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 Introduction

by
Mari Adkins






When I close my eyes and think of Harlan County, the first
images to appear behind my eyelids are of Martin’s Fork Lake, the
view from Raven Rock at Kingdom Come, the night sky at Camp
Blanton, and the gazebo at Resthaven. Savage beauty draped in a
cloak of savage darkness is the epitome of Harlan County. Ugliness,
wastefulness, and scars caused by deep, strip, and mountaintop
removal mining—and other things—have altered the lush, verdant
landscape. The very beauty and abundant game that enticed the
pioneers to remain there and evolve into rugged mountaineers would
become their downfall.

In
the beginning, a pioneer could claim for his own any scrap of land
on any hillside or creek bottom. With the abundance of wild game,
he didn't have to bother with sowing large crops; small “kitchen
door” gardens for needed vegetables and herbs sufficed. The early
mountaineer and his family lived a solitary existence, rarely
seeing anyone outside their farmstead, as they had no
need.

Things began to change once the timber barons came into the
Cumberland Plateau in the mid- to late-1800s and saw the vast
stands of enormous hardwood trees. Once these were depleted—leaving
the landowners with little cash in return, for they had been
convinced to sell the timber rights without any claim to the actual
land—the area became ripe for the removal of the black gold buried
beneath the mountains and hillsides. With water supplies oftentimes
buried or otherwise left useless from logging operations, the
mountaineer found himself with no choice but to sell his land for
what little he could receive for it and move his family into any
one of the number of growing, thriving company owned and operated
mining towns.

In
the mid- to late-1960s things began to change somewhat, as new
roads into the plateau brought in a handful of new jobs and
opportunities. But unless brought on by outside forces, change has
always been slow to come in the Kentucky mountains.

At
the brink of my own change and awakening within Harlan County, I
moved to Loyall in October 1995. I can’t, in all honesty, make any
sweeping proclamations about love at first sight, but I can say the
county grew on me, tugged at some deep, hidden place within my
soul. And I came to call that place “home.” I know I sit and talk
about Harlan County enough to make peoples’ ears bleed, and my
running joke is that I know more about Harlan County and love it
more than some of its native people. In fact, I’m prone to—and
known for—packing friends into my car to make the long drive down
so I can share the county with them.

This love brought about the birth of the book you now hold in
your hands. I can’t quite remember what we said in the Spring of
2007, but one day while I waxed on about Harlan, Jason
Sizemore—esteemed High Overlord of Apex Publications—said, “We
should do a special Harlan County anthology. Fill it with regional
stories by regional writers.” I thought it would be fun. So we went
to work, but due to the fickleness of the publishing industry, we
had to cancel our plans. Admittedly, when the idea first came
about, Jason and I thought we were just joking around. But then a
miracle happened in the spring of 2008. We got serious and said,
“We can do this.” Then he looked at me and said, “You can do this.”
So I did this. I reassembled writers, sent out announcements, and
we all went to work.

The
Harlan County backdrop described above—the futility of the
mountaineer—is difficult to understand or imagine unless it’s
witnessed or experienced. One only need to step into the county to
feel the hopelessness some of these people still live with every
day, the darkness enshrouding their lives. With this in mind, I
told the writers, “Go forth and create an image of Harlan
County.”

From the time the first stories began coming in, I knew
Harlan County
Horrors was going
to be something special. Aliens, witches, vampires, portals to
hell, zombies, djin, Aztec priests, chupacabra, zombies, and more
dance a magical, oppressive, often violent reel through coal, ash,
and blood.

It
is my sincere hope that you derive as much pleasure from
Harlan County
Horrors as I did
in putting it together. It is my gift of love to the county and to
its people.






Mari Adkins

June 2009

Lexington, KY







“The Power of Moonlight”






Debbie Kuhn






Debbie Kuhn is the non-fiction editor for Doorways Magazine. She loves to read and write genre
fiction, especially horror stories that involve a nasty ghost or
two. Debbie has a habit of roaming around old southern cemeteries
after dark. If you happen to run into her at midnight when the moon
is full, don’t forget to play dead. Curious folk might find it
safer just to visit her web site, debbiekuhn.com. She currently
lives in Louisville, KY.







Bobby Lee Blackburn got killed exactly three
weeks before he was to marry his childhood sweetheart at the New
Hope Baptist Church. He died just the way he feared he would—deep
underground, alone in the dark, his body entombed
forever.

Priscilla Stevens had decided to worship Bobby Lee when they
were seven years old. On the day she fell in love, he’d been
chasing her around Old Man Griffey’s fish pond and she’d tripped
and fallen in. Bobby Lee had grabbed hold of her long,
strawberry-blonde ponytail and had yanked her out of the water
before she could drown.

That boy would always be her hero, even after he broke her
heart.

The
first time he left her was when they were twelve. His daddy found a
better job over in Virginia, and he and his parents moved away from
Harlan County. Pris had cried herself to sleep every night for two
weeks, keeping her Granny Maeve awake.

About a month after Bobby Lee went away, the old lady woke
Pris late one night and told her they’d be taking a walk up the
winding mountain trail behind their farmhouse. The two of them
sneaked down the back staircase and left without waking Pris’
mother.

The
full October moon revealed the goldenrod in bloom, and the air
smelled crisp and clean and dry. Granny Maeve’s knees cracked and
popped a little during the climb, but otherwise no sound could be
heard except for a light wind rustling through the trees. Nestled
in the narrow valley below, the coal town of Russell Fork had
fallen silent, with only a few lights left twinkling to give away
its presence.

They kept going until they reached a rocky plateau, barren
except for a lone sycamore tree. Granny Maeve found a large flat
stone to sit on and motioned for Priscilla to join her.

“This spot will do. We can see the Blood Moon and it can see
us.”

Pris wondered why it was called a Blood Moon when it wasn’t
even red, but she stayed quiet and watched as her grandma fished
around in the pockets of her grey wool sweater. The old woman
pulled out a small vial of what she called her “sacred” oil, and
then a photograph. The picture had been taken at Pris’ birthday
party in January. Her mother, Dorie, had snapped a photo of Pris
and Bobby Lee sitting next to each other at the kitchen table. Pris
was leaning forward, getting ready to blow out the candles on her
chocolate cake.

“An only child and an only child,” Granny Maeve muttered. She
smeared a dab of oil onto the picture and handed it to Priscilla.
“You want your friend to come home again, don’t you?”

Pris stared at her grandmother, and nodded.

“Well, you can use the power of moonlight just like your
granny can. Most folks around here don’t believe in such things,
and them that do don’t think it’s right to use the gift, so you
best keep quiet about what we’re up to—don’t you even tell your
mama.”

“I
promise I won’t, Granny.”

“All right, then. For this spell to work, the moonlight’s
power has to be mixed with the truth, girl, and the truth is in
your tears. You have to cry for Bobby Lee if you want him back—show
your love and your need for him—and let your tears fall like rain
on that picture so he knows how you feel.”

Pris held the photograph up close to her face. Moonlight
reflected off the shiny oiled surface. Bobby Lee’s perfect dark
eyes smiled up at her. She missed him so much her body ached with
the pain.

The
tears came easy.

Granny Maeve patted her gently on the back as she sobbed.
“That’s good, my darlin’. Now talk to him, out loud, and tell him
what you want.”

Pris took a deep, shaky breath, tasting the saltiness of her
own tears. She gazed up at the moon’s brilliant face.

“Bobby Lee, come back to me. Come back to me,
please.”

She
repeated the phrases several times until her grandma told her she
could stop. Wispy grey clouds had drifted across the
moon.

“There now, child. It’s done.”

Granny Maeve spoke the truth. Bobby Lee and his parents moved
back to Russell Fork right before Christmas, giving Priscilla the
best present she had ever received.






During their sophomore year in high school, Bobby Lee fell for
Kara Chambers. Pris wasn’t surprised—Kara was half-Korean and
seemed exotic compared to all the other girls they knew. Her family
had made a lot of money during the coal boom of ‘74. Now they owned
the flower shop in town, and they also ran a catering business out
of their grocery store.

Everybody talked about how perfect Kara and Bobby Lee were for
each other and what a striking couple they made with their dark
good looks. It wounded Pris to see them together, but she felt
certain that one day Bobby Lee would realize Kara wasn’t right for
him and that his best friend was also his true soul
mate.

Even though Granny Maeve could have shown her how to speed up
such an epiphany, Pris didn’t want to win Bobby Lee’s heart by
using magic. No, his love for her had to be real or it would never
last.

It
was better to remain hopeful and suffer the wait.

In
the meantime, Pris learned all she could from her grandmother about
the power of moonlight. She dated a few boys who bored her and a
few who didn’t. She talked to Bobby Lee whenever he made time for
her. She never complained about the times he wouldn’t.

And
when Kara dumped Bobby Lee right before graduation, Pris was there
to pick up all the fragile little pieces of his heart. In June—on
the summer solstice—she took him for a drive up to the top of Black
Mountain, the highest peak in Kentucky. Pris made love to Bobby Lee
on a rough blanket under the Rose Moon. He was her
first.

She
opened his eyes. He opened his heart.

Pris felt the power of their love and knew it was
real.

“Bobby Lee, will you marry me?”






Mr.
and Mrs. Blackburn insisted they wait two years. Priscilla knew it
wasn’t because they didn’t approve of her. People thought Pris was
attractive because of the confidence she showed, and everybody
thought she had a sensible way about her.

“Mark my words, now, darlin’,” Granny Maeve had told her. “A
passionate love can make the sanest person act plumb crazy.” The
wedding was still a year off when the old woman passed away in her
sleep.

Priscilla’s mother had agreed with the Blackburns from the
start. “You two have all the time in the world. First thing you
need to do is get to work and save some money.”

Despite the good pay, Bobby Lee was afraid to become a coal
miner like his father, so he went to work at his uncle’s auto
repair shop on the south end of town. Mr. Blackburn liked to tease
his son about being claustrophobic, but Pris knew that a recurring
nightmare had kept Bobby Lee from following in his daddy’s
footsteps. He’d started having the dream when he was fifteen and it
was always the same—he found himself falling into a dark hole, deep
into the earth where no one could hear him scream. The walls of his
prison would begin to collapse and he would suffocate.

Pris refused to ridicule Bobby Lee for his fears. He worked
hard to be a decent mechanic, and in six months he was able to rent
the apartment over his uncle’s garage.

They fell into a comfortable routine, waiting for their
wedding day to arrive. Priscilla’s mother owned a diner called
Rolly’s, in honor of Pris’ late father. Pris waited tables there
and raised an herb and vegetable garden for produce to sell on the
side. In the spring and summer she sold berries and mountain
wildflowers—daisies were her favorite.

During the work week, Bobby Lee would spend his lunch hour
with Pris. She’d bring him sandwiches from the restaurant and they
would talk about the future and how many children they would have
and how one day Bobby Lee might own his own repair shop.

Priscilla’s desire for Bobby Lee only grew stronger as the
months wore on. Despite numerous lectures from his devoutly
religious parents, they spent time alone together at his apartment.
But Pris preferred to make love on her mountain in the special
places she’d discovered while digging ginseng and gathering
mushrooms and wildflowers.

Once the weather turned warm, she would take Bobby Lee up
there late at night whenever the moon made an appearance. They
would lie together on a well-worn patchwork quilt in a hidden
meadow surrounded by daisies. Bobby Lee would play with her
waist-length hair and weave flowers through the unruly
tresses.

Then it would be Pris’ turn to play. She’d caress every
beautiful inch of him, massaging his tense, sore muscles with
scented oils, relishing the way his body responded to her touch,
his moans of pleasure sending delicious tingles down her spine. She
would wait until her own physical needs overwhelmed her senses
before allowing their lust to mix with the moonlight.

Deep in that world of forgetting, Pris would nearly sacrifice
her soul becoming one with Bobby Lee. She’d wallow in his essence
until they were both spent and shuddering.

Afterward, she would lie on top of him gasping, clutching
handfuls of his damp chest hair—afraid that if she let go, she’d
float off the mountain, a victim of euphoria. Bobby Lee would talk
softly then, teasing her, knowing she wouldn’t be able to respond
for several minutes.

“Priscilla, Princess of Moonlight and Magic, I wonder if
you’re fertile enough to bear me a dozen young’uns in eight
years.”






On
the last Saturday in March, Pris’ mountain swallowed Bobby Lee
Blackburn whole. He’d been helping Priscilla search for mushrooms
that afternoon near an abandoned coal mine. A collapsing tunnel
system had resulted in what the old-timers called a “mountain
break”—a rift in the earth above, this one well-hidden by foliage.
The hole Bobby Lee had fallen into was eight feet across and
hundreds of feet deep. After three days of risky recovery efforts,
rescue workers from a local mining company gave up and went
home.

The
young man’s sudden death shocked all of Russell Fork into a
grieving silence. The tragedy was whispered about, though no
one—not even the Blackburn family—outwardly blamed Priscilla for
the incident.

Pris wanted to lock herself away from the town’s sympathetic
outpouring, but her mother forced her to attend the
funeral.

Bobby Lee’s parents chose to have the service on the mountain,
close to his final resting place. Volunteers cleared the area of
brush and vegetation and set up tents and chairs for the mourners.
Bobby Lee’s sweet young cousin tearfully sang a few hymns in the
sunshine and then a Baptist preacher prayed about the loss that was
God’s will. A touching eulogy followed, given by Bobby Lee’s
uncle.

Kara Chambers cried. Priscilla couldn’t shed one
tear.

No,
it wasn’t until after the funeral reception that she gave in to an
onslaught of raw emotions. She sobbed all night, constantly
reliving the conversation she’d had with Kara at the Blackburns’
house.

Pris had been hiding in a corner of the living room, in view
of the buffet. She had no interest in food. The dining room was
crammed with hungry, black-clad mourners who would murmur the usual
platitudes whenever they bumped into a member of Bobby Lee’s
family.

Apparently, Kara didn’t feel like eating either. She
approached Priscilla timidly, as if she was afraid Pris might bolt
out of her chair and run away.

“What do you want, Kara?”

Bobby Lee’s ex-girlfriend let out a tiny sigh. She looked even
prettier when she was sad. “I hate funerals. I usually don’t know
what to say.”

“It would be better if people said nothing at all.”

“Oh. Right.” Kara started to walk away, and then paused. When
she turned around again, Pris could see tears glistening on her
long eyelashes.

“I
was so stupid to break up with Bobby Lee. I only hope you realize
how much he truly loved you, Pris.”

Priscilla gave her a frigid stare. “I don’t think you’ll ever
understand how we felt about each other.”

“I
didn’t, but I do now.” Kara dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “Look,
I’m not telling you this to be mean, but the truth is I thought
Bobby Lee got engaged just to make me jealous. He came to see me at
The Blossom Shop that morning before he died, and I wanted to
believe he was having second thoughts. I…I tried to kiss him, but
he stopped me. He was there to place a special order for your
wedding night—dozens of daisies for your hotel room down in
Bristol.”

Pris swallowed hard, suddenly feeling light-headed.
Stop it, Kara. Stop
talking and let me go home.

“People used to think Bobby Lee was crazy about me, but he
loved you more, Pris. I could see it in his eyes when he was
talking about you, and I just thought you’d want to
know.”






On
Saturday, the sixteenth of April, Priscilla dragged herself out of
bed and opened the windows in her room. She inhaled the fresh warm
air, her vision blurred by tears instead of sunlight.

“It’s so beautiful, Bobby Lee. No rain on our wedding
day.”

She
wished there was a terrible storm raging outside. She wished it
would destroy Kara’s big brick house and her family’s businesses
and all of Russell Fork.

Pris backed away from the window and eyed the prescription
bottle on her nightstand. Just a few of those pills would knock her
out for several hours, and when she finally woke up again, this
painful day would be over.

But will tomorrow be any better?

Priscilla had been sleeping in Bobby Lee’s favorite Wildcats
T-shirt. It smelled faintly of his spicy aftershave and she didn’t
want to change out of it. She had no appetite anyway, so there was
no reason to go downstairs. Her mother would be working at the
restaurant most of the day.

If
only she could talk to Granny Maeve.

Pris swallowed a couple of the little white pills and then
walked across the hall into her grandmother’s cool, dark bedroom.
She crawled over into the middle of the feather mattress and buried
herself under the heavy quilt. When she drifted off, she dreamed
about the past.

Priscilla was thirteen again, sitting in the rocker in her
granny’s bedroom, turning the crinkly, delicate pages of a brown
leather journal and trying to read the faded passages. The
enthralling book of spells and rituals had first belonged to
Millicent—Granny Maeve’s own grandmother.

Near the middle of the journal, Pris came across a section
called The Waking of The Dead. It was a ritual for calling back the
spirits of those who had passed on to the other side. Just as she
began reading the steps necessary to carry out the ceremony, Granny
Maeve walked into the room.

“No, child.” The old woman rushed over and snatched the
journal out of Priscilla’s hands. “You ain’t old enough yet to
learn these spells.” Her expression softened when she saw the hurt
look on Pris’ face. “But don’t you worry none—it won’t be too long
before this book is yours.”

Priscilla woke up from the dream. It’s mine now.

She
shook off her grogginess and hurried downstairs to make a pot of
coffee. Late afternoon sunshine poured into the kitchen.

What had happened to the journal? Granny Maeve had kept it in
her nightstand until she’d caught Pris reading it, and then it had
been moved.

Priscilla started her search in the cellar, looking through a
cedar chest filled with musty-smelling clothes and a bunch of old
storage bins that overflowed with greeting cards, letters and
photographs. No sign of the diary.



Then she remembered the bookcase in the attic.






She
found it on the bottom shelf, behind a locked panel. Pris was too
impatient to search for the key. She broke the thin pane of glass
with a cast-iron doorstop.

Her
mother was waiting for her in the second floor hallway at the top
of the main staircase. Dorie stared for a long moment at the
leather journal Pris had clutched to her chest, and then she looked
up at her daughter with tired, sad eyes.

“My little girl,” she whispered. “My poor baby
girl.”

“Stop it.” Pris’ voice shook with a sudden anger. “You don’t
understand because you never believed.”

“I
told your granny not to fill your head with that nonsense,” her
mother said, gesturing at the book. “Only time can take your pain
away, Prissy. Don’t you think I missed your daddy after he died?
Don’t you think I’d have done anything to bring him back if such a
thing was possible?”

“You don’t have the gift. Granny Maeve told me so.”

Dorie moved closer and took Pris’ face in her hands. “Honey,
Bobby Lee is gone and he ain’t ever coming back. One day you’ll
have to accept that.”






Pris had eleven days to prepare for the ritual. According to
her great-great-grandmother, the Waking Moon of April could bring
the dead and dormant back to life and was at its most powerful when
full.

She
wished the ceremony could be performed sooner. Her heartache was
constant. Guilt and grief warred within her, wracking her body, her
mind, her soul. All those years ago, Bobby Lee had left her and
she’d suffered and cried for him. But she’d brought him home
again.

Priscilla had confidence in her abilities. She knew she had
the power to summon Bobby Lee’s spirit. He wouldn’t be able to stay
with her long, but she could look into his eyes and tell him she
was sorry and that she’d always love him.

Then she would say goodbye.

And
time? Time would never heal this festering wound. Not even if she
lived forever.






On
the morning of April twenty-seventh, Priscilla stayed home from the
diner and made a list of the items needed for the ritual. The
forecast called for clear skies that night. Over the last week, she
had read Millicent’s instructions over and over again to memorize
the steps involved. Pris paid particular attention to the narrative
parts that described the precautions to be taken and what to expect
from the deceased who were called back to the land of the
living.

Heed my warning: This greatest of all spells cannot be cast
if the Caller does not love the person who has died. Love is the
most powerful ingredient in this ritual and it must be true. The
best results will be obtained if the spell is worked on the night
of the full moon. The spirit will more easily materialize and will
be tied to the earthly plane until the Waking Moon begins its
descent in the western sky.

Be
aware that the spirit of the deceased will have no memory of its
death. When they are first called back, the man, woman, or child
may seem confused or disoriented. Have patience and explain to them
how they died, then state your purpose for the Summoning. Say your
peace and be sincere, for this ritual can only be used once to call
your loved one home.






Priscilla found a wicker picnic basket in the pantry and
placed one of her mother’s sharp paring knives inside, along with a
container of table salt, a vial of eucalyptus oil, a bandage, a
small garden spade, a flashlight, a matchbook, and one white
candle. She also put in a photograph of Bobby Lee, taken the
previous Christmas, and a lock of his dark hair, which she had
stolen when they were twelve.

When the moon began to rise, she donned her tea-length ivory
lace wedding gown. She had planned to wear her hair in an
old-fashioned upsweep to match the Victorian style of the dress,
but then decided to leave it unbound the way Bobby Lee had always
preferred to see it.

Since she had to climb a mountain trail, she put on a pair of
beaded flat slippers instead of the expensive high heels she had
bought for the wedding.

Her
mother was working late at the diner. There was no one to question
her plans. And there was no one to help her carry them out. Granny
Maeve had been dead a year.

Pris left the house, remembering the night her grandmother had
first shown her the power of moonlight.

“Guide me, Granny, if you’re able. Help me bring him home
again.”






The moon shined so brightly over the mountain trail that
Priscilla didn’t need to use the flashlight to find her way.
A whippoorwill seemed to follow her for most of the climb, its mournful song
sounding loud in the reverent silence. The sweet-smelling wind
played with her hair, making her heart ache for the feel of Bobby
Lee’s gentle fingers.

His
gravesite was an inviting place to visit now. The mayor had donated
a wrought-iron bench and the Blackburn family had erected a marker
made of marble. Pris had planted red tulips and yellow daffodils
around the base of the memorial.

Bobby Lee would always be loved and missed, and Priscilla
wished she could go back in time and change what had happened. But
she could only go forward.

Pris set the picnic basket down on the bench and took out the
container of table salt. She walked over to the mountain break,
being careful not to step too close to the edge, and began pouring
the salt out in a thin line away from it. This would keep Bobby
Lee’s spirit from wandering away—he would not be able to venture
over the line of salt for any reason. Pris didn’t want him to see
his name on the front of the marble marker, so she was careful to
stay behind both it and the bench as she circled back to the other
side of the grave.

She
took out the garden spade next and knelt beside the deep, dark
chasm. She began shoveling crumbly soil from the edge of the break
onto the ground in front of her, making a thick circle. If Bobby
Lee had been buried in a normal grave, the circle would have been
made in its center, but hopefully this would do. Inside the ring of
dirt she placed Bobby Lee’s picture and the lock of his hair. She
poured the eucalyptus oil onto the items, making the shape of a
pentagram. Then she lit the candle, letting the wax drip down onto
the photograph before touching the flame to the oil.

While the circle of fire burned, she stood with the paring
knife and pushed up the lacy sleeve on her left arm. Tears would
not be enough to wake the dead. It would take her blood.

She
did the deed quickly, knowing that it would hurt worse if she
hesitated. The razor-sharp blade cut lightly and cleanly across her
upturned wrist. She winced only a little, letting the drops of
blood fall into the fire.

Pris dropped the knife and raised her face to the night sky.
The wind made the grey smoke from the small fire spiral high into
the air. It seemed to caress the glowing moon.

As
she stared at it, the bright orb appeared to move closer to the
earth. It was time.

She
turned toward the grave and stretched out her right arm as if she
were about to take her lover’s hand.

“Bobby Lee, come back to me. Come back to me now.”

The
silence of the grave seeped out into the night and everything
became still. The breeze died, the birds and insects made no noise,
and the smoldering remains of the fire were snuffed out.

Pris cleared her throat and took a deep breath.

“Come to me, Bobby Lee. My love is true and I command you to
return.”

Her
voice had sounded overly loud in the stillness. She could hear her
own nervous breathing as she waited for a sign.

But
nothing—nothing was happening. Bobby Lee’s spirit did not
appear.

Why? She still loved him. She would always love
him.

Priscilla picked up the knife and walked closer to the rift,
standing on the very edge. She slashed her wrist again and let the
blood fall into the black hole.

“Bobby Lee, come back to me. Come back to me,
please.”

Pris felt a slight tremor run underneath her feet. She threw
the knife over the line of salt and stepped back from the grave’s
edge, fearing that it might give way.

A
noise like a small avalanche reached her ears. She shivered as the
temperature dropped to freezing.

“Prisssssssssssss. Prissssscilla.”

That couldn’t be Bobby Lee’s voice. It sounded so deep and
strange.

Pris felt like the air was being sucked out of her lungs. She
stood paralyzed, listening to the shifting movements of the earth
and the guttural utterances that emanated from the rift.

The
full Waking Moon lit the scene before her and Pris wanted to look
away from the grave, afraid of what she would see, afraid of what
she had summoned. But she could only stand there, transfixed and
trembling, as the thing she had once loved crawled out of the hole
and collapsed on its back a few feet in front of her.

What was left of Bobby Lee writhed on the ground, moaning in
agony. His hands clawed the air as though he were still trying to
dig his way out of the grave.

Pris’ eyes welled up with hot tears and she let out a
strangled sob. The white T-shirt he’d been wearing the day he died
was filthy and streaked with blood. His black jeans were torn and
his sneakers were caked in dirt.

And
his face…

“Oh, Bobby Lee. I’m so sorry.”

She’d thought she would only be summoning his spirit, and he
would look as handsome as before. His body shouldn’t have been
raised. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

Priscilla hugged herself and stared down at Bobby Lee’s
mangled face. His sunken eyes were watching her, reflecting the
moonlight and his pain and confusion. She wondered why she couldn’t
smell the stench of decay—like they were trapped in a cold, sterile
vacuum.

His
mouth opened and closed, his blackened tongue darting sideways.
“Prisssssssssss.”

The
moonlight intensified, glowing bright around him, and Priscilla
watched, amazed, as his appearance began to change.

The
wounds on his face healed first—new skin filling in the gaps and
gashes, making him look normal. His dark eyes were perfect again.
When his hands and arms were healed, the glowing light around him
disappeared.

Bobby Lee struggled to his feet, his eyes filled with fearful
questions. He was shaking all over and Pris wanted to take him in
her arms.

“Baby, it’s okay now. Please don’t be scared.”

He
took a faltering step toward her. “I’m so cold, Pris. What’s wrong
with me? I don’t feel right.”

I
can’t tell him the truth. I can’t do it. I just want to pretend
he’s alive again until it’s time for him to leave.

Pris forced back the tears and smiled. “You were chasing me up
the trail, silly, and you had a bad fall and hit your head. That’s
why you’re confused.”

Bobby Lee glanced down at his soiled clothing, and then gave
her a familiar lopsided grin. “I look like I’ve been to hell and
back. Why are you wearing that fancy dress?”

“I
wanted to surprise you. We had a date here in this new special
place I made just for us.” Priscilla held out her arms. “Come here
and let me warm you up.”

“But I’ll ruin your—”

“I
don’t care. I just need to hold you.”

He
wrapped his arms around her, squeezing her tight. His skin felt
icy, but he didn’t carry the scent of death. Priscilla thought he
smelled of moonlight and wildflowers.

“I
can’t wait for our weddin’ day,” Bobby Lee said, stroking her hair.
“You’re about to make me the proudest man in Russell
Fork.”

His
words tore at her heart. “I’ve always loved you, Bobby
Lee.”

“Well, you’re gonna find out how much I love you on our
weddin’ night.”

Priscilla let out a squeal as he lifted her off her feet and
twirled her around. When he set her down again, she reached up and
touched his face.

“Babe, I’ve missed you so much.”

His
grin faded. “Missed me? What do you mean? I ain’t been
gone.”

Priscilla couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. She turned
her head away, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

“Hey, look at me, princess. Tell me what’s wrong.”

She
could barely speak. “I needed to see you. I thought it would make
things right, but nothing will ever be okay again.”

“Now, that’s just foolish talk.” Bobby Lee bent over and began
kissing her face, her mouth, her eyelashes.

Remember, child—the truth is in your tears.

Priscilla gasped and jerked away from Bobby Lee, but when she
stared into his eyes, she knew it was too late.

His
face wore a puzzled frown, as though he were trying to resurrect an
unpleasant memory. He grabbed hold of her arms.

“Pris, tell me it isn’t true—what I remember, it can’t be
true.”

She
held her breath, unable to utter a sound.

He
shook her hard. “Priscilla, answer me.”

“Please, stop. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

She
tried to back away from him, but his hands gripped her wrists,
causing her to cry out in pain.

“You pushed me, Pris. You made me fall into that mountain
break. You made my nightmare come true.”

His
eyes burned with so much anger and betrayal that it made her
flinch.

“No, please understand—I didn’t know what I was doing. I was
so hurt, so mad…I wasn’t thinking straight. I saw Kara kissing you
that morning and then when we were here together later that day,
you lied to me about where you’d been. I thought you were going to
call off the wedding.”

Pris collapsed to her knees, sobs wracking her body. “I wish I
could go back and change everything, but I can’t. Please, please
forgive me.”

He
abruptly let go of her. “Why are you bleeding? What magic have you
done?”

She
shook her head, not wanting to answer. “I had to do it. I had to
say goodbye.”

Bobby Lee suddenly staggered backward and let out a pitiful
wail. “What’s happenin’? It hurts…I hurt all over.”

Pris looked up and saw that the moon had begun its descent in
the western sky. Bobby Lee would soon return to his
grave.

She
stood and approached him slowly. “Shhhh, the pain won’t last long.
I promise it’ll all be over soon.”

“No, I can’t be dead. Help me stay, Pris. Use your magic
again.”

“I
can’t, baby. I’m so sorry.”

He
clutched his head and moaned. “Nooooooo.”

“I’ll love you forever,” she whispered.

Bobby Lee’s skin began to glow in the intense moonlight. His
wounds were reappearing—he was changing back into a
corpse.

Priscilla covered her ears as his screams rent the air. Why
did he have to suffer? It wasn’t right.

Bobby Lee teetered on the edge of the rift, struggling against
an invisible force that was trying to pull him back into his
grave.

“Prisssssssss. For God’s sake, help me.”

His
face reflected so much terror that she couldn’t bear it, and she
knew there was only one way to end his torment.

Pris ran over to Bobby Lee and gave his chest a violent push.
His feet slid backward into the gaping hole and he fell forward,
latching onto the hem of her dress and pulling her to the
ground.

“No! Please, don’t do this.”

She
kicked and screamed and managed to break free, but before she could
scramble out of his reach, Bobby Lee grabbed a fistful of her long
hair and dragged her over to the edge of the chasm. A bone-chilling
numbness spread quickly throughout her body, and Priscilla stopped
struggling. Her lover’s dead eyes stared into hers, and his swollen
lips curved into a grotesque smile.

“I
forgive you, princess.”

The
earth began to tremble and Priscilla closed her eyes. Bobby Lee
held her in a desperate embrace as the power of moonlight claimed
their bodies, entombing them forever in the darkness of his
grave.
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When the aliens came to Salvation, they came
as a dark wave rising out of the peaty soil somewhere on Hiding
Mountain. They adjusted their form in order to work with us, but
never lived here as far as I know. From that work we discovered
apples. We people of Salvation work in the squimix midges every
day, digging out the apples and showering them under our garden
hoses. It’s come to be our way. Apples sell. We need the money from
outside because our town is small.

My
daddy’s name is Ken and my brother took Patch for his after his eye
was out. One morning they left the house to work in squimix after a
breakfast of sausage and eggs; this part tells what happened to
Patch. An awful lot more followed this, all tied up in knots. I
know it all to the point where my daddy lets off. I tell it so
maybe I can gain some closure.

It
started at midday.

Their legs were half-buried in the squimix, with the tops of
their waders on up sticking out of the midge. Small flies swarmed
over their heads, as was usual. Patch pulled his apple-grapple out
of the midge, removed the skewered apple and dropped it on the
conveyer. He re-sank the apple-grapple and leaned on it, watching
the apple he’d dropped as the conveyer pulled it under the shower
down-line from his assembly crew. That’s how we’d come to work it
by then. The apple fell in a packing chute.

“How have we gone on like this for three hours?” Patch
said.

Dad’s smile soured. “You know I don’t think about break. This
here is man’s work; the only time when I’m glad I don’t need sleep.
The day will come when I get some medicine. But it’d better not
affect my work.”

Dad
says Patch laughed hard and slipped. I imagine he did slip, that’s
all I can manage. Sliding off the apple-grapple, he fell under the
midge. The one thing the aliens warn you about: squimix on your
skin is a killing sin. Daddy talks softly about it, but I know how
he screamed. He did not think, just took off his rubber gloves and
wiped his hands over Patch’s face. He had to do it; the gloves
slipped. He screamed. The squimix on Patch’s face etched a river
through my daddy’s heart.

It
did no good.

My
brother died from the pain.






Brant Allen, their foreman and our neighbor, ran out of his
office trailer to see what was screaming. Before he got to the
midge, he’d come to approach at a sidelong trot like a horse
changing gait. Looking off, yet near to retching, he gave Daddy the
talk under his breath, led him to the office trailer.

The
office trailer was not too cramped inside. I’d been there on
several occasions. Mr. Allen led my glassy-eyed daddy to a chair
across from his own and the metal desk that straddled a crescent
moon’s space between them. Brant stepped around the desk and sat,
clawing through his oily hair.

“You ready for this?” Brant said.

If
you worked in squimix, you knew what this was.

“I’ll let the Didagens examine me,” Dad said, “to learn why
the squimix didn’t kill me when I wiped Patch’s face, and to prove
that I’m able to work this job—I’ve got to if I can; I won’t have
my daughter, Ann, working such risk.”

Why
Daddy didn’t want me working in squimix is plain. But I have always
wondered if his big hand pounded the desk, or his belly popped out
the shirttail of that faded-out rag he wore for days on end,
swearing it passed for flannel. Brant would’ve nodded. What
happened next is policy.

Brant slid the medical release form to Daddy.

Daddy reached over his beer belly with an ink pen. He
signed.

A
dome on Brant’s desk covered a frilly mesh scrap. It trembled if
you opened the dome. Brant gently lifted out the scrap and caressed
it, walking to the outside door.

The
scrap fluttered aloft into blue sky.






It
wasn’t long before a Didacrawler came to the door.

Didacrawlers are a sort of Didagen, the aliens that work us in
squimix to dig out apples, the one I’m speaking of having come, as
I said, to the office trailer door.

It
took its true form: Didacrawlers have frilly-spaghetti legs that
glow and move like willows. We must do as Daddy did when we see
one: stand at address as the alien comes in under its oozing
lurch-and-slap. As Daddy did so, one of the legs billowed toward
him. It whipped slowly.

Daddy believes it gave him a shot.

Last thing Daddy recognized.

Daddy’s sight tunneled as he looked past the Didacrawler’s
hub, which its legs radiate from like spokes on a Ford F-150;
different, how I said. Daddy saw the crescent desk reflecting
coldly on the window of the trailer door. Suddenly it was the door
that wasn’t, seeming not the slat-wood gate through which Dad’d
entered, but a changed maw of yawning sponge. Daddy thought to
himself, lands,
what a memory. But
mine? Beyond the spongy maw a swath of dirt stretched across a
field into a patch of rhododendrons and weeds, giving seclusion
till it all reined in at deep woods; nothing of our midge. Above,
the sky was cloudy, rainy with no grey; come from the Blue
Navy.

The
swath held a monument like a wad of mashed potatoes cut rough in
steps around its stone sides. Daddy needed to see the back for
himself; it seemed what the alien would have him do, so Daddy
thought, so he walked out. Climbing the steps, he but kicked a soft
spot in the rise. A hole bored through. Framed in mash, far-side
steps let out onto rolling savannah littered with iron beds that
curved winding to a far-off speck. The beds were made with patch
quilts. A person lay face down on each bed.

The
blue navied sky rippled like bedding.

Daddy was drowsy.

He
closed his eyes.

He
wouldn’t sick himself at fifty.






Daddy’s stomach was bubbling strange.

He
opened his eyes. A blur cleared.

Daddy was lying under a patch quilt on a bed in a white room,
where a recessed pool in the floor rolled like a cloudy sky with no
grey.

Daddy craned a view at his spongy window.

“Clear the film. Show me Hiding Mountain,” Dad
said.

A
Didacrawler bucked subtly across the room at the command, switched
out its running bio-segment to get a share of the ad-hoc
system that would replace
its clinical schedule. Daddy thinks the Didacrawler belched
arrogant that it could build the silly window process, appendages
off.

“Don’t smart me,” Dad said. “I know you can, and I know from
those pool colors changing, they come from the Blue Navy. This is
Hiding Mountain.

“Show it.”

The
Didacrawler squelched toward the window. When it arrived, one of
its legs billowed and whipped slowly.

The
spongy window seemed to emulsify its own film until it became
clear. Daddy gasped, reacting how he’d have avoided in cases when
he could, as he looked out on a vast, starry blackness rising above
a promontory that jutted from atop canyon cliffs, lit through alien
control. Cliffs fuzzy with blue ferns, yellow grass, edged with
low-grown solids. Perched above, blue-glowing Earth took Daddy’s
breath.

Hiding Mountain was an asteroid.

Daddy sat up, alert in his bed in the white room. The patch
quilting fell off and revealed the mound of his hairy belly. He
scratched. He soaked in the frigid window scene till the alien
Didacrawler bucked and its eyes reddened. To settle its nerves,
Daddy lay down. The Didacrawler sloshed to the cloudy pool and
whipped out its arm, sinking it in the pool. It hauled out a
container, round, of wire mesh. A blue, rumpled sheet packed in,
until the Didacrawler dumped it on the floor.

The
Didacrawler lurched out the spongy door.






Didaboss came next into the room.

Didaboss was nearly a plain old Didacrawler except for a man’s
necktie looped around its hub, a fashion it got from us (so Daddy
thinks). Didaboss moved on its legs at a quick trot to the sheet
that was dumped.

Didaboss shot a leg out, uncurling the sheet in a plane as
smooth as a store-bought bolt of fabric. But Daddy knew cotton and
flannel, and this was no such bedding. It was plate of mirrored
steel. Daddy was awed after seeing it stuffed in a wad. Didaboss
scurried around to Daddy, and its eyes lay green on him.

“KEN.

“KEN STAND.

“KEN STAND HERE,” Didaboss said.

Didaboss let an appendage rustle in front of the
plate.

Daddy middled, facing window.

Didaboss flattened its legs till they slithered beneath the
plate some odd way and jacked it up as they reinflated—that’s the only word I can conjure for
what Daddy thought was done. Didaboss puffed it legs under plate,
hefting it until it teetered against Daddy’s back. Didaboss gurgled
as the plate propped up for the seconds it took him to chatter,
waddle and hum over it as he danced a reel. Daddy jumped, too; it
would’ve had him laughing, but the plate fell and slapped the
floor.

Daddy didn’t laugh, then.

Twice more my Daddy went through that, trying to figure out
what was going on. From both of his flanks, it happened. Didaboss
finally gurgled out the pliable door.

“THANKS. KEN,” the alien said.






The
Didacrawler lurch-slapped into the room.

It
gave another shot.

Daddy slept. I took the chance to sap his dreams and get all
the stuff I’ve told you so far. I sat up in bed, rubbed my sandy
eyes, and focused on the night’s moon at my window, a presence soft
enough for my trance induction. Dreams are strange, but it’s old
hat. I know the difference.

What he faced.






Daddy woke to a squashy sound on the floor.

He
scrubbed his arms and belly. They felt raw. Didaboss was busy in
the room, stretching an elastic brown film between its few legs and
chattering as it waddled and hummed. Daddy could only reckon at why
it stretched the film across the pool on the floor and restarted
its strange, cumulative reel: some soft-shoe on two of its front
legs, a quick tapping from the back ones added in, and some
razz-a-mattaz tuning from its mouth. This had its own reason and
inscrutable purpose.

Something else about Didaboss had Daddy chewing his lip.
Seating himself on a spartanly hard chair by the windowsill, he
propped on his elbow and thought about this Didagen. The alien
bothered him right off: this fellow was a lot smaller than the
other aliens he’d seen— the size of an ocean crab. Didaboss cared
less that Dad was amazed. It danced and danced, tuned and tuned,
till Daddy clenched his hair.
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