappy, but him. Dudley would be the one who'd pay, and pay dearly, for the horrors that the vampire and his great-granddaughters had cast upon the community of Green Hollow. The townspeople would believe Dudley to be the one responsible for all the murders and disappearances. Then Dud would suffer, while Grandpappy and the others escaped. They would probably leave Craven's Mountain and travel further along the Smokies, perhaps to the wooded foothills of northern Georgia. There, they would continue their terror, while Dud rotted away in some prison cell, waiting for his turn in the Tennessee electric chair.


  Dud recalled something Grandpappy had mentioned after he was first restored. He had said that Green Hollow and the vicinity of Craven's Mountain wasn't the sole source of Craven kin. During Josiah's travels as an itinerant preacher, he had succumbed to the desires of the flesh and spread his seed liberally from community to community. In the last hundred years, Grandpappy calculated that there were hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of his offspring scattered along the chain of the Appalachian Mountains. And if necessary, he would claim them as his own. Just as he had ended up doing with Joan and Sarah.


  The mountain farmer now realized the true extent of the evil he had released with the simple removal of that wooden stake. But the time was past for regret. That would do him no good. No, the only thing that concerned Dud now was atonement. And he knew that his atonement had to take place that evening, at the very moment of Grandpappy's awakening.


  Dud entered the barn and saw his mule standing in its stall, looking gaunt and half-starved. He walked over and ran a hand along Alice's neck, feeling her tremble beneath his touch. "I'm sorry I've neglected you, ol' girl," he told her softly. "I just ain't been myself here lately."


  Guiltily, he fed and watered the mare, then turned back to the task at hand.


  He went to a far corner of the barn where he kept his tools and farming supplies. Dud crouched next to a long, wooden chest and stared at the rusty padlock that dangled from its clasp. He found the right key and unlocked it, then opened the lid. Amid the clutter he found what he was looking for. He hadn't used the contraption, or what went with it, since earlier that winter, when he had first began clearing the extra acreage.


  Carefully, he lifted the two wooden crates and carried them back out to his truck. He didn't place them in the bed, figuring it would be too dangerous toting them back up the mountain that way. Instead, he put them on the seat of the truck next to him.


  Dud sat in his truck for a long while. He thought of what he intended to do during the course of that day and it frightened him. What if he didn't complete his preparations before nightfall? What if Grandpappy rose earlier than he normally did and caught Dud in his act of betrayal? Then the old man would kill him, but not swiftly. No, it was certain that Grandpappy would cause him to regret his treachery, slowly and agonizingly.


  Dud hoped to come out of this alive and in one piece. But if that was not possible, then he intended to destroy Grandpappy and his followers at the same time that he himself was destroyed. Perhaps then his sacrifice would be considered penance in the eyes of God and he would not be damned to hell. At least, not a hell like the one he had endured for the past several days.


  


  Chapter Thirty-eight
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  Tammy returned a little after eight, carrying a couple of paper bags in one hand and the five-gallon gas can in the other. "I stopped at the Frosty Freeze and got us some sausage biscuits and orange juice. It's not ham and eggs, but I guess it'll have to do."


  Boyd and Caleb left their work and dived into the food hungrily. They were halfway through the breakfast when Caleb noticed that the woman was eating slowly, her thoughts apparently somewhere else. "Is there something wrong, Tammy?" he asked, wiping grease from his whiskers with the back of his hand.


  Tammy looked at both men, then nodded. "I overheard some talk while I was in town," she told them. "Sarah Milford over at the elementary school didn't show up to work yesterday morning. When Jay Mathers finally went over to check on her late yesterday afternoon, she found her husband, Frank, dead. His head had been bashed completely in. But he found no sign of Sarah. There were a few drops of blood on the carpet, but she was nowhere to be found."


  "Uh-oh," said Boyd. "Sounds like some of Grandpappy's doings. Sarah is a second cousin of Joan's."


  Tammy took a sip of her orange juice. "I'm afraid that isn't all. Bill and Karen Hughs and their daughter, Penny… all three have turned up missing, too. A neighbor called the police this morning and reported hearing noises at the Hughs house last night. When they checked it out, they found the house empty. But they did find bloodstains on the Hughses' living room couch."


  "Confound it all!" said Caleb, shaking his head. "Do you think ol' Craven pulled that one off, too?"


  "No," replied Tammy. "I don't believe so. The Hughses are members of our congregation. Little Penny is even in the Sunday school class I teach. I have a bad feeling that it was Wendell who took them. Obviously, he figured it would be easier to start recruiting members of his old congregation, instead of searching for new ones. These people trust him. They wouldn't hesitate to invite him into their homes, especially after he's been missing for several days."


  Caleb looked disgusted. "Taking folks against their will is bad enough," he said. "But taking an innocent youngun?"


  "I know how you feel," said Boyd. His eyes grew hard. "Grandpappy's got my own children locked up there in that old house of his. And there's no telling what he has in store for them."


  "That's why we need to get up there and put a stop to it, before it begins to snowball," Tammy told them. "You see what's happened in only two nights. By next week, there could be four or five families missing. With each new follower Grandpappy and Wendell bring into their fold, the number will begin to multiply… and multiply fast. Half the population of Green Hollow could be taken within a month's time."


  "That's scary," said Boyd.


  "Damn right," agreed Caleb. He crumpled the waxed paper that had wrapped his biscuit and tossed it away. "Well, I'm finished. And I'm ready to get back to work."


  "How far have you gotten?" Tammy asked them.


  "Well, Boyd's working on bolts for the crossbow, while I'm cutting and measuring the bullets for the guns," the mountain man told her. "It's proving to be a harder row to hoe than I thought it would. The measurements have to be precise, down to the last centimeter, or the bullets will plug the barrel and the whole gun will explode in your face. Of course, a little axle grease on 'em will help out, but you still have to be right on the money."


  "Sounds tedious," said Tammy. "Will you have them finished by noon?"


  "One or one-thirty, more'n likely," he told her. He walked over and opened a tacklebox. It held all manner of gunsmithing tools: screwdrivers, pin punches, files, and an array of calipers and micrometer gauges. "The faster I work, though, the more mistakes I could end up making."


  "Just take your time, then," Tammy told him. "Boyd, what about the bolts for the crossbow?"


  "I'm only going to make an even dozen," he said. "But they're just like the bullets. If I don't make them aerodynamically correct, they won't fly true. It'll be like tossing sticks for a dog to fetch."


  Tammy moaned. "This is proving to be more time-consuming than I thought."


  Caleb saw the look of frustration on the woman's face. "Well, little lady, we can do this half-assed and get ourselves killed in the process. Or we can put a little extra care into our work and make sure that our trip up Craven's Mountain doesn't turn out to be in vain. Which one sounds better to you?"


  "I'm sorry," said Tammy. "You're right, of course. I guess I'm just anxious to get this over and done with. And to tell the truth, I'm a little scared, too."


  "No more than we are, Tammy," Boyd assured her, as he put on a pair of safety goggles.


  "Amen to that!" declared Caleb. He produced his pocketwatch and checked the time. It was a quarter to nine. He turned toward the workbench and continued his work on the precisely gauged pieces of dowel rod that he had cut into revolver and rifle bullets. At the same time, Boyd turned on the lathe and began to fashion foot-long pieces of hickory wood into slender bolts for the crossbow.


  At a loss for something to do, Tame decided to work on the Molotov cocktails. She walked to the trailer and fetched the garbage bag full of empty whiskey bottles. When she returned to the workshop, she sat down in the center of the floor and carefully began to fill the bottles with gasoline from the five-gallon can. After that, she would cut fuses from oily shop rags and feed the strips meticulously down the necks of the bottles. She just hoped they would work as well as Caleb said they would and not blow up in their hands when they lit them.


   


  It was after one in the afternoon, when they finally finished their work.


  Boyd had finished the short arrows for the crossbow an hour before and had started cutting crosses of pine using the band saw. He had also taken one of his old tool belts and fashioned it into a quiver to carry the bolts.


  Caleb had made six bullets for each of the guns they had selected: the two rifles, the Colt Navy, the .44 Dragoon, and his own flintlock pistol. He lubricated the bullets with grease, then went to loading the guns, using black powder, cloth patches, and percussion caps. He seated the bullets firmly into the chambers and packed them in snugly with brass-tipped loading rods.


  Tammy had constructed a dozen firebombs from the whiskey bottles, gasoline, and cut rags. She placed them in a cardboard carton and set them beside the open doorway of the workshop. "So, are we about ready?" she asked.


  "I've got all the guns loaded for bear," said Caleb. "Or vampires. Just take your pick."


  "I think I'd rather tangle with a grizzly, myself," Boyd said. He handed Caleb and Tammy a cross, keeping one for himself. A hole had been drilled in the very top and a rawhide thong was looped through it. Boyd hung it around his neck, letting it dangle across his chest. Tammy and Caleb followed his example.


  "You know, I'm gonna feel kinda funny waving this thing around," Caleb said.


  "You won't, when you see how they react to it," Tammy told him. She recalled the expression of loathing and horror on Wendell's face at the sight of the Crucifixion picture.


  They began choosing their weapons. Caleb chose his usual firearms: the Hawken rifle and the single-shot flintlock pistol, as well as a .44 Remington revolver loaded with regular lead round-balls. Boyd took the Mississippi rifle and the big Colt Dragoon. Tammy picked the .36 Navy revolver and the crossbow, along with the belt quiver of wooden bolts.


  Boyd showed her how the revolver functioned, as well as the best way to aim it Then he schooled her on the use of the crossbow. He demonstrated how to cock and secure the bowstring, and how to load the bolt into its proper place. He demonstrated how to fire it, sending one of the wooden bolts into a pile of newspapers. When it was Tammy's turn to cock and load the weapon, the bolt flew as smooth as silk and hit where she wanted it to.


  "Looks like you're a natural, little lady," Caleb told her. "And believe me, I've seen a hell of lot of fellas who were good with a compound bow who couldn't hit the broad side of a barn with a crossbow."


  "It's not as difficult as I thought it would be," replied Tammy, pleased with her marksmanship.


  "Now, remember, it's a little windier up there on the mountain than it is here in this garage," Boyd pointed out "If you have to fire it outdoors, remember what I taught you about compensation for windage. If you don't, the currents will lift that bolt completely over their heads."


  "Aw, don't fret about her," said Caleb. "She'll do just fine!"


  Tammy looked around and saw that they had everything ready to go. "Okay, who wants to play the part of Van Helsing?"


  Boyd and Caleb looked at one another, confused.


  "That was a joke," said Tammy.


  "Oh," said Caleb, still perplexed. "So, where are we headed first?"


  "The old church house on the south side of the mountain," Tammy told him. "Wendell will be there, as well any followers he might have rounded up."


  "You mean the Hughses?" asked Boyd. An uncomfortable thought came to him. "You said the little girl was missing, too?"


  "Penny?" Tammy felt her stomach sink. "Yes, she was taken along with her parents."


  "What if Wendell has—?"


  "We'll deal with that when the time comes," she told him, although she wasn't at all sure if she would have the nerve to do so.


  "Then, after the church, we'll go on to the old Craven house?" asked Caleb.


  "Yes," said Boyd. "Grandpappy and Joan—as well as any others—will more than likely be holed up in the cellar. Paul and Bessie will be in an upstairs bedroom. Probably not the same one as before, since the window was completely busted out of that one. The person we really have to be careful of is Dudley. He's armed. I know he has a twelve-gauge shotgun and my .45 automatic."


  "Don't worry," said the mountain man. He reached down and ran a hand along the staghorn handle of his bowie knife. "I'll take care of him."


  "Caleb, we'll take your Blazer, if that's okay with you." suggested Boyd. "It'll pull that steep mountain road a lot easier than Tammy's Nissan."


  "That's fine and dandy with me," he told them. Caleb began to gather up the guns. "Well, I reckon that's it."


  "Not quite," said Tammy. She regarded the two men. "I think we should say a prayer before we go. It might be in our favor if we ask God to help us with what we're about to do."


  Boyd and Caleb nodded solemnly. Neither were particularly Godfearing men, but they knew the preacher's wife was right. The enemy they were going up against were creatures of Satan, parasites who fed off human blood and changed form at will. They needed all the help they could get, and if the Lord was willing to lend them a hand, all the better.


  Tammy extended her hands toward the two men and they took them. Then, awkwardly, Boyd and Caleb joined hands. They stood there in a silent circle for a long moment. Then Tammy began to speak softly.


  "Dear Lord in Heaven, we're here before You this afternoon, asking for Your mercy and Your guidance. The task we have taken upon ourselves to perform is a dangerous one, but one of necessity. The devil has unleashed his spawn upon the town of Green Hollow—the spawn of Nosferatu—and it is up to us to put an end to it. Bless us, Lord, and protect us. See us safely through this battle and shield us from the evil we shall encounter. In Jesus' holy name, Amen."


  Boyd and Caleb echoed the ending word. Their grasp tightened for a moment, then they let go.


  As Caleb picked up the carton of Molotov cocktails and headed for the Blazer, Tammy pulled the redheaded carpenter aside. "Remember what I told you before, Boyd," she said. "When the time comes, you will have to put your feelings for Joan aside and do what is right. I'll be doing the same for Wendell."


  Boyd nodded. "Don't worry," he assured her. "I'll deal with it."


  Then, together, they gathered the rest of the weapons they would need and closed the garage door behind them.


  


  Chapter Thirty-nine
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  Paul put his ear flat against the panel of the bedroom door and stood there for a long moment.


  "What are you doing, Paul?" Bessie asked from where she huddled on the bed.


  "Hush," he said softly. "Just listen. Can you hear it?"


  Bessie hopped down off the bed and walked to the door. She mimicked her brother, placing her ear against the wood. Bessie listened and heard a monotonous knocking somewhere downstairs. "What is it?" she asked.


  "Sounds like hammering," Paul told her. "It's been going on for an hour now."


  "But who'd be hammering?" she wanted to know.


  "I don't know," Paul said with a shrug. "Dud, I guess. You know there's no one else up and around at this time of day."


  Bessie thought of her mother down in the dark, earthy cellar of the house—down there with Grandpappy Craven—and she shuddered. "Yeah," she finally said. "I know."


  Paul turned and looked at his little sister. Even in the gloom, he could see the wet glimmer of her tears starting up again. "Come on, Bessie," he said softly, hugging her close to him. "Don't do that. You know I can't stand it."


  "I'm sorry, but I can't help it," she said, sounding tiny and completely without hope. "It's Mama… what she's become…"


  Paul embraced her tightly. "Yeah, I know. Just try not to think about it, okay?"


  Bessie pulled away and stared up at him. Her eyes were full of torment. "But you weren't there at the Milfords, Paul," she whispered, her tears flowing freely now. "You didn't see what Grandpappy did to them. He killed Mr. Milford right there in front of me. And then he made Mrs. Milford like Mama."


  "But it wasn't your fault, Bessie," Paul tried to assure her.


  The girl looked at him like he was a liar. "But it was!" she wailed guiltily. "If I hadn't gotten them to let me inside, Grandpappy wouldn't have been able to do what he did. I helped kill them, Paul. I did!"


  Paul ushered his sister to the bed and sat her down on the lumpy mattress. He sat there with her for a long time, holding her, listening to her cry, unable to comfort her. Paul could only guess at what Bessie had witnessed at the Milfords', but whatever it was, it had been traumatizing for the seven-year-old. He cursed Grandpappy for using Bessie in such a horrible way, and his mother for allowing him to.


  After a while, Bessie's sobs settled down and she grew quiet. Paul looked around the bedroom they were now confined to. After the window of the other one had been shattered and the shutters broken, Paul and Bessie had been moved to a room at the far end of the hall. This one was much smaller and its single window wasn't just shuttered, but boarded up from the inside as well. Paul had tried to pry the boards loose with his fingers, but had found it impossible. There was no getting out, no chance of escape at all. Paul had finally had to come to the realization that he and Bessie were there for as long as Grandpappy wanted them to be there.


  Which was another thing that bothered Paul. What would happen when Grandpappy no longer had a need for them? Would he kill them? Or would he turn them into the kind of creature that their mother had become?


  Like most children, Paul didn't fully understand death and feared it worse than anything else in the world. But strangely enough, he found that he feared Grandpappy and the form of existence that he offered even more. If he had to choose between the two, Paul wasn't sure that he wouldn't choose death, for both himself and his little sister.


  "Paul?" asked Bessie, looking up at him.


  "What, squirt?" He gave her a lame smile and ran his hand through her bright red hair.


  "Paul… what do you think happened to Daddy?" she asked. "Did he make it down off the mountain? Or was he… ?"


  The boy knew what she was driving at. Had their father outwitted the creature that Grandpappy Craven had become, or had he been killed by it before he'd reached the foot of the mountain? The question had haunted him for the past couple of days. Their father had not returned as he'd promised and no one had mentioned him at all, not Grandpappy or their mother, not even Dud. Just the possibility of his father being dead, brutally murdered by the hellish black boar, horrified the ten-year-old. He had to drive the awful thought of it from his mind just to keep from crying.


  "I don't know, Bessie," he finally told her. "You know Daddy. He's too ornery to let Grandpappy get the best of him. Who knows? He might be on his way to get us right now."


  "Yeah," said the girl, although she looked doubtful. "Maybe."


  They sat there in silence for a long while, separate in their misery, yet together. They could hear the distant pounding of a hammer downstairs, could feel the faint jarring of each blow as it thrummed through the iron frame of the bed. Then the sound ended and there was nothing for a while. Paul looked at the glow-in-the-dark hands on his wristwatch and saw that it was nearly two o'clock in the afternoon. His stomach growled. It was already a couple of hours past lunchtime. Dud Craven usually brought them something to eat around noon. Whatever he was doing down there, it must be something mighty important.


  A few minutes later, Paul heard the sound of footsteps in the hallway outside, followed by the rattle of a skeleton key in the lock. Then the door swung open and Dud stood there. He set a couple of cans of Coke, two cheese-and-bologna sandwiches, and a bag of Ruffles potato chips on the dusty floor.


  "Sorry I forgot about you younguns today," he said. "I've been busy."


  "Busy with what?" Paul asked him. "I heard hammering."


  Dud looked at the boy. Paul was surprised. Dud usually stared at him and Bessie as if he were staring at a brick wall. But that afternoon he seemed to actually see them. "I'm making things right."


  "What do you mean?" asked Bessie.


  Dud hesitated for a moment. In a way he seemed nervous, but in another way he didn't. It took Paul a while before he recognized the emotion in the farmer's eyes. It was grim purpose. Whatever Dud was up to downstairs, Paul had a peculiar feeling that it would not be to Grandpappy's liking.


  "You got a watch on you, boy?" asked Dud.


  Paul held up his wrist and showed the man.


  "When six o'clock rolls around, ya'll be ready."


  The boy was confused. "Ready for what?"


  "Ready to run," Dud told him.


  Bessie's eyes widened. "You mean, you're gonna let us go?"


  Dud smiled wearily. "Yeah, honey, I am."


  "But why?" asked Paul. He eyed the farmer with suspicion. "Why now? You've had plenty of chances before."


  "Let's just say I came to my senses," said Dud. He looked at the two youngsters. "I'm sorry about what's happened to you. What's happened to your ma, too. But it wasn't all my fault. It's Grandpappy who's to blame."


  "He's a real bad man, ain't he?" asked Bessie.


  "Yeah, honey," said Dud. "He is that."


  Paul looked at his watch. "Six o'clock?"


  "That's right. Then I'll be back up for you. But you've gotta promise to run the moment I let you out that front door. Run as fast as you can down the mountainside and don't turn back, no matter what you see or hear. Do you promise me that?"


  The children nodded in agreement. "Yes, sir," said Paul. "We promise."


  "Good," said Dud. "Now, ya'll eat up and see if you can't take yourself a nap. I'll let you know when it's time."


  He closed the door behind him and locked it.


  Paul and Bessie jumped off the bed and attacked the food hungrily. When they were halfway through, Bessie looked over at her brother. "Do you think he was telling the truth?"


  "Who?" asked Paul. He washed down a bite of sandwich with a swallow of soda.


  "Dud. Do you really think he meant what he said? Or was he just joking?"


  Paul thought about it. "I think he was telling the truth."


  "What do you think he's gonna do after we're gone?" she asked.


  "I don't know," Paul told her. "But whatever it is, I think it's gonna be something big."


  Bessie nibbled on some potato chips. "What about Mama? Is he gonna let her go, too?"


  Paul didn't answer. He didn't know how to tell his sister that their mother would not be leaving Craven's Mountain. Grandpappy had made Joan Andrews into what she was now. He owned her, body and soul. And he would never give her up.


  Whatever Dud had up his sleeve, Paul hoped it would mean the end of Grandpappy. And if his mother also perished, then Paul knew that he would have to accept that. He loved her and would rather see her dead than remain the creature she had been turned into against her will.


   


  They were a fourth of the way up Craven's Mountain when Caleb slammed on the brakes. "Damn it to hell!" he cussed, as the Blazer came to a grinding halt.


  Neither Boyd nor Tammy had to ask the reason for his reaction. They had turned a sharp bend in the mountain road and almost crashed into a tree that blocked the way.


  They sat there in the idling vehicle for a moment, staring at the big oak that lay across the narrow road. Stunned silence filled the four-wheel drive. "What do you think, Caleb? Do you think we could move it out of the way?"


  Caleb laughed. "Are you kidding? That's a fifty-footer if it's an inch," he said. "The thing probably weighs a solid ton, maybe more. No, there's no way we're gonna haul that off by hand."


  They left the Blazer and walked from one side of the dirt road to the other. The right side was a steep embankment, while the other descended into a deep hollow. The tree stretched in between, its branches rising a good twelve feet above their heads. "Looks like we won't be going around it or over it, either," said Boyd.


  Caleb walked to the far end and examined the base of the trunk. "Take a look," he called to Boyd. "Wasn't no act of nature that put it here, that's for sure."


  Boyd walked to where Caleb stood. The trunk had been cut cleanly in half. "Looks like someone used a chainsaw," he said, running a finger along the ringed width of the severed trunk.


  "Somebody didn't want us coming up here," said Caleb. "Dud Craven?"


  "That's who I'd place my bet on," agreed Boyd.


  Tammy walked over and joined them. "So, is there any other way to the top of the mountain?"


  "There's an old logging road, but it's all the way on the other side," Caleb told her. "And it ain't no easy feat getting to it, either. We'd have to go all the way back to the main highway and then drive a good twelve miles further on. After that, we'd have to take a couple of backroads that haven't been used in several years. By the time we reached the logging road, we'd have lost a couple of hours."


  Tammy looked at her watch and shook her head. "We've lost enough time already," she said, upset. "It's already past two-thirty." She stepped back, and shading her eyes, peered up the wooded face of Craven's Mountain. "How long will it take us to get there by foot?"


  "To the church?" asked Caleb. "About an hour's walk. About twice that to the old Craven place. And it'll be rough traveling, too. We'll have to leave the road to get to the church, and it's nothing but heavy thicket and steep bluffs all the way there. That'll slow us down even more."


  "We should have known they wouldn't make it easy on us," said Boyd. "I reckon it was pretty foolish to think we could just drive up to Grandpappy's front door, like I did the first time."


  Tammy thought to herself for a moment. "Well, I suppose we'll just have to tough it and walk the rest of the way. We're not on some Sunday picnic here. We can't just pack up everything and wait for a better opportunity. We have to do it, and we have to do it today."


  "I agree," said Caleb. "But we ain't going to be able to carry as many of those cocktails as we'd like."


  "Then we'll take as many we can," said Tammy. She walked around to the back of the Blazer and began to gather what they would need.


  "She's one hellcat of a lady, ain't she?" asked Caleb with a smile.


  Boyd nodded. "Yeah, she's mighty determined. But underneath it all, I think she's scared."


  "Well, sure she is," said the mountain man. "She's admitted that already."


  "No, I mean really scared," Boyd told him. "I think she's afraid that Wendell will come back for her sooner or later, and next time he'll end up turning her into one of them. I think she's bound and determined to beat him to the punch."


  "Well, she's got me on her side, that's for sure," Caleb declared.


  "Me, too," said Boyd. "I wouldn't be here right now if it wasn't for her, and that's a fact."


  "Then what're we waiting for?" asked Caleb, starting toward the Blazer. "Let's grab our gear and head out."


  Boyd joined Caleb and Tammy at the back of the four-wheel drive, then helped them ration out the things they would take along. They took only six of the twelve Molotov cocktails, knowing it would be too difficult to carry any more. They wrapped them in an old horse blanket and placed them in the canvas bag. Then Caleb gently slung the bag over one shoulder, while toting the Hawken across the other.


  "You sure you can handle all that, oldtimer?" Boyd asked, winking at Tammy.


  "Oldtimer!" bellowed Vanleer indignantly. "Why, you just watch me make tracks up this here mountain! I was climbing stone walls with my fingernails when you were pissing in your diapers, Boyd, and I ain't slowed down a lick. You'd best hitch up your britches and keep up, 'cause I don't slow down for no one, male or female." Then he tightened his hold on the drawstrings of the bag, and stepping over the trunk of the tree, headed up the mountain road in long strides.


  Boyd laughed. "I was just teasing him, but it looks like he took it seriously. I know him. He'll leave us in the dust if we don't hurry."


  As they picked up their weapons and began to climb through the dense branches of the fallen oak, Tammy turned toward the brawny carpenter. "Boyd?" she asked.


  "Yes?"


  Tammy looked at him, her eyes big behind the lenses of her glasses. "Boyd, I just want to say… thank you. Thanks for helping me do this."


  Boyd reached out and took her hand. "Thank you, Tammy. Believe me, if you hadn't come by and talked some sense into my sorry head, I'd still be hiding in a whiskey bottle, instead of here, trying to save my kids."


  Tammy blushed in embarrassment but squeezed his hand, letting him know that his thanks were appreciated. Then they made it past the tree and hurried up the road to join Caleb, who was already a good seventy feet ahead of them.


  


  Chapter Forty
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  They reached the mountain church by four-thirty that afternoon.


  Caleb had been right. After leaving the road, travel had grown more difficult. At first, they'd encountered acres of dense thicket and thorny bramble, and large stands of pine where the heavy boughs seemed to join and form a nearly impenetrable wall. They had finally battled their way past those obstacles and begun to make their way toward the southern side of the mountain. They seemed to fare no better there. Tall limestone cliffs replaced the steep slope of the mountainside in several places, some stretching fifty or sixty feet from bottom to top. More than once they found themselves scaling the high bluffs with nothing between them and the open air but a narrow ledge no more than a foot wide. Tammy had frozen once, unable to move after she'd looked down and seen the leafy spikes of treetops fifty feet beneath her. Fortunately, Caleb and Boyd had calmed her, telling her to focus on her climbing and to ignore the drop beneath her.


  When they had finally reached level ground, or the closest thing to it, they found that more than an hour had passed since they had left the Blazer on the far side of the fallen tree. Picking up their pace, they continued on, eager to reach their first destination. Tammy felt her ears begin to pop the higher they climbed; before long her head felt clogged and congested. She took a pack of gum from her blouse pocket and passed the sticks around. Caleb and Boyd took theirs gratefully, although both of them were more accustomed to the increase in altitude than she was.


  Eventually, they spotted the steeple of the old church above the treetops. As they picked their way through a dense grove of black oaks, Tammy peered up through the foliage and saw that the sun was already dropping in the sky, shifting down toward the western horizon. It wouldn't be long before it was gone completely and darkness would cover Craven's Mountain like a blanket. She had hoped that they would have plenty of time to do what they needed to do, but the difficulty of making the wooden bullets and bolts, as well as the unexpected obstacle of the fallen tree, had robbed them of several crucial hours. She just prayed that they would finish their work at the church and reach the Craven house before twilight If they didn't, they would face much more opposition than they'd first expected.


  When they reached the old church house, they found it cloaked in long shadows. Only a few beams of sunlight broke through the tall trees that stood like silent sentinels around it. The structure was weathered a dull, lifeless gray, but its windows still held much of the stained glass that had been placed there well over a hundred years ago. Tammy could see that half of the building's roof had caved in, while the other seemed intact, its rafters still holding firm. The single door at the front of the building was closed. Tammy had never seen a church door that looked less inviting than the one she stood before at that moment.


  "Well, this is it," said Boyd. "Doesn't look like much, does it?"


  "Quicksand don't look like much, either, until you step in it," said Caleb. "Are we ready to go in?"


  Tammy nodded. "I guess so." She cocked the crossbow and placed a wooden bolt in the cradle of the catapult. She felt at her right hip. The modified toolbelt was there, holding the rest of the bolts and the Colt Navy pistol.


  Boyd and Caleb also checked their weapons. When they were satisfied that all were in working order, they turned toward the church house. Together, they approached the weathered structure that had once served as a house of the Lord.


  They opened the door and stepped inside. The roof of the church had collapsed for several yards. It hung scarcely a foot over their heads in some places. They began to walk down the center aisle. To both the right and the left stretched oaken pews, some fallen, some standing upright. Rays of sunlight filtered through holes in the roof, but for the most part the structure remained in darkness. Up ahead stood the front of the church and its unadorned wooden pulpit.


  "How do you want to do this?" asked Caleb. Although he whispered, his voice carried.


  "I'll take the front," Tammy told them. "You two take the pews and make sure no one is hiding there."


  Boyd and Caleb took flashlights from their pockets and began to search the dark shadows between the pews while Tammy headed toward the front of the church.


   


  Wendell opened his eyes. His sleep had been interrupted by the sound of soft voices. He listened closely but heard no further talk. Instead, he heard the sound of footsteps walking down the center aisle of the church. They were the light footsteps of a woman.


  The minister focused, sharpening his hearing even more. He detected the woman's frightened heartbeat and recognized it immediately: it was his wife's. Tammy was there, no more than thirty feet away. And he knew what she had come for, too. There was only one reason he could think of, and that was to destroy him.


  Wendell smiled. The fool. How could she possibly expected to kill someone as powerful as he was? Of course, it was daylight and he wasn't as strong as he would be come nightfall. But even at his weakest he possessed the strength to break dear Tammy's neck with a single snap of his fingers. He sensed that someone else had accompanied her. He could hear their excited breathing further away, toward the rear of the church house. But that changed nothing in his mind. He would deal with them… after he dealt with his traitor of a spouse.


  He crouched in his makeshift coffin—the hollow interior of the pulpit—and waited. He listened as Tammy's footsteps grew nearer, anticipating the moment he would leave the shelter of the podium and reveal himself.


   


  Caleb was checking the pews on the left while Boyd checked the ones on the right. Suddenly the beam of Caleb's flashlight picked out more than dusty wood. Lying on the seat of one of the pews was a pretty blond woman in a floral housedress. He took a couple of steps closer and directed the light at her face. Her skin was as pale as biscuit dough. He didn't have to reach out and touch her to know that she would be as cold as ice.


  "Boyd!" he called in a whisper. "Come here. I found something."


  Soon Boyd was standing behind Caleb. He peered over the man's shoulder and nodded. "It's Karen Hughs," he said.


  "Shit!" cursed Caleb. He held the Hawken rifle in his free hand, but the muzzle was pointed toward the floor. "Now that we've found one of 'em, I don't quite know what to do."


  "Shoot her through the heart, just as we discussed," Boyd urged.


  Caleb hesitated. "Maybe Wendell hasn't turned her into one of them things just yet. For all I know, she might still be alive."


  Boyd shined his flashlight on the woman, throwing even more light on her prone form. "No, she's one of them, all right," he said. "Remember Jamie Bell? Wasn't that how she looked?"


  "Yeah," replied Caleb. "Right on the money."


  "Then you've got to do it," he said. "Or I'll do it for you."


  "No," Caleb told him. "I signed up for this outfit of my own free will. I'll do my own dirty work." He handed Boyd his flashlight and lifted the Hawken, resting his shoulder snugly against the curved buttplate and aiming down the octagon barrel.


  He drew his mark on the center of the woman's chest, which rose and fell shallowly. Caleb told himself that it was not the breath of the living, but the involuntary action of something that had been wrenched from death and forced to act as if it were alive again. He curled his forefinger through the trigger guard of polished brass, resting it lightly against the trigger. Then laying the ball of his thumb against the hammer, cocked it back.


  The crisp snap of the mechanism jolted the woman awake. Karen Hughs opened her eyes and stared up at him.


  "Shoot her, Caleb!" Boyd rasped behind him. "Now!"


  A grin crossed the woman's face—a grin that possessed an evil she had never known in life—and abruptly she began to sit up.


  "Now, Caleb!" urged Boyd, his voice high with panic.


  Caleb squeezed the trigger. The Hawken went off with a thunderous boom and a burst of burnt powder. At first the mountain man couldn't be sure he had hit his target.


  Then, as the gunsmoke began to clear, he saw that his aim had been true. Karen Hughs had fallen back onto the pew. She writhed and bucked, clutching at a dark hole in her chest. He watched for blood but saw none. Only a nasty, bluish smoke curled from the wound, smelling like scorched flesh. Karen's eyes widened and her mouth opened, exposing sharp fangs, but she did not scream. She stayed in that horrible position for a long moment, then relaxed. Caleb waited for her to move again, but she didn't.


  Boyd laid a hand on Caleb's shoulder. "You did it, buddy. You handled it just—"


  An angry roar cut Boyd off in midsentence. He whirled, shining his flashlight toward the other side of the church. A dark form hurled itself from between the pews, landing in the center aisle. The pale light revealed it to be Bill Hughs, dressed in slacks, a white shirt, and a gray cardigan.


  Before Boyd knew it, Bill was on top of him, knocking him onto his back on the pew where Karen lay. Both flashlights had fallen from his grasp, but still he could see the shoe salesman's pale, dead face leering down at him from out of the gloom. His eyes blazed like twin flames, burning into Boyd's brain, paralyzing him. In terror, Boyd watched as fangs sprouted from the corners of Bill's mouth, fangs sharp enough to rend flesh with little effort at all.


  Bill was dipping his head toward Boyd's throat when another gunshot went off. This time it was the crack of Caleb's flintlock pistol. Boyd cried out as the bullet opened the top of Bill's skull and cold brains splattered across his face. He looked up into the man's face, but there was no sign of agony like that which had gripped his wife's during her demise. Bill laughed and continued to lower his mouth to the side of the carpenter's neck.


  Boyd shuddered. He could feel the creature's icy breath against his flesh. Boyd knew that he had to do something quickly. With difficulty, he clenched his eyes shut and felt the strange paralysis leave him. He was lying on the hard column of the Mississippi rifle; it was still slung across his back. He felt along his waist and found the butt of the Colt Dragoon jutting from his belt.


  He felt the sharp prick of fangs bearing against his throat, ready to open his jugular, when he drew the gun and pointed its barrel upward. He felt the muzzle touch the bony plate of Bill's sternum. Without hesitation, Boyd cocked the gun and fired. The revolver bucked in his hand, belching smoke and flame. Bill recoiled as the wooden projectile burrowed into the bloodless sack of his heart.


  Boyd didn't stop there. He fired three more times, point-blank, at the vampire's chest. Bill gasped and lurched away, landing on his back on the pew. He twisted and turned as he tore at the front of his shirt, smoke curling between his fingers. Then a rattling sigh escaped his lungs and he settled down onto the oaken seat. A moment later he, too, was gone.


  "Are you all right?" Caleb asked. His concerned hands grasped the carpenter's shoulders and helped him up. "He didn't get you, did he?"


  Boyd's heart leapt and he placed a hand to his throat. He relaxed when he found the skin unbroken. "Thank God, no," he said.


  They retrieved their flashlights and examined the bodies of Bill and Karen Hughs. They were both dead. Truly dead.


  "Well, we got 'em," Caleb said with a sigh.


  "Not quite," said Boyd. "We still have to find the girl."


  Caleb swallowed nervously and nodded. Then they went back to searching the pews one by one.


   


  Tammy was nearly at the front of the church when the boom of the Hawken rifle echoed through the ancient structure. A moment later, several more shots rang out—one pistol shot, followed by the rapid fire of Boyd's big .44 Dragoon.


  She turned and stood there, scarcely breathing. She was unable to see anything in the darkness of the furthermost pews. When the gunshots had faded, she considered calling out to the two men and asking if they were all right. But for some reason, she didn't. She continued to stare into the gloom, but could only make out two shadowy forms moving among the long benches. Was it Boyd and Caleb? Or was it Bill and Karen Hughs?


  She took a step forward, hoping to find out for sure, when she heard the creak of a floorboard behind her. She froze for a second, then slowly turned around. She wasn't at all surprised to see Wendell standing behind the pulpit, grinning contemptuously down at her.


  "You're the last one I expected to come here, Tammy," he said, his red eyes brimming with amusement.


  "I don't know why," Tammy told him. She tightened her grip on the crossbow and brought it into view. "You're my husband, aren't you? You've treated me like a dog, but I still love you. That's why I came here today. To save you from what you've become."


  Wendell stared at the weapon in her hands. "A crossbow? Oh, how quaint, Tammy. Right out of the Middle Ages." A wicked glint sparkled in his eyes. "Of course, I'm impressed that you even thought of it. Knowing you, I would have suspected something more simple. A squirt gun filled with holy water, perhaps."


  "I'm not stupid, Wendell," she snapped. "I never was."


  "You are right," he said. The minister left his place behind the podium and stepped down off the platform, slowly edging his way toward her. "You turned out to be much more clever than I would have ever imagined. How did you know you'd find me here?"


  "You're a preacher," she said. "Where else could you go to find refuge and build your own congregation?"


  "Another burst of inspiration," said Wendell. "My, the little lady has been using her brain lately."


  "Shut up, Wendell!" she yelled. She lifted the crossbow and aimed it at his chest. "I'm tired of your condescending crap."


  The smile left Wendell's face and he regarded the woman seriously. "You don't want to kill me, Tammy," he said.


  "No," admitted the woman. "But I have to. You're too dangerous."


  She expected her husband to laugh, but he didn't. Instead, he spread his hands outward and walked toward her. "Why do you say that, Tammy? I really don't know what you mean. You've been suffering delusions, my dear. All this evil you've seen… it's all been in your mind. Look at my face. Does this look like the face of a vampire?"


  Tammy looked at him and was shocked to find something entirely different than what she'd expected. Wendell's face was no longer pale and his eyes were no longer a blazing crimson. Instead, his cheeks were tanned and healthy, and his eyes were as clear and blue as they had ever been. He looked like the man she had married five years ago. He looked like the Wendell she had fallen in love with.


  "I'm not some monster," he said, his eyes pleading. "I'm your husband. I'm Wendell. And I love you."


  Tammy felt her resolve begin to crumble. The crossbow grew heavy in her hands. She let it sag toward the floor as the young minister walked toward her. "Oh, Wendell," she moaned. "Is it you? The real you?"


  "Yes, dear," he said, no more than six feet away. "Throw that thing down and come to me. Come to me and let me love you."


  Tammy was about to let the crossbow slip from her fingers when she saw Wendell's face change abruptly. Once again it grew pale of flesh and its eyes blazed with angry crimson.


  "No!" he screamed, and stumbled backward.


  Tammy didn't know what was happening, until she noticed Boyd and Caleb standing to both sides of her. They brandished the crosses Boyd had made, holding them at arm's length. "Are you okay, Tammy?" Boyd asked her.


  She felt strangely lightheaded. "What happened?" she muttered.


  "He played a trick on you," said Caleb. "Made you see something that wasn't really there. I'll be damned if it didn't look like you were about to go to him."


  "I was," said Tammy. "What about the Hughses?"


  "We got Bill and Karen," Boyd told her. "It was a close call. I almost got my throat ripped out."


  Tammy turned back to her husband. She was satisfied to see the fearful look on his bloodless face. "Not so cocky now, are you, Wendell?"


  "You may destroy me, but you won't be as lucky with Grandpappy Craven," he said with a smirk. "The old man will kill you all."


  "We'll see about that," said Boyd.


  Suddenly, movement came from the darkness beyond the pulpit.


  "Who's that?" asked Caleb, shifting his eyes from Wendell to the pale form that emerged from the shadows of a far corner.


  "Miss Tammy?" came the frightened voice of a small child.


  The woman walked toward the platform. "Penny? Is that you?"


  "Yes, ma'am," she said.


  Tammy grew closer, trying to see clearly in the gloom. "How do you feel, Penny?"


  "Cold," she said softly.


  "How is she, Tammy?" called Boyd. "Is she… ?"


  Tammy came close enough to see the five-year-old. Her face was pale and there was an ugly blue wound in the side of her throat. Her heart sank. "Yes," she told him. "She is."


  Penny's eyes were full of fear and confusion. "He told me it would be like heaven, Miss Tammy."


  Tammy felt her heart clench. "He lied, sweetheart." She reached out to the girl. "Here. Take my hand."


  The girl did as she was told. "Where are we going?" she asked.


  "I'm taking you to your mother and father," she told her.


  Boyd watched Tammy while Caleb kept a cautious eye on Wendell. The woman took the child by the hand and led her toward the back of the church. As they headed down the center aisle into the darkness beyond, Boyd noticed that Tammy had let the crossbow hang to her side by its shoulder strap. Her right hand hung next to the toolbelt, close to the Navy revolver that rested in one of the leather sleeves.


  A long minute passed. They heard nothing. Then a single shot rang out.


  Boyd watched the darkness but saw nothing. Then a form emerged from out of the gloom. The form of a thin, bespectacled woman with mousy brown hair. When she passed through a ray of sunlight that shone from a hole in the ceiling, he saw that her eyes were full of tears… angry tears.


  Tammy walked slowly up the aisle. By the time she had reached the front of the church, she had returned the smoking gun to its holder. Then she lifted the crossbow and directed it toward Wendell.


  "You bastard!" she cried. Then she pulled the trigger.


  There was a dull thwump and a gray blur as the bolt was propelled forward. It struck Wendell in the stomach, driving him backward. He slammed into the front of the pulpit and was nailed there by the point of the bolt, which had emerged from the small of his back.


  Wendell looked down at the end of the arrow that protruded from his belly. Incredulously he looked up at his wife and began to laugh. "You missed, Tammy!" he wailed hysterically. "You came all this way and you missed!"


  Tammy looked over at Caleb. "Could you get me one?" she asked. "Out of the bag?"


  The mountain man nodded in understanding. He let go of his cross, and reaching around his back, unslung the canvas bag. Opening the drawstrings, he handed her one of the objects from inside.


  Wendell began to laugh even harder. "What are you doing?" he asked, as Tammy took the whiskey bottle filled with amber fluid. At first, he was sure that she was about to take a drink of liquor, which seemed ludicrous, since Tammy had always been a devout teetotaler. Then he watched as she reached into the hip pocket of her jeans and withdrew something. A long, plastic object with a hint of chrome at the top.


  It was a butane lighter. Wendell's laughter died. It was at that moment that he noticed the strip of cloth that dangled from the mouth of the bottle.


  "No!" he screamed.


  Tammy smiled grimly. She lit the fuse, let the flame travel the length of the cloth, then heaved the bottle straight at her husband.


  The glass shattered on impact, drenching Wendell in gasoline and igniting him in an instant. The flames spread swiftly, engulfing him, turning him into a shrieking, writhing bundle of fire. Tammy watched through her tears as flames quickly swallowed both him and the pulpit. The blaze quickly rose toward the ceiling and set the dry rafters on fire.


  "Come on!" said Boyd, grabbing her arm and pulling her toward the door. "The whole place will go up before we know it."


  Boyd was right. By the time they made it outside, half the church was on fire. The building went up like a tinderbox, the flames hungrily licking along the rafters to the roof, and then on to the four walls. They retreated to the woods, the heat too intense to stand close to.


  When they were out of harm's way, Boyd turned and looked at Tammy. She stared at the flaming church house. Tears rolled down her cheeks, but the fear was no longer in her eyes. The threat she had gone there to destroy was gone now.


  "I'm sorry, Tammy," he said, "about what you had to do to Wendell."


  "It wasn't that hard," she told him. "After Penny, it was easy."


  They watched until the entire building was engulfed. Then they gathered up their gear and prepared to move on. The sun cast long shadows ahead of them. Looking back, they could see it hanging low above the valley, inching its way toward the horizon.


  They knew then that they must make the most of what little time they had left. Heading west, they continued on up the mountainside, toward the very top.


  


  Chapter Forty-one
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  "What time is it?" asked Bessie for the umpteenth time.


  Paul checked the glowing hands of his watch. "It's five past six," he told her. He could barely see his sister's face in the deepening gloom of the upstairs bedroom.


  "But I thought—"


  "Yeah, I know," he said. "Dud was supposed to be here to get us at six o'clock."


  The girl looked near tears. "Did he forget us?"


  Paul was about to answer her when he heard the rattle of a key in the outer lock. They turned just as the door opened. Dud Craven stood there, his face anxious.


  "Okay, come on," he instructed. "But be quiet. The sun's almost down and they should be up and about in a little while."


  Paul wondered why he hadn't let them go earlier, when the sun was still high. But he thought he already knew. First, Dud had to complete his work, whatever it might be. Paul had heard the periodic strike of the hammer up until about fifteen minutes ago. The second reason Dud might have had was his distrust of the children. If they had been able to reach the foot of the mountain and summon help before sunset, Dud's plans might have been thwarted by the Green Hollow police.


  Silently, they followed the man down the shadowy hallway to the staircase. Once downstairs, they paused in the foyer for a moment while Dud went to a narrow door beneath the stairs and peered into the cellar below. Paul looked around, trying to find evidence of Dud's work. A moment later he saw it. A long length of green-and-yellow wire ran along the uppermost edge of the foyer wall, held in place by steel U-tacks. The wire traveled completely around the room, disappearing into the deep shadows of the rafters in several places. Then it ran past the staircase, toward the family room.


  Dud seemed to be satisfied with what he had seen in the basement. He walked to the front door and opened it, then motioned for them to accompany him outside. They obeyed him. Soon they were standing on the front porch with the door closed behind them.


  The farmer took a flashlight from the pocket of his overalls. "Here," he said, handing it to Paul. "This'll help you find your way down the mountain. Take the road yonder. It'll take you straight down to the highway."


  "Thanks," said the boy. He took his sister's hand and led her down the porch steps to the weedy yard below. He turned and looked at Dud. The man looked nervous, like he wanted them away from the old house.


  "Well, git going," he said, waving them on. "And remember what I told ya'll earlier. Don't come back up here, no matter what."


  "Come on, Bessie," said Paul. The boy and girl headed through the weeds toward the dirt track of the mountain road.


  A moment later they reached it. Paul looked back at the house one last time. Dud had already gone back inside and closed the door behind him.


  "What's he going to do?" Bessie asked him. She clutched his hand tightly, afraid to let go.


  Paul said nothing. He thought of the wires and was sure that he knew what Dud had in mind. If he was right, it would be in their best interests to get as far away from the old house as possible.


  He looked into the sky and saw the last brilliant colors of the sunset slowly bleeding into twilight. It wouldn't be long before darkness came. "Let's go," he said.


  Soon they were heading down the shadowy mountain road through the two or three miles of wilderness that lay between them and the highway below.


   


  Boyd, Tammy, and Caleb made their way cautiously through the woods that stretched behind the old Craven farm. The last muted glow of daylight shone through the thick foliage of the trees as they stepped through high patches of kudzu.


  "Ya'll be careful," whispered Caleb. "There could be sinkholes beneath this thicket. Be kind of a kick in the pants, breaking your freaking leg up here, wouldn't it?"


  Neither Boyd nor Tammy answered him. Arriving there so close to nightfall was enough of a kick in the pants for them. Now they had more than Dud Craven to worry about. By the time they reached the house, Grandpappy, Joan, and no telling how many others might be there to confront them.


  The thought of turning back and returning the following day had crossed their minds, but none of them had suggested it out loud. They all knew what sort of evil could take place during a night's time. Grandpappy and his newly damned kin might return to Green Hollow and increase their number. And that would only complicate their mission even more. The more vampires there were to destroy and dispose of, the more difficult their work would be.


  They saw the weathered barn and outbuildings at the far edge of the woods and started toward them. They were halfway there when Boyd stopped. He peered into the shadows to his left.


  "What is it?" Tammy asked softly.


  Boyd turned on his flashlight and directed the beam toward the darkness that stretched amid the trees. The light glanced off chrome and glass. "Let's check it out," he suggested.


  The three walked to the grove of sugar maples. Parked in a semicircle were three vehicles. One was Joan's Tempo, another was Boyd's red pickup truck. The third was Stan Watts's silver Lincoln. "Damn," said Boyd. "I had a feeling he would come up here."


  They checked the vehicles. They lucked out when they reached Watts's big Lincoln. The keys still dangled from the ignition.


  Caleb spotted a twelve-gauge shotgun locked in a rack beneath the dashboard of the passenger side. He removed the key ring from the ignition and tried several keys before the rack came unlocked The mountain man took the riot gun in his hands. "This might work a little better against Dudley than that old cap-and-ball revolver of mine." He pumped the slide and jacked a shell into the breech. A shiver ran down his spine. The sound reminded him of Conners and that underground cavern back in the Highlands of Vietnam.


  "Give me those keys, Caleb," said Boyd. When he had them in his hand, he turned to Tammy. "I want you to do something for me," he told her. "I know you're not going to like it, but I want you to stay here with the Lincoln for a while, then drive it out of the woods and up to the road next to the house."


  "While you two storm into the house and take care of business, I suppose," said Tammy, putting her hands on her hips.


  "Well, yeah, but—"


  "No way!" she told him flatly. "We came up here with the agreement that we would all tackle this together. Now you want me to turn into some sort of errand girl while you and Caleb pull your macho raid on their lair. Well, I'm not buying it!"


  "If you think I'm doing this just because you're a woman, you're nuts," Boyd said, trying to keep his voice down. "We're going to need a way out of here, and I need someone to have the car ready for us when we've finished up. Or we might have to make a quick escape if things grow hairier than we first expected. I'm not cutting you out of this, Tammy. I just need you to do this for me… and my children."


  Tammy looked extremely unhappy. "But I'd rather be in there with you guys," she said.


  "I know you would," Boyd told her. "You handled Wendell and the Hughs girl. Let us handle this. Just drive the car up to the house. After you get there, come in and give us hand."


  The woman thought about it. "Okay," she finally said. "But I don't like it."


  He tossed her the keys. "Thanks," he said gratefully.


  "How long do you want me to wait?" she asked.


  "Give us ten minutes."


  Tammy handed Boyd the crossbow. "Here. You'd better take this with you."


  Boyd accepted the crossbow and the belt quiver of bolts. He left the Mississippi rifle with Tammy, along with the .36 Navy revolver she already carried.


  "You guys be careful," she told them.


  Caleb smiled at her. "Don't worry your pretty head over us. We'll be okay."


  Tammy watched as the two men stepped through the heavy blanket of kudzu and headed toward the graywood barn. Soon she had lost track of them in the shadows.


  "Have fun, boys," she grumbled, then sat on the hood of the Lincoln until it was time to make her move.


   


  Boyd and Caleb reached the old barn and crept along its far side to the front corner. They peered around the end and surveyed what lay ahead of them. Past the barn were several outbuildings—a chicken coop, a smokehouse, and an outhouse. Sixty feet of weedy ground stretched between them and the house. The old structure looked completely deserted. No hint of light filtered from its shuttered windows or from the cracks around the front door. The only indication that anyone was there was Dud Craven's primer-gray Dodge parked beneath the oak tree in the front yard.


  "Come on," said Boyd. He took the lead, moving across the front of the barn with his back to the wall. Caleb followed him closely, toting the bag of Molotov cocktails and the Hawken rifle across his broad back. He clutched the twelve-gauge shotgun in his hands, holding the barrel pointed up.


  The last sliver of sun abruptly disappeared over the western horizon, plunging the mountain into twilight. Boyd and Caleb looked at one another. That source of protection was gone now. They would have to rely on their wits and their bravery from now on.


  Boyd paused halfway across the front of the barn. He cocked his head and listened. "Did you hear anything?" he whispered.


  Caleb listened hard, then shrugged. "Can't say that I did."


  They continued on. They were almost to the opposite corner of the barn wall when a shrill noise echoed from behind them. They recognized the sound at once. It was the rusty squeal of unoiled door hinges.


  "What are you doing here?" asked the voice of a woman.


  Caleb whirled. No more than a few feet away stood a heavy-set woman with dark brown hair. She was dressed in a flannel nightgown, as if she had just been roused from bed. Her face stood out starkly in the gloom, the eyes strangely luminescent. Her bare arms and feet seemed as colorless as the rest of her.


  It didn't take Caleb long to figure out that it was Sarah Milford. Apparently, she had slept the day away in the darkness of the old barn and had just awakened.


  "Answer me!" she rasped, grabbing hold of Caleb by the front of his buckskin shirt. She jerked him off his feet and slammed him forcefully against the barn wall.


  Caleb grimaced painfully. The steel-and-wood length of the Hawken pressed uncomfortably against the length of his spine. The bag of firebombs had slipped off his shoulder during her attack. It had fallen to the ground with a clinking of glass against glass, but fortunately, no sound of breakage. The weeds were so high and thick that they had cushioned its fall.


  "You came to kill us, didn't you?" she demanded with a toothy snarl. "You came to kill Grandpappy and put an end to the clan of Craven!"


  She reached up with her free hand and grabbed Caleb by the throat. He felt her fingers tighten around his gullet with a crushing strength. Soon, she seemed to have squeezed all the air from his lungs. He strangled and struggled, unable to breathe.


  Pinpricks of white light began to dance before Caleb's eyes and he knew he was on the verge of passing out. That was when he remembered the object that hung around his neck. He reached down and found the rawhide thong, then the wooden cross just beneath it. He grabbed the base of the crucifix, and lifting it upward, pressed it firmly against the woman's face.


  Sarah Milford cried out as the cross made contact with her flesh. A sizzling like that of frying bacon accompanied curls of bluish smoke as the crucifix burnt deeply into her face. She stumbled backward and flung him away.


  Caleb fell to the ground, landing on his back. As he struggled for breath, he stared up at the woman as she wrenched the cross from her face. It came away with a nasty sucking sound, drawing ugly blisters across the palms of her hands as she threw it away. The cross had damaged her face severely. It had left its configuration from forehead to chin and from one cheek to the other, like deep furrows pressed into soft clay.


  Sarah raised a hand to her mutilated face. Her eyes burned with rage. "You'll die for that!" she growled at Caleb.


  The mountain man was about to crawl away from her when he sensed Boyd standing behind him. "Stay down," he told him. Then there was a dull report and a swoosh of air several feet over Caleb's head.


  He looked up to see one of the wooden bolts protruding from the center of Sarah's chest. She stared down at it dumbly, then fell back against the weathered wall of the barn. She shuddered violently for a moment, her eyes wide with shock and agony. Then her trembling stopped and she slid down the wall to the ground. She sat there for a long moment, her mouth open as if she were gasping for air. Then the glow of her eyes winked out and she fell to her side in the tall grass.


  "That was close," croaked Caleb hoarsely. He rubbed at his throat, still feeling her icy fingerprints against his flesh. "Too damned close!"


  Boyd helped the mountain man to his feet. He looked toward the house. "Hope no one heard us," he said. The structure remained dark and undisturbed. There was no indication that their confrontation with Sarah had even reached those inside the house.


  "Are you all right?" he asked.


  Caleb nodded. "She almost wrung my neck like a chicken, but other than that, I'm fine," he said. He retrieved the canvas bag and carefully slung it over his shoulder. The smell of gasoline was minimal. Apparently, none of the bottles had broken or begun to leak.


  "Remember, I'll take the upstairs and get the children," he said. "You stay downstairs and try to take out Dud before he can raise a ruckus." He thought to himself for a moment. "If you come across Joan, try to hold off, if you possibly can. I'd like to take care of her myself."


  Caleb placed a hand on the carpenter's shoulder. "You've got it. And what about ol' Grandpappy?"


  "We destroy the son-of-a-bitch and burn his remains," he said. "If we can do that, maybe we have a chance of ending this for good."


  "Amen to that!" agreed Caleb. Then, together, they made their way across the weedy yard to the porch of the old Craven house.


  


  Chapter Forty-two
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  Tammy grew restless. She hopped down off the car and peered at her wristwatch in the gloom of dusk. She still had five minutes to go before she left the grove and drove the car up to the road.


  She looked toward the barn. The shadows had darkened since Boyd and Caleb had left and the structure could hardly be seen from where she was. She considered jumping in the Lincoln and taking it to the road ahead of time, but she knew she must allow them plenty of time to make it into the house. If she acted too soon, the sound of the car's engine might alert those inside and spell disaster for the two men. And she certainly didn't want to do that.


  Idly, she began to pace back and forth between the red truck and the Lincoln, trying to work off her anxiety. It was then that she noticed a stifling scent hovering in the air—the stench of decay.


  She walked to the rear of the Lincoln. The smell was worse there. Tammy bent down and put her nose next to the trunk. "Shooo!" she said, almost gagging. "That's got to be where it's coming from."


  Tammy considered opening the trunk but knew she would be unable to see what was inside. She went back to the Lincoln and opened the door. The dome light illuminated the interior of the car. After rummaging through the glove compartment, she found a black aluminum flashlight, the kind preferred by law officers. She snapped on the light, and leaving the car, headed back around the rear fender to the trunk.


  She stood there for a moment, wondering if she really wanted to open the trunk after all. Given the awful stench that drifted from the compartment, did she really want to see what had been stashed inside?


  "Why not?" she asked. She slipped the key in the lock and turned it. The latch disengaged and the trunk swung open automatically.


  Tammy directed the beam of the flashlight into the trunk, then stumbled away, covering her nose and mouth. "Oh, my God!" she muttered.


  It was Stan Watts. The police chief stared up at her with only half a face. It looked as if the other half had been blown away by some horrible explosion. She reached up and began to close the trunk lid. Before she did, however, she saw another wound, this one in the center of the chiefs bloated belly. A second later, the trunk was shut again and Tammy's curiosity had been gruesomely satisfied.


  She returned to the front of the Lincoln, the stench of decomposition hanging heavily in her nostrils. She gagged twice and was sure that she would puke. But after a couple of breaths of cool mountain air, she felt her nausea mercifully pass. She stood there steadying herself next to the car until she regained her bearings.


  "That's what you get for being so nosy," she told herself.


  She looked at her watch again. Two more minutes…


  Tammy climbed behind the wheel and quietly shut the door of the Lincoln. Even with the window down, she could smell the stench of the rotting man in the car, seeping past the cushions of the backseat. She tried to forget that he was there and prepare herself for the drive through the woods.


  A couple of minutes later, she put the key in the ignition and started the car. The engine idled quietly. "Well, here goes," she said. Then she put the car in gear and slowly made her way through the maple grove.


  Once she reached the heavy undergrowth of kudzu, the car moved sluggishly. The vegetation clung to the undercarriage and the tires, and at first, she was afraid she'd be stuck there, unable to proceed. But an extra tap of the gas pedal remedied that problem. Soon she was moving forward again, heading in the direction of the old barn.


   


  They reached the front porch and made their way across it as quietly as possible. Boyd had reloaded the crossbow, while Caleb still held the shotgun he had taken from Watts's car. They reached the door and listened. They heard nothing from inside. All was silent.


  "Hand me one of those cocktails," whispered Boyd. "I may need it."


  Caleb nodded silently. He carefully eased the bag from his shoulder and handed one of the whiskey bottles to Boyd. The carpenter stuck it in the side pocket of his denim jacket.


  The two looked at each other, exchanged a nod of understanding, then opened the door. It was unlocked. The door swung inward, revealing only darkness.


  They stepped into the foyer and produced their flashlights. Boyd pointed to the staircase and Caleb nodded. Boyd snapped on his light and mounted the stairs cautiously, leaving the mountain man on the floor below.


  He reached the head of the stairs, then started along the upstairs hallway. Boyd carried the flashlight in one hand and the crossbow balanced in the other. His finger was light on the trigger, ready to send a wooden bolt at anything that moved from out of the shadows.


  Boyd reached the last door at the end of the corridor, the one that led into the bedroom where Paul and Bessie had first been imprisoned. He stepped inside and swept the beam of the flashlight around. The window was open and unrepaired, and the iron bed was gone. It had been moved to another room. He cussed beneath his breath. That would only cost him more time—time that he had precious little of.


  He left the room and started back down the hallway, checking one room after another. A moment later, he found the one he was looking for. He opened the door and shined his light inside. He saw the bed, but that was all.


  Boyd stepped inside. "Paul?" he whispered. "Bessie? Where are you?"


  When they failed to answer, he swept the beam around the room. He found them nowhere. There was a closet in a corner. He walked to it, thinking maybe they had heard his approach and, frightened, had hidden there. When he opened the door, he found the closet empty.


  Boyd felt a cold dread in the pit of his stomach. Paul and Bessie were gone.


  He turned around. Abruptly, the beam of the flashlight revealed a form dressed in slacks and a navy windbreaker. He recognized the clothing. Boyd lifted the light and revealed a pale face wreathed with dark brown hair.


  "What have you done with them?" demanded Joan. "What have you done with my children?"


  Boyd's heart raced. "I didn't do anything with them," he said. "They were gone when I got here."


  "Liar!" snapped Joan. She clenched her fists and took a step toward him.


  Boyd took a step away from her, then remembered the cross. He grabbed it and held it toward her. "Stay back!" he ordered.


  Joan's face filled with horror and she raised her arm, shielding herself from the sight of the homemade crucifix. "Stop it, Boyd!" she cried. "Don't!"


  Boyd edged his way around the woman, holding the cross in front of him. Soon he had reached the door, but rather than attempt escape, he reached over, and grabbing the brass knob, pulled the door closed.


  "What are you doing?" asked Joan in surprise. "Don't you know that I'll kill you?"


  Boyd felt an aching in his soul. "No, you won't," he said. "You could have killed me before, when I came for Paul and Bessie the last time, but you didn't. You roughed me up a little, but you didn't kill me."


  "What are you trying to say?" she asked. She sounded less angry than before, more confused than anything else.


  Joan's hand still shielded her from the cross, but Boyd could see her face past it. He found none of the contempt that had been there before. Instead, there was an expression of intense remorse and sorrow. "You know what I mean," he said, feeling a sadness of his own. "You still love me, Joan. Just as I still love you."


  A sob emerged from Joan's throat and she lowered her hand. Boyd lowered the cross at the same time. Joan's eyes were wide and full of torment. He expected to see tears there, but there were none. He suddenly realized that she was no longer capable of crying.


  "Oh, Boyd!" she moaned. "Why did he make me into this? Why did he have to take away my life the way he did?"


  "He's evil, that's why," said Boyd, his voice cracking. As he looked at her, Boyd stared past the pallor of her skin and the unholy light of her eyes. In his imagination, he saw the old Joan again, the one he'd once hoped to spend the rest of his life with. "Oh, sweetheart," he muttered, feeling his own tears emerge. "I love you so much."


  Joan's face grew into a mask of grief and heartbreak.


  "I know, Boyd," she whispered. "I love you, too. I never stopped, no matter what I said to you before."


  Boyd nodded, unable to speak around the lump in his throat. He had known that all along. He had waited to hear it from her lips, but now that he had, it ripped him apart inside. For he knew that all hope of reconciliation was lost now. There was no chance of their being together again, and they were both painfully aware of that fact.


  "Boyd," she said softly. "If you love me, then you know what you have to do."


  He remembered what Tammy had told him. "No," he told her. "I can't."


  "You must," she urged. "You know it's best that way. For you and the children. And for me. Especially for me."


  He looked at her and saw the expression of misery in her lovely eyes. She was damned. He knew it, and so did she. There was no bringing her back, no returning her to the state of normalcy she had enjoyed before. Even if she abstained from the horrible yearnings of her affliction—and he wasn't at all sure that it was possible—she would still be one of the living dead. A servant of the devil in the form of a wife and mother.


  "Will you do it, Boyd?" she asked again.


  Boyd stared at her for a long moment. He let the crossbow dangle at his side and reached for the Colt Dragoon. In his mind, he counted the number of shots he had fired at Bill Hughs. He had loaded five wooden bullets, leaving one empty chamber behind the revolver's hammer. That meant he had one shot left.


  He withdrew the gun from his belt and aimed it at Joan. His hand trembled, causing the barrel to waver.


  "Do it." Joan's eyes pleaded. "For me."


  Tears welled in Boyd's eyes, blurring his vision. He blinked them away and saw the white V of Joan's turtleneck above her windbreaker. He steadied his hand and centered the Colt's sights on the spot directly between her breasts.


  He cocked back the hammer. "I'm sorry," he whispered.


  Joan smiled gently. "Don't be," she said. "Tell the children that I love them."


  "I will," he promised.


  They stood there silently for a long moment, knowing that there was nothing else to be said. He stared into Joan's eyes and saw love there. He returned the gesture, mustering as much emotion as he could, letting her know that he felt the same for her.


  Then he took a deep breath and pulled the trigger.


   


  Caleb was standing in the doorway of the family room when the sound of a gunshot rang from the floor overhead.


  He felt his heart leap in his chest and almost turned and bounded up the stairs. But he didn't. He caught himself before he could take a single step. He knew that both of them had a job to do. Boyd was doing his upstairs, which left Caleb to take care of business on the ground floor. He turned back to the family room, holding both the flashlight and the shotgun ahead of him.


  The room was dusty and furnished with antiques. He swept the light along the walls of the huge chamber, looking for movement and listening for the least noise. When he finally discovered that no one was there, he began to turn, intending to continue down the outer hallway. But before he could, the beam of the flashlight revealed something in the far corner. Curious, he returned the light to the object.


  "What the hell—?" he asked, walking closer. At first, he couldn't make out what it was. Then, abruptly, he recognized the contraption.


  It was a red wooden box with a handle jutting from its top. It also had two metal knobs, one on either side of the handle. Connected to those knobs—or terminals—were plastic-coated wires, their ends shaved clean down to the copper core. A green wire was secured to the left terminal, while a yellow one was wound to the terminal at the right.


  It was a detonation box.


  Caleb's heart began to pound as he lifted the flashlight and traced the trail of the green-and-yellow wire up the wall and into the darkness above. There was no ceiling to speak of, only naked rafters. He shined the light into the shadows of the recesses in between.


  The wire led to two sticks of dynamite secured there by gray duct tape. It left the explosives and traveled on a few feet further. Caleb spotted another pair of sticks… followed by yet another.


  "The whole frigging place is wired and ready to blow," he said to himself.


  "That's right," someone said from behind him. "Now, you just step away from that box."


  Caleb froze. He had never heard the man's voice before in his life, but he knew who it was. "Dudley Craven?" he asked.


  "Yep," he replied. The metallic click of a hammer being cocked rang throughout the large room. "You got no cause to be here, Vanleer."


  "You're wrong," said Caleb. "We came for Grandpappy Craven and those he's cursed." The mountain man paused for a second. "What're you planning to do with me, Dud? Are you gonna kill me like you did Chief Watts?"


  Caleb didn't give the farmer time to answer. He knew he had to act now, while his statement had thrown the man off guard. Caleb whirled and brought the shotgun in line, hoping that he got Dud before Dud got him.


  As it turned out, both shotguns went off at the same instant. Their thunderous reports merged, rolling through the old house as if one. Then both men felt the impact of the shots. A converging swarm of buckshot hit them both at the same time, knocking them off their feet and splattering the walls of the family room with blood.


   


  Paul Andrews heard the distant crack of a gunshot. He turned and looked back up the road. Two hundred yards away, he saw the black hull of the old house against the darkening sky.


  "What was that?" asked Bessie.


  The boy waited a moment before answering. Another shot came, this one sounding much deeper, like the blast of a cannon. "Come on," he said to his sister.


  "But Dudley told us not to go back," whined the girl, pulling on Paul's hand.


  Paul had been waiting for the roar of the dynamite, but he hadn't expected the gunshots. He knew that Dud hadn't fired them, at least, not at Grandpappy or the others; it would be futile to attempt to kill them that way. That meant only one thing: someone else was there.


  "I think it's Daddy," he told Bessie. "I think he came back for us."


  The seven-year-old's eyes brightened at the mention of her father. "Then let's go!" she said.


  Together, they ran back up the mountain road, aware of the danger that might await them there, but neither one of them caring.


  


  Chapter Forty-three
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  Caleb Vanleer landed hard on his back, ten feet from where he had stood before. He groaned and with some difficulty, craned his neck and looked down at his stomach. A huge hole had been blown through the center of his abdomen by the blast of Dud's shotgun. Blood bubbled from the ugly wound and flowed like a river across the crotch and legs of his buckskin pants. Strangely enough, he felt nothing. He knew it was the shock of being shot. He had been shot before, back in Nam, and it always took a few minutes for the numbness of the impact to fade and the pain of the injury to set in.


  He looked toward the doorway of the family room. Dud Craven sat against the far wall of the hallway. The pits of stray pellets pocked the wallpaper over his head, as well as a brilliant spray of fresh blood. An ugly hole had been blown through the farmer's left shoulder. Dud glared at Caleb, then at his double-barreled shotgun, which lay seven feet from his grasp. Caleb saw the .45 automatic protruding from the side pocket of his overalls about the same time that Dud remembered it.


  The mountain man spotted a long sofa standing three feet away, and turning on his side, attempted to crawl toward it. As he did, he saw Dud draw the pistol and fire. The bullet struck Caleb in the thigh. It bore through muscle and hit the femur, snapping it completely in half. Caleb bellowed loudly. He pumped the riot gun and fired blindly. The blast hit the wall a good two feet over Dud, raining plaster and bits of wallpaper down upon his head.


  A second later, Caleb was behind the sofa. He looked down at his leg and grimaced. Jagged splinters of bone jutted from the exit hole in the back of his thigh. The wound bled profusely. Soon, he found himself lying in a huge puddle of his own blood. Caleb ripped the cross from around his neck and quickly tied the rawhide thong around his upper thigh. He knotted it tightly but felt no relief at his mediocre attempt at first aid. The ugly crater in the pit of his belly began to come alive, throbbing with pinpricks of hot agony. "Damned sodbuster!" he yelled angrily.


  Dud answered him with another shot from the Colt. The bullet punched the arm of the couch, throwing a cloud of dust into the air.


  Caleb dropped down and peered beneath the old sofa. Between its skinny wooden legs he could see Dud, still sitting with his back to the wall. He grinned and pumped the shotgun again. He stuck the barrel underneath the sofa and fired in the man's direction, sending the blast across the floor of the family room.


  He heard Dud scream and peered beneath the couch again. The load of buckshot had hit the farmer in the right leg, shattering his kneecap. Caleb watched as he crawled around the corner of the doorway, seeking cover.


  "Gotcha, didn't I?" yelled Caleb, half laughing, half screaming in pain. He was about to draw his face from underneath the sofa when he saw the muzzle of Dud's pistol snake around the baseboard of the doorway.


  The gun went off. The .45 slug hit the bottom edge of the sofa, ripping through wood and springs. Caleb felt something sharp slice across his face and pierce his right eye. With a shriek, he rolled backward and fumbled at the source of his agony. His fingertips touched a jagged sliver of wood that protruded from the side of his eyeball.


  He felt blood on his face, as well as something else: the jellylike substance that filled the eye.


  His lid clamped shut on the shard of wood and refused to open again. "The son-of-a-bitch blinded me!" he screamed.


  Enraged, Caleb drew the Remington revolver from his belt, and cocking the hammer, took aim with his good eye. The .44 belched smoke and the lead ball hit its mark—the hand that held the semiautomatic pistol. It tore into the knuckle of Dud's thumb, knocking the .45 from his grasp. With a harsh yell, the farmer retreated from the edge of the door, leaving most of his thumb behind.


  "Bingo!" hissed Caleb from between clenched teeth. He thumbed back the Remington's hammer for another shot. If Dud wanted a fight, Caleb would be more than happy to oblige.


   


  When Paul and Bessie reached the house, they found a silver Lincoln Continental parked in the road out front. As they made it to the car, they found their preacher's wife, Tammy Craven, sitting in the front seat. She seemed torn between staying in the car and going into the house.


  "Miss Tammy!" Bessie called with delight.


  Tammy was surprised to see the children coming from the direction of the mountain road. "Paul, Bessie! Where did you come from?"


  "Dud Craven let us go," the boy told her. "We were heading down the mountain when we heard the shooting. What's going on in there?"


  "It's your dad and Caleb Vanleer," she told them. "They went in to get you two." A stray bullet punched through the front door, cutting the air a few inches above the top of the Lincoln. "Get inside!" she told them.


  Soon, Paul and Bessie were in the backseat, huddled below the windows.


  "Maybe we ought to go in and help them," suggested Paul.


  "It's too dangerous," said Tammy, although she felt guilty for staying put. "They'll be out in a minute. Then we'll be on our way home."


  As the gunfire grew more intense, Tammy began to realize that there was a good chance that the two men would not leave the Craven house alive. If that was the case, then she knew she would have to consider the safety of the children and leave the mountain without Boyd and Caleb, whether she liked it or not.


  "Oooh, gross!" said Bessie from the backseat. Tammy looked in the rearview mirror and saw the girl holding her nose. "What's that awful smell?"


  "You don't want to know," said Tammy. A bullet ricocheted off the hood of the car and she sank lower in her seat, praying it would all be over soon.


   


  Boyd reached the head of the staircase, the Dragoon still fisted in his hand. Gunfire boomed downstairs. It sounded as if a full-scale war was being waged in the northern wing of the old house. Apparently, Caleb had found Dud and they were going at it tooth and nail.


  He was halfway down the stairs when fingers of mist began to swirl before the beam of his flashlight. Boyd saw the smoke seeping from the cracks of the foyer's floorboard, and at first he was certain that the house was on fire. Then, as the wisps of blue mist mingled and began to solidify, he knew that wasn't the case.


  It was the master of the house emerging from the cellar below.


  Red eyes formed in the column of smoke. A second later, Grandpappy Craven stood at the foot of the stairway. He glared up at Boyd, his fangs bared. "I thought I told you never to come here again!" he growled.


  "I had some unfinished business to attend to," said the carpenter.


  Grandpappy noticed the shaken look on Boyd's face. "Where's my granddaughter?" he demanded.


  "You heard the shot," he said, nodding over his shoulder to the upper floor. His eyes looked mournful and full of regret.


  A mixture of terror and rage possessed the vampire's face. "I'll send you to hell for that!" he promised, then started up the stairway toward him.


  "I don't think so," said Boyd. He lifted the reloaded revolver and aimed it at the center of Grandpappy's chest.


  "That won't harm me!" said the old man with a laugh.


  "Oh no?" Boyd smiled and cocked the hammer.


  Grandpappy saw the triumph in the carpenter's eyes and knew that something wasn't right He reached out to the staircase railing, and with inhuman strength, wrenched the banister from its moorings.


  Boyd felt the stairs quake beneath his feet. Abruptly, he was thrown off balance. The gun discharged, but his aim had been altered. The barrel swung wide. The wooden projectile creased the top of Grandpappy's right shoulder, instead of punching through the center of his chest.


  The wound, though superficial, had a devestating effect on the vampire. He clamped a bony hand to his smoking shoulder and stared at Boyd. There was something other than contempt and arrogance in his eyes. The sharp gleam of fear was there as well.


  Boyd was drawing another bead on the old man when mist engulfed Grandpappy once again. He watched as the red eyes grew smaller, descending into the cloud of vapor. Boyd fired quickly, but the bullet tunneled through open air and nothing else.


  He bounded down the stairway and reached the foyer below. He swung his flashlight back and forth, searching for some sign of the old man. Suddenly, he spotted a black widow spider skittering across the boards of the floor. It was heading for a large crack in the base of the foyer wall.


  Boyd leaped across the foyer and tried to stamp the creature with the heel of his boot. His foot came up an inch short, however, and the tiny black spider made it safely to the opening.


  "Damn it!" he growled. Somewhere from beyond the far side of the wall he could hear Grandpappy laughing at him.


  Frustrated, he turned toward the hallway. "Caleb?" he yelled. "Are you all right?"


  He took a step toward the family room. The beam of his flashlight revealed only swirling gunsmoke at first. Then he caught movement on the hall floor and saw Dud crouched there. He saw the gun in his hand a second before he fired. Boyd threw himself against the wall and felt the bullet snap through the air scarcely two inches from his nose. The slug punched through the front door, rattling it in its frame.


  "Get out of here, Boyd!" came Caleb's voice, full of panic and pain. "I'm half dead already. There's nothing you can do for me. Save yourself and the younguns."


  Boyd turned and ran for the front door. He heard the crack of the .45 behind him and braced himself for the shot. But the slug missed its mark, hitting the doorjamb to his right. As Boyd turned the knob and flung the door open, Caleb's words came back to haunt him. Save yourself and the children. But where were they? Had he come all that way and risked his neck just to leave emptyhanded?


  He was crossing the porch and heading for the Lincoln parked out front when a familiar voice shrilled in his ears, lifting his heart.


  "Quick, Daddy!" cried Bessie, peeping over the edge of the car's back window. "We don't have much time!"


  Soon, he had jumped over the hood of the Lincoln and was sliding into the driver's seat, pushing Tammy toward the passenger side. He leaned over the backseat and embraced his children. They hugged him back, reluctant to let go. "Oh, thank God!" he said. "I was afraid you were still inside!"


  It wasn't long before Boyd felt someone tapping him on the back. "Excuse me," said Tammy, "but can the reunion wait? We've got to get out of here."


  "Right," said Boyd. He pulled away from his children and settled back into the driver's seat.


  Tammy looked toward the house. "What about Caleb?" she asked.


  "I couldn't get to him," said Boyd grimly. "I tried, but Dud wouldn't let me. I came close to getting shot a couple of times." He reluctantly put the car in gear. "Looks like he's on his own." Boyd glanced in the rearview mirror and saw his kids sitting on the edge of the backseat. "Buckle!" he called out.


  The two grinned. "Yes, sir!" said Paul, gladly buckling both his and his sister's seat belts.


  Boyd was about to send the car forward when a loud cawing split the air. "Look!" said Tammy, pointing toward the porch.


  A black crow was perched on the porch railing, staring at them with small red eyes. It regarded them for a long moment, then took to the sky. Soon, its dark form had merged with the black velvet of twilight.


  "That was Grandpappy," said Boyd. "He got away from me."


  "Just don't sit here!" Tammy told him. "Go!"


  Boyd stamped on the gas, sending the Lincoln down the dark mountain road.


  As they left the Craven house behind, Bessie craned her neck and looked out the rear window. "Daddy?" she asked.


  Boyd glanced into the backseat. "What, baby?"


  "Where's Mama?"


  Tammy looked over at Boyd. Sadness shown in the man's eyes.


  "I'm sorry, sweetheart," he said softly. "But she didn't make it."


  They all lapsed into grim silence, their thoughts occupied with those who had suffered and eventually perished due to the evil of Josiah Craven. There had been many, so many that it was nearly unbearable to consider.


  As they began their long journey down to the valley, they knew that it hadn't ended yet. Grandpappy was somewhere out there in the darkness, and they knew he would do all in his power to prevent them from leaving Craven's Mountain alive.


  


  Chapter Forty-four
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  The mountain road seemed much darker and more treacherous than Boyd remembered it to be. It was pitted with deep ruts and potholes, and the curves were so sharp that he found himself driving much slower than he would have liked, just to keep the Lincoln on the road. Boyd wanted to floor the gas pedal and get the hell away from Craven's Mountain, and he might have done just that if he'd been in the car alone. But he wasn't. There were Tammy and the kids to consider. Boyd knew that one wrong twist of the steering wheel or one misplaced burst of speed could spell disaster, sending the car off the road and over an embankment.


  And, as if the danger of the road wasn't enough, they also had Grandpappy Craven to contend with. Several times after leaving the house, the coal-black raven had swooped down upon the hood of the car, divebombing them, screeching unnervingly. Several times, they had been certain that it would come right through the Lincoln's windshield. But an instant before impact, the crow would always pull up and away, ascending into the dark sky, a gleam of cruel amusement in its tiny red eyes.


  "How far is it to the highway?" asked Tammy. She sat tensely in the passenger seat, her left hand gripping the dashboard, her right clutching the vinyl door handle.


  "We're about halfway there," said Boyd. A particularly sharp curve loomed ahead. He had to wrestle with the wheel and ease on the brakes to successfully maneuver around it.


  A couple of minutes had passed when Paul spoke up. "Dad?"


  Boyd glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the boy's pale, frightened face. "Yes, son?"


  "It's been a while since that bird attacked us," he said. "I wonder where it went."


  Boyd had been wondering the same thing. Frankly, it scared him. It was certain that Grandpappy hadn't tired of fooling with them and abandoned his pursuit. No, he was still in the game, perhaps lying in wait further down the mountain, patiently watching for his chance to ambush them. He had only been playing cat-and-mouse before. But now Boyd was sure the old man was through toying with them. The next time he came for them, it would be to finish them off.


  He took another hairpin curve and started down a long, steep grade. He was halfway down the stretch when Tammy leaned forward in her seat and peered through the windshield. "What's that?" she asked, pointing up ahead.


  Boyd slowed a little and looked past the high beams of the Lincoln's headlights. Suddenly, he saw what she had spotted at the foot of the grade. At first, he thought he was seeing things. A huge, hulking shadow was barreling up the mountain toward them, a shadow that grew clearer and more horrifying with each step it took.


  It was a bear, but not one of the cuddly black bears that frequented the length and breadth of the Smoky Mountains. No, this one was much larger, perhaps thirteen or fourteen feet in height. It looked more like a grizzly than anything else.


  Boyd began to apply his brakes, but the Lincoln was descending the mountainside too swiftly. He knew he would never be able to stop in time. "Ya'll hang on!" he called out. "We're gonna hit it head on!"


  A moment later, the bear was upon them, no more than a dozen feet away. Boyd could see the shimmer of powerful muscles beneath its coat of coarse black hair, as well as the sharp glint of its claws and teeth. Its large eyes blazed at them, fiery crimson and murderous.


  Boyd didn't have to think twice to identify the creature. It was Grandpappy Craven, looming toward them with the deadly abandon of a runaway freight train.


  He jammed his foot against the pedal, mashing it against the floorboard. He felt the brakes catch, felt the tires lock, their tread grating against the the loose earth and rock of the mountain road. But there simply was no stopping in time. The beast that advanced toward them was coming much too fast.


  "Daddy!" he heard Bessie scream, just before bear and automobile collided.


  The impact was devastating. Boyd saw the face of the grizzly fill the windshield, roaring thunderously, triumph in its huge red eyes. Then the safety glass shattered into a thousand silver cracks. The tortured shriek of mangled metal followed as the front end of the Lincoln folded inward like the bellows of an accordion. Boyd felt the seat belt tighten around his chest and waist, preventing him from being propelled forward. But still his head lurched forward. His nose smashed into the upper rim of the steering wheel, breaking in two places.


  Screams and cries of alarm filled the interior of the car as the vehicle listed sharply to the right, rolling onto its side. Somewhere outside the bear roared loudly. Boyd felt the car settle on its side, then experienced another jolt of quaking impact as the bear slammed into the undercarriage, knocking the car completely over. Boyd looked over at Tammy and saw her suspended in her seat by the nylon straps of the belt. She didn't seem to be injured, only scared half out of her wits.


  As the car rolled two more times, the glass of the driver's window imploded, showering Boyd with sharp slivers. He felt the Lincoln begin to slide. At first, he couldn't understand what was happening. Then, through the open window, he caught a flash of sloped earth, treetops, and open darkness. He knew what was taking place now. The bear had rammed them over the far edge of the road and over a steep embankment.


  The next thirty seconds were a confusing mixture of crumpling steel, spinning dizziness, and the dreadful expectation of sudden death. Then it was over. The car settled onto its roof, which was partly caved in. The vehicle rocked back and forth, then grew still.


  Boyd took in a deep breath and felt a sharp, hot pain in his right side. Other than a broken nose and the possibility of a couple of cracked ribs, he seemed in pretty good shape. "Tammy?" he called out. He reached out toward the passenger seat and found her there. "Are you okay?"


  "Yeah, I think so," said Tammy. "I lost my glasses, though."


  Boyd craned his head, trying to see into the backseat "Paul, Bessie… are you all right?"


  "We're still in one piece, Dad," Paul assured him. "I think Bessie hurt her arm, but I don't think it's broken."


  Boyd closed his eyes and thanked God. Then he heard a distant roar. It echoed from the edge of the embankment forty feet above them. It was the hellish black bear. Boyd heard the crackle of dislodged rocks as the beast's weight shifted. A second later, the stones struck the belly of the Lincoln. Boyd could picture the bear easing itself over the embankment, its paws anchoring into the earth as it carefully made its way down the slope.


  "Everybody out!" he yelled. "He's coming for us!"


  He heard the metallic release of buckles and the thuds of Tammy, Paul, and Bessie dropping to the ceiling of the Lincoln. He watched as they crawled through the car's broken windows. Tammy reached back inside and found the crossbow, as well as a couple of the wooden bolts that had fallen from Boyd's makeshift quiver. "I'll meet you on the other side," she said, then disappeared from view.


  Boyd fought with his buckle, unable to open it at first. He shifted his body slightly, giving the nylon straps a little slack. With the pressure eased, the buckle disengaged easily. He reached out, and bracing himself with his arms, began to lower himself to the roof of the car. But abruptly his progress stopped and he felt pressure against his left leg. He found himself hanging upside down, his butt only three inches from the driver's seat.


  Frustrated, he tried to pull himself from that which held him, but his leg didn't budge. He cursed and felt in the darkness, trying to locate the cause of the obstruction. A second later, he found it. The engine had been shoved against the firewall, buckling the floorboard upward toward the bottom of the dashboard. The steering column had been broken and the wheel had dropped several inches lower than its normal position. The bottom of the steering wheel pressed uncomfortably against the top of Boyd's thigh. The combination of the two had pinned him in.


  He grabbed hold of the wheel and tried to move it, but it failed to budge. He wiggled his leg, but found no leeway there. His thigh was wedged tightly between the steering wheel and the damaged firewall.


  He was trapped, and no amount of struggling seemed to do any good at securing his freedom.


   


  Tammy ignored a sharp pain in her lower back. She scrambled around the car and met the two children at the other side. The tires of the Lincoln still spun, looking slightly off kilter. She smelled oil and gasoline but could see no sign of fire. That caused her to breathe a little easier, but not much. She looked toward the top of the sloping embankment and saw the blurry form of the grizzly sliding toward them. She could see its eyes glowing in the twilight and hear the coarse huffing of its breath.


  She laid the crossbow on the ground, then crouched next to the driver's window of the big Lincoln. She saw that Boyd still hung upside down and wondered why he hadn't released himself. "We've got to hurry," she said, reaching out and taking hold of his arms. "That thing will be down here at any moment."


  "I can't," said Boyd, his eyes full of frustration. "I'm stuck. My leg is pinned beneath the dashboard."


  Tammy looked around. "Paul, help me get your father out," she called.


  A second later, the two were tugging at Boyd's arms and chest, trying to drag him free. But no matter how hard they tried, the man wouldn't budge.


  Frantically, Tammy moved away from the car and looked toward the embankment. Without her glasses, she could hardly see anything at all. Still, she should have been able to see the dark form of the black beast.


  "Where did the bear go?" she asked Bessie.


  The little girl stared at the slope that towered above them. "I don't know. It just sort of disappeared, like the earth swallowed it up or something."


  As Paul joined his sister, Tammy crawled back through the open window and worked her way toward the cramped space beneath the dash. She found the steering adjustment lever and worked it back and forth, hoping to loosen the column's spindle, but there was no give. It was locked tightly into position.


  "Where's Grandpappy?" asked Boyd. He, too, fought with the steering wheel, but without results.


  "He disappeared," said Tammy. She pressed herself further into the limited space and located Boyd's leg. It felt swollen beneath the denim of his blue jeans. She tried to slip her fingers between his leg and the bulge of the firewall, but couldn't find an inch of space between the two. "Damn it!" she said, cussing for the first time in her life. "It's in there tight."


  Suddenly, she heard the sound of Bessie screaming. Quickly, she had slipped from the confines of the car, seeing the panicked look on Boyd's face as she squeezed past. Then she was outside the car and turning, her hand groping for the crossbow. She found the weapon at the same moment that she located Bessie. The little girl stood next to the car, staring into the darkness of the woods beyond the embankment.


  Tammy followed her gaze and felt her heart skip a beat. Grandpappy stood several feet away, tall and menacing, his eyes sparkling with cruel triumph. He was not alone. He held Paul in front of him, clutching him tightly by the throat. His sharp nails dug into the flesh of the boy's neck, a hair's breadth from severing the arteries that lay underneath.


  "Let go of him!" screamed Boyd. He reached toward his hip, searching for the Colt Dragoon, but it was gone. It had slipped from his waistband during the wreck.


  Grandpappy ignored the man in the car. His red eyes regarded Tammy, locking on the weapon in her hand. Despite the car crash, the crossbow was still cocked and the bolt was still in place.


  "Throw it down," he demanded. "Throw it down, or I'll kill the boy!"


  Tammy wanted to fire, but she knew there was no use in taking such a foolish risk. She was good with the bow, but not that good. And even if she could have found a target beyond the boy's body, it would have done no good. The only vulnerable part of the old man was his heart, and it was completely shielded by his captive.


  "Do as I say!" he growled.


  She looked into Grandpappy's eyes and saw that he wasn't bluffing. He would murder the boy if she didn't do exactly as he'd said.


  Reluctantly she let the crossbow slip from her fingers. It landed in a patch of soft clover beneath her feet. "Okay," she said. "It's gone."


  "The cross around your neck, too," he said. His gaze was deliberately directed at her face, careful not to stray to the crucifix that dangled across her chest.


  Tammy carefully removed the cross and dropped it next to the bow. "There," she said. "Are you satisfied?"


  Grandpappy smiled, his fangs bared. "Oh, quite satisfied."


  "Then let him go."


  The old man stared at her for a moment, his smile growing broader and more disturbing. Suddenly, he began to laugh. "I don't believe so," he said.


  Anger flashed Tammy's eyes. "Then you lied!"


  "Not exactly," said Grandpappy. "I told you I would not kill him. Believe me, that is not what I intended to do to him at all." A sinister expression possessed his face. "No, I have a much more lasting fate in store for young Paul here."


  "No!" cried Boyd. He struggled to escape the car, but there was simply no use. His leg was tightly jammed. "Don't do it!"


  "You are hardly in any position to make me do otherwise," Grandpappy told him. "Just imagine it, Boyd. Your son, blessed with the gift of immortality, the same as myself. He shall be by my side for eternity, and I will raise him well. He shall assist me with what I first set out to do—gather the surviving Cravens into a church of the undead. And if I should perish somehow, I will have a son to carry on, to bring my dream to completion and lead them onward to greener pastures, just as Moses delivered the children of Israel from their bondage."


  He moved Paul's head to the side, exposing the side of his throat. Then, slowly, he began to lower his fangs.


  "No!" said Tammy. She reached up and pulled open the front of her blouse, revealing her own swanlike throat. "You don't want him. He's only a child. Take me instead. I'm not your kin, but I can offer you much more than a mere boy could. Ask yourself… wouldn't you rather have me instead?"


  Grandpappy stood poised over the boy for a second, the tips of his fangs no more than a fraction of an inch from penetration. Then, slowly, he pulled his face away and stared at the woman. That intolerable hunger for human blood mounted within him, as well as an emotion that had lain dormant for nearly a century. It took a moment for him to identify it, but eventually it became known to him.


  It was lust. The maddening desire of feminine flesh.


  Tammy recognized the look that burned in his eyes. "I'm yours," she said. "Yours for the taking." She raised her hand to her neck and ran it gently down the length of her throat, caressing the smooth, white skin with soft, teasing strokes. Her fingertips did not stop there. They traveled past the hollow of her throat, across the ridges of the collarbones, and toward the small swell of her breasts.


  Grandpappy seemed hypnotized by the erotic gesture. His eyes glowed brightly and with such intensity that the red light swallowed his pupils entirely. His cold, blue tongue swept hungrily over his fangs. As if he was no longer important, Grandpappy flung Paul aside. He took a step forward, his hand extended. "Come to me," he commanded.


  "No, Tammy!" yelled Boyd. "Don't do it!"


  The woman ignored him. She slipped her hand past the material of her blouse and pulled down the cup of her bra. The brown circle of her nipple showed from beneath the flimsy white cloth, drawing the old man in, causing him to forget Paul entirely. "I am ready," she said, then walked into his waiting arms.


  "No!" screamed Boyd, his voice full of anguish. Unable to do anything, he watched as Grandpappy embraced her and lowered his mouth to the slender column of her neck. A second later, the fangs pierced her flesh, burrowing deeply. Then the old man stared past her shoulder, his eyes locking with Boyd's horrified gaze. They laughed at him, told him that she was lost and that there was nothing the carpenter could do to bring her back.


  Helplessly, he watched as Tammy grew limp, all the strength draining from her body. Then Josiah Craven held her tightly, and with a hint of a smile upon his lips, began to drink deeply from the wound in her throat.


  


  Chapter Forty-five
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  Caleb's shotgun was empty. The .44 Remington had one shot left, as well as the big-bore Hawken. He knew that Dud was at the end of his ammunition as well. The .45 automatic had run out of rounds several minutes ago. As far as Caleb knew, that left only the twelve-gauge shotgun lying on the floor of the family room.


  Suddenly, he heard Dud speak. "To hell with this!" he yelled. Then Caleb peered around the edge of the couch.


  Dud Craven had left the shelter of the hallway and was crawling across the hallway. Caleb knew exactly where he was headed, too. He pushed himself from the cover of the sofa and watched as Dud passed the shotgun without picking it up. Instead, the former made a beeline for the detonation box in the far corner.


  "Stop right there, Dud!" he said, extending the revolver and cocking its hammer.


  "Go ahead and shoot, Vanleer!" he snapped. The man was covered with blood. He crawled on his hands and knees. "But you ain't gonna stop me. By God, I'll put an end to this or die trying!"


  Caleb aimed at Dud's chest and pulled the trigger. The Remington bucked in his hand, belching smoke and flame. The round ball missed its mark, glancing off a rib and burrowing into the farmer's gut instead of his heart. Dud screamed out and dropped to his belly, his face twisted in a grimace of agony. But the injury foiled to slow him down. He slowly got to his knees again and continued on. The detonator stood no more than seven feet from his outstretched hand.


  "Damn it!" said Caleb. He fumbled behind his back and found the strap of the Hawken rifle. Frantically, he pulled it off his shoulder and took its half-stock of curly maple in his bloodstained hands. Dud was five feet from the detonation box and closing the distance fast.


  Caleb struggled to his knees, ignoring the raw agony that gripped his abdomen. He felt as if all his innards were about to fall out of the hole in his belly. Shakily, he raised the Hawken to his shoulder. His arms felt incredibly weak. At first, he was sure he'd drop the muzzle loader before he could get off a shot. He drew on every last bit of strength he possessed and miraculously lined up the barrel.


  Dud knelt before the box, wavering weakly from side to side. He reached out with his hand, grabbing for the handle that jutted several inches away.


  "Take your hand away from there, Dud!" warned Caleb. He aimed, settling the muzzle on the very center of the farmer's sternum. "Do as I say, or I swear to God, I'll shoot you dead!"


  Dud smiled bitterly. "I am dead," he said in resignation. "I've been damned since the moment I dug that confounded casket out of the field." He looked the mountain man square in the eyes. "Now it's time to repent."


  "Don't do it, Dud!" Caleb told him. "For God's sake, don't!"


  The farmer's crippled hand lowered an inch toward the plunger.


  Caleb knew there was nothing more to do. He cocked the hammer and laid his finger across the trigger. He watched as Dud's hand grew closer and closer. Then, when he was certain that he could wait no longer, he fired.


  The .50-caliber bullet struck Dud smack-dab in the center of his chest. The farmer's eyes widened for a second and his hand dropped to his side. Caleb peered through the gunsmoke, knowing that he had a fifty-fifty chance at survival. Dud would either fall backward or forward.


  He held his breath, watching as Dud trembled and his life drained away with the final beating of his heart. Then his equilibrium gave way and he began to fall.


  "No!" screamed Caleb. He dropped the rifle and leaped forward, his hand outstretched.


  A second later, Dud's body fell forward, landing on the plunger of the detonator and driving it downward.


   


  Grandpappy Craven was feasting on the blood of Tammy when his eyes suddenly widened. He wrenched his mouth from her throat and let her fall to the ground. She landed at his feet, barely conscious, most of the blood gone from her body.


  A bewildered expression crossed the old man's face. Turning, he looked toward the peak of Craven's Mountain. Then, abruptly, his eyes grew bright with terror. "No, damn it!" he wailed at the top of his lungs. "No!" A split-second later, a tremendous explosion rocked the mountain. In horror, Grandpappy watched as the dark structure of his home was blown asunder by a brilliant ball of fire. The house burst apart at the seams, filling the air around it with smoldering boards and shards of debris. The explosion was followed by several others, all as destructive as the one before. Soon, the old Craven house had been totally obliterated… along with the vampire's only source of refuge, his casket in the cellar underneath.


  Grandpappy screamed in anguish and raised his arms. Mist began to form around his feet and creep like smoky tendrils up the length of his legs. But before his transformation could take hold, he looked toward the car. And suddenly he knew that he was doomed.


  Paul stood there, holding the crossbow in both hands.


  "You mustn't do that, child," said the old man, attempting to draw the boy's eyes to his own.


  The ten-year-old wasn't stupid enough to fall for it, though. "Save your breath," he said, then pulled the trigger of the crossbow.


  Grandpappy heard a dull thwump and saw a blur of motion as the crossbow fired its projectile. An instant later, white hot agony engulfed the vampire, causing him to fall to his knees. Shocked, he looked down and saw the wooden bolt protruding from his chest, just above his vest. His hands grasped at the arrow, but the wooden shaft burnt his hands, scorching the pale flesh like pure fire.


  Paul and Bessie watched as the old man gasped and fell onto his back. He shuddered and writhed, his muscles contorting with spasms of searing pain. Then his flesh began to wrinkle and shrivel. Soon, his hair began to fall away and the hellish glow of his eyes began to diminish. They stared accusingly at Paul, then slowly began to sink back into their sockets.


  Bessie looked down at the cross lying at her feet. She picked it up and walked to the dying man. He stared up at her, uncomprehending at first. Then he saw the crucifix in her hand. Feebly he shook his head, but he did not possess the strength to utter a single word of protest. He lifted his hands pleadingly toward her. The flesh curled from his bones like a snake shedding its skin.


  Hatred shone in the seven-year-old's eyes. "This is for what you did to Mama," she said, then gently laid the cross upon his forehead.


  Blue steam rose from Grandpappy's anguished face as the cross began to sink into his flesh, burning deeply, burrowing into skin and bone. He cried out once as the cross pierced his skull and merged with his brain. Then he lurched one last time and with a shuddering sigh grew still.


  The two children stood and watched as Grandpappy slowly rotted away. Soon there was nothing left of him but bones and sunken clothing. A muted red glow shone in the eye sockets of the skull, then faded into darkness.


   


  Boyd grabbed hold of his leg, and bracing his other knee against the dashboard, gave it a hard jerk. He felt the leg move a little. He tried again, putting all his strength behind it. This time his thigh slipped free and he found himself lying on the roof of the Lincoln.


  Carefully, he crawled through the broken window and pulled himself to his feet, steadying himself against the car. His leg seemed bruised and swollen, but there didn't seem to be anything broken. He pressed a hand to his ribs, then hobbled over to his children. They had left the skeletal remains of Grandpappy and now knelt next to Tammy.


  Boyd joined them, his stomach tight with dread. The woman was dying. He could tell by the paleness of her face and the sluggish flow of blood that drained from the hole in her neck. He dropped to his knees next to her and took her hand. The warmth was already leaving her body. Her skin felt clammy and cool to the touch.


  "Where's Grandpappy?" she asked.


  "He's gone," said Boyd.


  A look of relief crossed Tammy's face.


  "You shouldn't have done it," said Paul, his voice cracking. "There was no cause for you to give up yourself the way you did."


  Tammy reached out and cupped Paul's tearful face in her hand. "Yes, there was," she said. She turned her eyes to Boyd. "Don't let me end up like the rest of them. You had the strength to put Joan to rest. Now, please… do the same for me."


  An anguished look crossed the carpenter's face. "Isn't there some other way?"


  "No," she told him, squeezing his hand tightly. "I'm afraid not."


  Boyd stood up. He reached down and picked up the crossbow, then retrieved one of the wooden bolts from beside the car. He cocked the weapon, then loaded the arrow into the cradle.


  "You kids turn around for a moment," said Boyd, feeling hollow and empty.


  The children hugged Tammy and said their goodbyes, then walked a few feet toward the car and turned their back to what was about to take place. Boyd stared down at the dying woman, aware of what she would become if he didn't do his part. "Thanks, Tammy," he said with tears in his eyes. "Thanks for my son's life."


  She smiled up at him. "God bless you all," she said softly, then closed her eyes.


  Boyd lowered the crossbow toward her chest and pulled the trigger.


  Paul and Bessie heard the thud of the arrow as it hit its mark. When they turned around, they found their father standing there, holding a bottle in his hand. At first, Paul was certain that it held liquor and that his father was on the verge of taking a drink. But then he caught a whiff of gasoline and his fears eased. He watched as his father pulled the rag from the mouth of the bottle, then poured the gas on the bodies of Tammy and Grandpappy Craven.


  They joined him as he took a butane lighter from his pocket and lit their saturated clothing. Soon, vampire and victim were ablaze. The three stood in the darkness and watched as the fires grew brighter, consuming all that they engulfed. Tears of sorrow fell until the remains blackened and the flames finally died.


  Together they buried what was left of Tammy Craven in a grove of tall pines, covering the mound with loose stones and a blanket of blooming honeysuckle. When they were finished, they turned to the remains of Josiah Craven. The fire had consumed all of him, clothing and bones alike. They watched, amazed, as a mountain wind whistled through the hollow. It picked up the ashes and lifted them skyward, scattering them across the western face of Craven's Mountain. Before long, the breeze had done the job for them. All that remained at the site of Grandpappy's demise was a bed of scorched grass and nothing more.


  They joined hands and said a prayer for all who had been lost that night. Then, silently, they turned and made their way up the embankment to the road above.


  


  Epilogue
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  Several weeks had passed since that hellish night on Craven's Mountain. It was past midnight when Boyd Andrews drove his red Ford pickup up the winding mountain road. It wasn't his first trip back, however. He had returned several times following the demise of Grandpappy.


  Boyd had had a hell of a time trying to explain the whole thing to Jay Mathers at the Green Hollow police department. Boyd had accompanied Mathers and Officer King to the mountain and carefully covered his tracks the best he could. He blamed the entire reign of terror on Dudley Craven, and fortunately, the evidence uncovered during their investigation seemed to match up with Boyd's story rather nicely. They found the body of Chief Watts in the trunk of the wrecked Lincoln, as well as the charred remains of Wendell Craven and the Hughs family in the burnt-out structure of the old church. When they reached the top of the mountain, they found very little left of the Craven house. Mathers and King dug through the smoldering ruins but discovered next to nothing. They did find evidence of explosives, which confirmed Boyd's story of Dud's boobytrapping the house with dynamite.


  All in all, Boyd claimed that he and Caleb had discovered that Dud was holding his children hostage; they had gone there to rescue them. The carpenter had received a stern lecture on taking the law into one's own hands, but no charges were filed against him. Apparently, Mathers and King were glad that the whole ordeal was over and that most of the victims had been accounted for.


  Now, in the dead of night, Boyd drove his truck to the peak of Craven's Mountain, his thoughts heavy with the tragedy of what had happened there only a short time ago. The dark hollows and forests held no menace to him now, only an air of deep sadness. After his trip with the two lawmen, he had told himself that he would never set foot on the mountain again. Yet he had failed to keep his word. Again and again he found himself drawn to the abandoned homestead where Grandpappy Craven had taken refuge.


  Boyd reached his destination. He braked to a stop in front of the ruins of the old house and stared at the scattering of blackened timbers for a long moment. He thought of Caleb Vanleer and what a good friend he had been. Caleb had deserved a better death than the one he had suffered. Upon their search, all they found of the mountain man were his coonskin cap and his bowie knife.


  Sadly, he turned his eyes from the ruins, and putting his truck back into gear, drove past the few remaining outbuildings to the big graywood barn.


  He parked in front of the double doors and got out. It was April now, and the nights were much warmer. He stood there for a long moment, listening. Crickets sang in the high grass. Far away, on the mountain, he heard the lonesome call of a whippoorwill.


  Boyd straightened his jacket, then opened the barn door and stepped inside.


  He stared into the darkness, searching.


  "I'm here," she said.


  Boyd turned toward the voice. Joan stood in the shadows, her face a pale oval in the darkness. He felt a twinge of regret at the sight of her. He recalled that moment of indecision in the upstairs bedroom of the Craven house, that moment when his heart had taken control and misplaced his shot, sending the wooden slug into the wall, instead of through his wife's chest.


  Joan studied him with concern. "How are you feeling, Boyd?"


  "The ribs are just about healed up," he told her. He raised a hand to the white tape that covered his nose. "After I get rid of this, I'll be back to my handsome self again." He started toward her. "How are you, Joan?"


  "The same," she said, her eyes full of misery. "Hungry."


  Boyd nodded grimly. "Yeah." He turned and pointed toward the truck. "I brought something that might help."


  Joan looked through the barn door. In the bed of the truck was a cattle cage bearing a young Holstein calf. She regarded Boyd gratefully. "Thank you," she said.


  "It's the least I can do," he replied.


  The woman stared at him for a moment "How are the kids?"


  "They're doing okay," said Boyd. "They miss their mother, but other than that, they're fine."


  A painful expression shone in Joan's eyes and he knew that she yearned to see them, just hold them one more time. But she didn't ask to. Both of them knew it was impossible. It was better to let them think she was dead and leave it at that.


  "Well," said Boyd, at a loss for words. "I'd best bring that calf in for you."


  Before he could go, Joan took a step toward him. "Boyd?" she asked.


  "Yes?" he asked, his heart pounding.


  "Come here for a minute, Boyd." When she noticed his reluctance, she smiled. "Don't worry. I won't bite."


  He smiled back, but there was no humor in the gesture. He walked to his wife and stood a few feet from her.


  "Hold me, Boyd," she said softly.


  He stared at her and saw that ungodly hunger in her eyes. But it was not for him. That was why he had brought the calf, just as he'd brought chickens and rabbits before. Slowly he took her in his arms. She felt rigid and cold, but he tried to ignore it. He closed his eyes and remembered how she had once felt against him—soft, and warm, and tender…


  They held one another for a long time. Then Joan whispered in her husband's ear. "Would you kiss me, Boyd?" she asked. "Just this once."


  Boyd felt himself ache for her. He drew back and stared into her pallid face. There was love in those bloodshot eyes, a love he knew would always be there. He lowered his face and granted her wish. He fought off a shudder of loathing. Her lips felt like slivers of dead meat against his.


  After the kiss, they held each other tightly, feeling only one heart beating between them. The other was cold and still.


  "Do it for me, Boyd," she whispered gently. "Please, do it tonight."


  Boyd stiffened. He remembered how the revolver had felt in his hand, as well as the expression of acceptance in Joan's eyes. "I can't," he finally told her. "Not yet."


  Tenderly, he pulled away from her. "I love you," he said.


  He could see disappointment in her face, but she managed a smile. "I love you, too."


  Boyd went outside and unloaded the calf. As he tied it to the handle of the barn door, he glanced into the darkness of the structure one last time. Joan was gone, hidden deep in the shadows. Somewhere inside, he could hear her crying. The sound broke his heart, and for a second he considered giving in to her request. But he couldn't. He knew that he was being selfish, but he couldn't bring himself to do what should have been done in the first place. Losing her would be like losing his own soul, and he wasn't prepared to deal with such a loss. Not yet, at least.


  Boyd walked back to his truck and opened the door. Before getting in, he reached underneath his jacket and took something from the waistband of his jeans. He stared at the stake in his hand and sighed. Then he placed it beneath the seat of the truck, where he always kept it.


  Maybe next time, he told himself.


  He climbed into the truck and stared at the barn for a moment. Then he started the engine and headed back down the mountain for town.
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