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PETER AND THE DEAD
MEN

 


1

Five days after leaving
California, Peter Normal was about to see his new home for the
first time.

He hated it already.

Peter sat in the front seat of his mom’s beat–up
Honda, his forehead pressed to the window, and watched the small
town of Duskerville go by. It was so different from what he was
used to. A two–lane road that stretched through miles and miles of
forest, broken occasionally by a farm or clump of houses. The
actual town itself had seven blocks of shops, five stoplights, two
grocery stores, and one movie theater. Peter knew this because he
had counted them all.

Most of the storefronts looked old, like something
out of black and white television shows. Leave It To
Beaver or Andy Griffith. Not many people were out. A
few men in short–sleeve shirts, a woman in a flowered dress. And a
tall, strange man in a black suit and hat, with an ancient face and
grizzled beard. Who was also carrying a pitchfork.

Curiously, nobody on the street seemed freaked out by
that.

This was nothing like California. There, it was
buildings and condos and malls stacked up against each other as far
as the eye could see. Lots of people, lots of traffic, lots of
excitement.

No guys with pitchforks.

“But what about my friends?” Peter had complained
when his mother first told him they were moving.

“You’ll make new friends, honey,” Mom said.

“What is there to do there?”

“Well, it’s really close to the ocean.”

So far, the only water Peter had seen was the
rainstorm they’d driven through two days ago.

As upset as he was to leave his friends behind, Peter
never griped again about moving. He didn’t want to make this any
harder for Mom than it already was. She tried to hide it from him
and his little sister Beth, but she was having a really tough
time.

But Peter knew; he’d known for a while. She had lost
her job as a legal assistant when her boss retired five months ago,
and she hadn’t had any luck getting a new one that paid enough.
They lived in a two–room apartment in not–that–great a
neighborhood. Beth slept in the bedroom with his mom, and Peter
slept on a fold–out couch in the den. Daycare for his sister was
expensive during the school year. During the summer, Peter had to
watch his two–and–a–half year–old sister (which was a lot
like fighting World War III over and over again every day) while
Mom went out on interviews. But school was starting soon, and she
still didn’t have a job. Sometimes, late at night, he could hear
his mother crying softly in the bathroom where she didn’t think
anybody could hear her.

Before he could get too sad, Mom’s voice yanked him
out of daydream world and back to the here and now. “Beth, you have
to take off your bathing suit now, we’re going to meet your
grandfather.”

“No!” his sister yelled from her toddler seat in the
back of the car. All around her was piled the junk they’d brought
from California — suitcases, Mom’s computer, boxes of toys.

“Beth, you cannot wear a bathing suit
everywhere!”

“NO!”

His sister was …difficult. That was the nice way of
putting it. Her latest thing was wearing a yellow Strawberry
Shortcake bathing suit — everywhere. Twenty–four hours a day, seven
days a week. To bed, in the bath, to the store, to the movies, to
the park. Everywhere.

It wasn’t so bad in the summertime. You expected
little kids to wear bathing suits in the summertime. But this had
been going on for six months. The bathing suit was worn and frayed
in places, and it was more gray now than yellow. Mom
washed it every couple of days, and Beth would sit by the washing
machine and read stories to it as it swirled around. Usually she
would wear it straight out of the washer, wet and dripping, rather
than bear to part with it for the 15 minutes it would take to
tumble around in the dryer.

At the moment she was wearing it over a pair of
shorts and a white t–shirt. When it got a little chilly — which it
was in the car, with the air conditioner going — she would wear it
over her other clothes. Not under. Nope, the entire world
had to see her love for Strawberry Shortcake.

Mom struggled to keep her voice calm. “Beth, we have
to make a good impression on Grandfather since we’re going to be
living with him now. And I would rather he not see you wearing that
bathing suit over your regular clothes.”

“He wike Stawbewy Shorcake!” Beth protested.
“I wike it!”

“I don’t,” Peter said.

“You don’ count!” she shouted as she pointed and
bared her lower teeth at him.

Peter sighed and turned back to the window. When
dealing with Beth, unless it was really important, it was
easier just to ignore her. Mom hadn’t learned that yet.
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They had left Duskerville
behind and were on a winding road deep into the forest when Peter
saw it: Grandfather’s house.

It was monstrously huge and way high in the air. It
had to be, because the roof was the only thing Peter could see over
the trees…and they were tall trees. He could see some sort
of balcony with a railing on the very top, and there were two small
towers that looked more like they belonged on a castle.

“We’re here!” Mom called out. “Get out of that
bathing suit!”

“NO!” Beth howled.

“Why not?” Mom argued.

“Stawbewy Shorcake is COOL!”

The car slowed down and turned into a little side
street. On the right side of the road was an ordinary house.
Actually, that was being a bit generous. It was pretty rundown,
with flaking paint, a bunch of weeds on the lawn, at least one
cracked window, and a rusty car in the driveway. But all in all, it
was a relatively normal one–story home.

On the other side of the street, far away up a gravel
drive, was Grandfather’s house.

Now Peter knew why the roof was visible over the
trees: the house was four stories tall, if you counted the attic.
There were dozens of windows, most of them mismatched in size, and
none of them lined up straight with one another. Crazy built–on
rooms popped out from the side of the house in the worst possible
places.

It was like some giant monster had a baby, and the
monster kid just stacked his giant toy blocks at random to build
what was supposed to be a house, because no sane human would have
ever built it.

The wood had lost its paint years ago, and the
weathered gray planks crumbled silently in the sun. The shutters
were black and peeling. A couple of tall, gnarled trees grew
against the side walls, and overgrown bushes spilled out into the
knee–high lawn.

It looked like a haunted house. Or an abandoned
building. Or both.

“Oh no,” Peter whispered as a look of horror crept
over his face.

“Peter, I know it looks…interesting, but it’s a great
old place. I grew up here, you know.”

“You made me leave Carlos and Steven and Ben for
this? I left my friends so we could live here?”

“Peter, don’t do this. Not now. Not in front of
Grandfather. Smile, okay? We’ll talk about it later.”

Peter looked out the windshield, up ahead of the car.
There, standing in the overgrown grass by the front steps, was a
crazy old man to go with the crazy old house.

He was tall and gangly like a scarecrow, though a
well–dressed one: black pants, white long sleeve shirt, gray
patterned vest, a tie knotted under his collar. He looked like he
was going to church.

But if his clothes looked dressy, his face just
looked scary. Wild, piercing eyes blazed from beneath bushy brows.
A scraggly white beard sprouted from his cheeks and jaw. He was
bald on the front and top, but thin wisps of hair clung to the
sides of his head.

Grandfather Flannagan.

Peter had never met him. Grandma Flannagan had flown
out to California a couple of times, but she had died when Peter
was four. He could barely remember her. There were some faded
photographs of her smiling in front of their apartment, and equally
faded memories of a sweet lady who gave him candy when Mom wasn’t
looking.

They had never visited his grandparents’ house — at
least, not since Peter was a baby — and Grandfather had never
visited them. Suddenly Peter wished one of the two had happened,
because if it had, he would have fought a lot harder to stay in
California.

“Who’s dat scare–wy man?” Beth whimpered.

“He’s not scary…that’s my daddy. He’s nice,
you’ll see,” Mom said, though something in her tone wasn’t exactly
convincing.

Peter looked in the mirror and smoothed his sandy
brown hair, then looked down to make sure his shirt and shorts
didn’t have any ketchup or mustard stains. Normally he couldn’t
have cared less, but something told him he was about to get a
military inspection.

Gravel crunched under the tires as the Honda pulled
up to the front of the house. Peter watched uneasily as the old man
peered inside the car, straight at Peter’s face.

Mom was the first out. “Hello, Dad.” She smiled, and
gave him a little hug.

“Mrm” was his only reply.

She opened the car’s back door and unbuckled the
kiddie seat. “This is Beth. Um, don’t mind the bathing suit.”

For the first time in her life, Peter’s sister had
nothing to say. She just sat there in Mom’s arms, fingers in her
mouth, staring at Grandfather as he stared back at her.

“And this is Peter.”

That was his cue. Peter opened the door and stepped
out.

Grandfather’s eyes burned a hole in his skull.
“Peter, eh?”

Peter nodded.

“How old are you, boy?”

“N–nine and a half,” Peter stuttered. “I’ll be ten in
March.”

“Hrm.” Grandfather turned back to Mom without giving
Peter another glance. “So I guess we’ll be moving you in now.”

“Well, we could go on a little tour of the house
first. The bags aren’t going anywhere.”

“Hrm.” Grandfather turned and walked up the front
steps into the house without another word.

“You coming, Peter?” Mom called.

“Uhhhh…I’m gonna walk around outside first, stretch
my legs,” Peter replied.

“Okay, suit yourself.”

“Mommy, he’s a scare–wy man,” Beth whispered a little
too loudly.

“No, it’s just Grandfather,” Mom said in a hushed
voice. “We’re going to go see your new room now.”

Peter waited until they were inside. Once they were
gone, he kicked the gravel in frustration.

Freakin’ — dang it — flippin’ —

Thousands of miles to come live in a rundown
shack.

Peter shielded his eyes with his hands and peered up
at the house.

A huge rundown shack.

It was sort of cool, actually, in a horror movie kind
of way.

He just didn’t want to live in a horror
movie, that’s all.

Peter circled the house and counted the odd,
mismatched windows. After losing count, he backed up almost a
hundred feet to try and see that crazy balcony on the roof
again.

“Psst,” somebody said behind him.

Peter whirled around.
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About 20 feet away sat a
rundown fence made of graying logs and wood posts that were nearly
swallowed by weeds. Behind the fence slouched a pale little kid
with sunburned cheeks and a blond crewcut. He had on a dirty shirt
with yellow, orange and red stripes, and he wore barely–tied
hightop tennis shoes. Bony knees stuck out of his oversized shorts,
which were cinched tight with an old brown belt.

The kid nodded once. “What up.”

Peter raised a hand and waved tentatively.

“You movin’ in?” the kid asked.

Peter nodded. “Yeah.”

“That your granddad?”

“Yeah.”

The kid shook his head like he pitied Peter. “He’s
craaaaazy, man.”

Peter smiled a little. “Yeah, he sure seems like
it.”

“Pff, he doesn’t just seem crazy, he
is crazy. I watch the windows up there sometimes at night,
like, two or three in the morning after the midnight monster
marathon is over? Lights all over the place, floating from room to
room. Creeeee–py. You wanna piece of gum?”

The kid produced a grubby pack out of his pocket.

What the heck.

Peter walked over and was about to take a piece —

“Sorry if the wrapper’s sweaty, it’s been in my
pants,” the kid said.

Ew.

Peter hesitated, then took it anyway.

“Uh, thanks. I’m Peter.”

The kid stuck out his hand through the rails in the
fence. “Dill.”

Peter’s eyebrows shot up. “Dill?”

The kid glared. “No jokes about pickles. I heard ‘em
all, I’m sick of ‘em, I don’t wanna hear ‘em. Got it?”

Peter shook his head. “I wasn’t going to say any
pickle jokes.”

Dill relaxed. “Good. How old are you?”

“Nine and a half.”

“Ha! I’m almost ten, my birthday’s in November. I
could beat you up.”

Peter looked down at Dill. Peter was half a foot
taller and probably twenty pounds heavier.

Yeah, right.

“But don’t worry, I won’t,” Dill reassured him. “I’m
just sayin’. But you and me, we could beat up a
twenty-year–old.”

Peter frowned. “How do you figure that?”

“Nine and a half plus almost ten is…” Dill paused to
count. “Okay, I don’t know what that is, but we could definitely
beat up a sixteen year–old, cuz together we’re older.”

“Uh–huh.” Peter nodded, totally bewildered by Dill’s
logic.

“So, you ready for school?”

“No.”

“Neither am I. I HATE school. Starts on Monday,
though.” Dill looked around the yard like an old man taking stock
of his life. “The time, where does it go?”

“It starts on Monday?” Peter asked in shock.

“Yeah.”

“That’s in two days!”

“No duh. I see they taught you the days of
the week.”

“School doesn’t start for another two weeks in
California!” Peter fumed. Great, he’d moved to a giant shack out in
the middle of nowhere, and now they’d stolen two weeks of his
summer from him, too.

“That where you’re from?” Dill asked.

“Yeah.”

“And school starts in two weeks there?”

“Yeah.”

“You think we can move there?”

“Uhhh…”

“We should totally move there,” Dill enthused wildly,
“and then I bet school doesn’t start for another two weeks in
Japan, so then we could move there, and just keep
traveling around the world to the next place where school doesn’t
start for two weeks, until we wind up back here in the summer.”

Peter squinted at him. “That’s insane.”

“No, man, it’ll work. You know how somewhere in the
world, it’s always night? Like, it’s night in China somewhere
right now?”

“Yeahhhh…” Peter agreed, waiting for Dill’s bizarro
logic to kick in.

“Well, there’s probably always someplace in the world
where school doesn’t start for two weeks. We just gotta find it
over and over and over again. Man, I am good. California,
here I come.”

Peter laughed. “I don’t think my Mom’ll let me go
back.”

“What about your dad?”

A long pause. “I haven’t seen my dad for a couple of
years.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

Peter shrugged. “It’s okay.”

It wasn’t okay, but Peter knew that’s what
you said in these circumstances.

“Dads are highly overrated,” Dill continued. “My dad
basically just comes home from work, yells at me, goes to sleep on
the couch, and stinks up the bathroom.”

“Ewww, gross.”

“Hey, I tell it like I smell it.” Dill shifted his
weight, and gazed past Peter’s shoulder. “You, uhhh…you think you
can get me inside your house?”

“Uh, sure, I guess. Why?”

“I wanna see inside. But he can’t know about it,
okay?”

“Your dad?”

“Well, him, too, but I meant your grandfather.”

“Why?”

Dill bit his lip. “There was…an accident.”

“Uh–huh.”

“I kind of lit his garden on fire last year,” Dill
explained.

“WHAT?”

“It was an accident! I was trying to scare something
out of there. Didn’t work so good.”

A thrill of fear gripped Peter’s chest. “Scare
what out?”

Dill looked to the right and the left, as though he
were afraid of who might be listening.

“There’s something weird going on in his garden at
night,” Dill whispered. “Especially the watermelon patch. That’s
what I lit on fire. Well, first I lit the corn, but the watermelon
patch was right next to it. You ever seen a watermelon
explode?”

“No.”

“It’s coooool.” Dill grinned, eyes wide. Then he
stopped grinning. “But it’s reeeeaaaally messy. And LOUD. You can’t
exactly hide watermelons exploding.”

“What were you trying to scare out?”

“I don’t know, exactly…but I can show you
tonight.”

What in the world was Dill talking about? A stray
dog? A bear? His voice was way too spooky and low for it to be some
normal kind of animal.

Peter hesitated, then relented. “Okay, I — ”

“BOY!” boomed an old man’s voice.

Peter swung around to see Grandfather striding
towards him.

“Oh CRAP,” Dill hissed, and shrunk down behind the
fence. “Look, meet me out here at ten o’clock tonight, okay?”

“But what — ”

“I gotta go, man, I gotta GO!”

Dill scampered off across his yard and raced inside
the one–story house. The screen door slammed shut behind him.

Grandfather stomped up to the fence and switched his
glare from Dill’s house to Peter’s face.

“I don’t want to see you having anything to do with
that idjit, you hear me?”

Peter backed up a foot.

“H–he seems okay…”

“He’s a ruffian and a scoundrel and a troublemaker.
You hear me, boy?” he thundered at Dill’s house. “I haven’t
forgotten those watermelons, you little mongrel!”

From somewhere in Dill’s house came a man’s voice,
sleepy and irritated. “Shut up, old man!”

“He’s a fool, a scamp, a rapscallion!” Grandfather
railed at the unseen voice. “With parents to match!”

“Shuuuuuut UP!” the man’s voice roared.

Peter blushed a deep red and put his head in his
hands.

Oh my God, Dill was right…he is
crazy.

“In the house with you!” Grandfather snarled.
“Git!”

Peter walked to the front door with the old man’s
claw clamped down on his shoulder. All the way there, he wondered
what awful thing he’d done for God to make him move in with an
insane person.
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If the house was crazy
outside, it was double crazy inside. Maybe triple crazy.

The main hallway was three stories high. A giant
wooden staircase angled up to the left until it reached the second
floor, then sloped up to the right until it reached the third.
Peter could imagine Dill having tons of fun sliding down the
banister from the top floor all the way to the bottom — if
the railing had curved around instead of jutting out at sharp
angles. Peter pictured Dill tumbling off into space at the first
hairpin turn and shuddered.

To the left there was a living room with antique
furniture and stained glass lamps. A giant Arabic rug covered the
polished hardwood floor, and a coffee table with a glass plate in
the middle sat in the center of the room.

On the right side of the hallway was a cavernous
dining hall with a table that looked like it could have served 30
people or more.

Under the stairwell was a door with an ancient lock,
the kind in old movies that opened with skeleton keys. Peter gave
it a glance and was about to walk on when his Grandfather clamped a
hand on his shoulder again.

“We have some rules around here, boy. Number one is
you are to NEVER ENTER THAT DOOR.”

Peter looked at it with new interest.

“You are never to try to open that door, you are
never to play with that door, you are never to TOUCH that door. ON
PAIN OF DEATH. Do I make myself clear?”

Peter stepped back. “Why?”

“And you are never to ASK ABOUT THAT DOOR.”

Peter looked from his Grandfather to the door and
back again.

“Very well, moving on,” Grandfather muttered and
started up the stairs. Peter followed.

“There are many, many rooms in this house,”
Grandfather growled. “If a door is shut, DON’T OPEN IT. If a door
is locked, DON’T BOTHER IT. There are plenty of open rooms for you
to go in and destroy, which I know you will.”

They reached the second story. The hall stretched off
a very long way in either direction, longer than Peter would have
thought possible.

“Are we going down there to — ”

“No.”

Grandfather continued up the stairs.

As he reached the third story, Peter looked down at
the hardwood floor thirty feet below. He got a little dizzy.
Actually he got really dizzy, and had to look away until he was off
the stairs and safely on the third floor.

Grandfather pointed to an open doorway as he walked
by. “That is your mother’s.”

Peter peered in on a windowless room with a large
canopy bed and paintings of bowls of fruit.

“Next to it is your sister’s.”

That room was windowless, too, and nothing Beth would
want. The walls were dark purple, the furniture was straight out of
George Washington’s time, and the only painting on the wall was of
three women in white robes knitting a long piece of cloth. One of
them held golden scissors over the thread, waiting to cut it.

Grandfather wasn’t so good with little girls, Peter
was guessing.

“And this is yours.”

Whoa.

It was almost as big as his mother’s, with a large
bed along the center wall and a writing desk and lamp in the
corner. But the main thing was the giant window across the room,
which poured sunlight onto the floor. Even better was a perch in
front of the window, a pillow–lined ledge set two feet into the
wall, perfect for sitting and watching on a rainy day.

Peter hopped up on it and looked outside. Beyond the
glass panes were the branches of an enormous tree, just right for
climbing. Peter had never snuck out in his life, but that tree was
the perfect way to do it.

Not that he had the faintest inclination to try. In
fact, when he looked at the ground over thirty feet below, he got
woozy even thinking about it — just like on the stairwell — and had
to look away again.

The view was amazing. Behind the house, a vast field
stretched for a quarter mile until it just ended, as though it
dropped off into the light blue sky.

There was Dill’s house off to the right, completely
visible from front to back. The roof was missing shingles here and
there, and generally looked as rundown from above as it did from
the ground level, but the place had a backyard as big as a soccer
field — and with next to nothing in it. A rusty metal swing set and
concrete patio kept the weeds company before the overgrown grass
gave way to miles and miles of forest.

Separating Grandfather’s property from the tiny house
was the rickety fence where Peter had met Dill just moments before.
Its sagging rails and leaning posts stretched down the meadow for
hundreds of yards, then finally collapsed in a jumble of rotting
logs beneath the overhanging tree branches.

Back in Grandfather’s yard, an untrimmed barrier of
rose bushes lined the rear of the house. Even from this height,
Peter could see the different colored blooms: red, pink, yellow,
white, and a dozen variations.

Funny, Grandfather didn’t seem like the kind of guy
to grow roses.

“I’m surprised Mom didn’t want this room for
herself,” Peter mused.

“Everyone gets the rooms I assign them.”

“Why’d you give me the one with the window?”

“In case anything ever came through it, I figured
you’d handle it best.”

Peter stared at his grandfather for a hint of a
smile, any indication of a joke. There was none.

Okaaaaay…

Peter turned back to the window.

A hundred feet beyond the roses was what he guessed
to be the garden Dill had mentioned. It was surprisingly large,
almost as big as a football field, but overgrown and wild–looking,
with a forest of green corn stalks standing guard over twisted
mounds of vines. Here and there were bright green specks that could
have been watermelons, he supposed.

“I guess the garden grew back,” Peter commented
absentmindedly. Only after the words were out did he realize maybe
that wasn’t the best subject to bring up.

“What did that little vandal tell you?” Grandfather
snapped.

“Uhhhhh, he said there was an accident. But it looks
like everything’s fine now,” Peter added with forced
cheerfulness.

“Stay out of that garden, boy,” Grandfather
commanded.

What a relief. Unhappy visions of himself toiling and
sweating in the midday sun, picking peas and cucumbers, completely
disappeared.

“Are you the only one who works out there?” Peter
asked warily.

“No one works out there. It’s not our garden. Stay
out of it.”

Peter looked back in confusion. Beyond the garden,
the vast meadow was empty except for a jumble of stones that looked
tiny in the distance.

“Is it Dill’s family’s?”

“It’s no one’s. Leave it alone, and DON’T GO INTO
THAT GARDEN. And don’t go down to the ocean, either.”

“What?!” Peter gasped. “That’s the ocean down
there?”

“At the edge of the meadow is a giant cliff,”
Grandfather warned, “with a hundred foot drop to the rocks below.
Stay away. And don’t get within ten feet of that blasted garden, do
you hear me?”

Grandfather stomped out of the room.

Peter looked back out the window and down at the
garden.

If it didn’t belong to anyone…then who had
replanted it after Dill burned it down?
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They spent an hour dragging
in all their suitcases and boxes from the Honda up to the third
floor. Grandfather untied Peter’s bike from the roof of the car and
stowed it away in an old, wooden garage back behind the house.
Peter looked around inside at the ancient Ford truck, the
dust–covered tools on the walls, and the stacks of bug–eaten
newspapers lying everywhere until Grandfather chased him out.

After that, the old man disappeared down a hallway on
the first floor and Mom went to fix something to eat.

Dinner was not in the giant room Peter had seen by
the main hall but at a cozy little table in the kitchen, which ran
along the back of the house. Unfortunately, the food wasn’t very
good: canned peas, canned sauerkraut, canned beets. Beth was having
fun, though, smashing everything flat like pancakes and then
licking it off her palms. Grandfather was nowhere to be seen.

Mom watched him scrape at his plate. “I’ll get better
food tomorrow, Pete, when I go into town. It’s all I could find in
the pantry.”

“Why isn’t he here to eat this stuff?” Peter
grumbled.

Mom sighed. “That’s just Grandfather. He’s probably
in his study, reading away.”

“Mom, this place is weird.”

She smiled sadly. “Yeah, I know. I’d forgotten a
lot.”

“What’s in all the locked rooms?”

Shrug. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? You lived here all your life and you
don’t know?”

“One thing you’ll find out, Peter, is that when your
grandfather tells you not to do something, it’s best if you don’t
even think about doing it.” She turned to Beth and forced
a spoon into her fingers. “Honey, don’t eat with your hands.”

“What about the garden?”

Mom’s eyes got big. She acted scared but broke into a
smile as she talked. “Ohhhh, don’t go in the garden! Whatever you
do, don’t go in the garden.”

She stared off into the distance. “I think I was…five
or six, maybe, and I went and picked some tomatoes for my mom? Put
‘em in my dress and held it out like this.”

Even though she was wearing jeans, Mom pantomimed
holding out a dress by the corners to form a basket of sorts.

“When I brought the tomatoes in, my dad — Grandfather
— he got so mad, he spanked me till I couldn’t sit down for hours.
I cried and I cried…”

Mom snapped out of the daydream. Her face grew
slightly angry, and she stabbed at her beets with a fork. “And I
never went in that garden again.”

“Why aren’t we supposed to go in the garden?”

“I don’t know, Peter. Your grandfather said it
doesn’t belong to us. He said not to go past the rose bushes,
because none of it belongs to us, and they might think we’re
trespassing.”

“Well, who does it belong to?”

Mom’s face clouded over a bit. “I’m not sure, but I
think there’s a bunch of hobos who eat the food.”

“Hobos?”

Mom caught herself and smiled. “Homeless people,
honey. I’m sorry, hobo isn’t the accepted word these days. But
‘hobo’ was what we called them back then…they used to ride the
trains all around the country and live on the really poor side of
life. I think Grandfather kept the garden for them, I’m not
sure.”

“Did you see the hobos?”

Mom cocked her head, as though trying to remember.
“Only once…it was night, and I saw somebody…or something in the
garden. I didn’t go find out what it was because I was scared. But
there’s no need to worry, I lived here eighteen years until I left
for college and nobody ever bothered us. Hobos are harmless, kid.
Just don’t go in the garden, and don’t make any problems with
Grandfather, okay?”

Peter nodded. “Okay, Mom,” and he meant it.

Whatever it took to avoid Grandfather’s anger, that’s
what Peter was going to do.
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Mom finished putting Beth to
bed at 8:30. After that, she and Peter read in the den. Read,
because there was no TV.

“He doesn’t have a TV?!”

“Don’t make a fuss, Peter. Once I find a job maybe I
can talk him into letting me buy one.”

Peter grumbled as he looked around the room for
something to read.

All he could find was a wicker basket full of
National Geographics. But not anything recent — in fact,
not a single one had pictures. They were all from the 1940’s and
just full of writing.

Peter groaned and went upstairs to get some comic
books of his own. After he returned, they both read quietly until
Grandfather lumbered in.

“Time for bed,” he announced as he pointed at
Peter.

Peter glanced at the huge wooden clock on the
fireplace mantel: 9:45. He was supposed to meet Dill at 10
o’clock.

“But — ”

“Time for bed!” Grandfather repeated angrily.

“Dad…” Mom sighed. “Peter’s used to going to bed a
little later than this — ”

“I’ll not be questioned in my own house, Melissa,”
Grandfather warned.

Mom stared at Grandfather. He stared back.

“Go get ready for bed, Peter,” she said in a dull,
flat voice.

“But Mom — ”

“Peter, just do it.”

Jeez.

Peter trudged up the stairs. He could hear angry
muttering and whispering back in the den, but he couldn’t make any
of it out.

There was a bathroom next to his bedroom. As he
brushed his teeth he mentally tallied all the reasons he hated
moving here from California.

Boring…stupid…all my friends are gone…a psycho
for a grandfather…who hates the one kid who lives anywhere near
me…NO TV…gotta go to bed like a three-year–old…can’t even walk out
in the flippin’ back yard…can’t even go to the ocean…

He pulled off his clothes and climbed into bed under
the musty sheets. It smelled like old people.

Peter fluffed his pillow and coughed. He was glad the
lights were off; he didn’t want to see the dust that was probably
in the air.

Gross.

The one good thing was that he had a perfect view out
the window. Lying there in the dark room, he watched the sliver of
a moon far over the trees and wished he could be in California
right now, under a California sky.

Where it’s two weeks away till school, he
added angrily to his list.

And now Dill is going to hate me, he
thought. He’ll think I stood him up for sure. The one friend I
could’ve made is going to totally —

“Yo, dude,” somebody whispered outside his
window.

Peter bolted upright, his heart thudding in his
chest.

“Dill?” he whispered back.

There was a familiar buzzcut silhouette perched right
outside the window. It waved.

Peter jumped out of bed and climbed up on the
cushioned ledge. Sure enough, there was Dill, seated precariously
on the windowsill outside.

Peter searched around for a second, found and
unlatched a lock on the left side of the glass panes, and pulled.
The window swung open towards him like a door.

“How’d you get up here?” Peter asked, amazed.

“The tree, man. I can climb like a monkey. Hoo hoo,
haw haw!” Dill scratched his underarms and poked out his lips like
a chimpanzee.

“Sorry I can’t come. They made me go to bed,” Peter
said morosely.

“I figured when I saw the lights go on in this room
and then go out. Lucky thing you’re by the tree, I didn’t wanna
have to go far on this roof. Well, come on, get dressed and let’s
go.”

Peter looked at him, dumbfounded. “Go?”

“Yeah, let’s boogie.”

“I can’t leave! I’m supposed to be in bed!”

Dill groaned. “Don’t tell me you’re a teacher’s
pet.”

“No…”

“You’re probably a straight A student, aren’t you?
You probably go to dance class, don’t you?” Dill stuck out his arms
and flicked his fingers across an imaginary keyboard. “‘Hi, my name
is Peter,’” he said in a high, nasally muppet voice. “I play the
piano and I practice every day!’”

“I do not!” Peter almost shouted, then looked around
uneasily in case someone had heard.

“Then get dressed and let’s go. Unless you’re a
weenie,” Dill said. “A wussy, wussy weenie.”

“No…” Peter said defensively. “I’m just…I’m kind of
scared of heights.”

“Don’t look down.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“Dude, I’ll go first. All you gotta do is go about
three feet on the roof and then bam, you’re at the tree, and it’s
easy from there. Just do what I do. Don’t worry, I won’t let you
fall. Come on!”

Peter looked back at his closed bedroom door. If Mom
or Grandfather came in, he was busted for sure.

Dill must’ve known what he was thinking. “Lock the
door, dude, and let’s rock and roll.”

“I could get in a LOT of trouble for this.”

Dill shrugged. “It wouldn’t be worth it,
otherwise.”

Peter took a big breath.

Peas, beets, and sauerkraut…bedtime at 9:45…and not
being able to go anywhere or do anything.

Forget that.

Peter pulled on his pants, shirt and shoes, and
locked the bedroom door.

Dill grinned and gave him a thumbs up. “You da
man.”
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The climb out on the roof was
terrifying. Thirty feet down, the grass seemed to spin slightly in
the moonlight. Peter started to get dizzy, but Dill held onto his
arm the whole time. “Don’t look down, just grab the branch.”

Once he reached the limb, Peter hung on for dear
life. Dill shimmied his way down like an expert until he reached
the tree trunk, then hopped from branch to branch until he dangled
only four feet off the ground. He let go, dropped, and rolled.

Peter took considerably longer, but he finally made
it. His ankles and heels stung a little when he landed, but he was
safely on the ground.

Dill slapped him on the shoulder. “I take it all
back, you’re no wussy weenie.”

“How do we get back up there?”

Dill rolled his eyes and pointed to a hole in the
tree that made a perfect foothold. “Don’t be such a granny, I got
you covered.”

They kept to the shadows as much as possible, then
bolted for the rose bushes and raced to the other side.

The air was perfumed with the smell of flowers and a
touch of salt from the ocean. There was no breeze, though, and
Peter couldn’t hear a single wave — only the chirping of crickets
all around.

They walked about halfway between the rose bushes and
the garden before Dill stopped him.

“Okay, this is far enough,” Dill whispered and sat
down.

“But the garden’s still like fifty feet away,” Peter
said.

“Trust me, man. If there’s something in there, we
wanna get a good head start. Gummy bear?”

Dill produced a crinkled package. Peter took a couple
of pieces and popped them in his mouth.

“Thas’ good,” he smacked. “I had beets for
dinner.”

“Ugh. So was I right? Is he crazy, or what?”

“You were right. He told me never to come out here,
ON PAIN OF DEATH,” Peter said, imitating his grandfather’s booming
voice. Then he squinted. “Or was that the door under the
stairs?”

“Yeah, well, he was maaaa–AAAAD when I blew up the
watermelons. Jeez, you would think he could spare a couple.”

“The weird thing is, he doesn’t eat any of it.”

“What?!”

“Yeah. My mom told me she got in trouble when she was
a kid for picking some tomatoes. She said she thinks that a bunch
of hobos keep the garden and eat it all up.”

“Hobos?”

“Homeless guys who ride trains.”

“Oh, bums,” Dill nodded. “I don’t know, man. I guess
the stuff I saw could’ve been a hobo, but…it was a
messed–up hobo, then.”

“So you don’t see it all the time?”

“Naw…only once in awhile, mostly in the summer and
the fall…weird shapes out here at night, and plants moving around
‘n stuff.”

“That’s why you lit the fire?”

“Actually, it really was an accident,” Dill
admitted. “It was the fall, everything in the garden was dry and
kind of dead, but the watermelons weren’t all gone yet. I couldn’t
find a flashlight, so I took my dad’s zippo lighter and I was out
there lookin’ around when somethin’, I don’t know what, scared the
bejeezus out of me. I dropped the lighter and ran, and the next
thing I know, the watermelons are exploding and the fire trucks are
all racin’ up the street. Your grandfather about screamed his head
off outside of my house. A cop came and talked to my parents, and I
told him what had happened, and then he yelled at me and then he
left. I thought my dad was going to whip me good, but he just
laughed and told me anything that made that old fart mad made
him happy, and nothing else happened to me. I just can’t
let your granddad see me out here, that’s all.” Dill scoffed.
“Getting’ mad at me…he’s a big hippo crib.”

Peter cocked his head to the side. “A
what?”

Grandfather looked far more like a scarecrow than a
hippopotamus, and Peter had no idea where the baby bed part came
from.

“A hippo crib. A guy who says ‘No, you’re bad for
starting a fire,’ and then he goes and starts a fire himself.”

“A hypocrite,” Peter suggested.

“Yeah, that’s what I said. The very next night he’s
out with his truck and he rolls some big thing off the back onto
the ground and lights it on fire till it’s all burned up. Hippo
crib,” Dill muttered bitterly.

“I wonder why he did — ”

“Hey, shhh — did you see that?”

Peter peered out into the darkness, into the green
stalks and vines barely visible in the starlight. “I don’t see
anything.”

“Wait.”

There was a rustling somewhere out in the middle part
of the garden, maybe fifty feet inside the corn. The leaves shook a
little.

Peter gulped. “It was the wind.”

Dill licked his finger and held it up. “There
isn’t any wind.”

Some vines shuddered and the movement continued to
the right. There was the sound of leaves shaking and twigs snapping
underfoot.

“What should we do?” Peter whispered.

“Let’s go take a look,” Dill answered.

“What, and burn down the garden again?”

“Dude, I came prepared this time.”

Dill pulled out two small, keychain–sized flashlights
from his shorts pocket.

Peter looked at the offered flashlight, then out at
the garden. The rustling started again, then stopped.

“I don’t know…my grandfather said not to come out
here.”

Dill smirked. “You do everything your grandfather
tells you to?”

“Well — ”

“You’re down here, aren’t you? So no, you
don’t do everything he tells you to. Come on, don’t wuss
out now. It’s probably a raccoon. Raccoons are cool.”

“What if it’s a hobo?”

“You and me, we can take him.”

“I thought you said we could only beat up a
sixteen-year–old.”

Dill thought for a second. “All we have to do is kick
him, then we’ll run away.”

“What makes you so brave? Last time you got scared to
death and burned down the garden, right?”

Dill slapped Peter on the shoulder. “Yeah, but now I
got you to go with me.”

Peter hesitated.

Beets and peas. 9:45 bedtimes. Two weeks of lost
vacation.

He relented and grabbed the flashlight. “All
right.”

“Yeaaaaaaahhhh.” Dill grinned and headed into the
garden.
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Peter snapped on the tiny
little flashlight, which gave off a beam that was barely any better
for seeing than the moon. He sighed and followed Dill into the
garden.

The dirt was soft and gave way beneath Peter’s feet.
Low–lying plants — cucumbers? Zucchinis? — brushed against his legs
as the boys moved through the rows. Coming up were the tomato
plants, which twirled high above Peter on six–foot stakes.

Up ahead, Dill crouched over and disappeared into the
tangle of vines. His flashlight bobbed behind the tomato plants
like a glowing fairy from a storybook.

Peter looked over his shoulder, back to the safety of
the giant house with its dim lights showing through the windows.
Then he peered forward into the darkness and twisted ropes of
green.

He took a deep breath and plunged on through.

It was a jungle in there. A fresh, green, pungent
smell filled his nose. The plants crinkled against his body,
occasionally tugging against his jeans or shirt. The little
flashlight illuminated only the closest vines to him, no more than
a foot or two away.

In less than a minute he had reached the corn stalks.
He paused and whispered, “Dill?”

Dill answered from somewhere off to the right.
“What?”

“You in the corn?”

“Yeah. Come on in.”

Peter pushed into the giant green plants. It was even
harder to see now — the big leaves slapped his face and towered so
high above him that they blocked out any light from the moon or
stars. It was just Peter, the dim beam from the flashlight, and the
shhh shhh shhh of the corn all around him.

Peter stopped to get his bearings. He was about to
call out for Dill again when a noise came from up ahead. The
shhh shhh shhh of someone else moving in the corn.

“Dill?” he croaked, his throat dry.

No answer. But the corn stopped moving.

“Dill?” Peter whispered again.

There was the sound of something dropping to the
ground, a series of light thumps. A gentle pressure touched Peter’s
foot.

He gasped, stepped back, and shone his light on the
ground.

A tomato. It must have rolled across the ground and
bumped his foot.

Anger flared inside Peter where fear had once been.
He picked up the tomato and forged ahead, pushing apart corn
stalks.

“Dill, we’re out here to find raccoons, not pick —
”

He meant to say ‘vegetables,’ but the word stuck in
his throat.

There was a man right in front of him.

He was kneeling on the ground, picking up the
tomatoes and zucchinis and corn he had dropped. He was dressed all
in black — black pants, black shirt, long black jacket. His head
was bent, and he had on a black hat that hid his face.

A hobo.

Something smelled wrong, though. Literally. The scent
of green plants was gone. Instead, the odor of burned leaves filled
the air.

Peter gasped. “I’m sorry — I didn’t mean to — ”

He stopped speaking.

In the dim glow of the flashlight, Peter saw the hand
that was picking up the last tomato. The hand was black, too.

But not African–American. Back in California, Peter
had lots of friends at school who were black. Next door in his
apartment building, there had lived a friendly man from Nigeria who
was darker than anybody else Peter had ever seen in his life.

But even he wasn’t this dark.

Black, like ink. Like outer space, between the
stars.

And the hand was too skinny for a grown man. It
looked like a claw or a skeleton’s hand, but charred and cracked.
Like the ashes of a log after the fire has died out. That’s when he
realized the clothes and the hat weren’t black, either. Not
originally.

They were burned. The man had been burned to a
crisp.

He must’ve died. No human being could look like
that and still be alive.

But he was moving. His arm was moving.

No no no no
no no no no

The blackened claw gripped the last tomato…then
paused.

The hat tilted up and the face looked into the
light.

What was left of a face.

No ears, no nose, no hair.

No eyes. Just gaping holes.

It was more of a skull than a face, but black and
charred. There was skin still left that covered most of the head
and hid a lot of the teeth. But the skin looked like leather that
somebody had roasted on a fire until it was shriveled as a burned
raisin. The lips were gone, and had pulled away from the yellowed
teeth in a permanent sneer.

The thing looked at Peter with its empty sockets.

Then it lunged at him.
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Peter screamed, stumbled back
through the corn, and ran fast as he could.

“DILL! DILL, GET OUT! GET OUT OF HERE!”

Dill’s voice piped up from somewhere off to the
side.

“What? What is it?”

“GET OUT OF THE GARDEN! RUUUUUUUUN!”

Peter tore through the corn and into the tomatoes,
flailing his arms and ripping apart the vines. His feet smushed
vegetables underfoot, his head smacked into stakes. He spun around
dizzily like a drowning man trying to find his way to the surface
of a lake.

Behind him, he felt a tug on the bottom of his
t–shirt. A tug that didn’t feel like it was snagged by a vine or a
plant.

He screamed and ran faster, plowing through anything
and everything in his way.

If I could only see the house again…

And then it was there, the dim lights from the
windows. Safety.

Peter stumbled in the cucumbers but managed to keep
upright, one foot flying in front of the other. For the first time
since he started running, he looked over his shoulder.

Nothing was behind him, just the ever–receding garden
patch.

Peter stopped and whirled around. “DILL!” he
screamed.

Silence.

“DILLLLL!” he screamed again and prayed that he
hadn’t left his friend behind to die in the clutches of a
monster.

There was a giant shaking and shuddering in the
tomato plants.

Peter’s heart froze in his chest.

And then Dill came tumbling out, batting away vines
from his face, sputtering and spitting pieces of leaves from his
lips. “Jeez, man, why’d you go and scare me like that?! I peed my
pants, I was — I mean, I almost peed my pants, you scared
me so bad. I think I lost my flashlight.”

Peter ran up to the edge of the garden and urged Dill
forward, yet kept his eyes glued to the vines and stalks.

“Dill, I saw a hobo!”

“Really?” Dill gasped. “Did you talk to him?”

“No, he was burned to a crisp!”

Dill stopped in his tracks. His lower lip trembled.
“He was…he was burned up?”

Peter grabbed Dill’s arm and pulled him over to the
rose bushes. “Yeah, he didn’t have any eyes or nose or anything,
and his hand was like this — ”

Peter contorted his own hand into the shape of a
claw.

“ — except it looked like a branch after a fire, and
his clothes were black and burned and everything.”

Dill looked into the field. “Do you…do you think I…”
he whispered.

“And then it came after me!”

Dill frowned and looked at Peter. “It came
after you?”

“Yeah, it chased me!”

From out of nowhere, Dill hauled off and hit Peter in
the arm. “You stupid jerk!”

“OW!” Peter backed away. “Hey, what’s your
problem?”

Dill was still coming, arms swinging. “I should kick
your ass, making fun of me like that!”

“I’m not making it up!”

Dill stopped swinging. His chest heaved up and down
as he panted. “Swear to me.”

“I swear!”

In the moonlight, it looked like Dill’s cheeks might
be wet with tears. “So I…I didn’t kill anybody when I accidentally
set that fire?” Peter’s eyes widened with shock. “No, no, I don’t
think so. Whatever it was, you sure didn’t kill it, cuz it came
running after me.”

Both the boys gazed back at the garden. Nothing was
moving within its shadows. The vines and stalks were completely
still.

“Are you sure you didn’t imagine it?” Dill asked, in
the same tone of voice he might say gimme a break,
dude.

“I SWEAR. It came running after me. I think it
grabbed my shirt.”

Dill frowned, and circled around Peter. He gasped.
“Oh my gosh.”

“What? WHAT?”

Peter tried to turn to see whatever Dill was looking
at. He tugged the edge of the shirt around to the front, but with
the wrinkles and the nighttime darkness, he couldn’t see
anything.

“Take off your shirt,” Dill whispered.

Peter yanked it off his body like it was on fire,
then shone the flashlight on it. When he saw what Dill was talking
about, he dropped the shirt like it was a live rattlesnake.

On the back, right where Peter had felt the tug, was
the clear outline of very thin fingers, smudged in black soot.

Both boys looked back at the garden.

Nothing.

Somewhere in the forest, an owl hooted and fell
silent.
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Peter paused at the base of
the tree, three stories below his bedroom window, and looked at
Dill. “You sure you’re okay walking back in the dark?”

“I think you mean running back in the dark.”
Dill looked over his shoulder. “I’ll be okay…I still think you’re
funnin’ me.”

“Funnin’ you?”

“Puttin’ me on. Pullin’ my leg.”

Peter pointed at the back of his shirt. “You think
that’s fake?”

Dill expelled a big burst of air. “I don’t know
what that is. All I hope is that guy didn’t get burned up
because of me.”

“I don’t think so. I mean, he was
alive…”

Dill squinted. “Maybe he’s a killer hobo back from
the grave to get revenge and kill me.”

“I doubt that. He was picking vegetables.”

“Huh.” Dill pondered for a second. “Maybe he’s a
killer hobo vegetarian.”

“I kind of doubt that, too. You sure you don’t want
to climb up and spend the night in my room?”

“Dude, the only thing I’m more scared of than killer
hobo vegetarians is your grandpa. I’ll be fine.”

“Here.” Peter handed Dill the flashlight. “You need
it more than me.”

“Thanks, dude. See you tomorrow morning.” Dill
trotted back towards his own house, keeping a wary eye on the
darkness in Peter’s backyard.

“What’s tomorrow morning?” Peter whispered after
him.

“That’s when we check it out,” Dill whispered
back.

• • •

It was a long and scary climb back up to his bedroom,
but no killer hobo vegetarians burst out of the darkness to menace
him. Still, Peter checked the latch on the window six times and put
his heaviest suitcase in front of it before he finally settled down
in bed. Even then he lay awake for hours, looking out into the
night sky and wondering what it was he had seen.

Sleep came long before any answers did.

• • •

In his dreams, he was walking out in the backyard,
which seemed to stretch in all directions forever. There was a
giant bonfire raging in front of him. Sparks flew up into the night
sky and settled there amongst the stars.

Then the fire ended in one giant burst like a bomb
going off. Peter stepped into the ashes, a whole acre of them,
which scattered on a silent wind.

An arm rose up out of the soot — an arm thin as a
skeleton’s, made out of the smoldering ash.

Peter kicked, and the arm disappeared in a cloud of
dust, but another arm rose up out of the dead firepit.

He started running, but the faster he ran, the slower
he went.

A body formed behind the arm, and a head, and two
legs. It was the burned man from the garden patch, and he began to
chase Peter.

The house loomed up ahead, and Peter made it inside
the front door and slammed it closed. As he did, he could see the
wrinkled, charred face on the other side, followed by a pounding on
the other side of the closed door, a heavy pounding —

• • •

Knock, knock, knock.

Peter started awake, drenched in cold sweat.

“Peter!” his mother called from the other side of his
bedroom door. She sounded muffled and far away. “Time to get up!
Wake up!”

“I’m awake!” Peter answered.

“Breakfast is ready. Why’s your door locked,
Pete?”

“My mistake.”

There was the sound of her feet padding away. Peter
took a few seconds to stop trembling before he got out of bed.
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There was dry cereal for
breakfast, and bread with jam, but no milk. Beth crammed her face
with big handfuls of both. Grandfather was absent, as usual.

“Grandfather had some bread in the freezer,” Mom
explained, “but apparently he has an aversion to any fresh foods.
Well, that’s not entirely true, there was a carton of milk, but it
was a bit…chunky.”

Peter let the raisin bran fall from his spoon in a
dry little avalanche of flakes.

“Don’t worry, I’m going shopping this morning. You
want to put some water on your cereal? I know that’s kind of gross,
but — ”

“I’m not hungry,” Peter mumbled as he pushed the bowl
away.

“You okay, kid?” Mom asked, her eyes searching his.
“Sad about your friends?”

“Uhhh…yeah.” Peter nodded. It was a convenient cover
story.

Over in her high chair, Beth pointed at the kitchen
screen door. “Mommy, dere’s a wittle boy!”

“I’m not little!” a voice protested.

Peter looked over just in time to see Dill dart to
the side.

“It’s okay, Dill, Grandfather’s not around,” Peter
reassured him.

Mom looked at Peter questioningly.

“That’s my new friend,” Peter said. “His name is
Dill.”

Dill waved from the other side of the screen door.
“Howdy.”

“Come on in, Dill.” Mom smiled. “Any friend of
Peter’s is a friend of the family’s.”

“Um, well, not exactly,” Peter said.

“Grandfather…?”

“Not Dill’s biggest fan.”

“That’s okay, I’m like mold, I grow on people.” Dill
swaggered over to the table and stuck out his hand. “Whassup, uh,
Peter’s mom.”

Mom eyed Dill with an amused expression. “Hi, Dill,
I’m Ms. Normal, and that over there is — ”

“Your last name is ‘Normal’?” Dill slapped his knee
and cackled as he turned to Peter. “Your last name is
‘Normal’?! You didn’t tell me that!”

“Well — ”

“But your grandpa’s name is Flannagan,” Dill said,
confused.

“And so was mine, but then I got married,” Mom
explained, “and changed my last name.”

“Oh yeah…well, don’t worry, I think it’s completely
normal,” Dill deadpanned, then snorted.

“Okay, Dill pickle,” Peter shot back.

Dill scowled and pointed. “Hey now.”

“As I was saying,” Mom continued, considerably less
amused, “that’s Beth.”

“Hi, Beth,” Dill said to the little girl. “Say, you
don’t look normal,” he said in mock concern, then followed with
several snorting laughs.

Beth looked at Mom as though to say,
Huh?

“And what is your last name, mister?” Mom asked, then
pressed her lips together tight.

Uh–oh.

Anytime Mom used ‘mister’ or ‘miss’ to address Peter
or Beth, somebody was in trouble. Pressed lips meant twice as much
trouble. Peter didn’t see any reason why it would be different for
obnoxious neighbor kids.

“Bodinski,” Dill replied.

Mom’s eyes widened. “Bodinksi?”

“Bodinski!” Peter laughed.

“Buh–jin–ky,” Beth gurgled.

“Bodinski,” Dill repeated to Beth, and not happy to
do so.

Beth giggled. “Bo–dun–ky.”

“Bodinski!” Dill snapped. “Get it right!”

Mom glared at him. “Dill, don’t speak to my daughter
that way.”

“Tell her to get my name right, then,” Dill
sulked.

“She’s two years old. She’ll get it right
eventually.”

“That’s…” Dill seemed to be holding himself back, as
though he knew it was the wise thing to do…then finally couldn’t
restrain himself. “That’s not normal.”

At that point, he literally fell on the ground and
dissolved into a fit of laughter.

Mom looked at Dill like he was a dog rubbing its
bottom across the floor. Then she looked at Peter like, What in
the world are you thinking?

“He wasn’t like this yesterday,” Peter
apologized.

“I think you should escort Mr. Bodinski outside.” Mom
smiled, but it was not a happy smile. Her lips were pressed tight
together again.

Oh crap.

“Bbbb–zis–by!” Beth burbled.

“Bodinski!” Dill shouted from the floor.

Double crap.

“Dill, Grandfather’s coming,” Peter hissed.

Dill took off like an Olympic runner and was out of
sight before the screen door slammed shut.

Mom looked around. Grandfather was nowhere to be
seen. She realized what Peter had done and nodded. “Ah. Good one.
I’ll have to remember that.”

Peter got out of his chair and headed for the screen
door.

“Peter,” Mom said, “I’m not sure I completely agree
with your choice of friends.”

“Okay. So when are we moving back to California?”

“Peter,” Mom warned, “don’t get a smart mouth with
me.”

“Dill’s the only friend I’ve got,” Peter complained,
suddenly mad. “You took away all my other friends, now you’re going
to take away this one, too?”

His mother stared at him for a moment, then relented
with a sigh. “Go on.”

Peter walked out the screen door into the bright
Sunday morning sunshine. Dill was crouched down by the trashcans
about twenty feet away. “Did he see me?” he asked, more than a
little fear in his voice.

“I don’t think so.” Peter shook his head. “Dude, that
wasn’t cool.”

“I know. It’s Bo–DIN–skee,” Dill enunciated.
“Your sister needs to learn how to talk.”

“I’m not talking about my sister, I’m talking about
you! If you don’t want people to make fun of your name,
don’t make fun of my name!”

Dill looked surprised for a second, then angry…and
then it all passed. “Okay. Sorry.”

Peter kept frowning for a few more seconds, but
inwardly he was talking to his mom: see, he’s not so bad once
you get to know him.

“Mrrrmmm…fine,” he grumbled.

“Fine. Are we…back to normal?” Dill asked, then
collapsed into a snorting gigglefest.

“I’m gonna kick your butt!” Peter half–yelled,
half–laughed. He ran after Dill, who sprinted away, still laughing
uncontrollably.
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They walked out towards the
garden patch, slowly.

“Do you…do you think it’s still out there?” Peter
asked hesitantly. “The hobo?”

When Dill didn’t answer, Peter looked over at him —
and found that Dill wasn’t worried about the garden patch. Instead,
he kept casting his eyes back at Peter’s house.

“What are you doing?”

“Making sure your grandfather doesn’t see me. Dude,
let’s hop the fence and walk in my yard.”

“But the garden’s on this side of the
fence.”

“Just till we get close, then we can go back over to
your yard.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Just in case.”

“He’s not going to do anything to you,” Peter
protested.

“Well, if he does come running after me, I want a
pretty good head start.”

Peter remember that Dill had mentioned the exact same
thing last night. “You like head starts, don’t you?”

“If you got in as much trouble as me, you’d like them
too.”

They hopped the rickety fence and landed in Dill’s
backyard, which was huge. It might have been narrower than
Grandfather’s, but it stretched way past the garden and into the
woods. “Wow, you guys have a big backyard.”

Dill’s voice got defensive. “Why wouldn’t we
have a big backyard?”

Peter cringed. Dill’s house was nowhere near being
called ‘nice,’ but he didn’t have to rub Dill’s nose in it. “I just
meant this is a lot of land,” Peter backpedaled. “We didn’t even
have a lawn in California, and you guys have a whole football
field.”

“Yeah, well, places next to crazy old dudes are
cheap, I guess.”

Peter glared at him. “That’s not true.”

“What, that he’s crazy or that it was cheap? We just
moved in a couple of years ago, so I remember everything when my
mom and dad bought it. Guess how long it was since the last person
lived in our house?”

“I don’t know.”

“Six years.”

Peter’s eyes got big.

“Yeah,” Dill said in an I–told–you–so voice.
“Nobody wants to live next to crazy old dudes, even rich crazy old
dudes.”

“Rich?! Give me a break,” Peter scoffed. “Have you
seen my house?”

“Uh, yea–uhhhhh,” Dill said, like he was
saying, Puh–leaaaaaze, idiot.

“I don’t mean how big it is. I mean how rundown it
is.”

“Is it rundown on the inside?”

Peter considered. Now that he thought about it, no,
it wasn’t. Dusty, maybe. But not rundown. “A little,” he lied. “But
we don’t even own the land back here. He only owns up till the rose
garden, but not the rest of it.”

Dill smirked. “Riiiiight.”

“It’s true! My mom said that my grandfather spanked
her once when she went into the garden because he said it didn’t
belong to us.”

“Well who’s it belong to?”

“I don’t know. My mom didn’t really say.”

“Mm–hm.” Dill shook his head. “You know, if you’re
gonna be rich, be rich. Don’t lie about it.”

“I’m not lying! If he was so rich, why didn’t he just
buy your house during those six years and tear it down or
something?”

“I don’t know, maybe he was waiting for a kid like me
to move in because he likes making my life crappy.”

Dill stopped. In his irritated mood, Peter hadn’t
noticed that they had reached the garden.

They stood behind the wooden fence and looked at the
plants a hundred feet away. It was hard to see anything beyond the
first few tangled tomato vines or thick corn stalks.

“Well…should we get back in your yard and go over
there?” Dill offered.

Peter craned his neck to try to see more. No use.
“Uh…maybe we should just stay here for a minute. You know, scope it
out.”

“Okay,” Dill agreed quickly.

“Make sure there are no hobos.”

“Yeah.”

They stood there for another five minutes, barely
moving.

No hobos appeared.

Finally, Dill climbed the fence. “Come on.”

“What if that thing is still there?” Peter
whispered.

“Good. It’s better than being bored.”

Peter reluctantly followed. They pushed their way
gingerly into the rows of green, walking slow as baby deer on the
lookout for wolves. Within a minute they had broken through the
tomatoes and into much shorter plants like lettuce and turnips.

“I didn’t see any hobos,” Dill said.

“Me neither.”

Dill kicked at a head of lettuce. “And I don’t think
there are any hiding under there.”

“Probably not.”

Dill turned back towards the corn.

“What are you doing?” Peter asked, panicked.

“I’m goin’ back in,” Dill growled, Army
soldier–style.

Peter sighed, and stuck close behind him.

There was nothing in the corn, either, though they
criss–crossed it five times.

Dill stopped and folded his arms judgmentally. “Are
you sure you saw a hobo? Or whatever it was?”

“You saw the handprint on my shirt!”

Dill pondered this for a moment. “You know how they
make a grill cheese sandwich, and then somebody sees something in
it, like Jesus’s mom?”

“You mean Mary?” “Yeah. And they say it’s a big
miracle, and then they sell it on eBay for a lot of money?”

“What does this have to do with my shirt?”

Dill spoke like he was thinking hard.
“Maybe…maybe you fell on your butt, and instead of there being a
miracle and Jesus’s mom was on your shirt, you got a stupid miracle
that looked like a hand.”

“I saw it, Dill. I saw the hobo.”

Dill sighed. “Well, it’s not there now. Maybe it’s a
nighttime hobo.”

“Maybe.”

Peter looked at the plants surrounding him. Even
though there wasn’t anybody here now, there had been last
night, and the thought of it creeped him out.

Dill shrugged. “Wanna see the ocean?”

Peter could hear Grandfather’s voice in his head:
And don’t go down to the ocean, either. At the edge of the
meadow is a giant cliff with a hundred foot drop to the rocks
below. Stay away.

But the ocean was the one thing Peter had been
looking forward to the entire trip out here. He nodded. “Let’s
go.”
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After they left the garden
they walked another five minutes through grass that reached higher
than Peter’s waist. Grasshoppers clicked and chirped and sprang up
unexpectedly here and there, and Peter even saw a rabbit run away
through the underbrush.

Over to their right, the crumbling fence gave up the
fight and the woods took over. Peter peered into the maze of tree
trunks. The branches and leaves up above must have been thick,
because the ground was dark and shadowy. He couldn’t see far.

“You play in the woods?” Peter asked Dill.

“Sometimes. Mostly just watch TV.”

About halfway between the garden and the cliff, Peter
noticed a distant spot where the grass didn’t grow as thick.
Curious, he headed over and found large, flat stones sunk into the
ground in the shape of a fifty–foot rectangle. Other stones lay
scattered in piles of rubble. These were the rocks he’d seen from
his bedroom window when Grandfather showed him the house.

“What’s this?”

Dill shrugged. “Don’t know. It’s been out here
forever, though.”

The boys resumed their trek. As they continued to
walk, Peter could hear the ocean now — he just couldn’t see it. The
horizon wasn’t far away, but it seemed to abruptly stop,
to just quit. There was only one lonely tree up ahead in
the middle of the field, a grizzled old thing. It seemed to be
perched on the edge of the world, where land ends and the sky
begins.

When they got closer, Peter saw why.

They were on a cliff at least a hundred feet tall,
just like Grandfather had said. The height made Peter sick to his
stomach, and he backed up quickly.

Dill pointed off to the left. “If you go thataway,
there’s a path that goes down to a real beach…but it’s a heckuva
long way to get there.”

Peter got down on his knees and crawled forward until
his head was just over the edge of the cliff. Down below, dozens of
boulders and jagged rocks poked up out of the crashing waves. Peter
felt dizzy, but he stayed crouched there until he worked up a gob
of saliva and spit it into space.

The little white droplet fell forever before finally
disappearing in the sea foam below.

“You gotta go gngghghghhhhh,” Dill said from
somewhere over to the side, snorting like he was about to hock a
loogie.

Peter looked up from his hands and knees, then froze.
That single, grizzled tree in the middle of the field was just a
few feet away. It didn’t grow up straight in the air. No, it jutted
out over the ocean at an angle, like it was frozen midway in the
act of falling.

And Dill had shimmied up on top of it, a leg and an
arm dangling down on either side of the trunk.

“Dill,” Peter gasped. “Dill, please, get down from
there.”

“What?” Dill asked without a care in the world.

“Dill, please, get down…I’m afraid you’ll fall,
please, get down,” Peter whispered.

“What, you mean like this?” Dill teased, and kicked a
leg out over empty space.

Peter gritted his teeth. “Please Dill,
please, just get off of that tree.”

“Okay, okay. Jeez, you’re white as a ghost.”

Dill scooted down the tree trunk and got back on
solid land. Beneath his feet, a tangle of roots were exposed at the
edge of the cliff, like a humongous bird’s nest poking out of the
dirt.

“There, you happy?”

“Let’s go,” Peter commanded.

“What about the beach? You wanna go see that?”

Peter thought about the grey water and the
vomit–inducing drop down to the rocks below.

“No…let’s just go watch TV.”

“Now you’re talkin’.” Dill paused. “You think you can
sneak me into your house?”

“Why?”

“Your granddad must have a sweet big screen
TV, seein’ how rich he is.”

“I don’t think he has anything,” Peter said. “All we
do is read books at night.”

Dill’s face dropped even further than the fall to the
ocean. “Now I know he’s nuts. Looks like you’ll be
spending a lot of time over at my house.”
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Actually, Peter doubted that
he would be spending much time at all over at Dill’s. One afternoon
was enough to convince him of that.

The Bodinski house was mostly dark. All the lamps
seemed to have burnt–out bulbs, and all the window shades were
down. The furniture was mismatched and threadbare. The carpet was
shaggy, with bits of mystery dirt that crunched underfoot when you
walked on them. Empty cans of soda and bowls of stale potato chips
sat on every available countertop. There was a faint smell of wet
dog.

Dill was the youngest of five kids, so there was a
lot of traffic through the house. And a lot of screaming for Dill’s
sister Charlene to get off the phone or out of the bathroom.

Peter spent most of the time on Dill’s ratty couch,
sandwiched between his friend and whatever relative happened to be
bored enough to sit through part of the Sunday Monster Triple
Feature.

Dill’s brother Woody had just turned fourteen, and
was by far the most unpleasant. He watched about 20 seconds of IT
CAME FROM BEYOND THE SWAMP before he started kicking Dill across
Peter’s legs. Which meant he ended up kicking Peter a lot, too.

“Where’s the remote, Dillbert?”

Dill shrugged.

Peter knew that Dill hid the remote between the sofa
cushions, but he didn’t say anything.

“If you make it too easy for them to change the
channel,” Dill had explained an hour before, “they
will.”

Woody kicked harder. “I SAID, WHERE’S THE REMOTE,
DILLWEED?”

“Get up and change it if you want,” Dill yawned.

That was a little too much effort for Woody. He just
sat there for another ten minutes, kicking Dill across Peter’s
legs, before he got tired and went to go get something to eat out
of the fridge.

“See what I mean about making it easy to change the
channel?” Dill smiled like he was some wise kung fu master advising
his not–so–smart student.

Peter bored easily with the cheesy black and white
movies, so he tried to strike up a conversation. “Do you think the
hobo will be back tonight, or — ”

“Shhh, this is the best part.”

By the time NIGHTMARE OF THE WOLF CREATURE came on,
Peter was ready to leave.

“I gotta go. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Okay. Meet you at the bus stop,” Dill agreed, never
taking his eyes off the tube.

“Bus stop?”

“School starts tomorrow.”

Oh CRAP.

The real horror movie was ready to begin, Peter just
knew it.
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That night when Mom put Beth
to bed, Peter went up to his room and got ready for the next day.
He pulled out his old backpack from a cardboard moving box, checked
to make sure he had enough pencils in his plastic case, and thumbed
through his three–ring binder from last year. Still plenty of paper
in it.

Then he sat on the ledge in front of the window and
watched the garden through the evening darkness. There was just
enough light from the house to be able to pick out the vague shapes
of things in the gloom.

The wind was blowing now, and the corn rustled out in
the field. He watched and he watched, but there was no sign of the
hobo.

Maybe he really had just imagined it
all.

His t–shirt was in the laundry, so even that evidence
was gone.

Maybe Dill was right. Maybe it had been a
lame–o version of Jesus’s mom on a grilled cheese sandwich. Except
nobody would pay a thousand dollars for Peter’s miracle.

But that was wrong…he had seen it. He
had felt the hand at his back. He knew the difference
between dreams and reality, and that had been reality back there in
the field.

Around 9 o’clock, Mom came into the room and sat on
his bed. He was still on the window ledge.

“You nervous, kiddo?”

Not about school. More about hobos.

“Naw.”

She smiled. “You’ve had a great attitude about all of
this, Peter. Well, most of it. I just wanted to say ‘thanks.’
You’ve…” Her eyes teared up a little bit. “You’ve made this a lot
easier for me.”

Peter got embarrassed. “It’s fine. It’s no big
deal.”

“Well, thank you anyway. You set a good example for
your little sister.” She got up and kissed Peter on the forehead.
“Good night, Pete.”

She was almost out of the room when Peter blurted
out, “Mom, is Grandfather rich?”

Mom stopped in the doorway. “Why do you ask
that?”

“Dill said something about it.”

Mom grimaced. “Ah, the charming Mr. Bodinski.”

Peter ignored the comment. “Well, is he?”

“Kind of. Yes and no.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means…I don’t know. Grandfather has a certain
amount tucked away, but…” She shrugged. “You won’t see it very
often. My mother used to say that when he opened his wallet in
January, a June bug would fly out.”

Mom leaned against the doorframe and got a faraway
look in her eyes.

“For a long time I thought he just liked pinching
pennies. Then for a lot of years I thought he was a cheapskate. I
asked him one time why he didn’t spend more…” Her voice grew
bitter. “Why he didn’t help us out more when we needed it. And he
said something really weird.”

“What did he say?”

“He said blood money never helped anyone who ever
touched it.”

Peter frowned. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know, Pete. I’ve known him for over 30
years, and there’s a lot about him I don’t think I’ll ever
understand. Like why we weren’t supposed to go into the
garden.”

A prickle of fear crept up Peter’s neck.

I think I might know.

“But he’s letting us live here now, and that’s the
important thing.” Mom smiled. “Go to sleep. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

She left the room. Peter settled into the pillow on
the ledge and thought about what she had just said.

Blood money…

He turned back to the garden.

And there was the hobo.

Peter froze. Every toe seemed to fill with ice, and
his heart skipped a couple of beats.

The man was all in black (even his face,
Peter thought), and it was dark outside, so it was really hard to
make him out. And he was so far away, he was no bigger than a toy
plastic army man. But he was out there. Every time he moved, Peter
could see the black of his clothes against the dark green of the
garden.

Peter debated if he should call his mom, or maybe
Grandfather. That is, if he could even get his tight, dry throat to
make a sound.

But then he’d just get into trouble for doing what he
wasn’t supposed to do, right?

And who would believe him about those empty eye
sockets, staring up at him out of a charred and ruined face?

Out in the garden, the hobo bent down and disappeared
behind a row of plants.

Peter sat up and strained to see where he had
gone.

Suddenly the hobo stood up in another part of the
field, probably thirty feet away from where he had been only
seconds before.

Wow, that’s weird, Peter thought. The guy
had moved really fast, but there was no motion of the plants to
give him away.

It was like he bent down and then just magically
appeared in another part of the field.

That’s when the first hobo stood up again.

Peter almost wet his pajamas, just like Dill said
last night.

Two of them. There were two of them in the
garden.

And then a third hat appeared amongst the corn.

Three.

And then another…and another…and another.

Four…five…six…

Peter realized that his hands hurt. He looked down,
and saw that his fingers were so tightly scrunched into fists that
his nails were cutting into his palms. He relaxed. Relaxed his
hands, anyway.

When he looked up, there were thirteen.

Different shapes and sizes, from short to tall, from
skinny to…not fat, really. Wide. After seeing that hand as thin as
a skeleton’s last night, Peter knew that none of them were fat.

But they were all dressed in black coats and black
hats.

And though he couldn’t see them from this far away,
Peter knew…knew that they all had charred, burned faces, and empty
sockets for eyes.

Thirteen.

They strode out of the garden, walking towards the
house.

Peter caught his breath. “Mom,” he forced out of his
mouth, though it sounded like a strangled sigh. “Mom…”

Then they stopped. One of them raised his arm and a
finger.

He was pointing at Peter’s window.

Peter almost somersaulted backwards, he tried to get
off that window ledge so fast.

He tumbled to the floor, and hid with the wall as his
cover. He waited…and waited…

What are they doing?

What if they’re walking towards the
house?

I have to look…I HAVE TO LOOK…

Peter took a huge breath and forced himself to peek
over the ledge and out the window.

They were leaving. They trudged single file away from
the garden, towards where the decaying fence ended and the woods
began.

One by one the forest shadows swallowed them.

All except the last one, who turned back towards the
house.

He lifted one arm, and pointed towards Peter’s
window.

And then he was gone, too.
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“No WAY,” Dill shouted.

The two boys were standing at the bus stop. Even in
the warm morning sun, Peter felt chilled to the bone.

“I didn’t sleep at all last night.”

Dill grinned. “That is totally wicked cool.”

“Wicked cool?! They went into the woods behind your
house!” Peter pointed out.

Dill’s smile faded. “Oh crap.”

“YEAH.”

Dill regained his composure. “Well, as long as they
didn’t point at my window.”

“I don’t know if they pointed at your window or not.
I was hiding for half a minute, remember?”

“Well why the crap did you do that?”

“I was scared!”

“You live on the third floor! They can’t get to you!
I live on the first floor — MY WHOLE HOUSE IS THE FIRST FLOOR! All
they gotta do is come rip open the window and eat my brains,
man!”

“Sorry!” Peter said defensively.

“Next time when there’s killer hobos and they’re
pointing around, don’t quit looking, okay?! These are my brains
we’re talking about!”

“You could sleep over at my house,” Peter
offered.

“Is this the same house that your grandfather lives
in?” Dill said sarcastically. “Cuz I’d rather take my chances with
the killer hobos. Besides, we got bigger problems.”

“What?”

“The bus is coming.”

Sure enough, the school bus was approaching down the
heavily wooded road. Within twenty seconds it reached the corner,
and there was an awful squealing from the brakes as the yellow
monster came to a halt.

Dill led the way up the steps and into the vehicle.
Peter followed.

The bus driver was a rail–thin lady in jeans and some
kind of rock n’ roll t–shirt. Her hair was still in rollers, and
she wore bunny slippers.

“Siddown, Dill, and you too, kid,” she yelled at
Peter.

“We’re goin’, we’re goin’,” Dill shot back.

The bus lurched forward down the road. Peter nearly
fell on top of Dill as they made their way to the rear.

There were fewer than ten kids on the bus so far. A
couple of mean ones, old and surly. A couple more were young and
terrified. The rest looked dazed, yanked out of their summer
vacations too soon. They yawned or slept fitfully, heads up against
the windows.

Dill sat down about three seats to the back. Peter
fell in beside him.

“That was Mrs. Petarchik,” Dill said, and pointed up
to the front of the bus. “Don’t get her mad, she’s
meeeeeaaaan.”

“Okay.”

“Now, today is all about survival,” Dill
explained.

“From the hobos?”

“No, from school. I’m tellin’ ya, forget the
hobos, we got bigger problems.”
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The bus stopped again much
further down the street and a little girl got on. She was a bit
shorter than Peter, with lots of long, straight brown hair. She
wore some sort of weird get–up like a skirt attached to a top, but
not quite a dress, because there was a white ruffly blouse
underneath it. Peter had seen The Sound Of Music, and this
girl looked like the kids in that movie, except goofier, because at
least in The Sound Of Music everybody was dressed goofy.
Here on the bus, she was the only one wearing strange clothes.

And her eyes were kind of far apart. What with the
eyes and the German dress, she looked a little weird.

She must have seen Peter looking at her, because her
far–apart eyes lit up and she made a beeline for Peter and
Dill.

“Oh man,” Dill whispered.

“What?”

“Keep your head down, dude.”

“Hiya, Dilllllllll,” the girl said as she climbed in
the seat behind the boys.

“Hi, Mercy,” Dill said back, his eyes straight
forward.

Mercy?

Peter looked at Dill questioningly.

Dill shook his head like Don’t say
nothin’.

Mercy stood up and put her arms across the back of
the seat so that she was almost hanging over on top of Peter and
Dill. “Who’s your friend?”

Dill didn’t answer, so Peter stepped in.

“My name’s Peter.”

“Peeeeeteeeeeer,” Mercy drawled. “Are you new,
Peeeeteeeeeeer?”

“Uh, yeah,” Peter frowned. There was a quiet
wheeee…wheeeee…wheeeee noise coming from somewhere that he
couldn’t place. He looked around, trying to see if it was the
bus.

“That’s so nice. I like new people,
Peeeeteeeeeer.”

Peter abandoned the search for the wheeeee
sound and turned back to Mercy. “Uh, that’s good…why do you keep
saying my name ‘Peeeeteeeeeer’?”

Mercy looked at him blankly. “That’s your name, isn’t
it?”

“‘Peter.’ That’s my name.”

“Uh–huh,” Mercy said.

“Not Peeeeteeeeeeer.”

“Uh–huh.” Mercy nodded.

“Just ‘Peter.’”

“Uh–huh.” Mercy smiled. “Okay, Peeeeteeeeeer.”

“You just did it again — ”

Dill put his hand on Peter’s arm and shook his head
like Just let it go, man.

In the silence, with his head turned towards Dill and
an ear aimed directly at Mercy, Peter realized that the wheeee
wheeee wheeeee sound was coming from Mercy’s nose.

When she breathed in, wheeeeee.

When she breathed out, wheeeeee.

Peter pointed hesitantly. “Uh — ”

Dill kicked him.

“Ow! What’d you do that for?”

“Shut...UP,” Dill hissed.

“Do you like pennies, Peeeeteeeeeer?”

“Pennies?”

“I like pennies, Peeeeteeeeer. I collect them. I have
three thousand, two hundred and seventeen at my house. Would you
like to see them?”

“Uhhhh…no, I’m okay. I’ve seen pennies before.”

“Do you have a penny?” Mercy asked. “Huh? ‘Cause I
could make it three thousand, two hundred and eighteen if you
do.”

“Uhhhh…no. Not on me, sorry,” Peter said.

“That’s okay, maybe tomorrow, Peeeeteeeeeer. The
earliest one I’ve got is 1911. It’s very old. I have a 1913, too,
and a 1917, and I’ve been looking to fill in those other years, but
it’s very difficult. I have a lot of 1920’s pennies, and…”

Dill put his head in his hands.

It was a long, long ride to the schoolyard.
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When the bus stopped in the
school parking lot, Peter and Dill jumped off it fast as they
could. The other kids were slow and formed a traffic jam, trapping
Mercy behind them.

“Peteeeeeer!” she wailed.

That was the last Peter heard of her as he and Dill
raced across the asphalt.

“No running!” the bus driver yelled after them.

Peter and Dill ignored her and roared off before
Mercy could catch up.

“So, looks like you got a new girlfriend,” Dill
laughed.

Peter shuddered. “That was horrible!”

“She does that all the time. She finds some guy and
latches on like a bloodsucking monster and just talks and talks and
talks FOREVER. That’s why you can’t talk to her, man, it just
encourages her. Now you’re stuck.”

“Why didn’t you warn me?” Peter grumbled.

“I forgot. It’s been the whole summer, and I forgot
about her until she got on the bus.”

“How could you do that!”

“Oh, I don’t know — I guess I wasn’t looking out for
my buddy, who ALWAYS looks after me, like the time he kept watching
the killer hobos to make sure they WEREN’T GOING TO ATTACK MY HOUSE
AND EAT MY BRAINS.”

“It’s not the same thing,” Peter snapped.

“Yeah, you’re right, poor baby, Mercy talked to you
on the bus, oh my gosh, she might even talk to you again,
HOLY CRAP that’s so much worse.”

Peter sighed. “All right, all right, we’re even.”

“Good.” Dill paused. “Okay, actually, I take it back,
I think listening to Mercy might be worse than the killer
hobos — ”

WHAM.

Peter fell back on the ground. He’d just run into
something big.

Somebody big.

It was a kid standing in front of him, maybe a couple
of years older than Peter. He looked huge, like he could
play football. Professionally. He was wearing a tight t–shirt and
baggy jeans. His hair was long and shaggy, and he had a gap in his
teeth. There was a small gang of other boys behind him, all mean,
all big and beefy.

“Watch where you’re going, you little twerp!” the
lead kid snarled.

“Sorry, Tad,” Dill said as he pulled Peter to his
feet and started herding him away. “He’s kind of slow in the head,
his mom dropped him when he was a baby.”

“She did not!” Peter said indignantly. “And I am not
— ”

Dill clapped a hand over Peter’s mouth as he dragged
him along.

“See ya, Tad, have a good one, man, bye now, see you
later!” Dill called.

The gang of mean kids stood there looking stupidly
after Dill and Peter, who finally disappeared around a corner in
the hall.

“Why’d you do that?!” Peter griped.

“You are the stupidest dumbhead I know! That was Tad
Turnerpike, the absolute worst kid in school. He’s like the devil
if the devil was in fifth grade.”

“He wasn’t going to do anything to me.”

“Yeah, cuz of all the teachers around.” Dill pointed
at the five or six adults standing in the hallway outside the
classroom doors — one woman with bushy yellow hair, one man with
thick glasses, another woman with gray hair who was waaaay
overweight and looked like a giant pumpkin stuffed in a calico
dress with a human head on top. “What you gotta worry about is when
the teachers aren’t around. I know, okay? I been
pushed in the prickly bushes and dumped in the garbage can enough
times, I don’t need to get it anymore because of your dumb
butt.”

“He’s just a bully,” Peter said, although not that
confidently. “If you stand up to bullies, they leave you
alone.”

“Riiiight. And if you leave killer hobos alone, they
don’t ever attack you in the middle of the night while you’re
sleeping and eat your brains. Never happens.”

Peter stopped Dill by putting a hand on his chest.
“You keep talking about that over and over. What are we going to do
about it?”

Dill shook his head. “We’ll worry about it at 3
o’clock. Until then, you just do what I say and worry about getting
home in one piece. If Tad Turnerpike gets ahold of you, you’ll
wish the killer hobos ate your brains first.”
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Dill was right. It was a
tough day.

It started with his teacher, Mrs. Cashew. She was the
overweight lady, the one who looked like a pumpkin in a calico
dress. At the start of the class, she called roll. Peter wasn’t on
there.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Peter Normal.”

“Well, you’re not on my attendance sheet.”

“Maybe you don’t have to go to school,” Dill pointed
out hopefully.

“Mr. Bodinski, do NOT get on my bad side on the very
first day,” Mrs. Cashew snapped. “You, Mr. Normal, go to the office
and see Principal Wooddale. He’ll get this sorted out.”

On the way to the office, one of the kids from Tad
Turnerpike’s gang slammed Peter into a locker and kept on walking
without even a look back. Peter thought about running after him and
decided against it.

Once in the office, Peter asked to see Principal
Wooddale. A secretary ushered him in to see a tall African–American
man behind a desk. The man stared at him as though he was trying to
see Peter’s insides with x–ray vision.

“What did he do?” he asked the secretary.

“He’s a new student we don’t have on the records,”
the secretary explained.

The principal immediately become friendlier. “Ah. Sit
down, Mr. Normal, we have some paperwork to fill out.”

Things went okay until Peter gave his address.

Principal Wooddale looked up sharply. “Is Seamus
Flannagan your grandfather?” he asked suspiciously.

Peter shrugged. “I don’t know his name.”

“And why not?” the principal barked.

Peter was shocked. “I just call him ‘Grandfather.’
That’s all I know, honest.”

“I’ll be watching you, Mr. Normal,” the principal
warned. He didn’t get any nicer after that.

Peter got three forms to take home to have his mother
sign. On the way back to Mrs. Cashew’s class, another one
of Tad Turnerpike’s buddies slammed him into a locker and kept on
walking.

“Hey!” Peter yelled.

The kid turned around, a menacing look on his
face.

Peter whipped around and hustled back to his
class.

“A kid slammed me into a locker,” Peter told Mrs.
Cashew.

Behind his tiny desk, Dill started waving his arms
and shaking his head no no no no no.

“Well, why did he do that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, who was he?”

“I don’t know, but he was hanging out with Tad
Turnerpike this morning.”

Dill banged his head on his desk.

“What did you do to provoke him, Mr. Normal?”

“Me?! I didn’t do anything!”

“Why didn’t you get a teacher when it happened?”

“I just did! That’s what I’m doing now!”

“Don’t be smart with me, Mr. Normal. Go sit
down.”

“But — ”

“SIT DOWN. And Mr. Bodinski, stop banging your head
on your desk!”

“Why, why, why, why…” Dill murmured under his breath
as Peter returned to his seat.

At lunch, the pizza was soggy and had almost no
cheese, the milk was lukewarm and smelled funny, and all the ice
cream bars were sold out. As they were eating, Mercy came up and
continued to talk about her penny collection. Dill and Peter moved,
and Mercy followed them as though absolutely nothing was wrong. She
got up to 1971 before the bell rang.

On the way back to class, Peter felt a hand on his
shoulder. Before he could turn around, members of Tad’s gang pulled
him behind a brick wall where prickly bushes surrounded the air
conditioning units. Dill joined them seconds later, pushed by Tad
Turnerpike himself.

“So, jerkface, I hear you’re ratting me out to the
teachers,” Tad snarled.

“N–no,” Peter stuttered. He looked around wildly.
There weren’t any adults anywhere to be seen. He thought about
yelling for help, but that could just make it worse.

Tad picked Peter up under the armpits, lifted him
easily off the ground, and stared up into his face. “Don’t you EVER
do that again, or I’ll make you wish you were never born.”

Peter nodded quickly. “Okay.”

Tad nodded back, silently.

Maybe that’s it…maybe he’ll let me go…

And then Peter was flying.

Well…maybe ‘falling into the prickly bushes’ was a
better way to put it.

Hundreds of holly leaves stabbed his arms and back
and face. The sound of boys laughing rang in his ears, then got
farther and farther away as Tad and his cohorts ran off. Peter
pulled himself out onto the cement. Dill emerged from the holly
bushes a second later, scratched and red and even a little bloody
in a couple of places on his arms.

“This is not a good way to start the school year,
man,” Dill sighed.

Mrs. Cashew took one look at them when they walked in
and exclaimed, “What happened to you two?”

“We — ” Peter began.

Dill kicked the back of his shoe.

“…uh, we fell down,” Peter finished.

Mrs. Cashew got very angry. “Fighting in school! I
won’t have it! Go see Principal Wooddale, right now!”

The rest was a blur: Principal Wooddale, angry again.
On their way back to class, one of Tad Turnerpike’s gang tripped
Peter. Back in class, Peter was totally lost. Mrs. Cashew had
started a fractions lesson ten minutes ago, and he didn’t
understand the first bit of it. His stomach grumbled loudly from
not eating the soggy pizza. He was bored, tired, and starving. Mrs.
Cashew gave them two hours of homework assignments. Finally the
bell rang. On the way to the bus, he and Dill got pushed into the
lockers again by another one of Tad’s gang. On the bus, Mercy
talked her way up to her three hundred and fifty–eight 1989
pennies.

At 3:22, Dill and Peter stumbled off the bus and
collapsed in the grass by the sidewalk.

“See what I mean?” Dill asked.

“Bring on the hobos,” Peter said. “I don’t
care if they kill me.”

Dill smiled blissfully. “At least we’ll never have to
go to school again.”
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Peter opened the kitchen door
of his house and poked his head inside. The place was silent and
empty.

“Hello?” he called. “I’m hooooome.”

Dill stood behind him and held onto Peter’s shirt. “I
don’t know if this is such a good idea,” he fretted.

“Nobody’s here,” Peter reassured him, when he spied a
note on the refrigerator. Grandfather’s whole house was totally
devoid of things people usually had — no TV, no photographs on the
walls, and nothing on the ancient Frigidaire, so a piece of paper
stood out like a neon light in a pitch black room.

It was a note from Peter’s mom. She had had to tape
it on there — Grandfather didn’t even have any magnets on the
fridge door.

Peter,

The car started stalling and backfiring this
afternoon,

so I went into town with Beth to get it fixed.
We’ll

be back this evening. I’ll stop by the grocery store
and

get some real food — until then, eat some canned
stuff.

Grandfather went out to run errands, so don’t get
into

trouble.

Love, Mom

“Huh,” Peter said. He looked in the pantry and found
nothing but can after can of peas, beets, asparagus, and Brussels
sprouts. The fridge was no better — some eggs, old hard cheese, and
withered lettuce.

He caught Dill tiptoeing through the kitchen and
craning his neck around the doorway.

“He’s not here. The note say he’s out running
errands.”

Dill perked up considerably. “Really?”

“Yeah, but there’s no food. You wanna go back to your
house and get a snack?”

“As long as we’re here…and your grandfather’s
NOT…how’s about a tour?” Dill grinned.
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“Holy cow,” Dill gasped.

They were standing on the third floor, looking down
at the open foyer.

“This is CRAZY, man. You live in a freakin’
mansion.” “I do NOT.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. So where’s your room?”

Peter showed him. Dill peered out the window. “Looks
different from the outside,” Dill mused.

“Huh?”

“When I climbed up here the other night.”

“Oh, yeah.” Peter realized he had tried to block out
as much of that night as possible.

Dill climbed up on the ledge and sat on the pillows.
“This where you chickened out and hid like a little girl?”

“Very funny.”

“So where were the hobos?”

Peter pointed to the end of the fence, which
stretched far beyond the garden and hundreds of feet from the
house.

“Huh,” Dill said. “And they were pointing at
you?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s pretty far away…are you sure they
were pointing at you? It was the middle of the night, right? How
could you see?”

“I think they were pointing at me,” Peter
said, suddenly not so sure anymore. Had he just imagined it?

Dill swung his legs off the ledge, obviously bored
now. “So, what else is there to see?”

“My mom’s room, and my sister’s, I guess.”

“Uh huh…what else?”

Peter shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You haven’t been exploring yet?” Dill asked
incredulously.

“No! Remember, ‘on pain of death’?”

“That was that door under the stairs, right?”

“Yeah.”

Dill’s eyes got bigger. “Let’s go try it.”

“No!”

Dill puffed up his cheeks and pffffd out the
air. “Well, let’s go looking around.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Dill walked out of the bedroom and into the hall. “I
do. This might be the last time I ever get in this place again.
Where’s the attic? I bet he’s got a lot of crazy stuff in the
attic.”

“No — what are you doing? Stop that!”

Dill was opening doors willy–nilly. A coat closet,
another bedroom.

“Come on, man, where’s your spirit of adventure?”

“Where did you get yours? You don’t seem to have it
when my grandfather’s around!” Peter snapped.

Dill opened another door and paused. “Hey, what’s
this?”

Peter looked over Dill’s shoulder and through the
door. There was a corridor inside with a ceiling at least fifteen
feet high. Everything was lit by a small skylight above, so they
could clearly see the boxes of junk stacked along the walls. There
was a big coil of rope, several chairs without seat bottoms, a
dressmaker’s dummy without head or arms (which freaked Peter out —
he hated mannequins), a stuffed owl, and several large
paintings leaning against the wall.

At the end of the corridor was a circular iron
staircase that twirled around and around up into darkness.

“This can’t be the attic,” Dill thought aloud. “It’s
too small.”

“Come on, Dill, let’s get out of here. Hey — what are
you doing?”

Dill had already started forward into the corridor.
“Come on.”

“Cut that out!”

“Come onnnnnnn, quit being such a worrywart, let’s
see where it goes.”

Before Peter could stop him, Dill was already
climbing the spiral staircase.

“Arrrrrgh,” Peter groaned, then followed behind
him.

The staircase was cramped. Peter’s shoulders barely
fit between the iron railing and the single metal pole that shot
straight up to the ceiling. The thing was rickety, too. It creaked
and groaned under their weight, and shook with every step.

“Dill, come on, let’s go,” Peter pleaded.

“It’s some kinda trap door,” Dill called from above.
“It’s…”

There was a clatter overhead, and sunlight spilled
down on Peter’s face.

“Coooooool,” Dill announced.

Peter blinked against the light, then continued his
climb. At the top of the steps, a three–foot square hatch framed
both Dill’s scrawny legs and the blue sky beyond.

Peter pulled himself up through the trap door and
stood next to Dill on the top of the house. The very top.
They were on the wooden platform with the white railing, the one
Peter had seen from Mom’s Honda as they had approached the house
that very first day in Duskerville. Around them, the roof sloped
down at dangerous angles. To the left and the right of the
platform, two belltower–looking things with tiny windows in them
pointed to the sky.

Down below, the rose bushes looked like bonsai trees.
Peter could see the entire field of corn, not just the front half
of the garden that was visible from his room. Beyond the giant
meadow of overgrown grass, the ocean was a thick line of gray on
the horizon. Peter could even pick out the lone, crooked tree
jutting off the edge of the cliff. There was Dill’s home, a rundown
dollhouse…and the forest, which stretched on forever…and the road
in the woods that led to school. It was like flying in an airplane,
they were so high up.

“This is freakin’ awesome,” Dill whooped. “So, you
still say you don’t live in a mansion?”

“I don’t live in a mansion.”

Dill narrowed his eyes like Come on.

Peter grinned. “I live in a castle.”

Dill jerked his thumb. “I bet that’s your room over
there.”

Peter looked down. There was a dangerous, twenty–foot
slope of roof from here to where Dill pointed. Though he couldn’t
see the window, there was the tree they had climbed two nights ago.
They were so high, Peter could see all its branches from the top.
And beyond it he could see the end of the fence, the place where
the thirteen hobos had pointed up at his room before disappearing
into the woods.

Peter shivered at the memory. But then he saw
something that absolutely terrified him: Grandfather’s
battered truck chugging up the tree–lined road towards the house.
From this height, it looked like a matchbox car driving through
potted plants.

“Oh crap,” Peter whispered, although there was no
need to be quiet since the truck was still so far away. But it was
getting closer. Fast.

“What?” Dill asked, alarmed.

Peter pointed to the roadway.

“OH CRAP,” Dill yelped. “Get down, get down!”

He pushed Peter down to the floor of the outlook.

“You think he saw us?” Peter asked.

“I don’t know, and I don’t wanna find out. Let’s
go!”

They hustled back down the spiral staircase after
closing the trapdoor, then raced through the piles of junk. Peter
stuck his head out into the main hallway.

No sounds from the foyer.

“Come on!” he hissed at Dill, and they stepped out of
the room and shut the door.

From the first floor came the click click of
a key in the lock.

“Oh crap oh crap oh crap oh crap,” Dill whined.

“Follow me!”

They dashed into Peter’s room and he flung open the
window.

“Outside, quick!”

Out in the hall Grandfather’s voice boomed,
“PETER!”

“Oh crap oh crap oh crap oh crap,” Dill babbled.

They scooted out of the window, found their footing
on the roof, and grabbed the tree branches. Dill began climbing
down immediately. Peter took a second to look up, and noticed how
awfully steep the roof looked from this angle…

“Come on!” Dill called from below, and Peter started
his descent down the tree.

As soon as they reached the ground, they began
running. First for the crumbling wooden fence, and then Dill’s
house.
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They crouched on their knees,
drank from juice boxes, and waited around the corner of Dill’s
house for any sign of Grandfather. He never appeared.

“Think it’s safe yet?” Dill asked.

“I don’t need to go home anytime soon,” Peter
said.

“Huh…wanna watch TV?”

Images of Woody kicking Dill, the smell of wet dog,
and screams for Charlene to get off the phone filled Peter’s
mind.

Ugh.

Peter looked at the fence separating Grandfather’s
property from Dill’s. “Let’s go check out where the hobos went into
the woods.”

“Why?”

“If we’re already in trouble, we might as well just
go ahead and get it all over with. There’s only so much trouble you
can get in.”

Dill shook his head. “Totally not true. No matter how
much trouble I get in, I always get in more.”

“We gotta check it out sooner or later.”

“Why?”

“Aren’t you scared about those things eating your
brains anymore?”

“Oh yeah.” Dill considered the situation. “Well, why
go out there and give them the chance? ‘Hey, hobo dude, here’s my
brains, come and get ‘em.’”

“It’s the daytime. I think we’ll be okay. I’ve only
seen them at night.”

Dill rolled his eyes.

“What?” Peter asked.

“How long are you gonna keep this up?”

Peter was bewildered. “What are you talking
about?”

Dill did a scaredy little dance, waving his arms in
the air. “‘Oh, I saw hobos. Oh, I saw thirteen of them.’ It was a
great story, man, but I’ve had enough for one day.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“You mean you’re totally serious?”

“YES!”

“Oh,” Dill said, and looked at Peter funny.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“I’m just wondering if crazy runs in your family,
that’s all.”

Peter blew up. “What was that whole thing about being
afraid this morning at the bus stop? ‘They’re gonna eat my brains,
man!’ What was that?!”

Dill shrugged. “It was fun. I was playing along.”

“You didn’t believe me?”

“It’s boring around here, man. It’s been a lot more
fun since you got here, but…I thought we were just making stuff
up.”

Peter stared. Dill tried again.

“This morning I said that you should forget the
hobos, because we’d be lucky to make it through one day of school,
right? Like we’d die, maybe — right?”

“Yeah.”

“I never believed we were gonna die,” Dill scoffed.
“I mean, I knew we could get beat up, and things were gonna suck,
but we weren’t gonna die. If I thought there were really
killer hobos out in the woods, do you think I would even go to
school? Man, I’d be out of here so fast it’d make your head spin.
I’d hitch a ride to Hawaii and live there for the rest of my
life.”

“I can’t believe you don’t believe me!” Peter
fumed.

Dill shrugged. “I never saw them. I didn’t even see
the one in the garden.”

“What about the handprint on my shirt? What about
that?”

“I don’t know…I figured you put it there with your
own hand, and you were just trying to scare the bejeezus outta me.
But I’m kind of tired of it now, and I wanna go watch
television.”

“Go out there with me,” Peter challenged him.

“Why?”

“Because it is real. Because I did
see something.”

“If you did see something, why would we go
out there in the first place?”

“If you don’t believe me, then what does it
matter?”

Dill sighed. “All right. Fine. There’s nothing good
on till five o’clock, anyway.”
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The walk down to the forest
was a silent one. Despite his anger at not being believed, Peter
tried to put himself in Dill’s shoes. After all, if Peter told his
Mom about the hobos, she wouldn’t believe him.

But she wouldn’t have said she believed him
in the first place, either.

“You thought I was just making all this up?” Peter
asked, breaking the silence.

“Well…yeah. I mean, I thought it was a game.”

“But do you believe me now when I tell you it’s
not a game?”

Dill looked uncomfortable. “If it’s not a game, then
either you’re crazy, or I live next to a bunch of killer hobos.
Either way, I’m not exactly whoopin’ for joy.”

Peter nodded. “Okay, I can see that. It’s kind of
like, do you want to get eaten by a lion or by a bear. Neither
one’s a good choice.”

Dill looked at him sideways. “You don’t…think you’re
a lion or a bear, do you?”

“Dill, I don’t EAT people! I’m not crazy!”

“That’s what all the crazy people say,” Dill muttered
under his breath.

They reached the end of the fence. Peter looked
desperately on the ground for footprints, but there was nothing.
The weather was warm, and there hadn’t been rain for who knew how
long. Any exposed soil was hard as cardboard.

Peter gazed into the woods. Things got dim rather
quickly — he could see maybe fifty feet into the forest before it
became a tangle of tree trunks and shadows.

“We gotta go in there,” Peter said.

“What, so you can kill me and I’ll never be seen
again? I don’t think so.”

“Come on, Dill, you gotta believe me.”

“It’s almost five. Friends is gonna be
on.”

Peter stared at Dill. “You watch that?!”

Dill kicked the ground. “I like Friends,” he
said in a petulant little voice.

“They’ve been showing those reruns for 500 years.
You’ve probably already seen whatever it is sixteen times
already.”

“Well, I can go watch Friends, or I can get
killed and eaten by a crazy kid in the woods. Hmmm, let me think
about that.”

“You said yourself you could beat me up cause you’re
older.”

Dill cocked his head. “Yeah…”

“You could walk in back of me so you can see
everything I do.”

A few seconds passed before Dill made a
counteroffer.

“If you put your arms inside your shirt, so you look
like you don’t have any, I’ll go in the woods.”

“What?” Peter asked, confused. “Why do I have to
pretend like I have no arms?”

“It’ll be harder to get your arms out to attack me
with, and I can beat you up faster.”

Peter sighed. “Fine.”

He started to pull his right arm in through the
shirtsleeve hole.

“And you gotta tuck in your shirt to make it even
harder.”

“Fine.” Peter tucked in his shirt first,
then started pulling his arms in again.

“And I’m gonna get a big stick and wallop you on the
head if you start acting crazy.”

“Maybe I should be worried about going in the woods
with you, you ever thought of that?”

“You want me to go in the woods with you? Tuck your
arms in. And I’m gettin’ a stick.”

“Fine.”

“FINE,” Dill fired back.

Once Peter had his arms safely inside his shirt, he
and Dill walked into the forest. True to his word, Dill found a
nice–sized branch that would be perfect for smacking somebody in
the head.

“You better not use that on me,” Peter warned.

“Just keep walkin’, armless boy.”

The trees were all different types. Peter didn’t know
leaves by their shapes, but he recognized oaks and maples. Tons of
pine trees, too — tall straight ones with spiky branches, and ones
that looked more like Christmas trees. Leaves and pine needles
formed a springy layer beneath their feet. There were lots of
little saplings and tiny stalks, and brambles and patches of
impenetrable vines, but Peter and Dill were able to make their way
by going around whatever they couldn’t go through.

The striking thing was how dark it was. There were
very few patches of sunlight shining through the tree tops. The
forest looked like the sun was hiding away and dark clouds had
taken over the sky. Except that back in the field, the sun had been
shining happily.

It was like twilight, or early school mornings in the
winter when the sun hadn’t risen all the way yet. Spooky.

Peter stumbled for the umpteenth time, but managed to
keep his balance. “If I fall and put out my eye, I’m going to tell
them it was your fault.”

Dill shrugged. “I’ll tell ‘em you went crazy and
wanted to eat people. I ain’t gonna be your baby back ribs.”

A second passed, and Dill began to sing the song from
the commercial, “I want my
baby–back–baby–back–baby–back–baby–back…”

Peter stopped walking. “Hey, Dill…the birds quit
chirping.”

Dill stopped, too, and looked all around. “Yeah?”
Then he caught himself, stepped back, and raised his stick. “Hey,
you better not be distractin’ me before you try to kill me.”

Peter was angry now. “Are you going to cut it out?
It’s bad enough I gotta walk around like this, you could at
least give me the benefit of the doubt.”

Dill looked at him, then lowered the stick. “Yeah,
okay, no birds. No hobos, either.” Dill’s eyes suddenly got wide,
and he raised the stick again like a samurai sword. “Which means
you’re crazy.”

“This is getting really old,” Peter snapped. “I’m
taking my arms out of my shirt, and you better not hit me with that
thing because I really am going to kick your butt if
you…Dill?”

Dill wasn’t listening. His eyes had focused past
Peter, deep into the woods. “What’s that?” he asked.
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Peter turned around. Deeper
in the woods sat a building of some sort. At this distance, dozens
of trees almost completely obscured it.

“I don’t know,” Peter said.

Dill scampered off towards the new mystery. “Come
on!”

Peter popped his arms out from his shirt and
followed.

They stopped about thirty feet from the building, at
the edge of a clearing where the treeline broke. In the middle of
the clearing sat an old, old house. Or maybe it was a school. It
seemed more stately than a home, more official.

Whatever it was, it was positively ancient. The thing
was built on four pillars of rocks, one at each corner. Underneath
it was hard to see much, but the floor was definitely about three
feet off the ground. There appeared to be a tree growing up through
the middle of the building, though, straight from the forest floor
and into the house.

The boards that made up the outside walls were gray
and weathered. The door dangled at an angle on rusted hinges, and
the floorboards visible in the doorway looked rotten and crumbling.
The roof had hole after hole poked in it, and one entire corner was
caved in. There were windows, but no glass in any of the panes.
Vines had overgrown the walls, covering it in ivy.

The boys hid behind a large oak tree and waited.

“What if the hobos are in there?” Peter
whispered.

“I don’t see anything,” Dill whispered back.

They waited longer. There were no sounds at all.

“Let’s go over to the side and try to look in the
window,” Dill suggested.

They circled around the building and looked for any
sign of movement in the windows.

Nothing. Just darkness inside, with a few shafts of
light poking through the roof and shining through the dusty
air.

“What should we do?” Peter asked.

“Let’s go up to the door.”

They crept along the side of the building and made
their way to the front steps, where they waited breathlessly for
what seemed forever.

There wasn’t even the sound of a mouse skittering
inside.

Dill put his foot on the first wooden step.

CREEEEEAAAAAK.

The step groaned under his weight like a vampire in
its grave on a Sunday horror movie marathon.

Peter and Dill stood still as statues.

Nothing happened.

Peter looked into the building. It was hard to see
much, but the pinpoints of light shining through the roof showed a
little of the interior. There seemed to be benches inside, just
like an old–time–movie schoolhouse.

Dill put more weight on the step, and it groaned
louder. Then he took another step up…creeeeeeaaaaak.

Nothing from inside the building. No noise.

Dill walked up the rest of the stairs and through the
doorway. Peter followed, his heart thudding in his throat.
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The inside of the building
was dark and filled with cobwebs. They drifted from the ceiling
beams and filled ever corner. Dill poked at them with his stick to
clear a path.

“This is really freaky,” he murmured.

Rough–hewn benches filled the room, about five on
each side of a center aisle that divided the building in two. The
aisle led directly to a tree trunk that jutted straight up out of
the floor. It was cut off straight and level, although the surface
was marred by jagged cuts and slashes. It was the same tree trunk
they had seen outside. The floorboards had been built around it, so
obviously it had been intentional.

Peter looked around. Dead flowers hung on the walls
in bouquets — not just dead, but withered. Like they would collapse
into dust at the lightest touch.

Dill walked down the center aisle to the tree trunk.
Every step made the floor underneath him groan.

“It’s like a table, dude!” he called back to Peter.
“Somebody made a table out of this tree!”

As Peter walked along the wall, there was a cracking
sound, and his right sneaker dropped out from under him. He fell to
his knees, then hurriedly got back up on his feet.

Dill looked around, spooked. “What was that?
What happened?”

Peter rubbed his shin and looked at where one of the
floorboards had given way beneath him. Three feet below, he could
see the weed–choked forest floor under the old building.

“The floor cracked. Watch where you’re walking,” he
warned.

Peter looked up again. Besides flowers on the wall,
there were also small animal skulls hanging there. Tiny ones, maybe
from squirrels or beavers. The largest might have been from a
dog.

A shiver ran up and down his spine.

“This is awesome, man,” Dill said as he climbed up
onto the tree trunk. “I gotta admit, it’s way better than
Friends.”

Peter kept walking to the very back of the building.
He now stood behind Dill, who was dancing like a fool on the tree
trunk table.

Vines grew out of the rotting floorboards and covered
the wall completely. But there was movement behind the vines, in
the gaps between the individual strands of green.

Peter gasped and stood still.

The movement stopped. Except for something off to the
right…

“Dill, stop,” Peter commanded without looking behind
him.

Suddenly, the movement behind the vines ceased.

“What?” Dill whispered.

Peter looked back. Dill was frozen in a karate kid
pose, his arms up and one leg cocked in the air, ready to kick
somebody in the head.

Peter turned back and raised an arm to the vines, and
the movement was reflected behind them. He took a handful of leaves
and ripped them away.

There was a mirror on the wall.

He could see his hand reflected quite clearly. The
mirror was dusty and dirty, but his hand was visible. Peter pulled
more vines off and could see his own eyes.

“Come down here and help me,” Peter yelled.

Dill hopped off the tree trunk and helped him rip
away the vines. “What do you think this place was?”

“I don’t know,” Peter said. “I was thinking maybe a
school.”

“I’d go to a school like this,” Dill said. “Trees
growing out of the floor? That’s a pretty freakin’ cool
school.”

“I don’t what kind of a school has dead animal skulls
on the walls, though.”

“Really?” Dill exclaimed, and looked around.
“Awesome! I would SO go to school here!”

They cleared a good portion of the vines away and
were able to make out their faces in the gap. Dill waved at
himself.

“That’s a good–lookin’ dude there,” he nodded.

“Thank you,” Peter joked.

“I meant me.” Dill moved closer to the
dusty, dirt–specked glass. “I seem to be standing next to a
complete dork, though.”

Peter laughed. “I think you got the two mixed
up.”

“Peter,” Dill hissed.

“Yeah?”

“P–Peter…look in the mirror…” Dill whimpered.

Peter frowned and peered closer. His face was fairly
clear, despite the dirt and dust. There wasn’t anything
unusual.

But then a shadow of movement caught his eye, and he
focused on what lay behind him.

There were outlines of shoulders and heads.

Heads with hats.
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Peter froze. Every hair on
his neck raised.

The men…the men from the garden were behind them,
seated on the benches.

That’s when it hit Peter: this wasn’t a school
house.

It was a church.

Except there were no crosses here. But there were
animal skulls…

It was like no church Peter had ever seen before, not
even in the scariest movies he’d ever watched.

Peter stayed still, as though the hobos couldn’t see
him.

They didn’t move, either. At least, their reflections
didn’t move.

“You see them?” Dill whispered, almost crying.

“Yeah.”

“Is that them?”

“I think so.”

“How’d they get there?”

“I don’t know.”

“I didn’t hear them.”

“Neither did I.

“…what do we do?”

The hobos still weren’t moving.

“Run on three,” Peter whispered. “One…” Dill shook
his head. “Wait!”

“Two…”

“No,” Dill hissed.

“THREE!”

They turned, and the floor groaned beneath them.

The hobos were on their feet, covering the entire
center aisle of the church.

Their black coats flapped as they moved.

Skinny black hands reached into the air.

Hollow eye sockets stared out of charred, wrinkled
faces.

“OH CRAP!” Dill screamed.

There was no way out. The hobos were lumbering up the
aisle.

Peter didn’t pause to count them, but there were at
least ten. Probably thirteen.

He moved to the right — the floor creaked noisily
beneath him —

The hobos on the right side followed his move,
cutting him off from the wall.

No way out.

Peter looked up. The ceiling was too far out of
reach.

He looked down…

Through the knotholes in the floorboards, he could
see the ground below.

“JUMP!” he screamed at Dill.

“WHAT?” Dill screamed back.

“JUMP HIGH!” Peter bellowed. “NOW!”

Both boys launched themselves into the air at the
same time.

They seemed to hang there forever, as the hobos
reached the wooden tree trunk…

And then Peter and Dill were crashing down into the
floor.

The boards gave way with a horrendous SNAP, and the
boys slammed into the ground.

Pieces of dried, rotten wood showered them from all
sides.

Peter started crawling, even though he had the air
knocked out of him. As soon as it came back into his lungs, he
roared, “GO, GO, GO!”

He bellied down against the ground.

CRACK. CRACK. CRACK.

From up above him, black arms smashed through the
floorboards and swung about wildly like nightmare plants trying to
encircle their prey.

Peter dodged one that came within inches of his
face.

“PETER!” Dill screamed. Peter looked over.

One of the arms had grabbed Dill’s shirt, and he
couldn’t get away.

Peter crawled next to his friend and aimed his best
kung fu kick right into the forearm of the grasping limb.

SNAP.

It was like doing a karate chop through a dry
stick.

The upper arm disappeared into the hole in the floor
above them. The hand still hung on to Dill’s shirt.

“GO!” Peter howled. Dill didn’t have to be told
twice.

They got clear of the edge of the school building and
struggled to their feet.

The hand was still holding on to Dill’s shirt. He
screeched and squealed, and knocked it away like it was a wasp
crawling up his jeans.

The hand hit the ground and spasmed, then tried to
grab on to anything within its reach.

Around the corner of the scary church, a hobo
appeared. Its face was a horrible mass of burned wrinkles, with
blackened teeth jutting out of a lipless mouth.

“RUN!” Peter screamed.

They pounded through the forest, crashing through
vines, over logs, through branches, whatever stood in their
way.

Twice Peter felt the brush of a hand at his back.

Twice, he pulled farther ahead in a burst of
adrenalin and never looked back.

Dill was off to his right, looking like the devil was
at his very heels.

Peter could see the sunlight up ahead through another
two hundred feet of trees. The empty field lay just beyond the
forest.

If only he could make it to the sun, it would be
alright.

There was a swipe across his neck. He felt the rough
touch of burned wood…or burned bone…scrape across his skin.

A hundred feet away…

Fifty feet away…

Ten feet away…

Something pulled at his shirt. Tugged hard.

It was dragging him back into the darkness.

With a prayer and all his strength, Peter flung
himself forward, over the last shadow cast by the trees, and
slammed down onto the ground.

He dragged himself to his forearms, panting, his
chest heaving. Dill was a few feet away. His breathing sounded like
a dying man in the hospital. Both of them looked back.

At the very edge of the forest, where the last bit of
shadow ended and the sunlight began, thirteen men in black stood,
their burned faces and their sightless eyes fixed on Dill and
Peter.

Both boys screamed.

It didn’t matter how much their throats and chests
burned, the boys got to their feet and ran and ran and ran.
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They didn’t stop until they
had passed the garden and reached the rose bushes.

Peter looked behind him to make sure they were safe.
Five hundred feet of empty field stretched behind them.

He collapsed to his knees and tried to keep from
throwing up as he gasped for air.

“Dude…hhhh…hhh…that was…messed UP,” Dill
panted.

“Now…do you…believe me?” Peter gasped.

Dill rolled onto his back and nodded his head.
“Yeah…oh man, I think I peed my pants…”

“Again?!”

“Just a little. I mean, not really, it’s just
something I say,” Dill stuttered, then scowled. “Why the crap did
you take me out there when you knew about those freaks?!”

“You didn’t believe me! Besides, I didn’t know they’d
be waiting for us!”

Dill sat up, his face twisted in fear. “What do we
do? They really could come after us tonight — what do we
do?!”

Peter was at a loss. “I don’t know…I guess…we have to
tell somebody, ‘cause we gotta get out of here. And we can’t leave
our families behind to get eaten.”

“Pff, I can totally leave mine,” Dill scoffed.
“Especially if they get eaten.”

“Well, I’m not leaving my mom or my sister, no matter
what.”

“Nobody’s going to believe us,” Dill pointed out.

Peter squinted out into the garden, still empty and
serene.

“I don’t know about that.” He stood up and dusted off
his pants. “Go inside and get changed. I’ll give you a call
soon.”

“Okay,” Dill agreed, then got mad. “Hey!”

“What?”

“Why would I have to change?”

“Because you…like clean underwear?”

“I didn’t pee my pants!”

“Okay, okay.” Peter started for the house.

“But maybe I’ll change ‘em anyway,” Dill called after
him. “Clean underwear is good every once in awhile…”

 


 


28

The front door creaked open.
Peter looked around the foyer. No sign of anyone.

He went to the right of the stairwell, through the
cavernous dining room, and back into another hallway. He was almost
to the kitchen when he passed an open door and glimpsed a room he
hadn’t seen before.

It was an enormous study, thirty feet high and every
wall a shelf full of books. Most of them were bound in leather, and
though there were only a handful of colors — black, brown, red,
blue, yellow, and white — the various shades seemed limitless.

There were no windows. A dozen or more free–standing
shelves stood in the middle of the room, each one loaded down with
ancient volumes. A glimmering chandelier with a million cascading
crystals hung high overhead. The smell of old paper filled Peter’s
nose, and the monotonous tick, tock, tick of an unseen
clock was the only sound.

A giant mahogany desk sat facing the door. Its
surface was clean and bare except for a pile of books and a stained
glass lamp that cast a soft, multicolored light. And sitting behind
the desk in a humongous leather chair was Grandfather.

He looked up from his reading, his eyes wild behind a
tiny pair of reading glasses.

“Boy, come in here NOW.”

Peter tried to keep his stomach from turning inside
out as he stepped meekly into the room.

This was it. Grandfather was going to spank him, and
beat him, and tie him up and throw him out of the house for
disobeying about the garden —

Grandfather returned to reading his book. “Your
mother is out getting the car fixed.”

What? That was it?

“I…I know,” Peter replied.

“You do?” Grandfather cast a sharp look upward. “You
were in the house before I got home?”

“Y–yes,” Peter gulped.

“No doubt you went and got into all sorts of mischief
with that little idjit across the way,” Grandfather grumbled. “I’m
telling you, that boy is no good. He will lead you down a path of
ruin if you follow him.”

Grandfather went back to reading his book, and Peter
stood there wrestling with his conscience.

Do I say anything about the garden and the
woods?

If he did, Grandfather would kill him.

No, not really…but Peter had seen glimpses of the old
man’s anger. He wasn’t looking forward to a full–fledged
meltdown.

And maybe those burned men in the forest would leave
him alone. Maybe they would never come back…maybe this would all
blow over, and things would go back to normal, and mentioning it to
Grandfather would only be inviting misery over a problem that might
not ever happen.

But in his heart, Peter knew none of that was true.
And if he didn’t tell now, and they did come back…maybe as
Mom and Beth were opening up the front door…

Peter shuddered.

“I…I went…mmmmmarden,” Peter mumbled.

“What, are you still here?” Grandfather asked without
looking up. “Spit those pebbles out of your mouth, boy.”

“I…I went…into the garden,” Peter whimpered.

Grandfather looked up but didn’t say anything. His
face was empty of any emotion.

“And…and I went…into the woods,” Peter continued.
“And…and I saw something.”

Grandfather was silent. There was only the tick,
tock, tick of the unseen clock.

He removed his glasses, folded them, and laid them on
the desk. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet, almost a
whisper.

“You fool. You young, idiot fool.”
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Then the power surged back
into the old man’s voice. “When?”

“When what?” Peter asked.

“When did you go into the garden and woods?”

Peter laid out the story with no interruptions from
Grandfather. Saturday night in the garden, and the horrible burned
man gathering vegetables there. Last night, Sunday, and the
thirteen hobos pointing at Peter’s window. Today, less than an hour
ago, and the horrible church in the woods, the chase through the
trees, and the thirteen burned figures stopped at the edge of the
shadowy forest.

The expression on Grandfather’s face never changed
once.

“…I’m sorry,” Peter ended.

Without any indication that he had heard, Grandfather
looked high above Peter, who craned his neck to follow the old
man’s gaze. There was the clock over the entry to the study. An
oak–framed piece of art, its gold hands pointed to Roman numerals
that Peter had learned last year in third grade. The time was
5:50.

Grandfather moved with unexpected speed as he slammed
the book, got up from the desk, and strode towards the door. Peter
tensed, sure that Grandfather’s bony claw would grab his arm and
drag him along through the forbidden door, where Peter would learn
what ‘on pain of death’ really meant —

But Grandfather just swept right past him, into the
hall, and on to the kitchen. Peter took a second to recover from
the shock, then ran after him.

In the kitchen, Grandfather slid the old, beaten
phone over the counter. It still had a rotary dial, which clicked
and whirred under the old man’s stubby finger.

“Thaddeus?” Grandfather boomed. “This is Seamus
Flanagan. My daughter brought a car into your shop today. Have you
fixed it yet?”

Peter could hear the garbled voice that replied, but
could not make out what it said.

“But you haven’t given it back yet? Good. Tell
Melissa that you caused a problem, a serious problem, and she can’t
drive the car till it’s fixed. Then tell her it will take three
hours, and fix it while she waits.”

The voice sounded puzzled on the other end.

“I know there’s no problem. Make one up and stall for
time. Send her and my granddaughter across the street to Lowman’s
diner, and pay for her meal, since you caused the problem.”

Shouting, like a voice on helium.

“I don’t care about your reputation, and I know you
go home at six — do it anyway. I’ll pay you 500 dollars above
whatever you would normally charge, overtime included. No? Then how
much do you want?”

There was a pause on the other end. Then, a few
tentative words.

“Fine. It’s a deal. But whatever you do, DO NOT LET
HER OR MY GRANDDAUGHTER COME HOME UNTIL YOU HEAR FROM ME
AGAIN.”

Grandfather banged down the phone and turned to
Peter.

“You’ve caused a hellfire amount of trouble, and now
you’re going to cost me precious time making sure you’re safe.”

“What do you mean?”

“Safe! Safe! I have to get you to safety!”
Grandfather bellowed. “What part don’t you understand?”

“What about Dill?”

Grandfather’s face got red. “Did that idjit do this?!
Did he — ”

“He got me to go into the garden, but I made him go
into the woods,” Peter interrupted.

“Why in heaven’s name did you make him go into the
woods?”

“Because he didn’t believe me. He didn’t see anything
in the garden.”

Grandfather shook his head. “I never thought I would
see the day when that little fool showed more brains in his head
than my own flesh and blood.”

“Is he in danger?” Peter asked frantically.

“Oh, yes. That’s putting it mildly.”

“Why?!”

“What do you mean, ‘why?’”

“Who are they? Why are we in danger?”

“We don’t have time for this, boy — ”

“Tell me!” Peter yelled, almost on the verge of
hysteria. “If I’m going to die, I want to know why!”

Grandfather didn’t reach out, and he didn’t kneel
down or anything like what they normally do on TV. But his eyes
weren’t as angry, and his voice was the tiniest bit softer.

“We have a lot to do before sundown, boy. Get your
friend over here, NOW, and I’ll tell you what I can while you both
help me make preparations.”

Grandfather turned away and walked down the hall.

“So we’re not going to die?” Peter called after
him.

“I didn’t say that,” Grandfather shouted
back without stopping.

Peter waited a few seconds for the punch line, or at
least a reassurance. None came.

“That was a joke, right?” Peter yelled.
“Right?”

Grandfather’s feet faded away.

“Oh crap,” Peter fretted, and dashed out the screen
door to Dill’s house.
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The two boys stood at the
wide entrance to the garage, which was ten times bigger than it
needed to be to house Grandfather’s 1950’s Ford pickup truck. The
building was falling apart, with more gaps in the weathered boards
than actual protection from the rain. Inside, all sorts of junk
hung on the walls. Grandfather was pulling items off, one by one,
and stacking them on a rickety pine table: a pitchfork, a hatchet,
and an assortment of jagged–looking cutting tools.

Peter looked up. The sun was high enough that the sky
wasn’t red yet, but it would get there soon. Shadows stretched long
on the ground.

Dill grew increasingly edgier the longer he stared at
Grandfather. He shifted from foot to foot the way a trapped gazelle
might as a lion paced nearby.

“Dude, do I have to be here?” Dill whispered to
Peter.

“Yes, you idjit, you do,” Grandfather growled as he
uncapped a metal canister of gasoline. “You both trespassed, you
both committed acts I forbade you to do, and you have upset forces
you know nothing of. So, in your possibly final few hours here on
earth, I think a lesson detailing your stupidity and arrogance are
in order.”

“Is he kidding about our ‘final few hours here on
earth’?” Dill whispered again.

“I don’t think so,” Peter replied glumly.

“Greeeeeaaaaat.”

Grandfather pointed at Peter. “I told you
specifically not to go in the garden.”

“But you didn’t say why.”

Grandfather shouted and shook so much that spittle
flew from his mouth. “I shouldn’t have to say why! I should say,
‘Don’t do it,’ and you don’t do it! Period!”

“If you’d told us there were dead dudes in the
garden, I think maybe we would’ve stayed away,” Dill pointed
out.

Peter marveled at Dill’s calm collectedness as he
spoke. Grandfather’s screaming turned Peter’s knees into jelly.
Dill was normally frightened out of his skull by any mention of the
old man, but here he was, being yelled at, and he had the presence
of mind — or stupidity — to answer.

Grandfather grabbed the table and leaned way over,
like a vulture. “Or maybe you might have wanted to go into the
garden even more.”

Dill looked from side to side, considering. Then he
shrugged. “Okay, that’s probably true.”

“Fools!” Grandfather pointed at Peter again. “And
then you make the most egregious blunder of all, and
actually go and disturb them in their cursed sanctuary!”

“What’s a sanctuary?” Peter asked, trying to fake
coolness like Dill.

“What’s an egre — egre — egret?” Dill asked.

“That’s a bird,” Peter whispered.

“What’s a bird got to do with dead hobos?” Dill
whispered back.

“First off, they are not ‘hobos,’” Grandfather
snapped. “They are a family called the Todenhorns, and they died
over two hundred years ago.”

Peter and Dill stared.

“I think I liked hobos better,” Dill said.
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“They were a family of
questionable character, a father and his twelve sons who came here
from Europe — some say ‘escaped’ here, possibly because of a murder
one of the younger sons was rumored to have committed. Peter, your
great–great–great–great–great–great–great–grandfather John Stephen
Flannagan lived in this house at the time the Todenhorns arrived by
boat and took a stake on the land, shortly after the American
Revolution. ‘Took a stake’ — they did not pay, though the land
legally belonged to John Stephen. He was a peaceable man, not
inclined to confrontation. Besides, they built far enough from his
house that he could keep his distance until the matter was resolved
in court. A traveling judge made the circuit every five months, and
the Todenhorns had arrived just after the judge’s last round. John
Stephen was biding his time until he could get a legal notice of
eviction, and then the elected lawman of the town could take
over.

“Things were mostly unremarkable with his new
neighbors until John noticed that the crops he tended were lighter
than the previous year’s harvest. He had no proof, though he
suspected the men were thieving from his gardens in the pitch black
of night.

“He confronted the old man of the family once, out in
the open field. He calmly told the father that he understood they
might be in need of food, but John needed it to feed his own
family. Since the Todenhorns had money for tools, surely they could
afford to feed themselves. Or, if not, they should at least barter
for John’s food — with meat they caught, or labor, or
something.

“As John made his case, first one tall son walked up
behind his father, then another, then another, until all thirteen
men of the Todenhorn clan stood facing John Stephen. He was
somewhat rattled by the display, but he finished speaking his peace
nonetheless.

“The old man’s only reply was in heavily accented
English: ‘This is from the land. It is our land. They give us the
land. We take what we want. Not yours.’

“No one moved. John surmised the talks were over, and
walked quickly back to his house. The brothers and father stood
there, watching him go, and did not move until he had entered his
home.

“They were an odd sort, and they kept mostly to
themselves. Whatever else their faults, they were industrious — by
their own hands they managed to clear the entire field of trees and
build a house in the space of three weeks. They had a goodly sum of
cash on hand to buy hammers and saws in town, which further fueled
gossip of robbery and murder back in Germany, or the Netherlands,
or wherever it was they came from.

“They were also hunters, or seemed to be, for they
spent an inordinate amount of time in the woods. Hours at a time,
and odd hours at that. John Stephen wrote in his diaries that he
would see them trudging into the woods at dusk, lanterns blazing,
and disappear into the trees.

“It was not until months later that a French trapper
revealed the truth. He was in the woods gaming for beaver and fox
pelts when he noticed a building back in the far reaches of the
forest. He investigated and found what appeared to be a church, but
one unlike any he had ever seen before. There were no crosses, no
signs of Christianity…instead, there were animal skulls and bones,
and strange bindings of plants and flowers that lined the walls. A
wooden stump was the centerpiece of the building — the walls and
floor had evidently been built up around it. On that stump was the
evidence of dozens of knife marks, and perhaps what might have been
burned sacrifices. Of animals or plants, the Frenchman could not
say.

“In his state of amazement, he did not notice the man
who entered the building behind him. He was young, with a scruffy
beard and long overcoat. He carried an ax with him, and shouted in
a strange, garbled language the Frenchman did not understand.

“‘I am sorry,’ the Frenchman said in his mother
tongue, ‘I did not mean to trespass.’

“The stranger answered in broken French, ‘You are on
holy ground. Leave before I kill you.’

“The Frenchman protested, ‘But there aren’t any
crosses.’

“‘We follow the old gods, the gods of the forest and
death,’ the man said, and suddenly rushed at the Frenchman with his
ax. Now, the Frenchman was used to outwitting bears and wolves, so
a man was not impossible to escape. He rushed over the rough
benches and burst into the open, and fast as he could he ran to the
town, where he spread the word about the family: they were pagans
who believed in strange forces and spirits of nature.

“That was something the God–fearing people of the
township could not stand. Stolen land and food could be abided, for
awhile…but these were heathens with dark beliefs. For that, they
would be forced to leave Duskerville township immediately.

“A delegation of five men gathered that afternoon to
deliver an ultimatum to the Todenhorn clan: leave this place and
never come back, or suffer the consequences. Though he would have
been glad to have the thieves gone, Joseph Stephen begged the men
to wait for the traveling magistrate.

“The men refused and went to the house. They banged
on the door and demanded the family come out. John had refused to
go, but he stood outside waiting. He wrote that he could hear angry
voices on the wind, and then the sound of gunfire. Without waiting
to see what had happened, he hurried inside and barricaded his
family within. He didn’t know if it was the brothers or the
townsmen who had fired, but he feared the worst.

“It turned out the clan shot first, and in doing so
killed two of the men from the town. The three who lived claimed
that the father and his eldest son had shot without provocation,
but years later, one of the townsmen recanted, and said that it was
a shoving match that escalated too fast.

“No matter — two men were dead. It was murder at
worst, manslaughter at the very least. But rather than kill the
entire group, the father and sons just stood and watched as the
three survivors fled.

“Perhaps later the Todenhorns wished that they had
finished them all off. The three men ran into town, screaming about
the madmen by the forest, claiming they had hauled off the bodies
to make sacrifices to their demon gods. By nightfall, a mob of
fifty men passed by John Stephen’s house with torches and guns.
John tried to reason with them, but the mayor assured him that
justice would be done, that this was an ‘official’ undertaking of
the town and that all the men had been deputized. John watched them
go, and heard them murmuring about how many ropes and trees they
would need that night.

“The mob descended on the house and found the bodies
of the two dead men still outside, untouched.

“As the representative of the mob, the mayor yelled
out that the entire family was to surrender themselves on charges
of murder. The father yelled back an obscenity, followed by the
oath, ‘The land is ours…we are of it, we will stay forever!’

“The mayor warned them that this was their last
chance, but there was no further answer from the house.

“The townsmen claimed later that it had been a
spur–of–the–moment idea, but someone had obviously been preparing,
because they had brought along gallons and gallons of kerosene.
They doused the new wood of the house and lit it with their
torches. Those same men claimed they had only been trying to smoke
the family out, not kill them — and that may have been true. But
the old man and his sons surprised them. Even as the flames climbed
high into the night, and the roof collapsed down upon them, the
Todenhorns refused to leave the house. People talked afterwards of
the screams, but no one would go in to save them. And absolutely no
one came out.

“They searched the ashes in the morning and found
thirteen charred bodies. They dug a giant hole right there on the
cliff and buried them without so much as a prayer for God to be
merciful to their souls. Maybe that’s the way the family would have
wanted it…why would a pagan care if someone read a Bible over his
grave?

“No one in the town talked about that night ever
again…at least, not for years, and only then in hushed tones. Most
of them just tried to forget that it had ever happened. It was over
and done with, as far as they were concerned.

“But it wasn’t over. Not at all.”
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“Two weeks after the fire,
John Stephen noticed that he was again losing vegetables from his
garden. He immediately felt bad and wondered if he had made a false
accusation. Perhaps the family had not been stealing from him at
all. In his diary he wrote that after the fifth straight day of his
ripe plants being plucked clean, he stayed up with a shotgun to
wait for the thief’s return.

“About midnight, a rustling in the garden roused him
from sleep. He called out to the person to show himself, that he
had a gun, but there was no answer. Stupidly, as he admitted, he
ventured into the garden. It took him a minute, but he found his
thief.

“Except the thief was a corpse, charred black as
coal, with no eyes in his head.

“John Stephen dropped the gun in fright and ran for
the house. The next morning he found his gun undisturbed and the
field again picked clean of ripe vegetables.

“Perhaps embarrassed by his cowardly showing the
night before, he warned his wife and three small children to stay
indoors before he set out for the site of the burned–down house and
the mass grave.

“What he found there chilled his soul. The giant hole
looked as though it had been dug up…from the inside out. Footprints
led from the grave to the house, to the remains of a wardrobe that
had not been completely consumed by the fire. Inside hung a few
blackened pants…but the most notable thing was that the wardrobe
was otherwise empty. As though someone had taken the clothes out
and gotten dressed.

“Cowardice be damned, John Stephen ran back to his
family and moved them to his in–laws’ cabin two miles away. For
seven weeks he kept vigil at night, waiting for God knows what…but
it never came. The garden was picked bare, and he saw lanterns
every so often in the nighttime woods, but nothing more. Eventually
he moved his family back into the house and forbade them to go into
the garden, or the field beyond it, ever again. He planted hedges
of rose bushes as a barrier for his little ones, and ordered them
never to step past the flowers.

“He told a few of the townsmen, but everyone just
laughed at him and promptly forgot. No one wanted to remember
anything about that horrible day, and John Stephen’s wild tales
were an uncomfortable reminder.

“Then one day the townspeople realized that the
Todenhorns’ pagan temple was still standing. Since it was an
affront to their religion — and the one final reminder of their
unbridled ‘justice’ — two men were elected to go into the woods,
find the thing, and tear it down.

“They never returned.

“Two days later, a search party of five men went out
looking for them. They never returned, either.

“No one had to point out that all seven of the
missing men had been part of the mob that burned down the
Todenhorns’ house. And since the rest of the men in town had been
present that night, it was decided that the matter would best be
dropped. No one ventured into the forest near the property
again.

“And so it continued for 200 years,” Grandfather
growled, “until a fool of a next–door neighbor child stole into the
garden one autumn night and set fire to the dried–out husks of
corn. The only things still left were the watermelons, but that was
enough. Apparently the Todenhorns were waiting on them to ripen
fully. Instead, they burst like mortars and woke me up in the
middle of the night.”

“I didn’t know watermelons exploded!” Dill
protested.

“QUIET!” Grandfather thundered — then sighed. “I knew
they might come for restitution. There were precedents in our
family’s records, when someone had wandered where they shouldn’t
have. So I followed the instructions of my great–great–grand uncle.
I bought a steer from a farmer in town, then delivered it
unconscious to the edge of the garden at night. By the time I was
back to the truck, I saw a shadowy figure with a lantern pour
something over the animal, and it burst into flames. Tit for tat, I
guess they saw it. Burn something of theirs, burn something of
ours.”

“Ohhhhhh, so you’re not a hippo crib,” Dill
realized.

Grandfather frowned. “What?”

“Nothing,” Peter said. “Well…why would they come
after us? We didn’t steal any of their food this time.” “And we
didn’t blow up the watermelons, either,” Dill pointed out.

“But you entered their house of pagan worship, and no
one who set out after it has ever returned. Except for you two. I
have a feeling they won’t let that stand.”

Peter felt cold fingers creeping up his legs and
back. “Well, what do we do?”

“They’re zombies,” Dill piped up. “We shoot ‘em in
the head.”

“They’re not zombies,” Grandfather snarled. “Zombies
are from Haiti and the West Indies.”

“Well what are they, then?” Dill snapped back.

“Dead men.”

Dill rolled his eyes. “Oh yeah, zombies and dead
guys, two totally different things.”

“What do we do?” Peter repeated.

Grandfather looked up at the sky. Red clouds glowed
on the horizon, and the orange sun was dipping fast behind the
trees.

He grabbed some of the sharp gardening tools on the
table and handed them to Dill and Peter. Then he grabbed the
pitchfork and hatchet for himself.

“Go inside…lock yourself in your room…and pray.”

Dill and Peter looked at him, bewildered.

“GIT!” Grandfather roared.

They turned and raced back to the house.

“I don’t think that’s much of a plan,” Dill muttered
once they were inside.
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The boys stood by the ledge
in Peter’s room, arms braced on the pillows, their bodies leaning
forward. They watched the sky outside the window turn deep violet.
The shadow of the house stretched across the entire lawn,
swallowing everything in its path. And the darkness in the forest
kept getting deeper and deeper.

“Maybe nothing’ll happen,” Dill offered.

“Maybe,” Peter said without much hope.

“Maybe, you know, they’re just
misunderstood. Cuz if somebody burned down my house and
killed me, I’d be a little mad. I think I might chase people away,
but I don’t think I’d come after them. ‘You’re gone, we’re
cool,’ you know?”

“Would you have shot people?” Peter countered.

“Maybe they dropped the gun and it went off by
accident.”

“Twice?”

“Happens in the movies.”

Peter pointed out the window. “So does this kind of
stuff.”

“Yeah,” Dill agreed reluctantly.

“Do those movies usually have happy endings?”

“If one guy out of everybody not dying is a happy
ending, then yeah. But we got two guys here, so one of us is going
to have a very unhappy ending.”

“Three. Grandfather’s downstairs.”

“If he’s the only one that goes, that’d be a
real happy ending for me.”

“Dill!”

“Sorry.” Dill sighed. “I gotta start watching more
movies with happy endings.”

“Hey…I got a question,” Peter said.

“Yeah?”

“You’re so scared of my grandfather, but when he was
shouting at us, you didn’t seem to care — you even talked back to
him. I don’t get it.”

Dill shrugged. “I’m used to my whole family screaming
at me all the time. When your grandfather’s screaming at me but not
chasing me, I’m okay. When somebody’s quiet or when they’re chasing
you, that’s when you gotta watch out.”

The entire lawn was in shadow now. Stars shone in the
sky overhead. Darkness had fallen. And down near the forest’s edge,
a figure in black stole out onto the grass.

Followed by another.

And another.

And another.

Peter’s heart skipped a beat every time another body
ran out of the woods.

Thirteen skipped beats in all.

Dill gripped Peter’s arm so hard he bruised it.

“Pete…”

“Yeah?”

“If this doesn’t go so great, I just wanted to tell
you…”

Dill paused. The dark figures were halfway across the
lawn. Now the boys could see their jackets flapping behind
them.

“You’ve been a good friend, too, Dill,” Peter
finished.

“Huh? That’s not what I was going to say.”

“What, then?”

“I just wanted to tell you I’m really P.O.’d at you
for making me go in the forest.”

Peter stared at Dill.

“But I forgive you,” Dill continued.

“Thanks,” Peter snapped.

The burned men were in the garden now.

The first one reached the rose bushes.

But no matter how close they were, their floppy black
hats hid any trace of their faces.

They were all out of the garden now, and they split
into two groups. One gang headed left around the house, and the
other group headed right.

Then they disappeared. They were too close to the
house to be seen.

They’re probably hugging the walls right
now.

Will they come in through the kitchen, or the
front door?

Or both?

There was the sound of the kitchen door
creeeeeaaaaking open.

“Oh my gosh oh my gosh oh my gosh oh my gosh,” Dill
whimpered.

From out in the front hall, there was a dull thudding
on the door. Then the crashing of glass.

“I gotta pee, man,” Dill whined.

Peter turned towards Dill and hushed him. “You can’t
pee, there’s not — ”

Dill screamed bloody murder. Peter swung back towards
the window.

There was a dead man in the tree, not five feet away.
His charred face did not cover his blackened teeth, and his empty
eye sockets stared in blind hatred at the boys.
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Peter screamed, too, and ran
out the door and into the hall. Dill was close behind. Down on the
first floor, charred–black arms flailed wildly through the broken
glass panes surrounding the front door. Grandfather braced himself
against the door and swung his hatchet at the grasping hands.

He saw Peter. “Get back in your room!” he
thundered.

“They’re coming through the window!” Peter
screamed.

“Then — rrrrrrRRRR!”

Grandfather turned to a couple of burnt men who had
gotten in through the kitchen. Grandfather roared and impaled one
of them on his pitchfork.

The other dead creature flung himself up the stairs,
his empty eyes focused on Peter and Dill.

“AAAAHHHH!” Dill screamed as he ran back into Peter’s
room.

There was a tinkling of glass from the bedroom
window. The dead man in the tree poked his arm through a shattered
pane.

“AAAAAHHHH!” Dill screamed as he ran back out of
Peter’s room.

The dead man on the stairs was up to the second
floor.

“RUN, BOY!” Grandfather yelled, then hatcheted
another dead man rushing into the foyer.

Peter grabbed Dill’s shirt. “Come on!”

“Where’re we going?”

“Back up on the roof — hurry!”

They ran to the doorway they had opened just hours
before. Peter had a bad second when the knob wouldn’t turn.

Did Grandfather lock it?

“The hobo’s coming up the stairs!” Dill
screeched.

But the knob was just stuck. With one hard twist
Peter forced the door open. He and Dill spilled inside and Peter
slammed it shut.

The last thing he saw was the burned skull of a dead
man through the third–floor banister.

Peter fumbled in the darkness and managed to lock the
door.

Click.

Then came a BAM! as the dead man slammed
into the door on the other side.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

Dill backed away. “What do we do now?”

Peter looked around for a weapon in the darkness;
only a few pale moonbeams shone through skylight above. He had
stupidly left the cutting tools back in the bedroom, and unless
stuffed owls frightened these guys, there wasn’t much in here to
use for defense.

“We gotta go up on the roof and try to escape that
way.”

“How?”

“If we get to my tree — ”

“There’s a dead guy on that tree!” Dill howled.

“He’s probably inside by now.”

As if to underscore his point, the blows on the door
doubled, as though two people were now slamming against it.

BAM–BAM! BAM–BAM! BAM–BAM!

“Oh crap,” Dill moaned.

“Let’s go!” Peter shouted, and they darted up the
winding iron staircase.
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Peter hit his head on the
trapdoor and pushed with a mighty heave. The door clattered on the
roof and cold air rushed in.

The stars were so beautiful…Peter couldn’t help but
think that at least it would be pretty where he died tonight.

He pulled Dill up on his feet and they looked over
the balcony’s edge, down towards Peter’s third floor bedroom and
the tree beside it.

Unfortunately, Peter had forgotten how steep the roof
was.

Very steep.

And in the dark it looked more like a vertical wall,
then a plunge into nothingness. Except Peter knew that there was
definitely ground down there, sixty feet below.

Stay up here and get killed by dead guys…or go
out there, fall, and get killed.

Or fall, get paralyzed, and then get
killed by dead guys.

Great.

Dill grabbed the railing and hoisted a foot over.

Peter pulled him back. “What are you doing?” he
screamed frantically.

“Gettin’ down to that tree,” Dill pointed. “Isn’t
that why we came up here?”

“I can’t go down there!” Peter wailed.

“Why not?!”

“I…I…”

The emptiness at the edge of the roof seemed to grow
before his eyes.

“I don’t like heights,” Peter whispered. “I can’t
stand them.”

“You climbed down the tree!”

“That’s different, there’s something to hang on
to!”

Dill snapped his fingers. “Hold on!” Then he
disappeared back into the trapdoor.

“What are you doing?!” Peter yelled at him.

“Hold on!” Dill’s muffled voice floated up.
“I saw somethin’ we can use…”

BAM! BAM! BAM! came from down in the
darkness.

Dill’s head popped back up out of the hole. “I’m
okay!” he cheerily announced as he plunked down a coil of rope on
the balcony floor. “They’re still having a hard time getting
through the door.”

Peter unwound the rope. There was maybe 15 feet of
slack.

“Dill, this isn’t enough to climb down!”

Dill frowned. “Crap. Okay, I’ll go back down and get
some more.”

As he started to put his foot through the trapdoor,
though, a splintering CRASH reverberated in the darkness
below.

“Or not,” he said hastily, and slammed the trapdoor
closed. “Gimme.”

Dill grabbed the rope and hastily tied a loop firmly
around his waist, knotted it several times, then did the same for
Peter.

“What are you doing?”

“Dude, just pretend we’re mountain climbers. They tie
a rope to each other, so we will too.”

“Dill, we’re going to fall!” Peter yelled.

“No we’re not. I climb like a monkey. Come on.”

Dill swung himself over the balcony and onto the
shingles.

“Dill, I can’t — ”

BANG!

The trap door under Peter jumped beneath his feet,
raising him two inches into the air before slamming back down.

They were right underneath him.

“Come on, man, we gotta go!” Dill screamed.

“What if I fall?!”

“The rope’ll catch you!”

“Unh–uh, it’ll make you fall, too!”

Dill stood up straight like he was shocked. “It
will?”

BANG!

Peter flew up three inches into the air and slammed
back down.

“Oh God, please don’t let me dieeeeeeee!” he yelled,
and vaulted over the balcony. He landed about eight feet to the
right of Dill.

“Don’t fall, DON’T FALL!” Dill hollered.

BANG!

The trapdoor exploded open. A charred face and
crumbling hat peeked out of the hole, and those sightless eyes
found Peter.

In a flash, the thing bolted out of the hatch and
strained one arm through the wooden rods of the balcony railing.
The skeletal fingers swiped the air just inches away from Peter’s
face.

“GO, GO!” Peter screamed as he began backing down the
roof.

“I’M GOING, I’M GOING!”

The dead man was climbing over the balcony railing
now, his body a smudge of black against the dark violet sky.

“DILL, HE’S COMING, HE’S COMING!” Peter shrieked.

“I’m almost to the tree, I almost got it — ”

The dead man stepped down onto the roof.

Peter’s foot slipped out from under him and he began
to slide down the shingles.

Seeing his prize get away from him, the dead man
lunged after Peter and began to slide, too.

“DIIIILLLL!”

Dill braced himself and pulled the rope tight.
Peter’s fall took a curving arc, and he slid out of the path of the
dead man and came slowly to a stop.

The dead man, however, zoomed right past Peter like a
kid on a waterslide. His body shot into the air. Only at the last
minute did his bony fingers grasp the gutter on the edge of the
roof. The metal groaned under his weight, but it kept him from
falling.

“Come on, dude!” Dill hollered. He started pulling
the rope up handful by handful. “Quit lookin’ at him, we gotta get
outta here!”

Peter moved sideways like a crab, keeping his whole
body flat against the shingles.

Behind him came the sound of metal crunching. Looking
down, Peter saw that the hobo was inching his hands along the
gutter, dangle–walking himself on the metal pipe like it was a set
of monkeybars.

And the dead man was fast.

Peter picked up his pace. Dill put out a hand and
hauled him up to his spot by the tree.

“Th–thanks,” Peter gasped.

“No problem, now let’s go!”

Dill scurried the few extra feet to the tree branch
and began to climb down.

Peter looked over at the hobo inching his way along
the gutter. Further up, three other dead men had emerged from the
trapdoor and were now crawling down the roof like giant black
spiders.

Peter lunged for the tree branch and caught it under
his armpits, rattling the limb badly.

“Hey, I’m climbin’ over here!” Dill shouted.

“Sorry,” Peter whispered, and started his descent. He
made it to the tree trunk at the same time the dead man on the
gutter reached the tree. One black hand shot out and grabbed the
limb. He let go of the gutter and swung onto the branch.

“Peter, jump!” Dill yelled.

“We’re too high up!” Peter called back. He was still
at least twelve feet off the ground. Dill was about four feet lower
than him.

“He’s coming too fast, Peter!”

It was true — maybe with all the muscle and flesh
burned off him, the dead man was lighter. Whatever the case, he
swung down the tree branch with ease, twice as fast as the
boys.

“WE GOTTA DO IT!” Dill screamed. “One, two,
three!”

Peter let go. He seemed to fall for an eternity.
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When his feet hit the ground,
Peter collapsed at the knees and rolled. Electric jabs shot through
his toes and calves, and he pounded the ground with his fist to try
and block out the pain.

“Ow ow ow ow ow ow ow,” Dill hissed over to the side.
He was rolling around in the grass, holding his knees.

“You okay?” Peter asked.

“NO.”

There was a rattling and shuddering of leaves above.
Peter looked up.

The dead man was falling through the air, his jacket
flaring around him like a superhero’s cape.

KA–THUMP. He slammed to the ground, legs
spread wide, and hunched over like a wild animal hunting its
prey.

Unfortunately, Dill was closest. He screamed.

The hobo sprang forward, and its black hands closed
around Dill’s neck. His scream turned into a strangled cry.

“DILL!” Peter yelled. He started to move forward, but
his foot was tangled in the rope.

The rope.

Peter didn’t know what possessed him — maybe it was
watching the Indiana Jones movies a dozen times — but he
took the slack between him and Dill and threw it over the hobo’s
head. A loose loop encircled its neck now.

The monster paused from choking Dill and looked up
almost quizzically.

With all his might, Peter yanked the rope hard as he
could.

The loop snapped straight and taut.

The dead man’s head popped cleanly off his body,
twirled through the air, and THUNKED down into the
grass.

“AAAAAAAHHHHH!” Dill screamed, then lapsed into a fit
of coughing.

What happened next would have been comical if not for
the threat of imminent death. The hobo let go of Dill and flung its
hands up to its face — except its face was no longer there. The
hands flailed around. Finding nothing, the hobo turned around as
though looking for something, and somehow magically sensed where
its head lay. The dead man got up off of Dill and darted over to
its skull. Gingerly, like cradling a baby, it lifted the head into
the air.

Peter watched in horrified amazement until he heard
rustling above.

Two dead men had reached the tree. And there were
more above them, like an infestation spreading across the roof.

Further in the distance, Peter heard the distinct
eeeeeeeWHAPwhapwhap of the kitchen screen door slamming
shut. He could imagine more dead men swarming out into the yard.
They would be here any second.

And now the headless hobo had turned around. Rather
than try to replace his skull, he was carrying it like a
lantern.

Peter hoisted Dill to his feet. They looked at each
other.

Without another word, they ran.

KA–THUMP. KA–THUMP. Two more dead men hit
the grass behind them.

eeeeeeeWHAPwhapwhap

Peter didn’t dare look back.

They shot through a gap in the rose bushes and sped
for the garden. Dill rasped horribly through his bruised
throat.

As they ran into the tomato plants, there was a tug
at Peter’s waist. Over to his right, Dill screamed, and his voice
went “uhWUHuh” like he’d been jerked backwards. Peter looked
around, expecting to see one of the hobos with its arms encircling
him. Instead he saw the rope, which he’d completely forgotten. It
was snagging on the tomato plants and stakes as the boys ran
past.

Behind him, the dead men had reached the rose bush.
He didn’t have time to count, but somehow Peter knew instinctively
that all thirteen were there.

A sad voice inside of him wondered what had happened
to Grandfather. But there was no time for that…

“The rope, Dill, the rope!”

Peter grabbed it, went back around the tomato plant,
and got directly behind Dill.

The dead men were halfway to the garden.

“RUN, RUN!”

Dill took off again, and Peter followed behind him
with the rope coiled in his arms. Without it trailing behind and
snagging plants, they made far better time.

Peter could hear the sounds of leaves snapping and
swishing as the dead men reached the garden.

The boys rocketed through the corn, the stalks
whipping around them and smacking Peter in the face. Then they were
through, tromping into the open air and the black night sky.

Up ahead, there was no place to go. Except 200 yards
to a hundred–foot–tall cliff.

Behind them came the sound of the dead men crashing
through the corn.

On the right, the forest. On the left, more
fields.

No matter where they turned, the dead men would
eventually catch them.

“What do we do?” Dill huffed as they kept running
towards the ocean.

Can we use the rope to pop off all their
heads?

No…we might get one, but the others will kill us
after that.

We could circle around them, try to trap them
with the rope —

But the rope is too small, and we’ll be right
next to them, within arm’s reach.

Forest, fields, cliff — we’re dead.

And then it came to him.

Peter sped up and pulled even with Dill. He held
enough rope in his hands that the remaining slack between them
jostled in the air instead of dragging on the ground.

“Run for the cliff!” he screamed at Dill.

“Are you crazy?!”

“I have a plan!”

“What?”

“Trust me!”
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There were no longer any
sounds of cornstalks being trampled underfoot. The dead men were
out in the field, right behind them.

Up ahead in the distance, Peter could make out the
silhouette of the tree on the cliff.

“What’s your plan?” Dill yelled again.

“We’re going to jump!”

“WHAT?!”

Dill unconsciously slowed down.

Peter looked back. The dead men were only twenty feet
behind them and gaining ground.

“DILL!”

Dill looked over his shoulder, and shot forward with
a sudden burst of adrenalin. His lips stretched tight over his face
in a mask of fear.

“ARE YOU FREAKIN’ CRAZY?”

“Just go to the right of the tree!” Peter screamed.
“And really jump!”

The tree was a hundred feet ahead.

Two dozen dead men’s feet thudded on the grass behind
them.

“Peter, we’ll die! It’s too high! And there are rocks
— ”

Peter felt the scrape of burned bone across his
shoulders.

The dead men were almost on top of them.

The tree was ten feet away.

“BREAK RIGHT!” Peter screamed, and immediately turned
left.

As he did, he let go of the rope in his arms.

A hand clamped down on his shoulder.

But he was already at the edge of the cliff.

“JUMP!”

Now he was soaring into space, into blackness, his
feet and legs still kicking, but with nothing beneath them.
Swimming in air.

He was dimly aware of Dill screaming beside him.

Far beneath, he could see the glint of moonlight on
the water and waves, outlining the sharp rocks a hundred feet
below.

He had time for one last thought.

Oh crap…I hope Dill tied the knots
tight.

There was a horrible wrenching pain around his waist,
and it felt like all his guts were smushed from his belly up into
his ribcage.

“HCKKKKK,” Dill gagged off to his right.

Peter was no longer falling. He was swinging.

Right past Dill, as a matter of fact.

His friend’s face was beyond surprised as it whooshed
by.

The rope had held. Peter had gone on one side of the
giant tree, and Dill had jumped on the other. The rope had caught
on the tree trunk, and now Peter and Dill were dangling midair,
swinging back and forth like two pendulums.

And all around Peter, the dead men were tumbling
through the darkness.

A smell of burnt wood and smoke filled his nose, and
there was the crack of charred bones as Peter and a hobo slammed
into each other. Hands clawed at him, but found no hold. Fingers
raked his legs as the dead man spiraled downward.

The last thing Peter saw were its empty eyes as the
dark figure plummeted away.

The dead men were all around them now, a flock of
black birds clipped of their wings — and then they were past,
flailing in the air, dropping towards the ocean and the rocks.

CRACK.

CRACK.

CRACK.

One by one they smashed into the boulders below,
skulls bursting like glass bottles, limbs flying, ribcages
splintering like matchsticks. Puffs of ash billowed in the air. And
the waves rushed over them, washing their scattered pieces out to
sea.

Dill swung past Peter again, but slower this time as
their momentum gave out. He was looking down at the rocks and the
scattered arms and legs floating in the sea foam.

“Ssssssweet,” he murmured.
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Now that his terror was
subsiding, Peter realized the loop around his waist felt like it
was cutting him in half. He grabbed the rope above him and pulled
so that his stomach wasn’t bearing all his weight.

Dill saw and did the same. “Ohhhhh,” he groaned. “You
know when you snapped off that guy’s head with the rope?”
“Yeah?”

“My stomach feels like that right about now.”

“Yeah.”

The tree creaked above them as they swung slower and
slower through the air.

“By the way,” Dill added, “thanks.”

“Thanks for saving me on the roof.”

“No problem. You know…I feel like I’m going to
puke.”

“Well don’t get it on me. And don’t pee, either.”

“Too late on that one.”

They dangled there for a while longer, both waiting
to see if Dill would upchuck. Somehow he kept it down.

“Phew. Good plan, dude.”

Peter beamed in the darkness. “It was pretty
cool, wasn’t it?”

“So, how do we get back up?” Dill asked.

“Uh…”

Peter looked up at the tree. There was about five
feet of rope between both boys and the trunk.

“You don’t know how we’re going to get back up
there?!”

“I didn’t think that far ahead.”

“I take it back. Not so good plan,” Dill
scowled.

“I can’t think of everything,” Peter
snapped.

“Maybe your Grandfather can come get…”

Dill trailed off.

“I don’t know if he…got out,” Peter said.

“Yeah.” Dill paused. “Sorry, man.”

“I didn’t know him very well…”

“Well, if somebody had to die, better a crazy old man
than you or me.”

Peter glared at Dill.

“I’m just sayin’,” Dill protested.

“Well, stop.”

They were silent again for awhile.

“We should try to figure out how to get back up,”
Peter finally said.

“Okay.”

“Maybe you can climb the rope…get up to the roots…and
then hold on while I climb up.”

“What if the rope slips and you pull me off with
you?” Dill asked. “Unh–unh.”

“You got a better idea?”

“I’m just sayin’.”

Up above there was a slight patter of pebbles
falling. Some of the dirt hit Peter.

His heart leapt into his throat. “Grandfather?” he
asked, and looked up.

There was a figure up there, but it wasn’t his
grandfather.

Peter knew immediately because it had no head.

It was the dead man Peter had decapitated.

Now the skull leered from the thing’s right hand as
the body crouched atop the tree trunk.

“AAAAAAAHHHH!” Dill screamed.

“WHERE’D HE COME FROM?” Peter yelled.

“He musta been a slower runner without his head!”

The thing leaned over the tree and grabbed Dill’s
side of the rope with its free hand. It jerked the cord, and Peter
— the heavier of the two boys — sank a foot as the rope slipped
across the tree trunk.

Of course, as Peter sank, Dill rose a foot closer to
the dead man.

“NO! PETER, DON’T LET HIM DO IT!” Dill wailed.

“WHAT DO YOU WANT ME TO DO?”

“I DON’T KNOW, COME UP WITH ANOTHER PLAN!”

The dead man yanked on the rope again. It slid across
the bark with a wrrrrrhhhhh sound.

Peter jerked down another foot. Dill rose higher and
screeched even louder.

The dead man extended his hand with the head in it.
Peter could see the skull in the moonlight, the burnt skin pulled
tight over black, grinning teeth.

Then another dark figure appeared behind the dead
man, a silhouette against the stars.

No please God no not another one

The silhouette raised its arms, then swung down.

THUNK.

The dead man toppled forward and somersaulted past
Dill, an ax jutting from its back.

His hand let go of the head, which fell separately
from the body.

Down, down, down…

CRACK on the boulders. Arms and legs flew
everywhere in a cloud of soot. PLUNK went the head into
the sea. And the waves washed away the remains.

Peter looked back up. There stood Grandfather, his
white shirt ripped and covered in ash. His tie looked like the end
had been fed into a woodchipper.

“Thank you thank you thank you thank you, dude!” Dill
howled in glee.

“I have half a mind to send you down there with him,”
Grandfather growled.

Dill shook his head vigorously. “Don’t do that.”

“Give me one good reason why not.”

Dill looked pensive, then brightened. “I’m a heck of
a guy?”

“Can we do this later?!” Peter yelled. “Thank you for
coming and saving us and all, but can we not die right
now?”

Grandfather snarled, then leaned down to the rope
without another word.
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Sauerkraut never tasted so
good.

Peter and Dill sat at the kitchen table, scarfing
down forkful after forkful of the stuff. In the dim light of the
kitchen, Peter saw that both he and Dill were covered head to toe
in soot, with only the occasional streak of skin wiped clean by
sweat. The kitchen was covered with footprints and black smudges,
too, where the dead men had obviously passed by.

Grandfather sat at the head of the table watching
them eat. He had a nasty gash on his forehead, and flecks of blood
spotted his crazy hair.

“Mmf, mmf and then I was like, ‘Hey, man, this rope —
we could use this rope to, like, totally escape,’” Dill muttered
through a mouthful of cabbage. “It was all, mmf, in my head from
the beginning, mmf.”

“Jumping off the cliff was my idea,” Peter pointed
out as he chewed.

“I was just saying I had the beginning of
the idea in my head,” Dill smacked. “Mmf. Dis is good
sauerkraut.”

Grandfather just squinted at him.

“Did we kill them all?” Peter asked Grandfather.

“I believe so. Trust me, we would know by now if we
didn’t.”

Dill spoke through a mouthful of cabbage. “Are they
really gone?”

Grandfather frowned. “Why wouldn’t they be?”

“Maybe they’re, like, under the water, and they’re
setting up a little kingdom of dead guys under the sea, and they’ll
get all the pirates who ever died to sail a big ship up and attack
us again.”

Grandfather just stared at Dill.

“What, haven’t you ever seen Pirates of the
Caribbean?” Dill asked.

“No,” Grandfather growled.

“Don’t you know anything?”

“They kind of exploded when they hit the rocks. I
don’t think they’re coming back,” Peter said.

At least, I hope not.

“Does that mean we can go in the garden now?” Dill
asked Grandfather.

The old man bared his teeth. “You will continue to
stay OFF my property, you little no–goodnik.”

Dill pulled back. “Okaaaay…”

Then he shrugged and returned to devouring his
sauerkraut.

“But just remember, I helped you get rid of the dead
guys. It was like you had termites, and I was the sprayer man.
Pshhh, pshhh — dead guy problem OVER.”

Right behind Dill, the kitchen hallway door banged
open.

“AAAAHHH!” Dill screamed, sputtering sauerkraut all
over the table.

“What in the world is going on in here?!” Peter’s mom
yelled from the doorway. She looked half–horrified,
half–amazed.

Beth, who was sitting in Mom’s arms, pointed at
Peter. “You’we dirrrrrrty.”

“What is going ON here?” Mom repeated, now just
angry. “The outside of the house looks like somebody drew all over
it with charcoal, the kitchen looks like a barbecue pit got dumped
in it — ”

Grandfather pointed at Dill. “It was his fault.”

“ME?!” Dill choked. “I didn’t — ”

Grandfather leaned in threateningly towards Dill.
“WASN’T IT, idjit?”

Dill paused, then hopped out of his chair and waved
to Peter’s mom. “I gotta go.”

“Dill Bo — Bo — ”

“Bodinski!” Dill yelled as he ran across the
kitchen.

“Bodinky!” Beth gurgled happily and clapped her
hands.

“Dill Bodinski, you get back here right now!” Peter’s
mom shouted.

“Sorry, gotta go, gotta go,” Dill called out.

“You are going to clean this mess up, young man!” Mom
yelled.

“You got it, lady,” Dill said as he bolted out the
kitchen screen door.

Peter stood up and ran after him.

“Where are you going?” Mom demanded.

“I’ll be right back,” Peter promised as he darted
outside.
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Dill was already halfway
across the yard.

“Dill, wait up!”

The boy turned around. “Oh. Hey.”

Peter trotted over. “You want me to tell her it was
me, too?”

Dill sighed. “I don’t care. She doesn’t like me, your
granddad doesn’t like me, nothing I ever do makes anybody like me.”
“I like you,” Peter said softly. “In fact…you’re my best
friend.”

Dill smiled. “You know what? You’re my best friend,
too.”

They stood there, uncomfortably silent.

“All right, enough of this mushy crap,” Dill said,
and turned back towards his house. “I gotta get cleaned up before
my dad sees me, or something really bad’ll happen
tonight.” He looked back at Peter. “That was a joke, by the way.
‘Something really bad.’”

Peter laughed. “Yeah. But we’ll probably joke about
it one day. ‘Remember that time those dead guys — ’”

“UNH–UNH,” Dill said, and covered his ears. “NO. I
don’t ever want to talk about this again.”

“But — ”

“NO. I peed my pants three times today. THREE TIMES.
Today was a three–pee–er day. I don’t EVER want to remember this
day.”

“You peed your pants three times?”

Dill shuffled his feet. “They were just little
squirts,” he said defensively. Then he got mad. “I don’t have to
explain myself to you!”

“Maybe we should get you diapers.”

Dill bunched up his face. “I’m gonna kick your butt
if you don’t shut up!”

“Why? Everything’s back…to ‘normal.’”

Dill’s face relaxed, then broke into a grin. “You’re
a real goofball, you know that?”

“I learned from the best.”

“Ah, stop it.” Dill waved a hand like he was batting
away a compliment. “See you tomorrow.”

Peter felt an invisible punch land in his stomach.
“At the bus stop?”

Dill groaned. “School. I forgot.”

“Yeah, getting chased by dead guys makes you forget
stuff like that…”

“STOP!” Dill covered his ears. “I don’t want to talk
about it again, ever! EVER! Lalalalalalalalalalalalalalalala…”

Dill sang all the way back to his house.

Peter smiled.

If he could survive being attacked by a bunch of dead
hobos, and nearly falling off a roof, and jumping off a hundred
foot cliff, he figured he could make it through his second day of
school.

Maybe.
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Monday morning started off
the way all Monday mornings started off: badly.

Peter had a sore throat before he even left the
house. It hurt a little to swallow his cereal. Not enough to stay
home, but it wasn’t fun to eat. And the Crispy Chocolate flakes
were all gone, so all they had was Mom’s raisin bran, which he
didn’t really like. The raisins made him think of little bugs
hiding in his bowl.

“Hurry, Peter,” Mom said, “you’ve got to catch the
bus.”

“Yeah, huwwy, Petah,” mimicked his two–and–a–half
year–old sister Beth from her high chair. “You gotta kesh da
bus.”

“I’m hurrying,” Peter snapped. It was tough to
swallow little bugs with a sore throat.

“Don’t you take that tone of voice with me,” his
mother said crossly.

“Don’ you ta’ da’ tone of voyss wi’ me,” Beth said
and clapped.

“Be quiet, Beth,” Peter scowled.

“Peter,” his mother said insistently as she
pointed at her watch.

“I’m going,” Peter said, and got out of his seat. He
was tired of the bugs anyway.

• • •

It didn’t matter, because the bus was late.

Peter joined Dill at the main road in front of
Grandfather’s house. As usual, Dill was starting his homework
thirty minutes before it was due. He sat crouched on the cement
sidewalk, scribbling things hastily on a crumpled sheet of
paper.

“Why do you always wait?” Peter asked.

“Uh, cuz it sucks? Homework sucks.”

“Well, have you ever thought that maybe it sucks
because you wait so long to do it, and then it’s a big
emergency?”

Dill rolled his eyes. “When do you do your
homework?”

“At night after dinner.”

“Figures.”

“What does that mean?”

Dill kept his head down as he wrote. “It means you
always do what grown–ups tell you to do. Ever since I met you,
it’s, ‘Oh, we’re not supposed to do that! Oh, we’re not supposed to
go in there!’”

Peter frowned. His throat hurt, his mother had been
mean to him, his sister was a punk, and now his best friend was
calling him a teacher’s pet. “Yeah, well, the last time we did
something we weren’t supposed to, a bunch of dead guys came up out
of the woods and — ”

“HEY!” Dill shouted, and pointed a finger at Peter.
“I don’t want to talk about it!”

Ever since the fight with the dead hobos two weeks
ago, Dill had shut down every attempt Peter made to talk about it.
To Dill, it was ancient history — gone and buried.

“I’m just saying, that whole thing proves I don’t
always do what I’m told.”

Dill returned warily to his homework. He kept
shooting furtive glances at Peter as though expecting another
surprise conversational attack. “There’s a big difference
between…that…and doing your math homework, dude.”

“I don’t think so,” Peter said, annoyed.

“Do whatever works for you, man. I do what works for
me.”

Peter pointed at Dill’s crumpled paper on the
sidewalk. “This doesn’t look like it’s working so great.”

“While you were busy doing your homework last night,
I was eating fudgesicles and watching the monster marathon on
Channel 13.”

“What, again?”

Dill ignored Peter’s sarcastic tone. “Yeah, some
vampire movie and a Frankenstein movie. I was busy squeezing all
the fun I possibly could into my last few hours while you were
doing your history report.”

“History…” Peter’s stomach suddenly sank. “We didn’t
have a history report.”

Dill looked up, his eyes wide. “Yeah we did.
Remember, on a Duskerville historical figure? I’m doin’ my
great–great–grandpa. He got hung for stealing horses from the town
mayor. They’re due first thing.”

Panic flooded Peter’s body. It all came rushing back
— the writing on the chalk board, upper right corner: HISTORICAL
FIGURE — 2 PAGES. “I don’t know any historical figures in
Duskerville!”

“Make one up, that’s what I’m doing.”

“I thought your grandpa stole horses?”

Dill shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he did. Who
cares, it’s a better story than ‘He grew corn.’”

Peter squatted down on the cement beside Dill, undid
his backpack, and ripped out a piece of paper from his
notebook.

Dill smirked a little as he continued to write.
“Who’s doing their homework at the last minute?”

“Shut up,” Peter muttered.

But before he could write down a single word, the bus
arrived.
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Peter and Dill scrambled to
the back of the bus and sat down immediately. Dill scribbled
furiously on his paper, filling it with chicken scratch. Peter just
stared blankly at his, trying to come up with some sort of
half–believable details about some imaginary relative.

Then he remembered the things Grandfather had told
him about two weeks ago. “I could write about John Stephen and the
dead guys we — ”

Dill shot out a hand without looking up. “DUDE. I
DON’T want to TALK about it.”

“But he’s the only guy in my family I know anything
about.”

“Yeah, and what exactly are you gonna write about
him, that he lived next to a bunch of hobos who stole his tomatoes?
I don’t think Mrs. Cashew’s gonna buy that.”

It was the most Dill had said on the subject in two
weeks. And he was exactly right: unless they had seen it with their
own eyes, no one would ever believe what Dill and Peter had been
through that night.

“But — ”

“Hi, Peeeeeeteeeeeeer,” a girl’s voice
interrupted.

Peter looked up to see Mercy Chalmers leaning over
the seat in front of him. He hadn’t even noticed that the bus had
stopped to let her on.

Mercy was a little weird. She wasn’t ugly, but she
wasn’t pretty, exactly. Her eyes were a little too far apart. She
was skinny as a piece of grass. She had this really quiet whistle
coming out of her nose when she breathed:
wheeeeee...wheeeeee. And sometimes Peter could see little
hairs poking out of her nostrils. She always said his name
“Peeeeteeeeeer,” which was really annoying. She always wore the
same type of clothes: a white blouse and some sort of dress with
suspenders that made her look like the kids in The Sound Of
Music. She claimed to have seventeen cats. Her family didn’t
celebrate holidays, and she was always asking people for pennies
for her collection. “Do you have a penny? Can I have it? You don’t
need it, it’s a penny.” Plus, her name was Mercy, which was a
little weird, too.

And she liked Peter.

She was always walking by his desk at school and
smiling like a puppy. “Hi, Peeeeeteeeeeeeer.” She always tried to
get on his team in gym class, always tracked him down at lunchtime,
and always sat near him on the bus. It was really annoying.

“It’s your girlfriend,” Dill whispered. “Kiss your
girlfriend, Peeeeeteeeeeeer.”

Peter elbowed Dill. “Shut up,” he hissed,
then half–smiled at his not–so–secret admirer. “Hi, Mercy.”

“Whatcha doin’?” Mercy asked.

“I forgot to do my homework,” Peter said. “Now I’ve
got to write something on a historical figure in Duskerville, and I
don’t know anybody.”

“Well then who are you going to write about?”

“He’s going to make something up,” Dill said. “I’m
writing about my great–great–granpa who fought the Indians, then
made friends with them and went to live in their teepee.”

“I thought he stole horses,” Peter said.

“I figure this is more interesting.”

“You can write about my
great–great…great–great–uncle, I think,” Mercy offered. “He was the
first coffin salesman in the county. He made a lot of money when
cholera hit the town two hundred years ago.”

“Collars killed people?” Dill gasped. “I
told my mom I hated wearing shirts with collars — I
knew they could kill you!”

“Not collars, silly — cholera. It’s a
disease that kills you.” Mercy’s voice dropped to a whisper. “It
makes you poop too much.”

“Death by pooping?” Dill laughed. “Oh my gosh, that
is the absolute worst way to die EVER. Your uncle made a ton of
dough because people pooped themselves to death?”

“That’s kind of…weird,” Peter said.

“But you can make it cool, just add in some new
facts,” Dill advised. “Make it so he was buried alive or
something.”

“That’s not true!” Mercy protested.

“In one of his own coffins. Yeah, that’s awesome,”
Dill said excitedly. “There was a sale, and he fell inside, and the
coffin locked, and no one found him for two weeks and he was all
dried up like a raisin. Yeah, write that.”

Peter tried not to gag as he thought of all the
raisins he’d had for breakfast that morning.

“That’s not true at all!” Mercy cried out.

“What does being true have anything to do with
history?” Dill asked as he turned back to writing his paper.
“You don’t know what happened.”

“I do too! My mother told me!”

“Do you have a video of it?” Dill asked.

“Video cameras didn’t exist back then,” Mercy said,
in a voice like duh, you are so stupid.

“Then you have no idea if anybody’s telling the
truth. I don’t believe anything if you can’t see it on TV.”

“Well, they didn’t have TV until, like, 1960,” Peter
said. “So what do you think happened before then?”

“They made it all up.”

“They made it all up?” Mercy repeated
incredulously.

“George Washington, Egyptians, Christopher Columbus,
they made it all up. That’s why it’s fine to write whatever you
want. They made it all up, you make it all up, what’s the
difference?”

“Dill, that’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,”
Peter said.

“Whatever, man. You write your paper, I’ll write
mine.”

“You can come up here and sit with me,
Peeeeeteeeeeeer, and I’ll tell you all about my
great–great–great–uncle,” Mercy said sweetly.

“Yeah, go sit with your girlfriend,
Peeeeeteeeeeeer.”

“Shut up,” Peter hissed. “I’m okay, Mercy,
thanks anyway.”

“Go sit with your girlfriend and learn about your new
family for when you get married, Peeeeeteeeeeeeeer,” Dill
giggled.

Peter hit him in the arm.

“Ow.” Dill frowned and shut up.

“Well, who are you going to write about, then?” Mercy
asked.

“Uh…I’ll be okay,” Peter reassured her.

“Hmph.” Mercy slid down out of view. She was silent
for a moment, then her head reappeared over the top of her
seat.

“Peeeeeteeeeeeeer…do you have a penny?”
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Peter was still writing at
his desk when the first bell rang. His paper was all about a guy,
Jebediah something, who fought in the American Revolution with the
Indians and opened a corn store before he became mayor, rode off on
a bunch of horses, and got buried alive. Peter couldn’t think
straight — he was just writing, writing, writing in a panic.
Whatever came out sounded good.

Until Mrs. Cashew finished taking roll and then stood
up in front of the room.

“Well, class, I hope you did some excellent research
about historical figures in Duskerville. There are so many
interesting stories, I thought maybe we’d share some of them before
we begin our lesson.”

Peter’s heart was beating HARD. No, not me,
he prayed silently. Not me, PLEASE.

Mrs. Cashew’s eyes scanned the room…

please please not me

…passed over Peter…

oh thank you thank

…and then came back to him.

She smiled sweetly. “How about you first, Peter?”

• • •

Peter sat in silence on the bus ride home.

“It could’ve been worse,” Dill said.

“How?” Peter scowled.

Dill thought for a second.

“I could’ve had to read mine out loud.”

“Thanks a lot, Dill, you’re really helping.”

Peter could see it in his mind’s eye, the big red ‘F’
at the top of the paper. Mrs. Cashew had put it there in front of
the whole class, after an angry lecture on how history is about
truth and there’s nothing more important than the truth.

“Amen,” Dill had piped up from somewhere in the back
of the room.

And now Peter had to get his mother to sign the paper
and bring it back the next morning. He’d never gotten an F before
in his life.

Peter shuddered and coughed. His throat felt like
somebody had rubbed it with sandpaper.

“You don’t look so good,” Dill said.

“I don’t feel so good.”

“Peeeeeteeeeeeer,” Mercy’s voice came from behind
him.

Oh God.

Peter looked around to see Mercy smiling sweetly, her
face perched on the seat next to him. “What?” Peter asked
harshly.

She looked taken aback. “You should have sat next to
me this morning and let me help you.”

“Yeah, Peeeeeteeeeeeer,” Dill teased.

Peter glared at Dill. Dill grabbed the place on his
arm where Peter had punched him that morning and scooted back a few
inches.

“I could have told you about my
great–great–great–great–uncle, and how he sold coffins, and you
could have written down everything…”

Peter’s head was pounding. His eyes felt tight and
scratchy, so he closed them.

“…and you could have gotten an A and when you read it
in front of the class, Mrs. Cashew wouldn’t have gotten mad and you
wouldn’t have to get anybody to sign it, Peeeeeteeeeeeeer.”

Peter put his hand to his forehead. He felt hot and
clammy. “Well, it’s too late now.”

“But you can sit beside me now, Peeeeteeeeeer. We
could sit and talk before the bus ride is over, and…”

Mercy looked like she was about to take a big jump
off the high dive…but despite her fear, she decided to go for
it.

“…and if you wanted to, you could come over to my
house after school and we could have snacks and watch TV. If you
wanted to.”

Oh God. That was all he needed. An invitation to go
sit on Mercy Chalmer’s couch covered in cat hair, and listen to her
nose go wheeeee wheeee wheeee all afternoon while they
watched weird church TV.

There was a sharp pain in Peter’s head. Beside him,
Dill was trying to contain his laughter.

“Well, I don’t want to,” Peter answered crossly.

Mercy looked shocked at Peter’s tone. “Well, maybe
tomorrow — ”

Dill went quiet. Or maybe Peter just couldn’t hear
him because of the pounding of blood in his ears.

“No, not tomorrow.”

Mercy looked like somebody was threatening to throw
one of her dolls down a well. “Well, maybe — ”

“NO, not today, not tomorrow, not any day,” Peter
said angrily. “Don’t you get it? I don’t want to. EVER.”

Peter turned around and leaned his head against the
seat in front of him. He had a knot in his stomach the size of a
watermelon, but it wasn’t because of the pounding in his head or
the scratchiness in his eyes. It was the way he had treated
Mercy.

He felt horrible, but he couldn’t force himself to
turn around and say anything to her. She might think he had changed
his mind. Then she might start talking again. No, whatever he did,
he couldn’t turn around.

They rode the rest of the way in silence. He heard
Mercy get off at her stop and walk past him, but he never opened
his eyes.

“Goodbye, Peter,” he thought he heard her say. Her
voice was sad.

Huh, he thought. She didn’t say
Peeeeteeeeeer.

And then she was gone.
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Peter and Dill got off the
bus.

“You okay, man?” Dill asked.

“I’m fine.”

Peter tried to walk straight, but the ground felt
like a big ship, pitching and rolling beneath his feet.

“Cuz…you were kind of harsh on Mercy.”

“What’d you want me to do, kiss her?” Peter
snapped. Suddenly it was hard to breathe. He stopped walking and
leaned over, his hands on his knees.

“Seriously, dude, you look pretty bad,” Dill said,
but his voice sounded small and distant. Little bitty voice coming
out of Dill’s face, just two feet away.

“I’m okay…” Peter insisted, and then his knees
buckled and he fell to the ground.

“Oh jeez, oh jeez,” he heard Dill cry out, although
he couldn’t see him. “Don’t move, okay? I’m gonna go get your mom,
don’t move, okay? Oh jeez, oh jeez, it was only an F, dude!”

Then there was the sound of Dill’s feet running
away.

And then there was nothing.

• • •

He could hear voices as he drifted in and out of
consciousness. They didn’t make much sense, but he didn’t care. It
was like he was treading water in an ocean of darkness, waves
lifting him up and down, up and down. He felt like throwing up
sometimes, but then it would pass. The voices would come back, then
go away again. The waves would stop moving for awhile and he would
drift peacefully down into the dark, and then it would all start
over.
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Peter woke up on the couch in
the den. There was a damp cloth draped across his forehead. He felt
very weak, and his mouth tasted bad.

It was dark outside. Pitch black. The room was dark,
too, except for a lamp very close by. Grandfather was sitting next
to him in a wooden chair, reading from a giant leatherbound
book.

“Hi,” Peter tried to say, but it came out as more of
a froggy croak.

The old man peered over tiny spectacles. His wild
hair looked yellow and dingy in the lamplight.

“Gave your mother a bit of a fright there, boy,”
Grandfather said gruffly.

“What…what happened?”

“Your little fool of a friend came in yelling about
you dying. We found you passed out in the middle of the lawn, took
you to Dr. Rarrigen right away. He said it’s the flu, particularly
nasty case. Gave us some medicine to help with the nausea, but said
there was no reason to take you to the hospital in Charterton
unless you get over 103 degrees. So we’ve been putting ice on your
forehead and spooning broth down your throat the last 24
hours.”

“Twenty–four hours?” Peter said. He tried to sit up
and found he couldn’t.

“Don’t get up. If you have to vomit again, let me
know, there’s a bowl by the couch.”

“Where’s Mom?”

“Sleeping. She stayed up with you all yesterday
night.”

Peter shook his head. “I don’t remember any of
that…”

“What about the doctor’s? You were answering his
questions.”

Peter closed his eyes. “I was on the bus with
Dill…Mercy was there…”

Grandfather knitted his brows. “Mercy Chalmers?”

“You know her?”

“I know her family. Go on.”

“I got an F on my paper…”

“What paper?”

Peter paused. He’d already spilled the beans, and it
was too hard to think. He might as well tell everything.

“History…I was supposed to write about a historical
figure in Duskerville…”

Grandfather snorted. “You don’t know a damn thing
about Duskerville.”

“I made it all up…that’s why I got an F.”

Grandfather turned back to his book. “Why didn’t you
ask me, you idjit? I know everything about this accursed town.”

“Dill made up a whole bunch of stuff…his grandfather
or somebody…became an Indian…lived in a teepee…he says all history
stuff is made–up, so I made up some, too.”

Grandfather snorted again. “Fools of a feather. I
told you that boy is trouble just waiting to happen.”

“Mercy tried to get me to write about her…great uncle
or something…sold coffins…”

Grandfather looked back up from his book. He shut it
and was quiet for a minute. When he spoke, he was very serious.

“What did she tell you?”

“He sold coffins…made a lot of
money…collar…something…”

“Cholera. Yes, that’s the official story…the made–up
one. Maybe your idjit friend is onto something.”

“What’s cholera?”

“It’s not what killed all those people, I can tell
you that.”

Peter perked up. “What?”

“And those coffins were only half–used. ‘Half
lived–in,’ you might say.”

Peter squinted. It was getting harder to concentrate.
“What are you talking about?”

“Dark days, boy. Go back to sleep.”

Peter didn’t want to, of course. He wanted
desperately to hear about the people who died from something other
than cholera…and the half–used coffins…

But darkness had its say, and sleep gently washed
over him again.
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He woke up in the morning as
his mother wiped a cold cloth on his forehead. She looked
worried.

“Honey, how are you feeling?”

“Better.”

It was true. His stomach wasn’t nauseated, and his
head didn’t hurt so much anymore. He felt very weak, but that was
mostly it.

“Can you eat something? Some ice cream or
something?”

Mmmmm. Ice cream. Peter felt ten times better.

He nodded. “I don’t have to go to school, right?”

His mother kissed his forehead. “Honey, you don’t
have to go to school for a long, long time.”

Peter suddenly felt a hundred times better.

• • •

It wasn’t so bad after that. He got stronger with
every meal. He listened to the ancient radio in the den as he laid
on the couch. (Despite Peter’s pleadings, Grandfather
still hadn’t bought a television.) They kept Beth far away
from him — half so he could recover in peace, half so she wouldn’t
get sick — and that was the best part of all.

Dill called Wednesday afternoon. “Hey, what’s up.
You okay?”

“Yeah,” Peter said.

“I thought you were dead, man.”

“Thanks,” Peter said sarcastically.

“No, I was really worried. I came around Tuesday,
your mom said you hadn’t even woke up yet. I thought you were in a
coma or something.”

“Oh.” Wow, Dill was being sincere. That was a first.
“I’m okay…thanks for running and getting them.”

“You scared me, dude.”

“Sorry.”

“Your face scares me most of the time anyway, so
no big deal.”

“Ha ha.”

“Hey, guess what — ”

But that was when his mother took the phone away.
“Sorry, Dill, Peter needs his rest. He’ll see you again when he’s
well, okay? Bye.”

She hung up while Dill was still protesting on the
other end of the line.
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Sunday night was both good
and bad. There were hamburgers for dinner, which was good. His mom
grilled them in a pan on the stove. And French fries, too, the
curly kind, that she baked in the oven.

But Peter felt well enough that Mom said he should go
back to school the next day. “If you’re strong enough to be running
around the house after Beth, you’re strong enough to go back.”

That was bad. Because now he had to get that history
paper signed. The one he made up. The F.

He was dreading it…maybe Mrs. Cashew would forget all
about it. He had been sick for awhile now…

No, Mrs. Cashew had it in for Peter. She would never
forget.

Never.

Peter trudged up to his room after dinner and
unzipped his backpack. There it was, the big red ‘F.’ Peter sighed.
First he would have to explain to Mom. Then there would be a huge
lecture, and grounding, and —

Unless Grandfather signed it.

Grandfather already knew about it. And he hadn’t
seemed to care that much.

Peter thought back to that night when he woke up and
found Grandfather reading by the couch. He had almost forgotten
their talk about the failing grade. And something else…something
about coffins that had only been half–used…

Peter picked up the paper, folded it in half so no
one could see the red letter at the top, and snuck out of his
bedroom.

• • •

Moments later he knocked at the wooden doors of the
giant study. From within he heard Grandfather grumble, “Leave me
alone.” Peter pushed the door open and headed inside anyway.

Ten thousand books, old and worn, loomed over his
head. Shelves of dark wood soared thirty feet in the air. The smell
was like a musty bookshop or a town library: the scent of old and
yellowed paper.

Grandfather was sitting at his mahogany desk, another
giant book laid out in front of him. He didn’t look up as he spoke.
“I said leave me alone. What part of that didn’t you
understand?”

“I need you to sign something.” Peter slid the folded
paper across the desk.

“What’s that?” “That’s my history paper…the one I
made up.”

“Ah. Don’t want to face the music, hm.” Grandfather
flipped a page. “I’ll not do your dirty work. Go get your mother to
sign it.”

Panic welled up inside Peter. “You said it wasn’t any
big deal to make stuff up.”

Grandfather looked up in irritation. “And when did I
say that?”

“You said maybe Dill had it right, cuz people made
stuff up.”

There was a very slight change in Grandfather’s face.
Almost undetectable, but it was there. “I have absolutely no idea
what you’re talking about.”

“The coffins! You said — ”

“I never said anything about coffins. I never said
anything at all. You must have been delirious.”

“What? No, you said — ”

Grandfather snatched the history paper up and
scribbled on it. “There. Are you happy? Go away and leave an old
man in peace.”

“But — ”

Grandfather threw the paper at him. “Git!”

Peter ran out of the study with the hard–won
signature in hand. He was puzzled, that was for sure, but he was
almost always puzzled after talking to his grandfather.

More importantly, he was relieved that his mother
would never have to know about the made–up historical figure
Jebediah What’s–his–name.
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It rained that night. A
thunderstorm blew in from the sea with flashes of lightning that
lit up the yard as bright as day. Thunder rattled the glass
windowpanes. Outside, tree branches scraped the house and the
shutters banged open and closed.

Peter lay in bed, the covers up past his nose, and
watched the fireworks in the sky. He wasn’t scared. Well, not much.
To keep his mind off his nervousness, he counted the seconds
between the lightning and thunder. He’d read somewhere that seven
seconds was one mile.

“One one thousand…two one thousand…three one
thousand…”

There was a rumble like a mountain collapsing in an
avalanche.

Peter got up from his bed and made his way to the
window. He sat on the cushions on the wide window ledge and looked
out past the cornfield and the forest. From up here on the third
floor he could see everything. On the far right was Dill’s
ramshackle little home. Straight ahead, past the cliff and over the
whitecapped water, distant bolts of lightning twisted like angry,
glowing snakes.

One of them hit nearby and lit everything like a
giant flashbulb. If he had been counting, Peter wouldn’t have had
time to get to “two one thousand” before the thunder ripped the
air.

But Peter wasn’t counting. Because he had seen
something.

Someone.

Out in the yard.

A hint of white, that was all. Tiny. But it had been
there.

Peter’s stomach twisted. He remembered what had
happened the last time he saw someone out in the yard.

Now it was dark. Peter strained his eyes, but there
was no lightning to help him.

“Come on, come on…”

And then it came again, bleaching out everything
around the house for one brief second.

It was a girl. A girl in a white dress, a Sunday
church dress. Her hair was plastered against her head, and her
clothes clung to her body. She stood about 50 feet from the house,
looking up at it.

Up at Peter’s window.

Peter’s throat clenched tight, but he leaned closer
to the glass, waiting for the next blast of lightning. Water wasn’t
exactly running down his window because the roof jutted out over it
and protected it from the worst of the rain. But the droplets on
the glass made it harder to see, harder to make out details.

The lightning flared again.

The girl was closer. Thirty feet now, maybe. And at
that distance, he could see that she wasn’t wearing a dress. It was
a blouse, with a white top with straps and a skirt, that looked
like it belonged in The Sound Of Music.

Mercy Chalmers was in his backyard in the middle of a
thunderstorm, looking up at his window.

Freaked out, Peter stumbled back and fell off the
window seat with a loud “OOOF.” After a second of lying on the
floor, he cautiously lifted himself back up so he could see. But he
kept his head low, close to the pillows, just high enough to see
down into the yard.

Everything was dark as he waited for the next burst
of lightning.

It had been Mercy, alright. Though he couldn’t really
make out her eyes, they had seemed a little too far apart. The hair
looked dirty blond, though darker than normal — probably from being
soaked in the rain.

What in the world was Mercy Chalmers doing in his
yard, in the middle of one of the worst storms Peter had ever
seen?

He guiltily remembered telling her ‘no’ on the bus.
He had been so mean and rude. Of course, he had felt awful, and had
been deathly sick, but that was no excuse —

Or was it? He had told her no, he didn’t want to hang
out with her at her house, and now she was outside his window in a
rainstorm. Imagine what she might have wanted to do if he had said
‘yes.’

Peter shuddered.

She would have followed him everywhere.

Another burst of lightning, and the yard and forest
were bright as noon.

But Mercy was gone.

9

Peter yawned as he walked to
the bus stop the next morning. After Mercy disappeared last night,
Peter hadn’t been able to fall asleep for the longest time. At one
point he thought he heard a door open somewhere downstairs, and had
imagined her climbing up the giant staircase, leaving a sopping wet
trail behind her.

Peeeeeteeeeeeer…

But that was his imagination. She must have seen him
in the window and, embarrassed to be found out, run home as fast as
she could.

Which was kind of insane, because she lived over a
mile away. Peter could imagine her trudging through the dark and
creepy forest, the rain and wind lashing the trees around her.

Peter shivered.

She really was crazy.

Dill was already down at the corner, squatting on the
sidewalk, furiously writing on a piece of paper.

“Hey, Dill!”

Dill looked up with a big smile. “Peter! You
okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.”

“Cool. You missed a lot of stuff.”

Peter shrugged. “I’ll make it up. Dude, you wouldn’t
believe what happened last night.”

“Yeah, yeah, big thunderstorm — I live right next
door, remember? No, dude, listen — ”

“Not the thunderstorm — Mercy Chalmers.”

Dill looked shocked. “You heard?”

“Heard? I saw her.”

Dill’s mouth opened like a surprised fish. “You
saw her?”

“Yeah, down in my backyard. She was standing out
behind the house in the middle of the storm! She’s crazy, man —
she’s stalking me now!”

Dill stared at him. “When…when was this?”

“Uhhhh, last night? You were there, remember? Big
thunderstorm?”

Dill shook his head, slowly, like something was just
plain wrong. “That’s impossible, Peter.”

“I saw her! She was wearing different clothes than
normal, but it was still that same jumper thing she always wears,
just white. She was right outside in the yard, I swear!”

“Are you…okay, Peter? Are you sure you’re not still
sick?”

Peter frowned. “Why are you acting like that? Don’t
you believe me?”

“Dude…Mercy Chalmers is dead.”

Peter laughed once…and then stopped cold. This
was a joke, right? Peter waited, knowing any second his friend
would yell “Psych!” or “Did you know that ‘gullible’ isn’t in the
dictionary?” or something else. It was a joke, it had to be.

But Dill looked pale and serious, with no indication
that he was telling anything but the God’s honest truth.

Peter had never met anyone who had died. Except for
his grandmother, but that was years ago, and he didn’t remember her
very well.

He had seen it on TV plenty of times, yeah, but he
had never known anyone who had died. And she had been out
in the cold and the wet because of Peter.

“What…how did you find out so fast?” Peter asked.

Dill’s brow crinkled. “What are you talking
about?”

“How do you know she’s dead? Did she get sick from
running around in the storm? Did she die that way? How do you
know?” Peter was talking loud now, but not out of anger. It was
more like pleading. “You couldn’t have heard this quick — she can’t
be dead — ”

“‘This quick’? Peter, she died last Wednesday. The
funeral was last Friday.”

Peter’s knees trembled, but he held himself up. The
whole word went still all around him. There was no sound except for
Dill’s voice.

“You couldn’t have seen Mercy last night, man. She’s
been dead almost a week.”
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It had been sudden. No one
knew for sure, but the story was that Mercy had fallen sick on
Monday night, shortly after Peter. She hadn’t come to school on
Tuesday. When the school called Wednesday night to check up on her,
Mercy’s crying mother had answered. “She’s gone. My baby is gone,”
was all she said.

All of this was hearsay, someone hearing it from
someone who had heard it from someone else. Supposedly a kid had
eavesdropped on Mrs. Cashew in the teacher’s lounge, but no one
could say who that kid was. Somebody else claimed his parents were
at the drug store when Mercy’s father rushed in, frantically
searching the aisles for boxes of medicine, yelling at the
pharmacist for help. All of it was whispers and rumors, a giant
game of Telephone where the details differed depending on who was
telling it.

But there was no mistaking the newspaper. Friday
morning, a tiny notice in the obituaries said the following:

Miss Mercy Chalmers, age 10, passed away
Wednesday, September 9th. The funeral will be privately held. Miss
Chalmers is survived by her parents, Roald and Sabrina Chalmers.
She was an only child.

An only child. Peter thought about if he
died…about his little sister Beth, and how she would cry. She would
be an only child, then, too…

It was so sad.

And not only had Peter been mean to Mercy two days
before she died…he might have killed her, too.
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“That’s ridiculous,” Dill
said with a mouth stuffed full of baloney sandwich. “That’s totally
ridiculous.”

They were sitting in the cafeteria at lunch. Hundreds
of kids walked all around them, but the room was noticeably quieter
than usual. The news of Mercy’s death had fallen like a fog on the
school. It was hard to be a kid, just going on your way with other
kids your age, and then suddenly one of them wasn’t there anymore.
Someone you knew. Someone you’d stood in line next to, or sat
behind them on the bus.

Or were good friends with. Agnes Smithouse sat in the
corner of the room with Katie Brammelson. Their eyes were red and
puffy. They had been friends with Mercy, playing hopscotch and jump
rope at recess, passing notes in study period. Now they sat
silently, side by side, barely touching their cafeteria food.
Without warning, Agnes burst into tears as Peter walked by. He felt
like crying himself, and hurried away so the girls wouldn’t
see.

Now all Peter could do was pick miserably at his
bagged lunch. “I got sick Monday. I was sick that morning with a
sore throat. Mercy got sick that night…she probably caught it from
me.”

“Okay, look, I’m no genius, but even I know that you
don’t get sick that fast. Except maybe from that thing in Africa
where you bleed from your eyes. What’s that called?” Dill got one
look from Peter and pressed on. “Never mind. But people don’t
sneeze on you and all of a sudden you got a cold. It takes a huge
while. Like, days. You didn’t get Mercy sick, Peter.”

“You don’t know that. Maybe I was sick on Friday and
she caught it then.”

Dill bit into a cupcake he peeled out of a foil pack.
“I’m not sick. If you’re so contagious, how come I didn’t
get sick? Nobody else got sick. You got it from somewhere, she got
it from somewhere, but she didn’t get it from you. Quit blaming
yourself.”

“I still can’t believe it.” Peter shook his head. “I
swear I saw her last night…I swear it.”

“Dude, you were seeing things,” Dill said as he
crunched on potato chips. “You were stupid in the head. If I was
you, I wouldn’t come back to school for, like, another six weeks.
Maybe till just before Christmas vacation.”

Peter looked around, made sure no one was listening,
and then leaned over the table. “Do you think — ”

“NO,” Dill interrupted.

“You don’t even know what I was going to say.”

“Yes I do. NO.”

“Maybe it was her ghost.”

“Oh.” Dill considered. “Why didn’t she float up to
see you, then?”

“I don’t know.” Peter frowned. “What did you think I
was going to say?”

“I said we weren’t ever going to talk about that
again,” Dill hissed.

“Dill, we can’t pretend it never happened.”

“Why not?!” Dill demanded.

“Because we gotta figure this Mercy thing out, that’s
why! If there could be dead people out in the woods, why couldn’t
there be a ghost, too?”

“I don’t know. I guess if she is a ghost,
it’s a good thing.”

Bewildered, Peter asked, “How is a ghost a good
thing?”

“Well, she likes you.”

Peter looked at Dill like, Yeah, AND?

“Well, it’d be bad if she hated your guts.”

“But I was really mean to her on the bus.”

“Oh yeaaaaah…I forgot about that. Oh, man, you’re
screwed. You got a ghost P.O.’d at you.”

“Dill, I’m being serious.”

“So am I.”

“Serious about what?” someone asked.

It was Susie Wong, a girl from class. She and Andrew
Micklethorpe walked up with their cafeteria trays and sat down next
to Peter and Dill.

“Uh, nothing,” Peter said.

“Serious about what?” Susie asked again. Her eyes
were piercing beneath the level fringe of her black bangs.

Neither Peter nor Dill said anything.

“Serious about WHAT?” she repeated forcefully.

“Fractions,” Dill answered through a mouthful of
cupcake.

“Fractions?!” Andrew said. He had on a white starched
shirt and a sweater vest. Peter and Dill might not have been
popular at school, but they weren’t nerds. With his coke–bottom
glasses and tousled hair, Andrew was every inch the nerd. So was
Susie, although she didn’t look nearly as geeky as Andrew.

“Heck yeah, fractions. I hate fractions. I’m SERIOUS.
Serious as a heart attack.” Dill went back to munching on several
potato chips at once.

“I like fractions,” Susie chirped. “It’s like a pie.
If you think about it, you can slice a pie into any number of
pieces you like.”

“I like pie, too,” Dill said. “Cherry, strawberry,
banana cream pie — ”

“I’m talking about fractions,” Susie protested.

“Well I’m talking about pie.”

“Hey, hey, guys — 3.14159265!” Andrew shouted.

Susie and Andrew both laughed. Peter and Dill looked
at the two of them like aliens had just grown out of their
foreheads.

“What?” Peter asked.

“I’m talking about pi, too!” Andrew beamed.

Dill shook his head back and forth rapidly.
“What?”

“Pi…it’s a number,” Susie explained.

“No, it’s a dessert,” Dill said.

“No — pi — 3.141592 — ”

Dill got up from the table. “Yeah, yeah. Bye, pie
guys.” He jerked his head, and Peter followed.

“See you in class,” Peter said.

“Bye,” Susie and Andrew called out, somewhat
sadly.

“You shouldn’t make math jokes around them,” Peter
heard Susie whisper as he walked off.

“That was kind of rude,” Peter said as caught up with
Dill.

“Look who’s talking. At least I’m not rude to dead
people.” Dill saw Peter’s face and immediately backpedaled. “Sorry,
sorry, look — sorry. They’re just nerdy, man.”

“Well, people say we’re weirdoes.”

Dill looked surprised. “Who says that?”

Peter shrugged. “I don’t know. They sure act like it,
though.”

“Well, you don’t get less weirdo–y by
hanging out with nerds, so forget it.”

Dill dumped his garbage in the trashcan and stacked
his tray. Peter followed suit and they walked outside.

“Look, what do I do about the ghost?”

“I don’t know. Apologize, I guess.”

“For being mean?”

“Yeah, man, you don’t want a ghost P.O.’d at you.”
Dill shook his head and exhaled. “I sure wouldn’t.”
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It was a long drive back on
the school bus. Peter was very aware of Mercy’s absence in the seat
behind him. It was highlighted even more when the school bus paused
at Mercy’s house…and then sped away quickly, as though the school
bus driver was embarrassed she had forgotten. For a few seconds,
Peter thought he might cry as the Chalmers’ lonely little house
receded in the distance.

“Why couldn’t she come back during the day?” Peter
asked as he and Dill got off the school bus and walked home.

“Duh. Ghosts don’t come out in the day.”

“Yeah they do. I heard about this dead sailor that
tourists saw on a boat in San Diego during the day.”

“That was a tourist ghost. Real
ghosts don’t come out in the day.”

“Why?”

“Ghosts don’t like light. They’re not made out of
anything, so they can’t…you know…they don’t like the light,
okay?”

“But why?”

“Look, you want explanations, I’ll go get Andrew for
you. THEY DON’T LIKE THE LIGHT. Everybody knows that.”

“So if she’s mad at me…I should shine a light on
her?”

“I don’t know. You gotta be careful, man.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just don’t make her any madder than she already
is.”

“Well what happens if I do?!”

Dill shrugged helplessly. “I don’t do ghosts,
man.”

Dill wished him luck and they parted ways. Dill
didn’t offer to hang out, and Peter wouldn’t have felt like it
anyhow. He did his homework dutifully up in his room, looking out
the window every five minutes to see if a small figure in white was
out on the lawn.

Nothing. Just long green grass, unkempt rose bushes,
and the shadows of oak trees.

Dinner was eggplant casserole. Peter would have
ordinarily complained, but tonight he ate just enough to avoid any
comments from his mother. She had her hands full with Beth, anyway,
who ended up with more eggplant in her hair than in her mouth.

His grandfather, as usual, was absent from the table.
Peter wondered if he should ask the old man anything, then thought
better of it. He remembered being shouted out of the study — and
all for nothing: Mrs. Cashew never asked him for his F history
paper. Even she seemed to have fallen into a fog at school, and
Peter noticed she avoided looking at Mercy’s empty desk.

After dinner, Peter got a flashlight out of the
laundry room and went up to bed.

“Are you feeling okay, Peter?” his mother asked,
concerned.

“Just tired…g’night.”

In his room, Peter sat at the desk next to the
window, as far away from the glass as he could get while still
being able to see the lawn outside. He clicked the flashlight on,
then off. On, and off. And he waited. Waited as the sun went down
and the shadows grew.
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Peter woke with a start,
drool dribbling down his cheek. He was still at his desk. He wiped
the sleep from his eyes and looked over at the alarm clock.
11:20.

Something had woken him up. Had it been a dream?
Someone had been calling his name, from far away…

Peeeeeeteeeeeeeer…

Not a dream.

It was coming from outside.

“Peeeeeteeeeeeeeeer…”

A lump rose in his throat. He couldn’t breathe. He
shuffled his hand to find the flashlight, but bumped it off the
desktop in the darkness, then jumped when it clattered on the
floor.

“Peeeeeteeeeeeeeeer…”

He left the flashlight and instead inched towards the
window. Slowly he came up to the perch and looked outside.

The moon was out. Everything was visible in its
gentle glow, though shadows dotted the landscape. Trees rustled in
a light wind, grass sighed in the breeze.

A little girl dressed in white stood out on the
lawn.

Mercy.

There she stood, 50 feet away from the house.

She was looking up at Peter’s window.

No…she was looking up at Peter.

Peter fell and scrambled backwards again, just like
last night, but this time he kept his wits about him.

Get the flashlight. Turn it on. If she’s a ghost,
she won’t like the light, right? Or it’ll shine through her,
right?

God, please don’t let her float up here…please
don’t let her come inside…

Peter clicked on the flashlight, and a comforting
yellow circle appeared on the wall. All he had to do was shine it
on her, and she wouldn’t like it, and she would leave him alone. He
turned towards the window. The beam followed along the wall. All he
had to do was point it out there on the lawn and she would go away,
because ghosts don’t like light —

Except Mercy wasn’t out on the lawn.

She was on the other side of the window. Outside his
room.

The yellow circle of light swept across her face.
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“AAAAAAAAAAGHHH!” Peter
screamed. He dropped the flashlight again. It clattered several
feet away, no longer pointing anywhere Peter could see it.

Mercy stayed at the window, her feet on the small
slope of roof outside. She was bathed in soft light from the moon.
Her face was the color of milk. Shadows filled her sockets, so that
he couldn’t see her eyes. But she looked gentle…not mad, at
least.

Peter backed up against the bed. His eyes never left
her face.

“Peeeeteeeeeeer…” she said softly.

“M…Mercy?” he whispered.

She raised her hands to the window and pressed her
palms against the glass.

“Peeeteeeer, let me in.”

“Mercy, you’re…you’re dead,” Peter whispered.

“No I’m not, silly. See? I’m fine.”

Mercy waved one hand and smiled. Goosebumps ran up
and down Peter’s back.

“They said you were. In the newspaper. They
said you died.”

“They were wrong. Peeeteeeeeer, let me in, it’s cold
out here.”

“You’re…you’re not a ghost?”

“No!” she laughed, though the sound was strangely
chilling. “Open the window and I’ll show you!”

“Cuz…cuz if you were a ghost, you could just come
in…right?”

“I told you, I’m not a ghost. Please…” Though he
couldn’t see her eyes, Peter knew they were focused directly on
him. “…can I come in?”

“Mercy…I’m sorry for what I said on the bus.”

“It’s okay…they said you got sick. I got sick, too,
but I’m better now.”

Peter suddenly realized something. He had first seen
Mercy fifty feet away on the ground. Then, only seconds later, she
was outside his window.

But this was the third floor.

“Mercy…how did you get up here that fast?”

She laughed again, a sound like the tinkling of a
bell, but in a dark cellar filled with cobwebs. “Silly, I climbed.
There’s a tree right here.”

Peter shook his head. It’s true, a person could reach
the window using the tree — Peter had snuck out that way his very
first night in Grandfather’s house. But there was no way what Mercy
was saying was possible. Dill was awesome at climbing trees, and
there’s no way he could have made it to Peter’s window in less than
thirty seconds.

“Peeeeteeeeeer, please let me in…I’m so thirsty. I
wanted to see you so bad, Peeeeteeeeeer…let me in, I’m
thirsty…”

Peter shook his head even more violently. He crouched
down and felt blindly for the flashlight because he could not take
his eyes off of Mercy.

“PEEETEEEER.” Her voice was angry now. “You were mean
to me, Peeeteeeeer. Don’t be mean again.”

Then her tone grew soothing.

“Let me in, and it will all be better…let me in,
Peeeteeeer, and we can plaaaaaaay…”

Peter’s hand found the flashlight. He saw the beam
appear on the opposite wall.

“PEEEEETEEEEEEER, LET ME IN.” She was banging on the
window, her palms hitting the glass. “PEEEETEEEEEER, LET ME
IN!”

He swung the light up to her face.

If she’s a ghost, it’ll go through her. The light
will go through her and she’ll go away.

But the light didn’t through her.

And she didn’t go away.

But now he could see her eyes.

They were black. All of it. No white, no blue part.
Just black.

Like a shark’s.

Peter screamed again, long and loud and
high–pitched.

Mercy screamed back at him, but it was more like a
snarl. He could see her teeth, like small white pearls in her mouth
— except for her two incisors, which were long and pointed.

Like a snake.

Like a vampire.

Still screaming, Peter wheeled around and slammed
into the bedroom door. He dropped the flashlight, opened the door,
and kept running into the hallway —

Smack into the arms of his grandfather.

Looking into those crazy eyes, Peter screamed
again.

“Shut up, you fool!” Grandfather yelled back.

Peter stopped screaming.

His mother was right behind Grandfather, running in
her pajamas through the hall. Peter noticed, in the one small part
of his mind that wasn’t overwhelmed with terror, that Grandfather
was still dressed in his day clothes.

“Peter, Peter, what’s wrong?” Mom dropped to her
knees beside Grandfather and took Peter in her arms.

“M–Mercy Chalmers — she’s outside my window! She’s a
vampire!”

Grandfather stepped quickly into the bedroom.

“Peter, calm down — Peter, it was a bad dream.
There’s no such thing as vampires.”

Down the hall, Beth was crying. She padded out in her
PJ’s and Strawberry Shortcake bathing suit, her fingers in her
mouth.

“Oh sweetie, come here — come here,” Mom called, and
Beth came running into her arms. “Who’s Mercy — Ch — what did you
call her?” Mom asked.

“Mercy Chalmers, a local girl,” Grandfather said,
back from Peter’s room. “One of his classmates. She died last
week.”

“Oh, honey,” Mom whispered and pushed the hair from
Peter’s forehead. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“She’s not dead, Mom! She was right outside my window
— ”

“Honey — honey.” Mom took his chin in her hand and
looked right into his eyes. “That’s not possible. You had a bad
dream.”

“No she’s not! She’s right outside my window!”

“There’s nothing out there, boy. I checked,”
Grandfather growled.

Peter looked at him. Their eyes locked. Then Peter
pushed away from his mother and went back into the bedroom.

The lights were still off. Peter ran up to the window
and stared out.

Nothing there. Just silver moonlight on grass and
trees.

“But she was…I talked to her…”

Fingers clamped down on Peter’s shoulder, and he
yelped. It was his Grandfather’s hand, sturdy and calloused and
claw–like.

“There’s nothing out there now, boy,” Grandfather
said.

“But there was,” Peter whispered.

Mom walked in carrying a sniffling Beth in her arms.
“Peter, it was a bad dream. Come on, get back in bed.”

Terror filled every inch of Peter’s body.
“Mom…no…”

“Perhaps it would be best if the boy slept with you
tonight, Melissa,” Grandfather said.

Mom looked completely surprised. “You think so?”

“Normally I don’t like coddling children, but the boy
is obviously still recovering from being sick. He’s had a bad
shock. It wouldn’t hurt.”

“I wanna sweep witchoo, too!” Beth cried, and roped
her arms around Mom’s neck.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Grandfather said. He
never cracked a smile.

“Pete?”

Peter looked out the window again, then back at his
mother and nodded quickly.

“Okay…okay, grab your pillow and you can sleep in my
room. Come on, Bethie, let’s get your stuffed animals.”

Peter walked over to the bed to grab his pillow, but
his eyes were still on the window.

“Boy,” Grandfather said.

Peter looked over at him.

“There are no such things as vampires, boy.”

Peter nodded halfheartedly.

“But if there were, they can’t enter a house
without being asked in by someone living,” Grandfather continued.
“You didn’t do that, did you?”

Peter frowned. “You believe me?”

“In your dream, you DIDN’T, did you?” Grandfather
repeated sternly.

“No.”

“Good.” The old man turned to go. “If you have that
dream again, DON’T.”

“You believe me, though?”

“There are no such things as vampires, boy,”
Grandfather said, and then he walked out of the room.
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It was a long time till
morning.

Beth and Mom slept together on one side of the
king–sized bed, Peter on the other. He never fully fell asleep, and
when he seemed to be on the verge, he got jolted awake by every
little sound. Boards creaking, trees scraping, the wind sighing —
the tiniest noise made his body snap to attention, like one of
those dreams where you’re falling, falling, falling, and just as
you hit the ground you jerk and wake up.

That must have happened twenty times.

The one good thing was that there were no windows in
his mother’s room. Peter thought that was just luck, just a matter
of chance, until he heard a creaking outside the bedroom door.

Peter sat there for a good five minutes, ears aching
to catch any more noise…but all he could hear was the gentle
breathing of his mother and sister beside him.

He finally decided he had to get up. For his mom’s
sake. For Beth’s sake.

He walked past the nightlight Mom had plugged in and
went to the door. His hand rested on the doorknob for what seemed
like an hour. Then he slowly opened the door about three
inches.

There was his grandfather sitting on a wooden chair
in the well–lit hallway. He heard the creak of the door and turned
his head towards Peter.

Peter looked at him.

His grandfather glared back.

Without a word, Peter slowly shut the door and crept
back to bed.

He finally got to sleep after that.
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“No WAY,” Dill howled.

They were standing at the bus stop. Dill’s
barely–started homework lay unnoticed on the ground where he had
abandoned it five minutes ago when Peter ran up.

“That’s exactly the way it happened. It was awful,
even worse than the dead guys in the garden — ”

“STOP.” Dill threw up a hand, palm out. “I don’t want
to talk about it.”

“Well, what should I do?”

Dill put his hand up to his chin. “Well…there’s
Italian food.”

“What? What good is spaghetti going to do me?”

“Garlic, man, garlic. Keeps vampires away.” Dill
nodded sagely. “Girls, too. Ugh.”

“Well, I like spaghetti, but wouldn’t it just be
better to have the real garlic itself?”

Dill shrugged. “I guess you can do that. Stakes
through the heart work, too.”

“Why are you so obsessed with food?”

“Huh?”

“Steaks! Are you supposed to cook it, or can it be
raw?”

“NOOO, wooden stakes, not food
steaks. Although a hamburger would be good right about now.” Dill
licked his lips, then sighed. “Don’t you watch TV at all? Buffy
The Vampire Slayer reruns are on Saturday nights at 11. You
should take notes.”

“I don’t think I have until Saturday, so why don’t
you just tell me now?”

Dill ticked off the options on his fingers. “Wooden
stakes…garlic…sunlight… crosses…uh…hold on…”

“Looks like somebody else should watch more movies,
too,” Peter taunted.

“Holy water.” Dill pointed at Peter. “The Lost
Boys. Rent it.”

“It’s Rated R, right? I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I’m only nine and a half! My mom won’t let me watch
that!”

Dill tsked with his tongue. “Why does she
deny you the classics?”

“Would you just — ”

“Wooden stakes, garlic, sunlight, holy water, silver
bullets — ”

“I thought that was werewolves.”

“Uh…hmmm…I think it works for vampires, too.”

“What’s holy water?”

“Churches sell it. Or give it away. Something like
that. They have bowls of the stuff.”

“Why?”

“I guess for vampire attacks, I don’t know.”

There was a distant rattling sound like an old
machine coughing and clanking to life. Both the boys turned to
look.

An ancient, weather–beaten truck puttered out of the
ramshackle garage behind Grandfather’s house and down the gravel
driveway. Behind the wheel sat the old man, his crazy white hair
blowing in the breeze.

“Hey, where’s your grandpa going?”

“I don’t know. Hey, Grandfather!” Peter yelled and
waved.

The old man totally ignored them as the old truck
roared past, not 20 feet away.

“Man, that was cold,” Dill said as the truck grew
small down the road.

“He’s going somewhere,” Peter murmured.

“You are brilliant, you know that?”

“No, I mean, he’s going somewhere important.
I told you he kept watch last night, right? He’s going to go do
something, I just know it.”

Dill looked at Peter. Peter stared back.

“Get your bike, I’ll meet you right back here,” Dill
yelled as he ran to his house.

“What about school?”

“Let’s just call it a field trip!”
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They pedaled furiously down
the two–lane road, following the path Peter’s grandfather had
taken. They had to pull off into the trees along the side when they
spotted the school bus in the distance. Luckily the driver roared
on past, and they started again at double their previous speed.

“We…have…no idea…where he’s going,” Peter panted.

“Where…would you go…if you were hunting a vampire?”
Dill wheezed back.

The answer was Greenvale Cemetery, a good three miles
away. It wasn’t that hard to figure out, especially since
Grandfather’s truck was parked outside the huge locked gates and
stone walls.

The boys coasted up to the truck. No sign of
Grandfather, although in the truck bed there was a collection of
shovels and tools caked with dried dirt.

“Freaky,” Dill said.

“Where do you think he went?” Peter asked.

“Duh, same place we’re going.” Dill hid his bike
behind a large clump of bushes far away from the truck, then ran
over, grabbed Peter’s bike, and did the same with it.

Peter peered up at the eight–foot stone walls. He
pushed against the massive iron bars of the gates, which moved
maybe a fraction of an inch. There was absolutely no way they could
climb any of it, and the bars were too close together to squeeze
through. It was hopeless.

“We can’t get in.”

“Sure we can,” Dill assured him.

“But it’s locked!”

“Are you gonna keep yelling till Old Man Parker comes
out?” Dill whispered.

Old Man Parker was the keeper of the cemetery. From
what Dill had told him, Parker was a recluse who lived with his
big, black dog in the little cottage on the hill, only a couple
hundred feet from the front gates. He was supposedly even weirder
than Grandfather.

Peter looked around a stone column and watched the
house for any sign that the old man was stirring.

“No…he’d probably just sic his dog on us.”

“‘Zactly,” Dill said, and tugged at Peter’s sleeve.
“Come on.”

“Where are we going?”

“Round the back.”

A hundred feet down the road, the wall took a
90–degree turn into the forest. Soon they found a good climbing
tree with limbs that reached over the stone fortress.

“Up we go,” Dill whispered, and began climbing like a
monkey.

Peter followed him up more carefully. By now Dill was
shimmying out on the branch that bridged the stone wall.

“Dill?”

Dill wasn’t listening. Once he crossed the wall, he
grabbed the branch and swung off it, dangled from the drooping
limb, and dropped out of sight.

“Ow,” came a disembodied voice from the other
side.

Peter followed suit and shimmied out, dangled, and
fell. His feet burned with sharp pain as he hit the ground and
tumbled onto his rear end.

“Okay, we’re in,” Dill said. He was already on his
feet and scanning the graveyard. The place seemed almost pleasant,
its tombstones peaceful in the early morning light.

“Yeah, but how’re we going to get out?” Peter
asked.

Dill looked back up at the tree branch four feet
above them. “Oh crap.” Then he shrugged and started sneaking off.
“We’ll figure something out.”

Peter ran up behind him. “How will we know what we’re
looking for?”

“Look for a crazy old man.”
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They ran through the
cemetery, ducking behind tombstones, running past statues of angels
that watched them with unseeing eyes. Before long they made it to
the center of the graveyard, where a dozen simple stone buildings
rose up out of the ground.

One of them had an iron door on it that was pushed
halfway open.

The name cut into stone above the door was faded with
time, though not enough that it couldn’t be read:

CHALMERS.

“Holy crap, that’s it,” Dill whispered as they
hunkered down beneath the base of another angel statue.

“What do we do?”

“Well, if he’s fightin’ a vampire in there,
I don’t want to get in his way.”

“It’s Mercy, Dill. It’s not just a vampire, it’s
Mercy. And that’s my grandfather in there.” Peter bit his lower
lip, then made his decision. “I gotta go help him.”

He was two steps away from the hiding place when Dill
dragged him back. “Hold on, someone’s coming,” Dill hissed in his
ear.

The iron door grated, clanged, and opened all the way
as Grandfather stepped out. In one hand he held a shovel, in the
other a crowbar. A canvas bag was slung around his neck, and a
hammer hung from a loop in his pants.

“Whoa,” Dill breathed.

Grandfather stood there staring into the woods, an
angry and defeated look on his face. Finally he turned around and
started to pull the door closed. It grated and scraped awfully on
the cement floor of the crypt.

“SEAMUS!” a loud voice boomed.

Peter about messed his pants.

Over the row of tombstones, almost fifty feet away,
they could barely make out a short, fat man with a black beard
streaked with silver. He wore plaid pajamas and a hunter’s cap, and
he cradled a shotgun in his arms. A giant dog that looked like a
mop made of black yarn barked at his side.

“Old Man Parker,” Dill whispered. He paused, then
added, “I think I peed my pants.”

“You old lunatic — what the hell are you doing? Get
out of there!” Parker roared.

“I haven’t done a damn thing,” Grandfather snapped.
“Just let me — ”

“Get away from that door! What are you — is that a
shovel? What are you doing?!”

“Minding my own business, just like you should.”

“I could have the sheriff’s department out here and
arrest you, old man!”

“For what?”

“Graverobbing!”

Dill and Peter both gasped quietly.

“Trespassing at the most, Parker. And I don’t think
you’d want to call the sheriff, seeing as we both know what
happened here last winter.”

Peter looked at Dill, who shrugged.

Whatever Grandfather was talking about, it was enough
to make Old Man Parker reconsider. “Hmph. We’ll let it go this
time, Seamus. Now get away from that crypt.”

“Let me lock the door again — ”

Old Man Parker CLACKED the shotgun. “I’ll
get it later. Get along now, Seamus.”

Peter watched as Grandfather moved away from the
stone mausoleum, muttering under his breath. He walked past Old Man
Parker, who turned and followed him.

Unfortunately, the black mop dog did not.

It was snuffling in the grass, not ten feet away from
Peter and Dill.

Peter held his breath as the dog drew closer and
closer, sniffing and snorting. It raised its head and looked
straight forward — but not at the statue where Dill and Peter were
hiding. It was looking at the open crypt. A low growl built in its
throat.

“Percival!” Old Man Parker yelled. “Get over
here!”

The dog growled once more, then turned and loped
after its owner.

It felt like ten minutes went by before Peter
breathed again.

“Jeez,” Dill gasped.

Peter looked around at him. “You didn’t really pee in
your pants, did you?”

Dill looked down. He was wearing black corduroys that
wouldn’t have shown any wet spots even if he had lost control of
his bladder. “Uhhhh…no. ‘Course not. Come on, let’s get out of
here.”

“Are you crazy? We’ve got to go in there.” Peter
pointed at the stone building and the iron door.

“Are you crazy? I peed my — I mean, I
almost peed my pants already, I don’t need to…almost do it
again.”

“We have to know what Grandfather saw in there.”

“I think I can go the rest of my life without knowing
that.”

“Then stay here.”

Peter started towards the crypt.

“Aw, man,” Dill muttered, and followed after him.

The building was large, with a floor that sunk deep
in the ground. The smell of damp earth filled the air and seemed to
press against their faces. Cobwebs hung like clouds from the
ceiling.

It’s now or never.

Peter walked down the stone steps into the dim light
of the tomb and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness.

He kind of wished he hadn’t. Long cement blocks rose
from the ground one after the other, four feet high, with tarnished
brass plaques bolted to the sides. There must have been twenty of
the graves, each with a giant stone slab neatly stacked atop
it.

Except one.

On that one, the stone slab was pushed askew…so that
someone could look inside.

Or so something could get out.

Peter approached the grave slowly, his heart thudding
in his ears.

Grandfather came in here and left. Either he did
something…or he didn’t find anything…which makes it
safe…right?

He reached the cement block. A brass plaque hung on
its side, too, still shiny and new in what little light shone in
from outside the tomb.

MERCY CHALMERS

“Is…is that it?” Dill asked, his voice trembling.

Peter took a breath, stood on his tiptoes, and peered
over the side of the crypt.

There was nothing inside.

No body, no coffin…

…no Mercy Chalmers.
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“So what do we do now?” Peter
asked as he and Dill rode their bikes away from the cemetery.

“Well…your grandpa looked like he meant
business.”

“Yeah?”

“Like he showed up to do something.”

Peter remembered the angry expression on
Grandfather’s face as he stepped out of the tomb. “Yeah…”

“So I figure we oughta get some stuff and get busy,
too, in case she comes back.”

“What kind of stuff?”

Dill pulled a hard left into a parking lot across the
street. Peter followed and coasted to a stop beside him.

“Here,” Dill said, pointing to a gray building.

Peter looked at the sign out front in the grass. On
it was a picture of a lady in blue, kneeling and praying. The name
of the place was spelled out in gold letters next to her.

“‘Our Lady of Perpetual Peace,’” Peter read. “This is
a church, Dill.”

Dill nodded. “A Catholic church.”

“What are we going to get here?”

“Whatever we need. This here is like
‘Kill–A–Vampire–R–Us.’”

“Dill…” Peter warned.

But Dill was already up the front steps and opening
the door.

“Dill!” Peter hissed, then followed him inside.

The church was big and open. Wooden pews lined the
center aisle all the way up to the front, where there were a couple
of tables and a cross on the wall. Red and gold banners hung from
the ceiling. Light filtered in from stained glass windows. No one
was inside.

All this was like other churches Peter had been in,
except for two things. One, there was a stand near the entrance
that looked like a skinny bird bath. As Peter got closer, he saw
that the bowl on top did indeed have water inside. And two, a
six–foot tall box stood against the left wall of the church. It
looked like a fat, wooden telephone booth, but without any glass to
see inside.

“Dill, what are you doing?”

Dill had plucked a cross off the wall. A tiny
figurine of Jesus was attached to the wood. “One cross. Check.”
Dill swiped his hand through the air like he was checking off an
invisible ‘to do’ list.

“That’s stealing!”

“We’re just borrowing it,” Dill whispered back. He
reached in one pocket and brought out a plastic circular thing,
then screwed it apart and flicked with one hand. Little plastic
rings popped out and formed a cup, which he dipped in the water
bowl on top of the bird bath.

Dill grinned. “Collapsible drinking cups are
awesome.”

“Are you going to drink that?”

“No way — this is that holy water stuff. It’s like
acid for vampires.”

“But this is Mercy we’re talking about! I don’t want
to throw acid on her!”

“Well, I like my neck without any holes in it, so if
you can talk her out of doing that, I’ll keep the holy water in the
cup.”

“I’m pretty sure they don’t want you taking
that!”

“We need it. They can make more.”

“Dill — ”

There was a squeaking noise from across the church.
Both boys froze for a second, then ducked behind a pew.

A door opened in the wooden telephone booth, and a
little old lady tottered out towards the church entrance.

“Where’d she come from?” Peter asked.

“That’s a…a concession stand,” Dill said.

Peter was quite confused. “They have hot dogs in
there?”

“Uh…okay, maybe it’s called something else. You gotta
go in there.” “WHAT? Why?”

“Cuz there’s a priest in there, too, and you gotta
talk to him.”

“Why?”

“Cuz he’s about to come out, and I gotta get more
stuff, so go now, man!”

Dill pushed Peter towards the wooden booth, but was
careful not to spill the holy water in his collapsible cup.

“What do I do?”

“Say, ‘Forgive me, father, four sins I have’…or
something like that, I can’t remember, they say it in the movies
all the time. Just make it up. It’ll be easy, they’re always nice
on television. Go, before the priest comes out! GO!”
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Peter ran towards the open
door, got inside, and sat on the wooden seat built into the booth.
He looked out frantically at Dill, who waved at him and pantomimed
closing a closet or something. Peter reluctantly reached out and
shut the door.

It was totally like being inside a wooden phone
booth. Really dark.

Peter jumped as a voice came from somewhere on the
other side of the wooden wall.

“Yes, my child?”

“Uh…uh…”

Peter’s heart was beating just as fast as when he
looked in Mercy’s tomb. “I…have…forty sins, or something like
that…forgive me?”

“How long has it been since your last confession, my
son,” the voice said. It sounded friendly and kind. An older man.
Peter relaxed a little bit.

“Uh…I don’t know, to tell the truth. Forever, I
think.”

“Have you ever confessed before, my child?”

“Uh…not to you guys,” Peter said. “My mom has made me
confess stuff before, but this is kind of new.”

“You sound very young. How old are you?”

“Nine and a half.” Peter relaxed a little. Dill was
right. This was easy.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”

Okay, not so easy.

“Yeah…I was hoping you could forgive me for
that.”

“I would guess that something as simple as that would
not have brought you in here today, my child. Is there anything
weighing on your mind?”

How about vampires?

“Kind of.”

“Would you like to talk about it.”

“It’s complicated.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Peter considered. The voice seemed so nice and
gentle…maybe this guy really could help him.

“Well…there’s this girl who likes me. She’s kind of
weird.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t like her so much.”

“Why not?”

“She’s a girl. Plus, she’s weird.” Peter wanted to
say, Pay attention, dude.

“Mm. Go on.”

“She bugged me a lot. At school.”

“Mm–hm.”

“And then she got sick and died.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that. That must be troubling
you greatly.”

“Yeah, I was really sad at first…but now she’s still
bugging me.”

“You mean, you think about her a lot?”

“Well, yeah, but, I mean, she’s still bugging
me.”

“I don’t understand.”

“She came by last night and was bugging me.”

“In your dreams?”

“No, outside my window.”

There was a long pause.

“Young man, is this a joke?”

Uh–oh.

“No, no — we thought she might be a ghost at first,
but now I’m pretty sure she’s a vampire.”

“Young man, this is a very serious place, and it is
not the time for silly pranks.”

Okay, maybe this guy couldn’t really help
him.

But Peter decided to try one last time.

“Soooooo…any advice?”

“Yes, you should stop this foolishness and tell me
what sins you have committed, including this lie you’re engaged in
right now.”

Okay, this is absolutely no help
whatsoever.

There was a clatter outside. Peter winced.

“What was that?” the voice asked, alarmed.

“Uh…I don’t know. Can we get back to how bad I am and
how I’m a liar and all that?”

“Hold on,” the voice commanded.

“Uh, wait, no, come back!” Peter said as he stumbled
out of the phone booth.

The priest was already outside. He looked close to
Grandfather’s age, but with a full head of hair and a clean–shaven
face. He was dressed in a long black robe with a white collar at
the top. As Dill would’ve said, just like in the movies.

On a regular day the priest might not have been such
a bad guy. Except this wasn’t a regular day, what with Dill in the
middle of the church aisle, arms crammed with a dozen crosses
ranging from tiny to huge, and the collapsible water cup still
clutched in one hand.

“Oh crap,” Dill muttered, then ran for it.

“STOP!” the priest called out.

Maybe God is on this guy’s side,
Peter thought, because as soon as the old guy yelled, Dill tripped
and went down in a pile of crosses. The collapsible cup hit the
floor and, well, collapsed. Holy water went flying everywhere.

“Ow!” Dill yelled, first when he hit the floor, then
again when the priest yanked him up by one ear. He was pretty fast
for an old guy.

“OW–OW–OW–OW–OW!” Dill howled as the priest hauled
him up.

“YOU!” the priest yelled at Peter. “OVER HERE,
NOW!”

Peter sighed.

This wasn’t going to be pretty.
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“You understand this is
extremely disruptive behavior,” the priest said.

“I do,” Grandfather agreed. “And they’ll both get the
thrashings of their young lives, Father Stevens.”

The priest sat behind a desk in a room at the back of
the church. There wasn’t much on the walls, just a few framed Bible
verses and a couple of paintings of old guys in funny hats.

Peter and Dill both huddled in two high–backed chairs
facing the priest. Grandfather stood between them, his arms folded.
He glared down continuously, first at Peter, then at Dill.

“I just can’t understand why someone would do this,”
Father Stevens said. “One of them lies while the other one steals —
this is extremely alarming behavior, especially at this age, Mr.
Flannagan.”

“I didn’t lie!” Peter protested.

“I was just borrowing that stuff!” Dill said
indignantly. “I woulda brought it back. Except for the holy water,
but I’da brought that back, too, if I didn’t use all of it.”

“What in the world would you be borrowing ten
crucifixes for?” Father Stevens asked angrily. “And holy
water?”

“Vampires, man,” Dill said.

“You see?” The priest looked at Grandfather but
pointed at Peter. “That was the same nonsense this one was saying!
What exactly are you letting them watch on TV?”

“Far too much, it would appear,” Grandfather
said.

“We don’t even have a TV!” Peter complained.
“Everything I told you was the truth — why won’t you believe
me?”

“Vampires? Little girls who ‘bug you’ from beyond the
grave?” Father Stevens scoffed.

“Dude, you believe in guys who come back to life,”
Dill pointed out.

The priest got red–faced. “Our Lord Jesus Christ was
not a vampire!”

“I’m not sayin’ he was,” Dill shrugged. “But he was
dead, and he came back, right? I’m just sayin’.”

“That is blasphemy!” the priest sputtered.

“What’s that?” Dill asked.

“It’s saying bad words with God’s name,” Peter
explained.

“Well, jeez, my dad does that all the time when he
stubs his toe or runs out of beer. Why don’t you get him in here,
not me.”

“MR. FLANNAGAN!” the priest roared.

Grandfather’s hand clamped down on Peter’s shoulder.
He didn’t dare look up.

“I assure you, Father,” Grandfather said in a very
solemn voice, “the problem will be taken care of. Of that you can
be certain.”

Peter shuddered. After hearing that, he wished the
priest would keep him locked up in the phone booth.
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Dill and Peter followed
Grandfather silently out to the truck. After he placed their bikes
in the back, the old man held the passenger door open for them,
closed it, went around, and got in himself.

The boys waited. Grandfather cranked the engine.
Putter putter, clank clank. The truck backed up, then
grinded forward into drive. Grandfather never looked at them
once.

Dill was about to burst. “Well?”

“Well, what?”

“What…uh…what’re you…”

“Spit it out, boy.”

“Are you going to kill us?”

“No.”

The truck turned right out of the parking lot instead
of left. Left would have been towards home.

“Where are we going?” Peter asked.

“I am taking you two criminals to school.”

Dill pointed back at the church. “That guy can’t
prove anything.”

“He’s a priest, Dill,” Grandfather said without any
humor whatsoever. “Juries tend to believe them more than juvenile
delinquents.”

“Grandfather…you know we were taking all that stuff
for a reason, right?”

Grandfather was silent for a moment. Peter thought
that meant the end was nigh. Instead, when the old man spoke, it
was a quiet, simple question:

“You were there in the cemetery, weren’t you.”

“Huh? What cemetery? I don’t know what you’re talking
OOF.” Dill grunted as Peter elbowed him.

“Yeah,” Peter admitted.

“Dude,” Dill hissed in Peter’s ear, “he can’t prove
anything, either.”

“I saw you, Dill,” Grandfather growled. “Behind the
statue, out of the corner of my eye.”

“Wasn’t me.”

“Did you go in?” Grandfather asked.

Dill and Peter answered at the same time.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Well, which is it?”

“We didn’t see anything,” Dill vowed.

“Because there was nothing to see,” Peter added. “No
coffin, no…body. Nothing.”

“Do you remember what I told you last night,
boy?”

“…that there aren’t any such things as vampires?”

“That’s right. Officially, in broad daylight and in
serious people’s minds, vampires do not exist. They are stories
used to frighten children into saying their prayers and eating
their greens. Do you remember what I told you that night you were
sick, and we talked about Mercy’s family? Her
great–great–great–great–great–uncle and the coffins he sold?”

“Um…you said that cholera didn’t kill those
people.”

“Yeah, the pooping did,” Dill said.

Grandfather looked at Dill with an expression
somewhere between angry and confused.

“Cholera. Death by pooping,” Dill explained
helpfully.

Grandfather looked back at the road and shook his
head.

“Well, what killed them, then?” Peter inquired,
trying to divert attention away from Dill.

“No one’s entirely sure how — ”

Dill opened his mouth to answer.

Grandfather looked sharply over at him.

Dill shut his mouth.

“How the first death occurred,” Grandfather
continued. “It was Gilbraith Chalmers, the youngest son of John
Buchanen Chalmers, a mere 15 years old when he died. But however it
happened, Gilbraith did not stay dead.”

“He was a vampire?”

“There are stories from a Winnapotaka Indian tribe
that a European traveler passed through this region in the 1800’s
and killed two young men from the village. The warriors of the
village pursued the European, who fled into the night. The village
mourned and did all proper burial rights for the two braves,
according to Winnapotakan customs. But they were astounded when the
two young men appeared in the village the very next night, alive
and well. However, they were…changed.”

The skin on Peter’s neck crawled. He remembered Mercy
at the window. He remembered her eyes, black like a great white’s.
And with teeth like a cobra’s…

“There was a great battle in which the two braves
killed almost half of the men of the tribe. The Winnapotakans
claimed the young men could fly, but they were finally caught in
clever traps devised by the village elders. To the great surprise
of everyone in the tribe, the two young men burst into flames when
the morning sun came and shone upon their bodies. To be safe, the
Indians burned the bodies of all the others the two had slain…and
nothing happened. No one else appeared after death ever again. The
Winnapotakans lived only five miles away from the township we know
today as Duskerville. And that story they told happened exactly one
week before Gilbraith Chalmers was officially laid to rest: January
12th, 1822.”

“You think the Indians bit Gil…that Gil guy?”

“No. I think the European did, the one that fled into
the forest. But there are no stories about Gilbraith appearing
after death. There are only stories about a mysterious illness that
fell on the town, killing person after person. Men, women, children
— it didn’t matter. ‘Cholera,’ they said. Thirty–seven people died
in the space of four weeks…until something happened.”

Dill and Peter waited for the next words. “What? What
happened?”

“Someone figured out what was going on and stopped it
once and for all,” Grandfather said as he jammed on the brakes. The
truck lurched to a stop in front of the school.

“Who? Who stopped it?” Peter cried out.

“Yeah, what’d they do?” Dill demanded.

“You’re late for school.”

“But — ”

“I have work to do before this thing gets out of
hand. Now get back to your studies and keep out of my way, or like
I promised Father Stevens, you will get the thrashings of
your lives.”

Dill raised a hand tentatively.

“What,” Grandfather barked.

“We need a note.”

“What?”

“We need a note. They won’t let us in without a
note.”

“Or worse, they’ll call Mom,” Peter said.

Grandfather grumbled and muttered. “Give me a piece
of paper and something to write with.”

Peter fumbled in his backpack and produced paper and
a pen. Grandfather scribbled a message, then handed them both back.
Peter looked down at the paper. Whatever the writing said,
he certainly couldn’t read it.

“Can we — ” Dill began.

“GIT!” Grandfather bellowed.

Peter and Dill got. The truck roared off as soon as
they slammed the door.

“Dude,” Dill said. “Your grandfather’s
craaaaaazy.”

“I know,” Peter said.

“And scary.”

“Yeah.”

“But he’s cool.”

Peter stared at Dill, who shrugged.

“My granddad talks about his arthritis and how his
fake teeth don’t fit and how much mucus he coughs up in the
morning.” Dill looked admiringly after the truck as it puttered its
way down the street. “Dude, I’d trade for your grandpa’s stories
any day.”
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After a lot of effort trying
to translate Grandfather’s message, the school secretary gave up
and told Dill and Peter to go back to class.

“Well, I’m glad to see you gentlemen finally decided
to join us,” Mrs. Cashew said in her most withering voice.

For the first time in his life, a teacher’s sarcasm
didn’t have any effect at all on Peter. He’d had a vampire outside
his bedroom window last night; a mean teacher’s snarky comments
didn’t really measure up to that.

As he sat down, the first thing Peter noticed was
Mercy’s empty chair, and a sharp pang nudged his conscience once
again. He couldn’t help but feel partly responsible. He still
believed that if he hadn’t been mean to her on the bus, none of
this would have happened. Peter knew that it didn’t make any sense,
but that didn’t change the way he felt.

The second thing he noticed was that there was a
second vacant seat in the classroom, the place where Agnes
Smithouse normally sat. Agnes was one of Mercy Chalmers’ best
friends.

Peter leaned across the aisle to ask Cindy Mooten
where Agnes was.

Cindy just shrugged. “I don’t know. Katie Brammelson
said she talked to her really late last night, and Agnes said hang
on and put down the phone, but she never came back. Katie finally
hung up and tried to call again, but nobody ever answered.”

Peter stole a look at Katie Brammelson over in the
corner. She looked worried, unsure of everything. After all, her
two closest friends in the world were dead or missing.

“Katie doesn’t know what happened to her,” Cindy
Mooten said. “Nobody knows.”
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By 5 PM, nobody had any more
information, but now the entire town was abuzz with the news of
Agnes’s disappearance. Dill and Peter watched from Dill’s front
lawn as a Sheriff’s department patrol car sped by.

“You think they’ll find her?” Dill asked.

Peter watched the car recede into the distance. “I
hope so.”

There was a BAM BAM BAM noise from over in
Peter’s yard. Grandfather was up on a ladder, nailing cloves of
garlic and crucifixes over every window and door.

“Okay, where’d he get those crosses?” Dill
complained. “I try to get some, I get busted and I’m in big–time
trouble. But he’s got like two hundred of them stashed away
somewhere. Is that fair?”

“No, but I’m sure glad he’s got ‘em,” Peter
answered.

Dill watched Grandfather nail another cross over a
second–story window. “Can I spend the night at your house?”

“You’re probably better off at your own place.”

“What, do you want me to get turned into a
bloodsucker?” Dill said angrily.

Peter rolled his eyes. “You know Mercy’s coming for
me — at my house, you’re gonna get caught right in the middle of
it. If you stay at your house, she’ll probably leave you alone.
Just don’t invite anyone in. Vampires can’t come in unless you
invite them.”

Dill wiped his brow. “Phew. Well, I’m fine then,
cause my Mom hasn’t invited anybody into our house except you
since…” Dill thought for a minute. “I don’t think Mom’s invited
anybody into our house except you, EVER.”

“Your mom never invited me into your house,” Peter
pointed out.

Dill pumped his arm. “YES. I’m totally safe,
dude.”

“Can I come spend the night with you, then?” Dill
looked genuinely alarmed. “Heck no, man. She’s your dead
girlfriend. Leave me out of it.”
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Supper was late…late enough
that it was dark outside when Peter finished his lasagna. He
nervously watched the sun disappear through the kitchen windows as
he scooped the last bit of noodles and cheese into his mouth.

To top it off, Mom had had a really bad day. The
grocery store clerk was rude to her, somebody’s car door had put
yet another dent in the Honda, and her job search was going
nowhere. She talked most of dinner about how she hated this town
and how much she’d wanted to leave when she was young, and she was
sullen and quiet for the rest.

As usual, Grandfather was nowhere to be found. Peter
wondered if the old man ever ate. At least, if he ever ate what the
rest of them ate.

Somebody once told Peter that if you wanted to raise
mean dogs, you should feed them gunpowder. If that was true, then
Peter guessed that Grandfather lived on a steady diet of the
stuff.

It was almost pitch black when Peter cleared the
table. His mother was washing the dishes. Over in the corner, Beth
was playing with another one of her dolls she had pulled half the
hair out of.

“Peter, could you take out the garbage?” his mother
asked.

Peter froze, and said the first thing that came to
mind. “No.”

His mother looked at him in shock. “What do you mean,
‘no’? Take out the garbage, Peter!”

Peter shook his head. “I can’t.”

Now his mother was getting indignant. “Oh you most
certainly can. Now take it out right now, it’s almost
overflowing!”

“Mom, I’ll do it in the morning,” Peter said.

“You’ll do it when I tell you to do it, young
man!”

“Please, Mom, I swear I’ll do it first thing tomorrow
morning — ”

Beth was beginning to take an interest in the
conversation. “Take out da gawbage, Petah!” she yelled.

“Shut up!” Peter yelled at Beth.

“Peter, don’t you dare talk to your sister that
way!”

“Yeah, Petah, shu’ up!” Beth called back.

“Beth, don’t you talk like that either,” Mom
snapped.

“Okaaaaay, Mommy,” Beth said, then stuck out her
tongue at Peter as soon as Mom’s back was turned.

“Please, Mom, I’ll do anything else you want,
anything — just don’t make me take out the garbage tonight, please?
Please?”

“Honestly, Peter, I don’t know what’s gotten into you
lately. Is it Dill? That boy is a bad influence — ”

“Dill’s my friend,” Peter nearly shouted.

“Don’t you take that tone of voice with me, young
man,” his mother commanded. “Fine, you don’t want to take out the
garbage? You can clean every toilet in this entire house this
weekend.”

Peter’s whole body relaxed in relief. Until he saw
his mother roll up her sleeves and lift the trash bag out of its
plastic container.

“What are you doing?” Peter asked in horror.

“Doing what my son won’t do,” Mom
huffed.

Peter ran over to her and grabbed her arm. “Mom,
please…whatever you do, please don’t take this outside. Please.
I’ll do it in the morning, I’ll clean the toilets, I’ll do whatever
you want me to do, just please don’ t take this outside right
now.”

Mom stared at him. “Peter, what’s come over you?”

For a split second he weighed the possibilities of
using the word ‘vampire’ to explain his case. Knowing his mother as
he did, it didn’t take longer than a split second to rule it out.
“Mom, please please please please PLEASE don’t go out there —
GRANDFATHER!” he yelled. If Grandfather heard him and came in to
tell Mom ‘no,’ that would be the end of it.

“Peter, are you scared of the dark?”

“No, Mom, I’m not — GRANDFATHER!”

“Stop yelling for Grandfather and listen to me. Now,
if you’re afraid, I can understand that — ”

“I’m not afraid of the dark, Mom! GRANDFATHER!” Peter
bellowed, but with no reply.

“Petah’s afwaid of the dawk,” Beth giggled.

“NO I’M NOT!” Peter snapped. “Please Mom, please
don’t go out there!”

“Peter, you’ve got to learn that sometimes you have
to face your fears, okay? Now, I’m not afraid of the dark, so I’m
going to take this garbage out there,” and she rambled on and on,
but all Peter could think of was a small girl in a white dress,
with eyes black like a shark’s, waiting for his mother in the
night.

“OKAY!” Peter yelled, and snatched the trash out of
his mother’s hands. “Okay, I’m going to take it out, see? Are you
happy now? I’m taking it out!”

He opened the regular wooden door and paused at the
screen door…then forced himself to open it, willed himself
with every ounce of his being to step into the chill night air.

Peter’s mom frowned as he walked out and shut the
wooden door behind him.

“I don’t get him, Beth. I just don’t get him at
all…and he’s not even a teenager yet.”

Beth just made a thhhwwwwpppppthhhhh sound with her
tongue, and went back to playing with her doll.
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The trash cans were around
the side of the house, about forty feet away from the kitchen door.
Not very far away, at all…

…and yet, an eternity.

Peter let go of the screen door and heard it close
eeeeeeeWHAPwhapwhap behind him. He walked slowly once he
was out in the open, looking all around him for any sign of danger.
There was only the dark night sky and the moon. Pale light
illuminated everything around — trees, grass, Dill’s house, garden
patch, forest.

No Mercy. Nothing and no one in a white dress.

It’s only 8:00. The last time I saw Mercy, it was
nearly midnight. There’s no way she’s out now…there’s no
way.

That made him feel better. Almost.

As he walked along slowly and peered all around,
something occurred to him: the longer he stayed outside, the longer
Mercy had to show up. Long time equals bad; short time equals
better.

Peter bolted for the garbage cans.

Unfortunately one was full, and the metal lid on the
other one was stuck. He grabbed the handle and pulled hard. The
whole can came up an inch off the ground, then clattered down with
a thud, all without the lid budging.

Peter’s heart was pumping so hard it nearly exploded
in his chest.

Forget this. I can just leave the trash
by the can…I’ll put it in tomorrow morning. Yeah, tomorrow morning,
like I should’ve done in the first place.

He dumped the bag on the ground and turned to run
back to the house.

Except Mercy was standing right in front of him, five
feet away.

“AAAAH!” Peter yelled and stumbled back into the
garbage bag and the metal cans. The cans clanged loudly as they
spilled to the ground. Peter tumbled down amongst them but
scrambled quickly to his feet. As he got back up, his foot almost
slipped on the lid of the garbage can, which had apparently been
knocked loose in the fall.

Oh great, NOW you come off.

Mercy smiled. “Peeeteeeeer…”

Her face was fully visible in the moonlight. So were
her eyes. Deep pools of black, like a bottle of ink spilled in a
puddle on the ground.

“You were so unfriendly last night. I’m glad you came
outside. Now we can talk.”

“W–what do you want, Mercy?”

“Silly…I want you.”

Peter nearly tripped against the garbage cans as he
tried to back up. His left foot got tangled in the plastic garbage
bag ties, and he tried to shake it off.

“I want you to come play with me. We can hang out,
like when I asked you on the bus. Is that so much, Peeeteeeer? I
just want to hang out with you. We’ll have fun, I promise. It’s
so much fun. We can go wherever we want, we can
fly wherever we want to…over the ocean and back again…and
no school, Peeeteeeer, no one to tell us what to do. And if they
try, well, then we just…”

She smiled. The same smile a shark gives before it
eats its prey.

Peter shivered, and tried again to free his foot from
the handles of the garbage bag. He kicked, and there was a
clattering sound as junk fell out. The smell of rotting bananas and
lasagna scraps filled the air.

Mercy stepped closer. She was smiling, though not
wide enough for her two snake teeth to be seen. But Peter knew they
were there. He knew they were there just like he knew that this
was the end.

His last image in life would be those teeth as she
lunged for his neck.

The next image, whatever he saw, wouldn’t be with the
eyes of a living person.

“Peeeteeeeer, just think how fun it will be…we can
stay up all night and no one will ever care. We can do whatever we
want, and no one can ever stop us…”

Dill…if only Dill were here.

Dill would know what to do. He’d be able to figure it
out —he’d watched every monster movie on TV, ever.

Mercy was only three feet away now.

Peter backed up — and fell. His hand squished into
something wet and nasty from the garbage. Ugh.

Forget about that. Think, think. Dill said silver
bullets — crosses —

Crosses.

He held up his fingers so that one crossed the other,
in a symbol like a ‘t’.

Mercy looked down at him, puzzled.

Peter looked at his hands. They were dripping
red.

He felt like screaming until he realized it was just
lasagna sauce. That’s what he had put his hand in. But it was red
and dripping. He tried not to imagine it as his own blood, which
would be pouring out of his body any second now and into the mouth
of Mercy Chalmers if this cross thing didn’t work —

— which it seemed to be doing.

She stood there, looking down at him and his lasagna
covered, finger–made ‘t’ shape.

Then she leaned over and, with her thumb and
forefinger, effortlessly flicked his fingers apart like she was
playing “Break The Pencil” at school and had just snapped
somebody’s yellow #2.

“Next time,” she smiled sweetly, “try using a real
cross.”

She leaned over him, and her mouth opened.

Her fangs gleamed in the moonlight.

Peter screamed and raised his hand to ward her
off.

His hand, dripping with red…lasagna sauce.

Lasagna

Italian

Vampires hate
Italian

Garlic

“Garlic!” Peter screamed, and reached up and smacked
Mercy in the face with his goopy red hand.

Mercy drew back in shock and closed her mouth. She
looked down at the bits of noodle and cheese dripping onto her
dress — and screeched. Loudly.

“YOU MESSED UP MY DRESS, YOU LITTLE JERK!” she yelled
as she tried to wipe away the red sauce.

“There’s garlic in there!” Peter crowed. Bam!

“No there’s not,” Mercy said contemptuously. “It’s a
TV dinner.”

Ohhhhhhhhhh man.

Peter reached around for whatever he could get his
hands on.

Mercy lunged again with fangs bared.

Peter’s hand closed on the trash can lid.

Mercy was in the air, her arms outstretched.

Peter hurled the garbage can lid through the air like
a giant Frisbee —

KRANG, right into the side of Mercy’s
head.

She went down like a bag of potatoes and thudded into
the grass.

“Oh crap, oh crap,” Peter whimpered. He got up and
ran as fast as he could with the garbage bag tugging on his foot
and ripping and scattering everything behind him.

Mercy pushed herself up on her arms and looked over
her shoulder.

“That HURT,” she howled.

Peter made the mistake of looking behind him as he
ran for the kitchen door.

It was like she was wearing a rope around her body
that made her weightless. She just pushed off from the ground and
suddenly she was in the air and hurtling towards him, arms
outstretched and dress flapping in the wind.

She was flying.

Flying towards him.

Peter turned around. He didn’t dare look back
again.

He could hear her hissing somewhere above him.

He was at the kitchen door now. His fingers closed on
the handle, and he flung open the screen door —

BANG. Before he was even halfway through, the screen
door slammed against his body, pinning him against the regular
wooden kitchen door.

Mercy was on the other side of the flimsy wire
screen, wailing and scratching at it with fingernails that looked
like knives. And she was ripping through it with every slash of her
fingers.

His hand fumbled for the doorknob as he watched her
shredding the wire. In only a few more seconds, the gap she was
tearing would be big enough to stick her head through.

His fingers closed around the doorknob and twisted,
just as the screen ripped apart and her head came through like a
giant eel snapping at his throat.

But he was already falling, falling backwards into
the kitchen, where he thudded onto the hard linoleum floor.

Above him the screen door slammed. As it did, Mercy’s
head seemed to hit some invisible force field that made her draw
back in pain and frustration. She tried again to force her way into
the house, but the invisible glass wall repelled her once more and
knocked her two feet back into the night.

“You can’t get in unless I invite you,” Peter
remembered. “And I AM NEVER GOING TO INVITE YOU IN!”

Mercy howled and spat and screamed and huffed…and
then stopped. She hovered gently in the air and looked directly
into Peter’s eyes.

“This isn’t over,” she said softly. And then she
bolted straight up into the night sky, out of view, like God
himself had pulled her by a string up into the clouds.
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Peter lay there on the floor,
chest heaving, until he remembered where he was. He whirled around,
his lasagna–covered hand leaving red palm prints on the floor, and
prayed that his mother would be there, her mouth hanging open,
ready to cry and babble about how sorry she was that she hadn’t
trusted him, now she understood why he didn’t want to take
out the garbage, and could he ever forgive her —

She wasn’t there. Nobody was there.

Peter looked back at the shredded screen door, and
closed his eyes. He had no idea how he was going to explain
that.

Then he had to laugh, just a little. There was a
murderous vampire obsessed with killing him and turning him into
one of the undead…and he was worried that the screen door to the
kitchen was ripped.

Oh man.

He hobbled to his feet and went to the sink. He
turned on the water, washed off his hands, then dried them on a
dish towel.

What was he going to say? This was horrible. No
matter what, Mom wasn’t going to believe him —

“PETER!” his mother called.

Peter jumped two feet. When he hit the ground again,
he realized she was yelling from the front of the house.

“In here!” he called back.

She hadn’t seen the screen door…yet.

Mom stuck her head in the doorway to the kitchen.

Peter held his breath…then realized that the
refrigerator was blocking her view of the kitchen back door.

“Where have you been? I’ve been calling you for the
last three minutes!”

“Uh…out back with the garbage.”

“Oh. Well, you have a little friend out in the front
hallway.”

Peter’s heart lifted.

Dill.

Now that Dill was here, he could help out. He would
know what to do, he would know how to fix the situation, he had
seen every Dracula movie there ever was. At the very least, he
could take the blame for the ripped screen door.

Which Mom hadn’t seen yet…although she would. But for
now Peter was safe.

“Don’t be too long, it’s a school night,” Mom said.
“I’ll be upstairs, I’m putting Beth to bed.”

“Okay, Mom.”

She walked through the kitchen and disappeared up the
back stairs.

Peter bolted for the front. He was almost there
before he realized something was wrong: Dill wouldn’t have come to
the house. He would have called.

But maybe he saw Peter fighting Mercy and ran
outside.

But then why didn’t he come and help?

Well…Dill was kind of a coward when it came to
monsters.

But he wouldn’t leave Peter alone to die like
that…

Peter slowed down as he approached the front
foyer.

There was only one explanation.

Mercy.

No, that wasn’t right either — Mom had said that
she’d been calling for three minutes.

Peter had been fighting Mercy for the last three
minutes, easily. There was no way Mercy could have gotten inside
the house during that time…was there?

Vampires could fly, but as far as Peter knew they
couldn’t clone themselves.

Or so he thought, until he rounded the end of the
giant stairwell.
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It wasn’t Mercy, though.

But it wasn’t Dill, either.

In fact, it wasn’t anybody. Not that Peter could
see.

In the living room across from the stairs was a long
mirror that stretched over the fireplace. In it, he could see the
reflection of the entire room, including himself, as he approached.
And there was no one in there.

Peter walked into the room. “Anybody here?”

“Just little old me,” a voice behind him said.

Peter whirled around. It was a girl with blond curls
and a pug nose. She was wearing a plaid dress and a ruffled white
blouse.

Agnes Smithouse. The girl who had disappeared.

Peter glanced at the mirror over the fireplace.

According to the reflection, he was the only one in
the room.

Peter looked back at her. There was a scarf around
her neck and white sunglasses perched on her nose. Both hid
something horrible, Peter was sure of it. Two bloody little bite
marks…and eyes black as night.

Agnes smiled ever–so–friendly at him from behind the
plastic daisies ringing her shades. “Hi, Peter. It’s nice to see
you again.”

Ice water filled Peter’s feet and legs. “What are you
doing here?” he croaked.

“Your mother was so nice to invite me in,” Agnes
explained. “You know the best part about that? I can come over any
time I want now!”

Agnes clapped her hands like she’d just gotten the
birthday present she wanted most in the world.

Peter felt like throwing up. “What do you want?”

He moved slightly, to put a table and lamp between
him and Agnes.

“Just to see how your talk with Mercy went.”

“My talk.”

“Just now. Out in the yard.”

You mean the one where she tried to suck out all
my blood?

“Um…well…”

“She said I should come with her, but she
seemed like she wanted to spend some alone time with you,” Agnes
confided. “And I was like, ‘That’s cool, I’ll just hang out.’ And
then I thought, ‘Y’know, if it doesn’t go so great, maybe we better
have a plan B.’” Agnes smiled sweetly. “So I told Mercy, and she
was like, ‘Great,’ and I rang your doorbell, and now here I
am!”

“Uh–huh.” Peter nodded, trying to take it all in.
“Soooo…what do you want?”

Agnes leaned in. Her eyebrows arched high over her
sunglasses. “Do you like Mercy?”

Peter squinted. “What?”

“She likes you,” Agnes whispered in a fake way, as
though Mercy was right outside the room and could hear.

Maybe she really is.

Peter’s stomach turned, and he darted a quick glance
around. No Mercy.

“You’re all she ever talks about,” Agnes continued.
“She’s just boy–crazy. ‘Peter this, Peter that.’ So I came over to
find out if you like her.”

“Like her?”

She just tried to kill me, Agnes. Tell Mercy I
want to marry her.

“Couldn’t you have sent a note over?” Peter asked,
and edged behind the couch.

“Like ‘Check Yes or No’?” Agnes laughed. “We talked
about it, but that’s more of a school thing, and as you’ve probably
guessed, I don’t think we’ll be going back to school anymore.”
Agnes grinned. “Unless they start having night classes.”

Peter was looking for something, anything, he could
use as a weapon. So far he could only see a candlestick, but it
looked like it was brass and not silver. There were some old
National Geographics lying around, but he doubted he could kill a
vampire with paper cuts.

“Soooo…what do you want, Agnes?” Peter said
for the umpteenth time. “Do you like Mercy?”

“Uhhhhh…Mercy’s okay…” How do I say this and not
get killed? “…but I don’t really like her the way I think she
likes me. Maybe we should just be friends.”

Agnes stamped her foot. “Mercy’s not going to like
that.”

Yeah, she didn’t seem to like it too much when
she was ripping through the screen door with her claws and
fangs.

Agnes sighed. “I told her girls mature faster than
boys. I said, ‘Let’s go find a cute fifth grader, an older
man,’ but nooooooo, she has to have you.”

Peter shrugged and smiled goofily. “You know me, I’m
just really…immature.”

Agnes took her first step towards Peter. Peter
automatically took two steps back.

“I think you could really learn to like her. Just
spend a little time with her, Peter. It’ll be a friends thing —
love can come later. We’re going to have so much fun! You really
don’t know what you’re missing out on! No more school,
ever.”

That would normally be reason enough for Peter to do
just about anything, short of selling his soul. At the moment,
however, the safety of Mrs. Cashew’s classroom seemed like the most
wonderful thing in the world.

Peter studied the doorway to the den out of the
corner of his eye. If he bolted for it, could he outrun her?

“Um, you know, I think I’m going to stick with
school.”

Agnes frowned. “Really.”

Running was his best option. There was nothing in
here to defend himself with.

But there are knives in the kitchen.

“Yeah. I’m, uh…I’m really digging fractions.”

“Fractions.”

“Yeah. It’s like…pie.”

“Pie.” Agnes frowned, clearly not following.

Good. Confuse her. Count of three — on strawberry
pie.

“Yeaaaah. Banana cream pie…cherry pie…straw — ”

“I love your family, Peter,” Agnes interrupted.

Peter froze, the countdown kaput. He hadn’t been
expecting that.

“Your mom was carrying your little sister when she
answered the door — she’s sooo cute!” Agnes squealed.

And then her voice changed, got darker. There was an
evil sense of humor in her words now.

“So cute that I could just eat her up.”

Peter’s blood went from icy to boiling. “You stay
away from my sister,” he snarled.

“All that talk about pie was making me hungry.” Agnes
smiled. “Well, what about your mom?”

“If you hurt my mom…”

“You’ll what? What’ll you do, Peter?” Agnes mocked
him.

Peter’s entire body shook — from fear or anger, he
couldn’t tell.

When Agnes next spoke, her voice was soothing,
gentle. “It doesn’t have to be like this. All you have to do is
come with me. Mercy came and got me last night, and it’s been…”

Agnes took a big breath and blew it out.

“It’s wonderful, Peter. Don’t get me wrong,
it was scary at first…the dying part. But then I woke up again a
couple of hours ago, just like Mercy said. Everything is
just like she said. Flying is so cool…and life is going to
be different now. School doesn’t matter…grown–ups don’t matter…the
only bad thing is how thirsty you get,” Agnes muttered, and licked
her lips. “But Mercy told me there’s something you can do to make
that go away, too.”

Peter realized that she was looking at his neck. It
felt like a cockroach was creeping across his skin.

Without thinking, he bolted for the door.

Agnes leaped through the air and snagged him by his
shirt before he even got halfway there.

“That’s not a good idea,” she said, and smiled right
into his face.

With a single flip of her arm, Agnes threw him five
feet in the air — entirely over the couch — and sent him sprawling
onto the floor.

She hovered midair and slowly advanced towards
him.

Peter’s arm hurt from landing on it badly, but he had
no choice except to move. He backed up on the floor like a crab in
slow motion.

“If you won’t come out of the house, Peter, maybe
we’ll just get it over right here.”

“Get…get what over?” Peter asked shakily, although he
already had a good idea.

“Mercy’s going to be sooooo mad at me.” Agnes shook
her head, then whispered, “She wanted to kiss you first, but she’ll
get over it…the important thing is we take you along with us.”

Peter discovered that it was hard to crawl when all
your limbs felt like jelly. He wasn’t sure if it was from the
knowledge that Agnes planned to turn him into a vampire right here
and now…or if it was because she planned to kiss him.

Agnes was almost directly over him when she took off
her sunglasses. Her eyes were like Mercy’s — black and oily, no
white or color at all under the lids.

“Peter…” she whispered. “Peter, do you think I’m
pretty?”

Peter pointed at her skirt. “I can see your
underpants.”

“WHAT?!” Agnes screamed, and zipped backwards in the
air about two feet, her hands pressed against her legs.

Peter flipped over onto his belly and crawled for his
life.

Agnes looked up and scowled. “Oh, you little…”

But by then Peter was under the coffee table, which
had a wooden frame with a plate of glass in the middle.

Agnes flew to the ground beside the table, hissing
and clawing.

Peter kicked at her with all his might and smacked
away her hands.

Then she was gone, only to reappear on the table top.
Her palms pressed down against the glass, and she peered straight
into Peter’s face from twelve inches away.

She hissed like a cat. Her fangs gleamed in the dull
lamplight. They looked oddly out of place among her other teeth,
like two knives against a row of pearls.

“Okay…so that’s how you want to play?” Agnes smiled
with her cobra fangs and shark’s eyes. “Maybe your little sister
would like to come with us.”

“NO!” Peter yelled. “NO, DON’T YOU DARE — ”

But Agnes was already gone, up into the air and
away.
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Peter scrambled out from
under the coffee table and ran after her. There was a part of him
that said this was all a trap, that Agnes was doing this to draw
him out. But there was an even bigger part that pictured Beth
asleep in bed and Agnes drooling over her.

That was never going to happen. Even if Peter had to
die to stop it, that was never going to happen.

He dashed out into the open hallway. The giant
staircase sloped thirty feet in the air, crisscrossing from the
first to the second story, then in the opposite direction to the
third floor.

Agnes was already halfway to the top, twirling in the
air so her dress poofed out. She smiled sweetly. “So you decided to
come out and play.”

“Leave my sister alone!” Peter yelled as he launched
himself up the steps two at a time.

Agnes floated higher.

“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want some grubby
little boy, especially one who doesn’t appreciate what we’re trying
to do for him. But I’ve always wanted a little sister. I can comb
her hair, and dress her, and teach her everything…so she can be
just like me,” Agnes cackled.

Peter made his way up to the second floor.
“Stop.”

“Why?”

“I’ll…I’ll go with you. Just leave my sister
alone.”

Agnes drifted down through the air like a dandelion
puff on a summer breeze.

“Are you sure?”

Peter looked into those dark, bottomless eyes. His
sister would never look like that. Not while he could do anything
about it.

If he tackled Agnes, would they fall to the ground?
Would it be enough to kill her? Would it kill them both?

He looked down at the hallway floor, twenty feet
below.

It didn’t matter. He had to try.

“Yes,” Peter said.

Agnes held out her hand.

“Then come with me. It only hurts for a second,
Peter…and then everything is wonderful.”

Peter put out his shaking hand…withdrew it…and
finally placed his palm in hers.

From out of nowhere, a thick metal chain slapped and
wrapped itself around Agnes’s body, SHINK SHINK SHINK.

“What?!” she cried out.

“GET AWAY FROM HER, BOY!” Grandfather boomed from
somewhere below.

Peter pulled back, but Agnes held onto his hand like
a vise. She snarled at him, drool dripping from her fangs. “Oh no
you dooOOOON’T — ”

The chain yanked her towards the ground with such
force that her grip on Peter’s hand slammed him against the
staircase banister. The wood railing stopped him, which broke her
hold on his arm.

Her plastic daisy sunglasses jerked out of her other
hand and tumbled over and over towards the floor.

Down she plummeted. As she dropped, Peter could
finally see Grandfather. He was pulling the chain hand over hand,
his arms moving so fast they were almost a blur.

Agnes slammed into the hardwood floor and screamed.
Grandfather was immediately on her, looping the chain again and
again around her arms. Then he slid a padlock through the links —
CLICK.

Agnes flipped around and snapped her teeth at
Grandfather, but he was already out of reach. She struggled but
couldn’t move her arms. Still screaming, she launched into the air,
headed straight for Peter.

KA–CHANK! The chain snapped tight as she
reached the second floor. Peter scampered back on the stairs and
watched her clicking teeth through the wooden poles in the
banister.

The chain tugged her out of view again. Peter crawled
to the edge of the stairs and watched Agnes flit to and fro as
Grandfather tried to reel her in. She was like some horrible,
demonic balloon on a chain instead of a string.

Then there was a glint in her eye and the briefest of
evil smiles. Peter didn’t understand until he saw her dart down
instead of up, speeding fast as she could — for Grandfather.

“NO!” Peter yelled.

It was too late. Her mouth was open, her fangs were
out. She aimed straight at Grandfather’s high collar, just to the
left of his knotted tie. And Grandfather didn’t do a thing to stop
her. He just stood there, expressionless, as she flew at him like a
bullet.

A strangled cry came out of Peter’s mouth as Agnes
buried her teeth in Grandfather’s throat.
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CLANK.

Agnes’s eyes widened.

So did Peter’s.

The only person who looked totally unconcerned was
Grandfather.

“Ow Ow OW!” Agnes yelled, her words muffled since her
teeth were still embedded in Grandfather’s white collar.

Then she started whipping her head from side to side,
thrashing back and forth like a puppy with a chew toy. There was a
ripping sound, and she backed up in the air with tattered cloth
still stuck to her fangs.

Now that the collar was torn off the shirt, Peter
could clearly see the metal band encircling Grandfather’s neck. It
looked like a steel ring about five inches tall, with a hinge and a
latch to put it on and take it off.

Agnes realized what had happened, but she was too
late: Grandfather had already reeled her in. She had nowhere to
go.

Now that he was in range, Grandfather punched her in
the mouth.

Or at least that’s what Peter thought until
Grandfather pulled back his hand, revealing a shiny apple stuck
firmly onto Agnes’s fangs.

She screamed until her cheeks puffed out, but the
apple didn’t move. She tried shaking her head back and forth to
dislodge the fruit, but it was stuck tight.

So she tried to fly away.

That wasn’t any good either, since Grandfather was
holding onto the chain securely.

Agnes didn’t just look like a balloon anymore, she
looked like a pig in an old timey cartoon, the ones they roasted
with an apple in its mouth. A floating balloon pig in a plaid dress
and ruffled shirt.

Agnes screamed and kicked her legs, but Grandfather
hung on to the chain.

“Thanks,” Peter said over the edge of the
railing.

“I thought I told you not to invite them in,”
Grandfather spat.

“It’s not my fault! Mom invited her, not me!”

Grandfather muttered, and then started dragging Agnes
towards the doorway under the stairs — the one he had warned Peter
to stay out of, on pain of his life, on Peter’s very first day in
the house!

“What are you going to do with her?”

“Never you mind. Go to bed.” Grandfather used a key
to open the door, and struggled to pull Agnes inside.

Peter felt an odd tug of emotions inside him. Agnes
had just tried to kill him. Worse, she might have tried to kiss
him. But she was still the little girl in the third row at school,
the one with the pug nose and the Barbie lunchbox.

“You’re not…going to kill her, are you?” Peter
whimpered.

“Boy — ” Grandfather warned, but was cut off by a
voice from above.

“Peter, what’s all this ruckus?” his mother called
from the top of the stairs. “I can hear you from the third
floor!”

Peter’s heart stopped. Then he realized that from
where she stood, she couldn’t see anything of what was going on
with Grandfather and Agnes below.

Agnes heard Mom’s voice and screamed, but the apple
in her mouth made it sound like high–pitched humming.

Grandfather gave the chain a hard yank, and both he
and Agnes disappeared into darkness. The door closed after them
with a click.

“What was that?” Mom asked as she peered over the
edge of the banister.

“Uh…who knows,” Peter said. “Grandfather’s working
down in the basement, I think.”

“Well what was all the screaming?”

“Um…” Peter looked down and saw the daisy sunglasses
that Agnes had been wearing not two minutes before. He pointed at
the hardwood floor. “I realized Agnes left her sunglasses.”

“You screamed about that?”

“Yeah…like, OH CRAP!”

“Twice?”

“Well…then I dropped them. So I screamed again.
OH…DOUBLE CRAP!”

His mother looked at him and shook her head slowly.
“I don’t know about you, Peter. Stop screaming so your sister and I
can go to sleep. And you go to bed, too, young man, it’s a school
night.”

Peter nodded.

His mother disappeared from the edge of the
staircase. When he heard her footsteps fade away, he finally put
his head in his hands.

This was horrible. He’d almost died tonight — twice!
Grandfather was downstairs, probably driving a wooden stake into
the heart of a girl from his class. And Mercy was still out there,
free to cause trouble and try to kill him again.

Mercy.

Where was she?

Peter looked up instinctively at the giant window
over the front door. It was ten feet by ten feet, crisscrossed by
white strips that created dozens of glass panes.

And right behind them, twenty feet above the ground,
Mercy was floating. Watching him.

Peter stifled a scream and shrank back against the
wall.

She sneered at him, wheeled around, and launched into
the air. She flew directly towards the full moon, and Peter watched
as her body grew smaller in the distance, until she darted in a
different direction and was swallowed by the black night sky.
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“Okay, I’m kind
of glad I didn’t spend the night at your house,” Dill’s voice
crackled over the phone.

“This isn’t funny,” Peter whispered into the
receiver. He kept a watchful eye out in case his mother should
enter the kitchen.

“Tell me about it, man. Not only do you have two
girls trying to kiss you — BLECH — they’re dead, too. How’d you get
so unlucky?”

“I have no idea.”

“What do you think your Grandfather’s doing down
there? You think he’s, like, going to keep her chained till the sun
comes up and she bursts into flames?”

“Dill, they’re in the basement. There’s no windows
down there.”

“Have you been down there?”

“No…”

“Then how do you know? Maybe it’s not windows,
maybe it’s a secret tunnel with mirrors placed exactly right that
reflect the sun from somewhere above ground, and it hits one mirror
and then the next, bam bam bam, and then the whole basement gets
filled with sunlight, and FWWGGGGHHH.” Dill imitated a bonfire
going up in flames.

“Just for killing vampires underground,” Peter
deadpanned.

“If the last few weeks at your house have taught
me anything,” Dill lectured, “it’s that you gotta be
prepared for everything. Your granddad obviously is — I mean, come
on, a vampire–blocker metal neck thingee. That’s AWESOME.”

“Mercy’s still out there, Dill.”

“Yeah.”

“We gotta go stop her.”

“Um…didn’t you just say Mercy’s still out
there?”

“Yes.”

“So, see, after that you should say, ‘Which is
why you gotta stay in your house and not go outside tonight, Dill.’
See, that’s what you shoulda said.”

“Think about it: Agnes disappeared yesterday, and now
she’s back as a vampire. Mercy’s tried to get me twice now. Who do
you think she’s going to go after next?”

There was a long pause on the other end of the
line.

“ME?” Dill cried in panic.

“No, she doesn’t even like you. I think she’s going
after Katie Brammelson, her other best friend.”

“Wow.” Dill whistled softly. “Sucks to
be Katie Brammelson right about now.”

“Dill, we’ve got to go save her!”

“Um…no.”

“Dill, you heard that story Grandfather told us in
the truck: thirty people died and became vampires till somebody
stopped it. We’ve got to stop it before it gets out of hand.”

“That was, like, five hundred years ago,”
Dill said.

“It was not.”

“People became vampires a lot faster back
then.”

“What?! Why do you say that?”

“Because, uhhhh…they had less blood in their
bodies. They were smaller.”

“Dill.”

“You ever been in a really old house? Eveything’s
littler than normal — little beds, little doorways — like hobbits
or something.”

“Dill!”

“Let your grandfather handle it, Pete. He seems
to want to.”

“Well, I can’t get down in the basement ‘cause the
door is locked. And if I knock on the door it’ll wake my mom up,
and she’ll stop me for sure!”

“Can’t it wait till morning?”

“No.”

“What’s going to stop Mercy from killing us,
huh?”

“I have an idea. Grandfather gave it to me.”
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The boys sat on their bikes
in the battered garage behind the house.

“Do vampires need to be invited into garages before
they can bite you?” Dill asked nervously.

“It’s part of the house…I’m sure it works the same
way,” Peter reassured him.

“You better be right.” Dill fiddled with the pie tin
dangling around his neck. Peter had cut out the center, and after
much grunting, they had forced it over Dill’s jug ears and down to
his neck.

“It’s too loose,” Dill complained.

Peter ripped scotch tape from a plastic dispenser.
“Hold on.” He bent Dill’s pie tin so it overlapped, then taped it
together so it held more tightly on his neck.

“This sucks, man. It’s not going to stop
anything.”

“It’ll be fine,” Peter assured him. He adjusted the
pie tin around his own neck, replaced the tape in his school
backpack, and slung his arms through the straps.

“Unh–unh. She’s going to bite right through this,
dude, and then it’s GAME OVER.”

“Do you have a filling in your teeth?”

“Yeaaahh…” Dill said warily, not really sure where
this was going.

“You ever touch a fork and your tongue to it at the
same time?”

“Oh man, that’s the worst! It’s that weird tingling,
it’s horrible!” Dill paused. “What does that have to do with
anything?”

“Biting a pie tin is just as bad. It really tastes
horrible.”

Dill looked at Peter like you idiot. “You’re
telling me you hope to stop an undead bloodsucker from killing me
by making her teeth feel weird?”

“Well, it’ll be really tough to punch through, too.”
Peter shifted uneasily. He decided not to tell Dill how badly the
kitchen screen door was shredded. “Besides, we don’t have much of a
choice.”

“Why don’t you just call Katie? Tell her, ‘Hey,
Katie, if any dead friends of yours stop by tonight, don’t let ‘em
in, okay?’ Just tell her that.” “I already called. Her dad answered
and yelled at me, then hung up.”

Dill scrunched up his face. “It’s only, like, nine
o’clock!”

“It’s almost 10:30 now.”

“Whatever. I still say you knock on the basement
door. If your mom sends you to bed… well…that’s not the worst thing
that could happen tonight, that’s for sure.”

“I already tried. I knocked as loud as I could
without her hearing. Grandfather didn’t answer at all.” Peter put
his hand on Dill’s shoulder. “There’s no other way, Dill.”

Dill sighed. “Yeah there is. The other way is we stay
home and don’t become undead. Why are you so set on trying to stop
Mercy?”

“Do you know what Agnes said to me when she was in
the living room?”

“According to you, she said a lot.”

“She said she would turn Beth into a vampire if I
didn’t come with her — and then she flew upstairs to try and take
her.” Peter shook his head. “We can’t let that happen to anybody
else, Dill. We’ve got to try.”

“Heck, she can have my brothers and sisters, as long
as she doesn’t bring them back.”

Peter looked into Dill’s eyes. “Are you up for
this?”

Dill glared at him. “All this to save a stupid girl.
I don’t even like girls, man.”

“Come on.”

The two boys pedaled off, down the driveway and off
into the night.
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It only took 20
minutes to get to Katie Brammelson’s house. The bike ride took them
past Our Lady of Perpetual Peace again.

“Wanna stop in and say hi to Father Stevens?”
Peter asked.

Dill just snorted.

They found her house on a winding back road.
Peter replaced the school directory in his backpack, and they
stared up at the dark windows.

“Okay, now what?” Dill inquired. “Cuz I know
if you weren’t going to call her dad back after he hung up on you,
you’re definitely not going to knock on her door in the middle of
the night.”

“Um…let’s check out the house.”

They crept around the back. There was a
window ajar on the second story. Curtains inside blew faintly in
the night breeze.

“You think that’s hers?” Peter whispered.

“This is the absolute stupidest thing we’ve
ever done,” Dill said.

“Why?”

“Why? Cuz I’m standing outside of the
house of some girl I hardly know, and we don’t know if that’s her
room, and you won’t go knock on the door, so we’re gonna turn
around and not do a dang thing, and any second I might get bit and
turned into a vampire cuz all I’ve got on to protect me is a pie
tin around my neck!” Dill fumed, then scratched under the metal.
“And it itches!” “Who’s that?” called a girl’s voice.

“Oh crap,” Dill whimpered as he hid behind
Peter.

Katie Brammelson stuck her head out the
window. She was a redhead, but in the darkness her hair looked
almost completely black.

“Katie?” Peter whispered.

“Who’s that? Who are you?” Katie asked
fearfully.

“It’s me, Peter Normal. And Dill Bodinski.
From school.”

Dill waved over Peter’s shoulder. “Hi.”

“What are you doing here?”

“We came here to warn you.”

“Warn me about what?”

“Not to let anybody in.”

Katie paused and cocked her head. “You came
all the way over here to tell me not to let anybody in.”

“Yes.”

Katie did an exaggerated shrug. “Uh,
why?”

Peter and Dill looked at each other.

“You’re the big genius here, man, not me,”
Dill muttered.

Peter looked back up at Katie in the second
story window and took a big breath.

“Mercy Chalmers. She’s not dead. Well, she
is dead, but she’s back. She’s a vampire now, and we’re
worried that she’s coming after you. But vampires can’t come inside
a house unless you invite them in, and that’s why we’re here, to
tell you not to let Mercy or Agnes inside. Except Agnes won’t be a
problem, because my grandfather has her locked up at home in the
basement.” Even in the moonlight, Peter could see Katie’s look of
alarm. He added hurriedly, “Because she attacked me. She’s a
vampire too, now, and we thought that since Mercy turned her into
one, she was coming after you next.”

“You’re freakin’ her out, man,” Dill
whispered into Peter’s ear.

Katie disappeared and the window slid
shut.

Dill hung his head. “Great.”

Peter tried to put a positive spin on it.
“Well…now she knows.”

“Why’d you have to tell her the whole story?
It’s a pretty freaky story, you know. She’s probably in there
dialing 911. ‘Hello, police, I have two crazies out on my front
lawn…’”

“I didn’t see you volunteering for anything,”
Peter retorted.

“I haven’t even seen Mercy yet. For
all I know, you could’ve gone crazy, and you’re just making this
stuff up.”

Peter scowled at Dill. “What are you
saying?”

“I believe you, I believe you,” Dill
backtracked. “But I only believe you cuz of the other pretty weird
stuff — ”

“You mean the dead guys in the garden
patch.”

Dill winced. “See, why do you gotta go there?
We’re out in the middle of the night, there’s a vampire on the
loose, and you bring that up. I told you, I don’t wanna talk
about — ”

CLICK.

Both boys jumped and screamed.

“Shush!” Katie said from the back door, now
wide open. “You’ll wake up my parents.”

Dill sighed in relief. “Oh, man, we thought
you’d split and called the cops.”

“I don’t understand a single thing about what
you said — ” Katie began.

Peter held out his hands, palms facing out,
like you can stop right there. “I know it’s a hard story to
believe — ”

“ — but I think it’s really, really mean of
you to go talking about my best friend that way,” Katie choked, her
voice a mixture of sadness and anger. “If this is some kind of a
joke, it’s a really stupid one, and I hate both of you.”

“Whoa, nelly, hold the phone,” Dill said.
“We’re trying to save you.”

“Good,” Peter whispered to him.

“See? I can step up,” Dill whispered
back.

Katie started to cry.

Dill sighed. “Awwww crap. You handle it.”

“Katie, we didn’t want to make you sad, it’s
just we were really worried about you.”

From bawling to raging, Katie turned on a
dime. “It’s not nice to talk about people’s best friends like
that,” Katie spat. “Don’t you know how it makes me…”

Katie trailed off, then peered more
closely.

“Are those pie tins around your neck?”

Dill put his hand over his eyes in shame.

“Uhhhh, yeah,” Peter said.

“…why?” Katie asked.

“Because they’ll make her teeth feel all
googly if she tries to bite us,” Dill answered with a complete lack
of conviction.

Katie squinted like she could hear the words,
but they weren’t making an ounce of sense.

Dill shook his head. “I know, I know.”

“Katie, you gotta believe me. Mercy’s shown
up twice now, trying to get me to come with her. She got to Agnes —
I seriously think she’s coming after you next.”

“Wait. Wait wait wait wait wait.” Katie held
up her hands and snapped her head, like oh no you did NOT just
say that. “Mercy Chalmers, my best friend, is back from the
dead, and she came to you first, Agnes second, and me last? I don’t
think so. Now I know you’re lying.”

Dill stood on his tiptoes to get next to
Peter’s ear. “Explain to me again: why are we risking our
lives to save her?”

“If she’s like this alive, can you imagine
what she would be like dead?”

“Mm…good point.”

Peter turned back to Katie, expecting another
outburst. Instead, she stood there with her mouth wide open and her
eyes bulging.

“I didn’t mean it, Katie,” Peter apologized.
“We’re all really scared right now, which is why I just said that,
and why you’re being…the way you are, I guess, but — ”

“Mm…” Katie mumbled.

“What?” Peter asked.

“M–m–mm…”

“Huh?” Dill leaned in closer to get a better
listen.

“M–m–m–m–mercy,” Katie stuttered and raised
her pointed finger.

Peter and Dill turned around, right into the
smiling black eyes of Mercy Chalmers.
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“AAAAAAHHH!” Dill and
Peter screamed. They immediately tried to back up, but instead
toppled into Katie, which sent them all falling into the house.

“Huh? Wha
— ha ha ha ha! We’re safe!” Dill crowed as he realized they
were inside the kitchen.

He forgot about his leg, which was still
sticking out over the cement porch.

With one swipe, Mercy snagged his foot and
yanked Dill out of the doorway. Kicking and screaming, he dangled
upside down from her outstretched arm.

“You see this? This is a pie tin on my neck!
Don’t even TRY biting me!”

Peter and Katie stood up inside the
house.

“Mercy, let Dill go, PLEASE,” Peter
begged.

“Mmmmm…no.” She gave an evil smile. “I’ve
decided I like Dilly better than you. He’s not mean to me, are you,
Dilly?”

“My name is DILL, and I’ll be mean to you,
give me a chance! I was mean to you all the time behind your back,
I said awful things — ”

“SHUT UP!” Mercy roared, loud as a tiger.

“Okay,” Dill squeaked.

“Mercy, please. Don’t hurt Dill…you can have
me,” Peter said.

Mercy turned up her nose. “I don’t like you
anymore.”

“That’s my fault, Mercy, not
his…please…I’ll do anything you want, just don’t hurt
Dill.”

“Yes, don’t hurt Dill,” Dill said in a little
mouse voice.

“YOU TAKE AWAY ALL MY FRIENDS!” Mercy shouted
at Peter. “You take away Agnes, you take away Katie — I think I’ll
take away one of your friends, now, Peeeteeeeeer.”

“Peter didn’t take me away — you didn’t even
come get me!” Katie suddenly wailed. “You’re alive, and you didn’t
even tell me?”

Mercy looked at her quizzically. “I’m not
alive. I’m a vampire.”

Katie stomped her foot.

“And you went to Peter before me?! And Agnes
— why would you choose Agnes?” Katie went from shouting to whining.
“We were best friends, Mercy — why would you choose Agnes?”

“Because you’re so annoying?” Dill offered
helpfully.

Mercy shook him back and forth violently.

“I’ll shut up, I’ll shut up,” Dill
babbled.

“Agnes lives closer. Lived closer.”
She glared at Peter. “And I made a mistake with Peeeteeeer here.
He’s done nothing but hurt me and be mean to me and…and…”

Peter couldn’t believe it. Was Mercy choking
up?

“…and I’ll never let you hurt me again,
Peeeteeeer,” she snarled. “Now I’m going to hurt YOU.”

With one flick of her arm, she flipped Dill
like a ragdoll and caught him by the collar.

“I’m gonna puke,” Dill hacked.

She hooked both of her arms under Dill’s and
brought her hands up behind his head.

“Hey, that’s a full nelson!” Dill exclaimed,
amazed. “Do you watch wrestling?”

“Shut up! Goodbye, Peeeteeeeer.”

“MERCY, NO!” Peter yelled as he launched
himself out of the doorway.

Too late. She shot into the sky, dragging
Dill along with her. Peter’s hands closed on air as she rose into
the night.

Katie shrieked. Peter stared up as the two
small outlines moved darkly against the stars and began to hover
away over the treetops.

“Peter, help!” Dill cried. “Help me, help
meeee!”

Peter rushed to his bike.

“What should we do, what should we do?”
blubbered Katie. “Should I call the police?”

Peter whipped off his backpack, ripped out a
pen and paper, and wrote down his telephone number. “Call my house,
NOW. Ask for my grandfather and tell him it’s an emergency. Tell
him Mercy took Dill and I’m going to save him.”

“How are you going to do that?”

Peter slung his backpack over his shoulder
and stepped onto his bike. “I don’t know,” he whispered, then raced
off down the street.
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He could see them —
barely — in the moonlight. Mercy was moving slowly over the
treetops. Though Dill was a scrawny little kid, she probably wasn’t
used to carrying something heavy while she flew.

Dill.

Peter cursed himself for dragging Dill along.
He’d been right, this was dumb, DUMB — two kids against a vampire?
And now Dill was paying the price for Peter’s stupidity.

Peter couldn’t afford to be stupid again.

Huffing and puffing, he pedaled fast as he
could, his eyes on the night sky, trying to make sure he kept Mercy
and Dill in sight. That was why he heard the truck first instead of
seeing it.

Putter groan clank, putter putter
clank.

Two beams of light cast Peter’s shadow far on
the road in front of him.

The ancient truck swerved into the middle of
the road and chugged up beside Peter. Through the passenger window,
Grandfather was yelling and swiping his hand in a ‘STOP!’
motion.

Peter braked, and so did the truck. When they
both came to a halt, Grandfather hopped out and ran to the
bike.

“Boy, am I glad to see — ”

“Get off!” Grandfather commanded.

Peter almost fell, he jumped off so quickly.
Grandfather grabbed the bike and threw it in the back of his truck.
It landed beside an ominous–looking steel box that hadn’t been
there at the cemetery. The box was slightly larger than a hotel
mini–fridge and was crisscrossed with chains, which appeared to be
bolted or fastened to the truck bed.

When the bike smacked into it, the metal case
started to bang and clatter.

“What are you waiting for? Get in, get in!”
Grandfather barked as he headed for the driver’s side door.

As he raced for the passenger side, Peter
glanced fearfully at the metal box. It jumped about two inches into
the air. The chains restrained it, though, and then it crashed back
down.

Once in his seat, Peter pointed back behind
him. “Is that…?”

“Your lady caller from earlier in the
evening,” Grandfather growled. “Where’s she headed?”

Peter looked dumbfounded. “I don’t know,
she’s in a box.”

“The other one, the other one!” Grandfather
raged.

“Ohhhh, Mercy! I don’t know — she’s up
there.”

Peter pointed up at the sky, where a tiny
black shape could still be seen over the trees. Grandfather cursed
when he saw it, then slammed the truck into gear and drove off down
the road.

“She’s got Dill!” Peter moaned.

“I know — a blubbering little snot called the
house. I would have been here sooner, but I had to…pack.”
Grandfather squinted at Peter. “Is that a pie tin around
your neck?”

Peter half–winced, half–smiled.

Grandfather groaned and turned back to the
road. “This is not going to go well,” he muttered to himself.

“Why’d you bring Agnes?”

“I wasn’t about to let that that thing
stay in the same house with my daughter and granddaughter.”
Grandfather glared at Peter. “You I might let her alone
with, for getting me into all of this nonsense. Grab the bag by
your feet, and be careful.”

Peter reached down and pulled up a canvas bag
— the same one he’d seen Grandfather wearing at the cemetery.

“Open it up. Mind you don’t cut
yourself.”

Peter’s hands trembled as he pulled the bag
open and stared at an assortment of props straight out of a horror
movie. Wooden stakes. Two hammers. Crosses. A knife that gleamed
silver in the moonlight. A string of garlic bulbs.

“Take one of each and put it in your backpack
there.”

Peter started gathering the tools, then
hesitated. “Grandfather, I…I don’t know if I can do this…”

“Do you want to save your friend?”

“Of course.”

“Then you’ll do what you have to.”

Peter jerked his thumb back towards the rear
of the truck. “What about her?”

“Who, the one in the box? There are some
books that say once the head of the vampire line is destroyed, all
his victims return to normal. We’re going to test that theory
tonight.”

“But…what if Mercy’s not the head
vampire?”

Grandfather was silent.

“What’s going to happen to Mercy?” Peter
whispered.

Grandfather shook his head slowly. “There’s
only one thing to do.”

“She’s a kid,” Peter protested.

“Who’s taking other children from their
families. She’s not the girl you knew, boy. She’s something evil
now, something rank and foul. Remember that, and don’t hesitate
when you have the chance. Your great–great–great–great–great–great
grandfather Willard didn’t.”

Peter stared. “Are you talking about…”

“1822. Gilbraith Chalmers. You asked who
stopped the madness back then? Willard Flannagan, the son of John
Stephen.”

“The guy with the hobos in the garden?” Peter
asked, shocked.

“John Stephen, yes. Willard was his son, just
a lad when the Todenhorns met their grim end. When he saved
Duskerville as a man, he had to fight to do it. The Chalmers
family…” Grandfather gritted his teeth. “The Chalmers family did
everything they could to stop him. They knew — they knew,
boy. They helped. They aided and abetted, and if they didn’t
do that, they certainly turned their heads while their son went
from family to family, destroying one life after another. They even
profited off it, what with the uncle selling coffins to the
families, knowing that his nephew had done his murderous deeds, and
would bring him more business to come. But the books never recorded
that, did they? When it was all said and done, Willard was an
outcast, and a quarter of the town had died from cholera.
Well, history repeats itself tonight. My great–great–great–great
grandfather then, and you and I now. Let’s hope the results are the
same, but that the body count is a good deal less.”

“Did, uh, anybody help your great…whatever
grandfather?”

The old man ignored the question. “Do you
know how to do it?”

“Do what?”

“A stake through the heart. It’s the only
thing that will stop her...that you would be capable of. If you get
the opportunity, take it. Then wait for me, I’ll finish the job.
But whatever you do, don’t take out the stake. Leave it in. If you
don’t, she could come back to consciousness. And that will not be a
pretty sight, I guarantee it.”

“There’s no way to stop her without hurting
her?”

Grandfather shook his head ‘no.’

“There’s no way to bring her back, you’re
sure?”

“None, boy. In all my readings, the books say
there’s only one thing to do.”

“But in fairy tales, they always save their
friends. Everything’s always okay.”

“This isn’t a fairytale, boy,” his
grandfather said softly. “At least not one with a happy
ending.”

“But books — you said books cover up the
truth, that people change the story, like the cholera.”

“The books aren’t wrong. Not about this. I’ll
be the one to do it if I can, but if I can’t, I need to know — can
you do this? Can you do this to save your friend, and this town,
and your mother and your baby sister?”

Peter was still for a long moment…then nodded
silently.

“I can’t hear you,” the old man growled.

“Yes,” he whispered.

“Boy — ”

“Yes,” Peter nearly yelled. “I’ll do
whatever I have to.”

“That’s a good lad, a brave lad.”
Grandfather’s tone wasn’t exactly kind, but there was a sort
of quiet pride in his voice.



But Peter was lying.

He didn’t know if he could do this at
all.

Please God…make this all a dream…make it so
I’m still sick, and lying on the couch in the den, and all of this
is just a dream…

Grandfather peered up through the top of the
windshield. “She’s veering off to the left.”

Peter looked outside the window. “Wait — this
is where the bus lets her off! She must be going home!”

“Then ready yourself, boy. We have a dark
hour ahead of us.”
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The truck pulled into
a wooded driveway with a long, low tunnel of treetops overhead. At
the end of the drive, the headlights illuminated an old, old house,
probably built in the time of Gilbraith Chalmers. It was two
stories tall with a giant wooden porch and peeling paint.

As the truck came to a stop, they saw it: an
old storm cellar on the side of the house, set in the ground not
thirty feet away. The door was halfway open, blocking their view —
and then it slammed shut.

“Let’s go,” Grandfather said, and hopped out
the door. He grabbed something out of the back of the truck and
then ran for the house.

Peter ran after him to the cellar door.
Grandfather bent and pulled at the handle. Nothing. The door didn’t
budge.

“Stand back.” With that warning, Grandfather
heaved an ax into the air and down into the wood with a sickening
CRACK.

Suddenly, light flooded all around them.

“Ho there,” an angry voice shouted. “Who are
you, and what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Peter squinted against the flashlight beam.
Behind it stood a tall man, thin as a skeleton, dressed in
black.

“You know who I am, Chalmers, and you know
why I’ve come,” Grandfather snarled. “Stand back, we need to get
into this cellar.”

“You’ll do no such thing. Get off my
property, or I’ll have the law here faster than you can
sneeze.”

“Call them! Let’s show them what dark secrets
you’re hiding, just like your ancestors. How in God’s name could
you do that to a child?”

Mr. Chalmers pointed a bony finger. “You’re
one to talk, Seamus Flannagan. You forget, I know exactly what you
did thirty years ago.”

Peter’s ears perked up. What?

“Now get off my land,” Mr. Chalmers growled,
“before I finish what the town should have done back then.”

“I’ve been to the cemetery, Chalmers. And I’m
not leaving without the thing you took from there.”

Grandfather swung the axe again against the
storm cellar door. CRACK.

“STOP!” Chalmers shouted, and ran for
Grandfather.

“Look out!” Peter yelled.

The man in black tackled the older one, and
they spilled to the ground in a jumble of arms and legs. The
flashlight spun through the air and thudded in the grass. Peter
picked it up and ran to Grandfather’s aid.

“Never mind me!” the old man barked. “Get in
the house — somewhere in the house there’s got to be a way to the
cellar!”

Peter dashed for the front porch and opened
the door — only to have his way blocked by a woman in a housedress.
Her eyes were puffy and red.

“We only wanted to keep our little baby
girl,” she whimpered. “We thought we were going to lose her…I only
wanted my baby to stay with me.”

“I know, I’m sorry,” Peter said, and meant it
— but he had to get into the house. He tried to push past her, but
hands grabbed his shoulders and held him back.

“Don’t you hurt her!” the woman screamed.
“Don’t you hurt my baby girl! Leave her alone, you nasty little
brat, leave her alone!”

Peter turned and smacked her arms with the
heavy metal flashlight, and the woman screamed. Peter whacked her
again, and she turned him loose. He fled into the dark house as
fast as he could.

“Gregory!” the woman screamed behind him, and
ran out into the front yard. “Gregory, he’s going to hurt my
baby!”
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Peter ran to the
nearest door he could see and flung it open: a closet. He ran to
the next, the flashlight beam bobbing every which way. A bathroom.
He ran into the kitchen, where the moonlight streaming through the
windows made everything look ghostly. Over in the corner was
another door. Peter ran to it, his heart pounding, his mind filled
with images of Mercy bent over Dill’s lifeless body.

He opened the door and found darkness. A
long, rickety staircase made from plywood descended into utter
black.

A light switch was on the rough cement wall
inside, but when Peter flipped it, nothing happened.

He shone the flashlight down instead. A
cement floor and a bag of potatoes appeared in the circular beam.
There was a squeak somewhere, a rat or a mouse disturbed from its
late–night scavenging.

Peter shuddered…and started down the
stairs.

Creak…creak…creeaaaaak…

As he went, he rummaged in the backpack. His
right hand held the flashlight, so he couldn’t use the stakes and
hammer. His fingers closed on the cool metal of a cross, and he
pulled it out of the bag.

The wall to his left ended halfway down the
stairs. Once he was past it he swung the ray of his flashlight into
the middle of the basement.

It was one big room, the whole length of the
house, and stacked with a hundred years of junk and
knickknacks…except for the middle, which had been cleared for two
tables. Each one had a coffin on top of it. Both caskets were open
— the first with a top that swung open on hinges, the second with a
lid that lay on the floor.

The first was white and pretty, with pink
velvet lining inside and shiny metal handles on the outside.
Shriveled flowers lay on a cross–stitched pillow, but the coffin
was new. Only a few smudges of dirt marred its pristine
surface.

The other coffin was entirely different. It
was a simple pine box, far older than the white one. Dried dirt
caked every surface. Jagged nails poked out here and there.

The lid on the floor looked hacked apart in
the middle, like something — or someone — had smashed its
way out.

And inside the coffin itself, rust–colored
splotches covered the wood.

Blood. Dried blood.

Peter tried to swallow, and couldn’t. He
reached the end of the stairwell and swung the flashlight around
the room.

The beam passed over a pale, writhing shape.
Fear choked his brain and urged him to run, but Peter whipped the
light back on the thing he had glimpsed.

Dill. It was Dill lying on the floor, his
hands and legs tied with old rags. Another was stuffed in his
mouth. His eyes were wide and very much alive. The pie tin still
hung around his neck, apparently untouched.

“Dill!” Peter whispered in relief. As he ran
over to his friend, he realized Dill was jerking his head and his
eyes upward, trying to tell him something.

Peter aimed the light at the wooden beams of
the ceiling. Nothing. As he was bringing it down, though,
brightness struck the corner of the room.

Mercy Chalmers clung to the wall, her black
eyes glinting red in the light.

She hissed and sprang straight at Peter.
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Peter dove and rolled
under one of the tables. Once he realized what was directly above
him, though, he scampered back out in the open.

Mercy popped up on the other side of the
table across from Peter. The white coffin between them partially
blocked her from view.

“Peeeteeeeeer…I thought you might come.”

Peter held up the cross with one hand and the
flashlight with the other. “Let him go, Mercy. Let him go and we’ll
leave you alone and never come back, okay?”

Mercy slowly circled around the table. Peter
went the other way, trying to keep as much space between them as
possible.

“I think we both know that’s not true,” she
smirked. “I heard your grandfather up there hitting the cellar door
with something…an ax, maybe? That’s not a very polite way to
knock.”

Peter darted his eyes between Mercy and the
darkness around her, trying to find some glint of moonlight to let
him know where the door was. If he could just open it, and
Grandfather could come down here and save him…

“It’s not so bad, Peeeteeeer,” Mercy
whispered. “It’s just like falling asleep… waking up in the box was
scary at first, but my daddy was there…just like I was there for
Agnes. I didn’t even bury her, I just brought her down here.”

Peter glanced at the old pine box and the
dried red streaks within.

Mercy followed his gaze. “Silly, I wouldn’t
put her in there. That’s what saved me, though. Daddy said our
family had kept it all these years, he didn’t know why…why would
you keep an old coffin down in your basement? But when I got sick
like you did, they wouldn’t take me to the doctor. I begged and
pleaded with them, Peeeteeeer, but it’s not our way…our preacher
says only God can heal, and you have to put your faith in Him, not
doctors. But Daddy said when it was near the end, and he could feel
me slipping away, he came down here…he said he could hear the
voices whispering to him, they told him what to do…he scraped off
some of that red and put it in a spoonful of water, then Mommy made
me drink it…said it was medicine, better medicine than any hospital
could give me. And then I fell asleep, for a long time. When I woke
up, I felt so much better…except I was thirsty, Peeeteeeer. I was
thirsty.”

Mercy’s voice changed…became sadder.

“And I was lonely. Mommy said I couldn’t see
any of my friends ever again. She said I wasn’t like them anymore,
that they wouldn’t understand. But they were afraid of me,
Peeeteeeer…my own mommy and daddy, they were afraid of me. I could
see it in their eyes…I could smell it on them. And I was
soooo thirsty. Daddy and Mommy gave me some of their own, squeezed
into a glass, but it wasn’t much…not enough. I knew I had to drink
more…and if I had to do it, why not make my friends understand me
at the same time? Why not make them just like me? Then we could all
be together, and have a wonderful time…forever.”

Mercy stopped circling the table and looked
into Peter’s eyes. Her little white coffin lay between them.

“I just wanted you to like me, Peeeteeeer. I
just wanted to be with you. Put down the cross. It won’t hurt, I
promise.”

His voice shook. “Let Dill go, Mercy.”

“After you put down the cross, Peeeteeeer.
Put it down.”

“Let him go first, Mercy.”

Mercy’s face contorted with rage. “I SAID,
PUT IT DOWN!”

She slammed her hands against the white
coffin and sent it zooming across the table. Peter had no time to
react; the casket smacked him in the chest and sent him falling
backwards to the ground.

The flashlight went spinning off across the
floor. His backpack, half unzipped already, spilled its contents
everywhere. The wooden stake went rolling away, the hammer dinged
and clattered on the cement. The garlic, the knife, and everything
else — paper, pens, pencils — went flying across the room.

KICK. Mercy’s foot sent the wooden
stake clattering off into the shadows.

CLANG. The hammer flew through the air
and disappeared under an old, cobwebbed bed in the corner.

But the cross was still in his hand.

Peter looked over just in time to see Mercy
pick up the knife, examine it, and throw it over her shoulder into
the darkness. He tried to flip over and scramble away, but she
pinned him to the floor with one foot.

“Peeeteeeer,” she chided him, “you weren’t
planning on being very nice to me.”

Peter looked over his shoulder.
“You’re…you’re not planning on being very nice to me, Mercy.”

“That’s not true.” Mercy removed her foot and
kneeled down beside him. “It’ll be just like Sleeping Beauty or
Snow White…except I’ll put you to sleep with a little kiss, and
then I’ll wake you with another. That’s all, Peeeteeeer. I’ll be
Cinderella, and you can be Prince Charming, and we’ll dance in the
sky together. We’ll dance in the sky with the stars.”

She leaned over him. He could hear her
breath.

That’s when he swung out with the cross and
clocked her in the head.

Thump. She slumped to the ground.

Peter looked about wildly. It was all gone —
the stake was gone, the hammer, the knife — there was nothing to
kill her with. Relief washed over him. Now that he couldn’t do it,
all that was left was to save his friend.

He ran over to Dill and set the cross down on
the ground. Dill ‘mmphed’ and ‘mrrmed’ as Peter tried to unknot the
rag around his wrists.

“I know you wanna talk, but we gotta get you
out of here, Dill, so hold your horses.”

As soon as the bindings slipped off his
hands, Dill immediately reached up and clawed the gag out of his
mouth.

“PETER, BEHIND YOU!”

Peter looked over his shoulder.

Mercy was rising up over the other side of
the table. Murder was in her eyes.

Peter whirled around to reach for the cross
—

Mercy was faster. She reached out and flipped
the heavy table over effortlessly. The white coffin spun through
the air and crashed upside–down on the cross, pinning it out of
Peter’s reach.

“PETER, RUN!” Dill screamed, but before the
words were out of his mouth, Mercy was across the room and
clutching Peter’s neck in her hands.

“I JUST WANTED YOU TO BE NICE TO ME!” she
screamed, and threw him into a carton of old books. Peter bounced
off and thudded to the floor.

“WAS THAT SO MUCH TO ASK?” she bellowed as
she hauled him into the air again. “WAS IT SO HARD TO BE NICE TO
ME?”

She tossed him like a rag doll. He crashed
onto the white coffin and rolled off onto the ground. He looked
around blearily, trying to focus his eyes on anything he could use
to defend himself. A pen, an eraser, a notebook —

A pencil. A yellow number 2 pencil.

Made of wood.

And still sharp.

He put his palm over it and slipped into his
long shirt sleeve.

“I just wanted you to like me,” Mercy cried
behind him. “What was it, was I not pretty enough? Was I not smart
enough? Was I not cool enough?”

Small hands grabbed Peter by his shirt and
pulled him to his feet.

He was face to face with her, peering into
her black eyes.

Except…they weren’t scary anymore. They were
just sad.

“Why couldn’t you like me, Peeeteeeer?” she
whispered.

“Mercy…” he breathed.

“Yes?” she asked, hopefully.

Tears stung his eyes.

“I’m so sorry…”

His arm stabbed outward.

Her body jerked a little, and a look of
surprise came over Mercy’s face. She tilted her head down slowly to
her chest, where half of a number 2 pencil jutted out of her
blouse.

She started to fall.

Peter caught her in his arms, and lowered her
gently to the floor.

She looked up at him and smiled wistfully.
The black in her eyes was fading, like a video of an ink stain
played in reverse. First there was a little white near the corner
of her eyes, and then more, and then a tiny ring of blue as the
black shrunk still more.

He brushed the hair back from her forehead.
“I’m sorry, Mercy…I’m so sorry.” And to his surprise, Peter
realized he was crying.

The black was almost all gone…her eyes were
back to normal now.

She smiled at him again. “Peeeeteeeer…”

And then she was gone.
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Peter stared down at
her. His whole body shook.

Dill was behind him, tugging at his shoulder.
“Peter, man, come on…we gotta get out of here…”

Peter looked at the pencil he had plunged
into her heart.

She just wanted to be Sleeping Beauty…she
just wanted to be Snow White…

He remembered his grandfather’s words in the
truck.

I’ll finish the job. But whatever you do,
don’t take out the stake.

The books say there’s only one thing to
do…

This isn’t a fairy tale…at least not one with
a happy ending.

The books aren’t wrong. Not about this.

Peter looked at Mercy’s face, her lifeless
eyes staring at the ceiling.

He took hold of the pencil.

“Peter…what are you doing?” Dill
whispered in horror.

With one strong yank, he pulled the pencil
out.

Immediately the hole in her skin began
receding, healing.

“PETER, NO!” Dill yelled.

The black…the black began flowing back into
her eyes.

Peter held his breath…then leaned over and
pressed his lips to hers.

“OH, GROOOOOOOSSSSSSSSS!” Dill screamed.

Beneath him, Mercy gasped. Just a little.

Peter drew back, and looked down into her
eyes.

They blinked. Blue and normal. The black was
gone.

“Peter?” she whispered.

“It’s okay,” he told her, and struggled to
help Mercy to her feet. “It’s okay. The books aren’t always
right.”

“…what?”

Thudding footsteps cut short his answer.
Peter spun around to see Grandfather standing at the base of the
stairs, sweaty and bloodied, eyes flashing wildly around the
room.

In one hand he held a hammer. In the other, a
wooden stake.

“No, Grandfather, it’s okay!”

The old man raced across the room. “Out of my
way, boy!” he bellowed as he raised the wooden stake.

Mercy screamed.

“Grandfather, NO!” Peter yelled, and covered
Mercy with his body. “It’s okay! She’s alright! I kissed her!”

“What?” Grandfather gasped, eyes wide with
alarm.

“I staked her with a pencil, but I kissed her
— she’s okay now!”

“It’s true, it’s true,” Dill groaned from the
corner, his hands hiding his eyes. “I saw it all, the whole
horrible thing…ohhhhhhh…”

“The staking?” Grandfather demanded.

“The kissing,” Dill moaned.

Grandfather grabbed Mercy’s face roughly and
turned it this way and that. He looked at her eyes, then forced
open her mouth and peered at the even row of small white teeth.

“Dear God in heaven,” Grandfather
whispered.

“That’s Gilbraith Chalmers’ coffin,
Grandfather!” Peter said, and pointed at the pine box. “They gave
her Gilbraith’s dried blood when she was about to die — that’s what
made her a vampire!”

Grandfather approached the coffin and peered
inside. From his rear pocket, he produced a cross and touched it to
the dried brown stains inside.

The coffin immediately burst into flames.

“Outside!” Grandfather yelled. “Outside!”

“I’m goin’, I’m goin’!” Dill howled as he
hopped towards the staircase, rags still binding his ankles.

Fire from the coffin spread to the piles of
trash around it.

Mercy and Peter ran up the stairs.
Grandfather grabbed Dill under his arms and sprinted up the steps
behind them.

By the time they reached the lawn outside,
the entire first story of the house was ablaze.

Mr. Chalmers lay sprawled on the grass. His
wife knelt beside him, blotting a cut on his mouth with the edge of
her dress. They watched in shock as the windows shimmered with
crackling yellow light, but neither of them paid any more attention
to the fire when they saw the little girl running out the front
door.

“MERCY!” Mrs. Chalmers screamed, and ran to
her daughter.

“Mommy!” Mercy cried as her mother swept her
into her arms.

Mr. Chalmers tottered to his feet, bawling
like a baby, and grabbed Mercy to his chest. He sank to his knees
and cradled her in his arms. His wife hugged them both for dear
life.

Dill, Peter, and Grandfather stood by the old
man’s truck and watched the family embrace in the light of the
growing flames.

“See?” Peter said. “Sometimes the books are
wrong.”

Grandfather grunted.

Dill leaned against the truck. “With
everything I’ve seen tonight, I’m gonna have to get some
therapy…”

“The pencil in the heart?” Peter asked.

“The kiss on the lips,” Dill
scowled.

From behind them in the truck came a scream.
“AAAAAAAAHHHH!”

Dill jumped two feet in the air and came down
with his hands bunched in his hair.

“What was that?!” he cried out.

There was a banging from inside the metal box
in the truck bed. A little girl’s muffled voice called out, “Can
somebody please get me outta here?”

“Who’s that?” Dill gasped.

“Agnes — and it sounds like she’s okay
now!”

Grandfather cautiously unchained the metal
box.

“I think I peed my pants. AGAIN,” Dill
moaned.

“You mean, since the other day in the
cemetery?” Peter asked.

Dill paused.

“…uh, yes. Yes. That was the only other time,
yes.”

Dill paused again.

“And then only a little.”
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The fire trucks came
far too late to save the house, but they watered it down until
there was no danger of it spreading to the surrounding forest.

Agnes and Mercy — both fully recovered —
cried in a far corner of the yard, then laughed and talked, at
least until Agnes’s parents showed up, and then the crying started
all over again. A couple of sheriff’s deputies came and tried to
sort out how one little girl who had gone missing, and another who
had been dead and buried a week, now seemed to be fine and dandy.
The deputies spent a lot of time talking to Grandfather, the
Chalmers, and Mercy and Agnes. Peter and Dill kept out of the way
as much as they could.

While the deputies were still questioning the
adults, Mercy broke away and stole over to the truck.

“Hey, Peter. Hey, Dill,” she said shyly.

“Hey, Mercy,” Peter smiled back.

Dill just scowled and hid behind the
truck.

“I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”

“I understand. It wasn’t your fault.”

“I don’t think I’m going to be going back to
school,” Mercy said.

Dill popped out from behind the truck.
“Really?”

“My mom and dad said there’s nothing here for
us now…and it might be hard with people talking about it, so…I
think this might be the last time we see each other.”

“That’s awesome,” Dill beamed.

Peter kicked him.

“OwwwwWWW,” Dill grunted.

“I just wanted to say thank you. I’m glad
we…” Mercy stopped and blushed. “I’m glad it turned out the way it
did.”

“Me, too,” Peter said.

“I’ll never forget you, Peter.”

She leaned over and kissed him lightly on the
cheek. Then she smiled and ran back to her parents.

“Oh God,” Dill choked out, and made puking
sounds. “This just gets worse and worse.”

“Be quiet, Dill.” Peter laughed, then
stopped. Grandfather was walking over.

“Get in the truck,” the old man muttered.
Dill and Peter hopped in immediately.
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Grandfather drove
down the tree–covered driveway and out into the main road. The very
first light of morning was just starting to color the sky.

“Well?” Peter asked.

“Those people should be hanged,” Grandfather
snarled.

“Mercy and Agnes?!”

“No, the Chalmers, her parents. Doing what
they did…playing with dark forces like that, with no regard for the
consequences…a family of bad apples.”

“They just wanted to save their daughter,”
Peter pointed out. “Wouldn’t you have done that for Mom? Or for
Beth?”

Grandfather looked down at him and narrowed
his eyes.

“Or me?” Peter asked.

“Them, maybe. But not a troublemaker like
you,” Grandfather grunted, and turned back to the road.

Peter smiled. Things were definitely back to
normal now.

“What if Agnes talks?” Dill asked
worriedly.

“She won’t,” Grandfather answered.

“How do you know?”

Grandfather glowered. “I made sure of
it.”

“What about Mercy?” Peter prodded. “She said
this was going to be the last time I see her.”

“Which is a good thing, as far as I’m
concerned,” Dill added.

“I convinced her father that getting out of
town might be just what the family needs,” Grandfather said.

“You did that?”

“Thanks, man,” Dill said gratefully. “I owe
you one.”

“The official story will be that Mercy had a
rare heart condition, one that caused her to lapse into a coma. The
family, in their grief, dug up her coffin and miraculously found
her alive. In their shock, Mr. Chalmers knocked over a lantern and
set the house ablaze.”

“And Agnes?”

“In a fit of mourning, Agnes ran away from
home and was sleeping in Mercy’s old bedroom, unbeknownst to the
Chalmers. Luckily she made it out of the house, too, after the fire
started. And that’s the official story, to be entered into the town
history books,” Grandfather stated bitterly.

“Poop,” Dill said.

Grandfather turned sharply towards Dill.
“What?!”

“It’s like the cholera story,” Dill
explained. “The official story. Death by poop.”

“Hm.” Grandfather turned back to the road. “A
whole avalanche of it, boy. History repeats itself once again.”

“What about Katie?” Peter asked.

“Who?”

“The girl who called you. She saw Mercy — in
fact, she saw Mercy fly off with Dill.”

“Hrm.” Grandfather paused. “Did anyone
else?”

“No.”

“Well, you’ll just have to deny it,
then.”

“You want us to lie? Everybody’ll think she’s
crazy!”

“I can live with that,” Dill nodded.

“Just stick to the official story,”
Grandfather said. “The unofficial story always has a way of getting
out, anyhow.”

“But how are Mercy and her parents going to
move? Do they have insurance?”

“No.”

“Then how are they going to move without any
money?”

“They have it now,” Grandfather scowled.

“How? No one’s going to buy a burned–down
house.”

“I already did. On the condition that they
leave and never return.”

Dill and Peter stared, open–mouthed.

“Mom said you were doing okay when we moved
here, but…you have that much money?” Peter asked.

“I have enough.”

“Can I borrow a twenty?” Dill pleaded with
his best puppy dog smile.

“No.”

“How about a dollar?”

“No.”

“You know,” Dill said, looking down at his
hand like he was studying his nails, “somebody might start asking
some questions someday…and, well…I might just start talkin’.”

Grandfather jammed on the brakes and
screeched the truck to a halt.

“I won’t talk,” Dill babbled in panic, and
made a zipping motion over his lips. “I swear!”

“We’re home,” Grandfather snarled.

Peter looked outside. Sure enough, there was
the giant gloomy house. The sun was just beginning to peek over the
treetops of the forest.

Dill bolted out the truck door. Peter
followed him.

“You an’ me are okay, right?” Dill called out
to the old man…from a safe distance. “We’re still friends,
right?”

Grandfather didn’t say anything, just walked
towards the front door and went inside.

“Jeez, your grandpa hates me,” Dill
muttered.

“Well, when you try to blackmail him…” Peter
trailed off, then grinned. “We did it, Dill.”

Dill put out his hand as though to keep Peter
away. “Don’t talk to me.”

Peter looked genuinely surprised. “What’s
wrong?”

“It’s your fault I saw what I saw
tonight!”

“Look, I’m sorry I dragged you to Katie’s
house — but it all turned out okay. Besides, you got to fly! That
must’ve been really cool!”

Dill reflected for a second. “Actually, that
was really cool. Except when I peed my pants.”

“I thought you said — ”

Dill flailed his arms all around like a crazy
man. “That’s not what I’m talking about!”

Peter looked puzzled. “Then what?”

“YOU KISSED HER, MAN!”

“Yeah?”

“How could you DO that? How could you do that
to me?! Make me watch that, blechh…”

Peter smiled. He knew exactly what to say to
make Dill flip out.

“You know…it wasn’t that bad.”

“OH GROSS! Dude, this is worse than a chick
flick!”

“I was thinking about doing it again…”

“AAAAAAHHH! STOP! STOP IT!” Dill stormed off
towards his own house. “I’m going to be sick,” he muttered to
himself.

“Hey Dill — ”

“Don’t ‘Hey, Dill,’ me! I don’t know who you
are anymore!”

“Kissing is great, Dill — you should try it
sometime.”

Dill pointed angrily at Peter. “I DO NOT EVER
WANT TO TALK ABOUT THIS EVER AGAIN! EVER!”

“See you at the bus stop in an hour, Dill,”
Peter called.

Dill grumbled and snuck into his front
door.

Peter grinned and looked back at his own
yard. He had about thirty minutes before his Mom got up — thirty
minutes to pick up all the garbage scattered by the trashcans
and come up with a believable excuse for why the back screen
door was shredded to bits.

Piece o’ cake.

He yawned and then whistled a tune as he
walked towards the house.

The sun rising over the trees had never
looked so beautiful.
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Peter’s little sister
Beth was crazy, there was no doubt about that. He just never
realized how crazy until the afternoon of Mom’s job
interview.

Peter and Dill had come home from school and
were sitting in the kitchen eating ice cream sandwiches. Peter was
a straightforward kind of guy who just took big bites out of his,
while Dill claimed there was an art to it. He held up the bar of
vanilla ice cream with its chocolate wafers on the top and bottom,
then demonstrated step by step.

“First you gotta wait till the chocolate
bread is soft. Then you gotta lick the ice cream sticking out
between the bread pieces…then you gotta bend the bread top and
bottom till they touch and you got, like, a big ‘ol chocolate
ravioli with ice cream inside. Then you eat it.” He wolfed
the ‘ravioli’ down in two bites. “Mmmmm MMM.”

“You eat the whole thing at the end, anyway,”
Peter pointed out. “Why do you do all that stupid stuff?”

“It all just comes out as poop at the end,
anyway,” Dill said in a mocking, fake–intellectual voice. “Why
don’t we skip all the in–between stupid stuff and just eat p— ”

“DON’T SAY IT,” Peter shouted. “I’m EATING,
you dork.”

Dill continued in the nerdy professor voice.
“But it would be so much simpler if we would skip ice cream
sandwiches and just eat — ”

“SHUT UP!” Peter yelled.

Mom rushed into the kitchen carrying Beth in
her arms. Strangely enough, Mom was dressed in a silk blouse, black
skirt, and high heels. Beth, not strangely at all, was wearing
corduroy pants and a long sleeve shirt with her Strawberry
Shortcake bathing suit over the top of them.

For over a year, Beth had worn that one–piece
Strawberry Shortcake bathing suit almost every day. During the
summer it was fine — the weather was hot, and little kids sometimes
wore their bathing suits all day long. But Beth refused to give it
up when cooler weather rolled in. And she wanted everyone to
know she was wearing it. Wearing it under her shirt and
pants wasn’t good enough; nooo, she had to wear it outside
her normal clothes.

A week ago Dill and Peter had been playing
checkers in the den when Beth walked into the room — wearing her
bathing suit, of course.

“Why do you think she does that?” Dill had
whispered. “The bathing suit, I mean.”

Dill was whispering because if Beth was
ignoring you, it was usually best not to draw her attention. Unless
you wanted your toys broken or your hair pulled.

“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask her?”

“Hey Beth, why do you wear — ”

“SHU’ UP!” Beth screamed at him. Then she
kicked the checkerboard into the air and ran out of the room.

“Maybe she likes Strawberry Shortcake a LOT,”
Peter mused.

“I like TV, but I don’t walk around wearing
one.”

“You can’t wear a TV.”

“Just because you said that, I’m going to go
find a dead TV somebody threw out on the side of the road and I’m
gonna make clothes out of it,” Dill said resolutely. “I’m gonna
take out the insides and I’m gonna cut a hole in the top for my
head and I’m gonna wear it around like poor people wear barrels in
old movies.”

“If you do that, everybody’ll see you naked
through the TV screen.”

Dill thought about that for a second. “I’ll
turn it around and wear it backwards, so all they’ll see is my
butt. That way I can moon everybody, and they can’t say anything,
cuz I’m wearin’ clothes.”

Thankfully, so far, Dill had not made good on
his threat.
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Back in the kitchen,
Mom shifted Beth from her left arm to her right. “Peter, I’ve got a
favor to ask you.”

Peter winced. Whenever Mom said she had a
favor to ask, it wasn’t a favor, it was a command with ‘please’
attached to it.

“I sent out my résumé to Charterton
University.”

“What’s a rez–uh–may?” Dill asked as he
unwrapped a second ice cream sandwich.

Mom ignored him. “The Legal Affairs
department just called and asked if they could move up my interview
from tomorrow to today — ”

“What’re you interviewing for?” Dill asked
before licking the ice cream sandwich.

“ — so I need you to babysit Beth for the
next couple of hours.”

“What?!” Peter shouted.

“Wha?!” Beth asked in almost equal shock.

“HA haaaaa,” Dill said to Peter, imitating
the bully from THE SIMPSONS.

“No way!” Peter refused.

“Nunh–unh!” Beth bellowed. “No ba’ysit!”

“Guys, this job is very important to me,” Mom
said calmly, but with a great deal of stress in her voice. “I need
you both to be on your best behavior and help me out here,
okay?”

“No! Let Grandfather babysit her!” Peter said
angrily.

“Y — NO!” Beth said, quickly changing her
mind. She hugged Mom fiercely. “I wan’ stay w’ you!”

Mom pried Beth’s arms from around her neck.
“I’ll be back soon, sweetie. Until then, you’re going to be good
and do what Peter says, okay?”

“Nooooo!” Beth wailed.

“Why can’t Grandfather do it?” Peter asked.
Grandfather was the only one Peter had ever met who could keep Beth
in line. She was so scared of him, she ran out of the room every
time he walked in.

“I already asked him and he said no.”

“Why not?!”

Mom rolled her eyes. “He said he had
something important to do. Like my job interview isn’t ‘important’
enough for him…”

At that very moment, Grandfather walked into
the room, looking like he always did: fancy tie, suit vest, dress
pants, and wild, unkempt beard. He retrieved his set of keys from
the kitchen counter without looking at anyone else.

On cue, Beth stopped crying and watched the
strange old man in quiet terror. In normal situations, Peter would
be afraid to challenge his Grandfather about — well, about
anything. But he had fought dead men and little girl vampires in
the last four weeks, and that had given him a bit more confidence.
Besides, the threat of babysitting Beth wasn’t a ‘normal’
situation.

“Grandfather! Where’re you going?” Peter
asked.

Grandfather looked first at Beth, then Peter.
“I have things to do in town,” he said brusquely.

“Can’t they wait a couple of hours?” Peter
begged.

“NO.”

“He just doesn’t want to babysit her, that’s
all,” Dill announced.

Grandfather stared at him.

Dill tried to hid behind his ice cream
sandwich. “Dude, I don’t blame you, man,” he said meekly.

“Oh PLEASE, you all act like Beth is so
difficult,” Mom said in exasperation. “She’s NOT.”

Dill started snickering. “Yeah,
right.”

Grandfather pointed at Dill. “For once, I
agree with the idjit.” Then he walked out of the house.

“Mom — ”

“Peter, I don’t have time to debate this with
you! You’re going to be babysitting Beth for a couple of hours, and
that’s final! Please? Thank you!” she said without waiting for a
reply to the ‘please.’

“HA haaaaa,” Dill repeated.

“And you can help him, young man,” Mom
snapped.

“Me?!” Dill asked in surprise. “No. Unh–unh.
No thanks.”

Mom walked over and snatched the ice cream
sandwich out of Dill’s hand just as he was about to take a
bite.

“HEY — !”

“HA haaaaa,” Beth said, doing a pretty
passable imitation of the SIMPSONS bully…for a two–and–a–half
year–old, anyway.

Mom flashed her dangerous, tight–lipped
smile. “You come in my house, you eat my food, you annoy me to
within an inch of my life, and you don’t want to do anything to
help? Is that how it is?”

Dill squinted as though in deep thought.
“Well, technically it’s not your house, it’s the crazy old
man’s…”

“Dill!” Peter hissed, trying to hush him.

“Fine. No more ice cream sandwiches. No more
eating here. No more favors. No more nothing. Get out, Mr.
Bodinski.”

“Yeah, Mi–tuh Bo Inkies,” Beth said, full of
self–satisfaction.

Dill watched with great anxiety as Mom walked
over towards the garbage can with the ice cream sandwich. It had
already been licked, pressed, and formed into a delicious,
chocolate–vanilla ravioli… and now it was about to go in the
trash.

Peter knew that Dill wouldn’t hesitate to eat
it out of the trash can after Mom left, if that’s what it took. But
he was also undoubtedly weighing the fate of every other ice cream
sandwich that he might not get in the future. With four older
brothers and sisters, ice cream sandwiches were a rare commodity in
Dill’s house. They tended to get eaten very, very quickly.

Dill pointed at the treat in her hand. “Can
I…take that with me?”

“Absolutely not. I’m throwing it away.”

Then Mom delivered the death blow. She
bypassed the garbage can…and headed straight for the trash disposal
in the sink.

“WAIT!” he shrieked, his eyes peeking out
from behind his fingers. “Okay…if I help out Peter, can I…can I
have that back?”

Mom smiled evilly. “I guess.”

“And I can still have other ice cream
sandwiches?” Dill asked, defeated.

“I suppose.”

She handed back the ice cream sandwich
ravioli. Dill let out a phew, and looked over at Peter. “She
doesn’t fight fair, dude,” he whispered.

“HA haaaa,” Beth roared again.

“I don’t see what you’re ‘ha–ha–ing’ about,”
Peter told her crossly. “That means we’re both gonna babysit
you.”

Beth stared down blankly at Peter, then
Dill.

Then she screamed.

And screamed.

And screamed some more.
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Five minutes after
Mom left, Beth was still screaming.

“No ice cream sandwich is worth this,” Dill
grumbled.

“Let’s take her outside,” Peter suggested.
“Maybe she won’t sound so loud out there.”

They herded her out the kitchen door and into
the backyard.

Beth kept screaming.

It had rained the night before and the grass
was still damp. In addition, brown mushrooms had sprung up
everywhere. Tiny ones the size of Peter’s thumbnail, big ones wider
than his palm — there were literally hundreds of them throughout
the meadow.

Beth wasn’t the least bit interested in
mushrooms. So she kept screaming.

“Stop that!” Peter yelled back.

She didn’t stop. In fact, she was starting to
turn purple.

“It’s too bad the hobos aren’t around
anymore,” Dill mused. “We could just take her over to the garden
and let them get rid of her.”

“Dude, that’s messed up,” Peter scolded
him.

“Dude, she’s messed up.” Dill turned
to Beth and shouted, “Shut up! We’re babysitting you! You gotta do
what we say!”

Beth stopped long enough to sneer. “Yeah,
wight.” Then she started screaming again.

“You didn’t really think that was going to
work, did you?” Peter asked.

“It worked for about five seconds,” Dill said
defensively. “I don’t see you doing any better.”

“If you stop screaming, I’ll give you an ice
cream sandwich!” Peter told her.

Didn’t help.

“If you stop screaming, I’ll…I’ll…” Peter
said, flailing about for a better reward.

Dill yelled, “Hey, Beth — you know where the
word ‘babysit’ comes from? It’s cuz when the baby was being bad,
you sat on it! You’re being bad, so I’m gonna sit on YOU!”

With that he started running backwards
towards her, his butt in the air.

Beth stopped screaming. She gritted her
teeth, balled up her fists, and kicked Dill squarely in the rear
end.

“OW!” Dill yelled as he faceplanted in the
wet grass. “EW!” he exclaimed as he wiped dewy pieces off his
forehead.

Beth started cackling.

Peter laughed, too. “Hey, that was a pretty
good plan.”

“That wasn’t in my plan. She was
supposed to run away,” Dill muttered angrily. “Not kick
me.”

Peter tried to contain his snickering. “Oh.
Well, she’s laughing now.”

“I’m supposed to be the one who’s
laughing,” Dill seethed. “Not her. Not you…ME.”

Peter looked over and saw that now, of
course, Beth had developed a fascination with the toadstools. She
had picked one from the grass and was examining it closely.

“BETH!” he yelled. “Don’t touch that, it
could be poisonous!”

“Nunh–unh,” she said.

“Uh–huh, mushrooms are poisonous!”

“Why dey on pizza, den?”

“Those are special mushrooms that aren’t
poisonous. We don’t know about that one!”

Beth looked dubious, and kept eyeing the
mushroom as though she might eat it just to spite Peter. He wanted
to walk over and slap it out of her hand, but he knew Beth: if he
did that, she would run through the meadow and chow down on every
mushroom she could grab.

“You should just let her eat it,” Dill
whispered. “If it actually is poisonous, it’ll take care of
her faster than the hobos.”

“Shut up, Dill,” Peter scowled.

“Wha you sayin’ ovah dere?” Beth shouted.

“I was just saying how you’re gonna get warts
now,” Dill said matter–of–factly.

Beth looked confused. “Wha?”

Dill pointed at the mushroom in her hand.
“Those give you warts. Even if you just touch ‘em. You better go
wash your hands, or you’re gonna get warts out the wazoo.”

Beth scrunched up her face. “Whassa
wart?”

“You know those hairy bumps on witches’
noses?”

She nodded.

“That,” Dill emphasized. “You can get
‘em on your hands, on your tongue, all over your face — ”

Beth wrinkled her nose, stuck out her tongue
in disgust, and threw the mushroom as far away as she could.

Peter looked back at Dill and grinned. “Good
one.”

“I know,” Dill said haughtily.

Peter couldn’t let Dill’s head get that big
without deflating him a little. “It’s nice that your plans go the
right way sometimes.”

“My plans always go the right
way.”

“So having Mercy pick you up and fly you back
to her vampire hideout was part of your plan?”

Dill looked momentarily panicked. “I DON’T
WANT TO TALK ABOUT IT. Besides,” he sneered, “that was your
plan, dummy. ‘Oh, oh, let’s save some girl we don’t even like! Oh,
oh, pie tins stop vampire teeth!’”

Peter grimaced, then went back on the
offensive. “So Beth kicking your butt now was in your plan,
too.”

“Yyyyyes,” Dill said, slightly
hesitating.

“But you just said it wasn’t.”

“No I didn’t.”

“Yes you did, just a minute ago.”

“I just wanted you to think it wasn’t.”

“Why?”

Dill shrugged. “That was in my plan, too. I
make you think whatever I want you to think.”

“Right.”

“See, I wanted you to say that. It’s in my
plan.” Suddenly, Dill looked past Peter and got a puzzled look on
his face. “Hey, where’d she go?”

Peter wasn’t falling for it. “What, is that
in your plan, so you can go, ‘Made you look’?”

“No, dude, seriously — where’d she go?”

From the sound of his voice, Peter could tell
that Dill wasn’t kidding. He looked around, and sure enough, Beth
was nowhere to be seen.

Which was impossible. She’d only been 10 feet
away…Grandfather’s house and Dill’s property were each over 200
feet away. They had only been ignoring her maybe 15 seconds
at most. There was no way she could run that fast. And besides,
they would have heard her…right?

“Maybe she’s hiding,” Dill suggested.

“I guess,” he agreed, though he wasn’t really
convinced. Two weeks before, Mom had finally persuaded Grandfather
to let her hire a lawn service to cut the grass. Instead of its
customary waist–high length, the green blades now just came up to
Peter’s shins. So Beth wasn’t hiding in the grass, and there was
nowhere else except the garden, which was even farther away than
the house. They would have seen her before she disappeared in
between the rows of corn and tomato plants.

Peter cupped his hands around his mouth and
yelled, “Beth!”

“Behhhh–uthhh!” Dill called.

“You go that way, I’ll go this way,” Peter
suggested.

He started to walk towards the house, calling
out his sister’s name every few steps. His first feelings of shock
and disbelief had now given way to fear. Peter had seen some very
bad things in the past couple of weeks…but they had all happened at
night. How could this be? It was the middle of the afternoon, in
broad daylight — how could she just disappear?

He turned back to Dill. “Hey, do you see any
footpri — ”

Before he got the entire sentence out, Peter
stopped cold.
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There she was right
where they had last seen her, except now Beth was sitting on the
ground with a placid look on her face.

We walked right past her! We couldn’t have
missed her…could we?

But how?

“Hey, Dill, there she is!”

Dill turned around and literally staggered
back in surprise. “How’d she get there?” he demanded.

“I don’t know. Where’d you go, Beth?”

Beth just shrugged.

Peter walked over. She was sitting in the
middle of a patch of lawn that was ringed by an almost perfect
circle of mushrooms. And her Strawberry Shortcake bathing suit (not
to mention her pants on underneath it) was getting soaked by the
dewy grass.

“Beth, get up, you’re getting wet!”

She stood up without any sort of complaint
and watched Peter with the same peaceful expression on her
face.

“Did you hide anywhere?” Peter asked.

Beth shook her head ‘no.’

“How’d you do that?” Dill asked.

Beth frowned like, What do you
mean?

“How’d you hide from us?”

Beth just shrugged again.

“What are you, playing the quiet game?” Peter
asked, getting annoyed now.

“Dude, shhh, it’s better than the screaming
game,” Dill warned.

“Come on, we gotta get back in the house…your
pants are soaking wet.”

Beth stepped out of the circle of mushrooms
and started walking towards the house. Peter and Dill followed
behind her.

“This is weird,” Dill whispered.

“I know,” Peter agreed quietly. “Where’d she
go when she disappeared?”

“That’s not what’s weird.”

“What’s weird, then?”

“She’s being good.” Dill said it like
he had just seen a mountain sprout legs and walk off over the
horizon.

“She can be good,” Peter said
defensively.

“Dude, when has she ever been good in
your entire life?”

Peter had to think about that. Then, when he
finally had an answer —

“Being asleep doesn’t count,” Dill
interrupted.

He was stumped, then. “Okay, that is
weird,” Peter admitted.

“Maybe she ate one of the mushrooms.”

Panic rose in him again. “You think it made
her sick?”

“No, I think it made her good. We
should, like, go pick every single mushroom in the whole freakin’
field.” Dill looked at Peter sternly. “For her. I’m
never gonna eat one.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think you would.”

Dill nodded. “I like me just the way I
am.”

“Uh huh.”

“And I like her just the way she is
right now, dude, so we really gotta go pick those mushrooms.”

“Later. First we have to make sure she
doesn’t get sick. And we have to get her to change her
clothes.”

Dill made a face. “And take off the
Strawberry Shortcake bathing suit?”

“Yeah, I know,” Peter said. “Say goodbye to
the quiet game.”

Dill sighed. “Great. Hello screaming
game.”
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But she didn’t make a
peep. In fact, when Peter asked her to remove the bathing suit, she
did so without even a hint of hesitation.

Dill and Peter stared at each other.

Looking quite peaceful, Beth sat on the floor
in her still–wet corduroy pants and long–sleeve shirt.

“Dude, I’m gonna go pick some of those
mushrooms RIGHT NOW,” Dill said.

“Do whatever you want, you have to get out
anyways. I gotta get her changed into something else.”

“Fine — I don’t wanna change her
diapers. Enjoy the stank.”

“She’s getting potty trained,” Peter
corrected him.

“Yeaaaah, I’ll bet she is.”

“Just cuz you still wet your
pants — ”

“HEY!” Dill shouted and pointed angrily
before stomping out of the room.

Peter pulled off Beth’s shoes, socks, shirt
and pants, leaving her only in her plastic potty–training
undies.

“Because you’re being such a good girl, we’ll
put you in a pretty rainbow shirt…how about that? Is that good?
Good Beth…” Peter cooed.

She lifted her arms and allowed Peter to slip
the pink t–shirt over her head without complaint. But when he tried
to put pants on her, she shook her head ‘no.’

“Come on, Beth, you’ll get cold without them.
Here, just give me a foot — ”

Beth stared at Peter from under her eyebrows
and shook her head very, veeeery slowly. She looked like some old
Godfather dude from a mobster movie silently telling an enemy not
to reach for his gun.

Peter was a little taken back, but he tried
again. “Beth, you gotta wear pants, what’ll Mom say if she comes
back home and — ”

“GRRRRRRRRRR.” Beth bared her teeth and
growled like a pitbull guarding its dinner. Except scarier.

“Okay, okay,” Peter said nervously, and
dropped the tiny pair of blue jeans on the floor. “Well, you’ve
been such a good girl, you can, uh, go around like that if you
want.”

Beth’s face reverted back to serene, and she
just sat there, seemingly waiting for something else to happen.

“Uhhh…you hungry? You want an apple?”

She nodded slowly, once.

“Okaaaay…come on, let’s take you to the
kitchen.”

Peter carried her down the stairs at arm’s
length, a little worried that she might start growling again.

Dill was already in the kitchen eating
another ice cream sandwich.

“Dude!” Peter said, annoyed.

“Dude,” Dill answered. “Your mom said
if I helped you, I got more ice cream sandwiches.” He put out his
arms in a motion that said, Here I am doing what I’m supposed to
be doing and What’s your problem? all at once. He looked
a lot like Chandler from the television show FRIENDS.

“I thought you were going to go get some
mushrooms.”

Dill snorted. “I thought you were going to
dress her. What, you got tired halfway through?”

Peter sat Beth in her highchair and snapped
the tray on in front of her. “She, uh…she kind of growled at
me.”

“Oh, so she’s back to normal then.”

“No, it was a little freaky…kind of
scary.”

Dill licked his ice cream sandwich. “Like I
said, she’s back to normal.”

Peter got out an apple and washed it. “No,
man — if she was back to normal, she would’ve just screamed. She
growled like an alligator or something. I’ve never heard her make
that noise before.”

While Peter sliced the apple into fourths and
cut out the middle parts full of seeds, Dill grabbed a wooden
cooking spoon and walked over to Beth’s highchair. He looked at her
from the front, then the side, then from the other side. The whole
time, Beth kept her head perfectly still and just followed Dill
with her eyes.

Dill gently prodded her shoulder with the
spoon.

Beth’s shoulder moved back without any
resistance. She watched everything with her eyes, but never moved
her head.

When Dill stopped pushing with the spoon, her
shoulder moved back into place.

Peter was getting a jar of peanut butter out
of the cabinet as Dill conducted his experiments. “Don’t do that,”
Peter reprimanded him.

Dill turned around towards Peter and gestured
in the air with the spoon. “She seems…different.”

“How?”

“She doesn’t seem crazy.”

With blinding speed, Beth leaned out of the
highchair, grabbed the spoon from Dill’s hand, and started whapping
him with it on his head.

WHAP–WHAP–WHAP!

“OW! OW! OWWW!” Dill shrieked as he ran over
to Peter at the sink.

Beth stood up in her highchair and threw the
wooden spoon.

THUNK! It smacked Dill right in the
forehead.

“OOOOOOWWWWWW!” he screeched.

“Beth, don’t do that!” Peter shouted.

Beth slumped back down in her highchair and
sat, waiting serenely. All the time she had been attacking Dill,
her expression had never changed from Zen–like peacefulness.

Peter had to stifle a laugh. It was pretty
funny to see Beth looking so totally unconcerned as Dill rubbed his
scalp and watched her warily.

“Well, she’s back to normal,” Dill
muttered.

“I don’t know if I’d call it normal,” Peter
said as he stacked the apples on a plastic dish.

“She’s hitting me and acting like a brat,”
Dill snarled. “She’s back to normal.”
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Peter put the plate
of apples and the jar of peanut butter on her high chair tray. Then
he turned around to face Dill. “But she’s not making any noise. If
she was back to normal, she’d have been screaming her head off the
whole time. Look at her, she’s — ”

Peter turned around and stopped speaking.

Beth was sucking on her teeth, like she was
trying to get the last morsel out of her gums. Though the peanut
butter was untouched, the plate in front of her was completely
empty.

“Oh my gosh.”

“What’s the — holy COW,” Dill
said as he leaned over and realized what had happened.

“Is that even possible?” Peter asked. “To eat
a whole apple that fast?”

“Well, obviously, unless you think she stuck
it up her butt,” Dill replied.

“She ate a whole apple in, like, three
seconds! And we never heard her! That’s impossible!”

“Better check her butt, then,” Dill
advised.

“Shut up, Dill. You must’ve been hungry,
huh?” he asked Beth. He retrieved another apple out of the fridge,
washed it, and reached for the knife to cut it up.

Dill held up a hand without taking his eyes
off Beth. “Dude, wait.”

“What?”

“Gimme the apple.”

“Why?”

“Just gimme the apple.”

Peter handed it over. Dill placed it on
Beth’s tray, whole and uncut.

Beth regarded them both peacefully, then
looked down at the fruit.

“What’d you think she was going to do,” Peter
scoffed, “eat it in one — ”

Beth grabbed the apple and stuffed it whole
into her mouth. Her cheeks puffed out like the world’s largest
chipmunk. Then she CRUNCHED it twice with her teeth, and
GULP it was gone.

“WHOOOOAAAA!” Peter and Dill both yelled at
once.

“Oh my GOSH did you see that?” Dill
howled.

“That was crazy!” Peter yelled. “That was —
that doesn’t happen!”

Beth opened her mouth in a window–rattling
BUUURRRRRP and spat the stem out on the tray in front of her.

“That was COOL!” Dill shouted happily.

Beth looked over at the jar of peanut butter
and sniffed it. Then she opened her mouth, stuck out her tongue,
and scooped out a large dollop of peanut butter with a SLURP.

“Ewww, that WASN’T cool,” Dill said
disapprovingly. “She’s even weirder now than she was before.”

As though she heard him and wanted to up the
ante, Beth wrapped her lips around the edge of the plastic jar and
bit into it with her teeth.

Peter waved his arms in a panic. “Beth, don’t
do that, you’ll hurt yourself!”

Beth jerked her head sideways and tore off a
huge hunk of plastic from the container. As she chewed, it made a
crinkly, crackly noise in her mouth.

“Dude, that is NOT right. That is NOT right!”
Dill shouted, his voice back to gleeful.

“Babies can’t do that!” Peter said, not even
believing what he was seeing.

Beth shoved some more of the container in her
mouth and started chomping. It sounded like somebody was jumping up
and down on empty two–liter Coke bottles. The weirdest thing was,
she looked no more concerned than if she were sucking on a
pacifier.

“Dude, that is messed UP — it is MESSED
UP!”

“I know it’s messed up!” Peter yelled back.
“You don’t have to repeat it twice! Why are you repeating it
twice?”

“Dude, I am just telling you that THIS IS THE
BEST THING I’VE EVER SEEN!” Dill shook his head in admiration. “She
could totally beat that Japanese guy with the world record for
eating hot dogs.”

“Would you shut UP for a second so I can
think?!”

“What’s there to think about? We’re gonna be
rich, man! You think they have the Guinness Book of World Records
telephone number on the internet?”

“Stop talking about world records and hot
dogs and — ”

CRUNCH. Beth had picked up the plastic
plate and taken a giant chomp out of it. A bite–shaped chunk was
missing, and tiny shards of plastic shot out of her mouth as she
chewed.

“DUUUUUDE!” Dill howled with glee. “We’re
gonna be on TV! I call shotgun, I’m her manager, I get half of
everything she makes!”

Suddenly, Beth made a strangled sound, like
something was caught in her throat. She wheezed and started to turn
pink.

Peter gasped. “Oh my gosh, she’s going to
choke!”

“Smack her on the back!” Dill yelled in
alarm. “Hurry, she’s valuable!”

Peter rushed around the high chair and
thumped Beth between the shoulder blades. It took a couple of
whacks, but she finally opened her mouth and gave a horrendous,
hacking cough. A slime–covered hunk of plastic shavings shot across
the room, hit the cabinet under the sink, and splattered goop
everywhere.

“Aagh! YUCK, she got me!” Dill wailed as he
danced around, a few dots of mucus wetting his shirt.

Peter checked to make sure Beth was okay (she
looked completely unconcerned), then ran across the room to take a
look at the upchucked blockage. It was the size of a tennis ball,
with jagged pieces of plastic sticking out at all angles. Peter was
pretty sure that if a Great White Shark swallowed the thing, the
clump of plastic would kill it. Plus, the snot covering it all was
thick, green, ungodly smelly, and utterly revolting.

Dill gagged. “Dude, I’m gonna puke.”

Peter covered his nose and mouth with his
t–shirt collar and tried to block out the smell. “I didn’t know
loogies could smell that bad,” he said, his voice muffled by his
shirt.

“Dude, loogies don’t smell at all. That’s a
loogie from hell,” Dill whispered.

“Give me a break, it’s not — ”

“From HELL,” Dill repeated.

“Don’t use that kind of language around her,”
Peter said, and turned back to his sister. “If she starts saying it
around my mom — ”

Peter’s voice caught in his throat.

Beth wasn’t in her high chair.

 


 


7

“Dill,” Peter
hissed.

Dill turned around from the loogie from hell.
“Wh — WHAT? Where’d she GO?”

“Dill, something’s seriously wrong with my
sister,” Peter said nervously.

“Dude, something’s been seriously wrong with
your sister for a loooong time. It just got wronger today, that’s
all.”

Peter held up a finger. “Shh.”

They listened carefully. From the next room
over came the sounds of baby babbling, the first normal noise Beth
had made since coming back in the house.

“Let’s go,” Peter said. They ran across the
kitchen and into the den — but Beth was nowhere to be found.

They searched room to room, behind chairs,
beneath sofas, even under pillows — but no Beth. They continued
their way all through the first floor, looking everywhere they
could think of, but wound up without a single lead.

Peter threw his hands up in frustration.
“Where did she go? We heard her — ”

Peter and Dill both froze as they walked into
the kitchen.

Beth was back in her high chair.

Fear yanked on Peter’s insides. He looked
slowly and carefully around the kitchen.

“Dude,” Dill whispered. “Do you think someone
else is in here?”

Peter shook his head. “I don’t know,” he
whispered back.

They both approached the high chair
tentatively, as though waiting for a burnt–up hobo to come jumping
out of the pantry, or a fourth–grade vampire to suddenly swoop
through the air. But there was nobody but Beth.

They approached from the side and stood in
front of her. She was sitting calmly, her hands folded, her eyes
staring out into space.

Dill frowned. “Dude…does she look a little
green to you?”

Peter ignored him. “Beth…how did you just do
that?”

Beth turned her head sloooowly towards them.
Her eyes gradually shifted from their thousand–yard stare and
focused on their faces. For the first time since the backyard, she
smiled.

It was terrible.

The smile was far bigger than her face should
have been able to hold. In fact, her cheeks reached several inches
past her ears. Inside her lips, the teeth were long and yellow and
dagger–like, as though they belonged in the mouth of some ancient,
horrible creature.

Peter and Dill grabbed each other in
fear.

“OH MY GOD, SHE’S THE JOKER!” Dill
shrieked.

Beth threw her half–eaten plate across the
room with a clatter, stood up in her high chair, leaned forward,
and ROARED. Not ‘roared’ as in yelled, or shouted, or shrieked or
screamed like a normal human being might. No. She ROARED the way a
lion would, deep and rumbling and full of bass — an impossible
sound coming out of any human body, much less a two–foot
tall one.

Peter and Dill screamed at the same time.

Beth jumped up out of her high chair —
literally jumped three feet in the air — and landed
BANG! on the food tray with her legs shoulder–width apart.
Then she opened her mouth again and her tongue — not the little
pink tongue they had seen scoop out peanut butter just a few
minutes ago, but a horse–sized tongue bigger than what was possible
for any human being — rolled out and waggled back and forth over
her jagged teeth.

Probably more things happened after that, but
Peter didn’t see them because he and Dill were running out of the
kitchen, screaming at the top of their lungs.

Behind them they heard the highchair crash to
the ground. Then came the sounds of toenails scrabbling and
scratching on linoleum, like the world’s largest puppy rushing
across the floor.

“What happened to her?!” Peter screamed.

“Butt–ugly happened to her!” Dill yelled
back.

They raced through the den, into the front
hallway, and past the staircase into the dining room. Peter looked
over his shoulder, but Beth was nowhere to be seen.

Peter reached out and slapped Dill’s arm.
“Hold on, hold on,” he whispered.

“Dude!” Dill snarled as he kept running.
“Maybe you wanna be Butt–Ugly Monster Baby’s next snack, but
I don’t!”

“She’s not following us!”

They stopped running, crouched down, and
looked around the doorway back into the main hall. Beth was nowhere
to be seen.

“That wasn’t her tongue,” Peter said in
shock.

“Well, it is now,” Dill said. “Either that or
she stole it out of an elephant.”

Peter shuddered. “And those teeth!”

“Maybe Beth turned into the Big Bad Wolf or
something,” Dill suggested.

“What?!”

“You know — Little Red Riding Hood? ‘My, what
big teeth you have’? ‘My, what a big tongue you have’?”

“Little Red Riding Hood didn’t say, ‘My, what
a big tongue you have’!”

“She would’ve if she’d seen it. And remember,
the Big Bad Wolf ate Granma in that story. I don’t wanna be
Granma.” Dill looked thoughtful. “Hey, maybe we can get Beth
to eat your grandfather…”

Peter looked back around the corner: no Beth.
“What are we gonna do, Dill? We can’t hurt her — she’s my
sister!”

“That’s not your sister,” Dill scoffed.

“Maybe it is. Maybe the mushrooms did that to
her.”

“Yeah, right. Stoo–piiiid.”

“It’s not any stupider than her turning into
the Big Bad Wolf,” Peter snapped.

Dill threw up his hands. “I’m just trying to
help. You don’t appreciate it, figure it out on your own.”

Peter was about to retort when he felt
something plop on the back of his neck. Terror surged
through him and he jerked around, ready to see a razor–toothed
monster baby standing right behind him —

Nothing was there. Peter wiped his neck and
looked at the clear goop sliming the palm of his hand. Suddenly,
three more plops splattered his shoulder.

What the heck?

“Peter,” Dill whimpered under his breath.
Peter turned around and saw Dill’s head was craned up, so he looked
up, too.

Beth was fourteen feet above them,
upside–down on the ceiling. Her body was in crawling position with
her hands and knees on the ceiling itself, but her head was
pointing up (or down, depending on how you looked at it,
since she was facing the floor) as she stared at Peter and Dill.
Long, stringy strands of saliva dripped slowly from her fang–filled
smile. Another drop plopped on Peter’s forehead.

“Hhr–hhr–hhhhhhhhrrrrrr,” Beth chuckled.
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“AAAAAHHHH!” Dill and
Peter screamed as they took off through the dining room and down
the hall.

Peter looked back over his shoulder. Beth was
racing upside–down across the ceiling, crawling faster than any
baby in the history of the world.

And she was gaining on them.

“SHE CAN CRAWL ON THE CEILING!” Peter
shrieked.

“NO DUH!” Dill howled back at him.

Peter tried furiously to think. On the entire
first floor, there weren’t many doors they could lock — it was
mostly one giant series of hallways and big, open rooms.

Except for the doorway under the stairwell,
which was locked — and which Peter was not supposed to open on
pain of death, according to Grandfather.

And…the doors to Grandfather’s study. Which
was coming up in a matter of yards. Peter could see the doors up
ahead — closed. He just prayed that they weren’t locked. “Dill, in
here!”

Peter grabbed the back of Dill’s shirt collar
with his left hand and tried the door handle with his right.
Click. It opened.

“Ggggkkkh!” Dill gagged as Peter yanked him
into the study.

Peter had a fleeting glimpse of an
upside–down, monstrous grin just as he slammed the study door in
Beth’s face. There was a thump on the other side, then
garbled baby cursing that sounded like “Rar–ar–ar–ar–arrrrrr!” Then
BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG on the wooden door.

Then silence.

Suddenly, there was a shuffling sound across
the surface of the door itself, like something was crawling over
it. Seconds later, the doorknob started to twist.

“Dude, lock it, quick!” Dill yelled from
where he lay on the hardwood floor.

Peter leapt over and clicked the deadbolt
lock just as the thing on the other side started to rattle the door
back and forth. He could imagine Beth kneeling on the other side,
doorknob between her hands as she rocked up and down, trying to
force the door open with the weight of her body.

After a few seconds and another batch of
grumbling “Rarrarararrrarrrarrs,” the sound of crawling slipped
across the door and disappeared.

Silence.

Dill looked around in shock. “Where
are we?”
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Peter followed his
gaze. The room was truly spectacular — thirty feet high, with every
wall housing giant shelves packed with thousands of books. A dozen
more shelves filled up the middle of the room. There were no
windows, but there was a glimmering chandelier that hung over a
giant mahogany desk. On the desk sat a tiny, stained–glass lamp and
a stack of open books. The smell of old paper filled the air, and
an ancient clock tick tick ticked over the entrance to the
study.

“Pretty cool, huh?” Peter asked.

“Cool?” Dill repeated in disbelief.
“Dude, you’ve got a library in your house.”

Peter nodded like, Aaaaannd…?

“Dude, that’s about the worst thing I can
even think of.” Dill looked back at the study door and
shivered. “Except for having a Butt–Ugly Monster Baby crawling
around on the ceiling, maybe.” Dill reconsidered.
“Maybe.”

“There’s nothing wrong with having a library
in your house,” Peter said reproachfully.

“It’s bad enough in schools, now I gotta
live next to one?”

“We’ve got bigger problems,” Peter snapped.
“What are we gonna do about Beth?”

“I don’t think that’s Beth.”

“Dill, come on. It looks like
Beth.”

Dill’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief. “You
think that looks like Beth? When did Beth get a mouth outta Lord
Of The Rings and start crawlin’ around like Spiderman?”

“I don’t want to think it’s Beth, either,
but…what if it is?” Peter asked helplessly. “What if the mushrooms
did that to her?”

“Then I guess we better find out how to stop
the mushrooms.”

“How?”

Dill scowled and threw up his hands in
exasperation. “Dude, we’re in a freakin’ library! Where else are
you gonna find out about mushrooms?”

“On the internet.”

“Uh–huh. And where’s your computer?”

Peter sighed. “In the kitchen.”

Dill pointed to the study door. “Which is out
there with Butt–Ugly Monster Baby. So, you wanna get on the
internets, be my guest! Just close the door behind you.”

Peter looked around. Dill did have a
point…maybe there was something in here about mushrooms
turning babies into horrible, fang–toothed monsters that could
crawl up walls.

“Alright, alright. Come on and help me.”

Dill frowned. “Come and help you where?”

“In here — looking at the books.”

“What, are you kidding me? I don’t read.”

Peter frowned in disbelief. “You can’t read?
How the heck do you do anything in school?”

“I can read, dummy, I just
don’t. You got a TV in here, I’ll watch it for research, but
I don’t do libraries.”

“Maybe I should let Beth in here, and then
we’ll see if you ‘do’ libraries or not,” Peter threatened.

Dill glared at him like, Oh, so it’s gonna
be like that, is it?

“FINE. Where’s the mushroom books.”

“I don’t know, you start looking over there,
I’ll start over here.”

Dill grumbled loudly as he took off for the
other side of the room.
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Peter started at the
bottom of the stacks closest to the doorway and immediately began
to despair. Many of the volumes were so old that the faded titles
on their spines couldn’t be read, so he had to pull out each book
and look inside for the title page. And even when he did that, most
of the books were impossible to understand, either because they
were full of words he didn’t recognize — Eternus Pugna Inter
Bonus Quod Malum or Die grosse Enzyklopädie über Däumling,
Feen und sonstig überirdisch Geschöpfe — or words that kind of
looked like English, but not really: The londes of fairie folke
can nought be speyde by the eyes of mankynde, except without aide
of spelles or sondry thinges in Natur which leade in normal course
as doores to swich londes.

“What the HECK?!” Dill shouted from his side
of the room.

“What?!” Peter yelled back.

Dill stuck his head around a bookshelf. “This
stuff is all gobbledygook! It’s like a buncha monkeys banged on a
buncha typewriters and this is the crap they came up with!”

“I think it’s other languages, Dill.”

“This is America! They should write in
American!”

Dill walked over to the study door.

“What are you doing?” Peter asked in
alarm.

“I’m not reading books in Monkey Talk! I
DON’T EVEN READ BOOKS IN AMERICAN! Come on, let’s see if Beth’s
still out there.”

“That’s a really bad idea,” Peter warned.

“You know what’s a really bad idea? Sitting
inside here with stupid monkey books all day! Jeez, Gramma, come
on, let’s just take a look!”

Peter reshelved his own book of
‘gobbledygook’ and joined Dill at the door. Now that Dill actually
had his hand on the doorknob, he didn’t look quite so
confident.

“Uh…okay…I’m just gonna open the door and
we’re gonna peek out.”

“Okay.”

Dill softly undid the deadbolt and pulled the
door back slooowly, just far enough so that both boys could see
through.

Beth sat upside–down about ten feet away from
them, her plastic diapie pants planted firmly on the ceiling. She
was next to the lighting fixture outside the study, a hanging lamp
with a dozen curved arms that ended in tiny, flame–shaped light
bulbs. She was crunching contentedly on one of the glass lights;
from the looks of it, she’d eaten about six of them so far.

She saw the boys immediately.

“Raaa–rararararraaaa!” she screeched as she
bolted across the ceiling on her hands and knees.

Dill slammed the door and clicked the
deadbolt back in place. Up above him, there was a BANG BANG
BANG which shook the wooden door like a battering ram.

“Raaa–rararararraaaa!” Beth muttered outside
in the hallway.

“I’m just gonna go check out some more
deeeee–lightful books over here,” Dill said quickly as he jogged
back to the shelves.
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Peter sank down on
his rear end and put his face in his hands. It was hopeless. There
must have been two or three thousand books in the room, at least;
many of them were on top shelves, far out of reach. They would have
to climb to those (which might appeal to Dill). Even if they looked
at every single one, it would take hours…maybe even days
before they found anything that could help them. By that time Mom
would surely have come home, straight into the clutches of a
monstrous, rampaging baby.

Peter slowly lifted his head and propped up
his chin on one palm. He surveyed the room and racked his brain for
a plan. There had to be a better way...

His eyes drifted to a particular wall of
books. Speckles of light played across them slowly.

Peter frowned. Speckles of light?
Where were those coming from?

He looked up and had an aha moment.
The chandelier. The light had to be from the crystal shards that
hung from its graceful frame. But curiously enough, no matter where
he looked, those specks weren’t shining anywhere else in the
room.

Peter stood up and walked over to the shelf.
As he got closer, it seemed that a majority of the little pinpoints
of light were dancing around one book in particular: a worn,
leather–bound giant titled Fairieland: Portals To The Other
World And Its Denizens.

Peter heaved the giant volume off the shelf
and cracked it open in the middle. The first page he turned to had
a picture of an old painting. In it, a mother looked down fearfully
into a baby’s cradle, where a toothy, wild–eyed infant snarled up
at her.

The baby in the cradle looked unnervingly
like Beth. Of course, the baby in the painting was wearing a
bonnet, not a pink rainbow t–shirt and plastic potty–training
pants. But the mouth — especially the teeth — were the same.

“Dill!” Peter shouted.

“What?”

“I think I found out what happened to
Beth!”
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Peter lugged
Fairieland over to Grandfather’s mahogany desk and placed it
on top of a pile of already–open books. Dill peered over Peter’s
shoulder as he read.

The language was slightly more difficult than
what Peter was used to, but a piece of cake compared with the
londes and sondry thinges of the other stuff he’d
looked at.

“Changelings are the offspring of fairies
or trolls exchanged for human children. When a human child is
kidnapped, the immature fairie left in its place will assume the
human’s appearance down to the smallest detail. Shapeshifting
abilities or fairie glamour spells initially allow the supernatural
being to look identical. But as time goes by, the changeling will
begin to exhibit features — both physical and behavioral — that
betray it as inhuman.”

Peter gasped. “Dill — it’s not mushrooms at
all! Beth got kidnapped and replaced with a troll baby!”

“Beth’s a troll baby?”

“Yeah!”

“Dude, that makes a ton of sense. When
do you think it happened, back in California before you moved
here?”

“What? No, doofus, today.”

Dill squinted in disbelief. “I dunno, man.
She’s been acting like a troll baby ever since I met
her.”

“She never grew teeth like that before!”

“I didn’t say she looked like a troll
baby till today, I just said she acted like a troll
baby.”

“She never crawled on the ceiling before,
either!”

“How do you know? What, were you watching her
every single minute?” Dill walked off from the table flapping his
arms like wings. “Maybe you go off to school and she’s like, ‘Oh,
la la la, time to crawl on the ceiling now cuz I’m a troll
baby!’”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m bored. Just tell me the good parts.”

Peter shook his head and started reading
aloud. “‘The changeling child will gradually grow uglier in
appearance and potentially malformed. It will also become
ill–tempered and given to screaming and biting.’”

“Duuude, that proves it — she’s ALWAYS been a
troll baby!”

Peter ignored him. “‘Beautiful children are
in greater danger of being traded for changelings. Beauty,
particularly blond hair, attracts fairies and trolls.’”

Dill snorted. “Well, we know a blind troll
got her then.”

Peter grew defensive. “Hey, Beth is…cute.
She’s a punk, but I think you could call her beautiful…for a little
kid.”

“Dude, she’s beautiful like monkeys are
beautiful. Maybe they’re beautiful to other monkeys, but that’s
about it.”

Peter shook his head and kept reading. “‘In
modern times, the stories of changelings have been attributed to
various developmental disorders in children. In earlier ages, a
child mistaken for a changeling might have simply been mentally
retarded.’”

Dill howled with glee. “Ha ha! You’re a
changeling, too, dude!”

Peter glared at Dill. “Shut up. ‘The
detection of changelings is simple but hazardous. The most reliable
method is to throw the changeling in a fire, whereupon the
changeling shifts forms and flies up the chimney.’”

“Ooooh, cool!” Dill cried.

“We are NOT throwing it in a fire,” Peter
insisted. “Listen to this: ‘However, if the parent is wrong, as
could quite possibly be the case with autism or Downs Syndrome,
this method often results in the death of the innocent child.’ We
are NOT throwing it in a fire.”

“Dude, I think at this point it’s pretty safe
to say that thing ain’t Beth. I say we throw it in a fire.”

“I am NOT going to throw any babies in a
fire, even if they ARE troll babies!”

“Fine,” Dill grumbled.

“‘Less violent approaches can be taken to
trick the changeling into betraying itself as a fairie or troll,’”
Peter continued. “‘Changelings may initially appear dull and
unintelligent, but they possess a certain wily cunning and
wisdom.’”

“What does that mean?” Dill asked.

“I think it means that they seem stupid to
begin with, but then they turn out to be really smart.”

“I guess your sister’s not a troll baby then,
cuz she’s just plain stupid.”

“Then I guess that means you’re
definitely not a troll baby,” Peter retorted.

“Yeah,” Dill agreed, then frowned. “Wait,
what?”

Peter continued reading. “‘One of the most
popular methods is to brew beer in an eggshell, upon which the
changeling will express shock, as in one popular story: I have
lived a hundred years and seen many things, but I have never seen
beer brewed in an eggshell!’”

Peter looked up from the book. “How do you
brew beer?”

Dill shrugged. “I dunno, but my dad’s got a
lot in our fridge if that helps any.”

Peter shook his head. “Call me crazy — ”

“Crazy!” Dill shouted and pointed his finger
at Peter.

Peter glared at him in disgust before
continuing, “ — but I bet it already knows that we know it’s
a troll baby, and it doesn’t really care.”

He kept on reading: “‘The changeling’s
betrayal of itself is one of the main ways humans can view fairies
out of their normal element in fairieland. There are other methods,
such as a bewitched ointment that allows the viewer to see fairies,
which are normally invisible to the human eye.’”

“Dude, I need math test answer ointment,”
Dill said.

“‘Otherwise, fairies may choose to reveal
themselves to humans, but unless they do so, cannot be seen unless
the viewer chooses to enter the fairie realm. See page 122.’”

Peter flipped several pages and gasped.
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In the new section,
there was yet another picture of an old painting: a man standing in
a ring of mushrooms, surrounded by fairies swirling through the air
and several ugly trolls on the ground.

“Dill, look!”

“Read it to me.”

“I can’t, it’s a picture! LOOK at it !”

Dill walked over, grumbling, and took a look
at the book. “What, it’s some dude standing in a bunch of mushroOH,
CRAP.”

Peter pointed to the page excitedly. “‘Fairy
rings are circles of mushrooms growing in fields or forests, and
are by far the most reliable gateways to the fairie kingdom. Any
human who steps inside one may well be transported to the fairie
world, whether they desire it or not.’ Beth stepped inside one of
these! Dill, that’s why she disappeared — she’s in the fairie
world! We gotta go in there and get her back!”

Dill frowned and pointed at the text. “Whoa,
whoa, look — ‘There are many dangers if one enters the fairie
world.’”

“‘Time does not exist in fairie world as it
does in the human world,’” Peter picked up. “‘One night in
fairieland may be equal to a hundred years in the human
world.’”

Dill grew truly excited. “SWEET! Dude, that
means if we spend one night there, we don’t have to go back to
school EVER!’”

“‘The most notorious story of a human being
trapped in fairie world is Rip Van Winkle,’” Peter continued.
“‘Though the strangely dressed men he encountered did not identify
themselves as fairies, they undoubtedly were. Either the liquor
they gave him was a fairie ambrosia, or he went to sleep in a fairy
ring. Either way, when he awoke he discovered that twenty years had
passed. He did not recognize anyone from the town where he lived,
their having grown old and died or moved away. Moreover, even
though a person experiences fairie time in hours, it is possible
that he can age as though ‘human time’ is passing. Two hours spent
in fairieland can often age a person by decades, as was the case
with Van Winkle, who laid down a young man and awoke white–haired
with a beard. Since time shifts unpredictably outside the human
dimensions, Van Winkle’s experience is not always the case, though
it should be taken into account before entering fairie world.’”

Dill stroked his chin. “I could use a
beard.”

“‘Besides the uncontrollable aspects of
sped–up time, the dangers of fairieland include wasting away
physically. If the visitor to fairieland does not eat anything or
fall asleep, he is far more likely to walk away from the visit
unaffected. There is also the danger of physical attacks, which can
be quite vicious depending on which type of fairie is the
aggressor. Small winged fairies are usually more mischievous than
malicious. Brownies, elves, and gnomes are usually more
troublesome, but rarely lethal. Though Will o’ the Wisps have been
known to lure travelers to their deaths in swamps, the visitor to
fairieland should be especially careful of trolls and their various
cousins (red caps, bogies, kobolds, goblins, etc.), who are
aggressive, ill–tempered, and prone to deadly and unprovoked acts
of violence.’”

Peter gulped.

“Great,” Dill muttered. “Why couldn’t we get
a stupid flying fairy changeling? But nooooo, we had to get
a freakin’ troll baby.”

“‘Luckily for humans, there are some
protections that a traveler can take to safeguard himself. Turning
clothes inside out, such as a jacket, will discourage fairy and
troll attacks.’” Peter looked up from the book. “I guess we gotta
wear our clothes inside–out.”

Dill frowned. “Really? That seems awful
stupid.”

Peter shrugged. “Beats me, that’s just what
it says.”

Dill thought for a second. “Maybe they’re
afraid of the dirty underwear.”

Peter’s face contorted into a yuck!
expression. “What?!”

“If you turn your underwear inside–out, maybe
they don’t want to touch the skid marks, so they leave you
alone.”

“Skid marks?!”

“Yeah, the little lines from your butt. You
know, when you don’t wipe so good?”

“EWWW!”

“That’s how my dad says you know which side
of your underwear is which: yellow in the front, brown in the
back.”

“GROSS!”

Dill rolled his eyes. “Don’t act like you
don’t have skid marks.”

“I don’t!”

“Well, you’re going to get beat up by trolls
then.” Dill cracked his fingers. “Dirty underwear is gonna save my
life. Anytime my mom says from now on to put on a clean pair of
tighty–whities, I’m just gonna tell her no, I gotta be safe from
troll attacks.”

Peter looked at Dill out of the corner of his
eye, then went back to reading.

“‘Also, fairies and trolls particularly
dislike iron. Even the simplest object made from iron causes
physical pain or distress in a fairie creature, and thus makes a
particularly effective weapon against fairie folk.’”

“Why don’t they like irons?” Dill asked.

“I don’t know…cuz they’re hot?”

“But that means you gotta keep it plugged in
all the time.” Dill shook his head. “Stupid fairies.”

“Okay, so we gotta get out of here…get an
iron…then we gotta catch the changeling… and then we gotta take it
back to the mushrooms in the field, go to fairieland, and trade it
back for Beth.”

Dill nodded in agreement. “But first we gotta
turn our underwear inside–out.”

Peter wrinkled up his nose. “Just keep it on
the INSIDE of your pants, dude.”

“What, we don’t wear it on the outside like
your sister’s Strawberry Shortcake bathing suit?”

“NO.”

Dill scowled. “Well, what fun is that?”

“It’s not fun at ALL. I don’t want to see
your skid marks.”

“Dude, how is the smell going to knock out
the trolls if it’s trapped in my pants?”

“Aw, JEEZ Dill, cut it out.”

“Seriously — how are they going to be afraid
of the skid marks if they can’t SEE them?”

As Dill chattered on, Peter closed the book —
only to see something beneath it that caught his eye.
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On the desk was an
extremely old book with yellowed pages, which were filled with
indecipherable symbols and strange letters. Next to it lay a
notebook with sentences scrawled in pencil. Peter recognized the
handwriting immediately from notes that Grandfather had left on the
kitchen table.

The penciled words seemed to be a translation
of the ancient book. Every so often there were questions in
parentheses, as though Grandfather was not clear about the meaning
of some of the strange text.

The CURSE shall fall upon the Flannagan
family for thirteen generations, at which point it (the family?
the curse?) will end, and all debts will be paid. The final
member of the family will bring about great works and woe, but the
last battle between good and evil (final battle of the family,
or final battle of all time?) will settle the CURSE and finally
destroy

“Destroy what?” Peter whispered under his
breath.

“What’d you say?” Dill asked, his voice
muffled.

Peter looked up. Dill was nowhere in sight;
apparently he was somewhere behind a bookcase.

“Nothing,” Peter called out, then looked down
at the notebook. He flipped back through several pages of the
handwritten journal, but the rest was mostly boring scraps of
sentences about things he didn’t understand — “the library at
Alexandria,” “the rise of the Beast,” “the great Deceiver.”

The CURSE…thirteen generations…the last
battle between good and evil…the final member of the family…

What did it mean?

And destroy what?

“How do I look?” Dill asked as he came out
from behind the bookcase, his trademark yellow, orange, and
red–striped shirt turned inside–out. So were his oversized shorts:
the holey pockets hung outside the pants like the bunny ears of a
raggedy, stuffed animal. Thank God his underwear was nowhere to be
seen.

Dill immediately saw that Peter looked
exactly the same as five minutes before. “Hey, what gives? You’re
not even dressed yet!”

Peter had been so engrossed in the foreboding
translation about the Curse that he hadn’t realized Dill was
getting prepped for battle. “Um…I was getting ready to…I, uh, got
distracted by something else in the book,” Peter half–lied.

“Do you see me getting distracted? No!
Do you see me slacking? NO!” Dill ranted. “Get it in gear,
Normal!”

“All right, all right,” Peter said as
he slipped out of the chair.

“When that troll baby bites your butt, I’m
gonna laugh my head off! But it’s not gonna bite me! Wanna know
why?”

“I know why! Now shut up and let me
change!” Peter snapped as he headed behind a bookshelf.

But Dill was enjoying himself too much to let
it go. “Am I the only one around here who cares about getting your
sister back from the troll baby?”

“You don’t care about Beth at all, you just
want to wear your underwear inside–out!” Peter stuck his head out
and looked around the bookshelf. “By the way, thank you very much
for not wearing it outside, at least.”

Dill grinned. “Ohhhh, I’m not wearing it at
all.”

Peter frowned. “What?!”

“That’s right, I’m goin’ commando,”
Dill said proudly as he fished out something from his back pocket.
“And if that troll baby comes after me, I got my secret weapon
RIGHT HERE.”

Dill thrust his dingy tighty–whities up in
the air like some proud soldier rallying his troops in the
Underwear Wars.

Peter ducked back behind the safety of the
bookshelf, thankful that he had seen only dull gray in Dill’s hand
and nothing yellow or brown.
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The first assault on
the troll baby didn’t go so well.

They opened the doors of the library quietly
and peered outside. The ceiling, walls, and the floor were bare;
the changeling was nowhere to be seen.

“Head for the kitchen first,” Peter
whispered. “Let’s get the iron.”

They padded softly down the hallway, Peter
looking forward and Dill looking behind them for any sign of the
creature. When they reached the kitchen, Peter stuck his head
through the open doorway and scanned the room. No sign of Beth…or
whatever had taken her place. That didn’t mean she wasn’t hiding
somewhere, though.

The laundry room was across the kitchen and
eating area, in a little cubbyhole just past the oven and stove.
The door was closed, which hopefully meant the changeling wasn’t
inside.

Peter looked back at Dill and jerked his head
in a c’mon motion. They tiptoed across the kitchen,
looking every which way for an indication they were being
followed.

Instead, they heard it first: a low, raspy,
breathing sound. Hhh…hhh…hhhh…

It was behind them.

Peter and Dill looked over their shoulders,
and Peter mentally slapped himself on the forehead. When he had
stuck his head in the kitchen, he had looked at the floors, at all
the walls around him, at the ceiling. He had looked up; he just
hadn’t looked straight up.

Beth was right above the door, clinging
sideways to the wall in a crawling pose. Except it definitely
wasn’t Beth anymore. It still wore the pink rainbow shirt and
plastic potty–training pants, but now the changeling had turned a
light shade of green, gone completely bald, and developed long,
pointy ears. Its eyes had also bugged out of their sockets like
ping pong balls with tiny black pupils. The creature stared at
Peter and Dill with a slightly quizzical look, perhaps confused by
their inside–out clothes.

That didn’t stop it from attacking,
though.

“Raarararararaaaa!” it shrieked as it
launched itself from the wall like a giant frog and thudded into
Peter’s chest, knocking him to the ground.

All the air in Peter’s lungs whooshed
out the second he hit the floor. He never had the chance to scream,
but Dill was doing fine for both of them.

Peter desperately tried to breathe, but
couldn’t — and what was worse, his arms and legs felt so weak that
he could do nothing but stare up at the green, grinning
thing on his chest. It opened its jagged teeth and flopped
around its purplish–pink tongue. The bug eyes stared intently into
Peter’s as the changeling cocked its head. Peter didn’t know what
was more horrifying: lying there helpless with the hot, damp breath
on his skin and the droplets of drool on his shirt — or what
happened next.

A white shape zoomed directly over his head
and flopped over the changeling’s face. Except the shape wasn’t
exactly all white…there were some faded tan and yellow stains all
over it, and several brown–colored streaks.

Dill’s tighty–whities.

Unfortunately, it was right about then that
Peter’s breath rushed back into his lungs, and he was hit with a
smell like a school bathroom that hadn’t been cleaned in three
weeks.

Behind him, Dill yelled, “Bullseye!”

Peter screamed louder than he had in his
entire life, louder even than when he had confronted vampires and
burned–up dead men. Dill’s underpants were just that
horrifying.

Bad as Peter had it, the changeling had it
ten times worse. It didn’t realize what had happened, apparently,
and it jerked its head left and right with the tighty–whities
draped over its face. Then it took a big snuffling breath, like a
dog sniffing another dog’s butt.

Peter assumed that Dill’s butt smelled much
worse than a dog’s, because the changeling screamed louder than
Peter had ever heard anything else scream, even himself.

The baby troll flipped backwards off of
Peter’s chest, apparently in a panic — but, blinded by the foul
underwear wrapped around its head, it ran full–tilt into the wall.
WHAM!

It immediately turned around and raced right
into a kitchen chair.

SLAM!

It staggered around in circles, screaming and
shaking its head violently, trying to shake free of the nasty
blindfold on its face.

“ACK–ACK–ACKACKACKACKACKACKACKACK!”

“WHO’S THE MAN!” Dill shouted at the
changeling. “WHO’S YER DADDY!”

Peter pulled himself off of the floor,
grabbed Dill by the arm, and dragged him towards the laundry room.
By now the changeling had gotten wise: it had rolled onto its back
and was kicking, scratching and clawing at the tighty–whities on
its face.

Of course, Dill was still being Dill.
“WHADDAYOU THINK OF ME NOW, BUTT–UGLY MONSTER BABY? WHAT DO YOU
THINK OF ME NOW?!”

By the time Peter opened the laundry door,
the changeling had ripped the underwear to shreds, flipped back
onto all fours, and was positioned to charge. It looked like a
miniature bull with Yoda’s face, except Yoda was furious, his eyes
were bloodshot with rage, and he was foaming at the mouth. Plus he
was wearing a pink rainbow shirt and plastic undies.

“BOO–YAH, TROLL BABY! BOO–YAH!” Dill
whooped.

“Get in here!” Peter yelled as he dragged
Dill inside the laundry room. The changeling charged full–tilt, its
finger– and toenails scrabbling over the floor. Peter slammed the
door just in time, and the changeling hit the wood with a
BOOM!

“Raaaaaarararararararararararararar!” it
screeched, and head–butted the door again. BOOM! And again.
BOOM! And again. BOOM!

Thirty seconds later the head–butts ceased,
and Peter could hear the thing muttering angrily to itself as it
paced back and forth across the kitchen floor.

“KISS MAH BUTT, TROLL BABY!” Dill yelled in a
fake Southern accent.

There was another screech outside, another
clicking of nails, and another BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! against the
door before the changeling went away chattering to itself
again.

“Don’t make it any angrier than it already
is!” Peter hissed.

“Maybe it’ll knock itself out on the door,
you ever thought of that?”

“Maybe it’ll come busting through the
door, you ever though of that?” “You’re just jealous that my
underwear totally saved the day,” Dill said smugly.

“Yeah, about that: if you ever have to make
the choice again between letting me die and throwing your smelly
underwear two inches in front of my face, LET ME DIE,
okay?”

“Whatever. I noticed that our
turned–inside–out clothes didn’t do a dang thing. You notice
that?”

“I was too busy trying not to puke.”

“Yeah, that troll baby’s gross now, huh?”

“I wasn’t talking about the troll baby, I was
talking about the — ”

“That’s why I don’t read books,” Dill
interrupted. “You read something, you do it, and freakin’ troll
babies still kick your butt. Stupid books. I’m never going to read
anything again my entire life.

Dill paused. “Except comic books.

He paused again. “And the funny papers.
Except FAMILY CIRCLE, I don’t read FAMILY CIRLE. Or BEETLE BAILEY —
why do they even still have BEETLE BAILEY?” he
complained.

Peter had moved on to looking for the iron.
There it was, up on the rows of metal racks lining the laundry room
wall. A thousand things sat up there: liquid detergent, bottles of
bleach and stain remover, a box of Snuggle dryer sheets, several
rolls of paper towels, an old blender, an even older egg beater,
tons of unused Tupperware containers, a package of 20 Scotch tape
dispensers Mom had bought from the nearest office supply store, a
giant pack of Post–It notes, a rusty old can of ball point pens and
Sharpies, a spray bottle of furniture polish, mounds of rags for
dusting —

“Why don’t we just go out the window?” Dill
asked.

Peter looked over at the ancient washer and
dryer sitting side by side and the window just above them. It would
have been so easy to climb up on one of the machines, open the
window, jump out, and make a run for it. Peter could clearly see
the rose bushes out back and the open sky and fields beyond.

But Mom would be coming home soon. They
couldn’t possibly stall her for longer than two minutes. If they
begged her to stay outside until Grandfather came home, that would
surely make her barge past them into the house. If the changeling
didn’t kill her, shock over finding a troll baby instead of her
daughter would. OR she would freak out over Peter and Dill
losing Beth and kill them both, which was a situation worth
avoiding, too.

There was the chance Grandfather might get
home before her. He might know exactly what to do. But even though
he had been surprisingly un–angry about the vampires and the hobos,
he hadn’t exactly been nice about them, either...and Peter
still felt guilty that he had lost Beth, and that somehow this was
all his fault for being a bad brother.

Not to mention the fact that it could be
hours before either of them came home. And during that time, the
trolls and fairies could be doing God knows what to Beth on the
other side of the fairy ring. They had to get her out now. There
really was no choice.

He reached up, pulled the iron down off the
shelf, and looked at Dill resolutely.

“No. We’re going back out.”

Dill pointed at the iron. “We don’t know if
that thing’s gonna work.”

“The book said — ”

“The book said inside–out clothes were gonna
scare it, too. Which they didn’t. Only my underwear saved the day,
which certain people said was a bad idea.”

“And it WAS,” Peter shot back. He hefted the
iron up in the air, and swung it like a weapon. It was quite heavy.
“If it doesn’t like irons, we can still use it to clobber it over
the head. That’ll knock it out, and we can go take it to fairy land
and get Beth back.”

Dill held up the iron’s electrical cord.
“Should we get it hot first?”

Peter raised his eyebrows. “Good idea.”

There was an outlet on the wall right next to
the door. Peter plugged it in and sat it upright on the ground to
wait.

The two of them discussed options for a
couple of minutes, such as using the egg beater as a weapon, or
maybe the ironing board, which stood folded up against the wall.
Eventually they abandoned those ideas. The book said fairies hated
irons; it said nothing about egg beaters or ironing boards.

“How do we know it’s ready?” Peter asked.

“Hold it up,” Dill advised him. Peter did,
and Dill spit a tiny ptt of saliva out of his pursed
lips.

Peter made a face. “EW!” Then he saw the spit
sizzle, pop, and disappear from the iron’s surface. “Oooooh.”

Dill nodded wisely. “It’s ready.”
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The second attack on
the troll baby didn’t go so well, either.

Peter unplugged the iron. He waited until the
troll baby sounded like it was far enough away from the laundry
room, then burst through the door with the iron held out in front
of him.

At first the changeling wheeled around, a
look of fury on its face. Then utter bewilderment took over. Its
mouth closed, its eyes bugged out even more, and its eyebrows
(actually, the empty brow where its eyebrows were supposed to be)
shot up on the green forehead.

Peter laughed. “It doesn’t like it!”

“Come on, punk,” Dill sneered at the
changeling in the voice of an action–movie star. “It’s laundry
day!”

“Huh?” Peter asked.

Dill changed the line. “It’s ironin’
day!”

“That’s stupid.”

“I don’t see you saying anything cool.
‘It doesn’t like it!’” he mimicked Peter in a high–pitched,
girly voice.

“Shut up! I don’t — ”

“It’s moving!” Dill squealed. “Iron it, iron
it!”

The changeling was on the move. It had
crouched down on all fours and was now circling them slowly, teeth
bared. A low rrrrrrrrrrrr rumbled from its throat.

Peter turned around slowly, keeping the iron
between him and the changeling at all times. Dill followed his
lead, keeping Peter and the iron between him and the
changeling.

Peter accidentally stepped on the loosely
trailing power cord, and tried to kick it away.

“What’re you waiting for?” Dill yelled.

“What’m I supposed to do?” Peter yelled
back.

“Steam it, fold it, press it, I don’t
know!”

Peter thrust the iron out a few inches. The
changeling immediately scampered back a foot, then resumed its slow
circling.

“YES!” Dill cried. “I’m gonna get ALLLL the
wrinkles out of your face, Butt–Ugly!”

Peter lunged out again, but further this
time. The changeling backed up quickly, never taking its eyes off
the iron.

Dill cackled like a maniac. “HA HAAAA! I’m
takin’ you to the cleaners, troll baby! I’m gonna — ”

The changeling suddenly darted forward, its
teeth snapping midair. Peter and Dill both jumped back in
panic.

“CRAP!” Dill shouted and whined all at the
same time.

“Dill, you’re not helping!”

“Well you’re not either!”

“You’re welcome to take the iron and get up
here instead!”

“Uh, no, that’s okay, you’re doing a great
job.”

Suddenly the changeling bolted forward —
though not at Peter or Dill. Instead, it aimed several feet to
their right. Peter jerked back and watched, puzzled, as the
changeling zoomed past. He realized too late what the little
monster was aiming for: the iron’s electrical cord, which Peter had
kicked off to the side.

The changeling snagged the cord in its jaws
mid–stride and never slowed down. With a powerful yank, the iron
jerked out of Peter’s hands and sailed through the air. It CLANGED
on the floor, leaving a huge dent in the linoleum, then bumped and
bounced crazily as the changeling ran out of the kitchen, pulling
the iron behind it like a Chihuahua dragging a pull toy.

“You were doing a great job,” Dill
amended.

They could hear the iron clanking and
thumping around the house…and then nothing. Then came the
skittering of tiny claws on hardwood floor.

“Uh oh,” Dill said.

“Back to the laundry room!” Peter shouted as
the changeling roared around the corner on all fours, its face
livid and eyes bulging out as much as ever.

Once more they just barely got the laundry
room door shut in time.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

This time, it took more than a minute for the
changeling to stop head–butting the door. Every twenty seconds or
so, it would return for another BOOM! and then walk away
again, muttering under its breath in troll babble.

“Do you think that gives it a headache?” Dill
asked.

Peter sank down against the washing machine
and put his face in his hands. “What are we going to do now?”

“Dude — the window.”

“We have to trap it, Dill!”

“The eggbeater?”

“No,” Peter moaned.

Dill placed one finger against his lips and
frowned for a few seconds. Then he brightened up considerably.

“Okay…first we open the dryer door.”

Peter turned to look at the circular door on
the machine next to him. Unlike the washer, which loaded from the
top of the machine, the door was on the front side of the clothes
dryer.

“Then you open the laundry room door,” Dill
continued. “The troll baby’ll come running and jump at you. You
duck, and it’ll fly through the air right into the dryer. I’ll be
on top of it and slam the door shut, and BAM! Put a fork in it!”
Dill punched the air in excitement. “We can even turn the dryer on
if you want to! Yeaaaaah.”

Peter stood up, a light in his eyes and the
gears turning in his brain. He opened the dryer door. A bunch of
bedsheets and pillowcases were still inside, forgotten and
unfolded.

He looked from the laundry room door to the
dryer, then back to the wooden door. The light in his eyes
died.

“It won’t work,” he said glumly.

Dill was outraged. “What?! Why not?!”

“The dryer’s not in a straight line with the
door. If the changeling doesn’t jump from exactly the right place,
it’s not gonna go in the dryer. Even if it does jump exactly
right, the dryer hole is really small — it might not go in.”

“If, if, if. All I hear are ‘ifs.’ What about
a good old–fashioned ‘We can do it, Dill, cuz you’re the smartest
dude ever and that’s the best idea IN THE
WORLD’?”

“What happens if I don’t duck in time?”

“Well, just make sure that you
do.”

“Well, what happens if I do, but the
changeling jumps too high? Then it’s gonna land on top of
you on the dryer.”

Dill paused and thought about that. “Okay,
new plan.”

“It was a good idea, though,” Peter reassured
him. “If we just had a big enough hole for it to jump into, and we
were sure we could get it to jump straight in…”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Dill grumbled.

Peter’s eyes lit up again. He looked down at
the dryer door, then searched the metal shelves lining the
wall.

“Dill, I got it.”

“What,” Dill muttered.

“We’re going out the window.”

“THAT’S MY IDEA!” Dill sputtered.

“And it’s the best idea ever.” Peter started
rummaging through the sheets in the dryer, looking for
something.

Dill was slightly taken back. “Uh…I know.
Thanks.”

Peter pulled a pillowcase out of the machine
and held it up for inspection.

“Uh…are we going?” Dill asked.

“Get up on top of the washer and open the
window. And see if you can get the ironing board outside.”

“Huh? Why?”

“You’ll see.” Peter placed the pillowcase on
top of the dryer and turned to the metal shelves against the
wall.

“What are you doing?”

Peter grinned over his shoulder. “Just taking
a few things with us.”

Dill scrambled up on top of the dryer. “If we
leave, how’re we going to catch the troll baby?”

“Simple. I’m coming back in.”

“WHAT?”

“But first,” Peter said cryptically, “we’ve
got to get the hole ready for the troll baby to jump through…”
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Twenty minutes later,
Peter opened the kitchen screen door as slowly as he could. No
matter how carefully he tried, though, it still made a long, low
squeeeeeeaaaaak. He looked through the panes of glass in the
wooden back door but couldn’t see the troll baby at all. Hopefully
it had moved on to another part of the house. But he was still
planning to look directly overhead before he opened the door
all the way.

Fool me once, shame on you, troll baby. Fool
me twice, shame on me.

Peter chuckled to himself. Not because he
found the thought particularly funny, but because he was trying to
ignore his heart hammering in his chest.

The screen was still shredded from where
Mercy had tried to rip her way through it just a couple of weeks
before. Grandfather hadn’t gotten around to replacing the wire mesh
yet.

Last time I went through this door to
get away from somebody trying to kill me; this time I’m
walking through it to get to somebody trying to kill
me.

Peter didn’t chuckle at that thought.

He opened the wooden kitchen door, making
sure to look through the crack overhead for any signs of a green
troll in a pink rainbow shirt. Once the door was open all the way,
he looked behind the door, too, and everywhere else he could think
of. Nothing.

Pausing for a second, he cocked one ear
towards the kitchen and listened. No skittering of toenails, no
troll baby muttering, no raspy breathing.

He walked slowly into the middle of the
kitchen, his gaze flitting around as quickly as he could move his
eyes.

No changeling.

Peter picked a spot in the middle of the
kitchen where he could see both the doorway to the den and, on the
other side of the room, the hall that led to Grandfather’s
study.

Do I really want to do this?

No.

But I have to.

For Beth.

He took a deep breath and screamed as loud as
he could, “HEY, SNOTBALL, I’M IN THE KITCHEN!”

From somewhere in the den he heard a
quizzical grunt, “Gurn?” followed by the puppy–dog clacking
of toenails on a hard surface. Within seconds, the changeling
barreled over the top of the doorway, still on all fours and
upside–down on the ceiling. Slobber dripped from its bared teeth
and splattered on the floor below. Its eyes glowed with a ferocious
hatred as it headed straight for Peter, who took off in the
opposite direction.

Peter pumped his legs as fast as he could
move them. He could hear the troll baby behind him as he rounded
the corner into the hallway. There was the study, coming up fast on
his left.

He blew past it and headed for the dining
room.

Behind him, he could hear the
chk–chk–chk of the changeling’s nails on the ceiling. He
couldn’t tell exactly where it was — whether a few feet behind him,
or a dozen — and he couldn’t look over his shoulder, not even for
an instant. If he did, and stumbled and fell, or if he lost even a
second to his pursuer…

Peter pushed the thought out of his mind as
he ran through the cavernous dining room and headed for the main
hall of the house.

There was a loud THUMP behind him, and
suddenly the nails were scratching CRK–CRK–CRK along the
hardwood floor instead of the ceiling. The changeling had decided
to continue the chase right–side up, and from the sound of things,
it was maybe ten feet behind him, if that.

Crap — it might not be
enough…

Peter sped out of the dining room and into
the main foyer. He ran to the front door and opened it a couple of
inches. For the first time, he allowed himself to look back.

The changeling was hurtling around the corner
of the dining room and into the hall, twelve feet away.

Peter stood there, doorknob in hand, frozen
to the spot.

The changeling locked eyes with him. Without
breaking stride, it catapulted into the air, straight for Peter’s
head.

With every bit of speed he could summon,
Peter flung open the front door and dove to the ground.
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The changeling sailed
right by his face — in fact, he could feel the breeze as the green
claws swept past his hair. But missed him it did, and instead
sailed right into the web of Scotch tape that crisscrossed the
entire front doorframe.

Back in kindergarten, Peter’s Physical
Education class used to play ‘Popcorn.’ The PE teacher had an old
parachute, one she said that soldiers had had used in World War II
when they jumped out of planes. All the kids would take a handful
of the silk material and stand in a circle, then whip the cloth in
a frenzy as the PE teacher threw dodgeballs in the center. The
balls would shoot up in the air like popcorn kernels, fall back
down, hit the billowing cloth, then shoot back up again.

Peter had always wondered what would happen
if the class had held the outstretched parachute over an empty
swimming pool and a kid had jumped off the high dive. When he and
Dill were standing on the ironing board attaching the strips of
Scotch tape across the doorway, each strip an inch apart in a
tightly woven pattern that looked like a giant tennis racket, the
question came back into his mind: what would happen?

He figured it would probably look something
like what happened to the troll baby.

The changeling smacked right into the scotch
tape and kept on going. There was no way the tape was strong enough
to hold to the doorframe like a spider’s web — the troll baby was
too heavy and going far too fast — but Peter was counting on that.
Instead, the tape grid ripped off the doorway and closed around the
troll like a butterfly net, and immediately stuck to itself. The
changeling went flying through the air encased in a sticky, scotch
tape cocoon.

Then it hit the brick steps outside and
bounced. “AAG! EEG! OOG!” it screeched every time it smacked into a
new step. By the time it hit the lawn in front of the porch, it was
a helpless jumble of balled–up scotch tape rolling around in the
grass.

But Peter knew it wouldn’t stay that way for
long. Already the changeling was gnashing its teeth and trying to
break free of its plastic bindings.

“Dill, the pillowcase!” he yelled as he raced
out the front door and down the steps.

Dill darted out of the bushes and whipped the
pillowcase around the taped–up ball. “Got it!”

Peter looked over at Dill’s house. None of
the Bodinskis were outside, and since Grandfather lived on an
otherwise deserted side street, that meant no one had seen
anything.

Peter grabbed one edge of the pillowcase from
Dill. “Come on!” he shouted. “We can’t let your family see!”

“My family’s seen weirder things!” Dill
yelled back.

“What, weirder than us dragging a screaming
troll baby around in a pillowcase?”

“I’ll just tell them it was your sister —
they’ll completely understand!”
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Both boys ran as fast
as they could, dragging the snarling load behind them. They sped
around the front of Grandfather’s house, down the side past the
garbage cans, and into the backyard towards the rosebushes.

Peter could hear the changeling’s enraged
screeches and the sound of plastic popping inside the pillowcase.
It was just a gamble now if they could reach the mushrooms in
time.

They sped past the roses and angled away from
the garden patch, towards the stretch of open field where this
nightmare had begun only two hours before. The pillowcase slid and
bumped along the grass behind them.

Peter heard the sound of fabric ripping. He
looked down and saw four tiny, clawed fingers shredding the
cloth.

“HURRY!”

“I’M HURRYING!” Dill shrieked.

They mowed over at least a hundred mushrooms
as they frantically searched for the fairy ring where Beth had
disappeared.

“IS THAT — CAREFUL!” Peter warned.

“I AM, I AM!”

Then he saw it, plain as day: a perfect
circle of brown toadstools, six feet ahead.

“STOP!” Peter cried.

Dill dropped the twitching pillowcase without
being told twice. The cloth bag was thrashing and rolling every
which way like some horrible cocoon about to produce the world’s
most terrifying butterfly.

Dill eyed the fairy ring. “Dude, we don’t
have to go in there, do we?!”

“I don’t know, I don’t know!” Peter said
frantically. Tiny green hands were tearing the pillowcase to
shreds; in a matter of seconds, the changeling would be out. If it
didn’t kill him and Dill on the spot, it might just jump in the
fairy circle and go back to its own world. The idea of following it
to a land of a thousand troll babies was about the worst thing
Peter could imagine.

“Wait — dude, Beth’s a hostage, right? We’ve
got a hostage, too!”

Peter eyed the snarling pillowcase. “You call
that a hostage?”

Dill jerked his thumb at the fairy ring and
whispered, “They don’t know that.”

As Dill’s meaning dawned on Peter, he smiled
— Ahhhhh! — then just as quickly frowned again. “So?”

“So do what they do in every bank robber cop
movie — negotiate!”

“Uh — okay, okay — ahem.” Keeping one eye on
the thrashing pillowcase, Peter started shouting at the fairy ring.
“UM, FAIRY PEOPLE — WE HAVE YOUR TROLL BABY! AND I KNOW YOU HAVE MY
SISTER! UH, WE WILL TRADE YOU BETH FOR — ”

Peter didn’t have time to finish before the
grass in the fairy ring began to whip and shake like some giant fan
was blowing on it. A tiny head rose up through the green, as though
an elevator platform hidden beneath the ground was pushing its way
up through the lawn.

Peter and Dill gasped, expecting an army of
green, fanged monsters to start popping out at them.

Instead, Beth rose up through the grass,
apparently unharmed. She was dressed in some sort of strange
leather outfit, with a ragged little skirt, a halter top, and a
chain of tiny bones hanging around her neck. She also had scraps of
the same leathery material clutched in her hands and, oddly enough,
clenched between her teeth.

She looked over at Peter and Dill.

“BETH!” they both cried out.

“Oh my gosh, I’m happier to see you than I’ve
ever been in my whole life!” Peter exclaimed.

“Dude, that’s not saying much.”

“Shut up, Dill! Beth, get out of that circle
of mushrooms — hurry, come over here!”

Completely ignoring her brother, Beth bent
over, faced the grass beneath her feet, and screamed. The piece of
leather in her mouth fell to the ground. Beth didn’t care; she just
kept screaming.

And it wasn’t scared or frightened screaming.
No, Peter knew the sound from experience: it was pure, flat–out
rage.

As though summoned by the sound of her voice,
the changeling slashed through the last bits of cloth and burst out
of the shredded pillowcase. Strands of tattered scotch tape covered
every inch of his body like the scraggly feathers of a prehistoric
dodo bird just hatched from its egg.

But this dodo bird was maaad.

The changeling faced Beth and fixed its
bulging ping–pong eyes on her.

Beth quit screaming and looked up from the
fairy ring.

Peter’s heart stopped in his chest.

The changeling lunged forward onto its front
arms, opened its mouth, and ROARED. Its tongue flailed back and
forth like a whip and sprayed spit and mucus across the grass.

Peter knew the changeling was about to
charge. Though it was suicide, he tensed his body, ready to tackle
the troll and wrestle it into the fairy ring himself — anything to
make sure his sister got away safely.

Beth looked at the changeling, then squatted
down and HOWLED. Her face was a mask of fury. Her skin went
fire–truck red. Her eyebrows were so contorted with hatred, Peter
could barely recognize her. In fact, he was kind of frightened.

So was the changeling.

The troll baby shut its mouth and hunched
back on its hind legs. It blinked once, and seemed utterly lost as
to what to do about the wailing banshee in front of him.

Beth rushed out of the fairy ring, arms
beating the air, still screaming with rage.

The changeling whimpered like a scared dog,
then turned around and fled.

Beth chased it, screaming, in circles around
Peter and Dill. She never got close — the troll baby was too fast
for that — but she never let up. She just kept screaming and
chasing, screaming and chasing.

The troll baby kept darting looks over its
shoulder at Beth, then doubling its speed and zigzagging away, the
strands of tape on its body fluttering like plastic streamers from
a little kid’s bike handles. Seeing the look of terror on its face,
Peter almost felt sorry for it.

Almost.

Finally it gave up. It jumped in the air and
dove headfirst into the fairy ring. Like a jungle animal falling
into a trap in the ground, the changeling disappeared completely,
leaving behind only shivering blades of grass.

Having lost the main object of her fury, Beth
turned on Peter. “WHERE MY STAWBERRY SHORCAKE BA’ING SUU?”

Peter was too shocked by the troll baby’s
exit to understand her right away. “Your, uh — ?”

“WHERE STAWBEWY SHORCAKE!” Beth screamed at
the top of her lungs, her face now an unnatural shade of
purple.

“In the house, in the house! In your room, up
in your room!”

Beth turned and ran howling across the field.
When she got in the back door to the kitchen, she didn’t stop
screaming; the sound just got muted a little as she raced through
the house up to her bedroom. Peter assumed that she had found her
bathing suit when everything finally went silent.

Peter looked over at Dill, whose mouth had
dropped open at the beginning and never shut the whole time. Dill
looked back at him.

Without a word, they ripped out all the
toadstools that made up the fairy ring, scattered them across
Grandfather’s giant backyard, and ground them to pulp beneath their
tennis shoes.

And, just to be sure, they kicked over every
other mushroom in the field, too.
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Mom got the job.

Fifteen minutes after Peter and Dill cleared
the field of mushrooms, she walked in beaming and laughing,
carrying take–out Chinese food and a half gallon of fancy ice
cream. She was in such a good mood that she even invited Dill to
stay, which was a miracle.

Over dinner, she told them all about how the
head of the Office of Legal Affairs had been so impressed with her
background, how he said they never got people at Charterton
University with such big–city experience, and that after twenty
minutes of talking he’d asked how soon could she start?

“We still have to iron out the details, of
course,” Mom said.

Peter and Dill exchanged a look. Iron,
Dill mouthed with a giggle.

Mom ignored him. “I’ve got to get daycare for
Beth, and I’m still negotiating my final salary, of course…”

Speaking of his sister, Peter watched her
carefully throughout dinner. From every indication, she seemed to
be the same old Beth: wearing her Strawberry Shortcake bathing
suit, messily eating Kung Pao Chicken with her hands, and throwing
won tons off her high chair onto the floor. Every so often she
would interrupt Mom’s story, at which point Peter’s stomach would
clench with fear.

“Mommy, mommy, dey was wittle gween mens wi’
sticks an’ dey was mean!”

“Uh huh, that’s nice, Beth.”

“Mommy, mommy, dey stole Stawbewy Shorcake! I
ha’ to go beat ‘em up!”

“That’s nice. So, as I was saying — ”

He shouldn’t have worried. Beth’s babbling
was just as messy as her eating, and totally incoherent to anyone
who hadn’t been there. The secret of what had happened that
afternoon was safe.

Grandfather walked into the kitchen as they
were eating ice cream. Peter’s heart beat faster from fear, but he
calmed himself down. They had cleaned the house hastily before Mom
got home, and there were no tell–tale signs the troll had left
behind — not even any hand– or footprints on the ceiling. There was
no reason Grandfather would ever know.

“Dad, I got the job!” Mom grinned.

“Good for you,” he said emotionlessly as he
walked into the hall.

On an ordinary night Mom might have been
crushed, but she just turned back around and kept on chatting about
how interesting the job was, and how nice her new boss seemed, and
how good it would be to get back to work.

Several minutes of happy ice–cream–eating
passed before the poop hit the fan.

“PETER!” Grandfather yelled from down the
hall. Peter’s heart immediately leapt into his throat, and he
suddenly realized the most important thing he and Dill should have
done while cleaning up: not mopping drool. Not replacing the iron.
Not pulling stray bits of tape off the front door.

He had forgotten to replace the book in
Grandfather’s study.

Whether Dill had figured it out or not, he
knew from the tone of Grandfather’s voice that he didn’t want to
stick around.

“See you later, dude,” he said as he slid out
of his kitchen chair. He turned back briefly, just long enough to
snag his bowl of ice cream and carry it with him as he popped out
the back door.

“Hey, bring that bowl back after you’re
finished!” Mom called merrily after him. Not even Dill’s dessert
thievery could ruin her day.
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Peter trudged warily
down the hallway and stopped at the study. His heart was hammering
inside his chest as he tapped at the door.

“Come in,” Grandfather snarled from
inside.

Peter pushed the door open. Grandfather was
sitting behind his mahogany desk in his leather chair. The
chandelier was turned off, so the only light came from the tiny,
stained–glass lamp on his desk, which cast half of Grandfather’s
face into shadow as he glared at Peter.

“I believe I’ve made it clear that this room
is off–limits to you when I am not home.”

Peter nodded silently. His knees trembled a
little as Grandfather held up the copy of Fairieland: Portals To
The Other World And Its Denizens.

“Is there something you’d like to tell me?”
the old man barked.

Not really…

“Well, you know how Mom had her job interview
today?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you were gone, and Dill and I had to
babysit Beth.”

“So?”

“So…something happened.”

The story came out in fits and starts: about
the mushrooms in the field, how Beth mysteriously disappeared and
then reappeared out of nowhere, how she had acted odd and then
started turning into a tiny, green, big–eared troll baby.

Grandfather didn’t seem phased by any of it,
though he looked none too pleased.

“Then it chased us in here,” Peter said
guiltily and stopped talking.

Grandfather’s eyes narrowed to slits.
“Us?”

“Yeah…me and Dill. But don’t worry, the
monster baby didn’t get in.”

Grandfather closed his eyes as though he were
in pain. “I am more concerned that the monster idjit from next door
did.” Then his eyes snapped open and he scowled. “Well? I
assume the story ends with something other than you making friends
with the changeling and helping it take over my granddaughter’s
identity.”

“Oh — you know about changelings?”

Grandfather rolled his eyes. “Do I know about
changelings,” he muttered to himself, then snapped at Peter, “Of
course I do! The better question is, how do you?”

Peter looked confused. “Well…I told you, it
started out looking like Beth, and we had to fight it — ”

“But how did you know it was called a
changeling?”

Peter pointed at the book on Grandfather’s
desk. “That book.”

Grandfather pointed to Fairieland.
“This book.”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t leave this book out.”

Peter shook his head ‘no.’

Grandfather looked around his study — not
because he needed to, but for dramatic effect. “There are over
6,000 books in this room. How did you manage to find a book about
changelings in less than three weeks’ time?”

“Uh…I don’t know.”

“You don’t know,” Grandfather said
sarcastically.

“Well, we’d already starting looking when I
noticed there was this light shining on one across the room, so I
picked it out.” He gestured at the book in the old man’s hand.
“That one.”

Grandfather’s eyes opened wide. Wider, in
fact, than Peter had ever seen him open them before. He looked
genuinely surprised.

“You…saw a light? Shining on just one of
them?”

“Yeah.”

Grandfather was silent for a moment. When he
spoke, it was in a decidedly less angry voice. “So, you found this
book, discovered you had a changeling on your hands… what happened
next?”

“Does the light mean anything?” Peter
asked.

“Other than an incredible piece of good luck,
no,” Grandfather said. “What happened next?”

“But you looked really surpr — ”

“What happened next.”

Peter finished the story, ending with the
destruction of the fairy ring. Grandfather sat quietly for a
moment. Then he nodded, once, as he stood up.

“Well done.”

Peter had to take a few seconds to make sure
he wasn’t dreaming.

“‘Well done’?!” he asked, bewildered. “That’s
it?!”

Grandfather walked around the desk. “What
more do you want?”

Peter backed up against the wall, a little
afraid that Grandfather was going to spring across the room at him.
“You’re not mad?”

“Well, unlike previous incidents,”
Grandfather emphasized with a dollop of irritation, “you didn’t
misbehave or do anything mischievous. Things just happened, and you
coped with them as best you could.”

Grandfather was almost to the study door.
Amazingly, he didn’t seem like he was going to reach out and choke
Peter.

“Where are you going, then?” Peter asked.

“To check on your sister. I doubt another
changeling came back in her place, but I want to make sure
nonetheless.”

“You’re not going to throw her in the fire,
are you?”

“That method of detecting changelings went
out of style sometime in the 17th century. There are
safer, more humane ways.” Grandfather looked at Peter suspiciously.
“You didn’t — ”

“No,” Peter said defensively. “Are you gonna
touch her with a hot iron?”

Grandfather stopped with his hand on the
doorknob and stared at Peter. “What in the world are you talking
about?”

“The book said fairies don’t like irons, so
we plugged Mom’s into the wall and —”

“Iron. The metal iron, as in
the main component of steel. Fairies don’t like iron, it
hurts them to touch it.”

“Oh,” Peter said, a little embarrassed.

“But since a laundry iron has steel, it would
probably achieve the same effect. I might just use the iron myself
to test her reaction — but cold, and definitely not plugged
in.”

Grandfather was halfway out the door when
Peter spoke up again. “Wait…”

The old man turned back around, severely
annoyed. “If you wanted to clear your conscience, consider yourself
forgiven. Just don’t go back in my study again when I’m not here.
Ever. Even if you are being chased by — ”

“I saw something on your desk,” Peter blurted
out.

Grandfather stopped moving. He froze there at
the door, arm fully extended. His face didn’t move in the
slightest; his eyes certainly didn’t get larger this time.

“…oh?” he said, sounding only vaguely
interested.

“Yeah, there were some books…and a notebook
you were writing in. It said something about a curse on the
Flannagan family.” Grandfather didn’t say anything for another ten
seconds. When he did speak, his face didn’t change, but his voice
was absolutely neutral. Not angry, not irritated, not impatient.
Certainly not happy, but…disconnected. Emotionless.

“There is no curse. It’s an old rumor I ran
across while researching our family tree.”

“But the notebook talked about the end of the
world — ”

“Yes, well, it’s a rather idiotic rumor.
Forget you read it.”

“But all your other stories about hobos and
vampires are strange and crazy — why isn’t this one true?”

“Because it’s not. Forget about it.”

“But maybe — ”

“I told you it’s balderdash — why in the
world would you even care?” Grandfather snapped, back to his old
self.

“Tons of bad stuff keeps happening to me.
What if it’s the curse?”

Grandfather shook his head. “I’ve told you,
Duskerville is a strange place, with supernatural goings–on that
have affected hundreds of people over the centuries. Those forces
have been here far longer than our family has. Your recent
encounters are just part of the bigger picture. They are not
connected to any curse, because there isn’t one.”

“But — ”

“Go to bed,” Grandfather said sternly
and walked out of the study. Peter could hear the old man’s
footsteps on the hardwood floors, fading away.

Though it was a little too early to go to
sleep, Peter still went up to his room, if for no other reason than
to get out of Grandfather’s way. The rest of the evening, he played
the conversation over and over again in his mind. None of his
questions had been answered, but there was one thing he was certain
of: he had never heard Grandfather use that tone of voice before in
his life. The old man had used that neutral, unconcerned way of
speaking twice — when asked about the curse, and also when Peter
had asked about the light in the study, the one that had pointed
out the changeling book.

Grandfather had always been truthful before,
at least to Peter’s knowledge. The old man had omitted some things,
probably, and refused to talk about others, yes, but he had never
flat–out told a lie.

Tonight, for the first time, it sounded as
though he might have.

As he drifted off to sleep that night, Peter
wondered which was stranger: everything that had happened with the
changeling today…

…or the reasons why Grandfather had lied.
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Rory McCusken and
Greg Witherspoon sat on the old wooden dock and dangled their bare
feet in the lake. Rory had a simple bamboo stick, and Greg was
using a carbon shaft fishing pole, but neither of them was having
any luck.

“We didn’t get out here early enough,” Greg
complained.

“It’s only 8 o’clock,” Rory pointed out.

“I told you we shoulda been out here by
seven.”

“Quit yer whinin’, it’s all good.”

Rory was dressed in cut–off blue jeans and a
white t–shirt. Greg was a bit tubby, and his mom wasn’t kind when
buying his school clothes. She always went preppy rather than cool,
and she seemed to be in denial about Greg’s weight issues. As a
result, Greg had on khaki shorts and a collared, button–up shirt
that was a size too small. His belly poked out a little from
beneath the bottom.

“They’re not biting,” Greg grumbled.

“They will.”

“Maybe we should go tubing instead.”

Rory sighed. “You got no patience, Greg. Just
relax.”

“I’d relax better if I had a coke. Get me a
coke, will you?”

Rory got to his feet on the boards of the
gently swaying dock. It was the floating type that rose and sank as
the water level changed, but was still anchored to tall wooden
posts sticking up out of the lake. That way, heavy rains wouldn’t
cover the dock, and a really dry summer wouldn’t leave it too high
above the water.

Rory walked the twenty feet up to the shore.
They had left their supplies up closer to the bank so they wouldn’t
accidentally knock anything in. The park rangers looooved to
hand out tickets for even the smallest bits of littering. If a
potato chip bag got away from them and a ranger spotted it, Rory
would be cutting grass for two months trying to pay off the
fine.

He rummaged in the cooler and pulled out a
couple of soda cans from the sixpack. He figured they could have
one now, one about eleven when they ate their PB&J sandwiches,
and one for the bike ride back home.

He looked up the muddy dirt path that circled
through the weeds and marsh grasses. The bikes were a good tenth of
a mile up the trail, deep among the twisted swamp trees. He wasn’t
worried anybody would steal them, though; the innertube riders
never came this far down the springs. Besides, Rory had locked the
bikes up with his chain, and that sucker was heavy–duty. Nothing
but a blow torch was going to cut through those links.

Frogs croaked from the water and insects
buzzed in the trees. The sun sparkled off the lake. The air had
started off cool on their bike ride earlier that morning, but was
quickly warming up.

Rory popped the top on one of the sodas and
took a long, slurping gulp. By the time he’d finished drinking, all
the animal noises were gone.

Rory didn’t notice it at first. He was only a
few steps along the dock before he realized how silent the lake had
become.

“Everything went awful quiet, didn’t it?” he
called out.

“Huh?” Greg cocked his head, then noticed
that Rory had already opened his drink. “Hey, man, quit takin’ so
long with the cokes, I’m gonna die of thirst up here.”

“Okay, okay, I’m comin’, I’m — ”

There was a noise from the marsh reeds over
by the bank. A low, rumbling kwwwwwwwwwhhhhh, like a kid
using the back of his throat to imitate a bomb going
off.

Rory stood still on the dock.

Maybe it was a bullfrog…a really HUGE
bullfrog…

“Hey Greg, did you hear that?”

“What?”

“It was like a…a rumbling sound.”

“I hear my stomach rumbling, that’s what
I hear. Come on!”

Rory was about to take another step when
something long and dark moved through the water to the right of the
dock.

It must’ve been ten feet long, maybe more. It
was hard to see; the water was pretty clear because of the spring
that dumped into the lake, but the sun glinting off the surface
didn’t help any. The only detail Rory could make out for sure was a
thick tail that tapered to just a few inches wide…

…right before it disappeared under the
dock.

Alligator.

“Rory, come ON!”

Rory looked up to see his friend still seated
on the edge of the wooden pier.

With his feet in the water.

“Greg, GET UP!” Rory screamed. “GET OUT OF
THE WATER!”

Greg frowned in confusion. “Rory, what —
”

“ALLIGATOR! GET OUT OF THE WATER! UNDER THE
DOCK, ALLIGATOR!”

Greg’s eyes went wide. Then he grinned.

“Awwwww, good one, man. This ain’t Florida,
there aren’t any gators around here.”

Spit flew out of Rory’s mouth, he was so
frantic. “GREG JUST PLEASE GET OUT OF THE WATER, PLEASE GET OUT OF
THE WATER PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE!”

Greg was obviously confused to see this
screaming crazy person who, just a few seconds before, had been his
mild–mannered friend. Greg rolled onto his back and lifted his
dripping feet high in the air.

“There, are you happy n — ”

CRACK.

The dock between Rory and Greg lifted a foot
into the air and buckled in the middle. A dozen boards splintered
into jagged pieces before crashing back down.

Between the scraps of shattered wood, Rory
caught a glimpse of something before it slipped back into
the water.

Rory had never seen a live alligator in his
life. The few times he’d been out of Duskerville were to visit his
grandparents in Iowa and to go on a family car trip to see Mt.
Rushmore. He’d been to Canada twice. That was about it.

But he’d seen plenty of Discovery Channel
programs on cable.

And that wasn’t an alligator.

Alligators were scaly and tough and green.
This thing…it was grayish and slick and round. The head, or
what he had seen of it, was about the same size as his family’s
super–huge big screen TV.

Exactly what the creature was, Rory had no
idea. But it was very large, and it was powerful enough to turn a
six–foot wide dock into matchsticks.

“Greg! Get up!”

Greg scrambled to his feet. His face was
white as a ghost, and his body was trembling.

“Greg, get over here!”

Greg shook his head rapidly.

“Greg, you gotta get out of there!” Rory
yelled. “It’s still in the water!”

“What do I do?” Greg wailed.

“Jump the cracked part!”

“I caaaaan’t!”

“Yes you can, yes you can! You can do it, I
know you can do it!”

Greg crouched down on the wooden planks and
started to cry.

Rory scanned the water around the dock and
between the broken floorboards, searching for any more dark shapes.
Nothing so far, but the thing could be back any second.

“Greg, you can do it, I know you can, just
try!”

Greg shook his head. “I can’t…please don’t
make me…”

“Greg, it’s going to get you if you don’t get
out of there! Just run and jump, you can make it, I know you
can!”

Something caught Rory’s attention. Maybe a
foot away from him was a glint of red in the gap between the
boards. Then it disappeared. Dark sliminess covered it for a brief
second, then pulled back, and the red reappeared.

An eye — it’s an eye blinking.

Suddenly, the sun–baked boards directly under
Rory’s feet buckled and pitched wildly to the side.

He was in the air. And then he was
falling.

As he hit the cold water, he saw the shape
shoot out from under the dock, and he knew it was over. He just
hoped it wouldn’t hurt too much.

Water rushed over his face and pounded in his
ears.

He felt a tiny sting on his leg, like an ant
bite. Immediately, everything started to get fuzzy and confusing.
And though he was underwater and could feel himself sliding down
into unconsciousness, he could hear a muffled sound somewhere up
above him.

It was Greg screaming.

And screaming.

And screaming.

Then the screaming faded away, and there was
only darkness.
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“Come on, now,” Dill
said. “You know it’ll be cool.”

Peter and Dill were seated around the kitchen
table, eating waffles that Mom had cooked in the toaster. Dill had
only agreed to come in the house once Peter had assured him that
Grandfather was locked away in the study, as the old man usually
was on Saturday mornings. And Saturday afternoons. In fact, almost
all of the time.

Mom sat a few feet away, trying to get Beth
to eat some Cheerios.

“What did you say this place was again?”
Peter asked.

“Itcheepatucknee Springs. You can start all
the way up at the top and rent an innertube or a raft, and go all
the way down the river and stop before you get to the lake. Then
they’ll load you up in a truck and drive you back up to the top and
you can do it all over again. It takes like an hour, and sometimes
there’s otters in the springs, and you can see clear down to the
bottom. You gotta wear old shoes, though, cuz there’s some
rocks.”

“I don’t understand how you can’t say
‘hypocrite’ but you can say Itchy — what is it again?”

“ITCH–ee puh–TUCK–nee,” Dill enunciated.
“It’s an Indian name. I’m part Indian, so I can say it real
easy.”

Mom looked over at Dill. With his blond buzz
cut, his sunburned white skin, and his jug ears sticking out, he
looked like the most un–Indian person in the entire world.

“You’re part Indian,” Mom repeated, clearly
not believing him.

Dill nodded. “Yes.”

“American Indian.”

“Ye–eeees,” Dill said in a sing–song voice,
annoyed that his ancestry was being questioned.

“Didn’t you say last week that you were part
pirate, too?” Peter asked.

“Yeah, so?” Dill scowled.

“Nothing.”

“What?!”

“You just seem to be ‘part something’ of
whatever movie you watched that day.”

“What are you saying?” Dill asked, his eyes
narrowing.

“Well, you watched Pirates Of The
Caribbean last week, and yesterday you watched Dances With
Wolves. What are you going to be when you watch
E.T.?”

Dill squinted angrily at Peter.

Peter tried to contain his laughter. “Or…or a
movie about poop?”

“Poooooop!” Beth spluttered at the other end
of the table, splattering Cheerios everywhere.

“I don’t like what you’re saying,” Dill
snarled. “Plus, there aren’t any movies about poop.” He cocked his
head as though considering something very important. “Cuz I’d
totally watch that movie.”

“Boys, boys,” Mom called out. “Let’s keep
this conversation out of the toilet, shall we? Where do you get the
last name Bodinksi from, Dill?”

“Why do you ask me totally crazy questions
like that?” Dill fumed. “That has nothing to do with
Indians.”

“Okay, Mr. Bodiniski, what’s your Indian
name?”

Dill didn’t miss a beat. “Swims With Big
Otters.”

“Swims With Big Otters.” Mom’s tone of voice
sounded like Uh huh. Riiiiight.

“Yes! Itcheepatucknee! Otters swim around
there all the time!”

“Are you sure it’s not ‘Tells Big Stories And
Fibs?’” Peter asked, laughing again.

“I’ll bet you.” Dill stuck out his small
finger. “Pinky swear. Five bucks says there’s otters.”

“Unh–unh,” Peter said, shaking his head.

“We don’t bet, Dill,” Mom explained.

“Cuz you’re scared,” Dill smirked.

Mom looked at Dill like he was about to get a
spanking. Dill stopped smirking and went back to eating his
waffle.

“Whas an ottah?” Beth asked.

“It’s like a big rat that lives in the
water,” Dill stated matter–of–factly.

Beth looked horrified.

“But it’s friendly, and it swims around and
plays with other otters all the time, and it’ll come up to you
if you’re in an innertube in Itcheepatucknee,” Dill
emphasized.

Beth’s face wrinkled up in worry. “I don’
wanna see no ottahs,” she whined.

“You’re not, don’t worry,” Mom told her.

“Come oooooonnnn,” Dill pleaded. “This is
probably gonna be the last hot day for the rest of the year, and
the water’s really cool, and did I mention the otters? We can
innertube down the spring — ”

“Alright, alright, ALRIGHT,” Mom groaned.
“Just — stop talking. You want to go, Peter?”

Peter shrugged. “It could be neat.”

Mom glared at Dill. “All right, you two can
go.”

Dill beamed a thousand–watt smile. “Cool. Can
you drive us?”
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“I have no idea why
I’m doing this,” Mom grumbled as her car chugged down the
tree–lined road.

“Cause you looooove us,” Dill answered.

“I don’t love you, Dill,” Mom
muttered.

“I’m okay with that as long as you drive me
there.”

Peter laughed. Mom had never liked Dill much,
but she put up with him because he was Peter’s only friend since
they had moved to Duskerville a month ago. She tried to get Peter
to make new friends every week at school, but Peter and Dill were
kind of outsiders. Other kids didn’t like Peter much because he was
new, and they didn’t like Dill because he was…Dill.

Actually, that wasn’t true. Nobody except the
school bullies really disliked them. Peter got along fine with most
of the kids, but nobody was really welcoming or super nice to
him…except the nerds. Or weird girls who turned into vampires.

That was another thing: he and Dill had been
through too much together. From the dead men in the garden patch,
to the undead mess with Mercy Chalmers, to Beth being replaced with
a troll baby just a week before, Dill had suffered through a lot
with Peter. That created a bond that went beyond just having a bud
to hang out with after school.

Not that Peter’s mom understood, but that was
okay. She didn’t know about the vampires, and she still blamed Dill
for the black soot marks the dead guys had left when they invaded
the house. Peter intended on keeping it that way. He didn’t know
how she would react if he told her the truth. She probably wouldn’t
believe any of it…but then again, what if she were presented with
undeniable evidence? She might move them back to California. A
month ago, that would have suited Peter just fine. But now he had
Dill, his best friend in his entire life, and he didn’t want to
move just because some stupid classmates had come back from the
dead.

Peter often wondered, Why is this
happening to me? And why here? Nothing even remotely strange
had ever happened back in California. He figured it had to be
related to the notebook he’d seen in Grandfather’s study the day
Beth disappeared: “The CURSE shall fall upon the Flannagan family
for thirteen generations…”

He wanted to know what it meant, but the one
time he had asked Grandfather about it, the old man had seemed to
lie. He said it was nothing more than a rumor. The topic was
clearly off–limits, like the doorway under the stairs that Peter
was forbidden to open ‘ON PAIN OF DEATH.’

Asking Grandfather about it again would only
get him in trouble, and trouble was the furthest thing from his
mind right now. The weather was gorgeous. It was already October,
and for the first time in weeks — and maybe the last time for
months to come — it felt like summer again. The sun beat down on
the car’s roof, and the wind blowing through the open windows was
deliciously hot.

“Why can’t you ride your bikes?” Mom
asked.

“Too far, too far!” Dill protested.

“Too fah, too fah,” Beth echoed. She was
strapped in the back seat next to Dill, and kept trying to smack
him on the head.

“It’s like, ten miles,” Dill continued as he
batted away Beth’s hand.

“Ten my–uws,” Beth shrieked.

“Fine. I guess just give me a phone call when
you’re ready to come home. Do they have payphones there?”

“Oh yeah,” Dill said. “We’ll just need a
couple of quarters.”

“Alright. Is there anything else you need,
Peter?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Money,” Dill said. “He’ll need some money
for an innertube.”

“How much?” Mom asked.

“Five dollars.”

“Ohhhhh, so that explains why you
wanted to bet,” Mom realized.

“Yeah, but only five dollars. I’m not
greedy, you know.”

Peter snorted. Dill whacked him on the head
from the backseat.

“Okay, Peter, get my purse out and grab a
five. And some quarters.”

“Ahem.” Dill cleared his throat. “I, uh…I
could use some money, too. Since you guys don’t bet.”

Mom didn’t even glance over her shoulder.
“How much.”

“Five dollars.”

Mom breathed out in exasperation. “Fine.”

“And we could use another five dollars for
food…they’ve got a cool little cart where they sell hot dogs and
stuff.”

Mom shook her head. “Fine.”

“Five dollars…each.”

Mom glared at Dill in the rearview mirror.
“You’re really pushing it, you know that, Mr. ‘Swims With Big
Otters’?”

“Just think of it as my babysitting fee for
that time that helped you get a job.”

It was true; Mom had been offered the job as
a legal secretary at Charterton University immediately after her
interview, which had been made possible by Peter and Dill
babysitting Beth for the afternoon. Peter didn’t think it wise to
mention that they had lost Beth, though. In another dimension. And
that, for a while, she had been replaced with a green–skinned
changeling.

Mom grimaced. “Fine. Five babysitting dollars
for each of you, but the rest is coming out of your allowance,
Peter.”

“Aw, man!”

Dill patted him on the shoulder. “It’s worth
it, dude.”

“It better be,” Peter grumbled, “cuz you’re
paying me back.”

Dill smiled and nodded. “Sure, sure.”

“I’m serious, Dill.”

“Sure, sure.”

“Dilllll…” Peter warned.

“Ottahs!” Beth screamed, and pulled Dill’s
hair.

“Aaaaaah!” Dill yelled, and the subject of
money was forgotten.
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Mom’s Honda turned
off the main road and through the gate, which had a big log on top
with the words ITCHEEPATUCKNEE STATE PARK burned into the wood. It
looked exactly like the signs outside summer camps in any of a
dozen kids movies Peter had seen over the years.

The car puttered down the road for another
mile before finally reaching the end. There they saw several log
cabin buildings of various sizes, five picnic benches, stacks of
black innertubes, and a dozen kids swarming around a couple of park
rangers. The kids ranged from Peter and Dill’s age to
teenagers.

Nearby were several public telephones in
plastic boxes attached to wooden posts. And there was a hot dog
cart, just like Dill said, run by a short man with a mustache.

Mom drove into the gravel parking lot and
eased into a space between a minivan and a jeep. Several parents
stood around chatting, waiting to make sure their kids were okay
before they drove off.

As Mom unbuckled Beth from her car seat, Dill
and Peter spilled out of the car. Dill was carrying a plastic
supermarket bag over his arm, and he started rummaging through its
contents.

Peter wandered over to a sun–bleached poster
behind a scratched plastic window. Over the years, dozens of people
had carved their initials in the logs that held the display in
place.

WELCOME TO ITCHEEPATUCKNEE STATE FOREST, HOME
OF THE STATE’S LARGEST NATURAL SPRINGS!

ITCHEEPATUCKNEE IS AN INDIAN WORD FROM THE
LOCAL WINNAPOTAKA TRIBE, WHO FISHED HERE FOR HUNDREDS OF YEARS.
ITCHEEPATUCKNEE MEANS ‘HIDDEN WATERS,’ WHICH NICELY DESCRIBES THE
SEVENTEEN NATURAL SPRINGS THAT BUBBLE UP FROM THE GROUND AND JOIN
TOGETHER TO FORM A SINGLE, LARGE STREAM. THE STREAM RUNS THROUGH
THE FOREST BEFORE JOINING LAKE HAMPSTEAD. THE WATER IS FRESH AND
CLEAR AT THE SOURCE OF THE SPRINGS, BUT DON’T DRINK IT, JUST TO BE
SAFE! OTTERS, BIRDS, AND FISH FROM LAKE HAMPSTEAD LIVE IN THE
STREAMS YEAR–ROUND, AND CAN OFTEN BE SEEN ON A DOWNSTREAM TOUR.

THE STREAM RUNS FOR ALMOST TWO MILES FROM THE
NORTHERNMOST TRIBUTARY. PLEASE DO NOT LITTER — KEEP THE GROUNDS
CLEAN AND SAFE FOR THE ANIMALS, AND ALSO OTHER VISITORS TO
ENJOY!

Below that there was a map. There was a
winding blue line that got bigger here, smaller there, and finally
dumped into a much larger lake.

“Are you sure this is absolutely safe, Dill?”
Mom asked worriedly.

“Oh, yes ma’am,” a voice spoke from behind
them.

They all looked over to see a tall man
wearing the beige shirt and pants of a ranger. He was tan,
brown–haired, and had a sparkling white smile. He put out a
welcoming hand, which Mom met halfway, even with Beth wrapped
around her neck.

“I’m Eric Hartwell, the lead ranger. Are
these your brothers?” he asked in a teasing voice.

“Uh…uh…that one’s my son,” Mom said, kind of
dazed, as she pointed to Peter.

The ranger smiled. “You must be new around
here. I don’t recognize any of you guys except that rascal over
there. What’s up, Dill.”

“‘Sup, Eric,” Dill replied.

“You know each other?” Peter asked.

“Yeah, Eric’s worked here since I was a kid,”
Dill explained. “This here’s Peter, and that’s his mom, and that’s
his sister Beth.”

“Well hey, Beth, you sure are a pretty little
lady!”

Beth hid her face in the crook of Mom’s
neck.

Eric grinned. “She takes after her mother,
except for the shy part, I hope. Well, ‘Peter’s mom’ — ”

“Melissa…my name is Melissa,” Mom said, and
laughed a little. It sounded like a giggle.

Peter and Dill stared at each other.

“Melissa,” the ranger repeated. “That’s a
pretty name.”

Mom giggled again.

“Oh grooossssssss,” Dill
whispered.

Peter felt a little odd. He hadn’t seen his
mother act this loopy in…well, never.

“The guys are completely safe, we haven’t had
an accident in years. The spring is a pretty slow–moving current,
but it can get over four feet deep at points, so we offer life
preserver jackets.”

Mom nodded. “That sounds good. I want them to
wear those.”

“Aw man!” Dill moaned. “Only geeks wear life
preserver jackets!”

“Well then, you’re going to have to be a geek
for a day,” Mom ordered.

“I’m not payin’ for that,” Dill refused.

“They’re free,” Eric offered helpfully.

“Greaaaaaaat,” Dill muttered.

Mom smiled at the ranger. “So…it’s Eric,
right?”

“Yup. Have you been in town long, or — ”

“HEY! Let’s get this show on the road!” Dill
barked.

“Dill,” Mom warned.

“Money money money,” Dill chanted as he held
out a hungry hand.

Mom fumbled with her purse and pushed some
money into Dill’s grubby fist.

“Go,” she said through bared teeth, and
jerked her head. She softened when she looked over at Peter. “Have
fun, sport. Call me when you’re done.”

“Thanks,” Peter said, and ambled off after
Dill. He looked back at the ranger, who was still talking to
Mom.

“Eric’s cool,” Dill said. “He’s old, but he’s
cool.”

“How old is he?” Peter asked.

“I don’t know. Old. Twenty–eight or
something.”

“My mom’s thirty–two.”

“Geez, man, she’s freakin’ ancient.”
Dill shook his head. “Old people. The only good thing about them is
when they give you money.”
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As they stood in
line, Peter and Dill looked at the thirty or so innertubes leaned
against each other like a roll of giant, licorice Lifesavers. There
were also a couple of red plastic kayaks and yellow inflatable
river rafts. Completing the picture were small piles of blue
plastic paddles and smelly, orange life preservers.

They weren’t in line long when a college–aged
ranger up front called, “Next.”

Dill stepped forward. “Yo.”

“What do you want,” the ranger said. He was a
gawky–looking kid with freckles and glasses.

“What can we get?” Peter asked.

College Ranger ticked off the options in a
bored voice. “There’s innertubes for five dollars a day. The kayaks
are fifteen dollars a day, and the rafts go for twenty–five.”

Dill pointed to a nearby shed where metal
cylinders, rubber hoses, and breathing masks lay on the concrete
floor. “What about those?”

“Huh? Oh, that’s scuba equipment. There’s a
couple of deep holes and some caves in the lake where spring water
flows out and makes everything crystal clear. If you’re certified,
you can rent out the equipment and dive down there.”

“I’ll take that.”

“You’re not certified,” the freckled kid
said, clearly irritated.

“Oh yes I am,” Dill said, even more irritated
that he was being doubted.

“No you’re not.”

“I’m way more certified than you
are.”

The ranger squinted his eyes like
What?! and then he recovered. “Okay, smart guy, what’s PSI
stand for?”

Dill didn’t miss a beat. “You’ve got to be
certified to know that. If you don’t know, then I’m not telling
you, cuz then I’d have to kill you. Punk.”

“You little — ”

“We’ve only got ten dollars,” Peter
interrupted as he held out the bills.

The college kid grabbed the money and handed
them each a huge, black rubber donut. “Next!” he yelled.

“Why’d you do that?!” Dill whispered angrily
to Peter. “I almost had him!”

Peter pointed at the side of the shed where a
hand–painted sign listed prices. “The scuba equipment costs a
hundred bucks.”

Dill began scooting his innertube down the
gravel path, rolling it hand over hand. “I could have argued him
down.”

“What about the life preservers?” Peter
asked.

“Shhhh!” Dill pointed back to Peter’s mom,
who was still wrapped up in talking to Eric the ranger. “If we
don’t have to look like geeks, then let’s not look like geeks.”

“What if we fall out and drown?”

“Dude, it’s like two feet of water. You fall
off, you’ll probably hit your butt.”

Peter looked back at the huge pile of life
preservers. They looked cold, wet, and totally uninviting. He
didn’t really want to wear one…

“Okay,” he said, and followed Dill.

“Hey!” College Ranger called out. “Hey, you
two kids! You forgot your life preservers!”

“Peter!” Mom shouted. “Dill!”

“Peetah! Diii–uwl!” Beth screeched.

Dill stopped and hung his head in
frustration. He turned back to look at Peter.

“Your family has a way of sucking the fun
right out of everything, you know that?” he grumbled as he and
Peter headed back to get their orange vests.
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The first thing Peter
noticed was the crystal clear water. Every little detail of the
sandy river bottom and the reeds that grew on the banks was sharp
as a photograph. The water was a little cold, but on a hot day like
today it felt refreshing.

Peter and Dill sat in the center of their
innertubes, which took a bit of effort because of their bulky
orange vests, and pushed off from the bank into the middle of the
stream. Immediately the current caught them and gently moved the
tubes down the waterway.

“This is awesome,” Peter said. He flipped
over on his belly so he could look straight down. There were all
sorts of multicolored pebbles and green grasses underwater.

Dill reached into his plastic bag and pulled
out a snorkeling mask. “Wait’ll you try this puppy.”

“Where’d you get that?”

“My sister Shayna’s closet. She went on a
beach trip with a friend two summers ago.” Dill handed over the
mask. “Try it out.”

Peter put the strap over his head and dipped
the faceplate down into the water. It leaked some, and the
mouthpiece for the breathing tube smelled like a musty garden hose,
but he could see the river bottom even clearer. Dill was right,
this was really cool.

Dill rummaged in his bag some more and
brought out a deformed, rolled–up swim fin…but just one. First he
took off his right tennis shoe and placed it in the grocery bag.
Then he pried the fin this way and that, bent it into a semblance
of normal, and put it on his bare foot.

“What happened to the other one?” Peter
asked.

“My brother Woody lost it in the lake last
year. I almost didn’t bring this one, but, you know, I figured
one’s better than nothing, right?”

Judging from the way the fin curled around
like a letter ‘C,’ Peter wasn’t so sure, but he didn’t say anything
to Dill.

They floated lazily down the stream, trading
the mask back and forth to gaze at the bottom of the riverbed. It
wasn’t too long before Dill punched him in the arm.

“Ow!” Peter yelped. “What’d you do that
for?”

“Otter, dude!” Dill pointed excitedly.
“Otter!”

Sure enough, there it was: a sleek little
brown head poking up out of the water. With a tiny splash, it
flipped onto its back for a few seconds, flicked its tail, and then
dove underwater. Peter put the snorkeling mask under the surface
and watched it flit away into the bed of reeds on the
riverbank.

“Hey, man, gimme the mask!” Dill shouted. “I
wanna see!”

They drifted down the spring further, but
didn’t spot another otter. There were butterflies, though, and
dragonflies that buzzed through the air. Eventually the shouts of
other kids got farther and farther away, and Dill and Peter were
virtually alone on their stretch of the stream.

Peter relaxed and stared up at the clouds
above. His butt was cold in the center of the innertube, but the
rest of him was marshmellowy warm.

“Dill, I’ve been thinking,” Peter said.

“Uh–huh,” Dill mumbled through the mask’s
breathing tube, his faceplate in the water.

“Why does all this weird stuff happen to us?
First the dead hobos in the garden, then Mercy and Agnes — ”

Dill thrashed around in his innertube until
he was looking at Peter. “I don’t want to talk about it!” he
shouted through the breathing tube, although the mouthpiece messed
with his lips and teeth, so it sounded more like a hollow I donh
wanna tok abouddit!

“But don’t you ever wonder?”

Dill ripped out the breathing tube. “Dude, I
have enough bad dreams as it is about you…”

Dill shuddered, then resumed talking.

“…kissing that chick, without you
asking me stupid questions.”

“I only did it to bring her back to life,”
Peter protested.

“Banh — unh — dunh!” Dill waved his arms
around like I don’t wanna hear this. “I don’t care, I didn’t
need to see that.”

“Dill, I saved her life!”

“Whatever! Next time, don’t do it in front of
me!”

“I HAD to do it in front of you — she
kidnapped you, remember?”

“Yeah, right. I think you enjoyed
it.”

“I did not!” Peter yelled, genuinely
shocked.

“Did too.”

“Did not!”

“Whatever. I don’t need to see that kind of
thing, I gotta put up with it enough in movies as it is.”

Dill dunked his head back down under the
water.

Peter noticed a sloping area of the bank that
led up to picnic tables. “Hey Dill, is that where we’re supposed to
get out?”

Dill suddenly screeched underwater.

“What?” Peter asked, terrified.

“Oddahs!” Dill said through the breathing
tube.

“What?”

“Otters!” Dill said after plucking the tube
from his mouth. He pointed downstream. “There’s two otters swimming
around up there!”

“That’s cool, but shouldn’t we get out?”

Dill looked over at the bank. “Naaah, later.
I wanna see the otters!”

“But that’s where we’re supposed to get out,
right?”

“Yeah, but we can walk back, it’s not that
far.” Dill saw that Peter was unconvinced. “Dude, the farthest it
goes is down to the lake…come on, the truck’s not there, it
probably just left and took everybody. It’ll be like twenty minutes
before it comes to pick us back up.”

“Are you sure?” Peter asked hesitantly.

“Of course! Otters, man!”

Peter sighed. “All right. Fine.”
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They continued
drifting down the spring. Within minutes the otters surfaced and
began swimming around each other in a hilarious game of tag. Dill
lent Peter the mask, and he could see their tails flapping away,
scooting them through the water as they twirled around each
other.

Fifteen minutes later the otters finally
disappeared, and the boys took a serious look at their
surroundings. The trees overhead were so thick they blotted out the
sky. The spring had become far more choked with reeds and bushes,
and the once–dry banks now looked soggy. Frogs croaked everywhere
around them, and insects chirped from the trees.

“Oh man,” Peter groaned. “Dill, where are
we?”

“Down near the lake. Why do you worry so
much? You got the Dillster here, I know this place like the back of
my head.”

“That’s ‘the back of your hand.’ You can’t
see the back of your head.”

“I don’t care if I can’t see it, I know it
anyhow.”

Dill used his hands and the blue flipper to
guide himself over to the riverbank and run his innertube
aground.

“Come on, let’s just get up on the bank and
EWWWWW.”

He had tried to get off the innertube and
walk up on the muddy shore, but immediately sunk up to his knees in
mud.

Peter laughed. “Is the back of your head that
gross, too?”

“Shut up.”

Dill pulled the gooey blue fin out of the mud
with a SLUUUURRRRP. He tried to step up the bank, only to fall face
down in the gunk.

“CRAP!”

Peter laughed so hard he almost fell out of
his tube. “Are you okay?”

Dill pushed himself up. It looked like
somebody had smeared chocolate pudding all over his face.

“This is messed up,” he muttered. Once back
in the spring, Dill plopped under the surface and washed away the
mud from his face and hands.

“This sucks,” he gasped when he came up for
air.

“Here, I think it might be more solid over
here.” Peter guided his tube to a different spot full of reeds and
bushes. He was able to mat down the plants under his sneakers and
keep himself from sinking into the mud as he pulled his tube
ashore.

After switching out the swim fin for a tennis
shoe, Dill followed suit. Soon they were both on relatively solid
footing.

Peter looked around him. There were pools of
water and mud everywhere, and only the barest hint of dry
ground.

“Well, Mr. ‘I know this place like the back
of my head,’ you wanna lead, or should I?”

“Oh, no, Mr. ‘I think I’m so much smarter
than you but really I just got lucky,’ you go on.”

Dill invited Peter to take the lead with a
sweep of his arm. So Peter led the way.

“Have you really been back this far?” he
asked, taking special care to walk wherever plants and weeds were
growing.

“Once. I went with my brothers…they, uh, they
kind of left me out here. ”

Peter frowned back at Dill.

“That’s how I got so good!” Dill protested.
“I had to find my way out!”

“Are there snakes back here?” Peter asked, a
little worried.

“Oh yeah. You can see the snake holes.”

Peter looked where Dill was pointing. In some
of the drier patches of earth, black holes about an inch or two
across dotted the ground.

“Those could be gopher holes,” Peter said
nervously.

“You think gophers live out here?
Unh–unh.”

“Well…what kind of snakes are there?”

“All kinds — copperheads and water moccasins
and rattlers and cobras — ”

“There are not cobras!”

“Yeah there are.”

“Nunh–unh, they’re only in, like, India.”

“Maybe some moved here. Or hitched a ride
with a trucker.”

“Hitched a ride with a trucker?! Truckers
can’t drive from India, it’s on the other side of the world!”

“Not it’s not, DUH. It’s a state, dummy. It’s
near…Florida or something.”

“Not Indiana — India! Like by China
and Russia, ten thousand miles away?!”

“Oh.” Dill sulked for a second, but then his
face brightened. “Zoos have cobras. Maybe some escaped.”

“They can’t escape, they’re in glass
cages.”

“Monkeys escape all the time.”

“That’s only in movies! And even if monkeys
got out, they’re way smarter, so they probably figured out
how to get out. Cobras can’t do that.”

“You’re saying a monkey could kick a cobra’s
butt?”

Peter shrugged. “I don’t know — ”

“Nuh–unh, it CAN’T,” Dill interrupted. “Wanna
know why, Mr. ‘I know where all the stupid countries are’?”

“Why.”

“Cuz a snake ain’t got no butt to kick.
Ooooh! FACE!”

Dill put his hand in his own face and danced
around like he’d just made a game–winning touchdown.

Unfortunately, he stepped in more goo.

“Crap,” he muttered.

Peter was about to say, ‘That’ll teach you,’
but he stopped as he realized something: the marsh had gone silent.
All those little croaking frogs were quiet now. Even the insects
had stopped making noises.

“Hey Dill…”

“Ughhh, what?” Dill said as he tried to
scrape the gunk off his ankles.

“You hear how quiet it is?”

“So?” Dill asked, still occupied with the
muck on his feet.

“There were frogs and insects before, and now
there’s nothing. It’s too quiet.”

Dill looked up with a frown. “Dude, cut that
out, you’re gonna jinx us. That’s what they say in the movies all
the time, right before — ”

Dill’s eyes suddenly bugged out, and he
dropped to his knees in the mud.

“What — ?”

“Get down!” Dill hissed. “Get down NOW!”

Peter at first thought it was a fake–out, but
the fear in Dill’s face convinced him otherwise. He ducked down.
“What is it?”

“I saw something…”

 


 


8

Peter raised his head
above the ferns and moss–covered logs. Only gnarled swamp trees,
bushes, and pools of muddy water lay ahead.

“Where?”

“Behind those plants.” Dill pointed to a
thicket of marsh vines about thirty feet away. The greenery was so
dense that Peter couldn’t see through it, not even a patch of
light.

“What was it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Was it big?”

“Pretty big.”

“What’d it look like?”

“I dunno. Kinda brown.”

“Do you think it’s a bear?”

Dill considered for a few seconds. “If it
was, it was a real little one.”

“Maybe a wild pig?”

Dill looked at Peter. “They got wild pigs in
here?”

“Yeah, warthogs. I mean, I don’t know if
they’re in this marsh, but — ”

“There it is — look, the bushes moved!”

Sure enough, the bushes trembled the
slightest bit.

“What should we do?” Dill asked.

“Why don’t we just leave? We gotta get back
and go tubing again.”

“What if we ignore it and it comes and hunts
us down?”

“If it’s something that would hunt us down, I
really don’t think you wanna go poking around in that bush after
it.”

Dill looked around and grabbed a short, heavy
tree limb. “Okay, I’ll just toss this in there.”

“No, let’s just — ”

Before Peter could finish the sentence, Dill
stood up and lobbed the stick right into the middle of the thicket.
The stick was heavy enough that it sunk immediately into the leaves
and disappeared.

Peter was about to cuss Dill out when the
scream cut him off.


“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!”

It was high–pitched and horrible, like an
animal in agony. And it was coming right out of the bushes.

Peter’s blood froze in every vein in his
body. Dill collapsed to the ground and grabbed Peter’s arm as
though they were on a rollercoaster ride.

The scream stopped.

“Oh my god oh my god oh my god,” Dill
blubbered softly.

“Do you still think that was a good idea?”
Peter fumed.

“What’re we gonna do what’re we gonna do
what’re we gonna do,” Dill whined.

Peter was at a loss. Whatever was in that
bush, Peter definitely didn’t want to turn his back on it. But he
sure as heck wasn’t going to go find out what it was, either.

Then he heard another noise, much softer. It
sounded like crying. Like a little homesick kid in bed at camp who
doesn’t want the other kids to know.

“Hey,” Peter said loudly.

Dill whacked Peter on the arm. “What are you
doing?!”

Peter ignored him. “Hey, you in the bush —
can you hear me? Is somebody out there?”

The crying stopped, and everything was quiet
again. Dill hung onto Peter’s arm.

“Can you make a noise if you hear me? Or come
out?”

There was a shuffling deep within the vines.
Dill’s grip hardened like steel around Peter’s elbow. Still,
nothing emerged from the thicket.

Peter looked down and saw another stick on
the ground. It was slightly smaller than the one Dill had thrown,
but still plenty big. As he bent to pick it up, Peter debated for a
second. Was this a good idea?

Better than leaving that ‘thing’ in there and
waiting for it to come get us.

Peter swung his arm and let go. The stick
twirled through the air and slammed down into the vines.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!” came the
scream again.

But this time, something charged out of the
bush.

“AAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!” Peter and Dill wailed as
the thing rushed towards them.

It was wider than Peter, though not quite as
tall. Mostly slick and brown, it was tangled in green vines ripped
from the thicket. It had two arms that flailed wildly, and two hind
legs pumping back and forth under its stout, stubby body. Even in
his terror, Peter realized something looked awfully familiar about
the creature.

Wait a minute…

The thing got within five feet of Peter, then
veered to the right and ran screaming through the forest. That is,
until it tripped over a log and went down SPLAT in a puddle of
mud.

Peter ran over.

“What are you doing!” Dill howled. “Let it
go, let it go!”

The thing was struggling to right itself.

“It’s okay, it’s okay!” Peter said
soothingly.

“No it’s not!” Dill yelled and flapped his
arms. “It’s not okay! Get away, get away from it!”

“Shut up, Dill — it’s a kid!”

Dill stopped moving. “A kid?!”

It was definitely a kid. Covered head to toe
in a thick cocoon of slime, with vines draped all over his body,
but definitely a kid. Under the mud, Peter could make out shorts, a
shirt with a collar, and a goopy scruff of hair.

The boy stopped struggling and rolled over
onto his back. Peter pulled away some vines from the kid’s head
until he saw two eyes, a nose, the entire face. The mud parted, and
the boy’s mouth trembled.

“It got Rory,” the kid sobbed, and burst into
tears.
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They took the kid
down to the springs to wash up. At first he was terrified, but
Peter and Dill found him an extremely shallow section to bathe
in.

“It can’t get you here,” Peter explained.
“It’s not deep enough.”

“It’s not just in the water,” the kid moaned,
and wiped his nose. “It’s everywhere.”

As the kid finally started to clean himself,
Peter and Dill walked off to the side and talked under their
breath.

“Do you know who he is?” Peter asked.

“Greg Withersomething. He’s a grade ahead of
us. So’s that Rory kid he mentioned.”

“Greg?” Peter said to the kid, who flinched
like someone had fired a gun. “Whoa, it’s cool, it’s cool. We just
wanted to know if that was your name.”

Greg nodded slowly and turned back to the
water.

“What do you think happened to him?” Peter
whispered.

“I dunno. Nothin’ good.”

They watched as the mud gradually dissolved
from Greg’s body, leaving behind a chubby kid in khaki shorts and a
polo shirt. The shirt had been pink at some point, but now was
stained a slick, wet brown. His hair seemed to be black, but Greg
refused to stick his head underwater, so it remained a goopy mud
color, too.

“Let’s get you away from the water,” Peter
said once it was clear that Greg was finished. They led him up on
dry land where they’d stashed the innertubes and sat him down on a
rotting log. Greg refused to look at Dill or Peter. Instead, he
spent every second checking his surroundings like a terrified mouse
in a nature documentary.

“So…” Peter began. “What, uh…”

“What happened, dude?” Dill
demanded.

Peter kicked Dill. Dill went “OwwwWWW,” but
settled down when Greg finally spoke.

“I’m hungry,” he whimpered.

Peter looked at Dill. “You got anything in
that grocery bag with your mask?”

“Dude, it was supposed to be a snack for
us.”

“I think Greg needs it more.”

Dill grumbled and pulled two foil–wrapped
granola bars out of the plastic bag. Greg hungrily unwrapped them
and stuffed them in his mouth.

“Greg, can you tell us what happened?”

Greg started scanning the woods again. “It
got Rory.”

“What got Rory?”

“The monster,” Greg half–whispered,
half–sobbed.

Dill’s eyes almost bugged out of his
head.

“A monster?” Peter prodded.

“Did it look like a burned–up hobo?” Dill
asked nervously.

“Dill,” Peter warned.

“Or a girl with fangs?”

“DILL!”

Greg shook his head ‘no’ and continued to
dart his eyes all around.

“Was it an alligator?” Peter asked.

“They don’t have alligators here,” Dill
informed him. “That’s in Florida.”

“Maybe they do.”

“Well maybe they have cobras, too.”

Peter rolled his eyes and turned back to
Greg. “Was it an alligator?”

“Not unless an alligator learned to walk,”
Greg said. He started to rock back and forth, back and forth.

“Uh…alligators can walk on land, Greg,” Peter
pointed out.

“Not on two legs, they can’t…and they’re not
ten feet tall, uh–uh, not an alligator, not an alligator…” Greg
chanted over and over. “Not an alligator, not an alligator…”

“Well, what was it then?”

“Not an alligator, not an alligator, not an
alligator…”

“Where did it happen?”

“At the dock,” Greg moaned.

“The monster walked up on the dock?”

Greg shook his head ‘no’ repeatedly. He
looked like he was going to cry again.

“Where, then?”

“In the water…it jumped out of the water,
pulled him in, and swam away with him…took him down in the
water…swam away, swam away…”

Chills ran up and down Peter’s neck. “Uh…then
what happened?”

“I waited and waited, cuz I had to jump the
hole…I didn’t want to…but then it came back. I saw it and I jumped
across the hole and ran up on the land and I thought I was safe
—but I wasn’t, it came up after me, it walked up and ran after me,
I wasn’t safe, I wasn’t safe anywhere, not anywhere!” Greg wailed,
and collapsed into a shivering mess on the ground.

“What do we do?” Dill whispered.

“I don’t know…you think there’s really a
monster in the lake?”

“I seen some things in the last month that
were a lot weirder than that.”

Peter raised his eyebrows in a You’ve got
a point kind of way. “We should get him back to the truck.”

“What if Rory’s still out there?” Dill
asked.

“What do you mean?”

“What if whatever it is that’s out there
didn’t get him the way Greg said?”

“You don’t believe him?”

“Dude, he’s a couple fries short of a happy
meal. If he told me the sky was blue, I’d probably double–check.”
Dill looked off into the distance. “I think we should go take a
look and make sure Rory doesn’t need help.”

“You just want to see a monster.”

Dill smiled the tiniest bit. “Don’t you?”

“What if it runs after us?”

Dill pointed at Greg shuddering on the
ground. “Dude…if he outran it, I think you and I can.”

“Hm.” Peter turned back to Greg. “Greg, are
you sure Rory’s not…out there anymore?”

“I told you it got him.”

“Well, what if Rory got away? Shouldn’t we go
check?”

“No,” Greg moaned. “No, no, noooo…”

“Why not?”

“It’ll get us…it’ll get us, it’ll get us,
it’ll get us!” Greg repeated, his voice getting higher and more
frantic every time.

“We’ll be there to protect you, Greg. I
promise.”

Greg shook his head ‘no.’

Dill bent over so he was face–to–face with
Greg. “Dude, Pete and I are going back to look for Rory. Now, you
can come with us if you want, but if you don’t, you can stay here
and fight it by yourself when it comes back,” Dill said in his
spookiest voice.

Greg’s face contorted in horror.

“…or you can come with us, and we’ll kick its
butt if it tries to mess with you,” Dill added cheerfully. “So
what’s it gonna be?”
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Greg shuffled along,
whining and sniffling. Peter and Dill followed close behind,
wheeling their innertubes hand over hand along the marshy
ground.

“Nice,” Peter said sarcastically.

“Thanks.”

“No, I meant that was crappy,” Peter
whispered. “He’s scared out of his wits, and you’re frightening him
even more?”

“You obviously don’t have older
brothers.”

“You know I don’t.”

“Yeah, cuz if you did, you’d know that’s how
you get anybody to do anything.”

“That’s not cool.”

“It worked, didn’t it?”

Peter grunted. “Yeah.”

“And if we find Rory, I’d say it all turned
out okay.”

“Mm.”

Halfway there, they reached two bicycles
chained to a tree. Peter inspected the lock.

“Hey, Greg, is this yours?”

Greg started to whimper. “It’s Rory’s chain,
it’s Rory’s chain.”

“It’s okay, man, it’s okay,” Peter said
soothingly. “Let’s just keep walking.”

“Guess he didn’t know the combination,” Dill
said.

“Yeah.”

“That’s a sweet bike. I wonder if I could —
”

Peter grabbed Dill by the neck and forced him
to keep walking. “Would you come on?”

The farther they marched down the path and
the closer they got to the lake, the more agitated Greg became. By
the time the water was in view, he was talking to himself in a
tiny, desperate voice.

The water was beautiful, a sparkling sheet of
sunlight. The dock was a dark shadow on its surface — or, at least,
what was left of the dock. A long rectangular patch still remained
untouched out in the water, and on the shore, the beginning of the
walkway was still attached to the ground. But everything in between
was really messed up. Part of it was submerged at an angle.
Snapped planks were sticking up everywhere like something had tried
to smash it apart.

Dill whistled. “Well, something
happened out here.”

They were still a good thirty feet from the
dock when Greg started pacing back and forth. He wouldn’t take his
eyes off the water, and he kept babbling to himself in high–pitched
baby talk that neither Peter nor Dill could understand.

“I don’t think he’s going any farther,” Peter
whispered.

“Okay, okay…hey, Greg!”

Greg screeched and jumped a foot in the
air.

“Whoa, Nelly, chill out,” Dill said, putting
out his arms. “You’re gonna stay up here with Peter, and I’m gonna
go check out the dock, okay?”

“You’re what?” Peter asked in
shock.

“I’m gonna go check it out.” Dill put his
innertube on the ground and stacked Peter’s on top. Together they
looked like a pile of two huge, black doughnuts.

“It’s all busted up and dangerous. Plus
there’s not even anything to see,” Peter said. “We should go
back.”

“Come on, we came all this way, and we’re not
even gonna look?!”

Peter huffed. “Dill…”

“Just stay with him,” Dill commanded as he
trotted down the slope towards the lake.

“This is a really bad idea!” Peter yelled
after him.

Dill stopped about five feet from the dock
and stared at the ground. For a second, Peter thought that Dill
might have actually listened to him and come to his senses.

“Hey Pete, come down here for a second.”

Peter glanced at Greg, who was watching him
with panicked eyes.

“Just for a second, Greg, okay? Just stay
here, I’ll be right back.”

Greg started gnawing on the collar of his
shirt. Peter mouthed okayyyyy to himself and walked down the
bank.
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Dill was standing on
a muddy patch of shore, where an inch–deep impression was still
visible in the sand and muck. It was three feet long and shaped
like Dill’s blue swim fin, just much, much bigger.

There was only one. The bank above was too
dry to make an impression, and any track behind it had been erased
by the lake water.

Peter felt the back of his neck prickling
with fear.

“That’s not an alligator track,” Dill
said.

“How do you know? Have you seen an alligator
track before?” Peter argued in an attempt to keep himself calm.

“Well…no…but give me a break, does it
look like an alligator track?”

Peter had to admit that it didn’t. “What do
you think it is?”

“Looks like freakin’ Big Bird’s foot.”

“Or your scuba fin.”

“Yeah, I was thinking that, too.” Dill
scrunched up his nose. “You think Rory and Greg are putting us
on?”

Peter hadn’t considered that possibility. He
glanced back up at Greg, who had taken refuge behind the pile of
innertubes, and any lingering hope he had disappeared.

“No…I don’t know any kid who’s that good at
acting crazy.”

“Huh.” Dill turned around and headed for the
dock.

“What are you doing?!”

“Goin’ for a peek.”

“You’re crazy! Have you even looked at
the dock?”

“Quit being a little girl, dude.”

“Quit being stupid!”

“Whatever.”

Dill walked out on the weathered boards.

Up by the innertubes, Greg let out a mournful
whine. Peter searched the water in a panic — then realized it was
probably Dill venturing out onto the dock that was putting Greg in
an uproar.

Dill jumped the three foot gap of pulverized
planks and landed on the end of the walkway, the rectangular part
out in the water. He looked all around him, hands on hips,
inspecting the lake.

“I don’t see nothin’,” he yelled.

“Get back here, then!” Peter hollered.

Dill waved him off, and instead fished out
his snorkel mask from the plastic grocery bag he’d carried with
him.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!” Peter bellowed.

Dill put the mask on his face, kneeled down
on the dock, and stuck his head underwater.

Peter grabbed his hair and pulled at it
anxiously. Stupid Dill — this was just like him. Taking Peter out
into the garden the night he moved in, climbing out on the tree
that hung over the ocean cliff…as long as Dill thought there wasn’t
any real danger, he’d do just about anything. And then, once he saw
exactly what he’d gotten himself into, he’d wet his pants and want
to crawl under his bed.

Greg’s whine turned into a squeal.

Dill raised his head up out of the water.
“It’s pretty clear down here, but I don’t see nothin’.”

“Then come back in!”

Behind Peter, the squeal rose in pitch. It
was really getting annoying.

He turned back towards the innertubes. “Hey,
Greg, you’re safe, man — cut it out, alright?”

That’s when the squeal became a scream. Greg
pointed out at the water.

Peter whipped around and saw —

Nothing. Just the sun shimmering on the
lake…

Wait.

There.

It was easy to miss…a ‘V’ in the water, small
but getting bigger. And faster.

And headed right for the end of the dock.

Where Dill had his head in the water
again.
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“DILL!” Peter
screamed. “DILL!”

The ‘V’ was even closer to the dock. Twenty
feet away now.

“DILLLLLLL!” Peter screamed as he ran for the
water’s edge.

There was no way he could make it in
time.

Peter was unsure if Dill heard the screaming,
or if he saw the thing in the water first. Whatever the reason,
Dill pulled his head up out of the lake and scooted back on the
gray boards of the dock.

Either way, he escaped by the skin of his
teeth.

The surface of the lake exploded, and a
monstrous head burst out of the water and clamped its mouth on the
wood planks where Dill had been just seconds before.

Greg was right: it wasn’t an alligator. It
looked more like a giant salamander, gray and mottled brown, with
slimy skin and a head six feet across. Two large, red eyes, big as
softballs and smooth as glass, bulged out from the side of its
head. Eyelids flicked down over the eyeballs, covering them in gray
before snapping back up.

The mouth, while huge, had no teeth. It was
like a trout Peter had caught once on a camping trip, with a bony
ridge where its gums should be. Not that the lack of teeth made it
any less terrifying. The head was as big as a small car, and big
enough to swallow Dill whole.

Which Dill seemed to realize pretty quickly.
In less than a second, he was on his feet and racing towards the
hole in the dock.

Behind him, the monster slid back into the
lake. Its huge tail whipped the water into a froth.

“DILL, RUN!” Peter screamed.

Dill launched himself into the air and over
the jagged hole in the boards. But as he landed, the dock tilted
under his feet. He started to slide sideways toward the water.

The ‘V’ shape circled around the end of the
dock and headed for the middle section. Peter’s heart leapt into
his throat.

Dill regained his footing and bolted forward,
legs pumping triple–time. He was almost to the shore when the dock
rose up in the air.

The monster was ramming it from
underneath.

It looked like a whale bursting up out of the
ocean. The monster’s entire upper body cleared the surface of the
lake with the dock draped over its head. Peter could see muscular
arms folded at its sides. They looked like a frog’s legs, complete
with webbed fingers — but some prehistoric, nightmare frog, not the
little things hopping in the marsh. Those rippling arms were longer
than Peter’s whole body.

The creature must have lifted the dock four
feet out of the water. A shockwave rippled the boards like a kid
snapping a jump rope. Planks splintered like twigs.

That wave of motion caught up with Dill and
launched him like a catapult. His legs and arms waved comically as
though he were swimming midair, and then he thudded onto the grassy
bank.

“DILL!” Peter yelled, but relief flooded his
body. Dill was off the dock, out of the water. Safe.

And then Greg’s voice echoed inside his
head:

I thought I was safe —but I wasn’t, it walked
up and ran after me, I wasn’t safe, I wasn’t safe anywhere, not
anywhere

“DILL, RUN!” Peter screamed. “IT CAN COME UP
ON LAND!”

As he shouted, it was like his words made the
thought come true.

The monster threw the dock off with a toss of
its head and lurched clumsily out of the lake. Its belly was
speckled and pale. Its legs were shaped like its arms, but bigger
and more muscular. The tail came last, weaving and splashing
through the water.

The thing was huge, like a dinosaur. Maybe
not as tall as a T–Rex — its head was only ten feet off the ground,
and it stretched twenty feet from snout to tail. But that didn’t
matter. The last T–Rex Peter had seen was in a museum, and that was
just bones.

This thing was alive, and it was coming after
his best friend.

“DIIIIIIILLLLLLLLL!” Peter screamed
again.

Dill was already running up the bank, but in
a different direction from Peter, as though to lead it away. Behind
the glass of his faceplate, his eyes were as big as his mask.

The monster reached the shore and immediately
picked up speed. The muddy lake bottom must have made it harder to
walk; once it hit solid ground, it moved faster. Peter noticed its
feet were like those of a huge frog — webbing between the toes and
triangular in shape, just like the footprint in the mud.

And like its feet, its stride was giant as
well. For every fifteen of Dill’s footsteps, the creature only had
to take one. Peter saw it clear as day: Dill wasn’t going to
escape.

Somewhere behind him, Greg kept screaming and
screaming.
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Peter frantically
searched the ground for the biggest rock he could throw. There was
one about the size of a tennis ball, smooth and gray. Peter
snatched it up and hurled it through the air.

Normally he wasn’t that great of a shot, but
maybe because he’d thrown instinctively, without time to worry, his
aim was exceptionally good. The rock smacked into the size of the
monster’s head with a THUD, hard enough to make the flesh dimple
before it bounced off onto the ground.

The monster stopped and ROARED — a low,
rumbling sound. Then it swung its head over to see where the
stinging blow had come from.

Peter stood there, dumbfounded.

The monster charged.

Although it didn’t seem possible, Greg’s
scream actually got higher and louder as Peter turned tail and ran
up the slope.

“RUN!” Peter yelled. Greg didn’t need to be
told twice: he darted away from the pile of innertubes and raced
off into the woods.

The ground shook under the weight of the
monster, but Peter didn’t dare look back. He just kept his eyes on
the ground and tried his best to keep from falling.

His shadow ran in front of him by a few feet.
And then his shadow was gone, blotted out by the bigger darkness of
the monster.

It was right behind him, and there was
nowhere to go. He couldn’t reach the trees in time, which might
have slowed the monster down. There weren’t any caves. There were a
few big logs he might have gotten under, but they were further back
in the forest.

There were only the innertubes, stacked four
feet high.

Peter felt drops of slime splatter across his
shoulders.

Fear shot through him like electricity. He
leaped into the air, hit the top of the innertubes, scrambled down
the doughnut hole in the center, and huddled on the grassy bottom
like a baby.

The monster’s head appeared over the
innertubes, blocking out the sun. It cocked its head, and Peter saw
a single red eye blink above him. Then it attacked the top
innertube with its gaping jaws.

Peter screamed and the monster roared. A
whole shower of nasty–smelling water dripped onto Peter, and he
could see the purplish–pink skin lining its mouth. Blood vessels
quivered just beneath the surface, long snaky veins that lead to a
black hole at the back of its throat, no bigger than a
basketball.

But big enough to swallow me up

Peter got a closer view of its teeth, too, or
rather, the lack of them. A long, blunt ridge of toothless gum
rimmed its entire mouth.

Its tongue was the weirdest thing. It looked
like a lizard’s, long and rubbery, but ending in a fleshy, spiked
ball. It reminded Peter of strange fruit he had seen in grocery
stores in California, exotic yellow orbs with bumpy, dull thorns —
except the monster’s version was pink.

He didn’t have much time to think about it,
though, because he was busy trying not to get eaten. He pulled
himself into a fetal position and tried to keep as far away from
that slobbering cave as he could.

The monster gnawed at the top innertube, but
couldn’t seem to get anywhere. It pulled back its head, and a big
dollop of mucusy slime plopped down on Peter’s arm. Then it opened
its mouth again and the tongue shot out.

Peter had only the briefest image of somebody
throwing one of those yellow fruits at him, and then it was back in
the monster’s mouth. THWIP. But in that brief second, the spiked
tongue thumped against his life preserver and scraped across his
thigh on the way back up.

Peter looked down at the life preserver,
which had several small holes in it from the thorns on the tongue.
His leg had a scratch on the skin, nothing much at all…but suddenly
he felt dizzy. He looked up. The monster seemed farther away — much
farther, in fact. The view from the bottom of the innertubes, which
in reality was only four feet, looked deep as a twenty–foot well.
His vision began to dim around the edges.

Far, far away, he could hear Greg wailing in
the forest somewhere.

Peter wasn’t sure if it was a dream or
reality, but suddenly the monster lifted its head, looked away, and
moved off, leaving only a ring of beautiful blue sky that was
getting darker by the second.

Sleep nudged the edges of his mind, and his
eyelids got very, very heavy.

What’s going…on…

And then something grabbed him from
beneath.
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The fright jolted him
with adrenaline. Everything got clearer and brighter for a second.
Peter remembered where he was — trapped in an innertube tower with
a giant monster trying to eat him. Apparently it had figured out
how to get at him from underground.

Peter screamed.

“Shut up, Dude!” came Dill’s muffed voice
from the other side of the innertubes.

“Dill?”

The innertube raised up four inches and
Dill’s face appeared, pressed flat to the ground. “Come on, it’s
gone — get out and let’s go!”

Peter tried to move, but found that invisible
lead weights had somehow been attached to his limbs. “Can’t,” he
mumbled. “Too…tired…”

“Too tired?! That thing almost ate you and
it’s going to come back! COME ON!”

Dill pulled the innertubes off of Peter, who
sprawled onto the ground with his legs and arms going everywhere.
Within the tight confines of the innertube, he felt like a cake
baked in one of those little metal circles. But Dill had lifted the
ring before he finished cooking, and now his body was the batter
oozing out everywhere.

Dill gasped. “Peter, what happened to your
leg?”

Peter lolled his head around and peered at
his thigh. The place where the monster’s tongue had grazed him had
turned bright red and puffed up like a thousand mosquitoes had just
had a luncheon buffet on him. He touched the puffy red skin and
discovered he couldn’t feel anything on his leg at all.

“Huh,” he noted groggily, like he’d just seen
a really interesting flower.

Dill hooked his hands under Peter’s armpits
and started dragging him through the swamp. “Dude, come on…get up,
get up, get up!”

Peter struggled to walk. Dill supported him
as well as he could, but Peter felt like he was wading through wet
cement. Darkness was closing in around him like the circle at the
end of cartoons where Porky Pig stuttered, “B–duh–b–duh b–duh
that’s all, folks.”

Peter’s feet gave out beneath him and he
slumped to his knees.

That’s all, folks.

“Come on,” Dill hissed frantically. “Just a
few more feet.”

“Can’t…”

Dill reached over and noogied Peter’s head
hard.

“Owwwww!” Peter mumbled, seriously annoyed.
But he kept shuffling forward on his knees as Dill dragged him by
the arm.

Peter could see where they were headed. It
was a giant fallen tree trunk, rotted and covered with moss. There
was a deep hole underneath it filled with leaves and darkness.

Dill pushed Peter forward, and his body
toppled into the hole like a rag doll. His head bumped wet, mushy
earth, but he didn’t care at this point. He only wanted to
sleep.

Dill scooted into the hole after him and
propped Peter’s head up. “Dude, are you okay? Dude, stay
awake!”

Dill opened Peter’s closed eyelids with a
thumb and a forefinger and tried to look at his eyeball.

Peter batted away Dill’s hand. “Leaff me
‘lone,” he mumbled.

Somewhere out in the marsh, there was a
scream. Peter’s eyes shot open.

Greg.

Peter struggled to sit up, though his arms
felt like rubber gloves filled with water.

“Gotta…save Greg…”

“Stay down, Pete!” Dill commanded.

A low, throaty roar drowned out the
scream.

“It’s gonna get Greg!” Peter whined. He
looked out the little window between the ground and the tree and
struggled to focus on the blurry forest.

He could make out Greg, running through the
marsh. Behind him lumbered the monster, pushing aside the more
bendable trees, even knocking down a small pine. It didn’t run
fast, but its strides were so huge that it covered ground
quickly.

A lot more quickly than Greg.

“GREG!” Peter yelled, although his tongue
didn’t work, so it sounded a lot more like “Grruuuug!”

But Greg heard and ran towards the fallen
tree.

Dill clamped a hand over Peter’s mouth and
pulled him back. “Don’t, man, it’ll get us! Shut up, shut up!”

Greg was running, tears streaming down his
cheeks, the horror on his face more frightening than any Halloween
mask. Behind him, the monster slammed through two more trees and
splashed the water out of every puddle it stomped in.

Then it opened its mouth.

“Nnnnnnnmmmhhhh!” Peter screamed, muffled
behind Dill’s hand.

The tongue darted out ten feet and shot the
pink, thorny blob into Greg’s neck, then zipped back into the
monster’s mouth.

Greg uttered a strangled cry as he fell just
feet away from the hiding place. His eyes peered deep into the hole
and met Peter’s. He tried to drag himself forward, but his arms and
legs seemed to have stopped working. The monster’s shadow fell over
him, though all Peter could see were its gigantic feet straddling
Greg. Droplets of slime spattered on the leaf–covered ground with a
sound like rainfall, and the monster’s low, rumbling growl was the
distant thunder.

“You promised,” Greg choked out hoarsely.
“You said if I went back…you wouldn’t let it get me...”

Peter trembled. Behind him, he could feel
Dill shaking, too.

The end of the creature’s snout suddenly
lowered into view and clamped down on Greg’s body.

“You promised…” he whispered as his eyes
closed. Then the monster lifted his body from the ground, head and
arms dangling limply, and Greg disappeared from sight. The giant,
muscular feet turned and thudded slowly away. As the monster got
smaller in the distance, Peter could see Greg hanging lifeless from
its mouth, the way a dog carries a sleeping puppy.

Dill burst out crying behind him. Hot tears
splashed Peter’s neck.

You promised.

The world went black.
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Before he was even
fully awake, Peter felt the cold. His whole body was shivery and
damp, and when he tried to move, his arms cramped up.

Peter forced his eyes to open. It was very
dark. The hole in the ground under the tree, once bright with
sunlight, was now dim and gray. Dill sat in front of it, eyes
watching the outside world, knees held tight against his chest.

“Dill?” Peter murmured. He licked his dry
lips. His mouth tasted like dirty cotton.

“Peter!” Dill gasped, both excitement and
terror in his voice.

“Uhhhhhh…how long have I been out?”

“Hours…four or five, I think. It’s getting
dark.”

The image of a frightened boy, his body being
lifted up from the ground, swelled inside Peter’s brain.

You promised…

Peter’s eyes widened, and he tried to sit up.
“Greg?! ”

Dill shook his head. His eyes welled up with
tears. “He’s gone, man. He’s gone, you can’t help him.”

“Dill…no, he can’t be — ”

“Peter, that thing got him. It took
him. He’s GONE.”

Dill buried his face in his hands and his
back shook, like he was crying silently.

Peter remembered Dill dragging him into the
hole, putting a hand over his mouth, telling him to be quiet. All
while Greg was still out there, alone…

He wanted to say something angry, to make
Dill feel awful for leaving Greg to die, but he stopped. It was
obvious that Dill was punishing himself enough already.

And…if he hadn’t done it, that thing might
have gotten me, too…

Peter settled back against the cold, damp
earth and shivered. “That was…that was all real, wasn’t it.”

Dill said nothing, just nodded.

Peter looked down at his leg. It was back to
normal — no puffiness, no redness, just a little pink scratch.

Wait a minute.

“Dill…”

“What?”

“I don’t think he’s dead.”

“Peter…” Dill sniffled. It was obvious from
the tone of his voice that he didn’t even want to discuss it.

“No, listen to me! That thing, its tongue, it
shot out and stung me or something, and I passed out. It made me
really, really sleepy, but it took five minutes for it to work,
right?”

“Yeah.” Dill nodded, his heart not really in
the conversation. He was just going along with Peter because he
didn’t have the energy to fight.

“Well, that thing zapped Greg in the back. I
mean, it hit him really hard — he probably got a full dose.
I bet that’s why it put him to sleep like that,” Peter said
as he snapped his fingers.

Dill sighed. “How do you know it’s not
poison? How do you know it didn’t kill him?”

“Cuz I’m fine! Look at me, I’m fine!”

It was true, mostly. His hands and legs still
felt like they were rubber gloves, yes, but rubber gloves stuffed
with jelly now instead of water. And they were getting stronger
every minute. Most of all, his head and vision were clear.

Dill squinted his eyes. He looked like he
wanted to believe, but just wasn’t quite there yet. “Why, though?
Why put stuff to sleep?”

Peter sat and thought. “I don’t know. But I’m
okay. So maybe Greg is okay, and Rory is, too…”

“You don’t know that!” Dill started to tear
up again. “Maybe it ate Rory!”

Peter’s stomach turned at the thought.
“Maybe…but that thing, whatever it is, isn’t that big. If it
ate me or you, do you think it would be running after more
stuff?”

Dill pondered that one. “No…”

“Big snakes on the Discovery Channel take
forever to digest their food. There’s no way he ate Rory,
he’d be sleeping till Christmas!”

“That’s not a snake, Peter,” Dill pointed
out.

“Yeah, it’s a big, freakin’ huge
salamander.”

Dill laughed in spite of himself. An
overgrown salamander was a lot less scary than…that
thing.

“Not a crocodile,” Peter continued, “not a
snake, a salamander. I’ll bet you a million dollars they’re just
asleep. If a little scratch from its tongue put me out for four
hours, imagine what a whole bunch of that stuff would do.”

Do you really believe that? Peter
asked himself.

He shuddered. The alternative was too
horrible to contemplate.

“Well…what do we do?” Dill asked.

Peter thought for a second. The memory of its
mouth snapping above the innertubes made him shiver. “We can’t go
hunt it ourselves,” he decided.

“Well, that’s the first thing I’ve heard that
makes any sense,” Dill agreed.

“We gotta go get the rangers.”

Dill’s face tightened. “Dude…”

Peter looked out the hole. He knew exactly
what Dill was thinking. “Have you seen it yet?”

“Not since it got Greg.”

“Then we’re probably safe.”

Dill just sat there, not saying anything.

“Dill…we gotta get out of this hole
sometime.”

Dill finally relented. “Okay,” he sighed. He
peered into Peter’s eyes. “You ready?”

Peter flexed his arms and straightened his
legs. They were tingling like they had been asleep, but it wasn’t
painful. Just kind of numb. “I think so.”

Dill nodded and crept out of the hole. Peter
crawled across the dank soil and followed him.
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They took it slow at
first, going from tree to tree and pausing at every little noise.
When it became obvious that the monster wasn’t around, they
gradually sped up. Within five minutes, they were running for their
lives.

Fifteen minutes later they heard something
new: the chugging of a truck engine. Peter and Dill exchanged
howling laughs and dashed through the trees.

The truck was fully loaded with kids and
innertubes. It was just driving off when the boys broke out of the
treeline and into the clearing.

“WAIT!” Peter screamed, waving his arms.

“STOP, STOP!” Dill bellowed.

One of the teenagers in the back of the truck
banged on the cab roof. “Hold on, stop, hold on!”

The truck coasted to a standstill. Ranger
Eric, the guy who had been talking to Peter’s mom earlier that
morning, opened the door and stepped out.

“Hey, Dill! Peter, right? Haven’t seen you
all… ” Eric’s voice trailed off as he looked more carefully at
their faces. “What’s wrong? Where are your tubes?”

Peter pointed back at the marsh and struggled
to speak as he gasped for breath.

“Two kids…back there…something got them.”
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The ranger station
looked like a log cabin from the outside, but inside it was nice,
with carpet and smooth walls and framed photographs of the park.
Peter and Dill sat wrapped in towels and drank hot cocoa as they
eyed the adults in the room.

Eric straddled a chair across from them.
Another ranger and two sheriff’s deputies stood behind him. Peter’s
mom was there, anxious and afraid, trying to control a restless
Beth. In the corner of the room stood Grandfather, arms crossed
over his vest and tie. As always, he looked extremely
disapproving.

Darkness showed through the one plate glass
window in the building. Outside, yellow flashlight beams swept the
forest.

“Okay, you’re saying a what got them?”
Eric asked.

“I don’t know,” Peter answered.

“You said you saw it.”

“Yeah we saw it,” Dill snapped. “but we’ve
never seen it before, so how’re we supposed to tell you what it was
when we don’t know what the heck it is?”

“But it wasn’t an alligator or a crocodile,”
Eric continued calmly.

“We told you that,” Peter said.

“And it wasn’t a shark or anything.”

Dill rolled his eyes. “Noooooo, it came up
out of the water.”

“What about a…hippopotamus?”

“We know what a hippopomatus…hippopomamu…I
know what a hippo is,” Dill growled. “I’m not stupid.”

“I’m just saying that you’ve probably never
seen a live hippo before,” Eric explained, “so maybe you wouldn’t
recognize one in person.”

“Hippos don’t walk on hind legs, do they?”
Peter asked.

“Probably not, no,” Eric conceded.

“Then it wasn’t a hippopotamus,” Dill
almost shouted.

“Calm down, Dill,” Mom said, though she
seemed pretty upset herself.

“Guys, you gotta work with me here,” Eric
said. His chair was turned backwards underneath him, and he settled
his arms on the backrest. “You’re basically telling me a dinosaur
lives in the lake.”

“Dinosaw,” Beth burbled happily.

“Now, that’s a pretty big whopper to swallow.
Are you sure you’re not exaggerating?”

“Yes,” Peter emphasized, then frowned.
“I mean, no, we’re NOT exaggerating.”

“Peter, please, if you know anything
that could help the rangers…” Mom pleaded.

“I already told them everything I know!”

The ranger tried to look sympathetic. “Dill?
You want to tell me the truth?”

Dill narrowed his eyes. “I’m tired, and I’m
hungry, and I saw some kid get carried off by a monster, and this
hot chocolate sucks, and I’m freakin’ P.O’D because YOU GUYS
KEEP ASKIN’ ME IF I’M TELLING THE TRUTH OR NOT!” Dill hollered.
“THERE, IS THAT ENOUGH TRUE STUFF FOR YOU?”

The sheriff’s deputy standing behind Eric
stepped forward. He was tall, and much older than Peter’s mom. He
wore a cowboy–looking hat and sunglasses, even though it was dark
outside. “Show some respect, you little punk,” he snarled.

“I can handle this, Deputy Jenkins,” Eric
said softly.

Dill looked up at Jenkins defiantly. “I’ll
show some respect WHEN YOU STOP ASKING ME THE SAME STUPID QUESTIONS
OVER AND OVER AGAIN!”

“Dill,” Eric warned.

“Dill,” Mom hissed.

“I DON’T — ”

“Shut up, you young hoodlum,” Grandfather
barked from the corner of the room.

Dill shut up and shrank down under his
blanket. Peter had the fleeting impression that Dill looked at
Grandfather the same way he’d looked at the monster.

“Everybody, let’s just calm down,” Eric said.
“Guys, look…we’ve got a dozen deputies and rangers out there
searching the marsh on your say–so. I can’t keep ‘em out there all
night unless you give me a little something more than a
brontosaurus.”

“Don’t be dumb. It was like a bigger, fatter,
slimier one of those raptor things from Jurassic Park,” Dill
said, “but not as badass. But still really mean–looking.”

“Dill!” Mom snapped. “Don’t use that kind of
language!”

“Well, it was,” Dill protested.

Grandfather cleared his throat from the
corner, and Dill hunkered down in his blanket again.

Peter had been thinking while everyone else
was arguing. “Ranger Eric…”

“Yes?”

“You said you’ve got a whole lot of people
searching, but you don’t believe us.”

“I believe something happened out there,
Peter. Maybe it was an accident, or maybe you guys were playing
around and something got out of hand…or maybe there was some kind
of animal. I don’t know.”

“So you don’t really believe us.”

Eric shifted in his seat. “Like I said —
”

“Just say NO,” Dill snapped.

Eric glared at Dill.

“You’re beginning to get on my nerves, Dill,”
Eric warned. “And I wouldn’t do that if I were you, because I’m the
best friend you’ve got in this room right about now.”

Dill snorted. “How about loanin’ me twenty
bucks, then?”

“You don’t really believe us,” Peter
continued, trying to take the heat off of Dill, “but you’ve got a
bunch of people out there with flashlights. Why? If you don’t
believe us, there’s got to be a reason they’re even looking.”

Eric went a few seconds without answering.
When he spoke, his voice was weary. “We called Rory McCusken and
Greg Witherspoon’s houses, and nobody has seen them since early
this morning. Their parents said they were going fishing. Rory’s
parents didn’t even see him leave, it was so early. Both families
are coming over here now, guys, and I’d really, really like
to tell them something believable that might help me get their sons
back.”

Dill didn’t say anything this time. He just
stared into his cup of cocoa.

Greg’s face appeared in Peter’s mind, his
lips moving, right before he disappeared into the air.

You promised…

He started to cry silently.

“Peter, what’s wrong? Why are you crying?”
Eric prodded gently.

Dill broke down, too, into a single, mournful
sob. “Because you’re probably not going to get them back.”

“That’s not true,” Peter argued, wiping away
his tears.

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the
deputies were leaning in hungrily, waiting for new information.

“Peter, they’re not asleep,” Dill said
angrily. “Face it.”

“Who’s not asleep?” Eric asked. “Rory and
Greg?”

“They are! I fell asleep, you saw me!” Peter
snapped at Dill.

“Oh.” Eric put his hand over his eyes and
rubbed his temples with his fingers.

“It’s true!” Peter said, and pointed to the
scratch on his leg. “It stung me, and I fell asleep for five
hours!”

Deputy Jenkins suddenly stepped forward and
grabbed Dill’s shoulders. “What are you not telling us, you little
snot?” Jenkins snarled. He started shaking Dill roughly, making his
head snap back and forth. Everybody gasped.

“Jenkins, cut it out!” The other deputy
grabbed Jenkins’ arm, but he just shrugged him off.

“I know your family!” Jenkins hissed in
Dill’s face. “I know you!”

“Officer — ” Eric sputtered.

“STOP IT!” Peter screamed.

Jenkins suddenly jerked away from Dill, his
hold broken. Grandfather stood there with a handful of the deputy’s
uniform bunched up in one rough, callused hand.

“That’ll be enough,” Grandfather said
coldly.

Jenkins knocked Grandfather away. “You get
your hands off me.”

“Then you keep away from that boy,”
Grandfather said without batting an eye.

“You’re lucky I don’t take you in for
assaulting a police officer.”

“You’re lucky I don’t perform a citizen’s
arrest for child abuse.”

“I know what he is,” Jenkins snarled. “I know
his brothers, I see his brothers all the time in the station. And I
know his daddy, oh believe you me, I know alllll about his daddy —
”

“And I know you, Anthony,” Grandfather
growled. “I know all about your father, too, with his bootlegging
and card–sharking, and his father before him — oh, there’s a
good evening of stories. So if you’re looking at family histories,
I’d advise you not to start while I’m standing here.”

Jenkins took a step back and scowled behind
his sunglasses. “You crazy sonuva…” he muttered before retreating
behind Eric’s chair.

Eric got to his feet. “I think we better —
”

“Call it an evening, yes,” Grandfather
interrupted. “They’re obviously not telling us the truth, and if
there’s a reason behind it, I’ll get it out of them.” He glared at
Deputy Jenkins. “And nobody else will do anything.”

“Mr. Flannagan…” Eric tried.

“And nobody else,” Grandfather
repeated.

There was silence in the room, broken only by
the squelch from a radio.

“Base, this is Gutmann, over.”

The kindly–looking officer who had tried to
stop Jenkins pressed on his walkie–talkie. “Canode here. Over.”

“We found something at the lake,” the
walkie–talkie crackled.

Peter’s heart leapt into his throat.

Deputy Canode looked at the two boys, then at
Peter’s mom and Beth. “Uhhh…we still got those two kids here, and a
little ‘un…” “It’s not that — just two bikes chained up to a
tree.”

“See?” Dill crowed. “We told you!”

“And the dock.”

“What about it?”

“Hard to say. Most of it’s gone. Coulda
broke apart in a storm and sunk, but it woulda had to have been one
heck of a storm. There’s still part of it out in the water, and a
section on the land — ”

“It didn’t break in a storm!” Peter
cried.

“The monster ripped it up!” Dill shouted.

Eric motioned for them to be quiet.

“ — but we didn’t find anything else,”
the voice on the walkie–talkie said.

“All right,” Canode said. “Keep looking and
keep me posted.”

“Roger. Over and out.”

The room was quiet as everyone absorbed the
bad news. Grandfather finally broke the silence when he grabbed
Dill and Peter by their necks and forced them to their feet. “Let’s
go.”

“Now wait just a minute,” Jenkins
snarled.

“Mr. Flannagan — ” Eric said.

“What are you waiting around here for?”
Grandfather snapped at the ranger and deputy. “You haven’t heard
enough fairytales about dinosaurs? Don’t you have two lost boys you
should be looking for?”

Eric and Jenkins looked at each other — Eric
helplessly, Jenkins angrily.

“Fine. We’ll be off, then,” Grandfather
grumped, and herded Peter and Dill towards the door.

“What if we need to talk to them again?”
Jenkins asked in an accusing voice.

“I think you know where I live, Deputy,”
Grandfather shot back.

“I’ll take them in my car, Dad,” Mom
offered.

“They’re coming with me. I want to have a
little chat with them, man to man.”

“Dad — ”

“Man to man,” Grandfather repeated.
Mom kept quiet and shifted Beth in her arms.

“I’ll see you at the house,” Grandfather
said, and ushered Dill and Peter out of the ranger’s station and
into the dark.
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Grandfather turned up
the heat in the ancient, battered truck. The warm air spilled over
Peter’s bare skin, giving him pleasurable shivers up and down his
neck. Then he remembered Greg being lifted into the air, and those
goosebumps went prickly and cold.

You promised…

Over by the passenger door, Dill seemed a
little happier. “Dude, that was awesome,” he said to
Grandfather. “I thought you hated me.”

“Let’s get something straight right now, you
little hooligan,” Grandfather growled. “I don’t like you. I’ve
never liked you. I never will.”

“Uhhhhh…okay,” Dill said, confused.

“I just dislike that fool Jenkins even more.”
He took his eyes off the road long enough to glare at Dill. “And
that’s saying something.”

Dill shrank back against the passenger door
and tried to make himself as small as possible.

Peter shook his head. “You don’t believe
us.”

“I never said that.”

“‘They’re obviously not telling the truth,’”
Peter rattled off in an authoritarian voice, “‘so why don’t we all
go home and I’ll beat it out of them.’”

“Don’t you sass me, boy,” Grandfather
scowled. “The problem with you is that you go blabbing your mouth
to every Tom, Dick and Harry about things no sane person would ever
believe, and then you get mad when they don’t.”

“You mean…you do believe us?”

“Does that mean you’re not sane?” Dill piped
up.

Grandfather pointed at Dill without looking
away from the road. “I’m warning you.”

“Well…why do you believe us?” Peter
asked.

“Because the one thing that hoity–toity
ranger didn’t tell you — and probably doesn’t know — is that this
has happened before.”

Peter and Dill leaned forward.

“Someone saw dinosaurs?”

“No. But people have disappeared. Every seven
years, something seems to happen out near those springs. Seven
years ago, it was a strange drop in the wildlife. Fourteen years
ago, two school children went missing. Twenty–one years ago, a boat
full of high school students went out on the lake and never came
back. The thing seems to avoid adults, and instead attacks prey
that’s smaller and weaker. The pattern goes back a long, long time.
Hundreds of years, actually. But people tend to forget what isn’t
in front of their faces, and most of them are too stupid to read
their history, so these things happen and are forgotten so they can
happen all over again.”

“What is it? The monster, I mean.”

“Did you read those blasted information
boards they’ve got up all over the park?”

“Uh…one of them,” Peter said.

“Do you happen to remember what
Itcheepatucknee means?”

“…something about waters?”

“‘Hidden waters,’ that’s what those fools
staple up on their boards everywhere. ‘Hidden waters,’ my
foot.”

“Can we just skip this part, and go to where
you tell us everything we need to know?” Dill asked
impatiently.

Grandfather turned his blazing eyes slowly
over to Dill. Dill, in turn, shrank back behind Peter.

“They’re mistranslating the original root of
the words from the Winnapotakan language,” Grandfather
continued.

“Ohhhh man,” Dill moaned. “Here they come
again.”

“Here comes who again?” Grandfather
snapped.

“The Indians. The Indians this, the Indians
that. Vampires and Indians, giant frogs and Indians — every
freakin’ thing is about the Indians. Why you gotta bring up the
Indians again?”

“Because they were here long before the white
man, you young fool, and knew far more about the land around us —
including the things in it.”

“Well, they’re not here anymore, so why you
gotta keep bringing ‘em up? Know–it–all Indians,” Dill
muttered.

Grandfather looked like he was about to have
a fit.

“The name is wrong?” Peter broke in.

“What? Oh — yes.” Grandfather shot daggers at
Dill, then turned back to the road. “The Indians use a similar term
for both ‘hidden’ and ‘deadly,’ the thought being that whatever
you’re hunting out in the wild is especially dangerous when you
can’t see it. ‘Itcheepatucknee’ doesn’t mean ‘hidden waters’, it
means ‘deadly waters.’”

“Does it mean ‘giant salamander,’ too?” Dill
asked.

Peter expected Grandfather to lay a verbal
smackdown on Dill, but the old man surprised him.

“Not the word itself, but strangely enough,
there are cave paintings south of here which depict large animals
the Indians hunted. Bear, deer, wild boar…they were all followed by
depictions of men, the order perhaps suggesting a chain of who
hunted what. But there is a larger drawing that follows those men,
larger than any known animal in these parts, and it looks a bit
like what you described this evening to the rangers. Tail…
triangular hands and feet…giant mouth, taller than two men standing
on the other’s shoulders. That drawing has never been adequately
explained, although it suggests that something might have
been hunting the Indians.” Grandfather paused. “According to the
eggheads over at the Charterton University archeology department,
that cave painting is over four hundred years old. Perhaps a
thousand. And if you go back in the historical record, every seven
years — or at least, a multiple of seven — there is a major
disturbance, and often a tragic disappearance. The tribal elders
even proclaimed that every seventh year, the tribe would move away
from the springs and not allow their children to go there.”

“What are you saying?” Peter asked.

“It seems this creature you saw is on a
cycle. And for whatever reason, it goes on a rampage every seventh
year. Perhaps it is preparing for hibernation, perhaps it needs
food for…other purposes.” Grandfather glanced uncomfortably over at
the boys, then back at the road. “Whatever the case, this is a very
dangerous time to be around the springs.”

“Why didn’t you tell us that before we went
over there?” Dill asked sharply.

“I didn’t know you were going, you idjit! The
first I heard of it was when the rangers called, saying you were
spouting off about giant lizards! And even if I had known
you were going to the springs, I wouldn’t have necessarily
remembered — the cycle is every seven years, not exactly something
I write on my calendar.”

“What about it stinging me, and my falling
asleep?” Peter asked.

“I don’t know about that,” Grandfather
admitted.

“Well, it stung Greg, too, and carried him
off. What do you think it did with him?”

“I don’t know about that, either,”
Grandfather said quietly.

“All he knows about is Indians,” Dill
muttered.

“What did you say?!”

“Nothing!” Dill said with a fake smile.

“Do you think that they could still be
alive?” Peter asked.

Grandfather was silent a good ten seconds
before he answered. “I don’t know, boy. I don’t know. But it might
be better for them if they’re not.”

“What does that mean?” Dill asked.

“It means I don’t want you going around those
springs ever again, you hear me?”

“But — ”

“I mean it! You hear me?”

“Yes, sir…” Peter murmured.

“Okay, okay,” Dill said. “Jeez.”

Grandfather pointed at Dill. “You,
now, you can go there as much as you want.”

“Ha, ha. Funny–funny,” Dill said, without a
trace of amusement in his voice.

Peter wasn’t paying attention. He was staring
out the side window. Grandfather’s truck was passing over the
bridge that spanned the lake. Half a mile away, he could see
flashlight beams slashing through the trees and reflecting dimly
across the water.

You promised…

Peter settled back into his seat and didn’t
say another thing for the rest of the ride home.
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The truck pulled into
the gravel driveway of Peter’s house.

“Out,” Grandfather commanded. Peter and Dill
spilled out the passenger side door, and the truck continued on
towards the garage.

There was an uncomfortable silence as the two
boys stood there. Peter realized that they hadn’t talked about what
had happened — to each other, without adults around them — since
they had been under the fallen tree.

In other words, they hadn’t talked about
Greg.

“Well,” Peter said.

“Yeah,” Dill replied.

“We got lucky.”

Dill nodded. “SUPER lucky.”

“What, uh…what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m never going
back there again.”

Peter moved some gravel around with his foot.
“What about Greg?”

Dill stiffened. “What about him?”

“Dill, it’s our fault that he got…that the
monster got him.”

Dill shook his head. “No. No way.”

“What are you talking about? Of course it
is.”

“He didn’t have to go.”

“Dill, you said that we were going to leave
him there for the monster to get him unless he took us to — ”

“I KNOW WHAT I SAID!” Dill shouted. Peter
could barely see Dill’s face in the darkness, but it was obvious
from his voice how much he was suffering. “I was there,
remember?”

“I just feel really bad.”

“Well so do I!” Dill whimpered. “So do I. But
what are we supposed to do about it? You want to go find that thing
again? Cuz I sure don’t.”

“No, but…”

Peter’s voice trailed off.

Dill stared at the ground. “I’m sorry it
happened. I really, really am. I’d give a whole lot if we could
just have a do–over, but that’s never gonna happen.”

Peter shook his head. “No, I guess not.”

They stood there in silence a few seconds
more until Peter’s mom drove up in the battered little Honda. Its
headlights washed over them, illuminating Dill’s sad, hurt
eyes.

“I’m goin’ home now,” Dill mumbled.

“I’ll see you,” Peter called after him.

“Yeah.” Dill walked on over to his house. No
one was there to greet him, no one to worry about him almost dying
today, nobody to tell him how much they loved him.

They’ll probably yell at him for being
late, Peter thought gloomily.

He turned back to his own house and went
inside.
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The first thing Peter
did was take a bath to get the dried mud and sweat off him. Shortly
after he got dressed, Mom called up that dinner was ready.

Everything was quiet at the kitchen table.
Even Beth, who was usually talkative during the most tense and
inappropriate moments, looked expectantly back and forth between
Peter and Mom. Thank goodness Grandfather was back in the study,
same as he always was.

Peter scraped his plate with a fork through
most of the meal. He ate little and said even less.

Mom kept silent until the very end. “Is there
anything you want to talk about, Pete?”

He shook his head ‘no.’

“Is there…anything new you might want to tell
me?”

Peter lifted his eyes from his uneaten
meatloaf and glared at her. “Why, so you can tell that Ranger Eric
guy?”

Mom frowned. “This is serious, Peter.”

“Isss sewious, Petah,” Beth said very
seriously.

“I know that! Don’t you think I know that? I
was there!” he yelled.

He realized that he sounded just like Dill
had back in the driveway. Peter wondered if Dill had felt
then the way that Peter did now: that his Mom didn’t believe
him, that she was attacking him when he already felt awful and
completely powerless to do anything about it. He made a mental note
to apologize to Dill tomorrow morning.

Mom sat up tall in her seat. “I’m going to
overlook your little temper tantrum and chalk it up to a really bad
day.”

Peter went back to staring at his food.

“But I want you to absolutely promise me
something: are you sure you don’t know anything else about what
happened to those two boys.”

“I already told you everything,” he said
sullenly.

“Are you sure you didn’t just imagine
it?”

Peter let his fork clank down on his
plate.

Good thing I never told her about the dead
hobos or Mercy.

“May I be excused?”

His mother looked angry, then softened a
little.

“If you want to talk about it later, I’ll be
here to listen.”

Peter got out of his chair and went up to his
room.
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Sleep didn’t come
easily. It seemed like hours as Peter lay in bed watching shadows
move on the ceiling. A couple of times he had to go to the window
to reassure himself that nothing was out there. Both dead men and
little girl vampires had attacked this house; there was no reason
to think that a giant frog monster wouldn’t walk a few miles to
come after him, too.

He dropped off to sleep around midnight, but
his dreams were troubled. In them, he was back in the swamp,
running for his life, holding onto someone’s hand. Sometimes it was
Greg, sometimes it was Dill, sometimes Mom or Beth. But every time,
he felt their hand slip out of his. When he looked back, there was
the swamp monster, plucking them from the ground. Peter would
scream and cry, but he had to keep running, he had to keep running
away…and he would see the next person, Dill or Mom or Beth,
and he would take them by the hand. But then the swamp monster came
and grabbed them all over again.

Finally he reached the end of the swamp, an
endless field of holes dotted with moss–covered tree trunks. He was
alone, with everyone he cared about gone — because he had
left them, because he was scared, because he had run away.
Behind him, he could hear the swamp monster crashing through the
trees.

He started to run between the holes in the
ground, but hands grabbed the cuff of his jeans. He looked down and
saw Greg’s pale face in the dark beneath the tree trunk, his hands
reaching out, his lips forming the silent words:

You promised.

Peter tore himself away, but backed too close
to another hole, where more hands reached out and pulled at his
clothes. Again, Greg, trapped beneath the tree, moaning
silently.

You promised…you promised.

The sound of falling trees and ripping
branches was getting closer.

He tripped and stumbled from hole to hole,
every one of them with clutching hands, a pale face with terrified
eyes, and a single phrase repeated over and over again.

You promised…you promised…you promised…you
promised…

The trees of the swamp burst apart and there
was the monster, mouth open, tongue lashing out.

Peter fell backwards into one of the holes,
but instead of one pair of hands, there were hundreds pulling him
down into the darkness. Instead of one face, there were dozens: all
of them Greg’s, all of them pressing around him, all of them
forming those two words in a silent scream:

YOU PROMISED.

• • •

Peter’s whole body jerked like he’d just
stuck his finger in an electrical socket.

He was awake, back in his room, in his own
bed. His pajamas were soaked in cold sweat. He trembled and hugged
his legs tight to his chest. The scratch on his thigh smarted a
little. He rubbed it, and remembered falling asleep…

Which made him think of Greg getting thwacked
in the back…

Which made him think of Rory and Greg asleep
somewhere, alive but unconscious, with the giant monster drooling
over them.

Peter felt awful as he lay there trying to
figure out what to do. The answer didn’t come, but he did realize
where he should start looking for it. He climbed out of bed,
changed into a fresh t–shirt and shorts, and crept quietly out of
his room and down the stairs.
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In the kitchen there
was a wooden desk built into the wall, with shelves above it where
old cookbooks went to die. This nook was Mom’s little office, with
a coffee cup stuffed full of pens, and tons of post–it notes stuck
everywhere. Peter found that funny; he doubted Grandfather’s house
had ever seen a post–it note before they’d moved in.

But the most important thing was Mom’s laptop
computer, which she had brought with her when they moved from
California. He sat in front of it now as he waited for it to boot
up.

He’d been bugging his mom for a year to get a
faster computer, but they’d been too poor. Now that they were
better off, Peter still didn’t see them buying a new one any time
soon. Even if Grandfather was stinking rich, he was less
familiar with computers than with post–it notes. He absolutely
refused to look at the thing, no matter how many times Mom offered
to show him how much information he could find online.

“I have all the books I’ll ever need in the
study, thank you very much,” he always harrumphed.

They still didn’t have a cable modem, so
Peter had to wait for the computer to finish beeping and squelching
as it logged on to the internet. He supposed he should be thankful
that he could get on the web at all. Living in a house without a
television made him appreciate the smallest things, even ancient
internet connections.

When it finally came up, he went onto Google.
It took him a while to bring himself to type the gruesome words,
but he finally entered

how animals store food

and pressed ‘Enter.’ After several minutes of
reading through entries on body fat, he found an interesting
link:

An Australian man was attacked and knocked
unconscious Thursday by a freshwater crocodile. Mr. Robin
Attenbrough told reporters that he was certain he was going to die
when the animal dragged him under the water and he blacked out.
However, he awoke in an underground lair where the crocodile hid
its food. He had suffered numerous injuries in the attack, but the
crocodile was not present when he awoke. Mr. Attenbrough swam out
of the cave entrance back to the river, over a hundred meters from
where he was attacked, and escaped to shore where a passerby
alerted authorities. “I don’t think I’ll go swimming again except
in a swimming pool,” Mr. Attenbrough told reporters.

Peter wanted to know more, but after ten
minutes of searching, he found almost nothing about crocodiles’
underwater hideouts.

But they exist. And a crocodile is close to
an alligator…and an alligator is sort of close to the thing we saw
today.

Then he typed in the search words

animal stings

After clicking
through another dozen links, he found one on spiders.

Depending on the species, the venom can
paralyze its prey rather than killing it. This keeps the victim
alive and fresh longer for consumption days or weeks later.

Not only that, he found another interesting
bit on jellyfish, of all things.

In order to avoid the poisonous effects of
the box jellyfish’s tentacles, Australian lifeguards will wear full
body suits made of a pantyhose–like material. The cloth is thin
enough to allow them to swim freely in the ocean, but thick enough
to stop jellyfish stinging cells from reaching their skin.

That last article set Peter’s mind
working.

“Although I’m not wearing pantyhose,” he
murmured to himself.
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Peter rapped lightly
on the window of Dill’s bedroom, the one he shared with his brother
Woody. The whole house was only one story tall, so the window was
easy to reach. However, it was three o’clock in the morning. Peter
wondered how hard he would have to knock, and how long, before Dill
woke up.

As it turned out, not long at all. Almost
immediately he heard Dill’s panicked voice.

“Who’s that?”

“It’s me,” Peter whispered.

Dill came to the window, lifted it up, and
stared at Peter in disbelief.

“What are you doing here?” Dill looked him up
and down. “And what are you wearing?”

It was true, Peter had on some pretty odd
clothes: layers and layers of thick sweaters, three pairs of jeans,
and gloves and a cap for cold weather. Luckily the air was still
cool, or he would have been sweating like a pig.

“I gotta go back,” Peter explained. “This is
what I’m wearing so it can’t sting me.”

Dill looked at him in shock and then slowly
got angry. “No. No, unh–unh, NO,” he hissed. “I’m not going.”

“Okay, but I’ve got to go back. I’m
having nightmares about Greg, and I know it’s not going to get any
better until I try to keep my promise.”

“We did try,” Dill said bitterly. “We
did everything we could.”

“Not everything. Not yet.”

“It’s not fair.” Dill was almost crying now.
“We’re didn’t want Greg to get taken…we shouldn’t have to go
back.”

“You don’t. I do. I think I can help him, so
I’m going to try.”

“What, looking like you weigh five hundred
pounds?”

Peter glanced down at his bulky clothing. His
arms wouldn’t even lay flat on his sides, his sweaters were so
thick. “If its tongue can’t punch through the clothes, it won’t be
able to get me.”

“You gonna bet your life on that?”

Peter shrugged.

“Let the cops and the rangers handle it!”
Dill whispered.

“They don’t believe us,” Peter said. “And you
heard Grandfather: the thing goes after kids, not adults. It’ll
stay away from the rangers and they’ll never see it, so they won’t
know we’re telling the truth.”

Dill leaned his forehead against the window
frame and closed his eyes. “I don’t even know why I’m friends with
you. All sorts of horrible crap always happens when you’re
around.”

Peter bristled at first, then realized Dill
wasn’t exactly saying no. “Soooo…?”

Dill groaned and shook his head. “What’s the
plan.”

“First we gotta wake Woody up and get him to
drive us out there.”

Dill’s eyes got huge. He laughed, then
clapped one hand over his mouth and looked back over his shoulder.
His older brother was still in bed, snoring away without a care in
the world.

“Woody? You wanna get Woody in
on this? You’re stupider than I thought. He’s not gonna do anything
except beat the crap out of us for waking him up.”

“Just do it.”

Dill shook his head, and then went over and
tapped on his older brother’s shoulder. “Woody,” he whispered.

Woody kept snoring. Dill flicked Woody’s
ear.

“Woooooody,” he said in a louder, sing–song
voice.

Woody batted Dill’s finger away and rolled
onto his side.

Dill reached down, grabbed Woody’s
tighty–whitey underwear, and yanked hard.

“Whu mm uhh HEY!” Woody howled. He bolted
upright and immediately smacked Dill on the top of the head. “What
are you doing, you little PUNK — ”

“Ow! Cut it out!”

Dill raised his arms over his head in
protection, but it didn’t help. Woody groggily rained down a series
of blows on his little brother. “You little snot, I’ll teach you to
give me a wedgie when I’m — ”

“Woody!” Peter called from the window.

Woody stopped hitting Dill. He leaned over
and peered at the window.

“Who’s that?”

“Peter. Dill’s friend.”

“What do you want?” Woody frowned.
“And why are you so fat?”

Peter reached into his jeans pocket and
whipped out three twenty dollar bills. “I wanna hire you to take us
to the lake. No questions asked.”

Woody’s eyes got big. He licked his lips
greedily. “I lost my driver’s permit.”

“Dill told me that doesn’t matter. He said
you still drive around when your dad’s asleep.”

Woody smacked Dill.

“Ow!” Dill stared at Peter. “Dude, I told you
not to tell him that!”

“Ain’t got a car,” Woody said.

“Dill said you use your Dad’s car.”

Woody smacked Dill again.

“OW! Would you STOP that?”

“I’ll get my hide tanned if I take that car
out.”

“That’s why I’m paying you sixty bucks.”

“Where’d you get that money, Pete?” Dill
asked.

“Out of my mom’s billfold.”

“You stole it?”

“I figured it was for a good reason.”

Peter should have been watching Woody. He
wasn’t, which gave the older boy a chance to creep closer and
snatch the money out of Peter’s outstretched hand.

“Hahahahaha!”

“You give that back!” Peter said angrily.

“Get lost, you little twerp.”

“Give it back, Woody, or you better do what
we want you to,” Dill warned.

“Or what?” Woody sneered.

“Or I’ll go wake up Mom and Dad right
now.”

“I’ll just tell them it’s my money. ‘Sides,
you wouldn’t dare. It’s — ” Woody peered at the clock radio, and
got angry all over again. “You little punks, waking me up at three
in the MORNING — ”

“I’ll totally do it,” Dill interrupted.
“They’ll be mad, but they’ll be even madder when they find out
you’ve got sixty bucks when you broke the kitchen window last
week.”

“Go ahead,” Woody taunted.

“And I’ll tell them about taking the
car.”

“I don’t care.”

“And I’ll tell them what you’re hiding under
your bed.”

Woody’s eyes got really big. “You do and I’ll
kill you.”

“Then drive us to the lake,” Dill proposed,
“and we’ll forget all about that other stuff.”

Woody looked back and forth between Dill and
Peter, then wrinkled his nose up in distaste. “Fine. Let’s get this
over with.”
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In order not to wake
the rest of the Bodinskis, Woody put the family station wagon in
neutral, and all three boys grunted and pushed the wagon down the
driveway until it was out in the main road. It almost rolled into a
ditch before Woody jumped in and slammed on the brakes.

Now the station wagon was rattling down the
road to the Itcheepatucknee springs. Heavy metal music blared from
a boom box on the front passenger seat.

In the back, Peter stared up at the ceiling
of the car. The fabric had come loose and was hanging slackly down.
Mom’s little Honda was in pretty bad shape, but the Bodinskis’ ride
made hers look like a brand new BMW.

As they approached the ranger’s station in
the darkness, Peter wondered if it was all worth it. Stealing from
his mother, stealing a car, driving without a license — and they
still had another ten laws to break in the next half hour.

Then he remembered the dream and Greg’s face
looking out of all those holes in the never–ending field. Peter
shivered.

“You’re cold?” Dill asked in
wonderment. He was dressed in about five layers of winter clothing,
too, and was already trickling sweat from his buzzcut.

“No. Just remembering.” Dill nodded and fell
silent.

As the station wagon approached the park
gate, its one working headlight illuminated a sign hanging from a
white metal barrier:

CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE — BY ORDER OF THE
DUSKERVILLE SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT.

Woody hit the brakes and the car squeaked to
a halt. “This is it, you dorks. I ain’t breakin’ the law.”

“You already are,” Dill countered.

Woody turned around and smacked Dill on the
head again. Now, though, Dill had on three winter hats.

“Didn’t hurt,” Dill nyah–nyahed as he bolted
out the door.

Peter got out, too, dragging their supplies
behind him. Even before he shut the door all the way, Woody was
backing up the car.

“I ain’t waitin’ for your sorry butts,” Woody
sneered.

“Fine,” Peter said. Whatever dislike he’d
originally felt for Woody had transformed into hatred over the last
thirty minutes.

“Suckerrrrrrr,” Woody hooted. He put the
station wagon into drive and roared back up the road towards
home.

“How do you put up with him?” Peter wondered
aloud to Dill.

“I keep hoping they’ll put him in jail some
day.”
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Now that the car’s
yellow headlight was gone, the park was almost completely pitch
black.

“Could we get a light?” Dill asked. “If I’m
gonna get eaten, I’d like to at least see it coming.”

Peter rummaged in his backpack and handed a
flashlight to Dill. Then he clicked on one for himself and shone it
at the ground.

A dummy made out of Peter’s clothes lay on
the dusty road. It looked fairly lifelike in the dark, if you
ignored the lumpy jeans and the lack of hands or feet. It didn’t
have a face, either, just a stuffed t–shirt, but the snow cap it
wore helped disguise that fact. Pieces of duct tape covered it
everywhere, keeping the pants anchored to the rain coat it wore,
and the hat and head attached to the body.

“The backpack is kind of heavy,” Peter said.
“Can you carry the dummy?”

Dill nodded, walked over to Peter, and tried
to pick him up.

“Ha, ha, very funny,” Peter said without a
trace of humor in his voice.

Dill pulled the real dummy up on his back
like a soldier carrying a fallen comrade. Then he and Peter walked
around the metal gate and warning sign. As they went, they kept
their eyes and ears open for any sign of danger: giant swamp
monsters…forest rangers…irate deputies…

But there was nothing and no one to be seen.
The only thing they could hear was the scrunching of their own feet
in the gravel and the burbling of the stream in the distance.

Soon they reached the three or four buildings
that made up the rangers’ compound. The innertubes were all locked
up with a metal chain pulled through their centers.

“We’re not going out in those, are
we?” Dill asked in alarm.

“No, of course not.”

Instead, he headed for the large shack behind
the innertubes. There was a latch and a heavy–duty padlock keeping
the door closed. Peter opened up his backpack again and pulled out
a small hatchet.

Dill’s eyes bugged out. “Uh, what’re you —
”

“Point your flashlight at the door,” Peter
commanded. Once Dill obliged, Peter slammed the hatchet into the
metal latch, ripping it halfway off the door.

KRA–CHANG!

“DUDE!” Dill hissed.

Peter put a finger to his lips. “Shhh…”

Both he and Dill strained to hear anything
large and threatening in the early morning darkness, but there was
nothing except the soft liquid sounds of the spring.

KRANGGGG! The rest of the latch
cracked out of the wood. The still–locked padlock hung limply on
the end of it.

Peter pulled open the shed door with a thrill
of fear. He couldn’t believe what he was doing, or how easy it was,
or how much trouble he was going to get into when they caught
him.

I’m doing it to save a life, he
reminded himself, and swung his flashlight beam into the shed.

The red kayaks hung on hooks in the wall. The
yellow rafts stood upright on their sides to preserve space. The
orange life preservers, still wet and smelly, were stacked in the
corner. And beside the blue paddles sat the scuba tanks and
masks.

Peter struggled to haul out one of the yellow
rafts. “Get two blue paddles,” he ordered Dill. “And four life
preservers.”

“Four?! Why?”

“Our clothes are so big, none of these are
going to fit us. We’re gonna have to figure out how to tie two
together and wear them that way.”

“There’s not even any adults around, and you
want to wear life preservers? I’m not.”

“Dill, as soon as you hit the water all those
sweaters you’re wearing are gonna swell up like one of those sponge
thingies in the little pills.”

“The ones where you drop it in hot water, and
it turns into a bunny or somethin’?”

“Yeah.”

“So?”

“So you’ll sink to the bottom of the
lake.”

“Oh.”

While Dill busied himself with the oars and
life jackets, Peter snagged a scuba mask and a complicated tangle
of hoses and dials. Then he tried to drag one of the scuba tanks
out of the shed.

Ooof. The sucker was heavy. He had
only moved it about six inches.

“Come on, help me with this,” he told
Dill.

Dill helped Peter drag the metal cylinder out
to their pile of stuff. “What do you want this for?”

“Just in case.” He didn’t tell Dill that it
was part of the plan…just in case Dill didn’t like the plan and
decided not to come along.

Once they had arranged their equipment, Peter
picked up his flashlight and hatchet and walked over to the main
ranger’s station building.

“What’re you — oh, dude, no,” Dill
moaned.

“What if there’s something in there we can
use?”

“Aren’t we in bad enough trouble as it
is?”

“That’s the point. We’re in bad enough
trouble as it is. How much worse can it get?”

“You say that, but you really don’t
know,” Dill said. “Trust me, I know.”

“We’re about to go hunt down a swamp monster,
and you’re worried about park rangers?”

Dill considered. “Okay, you have a
point.”

Peter looked at the door. The wood was pretty
solid, and there was a deadbolt above the handle. But there was
that one big window, a single sheet of glass, just a few feet off
the ground…

Peter shined his light through the window
onto the desks and water cooler inside. Sitting on the floor were a
bunch of walkie–talkies, plugged into the wall and charging.

“Stay back,” Peter warned Dill. Peter
shielded his eyes and then smashed the hatchet into the glass.

KLSSSSSSHHHHH!

The whole window collapsed in a hundred
little pieces. Glass was everywhere: on the ground, inside the
building, even on Peter’s bulky sweater sleeves. He brushed them
off with his gloved fingers.

Dill shook his head. “Oh my GOSH, you are
either way cool, or waaaay stupid.”

“If I was doing this for fun, I’d be stupid,”
Peter said as he used the hatchet to clear out the jagged pieces of
glass still jutting up from the window sill.

“Instead, you’re doing it so you can chase
down a giant frog monster. I’d say you’re still stupid.”

“You’re doing it with me, so you must be way
stupid, too.”

“Well…” Dill was at a loss for words. “I know
you are, but what am I?”

Peter climbed up through the window frame and
into the ranger’s station. He got two of the walkie–talkies and
then shined his light around, looking for anything else. He tried
the desk drawers, but most were locked, and the ones that were open
just had pencils or files in them.

He didn’t want to spend all night cracking
open metal drawers and waiting for someone to find them, so he
headed back for the window.

“Is there a gun in there?” Dill asked
excitedly.

“No,” Peter said. “We couldn’t take a
gun.”

“Why not?”

“We don’t know how to shoot a gun!”

“Uh–hunh! If you’ve seen movies and
TV, you know how to shoot a gun.” Dill pointed his finger like a
pistol and made a pow noise. “We’d kill that swamp monster
quick if we had a gun.”

“Yeah, if you didn’t kill yourself or shoot a
hole in the raft first,” Peter said.

“Whatever.”

“Yeah, whatever. No guns. Now help me
haul this stuff down to the creek.”

In five minutes they were situated and ready
to go. Peter was even wrong about the life preservers, which
actually were big enough to fit over their layers of
clothing. They just had to let the black straps waaaaaay out, as
far as they reached.

Once the lifejackets were in place, they
loaded up their supplies in the raft. As they were moving the scuba
tank, Dill asked excitedly, “You gonna use this to kill the
monster?”

“What? How’m I supposed to do that?” The tank
was part of his plan, but not to kill anything.

“Haven’t you ever seen JAWS? Oh, wait, I
forgot, your mom doesn’t let you watch anything cool.”

“She does too,” Peter scowled. “What’s
JAWS?”

“It’s a really really really old movie, but
it’s COOL. It’s all about this shark named Jaws and he’s eatin’
people and they try to catch him and he eats most of ‘em except
they shove a scuba tank in his mouth and shoot it and it blows Jaws
up. BOOM!”

“How are we supposed to blow it up?”

“See, that’s why I want a gun,” Dill
explained, as though to a child.

“NO GUNS,” Peter repeated.
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They positioned the
raft half on the bank, half in the stream, and stepped in. They had
to use the blue paddles to push off from the shore, but once they
were in the main current, the raft moved along swiftly. The
cylinder sunk down several inches into the rubber floor, but Peter
reasoned that it was no heavier than him or Dill and therefore
okay. He sat back and tried to relax. The raft was quite spacious,
with more than enough room for everything they’d brought along.

“Now what’s the plan you said you’ve got?”
Dill asked.

Peter flipped the dummy onto its back,
unzipped a pocket on the rain jacket it wore, and plucked out an
alarm clock. And not just any alarm clock: it was the hated,
ancient, wind–up clanker that woke him for school every morning,
the type with two little brass bells at the top that sounded like a
fireman’s alarm going off.

“I don’t think the monster has eaten
anybody,” Peter began, then paused. “Uh, yet.”

“Great,” Dill muttered. “Way to get me pumped
up.”

Peter ignored him. “I think it injected them
with stuff to paralyze them and keep them asleep. I got a little
scratch, and I was out for hours…they’re probably gonna sleep for
days, maybe even weeks. So if we find them in time, we can get them
out.”

“So how’re we gonna find ‘em?”

“I’m gonna go out on the lake with the dummy
here, and maybe the monster will attack.”

“WHAT?” Dill yelled.

“Quiet,” Peter shushed.

“Oh crap,” Dill said, and looked around at
the darkness. “You think it’s here already?”

“No, but there might be rangers, and they
might stop us if they hear you.”

“Well, if that’s your brilliant plan, to go
out in the middle of the freakin’ lake so that thing can come after
us, then I hope they DO stop us! That’s STUPID! I’m not doing
that!”

“I know. I’m going alone,” Peter said.

“…huh?”

“I’m going with the dummy and you’re staying
on the shore. We’ll each have a radio, so we can talk to each
other. When it attacks, I’ll throw the dummy overboard, and
hopefully it’ll take it back to its hideout.”

“Aaaaand that’s going to help us how?”

Peter held up the clock. “I’ve set it to go
off in twenty minutes. If the monster doesn’t show up, I’ll keep
resetting it till he does. He takes the dummy, the ringer will go
off, and maybe we’ll be able to hear where the thing is keeping the
other guys.”

“What if it’s, like, a hundred feet
underwater? How’re we supposed to hear it then?”

“The monster got up out of the water and
walked around, right? So I think it breathes air. Even if it does
breathe in water, we don’t. If it really did knock out Greg
and Rory, it’s probably stashing them somewhere they can
breathe.”

“So once we hear the alarm clock and figure
out where Rory and Greg are, then we hightail it back and tell
everybody.”

“Yeah.”

“Sooooo if the monster attacks…and
if it actually gets fooled by the dummy…and if it
takes the dummy back…and if the alarm clock goes off…and
if you can get back to shore before it eats you, too…then
everything works out fine.”

“Uh…yeah.”

Dill nodded like he agreed. When he spoke,
though, he didn’t.

“This is the STUPIDEST plan I’ve ever
heard.”

“Well, it’s something,” Peter snapped. “If
you can think of a better one, let me know.”

“How about this plan — we turn around, go
home, and get back in bed.”

“After we’ve already broken into the rangers’
station, and ripped off my mom, and stole your parents’ car?”

“You mean after you broke into the
rangers’ station, and you ripped off your mom, and
Woody stole the car.”

“Oh, so you’re not involved at all,” Peter
said sarcastically.

Dill spread his hands behind his head as he
lay back in the raft, totally unconcerned. “I’m just an innocent
bystander.”

“So you want to be an innocent bystander that
leaves Greg and Rory behind?”

“Of course not…but dude, your plan
sucks.”

“We’ve gotten lucky before.”

“Yeah, well, luck runs out.” Dill tapped the
scuba tank with his foot. “You didn’t explain what this is for. And
why are we wearing all these freakin’ clothes?”

“If our luck runs out.”

“Huh?”

“I got the idea from something I read…I bet
its tongue can’t get through a ton of clothes, so if it tags us, we
won’t pass out.”

Dill shook his head. “We’re doomed,” he
muttered.
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The spring carried
them along quickly. On the way they were mostly silent, although
every so often Dill would start in on “why did I let you talk me
into this.” Peter would remind him of Greg being lifted up and
carried off, and Dill would fall silent again for another few
minutes.

When they started hearing frogs croaking,
they knew they were getting closer. The reeds grew thicker around
them and the spring narrowed. A softly drifting fog crept over the
surface of the water. They had to break out the paddles to keep
moving along.

They would pause at every odd sound and
strain to detect a low, gurgling rumble, or the thud of giant feet
in the mud. But every time they stopped, all they heard was the
ribbiting of frogs.

After about fifteen minutes of pushing
through the swamp, they reached the end of the bog and the
beginning of the lake. Peter guided them over to the riverbank
where they beached the raft and stepped onto the land. The fog
crept slowly over the ground, only a few inches above the
grass.

“Cool,” Dill said, and kicked at it. A little
puff of white mist swirled around his shoes.

Peter wanted to play in the fog, too, but the
heaviness in his chest kept him from joining in. Dill looked over
at his friend, realized the seriousness of the situation, and
turned back to the raft.

As they unloaded the backpack full of stuff,
Dill asked one more time, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Actually, I really, really don’t,” Peter
said grimly. “But I made a promise. Come on, let’s check the
walkie–talkies.”

“Okay, now, I’ve seen a whole lotta movies
with truckers and FBI agents and stuff, and when they talk on their
radio, you say whatever you gotta say, and then you say ‘Over,’”
Dill instructed as they turned on the radios.

“I’ve used walkie–talkies before, Dill,”
Peter said.

“You have?”

“Yeah, my dad brought some home from work one
time…”

Peter’s voice trailed off. He thought of his
dad for a few seconds and wished that he was back in California,
away from this thing in the lake and away from his promise, and
that his dad had never left.

I wish for a lot of things, but they never
come true, he thought sadly.

But I really, really need this one to.

Peter said a silent prayer that he would come
out of this alive…him, and Greg, and Rory.

Dill grew uncomfortable in the silence, so he
did what he always did when he got uncomfortable: he talked. “I’ve
always wondered why they say ‘over,’ you know? Are they saying it
cuz they’re like, ‘Okay, it’s going over to you now,’ or is
it, ‘Okay, I’m done talking now, my turn is over, you can
talk now,’ or maybe — ”

“DILL.”

Dill cleared his throat. “I’m just sayin’.
Don’t get all huffy on me.”

“Sorry…let’s just do this.”

They turned on the radios and Peter pressed
the talk button. Nothing happened on Dill’s handset.

“Crap,” Dill said.

“Which channel are you on?” Peter asked.

“Huh?”

Peter shined the flashlight on his radio and
saw that the knob was dialed to channel 3. When he looked at Dill’s
radio, it was on 1. He twisted the knob and tried again. This time,
there was a loud crackle of static on Dill’s handset.

“Testing, testing, one two three,” Peter
spoke as he walked away from Dill.

Dill pressed the talk button on his radio.
“Hear you loud and clear, good buddy, got a big brown bear with a
bubblegum machine on top, gonna take my load to Austin and dump it
there, over.”

“What?!”

“That’s trucker talk.”

“Well, don’t do trucker talk when I’m out
there, I gotta know what you’re saying, alright?”

“Fine,” Dill sulked.

Peter reached inside the dummy’s pocket and
pulled out the alarm clock. 4:10. He set the alarm clock for 4:30,
then decided to give it a few more minutes and nudged it up to
4:35. He replaced the clock safely, then turned back around to
Dill.

“Well…”

Dill shuffled a little. “Good luck, man.”

Peter nodded and got into the raft.

It felt like he was going down a deep dark
hole that he wasn’t ever going to climb out of again.
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Dill pushed the raft
off from the beach, and Peter paddled out into the lake. It was
tough going, but soon enough he was a hundred feet from shore.

Everything around him was dark. His little
flashlight beam didn’t cover much distance out here; all it could
really do was illuminate a murky patch of water close to the boat.
If he aimed it further than that, it just kind of died out, and if
Peter aimed it up into the air, it disappeared completely. It made
things scarier, the fact that the darkness could swallow everything
up that easily. The only comforting sight was Dill’s little
pinpoint of a flashlight on the beach, a beacon to show where
safety was.

The water lapped quietly at the edge of the
boat. His face was a little cool from the night air, but at least
his body was warm. Under all his clothes, Peter was even beginning
to sweat a little after all that rowing.

Up above him, a thousand stars filled the
night. The moon was only a quarter full, so the stars shone
brighter than ever — brighter than he had ever seen in the
light–choked skies of Los Angeles, that’s for sure. He would have
enjoyed watching the stars for awhile, but he had work to do. He
checked his digital wristwatch. 4:21 AM.

The radio squelched. Peter jumped, and the
whole raft rocked in the water.

“How’s it goin’ there, good buddy?”
Dill’s voice crackled over the walkie–talkie. “Over.”

“Dill, what did I tell you about no trucker
talk?” Peter hissed into the radio. “I just called you ‘good
buddy,’ that’s all. Fine, I won’t call you good buddy.”

“Good. Just keep it simple.”

“Hey, I didn’t say over,” Dill
complained. “Uh, over.”

“Dill, I swear, if you don’t cut it out, your
LIFE is going to be over.”

“You didn’t say ‘over,’ either,” Dill
pointed out. “Not a REAL over, anyway. Over.”

“DILL — ”

“Okay, okay!” Dill shouted from the
shoreline, far away.

Peter shook his head and checked his watch
again. 4:23 AM.

While he was waiting, he decided to inspect
the scuba tank and mask. About 30 seconds into it he realized how
hopeless it was. There were a couple of hoses sticking out of the
mask, and he had no idea how to connect them to the tank. After a
few minutes he gave up and prayed that he stayed above water the
whole time. Maybe he could use the mask to hold his breath if need
be…

He looked over at the dummy and shone the
light on it. It lay there totally relaxed and unconcerned about the
horrible fate that awaited it: being chomped on and taken to the
monster’s underground lair.

Peter shivered and checked his watch again.
4:32.

Better reset the alarm, Peter thought,
and reached over to the dummy. As he did so, he caught a glimpse of
something strange in the lake.

The water was normally flat with tiny little
ripples in the surface. But there was something small floating out
about six feet from the raft. The very faint light of the moon
reflected off it differently, and that’s how Peter noticed it. In
the darkness, it seemed to be about the size of a softball, just
kind of floating there on top of the lake.

Suddenly, a thin covering flicked over it,
then disappeared.

Peter’s heart seized up. He swung the
flashlight beam over at the shape.

The ball was red and glassy.

The monster’s eye.

Instinctively, Peter ducked down in the raft
and flattened himself against the floor. That’s what saved him.

The water exploded like there was a bomb
underneath the raft, which heaved up into the air. It tipped
slightly to one side but didn’t flip over. If Peter had been
sitting upright, he would have been thrown into the lake. As it
was, the walkie–talkie, flashlight, and scuba mask zipped across
the rubber floor and smacked into the far side of the raft. The
tank banged into Peter’s leg painfully. The dummy flailed around
too, but stayed where it was.

Somewhere in the distance, Dill screamed in
terror.

The raft slammed back down on the water. It
had probably only jumped up a foot or two at most, but Peter felt
like he’d fallen off a cliff.

He wished that he was still in the air as he
felt the creature brush up under the raft. The rubber molded to its
shape, and for a second Peter actually felt the surface of its skin
moving under his hands. Then it was gone, and the raft
settled back into the water.

He raised his head for a quick look. The
thing had doubled back around and was swimming for the raft again.
Peter could see not only its eyes but the whole head just under the
surface of the water.

The radio squelched. “Peter, are you
there?” Dill shrieked over the speaker. “Oh my gosh, Peter —
PETER, ARE YOU THERE? Uh, OVER!”

Peter didn’t have time to grab the
walkie–talkie because the monster slammed up under the raft again.
This time it roared as its mouth broke through the water.

One half of the rubber boat bent up into the
air. Peter and the scuba tank were heavy enough that they anchored
the other half down in the water. Even then, the raft felt
perilously close to flipping over.

The dummy was in the part of the raft that
bent upwards. It tumbled on top of Peter, who stifled a scream as
it landed on his head.

There was a zipping sound as the monster’s
skin squeaked along the underside of the rubber boat. Without
waiting another second, Peter grabbed the dummy and threw it
overboard, then plastered his body to the bottom of the raft.

The dummy plopped in the lake. Then
came a giant ker–SPLASH as the monster broke up out of the
water.

Peter’s head was below the edge of the raft,
and he still saw it. The monster rose five feet out of the lake
like a miniature whale. The moonlight glistened off its slick
body.

The dummy was lodged firmly in its jaws, high
up in the air.

SPLASH! The monster smacked back into
the lake, and there was a giant churning sound as its tail beat the
water into froth. The sound grew further and further away by the
second.

Peter raised his head just over the edge of
the raft and watched as the monster paddled away. It kept its head
high out of the water, and Peter could see the dummy hanging limply
from its jaws. Most of the dummy’s body was in the air; only its
feet were submerged as they trailed along the surface of the
lake.

“PETER? PETER, ARE YOU THERE? OVER!
OVER!” the radio crackled.

Peter kept his eyes glued on the monster as
he groped for the walkie–talkie. When he found it, he pressed on
the button and brought the radio close to his mouth. “It worked,
Dill, it worked!” he whispered. “It really worked!”

Just then, the alarm clock went off.

The noise was distant and muffled–sounding to
Peter, but that was because he was a hundred feet away. The alarm
was plenty loud to the monster, which stopped in shock and looked
around, turning its head this way and that as it searched for the
source of the clanging.

“Oh crap,” Peter whispered.

“Is that the alarm clock?” Dill asked
over the radio. “Isn’t it a little early? Uh, over.”

“Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap…”

The monster kept its head above water the
entire time. Finally it opened its mouth. The dummy toppled out and
splashed in the lake. Without the giant jaws smothering it, the
alarm clock jangled loud and clear.

The monster roared and grabbed the dummy
again. To Peter’s horror, it shook its head back and forth
violently until the upper and lower halves of the dummy flew
apart.

A choked cry escaped Peter’s throat.

“Not enough duct tape,” Dill murmured
over the radio. “Over.”

The alarm clock flew through the air CLANG
CLANG CLANG CLANG and then plopped in the lake. The bells
clanked dully underwater, fading as the clock sank deeper and
deeper until nothing could be heard at all.

The monster prodded the lifeless top half of
the dummy with its nose. Then it whipped its head around and stared
at the rubber raft.

Peter darted his head down. But not quick
enough.

“Peter, get out of there!” Dill cried.
“Peter, it’s coming!”

 


 


29

There was a great
whooshing sound, like a movie submarine going into an emergency
dive. Peter grabbed an oar, got to his knees, and started paddling
like a madman.

“PETER, HURRY!” Dill screamed. Funny
thing was, Peter could hear him just as clearly across the lake as
he could on the walkie–talkie.

He wasn’t moving fast enough. In fact, the
raft was hardly moving at all. It was like a nightmare, where the
werewolf is racing through the haunted house towards you, and you
can’t even move a muscle.

WHUMP.

A giant shape thumped the underside of the
raft. Suddenly, Peter was moving upwards very fast. The raft flew
into the air atop the forehead of the monster. Then the monster was
falling, and the raft smashed back down into the water.

Peter tumbled head over heels and slammed
into the front of the boat. The air tank thudded painfully into his
ribs. The flashlight and radio smacked into him, too, but the
plastic oars went flying off into the air.

This was bad. This was very, very bad.

Peter struggled to a sitting position. He
knew he only had a few seconds. A calm voice in his head told him
to grab the flashlight and radio and stash them inside his
sweaters.

The rangers will be mad if you lose the
radio.

He didn’t reflect on how lucky he would be if
the rangers ever saw him again.

Instead, he clicked both the flashlight and
walkie–talkie off and stuffed them down his shirt, where they felt
ice cold against his skin.

The scuba mask. Peter looked around and saw
it at the back of the raft. He scrambled past the scuba tank and
headed towards the other end, then strapped the mask in place over
his head.

At that exact second, the monster thrashed up
out of the lake. It chomped on the opposite end of the raft where
Peter had been mere seconds before.

Peter screamed and grabbed one of the raft’s
plastic handholds. The monster’s gaping jaws opened and closed,
moving further and further up the rubber boat. It had no teeth,
though, so the raft never popped and deflated. Instead, everything
just disappeared into the monster’s gullet, inch by inch.

The scuba tank was down there at the
monster’s end of the raft, too, caught on the seams in the rubber
boat bottom. The way it was positioned, the tank looked like a
giant cigar jutting from the creature’s lips. The monster ignored
it and kept chomping away.

Just beneath the lake’s surface, Peter could
see the giant webbed hands paddling the water, keeping the swamp
monster afloat.

But then its legs stopped paddling.

The monster started to sink.

And as it sank, it pulled the raft along with
it underwater.

Now the raft was tilting at a rapidly
increasing angle. Gravity tugged Peter down, but he hung on to the
plastic handhold for dear life. Cold water surged over the part of
the raft still in the monster’s chomping jaws. Peter could see the
dark lining of its mouth, and beyond that, the pitch black hole at
the back of its throat.

It’s trying to get me to slide into its
mouth!

Peter kicked and kicked in an effort to get
traction, but his feet just skidded off the slick bottom of the
raft.

His hand…his hand was slipping.

No — please God, no —

His fingers slipped off the handle, and down
he went across the wet rubber surface.
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The air tank saved
him. Peter’s feet hit it, and it stopped his fall. Now he was
perched atop it like a bird on a pole, momentarily saved from the
jaws beneath.

There was another handhold by his face, which
he grabbed with both hands. That was just a temporary stopgap,
though; every second that passed, the creature sank lower
underwater, and the raft jutted up at an even worse angle. In
seconds, Peter would fall off the tank and then lose his grip on
the handhold.

He vaguely remembered Dill’s story about the
movie shark and how they used the air tank to blow it up. He had no
idea how to make the scuba tank explode, though.

Didn’t matter. He had nothing to lose. He
bent his knees and kicked with all his might against the top of the
cylinder.

The force was enough to free the scuba tank
from whatever seam or strap was keeping it in place, and it slid
right down into the monster’s mouth and zip! into the black
hole of its throat.

The creature stopped chomping. A shudder went
through its body and it started to gag. A great burst of water shot
out of its mouth and drenched Peter’s jeans as he hung onto the
plastic handhold for dear life.

Maybe it’ll choke to death please God like it
die, let it choke to death.

The monster shuddered again — swallowed a
giant mouthful of water —

And then it burped. A blast of putrid wind
rushed past Peter and the air rumbled with a sound like a
foghorn.

The monster had just swallowed a big metal
tank of air, and all it did was burp.

Oh CRAP.

Without warning, the monster snapped its head
to one side, and the raft along with it.

Peter’s fingers jerked free of the handhold,
and he tumbled through the air and plunged headfirst into the
lake.

His body flinched from the shock of the
ice–cold water, and he flailed his arms in panic. But his four
sweaters and three pairs of pants sucked up water like a sponge and
weighed down his limbs so much that he could barely move.

The only thing that saved him was the scuba
mask and the life jacket. The mask kept the water from going up his
nose, even as buckets of it filled his mouth. And the life jacket
bobbed him almost immediately to the surface, right side up, where
he choked out the lake water and gasped for breath.

The first thing he saw was the rubber raft go
flying through the air and splash down about twenty feet away. The
second thing he saw was the monster turn its head towards him and
open its mouth.

The life jacket had saved him from drowning.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t going to save him from being eaten
alive.

Something smacked hard against his side.

Peter screamed and furiously tried to swim
away. The smart part of his brain knew it was hopeless, but
that part wasn’t in charge anymore. The dumb, pure survival
part of his brain had taken over and was keeping his legs kicking
as fast as they could go.

Something whapped against his leg this time.
It was hard and bumpy, and then it disappeared. But it was just
pressure — like somebody had clocked him in the butt with a nerf
football.

The tongue — it’s hitting me with its
tongue!

Peter remembered how fast Greg had gone
unconscious — and yet Peter felt fine.

Did it work? Did the clothes keep me
safe?

There wasn’t any stinging pain. He could
still see clearly. He didn’t feel sleepy — on the contrary, he was
just as panicked and terrified as ever.

There was a rumble behind him, a gurgling
roll of thunder that he could feel vibrating through the water.

Oh God oh God please please please don’t let
me die

Off to his side, the monster glided past him.
It didn’t attack, but instead slid through the water, serene and
totally calm.

A new fear rose in Peter’s chest.

Is it going after Dill?

He could hear Dill screaming from the bank,
his words punctuated every few seconds by “Over! Over!”

Was it going to get Dill, then come back to
finish him off?

No. Once it was twenty feet away, the monster
curved left and started a slow loop around Peter. Its eyes stayed
above the surface of the lake and watched as he frantically
doggie–paddled for land.

Peter waited for the thing to rush over and
eat him, but it didn’t. It just kept swimming around him in big,
lazy circles.

What’s it waiting for?

THWACK.

Another hit underwater, this time on his
knee. And Peter finally understood.

It’s waiting for me to pass out!

The tongue had hit him three times now, but
every time it had been stopped by multiple layers of clothing. The
monster didn’t know that, though. It was probably puzzled about why
its venom was taking so long.

Play dead.

The little voice in Peter’s head was quiet,
but insistent. He wanted to tell it, “Are you crazy?” but the more
he thought about it, the more it seemed like the best thing to do.
The monster had held the dummy out of the water, right? Like it was
trying to keep the dummy safe.

Until he ripped it to pieces, the
survival part of his brain pointed out.

But it only did that because of the alarm
clock, his smart brain argued. Because it figured out the
dummy wasn’t real.

Even though it went against every instinct he
had, Peter stopped thrashing in the water, stopped kicking his
legs, stopped moving his arms. He just floated there and listened
to Dill screaming “Over! Over!” in the distance.

The monster glided behind him, off to his
right. There was another rumble that he could feel all through the
water. Then a splash, like the creature was turning —

Giant jaws clamped down on Peter’s body from
his knees to his neck.
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OH CRAP OH CRAP
OH CRAP

Peter wanted to scream, but his throat closed
up. Which was probably best, because if he had startled the beast,
who knows what it might have done. Instead, it lifted him gently in
the air and started moving forward through the water.

The pressure on his limbs was uncomfortable,
but not unbearable. He probably couldn’t have escaped it, but it
wasn’t crushing him. Kind of like if Dill were sitting on him, but
not a 500–pound fat guy.

The water was passing beneath him at a crazy
speed, almost like he was on a motor boat. Far away, he could hear
Dill shrieking as he realized the creature had gotten Peter.

But it didn’t, Dill. Not yet. It just thinks
it has.

Peter stayed as relaxed as he could, although
the image of the monster snapping the dummy in half kept playing in
his brain. And he kept resisting the urge to turn his head and see
what it looked like to be carried in the mouth of a dinosaur. No
telling how the thing would react if it still knew Peter was awake.
Even if it didn’t react at all, Peter was afraid he would go Dill
one better and actually poop his pants from fright.

Peter wished he could tell Dill to not be
sad, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t even hear his friend screaming
anymore. The thing was moving so quickly that they had left Dill
far behind.

The scuba mask was fogging up, but Peter
could see well enough to know the monster was staying about eighty
feet away from the shore at all times.

Please God, please let it stay away from the
middle of the lake. Please don’t let it have a cave out there.

And just like that, the monster turned
towards the shore. At first Peter was overjoyed, but then he
realized that as the monster approached the lake bank, it wasn’t
slowing down. The shoreline was getting closer by the second. Sixty
feet away…forty feet away…twenty feet away…wasn’t it going to
stop?!

There was a big huffing sound in the
creature’s throat, almost as though it were taking a breath. At the
last second Peter realized that was exactly what it was doing, and
he managed to get a mouthful of air just before the monster dove.
The last thing he saw was the hard–packed mud of the shore rushing
at him before murky water covered his face.

Again, the scuba mask saved him. With his
mouth closed and the mask covering his nose, he wasn’t going to
drown. If the monster didn’t spend too long underwater, that
is.

But…shouldn’t it have hit the bank by
now?

Yet the monster was still swimming. Cold
water was still rushing past Peter’s face and ears.

We’re underneath the shore, he
realized.

Then Peter felt himself tilting upwards, and
SPLOOSH, he was out of the water again. Cold air stung the
skin on his face. Wherever he was, it was completely black. There
was absolutely no light anywhere.

Peter opened his mouth and took another
breath. He didn’t even gasp, they had been underwater for so short
a time.

The monster lowered Peter slowly through the
darkness, then relaxed its jaws and dumped him onto something that
felt like squishy mud. He rolled over once, landed on his back,
then stayed still. Behind him, he could hear the monster breathing
softly.

hhhh…hhhhhh…hhhhhh.

As his eyes adjusted, Peter realized he
wasn’t in total darkness. Up over his head he could see pinpoints
of light, though they were few and far between. They might have
been stars, but there were only a handful of them, and there had
been so many out on the lake.

Off to Peter’s side there was a splash, a
gurgle, and no more breathing. It took him about ten seconds to
decide that he was completely alone in the cave.

Where did it go?

Dill. It went back for Dill.

Peter sat up and felt himself sink slightly
in the muck beneath him. He ignored it and untucked his shirt.
Immediately, the radio and flashlight spilled out between his
legs.

Radio or flashlight first?

I have to warn Dill…but I can go faster if I
can see what I’m doing.

He groped for the flashlight, found it next
to his knee, and clicked the button. Light flooded the cave. To his
unaccustomed eyes, it was like staring into the sun. The fog on his
mask didn’t help, either. Though he couldn’t make out the details
yet, there was something kind of white in front of him. He blinked
several times and moved closer.

It was a skeleton buried halfway in the
mud.

Peter screamed and scrambled back through the
oozing muck. His rear end thudded into something, and he screamed
again as he turned around.

It was a chubby kid in a collared shirt and
khaki pants.

“GREG!” Peter yelled, overjoyed.

Greg didn’t move. His eyes stayed shut.

Peter’s mask was almost completely fogged up,
so he tore it off and was immediately assaulted by a horrible
stench. It was the worst thing he’d ever smelled in his life, the
odor of a thousand rotting fish. He stopped himself from gagging
and went back to breathing through his mouth.

Peter leaned over Greg and quickly checked
his body. No bite marks…no bleeding. Had he been wrong? Had the
stinger on the tongue been way more powerful than he thought? Was
Greg…dead?

Peter took off a glove, grabbed the kid’s
head, and knew instantly that he was alive. Not because of his
pulse or anything like that, but because he was still warm. His
skin was pink and healthy, and when Peter leaned over Greg’s nose,
he could hear a faint whistle coming out of his nostrils.

As Peter swung his flashlight back to the
skeleton, his heart lurched inside his chest. But on closer
inspection, Peter realized that it couldn’t be Rory — in fact, it
wasn’t even human. It was way too big, and the skull was long with
a pronounced snout. Was it a bear? Maybe…but it definitely wasn’t
the same skull Peter had seen grinning from the Jolly Roger in
pirate movies.

Peter shone his light around the cave, which
was big, probably a hundred feet wide. Behind him the mud was
carved out in a giant room almost ten feet high. Here and there, a
dozen thick columns of earth rose from the ground to support the
weight of the ‘ceiling’ above. He pointed the flashlight up and saw
hundreds of small holes.

Snake holes.

Breathing holes, probably. He could
even make out a few stars through the ones directly overhead.

Behind him, there was a giant circle of water
twenty feet long, obviously where the monster went in and out.

And all around the cave were bones.

They were in the mud floor, in the columns
that jutted up to the ceiling, in the walls. There was no way to
tell what all of them were. Peter hoped they were animals — bears
and deer and stray dogs — but in one corner of the cave, he spotted
a skull that looked exactly like a pirate flag. He only caught a
glimpse before turning away.

There was something more important he had to
do. About fifteen feet further up in the cave lay another kid’s
body. This one was smaller, thinner, with dark hair and a muddy
t–shirt. It had to be Rory. Peter shuffled over to him on his knees
and checked for signs of life. The kid’s skin was warm, too, and he
was breathing softly through his mouth.

Dill. I gotta warn Dill, or this could be him
next.

Or ME.
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Peter slid back
through the mud and found the walkie–talkie in the brown goop. He
twisted the ON knob, praying that the swim in the lake hadn’t
ruined it.

There was a horrifying second of silence…and
then the gorgeous hiss of static. He clicked on the button. “Dill?
It’s me, Peter, I’m alive!”

He let go of the button. No response.

Please God…let him be okay, please please
please

Oh, wait.

He clicked the button again. “Over,” he
added.

Nothing.

Then a crackle…

“PETER? OH MY GOSH PETER YOU’RE NOT DEAD I
THOUGHT YOU WERE DEAD!” Dill screamed over the
walkie–talkie.

Peter grinned. “You’re supposed to say
‘over.’ Over.”

“SHUT UP, YOU STUPID — YOU’RE NOT DEAD! I
thought you were dead for sure, I saw that thing carry you away —
uh, over.”

“Dill, you got to get out of there. It’s
coming back for you.”

“Well, I’m not there anymore, I went
chasing after IT to try to find YOU…over.”

“Dill, you didn’t go in the water, did you?
Get out!” Peter yelled.

“Dude, I like you, you’re my best friend
and all, but I don’t like you THAT much. I’m on the shore. Where
are you? Over.”

“I’m under the riverbank. I think I saw some
trees, and there’s a bunch of snake holes in the ground.”

“Dude, you just described half the entire
lake. How’m I supposed to find you?”

Peter looked up at the ceiling and got an
idea. “Can you see that? I’m pointing my flashlight up through the
snake holes, can you see it?”

“There’s fog on the ground everywhere,
dude!”

“That’s the best way to see it! Look for a
bunch of lit–up fog!”

“Okay, I’ll…wait, hold on.”

“Dill?”

“Shut up,” Dill hissed.

Peter stayed quiet for what seemed like an
eternity.

Finally Dill spoke again over the
walkie–talkie. “That thing went by in the water…I don’t think it
saw me. It’s headed back where I was when you were out in the boat.
I’ll look for your light, hold on.”

Peter counted to thirty. Just as he was about
to click the button on the walkie–talkie…

“I see it! I see it!” Dill yelled.

There was a muffled thumping overhead, and
Dill’s voice spoke through one of the snake holes. It sounded like
he was talking into a ten foot cardboard tube. “Can you hear
me?”

“Yes!” Peter shouted joyfully. “Get me out of
here!”

“How?”

“Have you got the backpack?”

“Yeah…?”

“There’s the hatchet, and I brought a rope —
dig a hole, tie the rope to something, and I’ll climb out!”

“Are Greg and that other kid down there?”

“Yeah, but they’re asleep! Hurry, Dill, GET
ME OUT OF HERE!”

Soon there was a dull thwacking sound
overhead, and little pieces of dirt began to fall through the snake
holes. In less than a minute, larger chunks started to fall. Peter
kept looking nervously back at the pool of water, and wondered what
he would do if the monster surfaced.

“Hurry it up!” he yelled.

“If you wanna get out of there faster,” Dill
panted, “come out here and help me dig!”

“Watch out for the monster!”

“I’m watchin’, I’m watchin’.”
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Minutes later, a
block of soil as big as a cement brick splashed into the mud,
followed by an avalanche of smaller pieces. The gap in the soil
looked as big as a manhole now. Judging from its sides, the ground
must have been at least two feet thick between the cave and the
outside world.

A head peered down through the hole in the
ceiling, a buzzcut silhouette of black against the starry sky.

“Get the rope! Get the rope!” Peter
screamed.

“Already on it, jeez!” Dill tossed one end of
the rope down into the hole. “Are you gonna be able to fit through?
You look pretty fat in all those sweaters.”

Dill had a good point. Not that Peter
couldn’t fit through the hole, but that he was going to be weighed
down by extra pounds of wet cloth. If he took them off, he could
climb out of the cave faster. On the other hand, if the monster
came back and tried to sting him, he’d need every bit of protection
he could get.

Luckily, Peter had tied knots in the rope
while Woody had driven them to the park. Without those, he wouldn’t
have stood a chance of getting up to the surface.

“I’ll be fine!” he yelled, then gave the rope
a firm yank. It held. Peter just prayed that Dill was better at
tying knots than he was at fractions.

He started to climb, but it was hard going.
The rope was difficult to hold onto with his cold–numbed hands, and
he hadn’t realized how heavy his soggy clothes really were. But the
knots helped immensely, and sheer terror lent him strength. He was
almost to the top when he heard a giant splash of water and a low,
throaty roar. Except the sounds came from above him rather than
below.

Dill screamed. “PETER, IT’S HERE, IT CAME OUT
OF THE LAKE!”

“RUN, DILL, RUN!”

“I CAN’T, IT’S — WATCH OUT!” Dill howled, and
jumped feet first down the hole. His muddy tennis shoes smacked
right into Peter’s face, and both boys tumbled down into the
muck.

“OW!” Peter yelled as he rubbed his nose.
“OW, OW, OW!”

“Sorry, man, it was right behind me!”

As if on cue, the starlight from above went
black. A throaty roar shook the cave and drops of liquid showered
down on the mud. Dill shone his flashlight up at the hole, and the
blackness was replaced with a single red eye.

Both boys screamed. The monster roared again
and clawed at the hole with one huge webbed foot. But big as the
hole was, the monster couldn’t even get its hand through.

The creature gave up trying. Everything went
silent aboveground.

“What’s it doing?” Dill whispered.

“I don’t know.”

Dill lowered his flashlight and caught Greg
and Rory in its beam. “OH CRAP! Is that them?”

“Yes, shhhh,” Peter hissed, and strained to
hear what was going on above them.

Off in the distance there was a gigantic
splash of water.

“Oh my gosh — DILL, CLIMB THE ROPE! CLIMB IT
NOW!” Peter screamed as he scrambled to his feet.

“What?!”

“IT’S COMING IN HERE!”

“But the hole’s too small. It can’t — oh.”
Dill shone the light back behind him, and saw the pool of water
glistening in his flashlight beam.

Peter raced for the rope and squatted down.
“Quick, step up on my back!”

Dill didn’t need to be told twice. Using
Peter’s shoulders as a launching pad and the rope knots as
handholds, Dill was able to reach the ceiling within seconds. The
only part that gave him trouble was getting past the last couple
feet of soil.

In the pool behind Peter, a couple of air
bubbles popped on the water’s surface.

“HURRY, DILL, I’M COMING UP!”

Peter shoved his flashlight down the neckhole
of his sweaters and started to climb. He blinked at the pieces of
dirt falling in his eyes from Dill scrambling above. His wet
clothes seemed even heavier than before. His feet and hands felt
carved from ice. He blocked it all out. None of it mattered.

Just get out of the cave.

He was only halfway up the rope when the
water erupted and the monster’s front hands slapped up on the mud
bank.

By now, Dill was back on solid ground. He
extended one arm into the hole. “CLIMB, PETER, CLIMB!”

The outraged roars beneath Peter inspired
him: he climbed that rope faster than any kid in any gym class in
the history of the world. As Peter reached the ceiling of the cave,
Dill grabbed the straps of Peter’s life preserver and tugged for
all he was worth.

WHAP.

There was a familiar burst of pressure
against Peter’s rear end, like his mom had just smacked him a good
one on the butt. The monster was trying to sting him again.

“PULL!” Peter screamed.

“I’M PULLING, I’M PULLING!”

WHAP. This time the hit came on the
back of his knee.

Peter’s hands reached the dirt of the
riverbank. He was almost there.

And then something big and powerful clamped
down on his left foot. It hurt, but it wasn’t excruciating. It felt
like a body builder was pressing his ankle hard between
rolled–up wet towels.

“IT’S GOT ME!”

“PULLLLLLL!” Dill howled, and he leaned back
with all his weight.

Peter kicked his legs like an Olympic swimmer
and strained against the rope. The shoe in the monster’s mouth
started to slide off.

“IT’S WORKING!”

Just as Peter yelled, his foot slipped out of
the sneaker and he shot the extra distance up onto solid ground.
Dill somersaulted backwards. From out of the hole came the wet
smack of something enormous falling into mud.

Peter lay panting on the ground.

I made it.

Then, down inside the cave, there was an
awful noise: a splash of water so huge, it sounded like a sumo
wrestler had done a belly flop.
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“DILL, IT’S COMING UP
FROM THE WATER!”

Dill raised his head. “What?!”

Peter struggled to his feet and looked
towards the woods. Ten feet away was a thicket of small marsh
trees, one of which Dill had used to tie down the rope. The trees
were spaced so closely together that it would be impossible to run
through them, and they were no good for hiding: the trunks were so
scrawny, the monster could probably just bend them aside or snap
them like twigs.

Peter looked for another hiding place, but it
didn’t matter; the monster burst out of the lake and slapped its
ugly feet up on the shore. Peter backed up beside Dill and watched
as the creature reared up to its full height. Fifteen feet of
grayish black, outlined against the stars in the sky. Peter could
see the shape of its two bulging eyes as the creature stared down
at them.

Then it opened its mouth and roared. The
ground shook beneath Peter, and the inside of his chest vibrated
from the deafening sound.

Dill screamed, grabbed the hatchet from the
mud, and threw it through the air. Peter prayed that it would smack
the monster right between the eyes and kill it dead so they could
all go home.

Instead, it hit the monster’s left arm and
glanced harmlessly off. It might have nicked the creature’s skin,
but it was hard to tell in the darkness.

Either way, the monster didn’t take it well.
It roared and lunged at Dill.

“Oh crap,” Dill whispered just before the
giant jaws grabbed him. “HELLLP!” he screamed as the monster lifted
him high in the air.

“DILL!” Peter shouted. He looked vainly for
anything to use as a weapon, but there was nothing on the ground.
The hatchet was too close to the creature. As Peter turned around
to look behind him, his flashlight rolled against his skin like a
wet popsicle. Peter ripped his tucked–in sweaters out of his pants,
and out dropped the flashlight.

“HANG ON, DILL!”

Too late. With a flick of its head, the
monster tossed Dill a good twenty feet through the air. He landed
with a thud on the muddy bank, and his screams were cut short.

“YOU — YOU — ” Peter yelled, trying to think
of the worst word he knew, but instead he just ran forward and
smacked the monster’s knee with the flashlight. As soon as he did
it, he realized just how bad a mistake he had made.

The creature looked down at him and opened
its mouth wide. Peter held up his arms and the flashlight, trying
to shield his face. He knew the tongue was coming — but unlike
before, his head was the closest thing to the monster, and it was
unprotected. If the tongue hit his scalp, he would fall asleep for
who knew how long, and then it would zap Dill and carry them both
back to the cave, and patch up the hole, and no one would ever find
out what happened to them —

But the tongue didn’t flash down at
Peter.

Instead, the monster’s whole head did.

There was a second’s impression of the mouth
getting very big, VERY fast, and then great wet flaps of skin
slapped all around Peter. Suddenly he was hoisted into the air and
turned upside down. He slid fast and hard into goopy darkness, like
he’d gone headfirst down a waterpark slide made out of raw
meat.

Nasty wet flesh pressed against him from all
sides until he landed in what felt like a cocoon made of chicken
liver. He couldn’t tell, because everything was completely black.
Water sloshed all around him. Something hard slammed into his back
and he grunted in pain — but the chicken liver pressed against his
face and wouldn’t allow him to breathe.

It was at that moment he realized he had been
swallowed alive.

He was going to suffocate to death in the
stomach of the monster.
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Terror ran through
his body like electricity, and he forced his arms out in front of
him. With his nose tucked under his arm, Peter now had a pocket of
air, and he sucked it in greedily. It smelled worse than the
rotting fish in the cave, but he breathed it anyway.

The whole jiggly mess around him shook, and
the hard object behind him jutted into his back again. The monster
was walking.

Peter kicked his legs until he somersaulted
into a right–side–up position. It was like trying to turn around
inside a sheet of plastic greased with Crisco, but he did it.

His nose was still under his arm. He pushed
his hands out, and the chicken–liver stuff gave way. He had a
little more room to breathe. Now if only he could see.

As he flailed about in the slimy darkness, he
remembered that the flashlight was still clutched in one icy fist.
He clicked it on, and kind of wished he hadn’t.

The thing’s stomach pressed in on him from
all directions like an overly tight sleeping bag. It was rather
small, considering how big the monster was. And it looked exactly
like chicken guts, too, except spongier and a bit pinker, with tons
of veins running just under the skin.

Peter wanted to barf, but he couldn’t let
himself. He had to figure out how to get out of here. No time for
puking.

If he only had the hatchet, he could have cut
his way out. Kill the monster at the same time, too. But the
hatchet was sitting harmlessly outside.

Peter thrashed around in the fleshy balloon
and realized he had to do something else before he got out: he had
to breathe. There was almost no air in here, and he would
probably black out if he didn’t figure out something quick.

The hard object stuck in his back again. He
turned his head and the flashlight and immediately saw the scuba
tank. The monster had swallowed it out in the boat, and now it was
in here with Peter, inside the creature’s stomach.

It’s full of air! At least I’ll be able to
breathe…

The whole stomach shook, and Peter and the
tank jostled around violently. It felt like the monster was running
now.

Peter scrambled to grab the knob atop the
scuba tank. He dropped his flashlight, but it didn’t matter because
his hand found the dial. He turned it quickly round and round.

Ssssssssssssssssssssss.

The welcome sound of hissing air filled his
ears and he whooped with joy. Almost immediately, the fleshy walls
of the stomach began to pull away from his body. Faster and faster
they expanded, until he could reach out in a sweeping circle and
not touch anything.

The air tank is blowing the monster’s stomach
up, just like a raft!

The jiggling around him came to a halt; the
monster must have stopped moving. Peter and the air tank sloshed
around in the goop. In the glint of the flashlight, he could see he
shared the space with at least a dozen dead fish, a car license
plate, and a bunch of tangled fishing line.

The stomach kept getting bigger and bigger.
The veins stood out even more clearly now in the rapidly stretching
flesh.

UUUUUURRRRRRRPPPPPP.

Rattling vibrations shook Peter. Air
whooshed past him as the stomach shrank by a good two
feet.

Uh oh…nononononononono

Peter shone his light up above him. There was
a hole at the top of the stomach, though it was clenched tightly
together. It looked a lot like the back of Peter’s own throat when
he looked at his tonsils in the mirror.

It was slowly getting farther away from him
as the stomach expanded again.

The hole was clamped shut, and then all of
sudden, it opened to the size of a basketball.

UUUUUUUUURRRRRRPPPPPPPPP.

Peter shook like he was on a roller coaster,
and the stomach shrank smaller.

The monster was burping. It was burping out
all the air in its stomach.

“On no you DON’T,” Peter yelled, and ripped
off his life preserver. The hole was closer to him now, and he
stood up shakily. The way the flesh gave way under his feet, it
felt like he was standing on a waterbed or on one of those Moon
Bounce castles at little kids’ birthday parties. But he was able to
keep his balance long enough to cram his life preserver into the
hole, forcing it past the flap of skin that kept the stomach
clamped shut.

Sssssssssssssss went the air from the
scuba tank. The stomach was inflating again, and the
life–preserver–jammed hole was out of reach within seconds. Peter
toppled back down on his butt and watched.

The stomach jiggled again, but this time, the
hole didn’t open. It was stuffed closed with the life
preserver.

And the stomach was getting bigger.

Big as a refrigerator…

Bigger…

Big as a car…

Peter could have filled the place up with
water and done laps like in a pool, it was so big. Suddenly the
whole place pitched and swayed, and Peter got thrown to the other
side of the stomach. The canister rolled over beside him.

They were moving. But it didn’t feel like
before; this time, the monster seemed to be staggering around
instead of running.

Then it fell.

Peter toppled over and over. The tank clanged
against his head, but he didn’t cry out, because he was so amazed
at what he heard outside: a giant kersploosh of water.

The monster was in the lake.

The whole stomach was shaking like an
earthquake and getting bigger every second. The stomach lining was
stretched as tight as a volleyball now, and Peter’s hands and body
didn’t even sink down in the flesh anymore. He knew this because he
was bouncing back and forth as the monster thrashed and jerked
around him.

Suddenly there was a ripping sound and a
POP like a giant balloon. Peter’s face got smacked with
slack, goopy skin, and then cold water rushed over him.

He screamed, but only bubbles came out of his
mouth. He kicked and tore through whatever was around him like he
was tearing through stretched–out chewing gum.

His face broke the surface of the lake, and
he coughed and gagged for air.

“PETER?!” Dill screamed from the shore. He
was only twenty feet away.

Peter kicked hard and strained with his arms.
Without his life preserver, though, the soggy sweaters were
weighing him down, pulling him underwater.

I survived being eaten alive…I’m NOT going to
drown today.

He forced himself above water and took
another gasping breath, but more water filled his mouth than
air.

Okay, maybe I am going to drown…

As his head slipped beneath the water, small
hands grabbed him and forced him up to the surface.

Dill.

Dill had jumped in the lake, wearing his own
life preserver, and was dragging Peter towards the shore.

“KICK!” Dill screamed in his ear.

Peter kicked with every ounce of energy he
had. A few seconds later, he felt his feet hit the lake bottom. He
and Dill trudged the rest of the way and collapsed on the muddy
bank.
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Then Peter remembered
what had just happened and turned back around.

Thirty feet from shore, the monster’s body
was floating in the lake. It lolled about on its back, and its arms
and legs twitched in the air. But where its belly had once been,
there was a giant gaping hole.

“Oh my GOSH you should have seen it,” Dill
gasped. “You ever seen a frog blow up its throat so it can croak?
Not die, I mean, but krrk–ikkkk, krkk–ikkkk.”

Dill did a surprisingly good imitation of a
frog.

“Well, the monster’s belly started getting
huge — I mean, HUGE — and he stopped chasing me and just stood
there. Then he BURPED really loud, and his belly shrank. He started
coming after me again, but he stopped and burped again. And then he
tried to burp again, but he didn’t. He just kept snapping
his mouth but nothing would come out, and his stomach got bigger,
and bigger, and BIGGER, and he started walking around like he was
drunk, and then he fell back in the water and BOOM! Monster guts
were flying EVERYWHERE! It was like the nastiest piñata you ever
saw, dude! And then YOU came out, and I was like, HOLY CRAP, I
thought you were dead! How’d you do it?”

“He ate the scuba tank out on the lake. It
was in there when he swallowed me…” Peter stopped for a second and
trembled at the horrible memory, then resumed his tale. “I turned
it on, which made the stomach bigger. Then I stuffed my life
preserver in his throat so he couldn’t burp anymore.”

“AWESOME! Dude, that was better than flippin’
JAWS, man! They just blew the shark up, you came OUT of the monster
from the INSIDE! Freakin’ WICKED!”

“Yeah,” Peter laughed weakly. “I kind of feel
like Jonah.”

Dill stared at Peter. “Who’s that?”

“Jonah? In the Bible? Got swallowed by a
whale?”

There was absolutely no sign of recognition
on Dill’s face.

“And the whale spit him up after three days?”
Peter persisted.

“Dude, you’re thinking of Pinocchio.”

Peter sighed and looked back out at the lake.
The sun had begun to come up somewhere in the distance — not over
the horizon, yet, but there was enough light in the grayish–pink
sky to clearly see the carcass of the monster, which had stopped
twitching. It just slowly floated out further into the center of
the lake.

Peter almost felt sorry for it. It was a
magnificent animal…nobody had ever seen a living creature like it
before, and now it was dead. He had killed it.

Then he remembered that the thing had
swallowed him alive, and he didn’t feel bad at all. In fact, he was
pretty dang glad.

“Hey Pete, you know the best thing about
this?” Dill prodded him. “We got proof this time. Yeah, I know your
grandfather believes us and all, but we never really got in trouble
like this before, and then you went and broke into the rangers
station…man, we’d’a gone to jail for sure. But they can’t
say anything about THAT!” Dill cackled, and pointed out at the
creature’s body. “DUDE, WE GOT PROOF!”

As if it had heard them and wanted to take
its last chance at revenge, the monster began to slowly sink into
the lake. First the giant hole in its chest filled with water…then
the legs and arms slowly sank beneath the surface.

“NOOOOO!” both boys screamed at once,
pleading with outstretched arms.

It was over within seconds. The tips of the
webbed fingers disappeared, and the monster was entirely gone.

Peter stared out at the lake in a daze. Dill
shook his head and muttered, “Why? Why me?”

“Why you? Why ME?! I’m the one who got
swallowed alive!”

Dill frowned and scrunched up his nose.
“Yeah, and got covered in monster guts.”

Peter looked down at his clothes and saw that
he was indeed slimed over with pieces of skin and raw meat, not to
mention a layer of milky–looking goo. In that second, his mind
flooded with the horror of what he had just been through. The
monster’s mouth slamming down around him…the stomach pressing
against his face…the smell.

He screamed, jumped to his feet, and tore the
top two layers of sweaters off. Then he pulled the top layer of
jeans off, too, and cast them aside. He collapsed on the ground and
moaned.

Dill looked at him. “You okay, man? You
looked like you were freakin’ out there. Kinda like ol’ Greg.”

“That’s cuz I was,” Peter
grumbled.

“Hey, what about Greg and Rory? What do we do
about them?”

“We can’t drag them out, and I don’t about
you, but I can’t even walk ten feet.”

From behind them came a burst of static.
Peter and Dill both whipped their heads around. Further up the
bank, Dill’s walkie–talkie lay on the ground, and a series of
voices crackled over the speaker.

“This is Jacobs, I’m down at the station.
Looks like somebody broke in.”

“How bad?”

Dill pointed at the radio in surprise and
indignation. “They’re not saying ‘over’!”

“Broke the window in the main office,
cracked the lock on the shed…looks like they stole a raft and some
scuba equipment, probably some other stuff.”

“Great. Anybody got any idea who did
it?”

Peter crept up the bank and pressed the
button on the walkie–talkie. “Uh…that’d be me.” He let go of the
button, then remembered something and pressed it again. “Um,
over.”

“Who’s this?” a voice demanded
angrily.

“Tell him he’s supposed to say ‘over,’” Dill
instructed.

Peter waved his hand for Dill to be quiet.
“Uh, this is Peter Normal. The kid from yesterday?”

“Oh, I remember you, all right,” the
voice growled. “Where are you?”

“Out by the lake, on the shore. You might
want to bring a doctor or something — we found Greg and Rory.
They’re okay, they’re just knocked out. Over.”

There was a stunned silence for about five
seconds on the other end of the radio.

“Stay there. We’ll find you. Jacobs,
switch over to the other band.”

No more voices came out of the walkie–talkie
after that.

“I don’t get it…how did those guys ever get
to be rangers, and they don’t even know to say ‘over’?” Dill
complained. Then he sighed. “So we’re just gonna wait for ‘em,
huh?”

“You could take off…I didn’t say anything
about you, so you could run for it and not get in trouble.”

Dill brightened. “That’s right, I totally
could…” Then he looked serious again. “Naah, I better stick around.
You always need back–up.”

Peter smiled. “By the way, thanks for saving
my life.”

“Twice,” Dill said, and held up two fingers.
“If you’re keeping track. I’m not.”

“How do you figure?”

“I got you out of the cave, and I
pulled you out of the water.”

“Well, you dug a hole in the cave, but you
smacked me in the face when you jumped in. Plus, I blew up the
monster, so that kind of evens out the whole cave thing.”

Dill narrowed his eyes. “Sounds like
somebody’s keeping track.”

The sun was just beginning to peek over the
trees across the lake. The wind blew slightly, and the first birds
began to chirp behind them.

Dill scooched across the ground on his rear
end and settled about ten feet away from Peter.

“What’d you do that for?” Peter asked.

“Nothin’. You just wait over there, and I’ll
wait over here.”

Peter looked at him in surprise. “Why?”

Dill pinched his nose with his fingers and
thumb. “Cuz you stink, man. Ooooooo–weeeee.”
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The rangers arrived
about twenty minutes later, along with a couple of paramedics and
three sheriff’s deputies, including Deputy Jenkins (who had on his
sunglasses, even though it was barely light outside). Ranger Eric
led the way.

“Peter, Dill — are you alright?” he called as
they broke through the woods.

“Yeah, we’re okay,” Peter said.

Eric got close to Peter, then backed off with
a sour look on his face. “Ugh, what’s that smell?”

“I told you you stank, dude,” Dill
guffawed.

“Where’s the other kids?” Jenkins
snarled.

Dill pointed. “Down in the hole.”

The deputies rushed over and peered in with
flashlights. One of them climbed down the rope and disappeared from
view.

The paramedics started checking Peter and
Dill out, shining little flashlights in their eyes and moving their
arms and heads back and forth.

“Cut that out, man,” Dill complained.

“We’re fine, we’re fine,” Peter assured them.
“I think you better go help Rory and Greg.”

“Found ‘em!” the man in the cave called, his
voice hollow and muffled. “They’re alive!” Then he said something
else under his breath, some words Peter had never heard before,
followed by, “You guys, there’s bones everywhere down
here.”

Jenkins and Eric turned around and stared at
the boys.

“Don’t look at me, man,” Dill said.

“How’d they get in there?” Eric asked.

“Are you ready to hear the truth yet?” Peter
challenged him.

“Does the truth involve a twenty–foot–tall
dinosaur?”

“Yes.”

“Then no, I don’t think I am,” Eric
answered.

“It was more like a giant frog,” Dill
offered. “A dinofrog. Or a giant salamander…a dinomander.
Or…salasaur. Or — ”

“Dill.” Peter made a ‘zip it’ motion
across his lips.

“They’re not waking up, Jenkins!” the man
called from down in the hole.

“Get down there,” Jenkins snarled at the
paramedics.

The two men in blue jumpsuits grabbed the
rope and climbed down into the ground. After a minute, one of them
called out, “They’re breathing and they appear to be stable, but
they’re in some kind of stupor and they’re not waking up. We gotta
get ‘em back to the hospital.”

Jenkins pointed at Dill and Peter. “You boys
better have a good explanation for all this.”

“They’re knocked out,” Peter told him. “The
monster stung them and put them to sleep. I think it was going to
hibernate and eat them later.”

Jenkins shook his head. “That’s not what I
call a good explanation.”

Dill stuck out his chin. “I want a
lawyer.”

“What?”

“I know my rights, I watch all the cop shows.
I want a lawyer.”

Jenkins balled his hand up into a fist. “Why
you little — ”

Eric stood up between the deputy and Dill. “I
think we can do this later, can’t we? Right now our priority is
those two kids down in that cave.”

Jenkins pointed at Dill. “I’ll deal with you
later.”

“Talk to my lawyer, dude,” Dill retorted.

“Yeah,” Peter added.

He’d just been eaten alive. Mean sheriff’s
deputies didn’t scare him.

Well…maybe a little.
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The hospital was
small by most standards, but large for a town of Duskerville’s
size. It stood three stories high, and probably had a hundred rooms
or so. Right now Dill and Peter were on the first floor in an
emergency room station, sitting atop a padded table where people
normally laid down. Grandfather walked into the room as the doctor
was examining them.

“You alright, boy?” Grandfather asked.

“Yup,” Dill affirmed.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Grandfather
snarled.

Dill fidgeted silently for the rest of the
check–up.

The doctor found nothing more than some
bruises and scrapes. He did coat their cuts with some purplish
liquid, though, which stung like fire.

“OW!” Dill yelled. “Hey, cut that out!”

“And you say you got eaten alive?” the doctor
asked Peter.

“Yes,” Peter sighed. It was the fiftieth time
he’d answered the question in the last hour, and nobody had
believed him yet.

“By a giant amphibian.”

“Dinofrog!” Dill chimed in.

“Mm–hmm,” the doctor said as he scraped some
gunk off of Peter’s hair and put it in a test tube, then labeled it
with a sticker.

Ranger Eric and Deputy Jenkins came in the
room shortly thereafter.

“What’s the word, doc?” Jenkins said.

“Some minor cuts. I cleaned them up with
iodine, they’re good to go.”

“What about the…” Eric said, and gestured to
his hair.

“I took some swabs. We’ll run them through
the lab, but you’d be better off sending the boy’s clothes and
those tissue samples to Charterton University’s science department.
They’re better equipped for something like this than we are.”

“You actually think he got ate up?” Jenkins
growled, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“I didn’t say that,” the doctor
protested, and looked back at Peter and Dill. “Maybe we should
refer them to psychiatrics for an evaluation.”

“You keep those guys with the butterfly nets
away from me. Are we banged up enough to stay home from school
tomorrow?” Dill inquired.

“No, you’re fine.”

“Well, crap,” Dill muttered. “You got eaten
for nothing, Pete.”

Once the doctor left, Eric looked around the
room.

“Uh, where’s your mom, Peter?” he asked
hopefully.

“Back at the house, blissfully unaware of
this foolishness. You can deal with me,” Grandfather said.

“Okay…what about Dill’s parents?”

Deputy Jenkins stared down at Dill. “We
called ‘em, but from what I know about Bodinski’s folks, they’d
probably just assume we lock him up as pay for the gas to come get
him. Isn’t that right, Bodinski?”

“Where’s my lawyer, cop?” Dill shot back.

Jenkins bared his teeth. “You little
snot–nosed — ”

“Dill, you’re in an awful lot of trouble,”
Eric butted in. “It would look better if you cooperated.”

“And what trouble is that, exactly?”
Grandfather asked.

“Well, first off, their involvement in the
disappearance of those two boys.”

“How are they?”

“They’re awake and doing fine. The doctors
said they were under the influence of some kind of depressant or
sedative, but they were able to bring them out of it with
stimulants.”

“And what did the two boys say about what
happened?”

Eric shifted from foot to foot. “Uh, Rory
doesn’t remember anything. Greg says he doesn’t remember much, but
he keeps mumbling about a…”

“A what?” Grandfather pressed.

“A giant frog,” Eric said quietly.

“Dinofrog!” Dill yipped.

“Well, until you have a more credible
alternative, it would seem that the boys will have to be taken at
their word,” Grandfather said.

Jenkins pointed out into the hallway. “That
kid’s brain has been twisted by these two punks here. I don’t care
what you say, old man, these two juvenile delinquents did something
to those kids, and I’m gonna find out what.”

“And how do you explain the cave full of
bones?” Grandfather asked.

“I got no idea how they did it, but — ”

“Are you suggesting two ten–year–old boys dug
an underground cave, gathered hundreds of bones — some human, from
what I understand — and placed them there?”

“How do you know so much about this?” Jenkins
sneered suspiciously.

“Your fellow deputies are a talkative
bunch.”

“Your little grandson here might’ve been
mixed up in some sort of Satanic cult with all those bones. What do
you say to that?”

“I say we conduct a lie detector test.”

Jenkins looked surprised. “That’s not
admissible in court, and you know it.”

“But it would clear things up. While we’re at
it, why don’t you dredge the lake? If there really is some giant
reptile’s carcass down there, why don’t we settle this once and for
all?”

Jenkins huffed and puffed. “I’m not about to
ask taxpayers to spend thousands of dollars to go running after
your boy’s lies.”

Grandfather smiled menacingly. “I’ll pay for
it, Jenkins. I’ll even hire a private crew to do it.”

Jenkins smirked, then shook his head. “That
lake is a crime scene, old man. Nobody but nobody is doing anything
until I say so.”

Eric spoke up. “I think that should be
Sheriff Gunderson’s call.”

“He’s out of town, so shut up, Hartwell, and
stay out of this.”

Eric’s face flushed in anger.

“Who’s going to inspect the cave?”
Grandfather asked.

“We called the university. They’re going to
send down some biologists to take a look,” Eric muttered.

“I would suggest the archeology department,
too. My guess is that some of those bones are well over a hundred
years old. Which would seem to rule out these two boys,”
Grandfather snarled at Jenkins. “So what other trumped–up charges
are you going to try to pin on them?”

“That’s my lawyer,” Dill said, and pointed up
at Grandfather.

“Quiet,” he snapped.

“Okay, okay,” Dill whispered.

“Well, there’s the matter of them breaking
into the ranger station buildings and stealing the raft and scuba
supplies and walkie–talkies,” Eric said.

“That’s trespassing, breaking and entering,
and grand theft right there,” Jenkins grinned. “That’s enough to
put them in juvie till they’re 18 for sure.”

“We did that to save Rory and Greg!” Peter
argued.

“Or maybe to cover up whatever you did to
them.”

“You think you could prove that in a court of
law?” Grandfather asked.

“You bet your bottom dollar, I could,”
Jenkins sneered.

“I doubt it. Not until you can provide an
eyewitness who remembers something other than giant frogs.”

Grandfather and Jenkins stared each other
down until Eric interrupted. “We’re talking close to a thousand
dollars worth of damages, Mr. Flannagan.”

“Well, I suggest a compromise. The boys
should pay back what they owe.”

Peter looked up at Grandfather.
“Whaaaaat?”

“Hey, what kind of a lawyer are you?” Dill
shouted.

“I’m sure we can work out a suitable schedule
of community service. That way, the boys can repay their debt to
the rangers, and it won’t have to go on their permanent
records.”

“You can’t do that!” Jenkins sputtered. “I’m
taking this to court!”

“Then I’ll fight it with every penny I’ve
got.” Grandfather smiled grimly. “And as you know, Jenkins, I’ve
got quite a few pennies. I can see the headlines now: ‘Sheriff’s
Department Prosecutes Two Local Boys Over Giant Frog Case.’ It
might just make the national newspapers.”

“That’s my lawyer,” Dill grinned, until
Grandfather’s heavy hand clamped down on his shoulder.

“You do whatever you want, old man, but those
two hoodlums right there are going to see their day in court.”

“Not if the ranger’s department doesn’t press
charges,” Eric said.

Jenkins looked over in surprise. “What?”

“And I don’t think we will,” Eric continued.
“As senior ranger at the park, the state forestry department will
ask me my opinion — and it’s my opinion we shouldn’t press charges.
Provided we can work out some sort of a compromise, Mr.
Flannagan.”

“ Hartwell — ”

“Shut up, Jenkins,” Eric shot back.

The deputy looked like he was going to tear
someone in half. “You’ll be sorry you crossed me, boy.” He looked
back at Grandfather, Dill, and Peter. “You’ll ALL be sorry,” he
swore as he stomped out of the room.

“I apologize about that,” Eric said to Dill
and Peter. “The rest of the sheriff’s department is really great,
but Jenkins…he’s got a bit of a chip on his shoulder.”

“More like a redwood,” Grandfather
muttered.

“I’ll call you with the details about the
community service, Mr. Flannagan, and we’ll hash something out,
okay?”

Eric stuck his hand out towards Grandfather,
and they shook on it.

“Take care, guys. I don’t know if I believe
all that stuff about monsters, but…I think you probably did
something pretty brave out there today.” Eric’s eyes twinkled. “And
say hello to your mom for me, okay Pete?”
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After the ranger had
left, Grandfather ushered them out of the hospital and over to his
battered truck in the parking lot.

“Do you think they’ll do anything about the
monster’s body?” Peter asked.

“No.”

“Why not? It’s like knowing where the Loch
Ness monster is and not doing anything about it!”

“Yeah, we could be famous!” Dill shouted.

“By the time Jenkins frees up the crime scene
— which will probably be months from now — fish will have picked
those bones clean. And with the currents from the springs, the
parts could wind up scattered all over the lake.”

“Maybe it’ll float back up or wash to shore!”
Peter protested. “Maybe.”

“Why don’t you hire a boat like you said and
pay people to go find it?”

Grandfather snorted. “I don’t want to give
Jenkins a reason to throw me in jail.”

“But you could be famous!” Dill begged.

“All the more reason not to do
it.”

“Why do you think Greg isn’t saying what
really happened?” Peter asked.

“He may not remember. The brain is a peculiar
thing…sometimes when we go through something horrible, the mind
only remembers what it thinks we can handle.”

“Then what are they going to say?” Peter
asked. “If they don’t believe us, and there’s nobody to tell them
the truth, what are they going to tell everybody?”

“Didn’t you learn anything last time with
those vampires, boy? They’ll make something up.”

Peter sighed in despair. Even when he told
the truth, people didn’t believe him.

They had reached the truck. Grandfather
unlocked the driver’s side door.

“You believe me, right, Grandfather?”

The old man peered down at Peter. “That thing
really ate you alive, hm?”

“Yes.”

“And you blew it up from the inside, eh?”

“Uh–huh.”

“You smell like it.” Grandfather jerked his
head towards the truck bed. “Ride in the back.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Peter asked in
amazement.

“I don’t want my truck smelling like frog
guts,” Grandfather said as he climbed into the cab.

“Ha ha ha
ha ha ha!” Dill laughed, and pointed at Peter. But when he
tried the passenger door, it was locked.

“You, too,” Grandfather snarled at Dill
through the closed window.

“What?! He smells bad!”

Grandfather shrugged. “Suit yourself. It’s
about a five mile walk back to the house. Or you can ask Deputy
Jenkins for a ride in his cruiser, if you like. I’m sure he’d love
to see you again.”

Dill grumbled as he got into the back beside
Peter. “I don’t care how much lawyering you did today, you
old coot, I ain’t payin’ you for any of it, makin’ me ride in the
back of the truck…”

“You like riding in the back of the
truck,” Peter pointed out.

“Not with somebody covered in frog guts.”

“So you don’t want to know what it was like?”
Peter asked. “Inside the stomach?”

Dill reconsidered. “Well…was it cool?”

“It was GROSS.”

All the way home, Peter told Dill about the
horrors of being eaten alive. Out here in the sunshine, it seemed
like a fading nightmare, and talking about it made it better.
Almost funny, in a way.

Actually, being back there in the truck bed
with the wind in his hair made a lot of things better. He didn’t
care that nobody except Grandfather believed them. He didn’t care
how long he was going to have to do community service. And he
didn’t care that he now had an enemy in the sheriff’s
department.

Well, Peter did care a little about
that. But he could deal with it, because Greg and Rory were back in
the hospital, awake and safe and alive.

He had kept his promise.
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It was a Saturday
afternoon, and Peter was cleaning plants.

Peter and Dill were at Duskerville’s only
indoor mall, wearing orange plastic vests over their clothes and
wiping the dust off of leaves. As part of their punishment for

wrecking a state park rangers’ station, they
had to work for the rangers until they paid off a broken lock,
smashed window, and a stolen raft and scuba tank. And at less than
minimum wage, it was going to take about a hundred and fifty
years.

Of course, nobody cared that they had done
all of that to save two schoolmates from certain death, because
nobody believed their story about the giant swamp monster in the
town lake.

This was Peter’s first experience with
telling adults about the strange events that had started when he
moved to Duskerville two months ago. The week he moved in, he had
to fight thirteen dead men who lived in the woods outside his
grandfather’s crumbling mansion. Two weeks after that he had to
deal with a girl who died and came back as a vampire. Then there
was the fairie changeling that had swapped places with his
two–and–a–half–year–old sister Beth. And the swamp monster after
that.

All in all, it had been a busy eight
weeks.

No adults other than Grandfather knew about
his strange adventures, not even Peter’s mom. Grandfather knew
because he had been dealing with the same problems all his life. In
fact, Peter’s whole family had been dealing with horrible
supernatural disasters for at least 200 years. Peter still didn’t
know why; he had found mention of a centuries–old curse among
Grandfather’s private papers, but the old man wouldn’t talk about
it. In fact, Grandfather wouldn’t talk about much of anything
unless a monster was beating down the door and trying to kill them.
Most of the time he just kept to his study and read his thousands
and thousands of ancient books.

In Peter’s opinion, the old man’s reaction
was far better than the one he got from everybody else. When the
swamp monster’s remains disappeared and the victims developed
amnesia, Peter and Dill had been doubted by the adults, threatened
by a sheriff’s deputy, and sentenced to community service.

At the moment, they were dusting trees in the
sitting area outside a couple of clothing stores. Well,
Peter was; Dill just gazed jealously at what was taking
place a hundred feet away.

The area around the Way Mo’ Toys store was
roped off, and workers at the shop were demonstrating the newest
toy SUV to a crowd of kids. It was one of those miniature plastic
cars with an electric engine, the kind five–year–olds played with
in the driveways of their homes. Peter had never had one, and had
always associated them with rich kids.

This particular SUV had a lot of pep. It
could go really fast, brake on a dime, and turn in tight circles.
It was the kind of thing that parents hated because it was
dangerous, and kids loved for the exact same reason.

“I gotta get me one of those,” Dill sighed
longingly.

Peter sprayed another plant and wiped it
down. “First you gotta help me clean.”

Dill grumbled as he went back to work. “If
this is the way they treat heroes, man, I’m turnin’ into a
supervillain. I’ll bet the Joker or Lex Luthor tried to save
somebody from a giant frog, too, and that’s what turned them
bad.”

“Um…I kind of doubt it.”

“Fine, then I’ll be the first bad guy who
gets P.O.’d about having to clean plants cuz he saved
somebody.”

“Less talking and more cleaning,” an adult
voice said behind them.

Eric Hartwell was the head of the park
rangers. He was really old — 28 or 29 — but cool. He had refused to
press charges against Peter and Dill, which meant they wouldn’t go
to juvenile detention. But he was also making them clean plants, so
he wasn’t that cool.

“Why do we hafta do this?” Dill
complained.

“Westland Mall sponsors the Park Rangers. As
part of that deal, we maintain all the indoor foliage they’ve
planted in the common areas. So every other weekend we clean and
water the plants for them.”

“Or get your slaves to do it,” Dill
muttered.

The mall was really quite nice: there were
sitting areas between a lot of the shops, with brick islands where
trees and bushes grew. For such a little town, Duskerville had a
pretty big shopping center. If a person stood at one end of the
mall, the other end was too far away to see. And there were two
floors, all of them full of sitting areas and brick islands.

That was a lot of plants to clean. Peter,
Dill, and six other rangers had been working since 10AM. As it
approached five, they were finally getting close to finishing.

“Why don’t you use fake plants instead?” Dill
demanded.

“Live plants look better,” Eric said.

“Yeah, but fake ones don’t die,” Dill pointed
out as he picked up a handful of dead leaves and put them in the
canvas bag draped over his side.

“We’d still have to dust them.”

“But we wouldn’t have to water
them.”

Eric was clearly getting exasperated. “You
know what? Why don’t we just rip out all the trees in the forest,
and replace them with plastic ones? How about that, would that make
you happy?”

“Heck yeah, I wouldn’t have to rake the lawn
anymore in the fall. And you wouldn’t have forest fires anymore —
everything’d just melt instead of burn. And when trees fell down,
you’d just stand them back up again.” Dill sighed wistfully. “The
world would be a better place.”

“You’re wasting your time,” Peter warned
Eric, but the ranger still plowed ahead.

“You wouldn’t have any more apples,” he
argued.

“So? Just drink more grape soda.”

“There wouldn’t be any more grapes to put in
the soda.”

“They don’t put it in now,” Dill said,
a scornful look on his face. “It’s all arty fishy.”

“Artificial,” Eric corrected him.

“That’s what I said.”

“But trees convert carbon dioxide to oxygen —
if we didn’t have trees, we’d suffocate and die.”

Dill put out one hand as though to ward off
Eric’s stupidity. “Whatever, witch doctor. I’m a scientist man, and
I know if they can make grape soda without any grapes, they can do
whatever the heck you’re talking about.”

“You seriously would rather have plastic
trees everywhere than beautiful, green, natural oaks and
pines?”

“I wouldn’t have to WATER them.”

“You wouldn’t have to water these, either, if
you hadn’t broken the law,” said an angry voice that made both
Peter and Dill jump.

Deputy Jenkins walked up, mirrored aviator
sunglasses on his nose and a scowl on his face. He wore a
wide–brimmed hat and a leather bomber jacket over his tan Sheriff’s
Department uniform.

The last time Peter had seen him, Jenkins had
been trying to get him and Dill thrown in jail. Grandfather and
Eric had been the only obstacles to stand in his way.

“Deputy Jenkins,” Eric greeted him
coolly.

“These boys payin’ their debt to
society?”

“They’re doing just fine.”

Jenkins stared Peter down. “You boys got off
easy this time. Watering daisies ain’t my idea of punishment. Next
time you screw up, you aren’t gonna have namby pamby wet nurses
around to save your sorry hides.” Jenkins looked over at Eric. “No
offense, Ranger.”

Eric just gave him a tight, humorless
smile.

“What’s a wet nurse?” Dill asked
innocently.

“Boy, you sassin’ me?” Jenkins snarled.

Dill shrank back in fear behind Eric’s
legs.

“Why don’t you move on, Deputy. I’ve got it
from here,” Eric said.

“I’ll move on when I’m good and ready.”

Eric just folded his arms and waited. Peter
and Dill didn’t move an inch, out of the fear of doing something
wrong.

“Aren’t you going to make them work?” Jenkins
barked.

Eric smiled. “Sure, after our visitor
leaves.”

Jenkins muttered something under his breath
and started to walk away. As soon as Peter relaxed, though, Jenkins
whipped back around and pointed at him.

“I’ll be watching you,” he said with a
mirthless grin, then turned and stalked off. Eric muttered
something under his breath, too. Peter didn’t catch it, but
apparently Dill did. His eyes got big.

“Did you just say — ”

“Back to work,” Eric commanded.

“That was a bad word.”

Eric snapped his fingers. “I mean it, you
two, get back to work or I’ll have Deputy Jenkins order you around
for the rest of the day.”

Dill immediately bent over the nearest plant
and started dusting. Peter joined him, and Eric left.

“What did he say?” Peter asked.

“I don’t know exactly, but I’ve only heard it
on HBO, so you know it’s gotta be bad,” Dill whispered. “Dude, we
gotta get outta here.”

“How are we gonna do that?”

“One of us could slip and fall and bust our
head open. I think they’d let both of us go for that.”

“I don’t want to bust my head open.”

“What’re you lookin’ at me for? I don’t
either.”

Peter rolled his eyes. “What else have you
got?”

For the next ten minutes as they watered and
dusted plants, Dill came up with one bad idea after another. It
helped the time go faster.
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They were finally
saved when Peter’s mom showed up. She was pushing a stroller even
though she was carrying Beth in her arms. Beth was like that: after
two minutes of riding in the stroller, she wanted to be carried.
After two minutes of being carried, she wanted back in the stroller
again.

Normally that made Mom very cross. But right
now she didn’t seem to mind, because she had a big grin on her face
as she walked up.

“Hi, guys. How’s it going?”

“Hi guys, hi guys, hi guys!” Beth
screeched.

“How does it look like it’s going?” Dill
sulked. “I’m cleaning plants.”

“I’m sure you’re an expert at it by now.
Don’t let me stop you.”

Eric suddenly appeared out of nowhere.
“Melissa!”

“Oh, Eric — I didn’t know you would be
here!”

Peter frowned. “But Mom, I told you Eric was
going to be here all day — ”

“So how’s it going supervising the outlaws?”
Mom interrupted, and stepped in front of Peter to block him
out.

Whenever his mom got around Eric, it made him
feel kind of weird. He didn’t know why, but he wasn’t sure he liked
the way she looked at him, or the way he looked back at her. Each
of them was fine by themselves, but put them together and it got a
little too gooshy.

Dill must have felt exactly the same way,
because he crossed his eyes, puckered his lips like a goldfish, and
made silent kissing noises. Peter put his hand to his mouth to
stifle his laughter. Luckily, nobody else noticed Dill’s little
show.

“Oh, you know, had to crack the whip a few
times,” Eric grinned. “What’s new with you?”

Mom laughed. She sounded a little too happy.
“Well, remember I told you I got that job as a legal secretary at
Charterton University?”

They proceeded to chat about how Mom had
started work on Wednesday and was really enjoying it, but didn’t
have a thing to wear, that’s why she was here shopping, and blah
blah blah.

Meanwhile, Dill had turned around, put his
hands around his sides, and started moving them up and down. From
Peter’s viewpoint it looked like Dill was kissing somebody who was
running their fingers up and down his back.

Peter snorted. Unfortunately, that drew
Beth’s attention. She looked over Mom’s shoulder at the lovey–dovey
show Dill was putting on — and just as he started wiggling his
butt, too.

“MOOOOM! Diwl’s makin’ kissy kissy fun of
you!” Beth hollered.

Dill froze with his butt poked out midair,
and looked over his shoulder.

Mom whipped around, her face redder than
Peter had ever seen before. At first he thought it was anger — and
then he realized she was blushing.

“Uh…why don’t you guys go take a break?” Eric
suggested quickly. “You’ve been working a long time, go sit on that
bench over there. WAAAAY over there.”

Mom, still Cherry Kool–Aid red, glared at
Dill and Peter as they trudged off. Dill snarled at Beth, who was
the only one with a smile on her face.
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As they slumped down
on the bench about thirty feet away, Peter pointed out, “At least
we’re not dusting plants anymore.”

“Hey, you’re right! Your bratty sister
actually helped us out!”

“Don’t call her a brat.”

“But she is.”

“Yeah, but only I can call her a
brat.”

“My brothers would never say that about me.
They’d let anybody call me names.”

“Yeah, well, your brothers are kind of
jerks.”

“See, I don’t mind you saying that at all.
Mostly cuz it’s true. So I should be able to call your sister a
brat, cuz that’s true, too. MAN is that true.”

“Dill…” Peter warned.

“Whatever. Let’s figure out how to get out of
the rest of work, too.”

As Dill rattled off another series of bad
ideas, Peter’s eyes wandered over the nearby shops. The toy store
people had ended the demonstration and taken the SUV back inside,
so there was nothing to see there.

A cooking store had a bunch of wicked knives
on display in the window. They looked like the ones on TV that
could cut through a soda can. He imagined a bunch of ninjas
breaking in and stealing a set, then throwing them and pinning each
other to trees. Or maybe they could just buy the knives. Although
he doubted if ninjas walked into stores and bought knives; it just
didn’t seem right.

Then Peter’s eyes drifted to the women’s
clothing store next door and he shuddered.

There was a mannequin in the window.

Her skin was bone white. Lifeless blue eyes
stared out from her face. She had blood–red lips and eyebrows thin
as a razor blade. Her dark brown hair cascaded in curls down her
back, and a blue evening gown hugged her body while baring her
ivory shoulders and neck.

She was pretty, for a mannequin. But Peter
hated mannequins.

They had always creeped him out. He
remembered the first mannequins he ever saw as a little kid, and
how he’d been convinced they were following him through Macy’s.

At least the woman in the window looked
human. It was the freaky ones that really got to him: headless.
Armless. Heads only. No upper body, just the legs and the
waist.

There was some commercial he’d seen years ago
that featured a pair of blue jeans walking around without anybody
in them. That gave him nightmares for awhile, the thought of empty
pairs of jeans creeping up and down the dark sidewalks outside his
house. And there were always a couple of those dummies in any
department store — legs in jeans or sweatpants, but nothing above
the waist.

People didn’t get born like that. They died
if they did — no heart, no brain, no face. It was way too
freaky.

Which is what made the woman in the blue
evening gown more comforting than the usual mannequin. Even though
she was plastic, all the parts were there. Her hands and arms had
joints, so they bent at different angles. Her neck could move, too,
and her head was slightly cocked to one side. One arm was
positioned in a ‘V’, and a black beaded purse hung from her elbow.
She was a fancy woman on her way to a plastic limousine, which
would take her to a restaurant with plastic food, where a hundred
other mannequins would stiffly dance all night in each others’
inflexible arms.

That image started to creep him out
again.

She looked elegant and beautiful, even though
her skin was ghostly and her eyes were cold and dead. Peter
followed her gaze and tried to find the exact spot where she was
looking. It seemed to be the glass doors to the parking lot, and he
wondered if that was intentional or an accident. Was she tired of
being stuck here, never moving? Did she look all day at those doors
so she could watch the freedom just outside? Or had some store
clerk just stuck her up there and arranged her any which way?

Dill’s voice interrupted his daydream. “Are
you listening to me?”

“What? Uh, yeah.”

“What’d I say?”

“Uhhhh…an amazing idea for getting us out of
work for the rest of the day.”

Dill perked up and beamed. “That last one
was pretty good, wasn’t it? I — heyyyy, you’re lying to me!
What’s so interesting that you can’t pay attention for one single
minute?”

“You sound like Mrs. Cashew.”

Mrs. Cashew was their teacher at school.
Their very old, very squat, very un–fun teacher.

“That’s not cool, man.” Dill swung his eyes
around the mall. “What’re you looking at?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on, what were you looking at?”

Peter couldn’t admit to looking at the
mannequin, because Dill would make fun of him about something
stupid like wanting to buy a dress. Worse, he couldn’t admit to
being afraid of mannequins, because then Dill would make fun
of him for being a wimp in addition to wanting to buy a
dress.

“The knives in the window of the cooking
store. I was thinking of a bunch of ninjas breaking in and throwing
them everywhere.”

“Those are pretty cool,” Dill
admitted.

“They could probably cut through a coke
can.”

Dill turned to him in excitement. “You saw
that on TV, too? Wicked, huh?”

“Yeah,” Peter agreed, relieved that he had
escaped endless mockery with his quick thinking. He let his eyes
dart back to the mannequin, for no real reason other than he was
thinking of how lucky he was to have dodged a bullet —

Her head had moved.

She wasn’t looking out at the glass doors
anymore.

She was looking right at Peter.

His heart thudded against his ribcage so hard
he thought it might break through.

Peter’s mom walked over to the bench with
Beth in her arms and a big smile on her face. “Okay, guys, time to
go.”

Dill slumped back onto his feet. “Man, I hate
watering these dang plants.”

“Well then, you owe me, because I got you out
of doing it for the rest of the day.”

Dill’s jaw dropped in surprise. “What?!”

“Mr. Hartwell said you’ve only got half an
hour left, so you can come with me — if you promise to
behave yourself.”

“ALRIGHT!” Dill whooped, and joined in with
Mom as she waved goodbye to Eric, who waved back happily in
return.

Peter didn’t notice any of that. He was still
staring at the clothing store window and the mannequin in the blue
dress. His knees had gone weak, and the palms of his hands felt
cold and clammy. Had someone moved her head, and he just hadn’t
seen them? Or…had something else happened?

When Dill touched his shoulder, Peter
jumped.

“Jeez, calm down, Pete. You can get one for
Christmas.”

Peter had a sudden vision of coming down
Christmas morning to find the mannequin standing beside the tree,
staring at him.

“What?! Why would you say that?!”

Dill frowned. “Because they can cut through
soda cans, dude. Quit wiggin’ out and come on, before Eric changes
his mind.”

“Oh…hahahahaha!” Peter laughed frantically.
“You mean knives…knives cut through soda cans!”

Dill didn’t say anything. He just gave Peter
a strange look as he walked off after Beth and Mom. Before Peter
followed them, he glanced back at the mannequin one last time.

She was facing the glass doors of the parking
lot again, as though she had never moved in the first place.
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“This stinks,” Dill
grumbled as he walked down the aisles of women’s clothing in the
Brooklines Department store.

They were walking among the business suits
and blouses. Mom was pushing Beth’s stroller as she checked the
racks, trying to find something she liked. “I can take you back to
clean more plants if you want,” she offered.

“Why can’t we go hang out in the toy
store?”

“Because I don’t trust you,” Mom said as she
held up a pink blouse over her body and looked in the mirror.

“We don’ twus’ you,” Beth sneered from her
stroller.

Dill glared at Peter. “Help me out,
dude!”

“Huh?”

Peter wasn’t paying attention. He was trying
to keep his eyes on every mannequin in the store at once. It was
quite difficult, seeing how there was a new one around every
corner. Headless ones…armless ones…ones with faces…ones
without…

“You’re worthless in a fight, man,” Dill said
in disgust.

Beth kicked Dill from her stroller.

“OW! She kicked me!”

“Don’t kick Dill, Beth,” Mom said
absentmindedly.

In retaliation, Dill pulled down the
adjustable canopy on the stroller so that Beth was plunged into
darkness.

“AAAAAAAAAHHHHH!” Beth screamed.

“You two! Twenty feet away!” Mom said angrily
as she lifted up the stroller top.

“I didn’t do anything!” Peter protested.

“She kicked me!” Dill whined.

“Twenty feet! Now!”

Dill stuck his tongue out at Beth as he and
Peter trudged off into the women’s jeans section.

“Man, your mom is so unfair. She’s always
taking your bratty sister’s side.” Dill peeked sideways at Peter,
who was looking distractedly all around the store. “Cuz she’s such
a brat, she’s the biggest brat, the brattiest big–bratty — yo,
PETER!”

Peter swung his head around. “Huh?”

“What is with you?!”

Peter glanced nervously around the store. “If
I tell you something, will you promise not to make fun of me?”

Dill stifled a laugh. “Oh yeah,” he said, in
a tone of voice like Suuuure I will.

“When we were sitting down back in the mall,
did you see the mannequin in the dress shop?”

Dill clasped his hands and lifted them to his
cheek. “Ohhhhh, does Pe–tah want a dwess? Does he wanna look all
pwetty for the big dance?”

Dill began twirling around like Cinderella at
the ball.

“Boom–ba–ba Boom–ba–ba — ” he sang, imitating
some kind of polka music.

“Dude, SERIOUSLY,” Peter snapped. “I think
she looked at me.”

“Cuz she knew you wanted her pwetty, pwetty
dwess!” Dill snorted, and doubled over from the laughter. “She
wanted to buy a Teen People and look at all the dweaaamy
boys with you!”

“I think she might have been alive.”

Dill stopped laughing and looked up.

“Say what?”

“I didn’t see anybody move her head when she
looked at me. And I didn’t see anybody move it back, either.”

“You’re kidding me, right?” Dill said, his
eyes narrowing.

Peter scanned the department store. “No.”

“You’re telling me that the dummy moved her
head herself.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s stupid.”

Peter just kept watch on the room.

“Why do you keep looking around like that?
Even if it was true, she’s not here now.” Dill stopped, then
got a frantic look on his face. “Is she?”

Peter lowered his voice. “I’ve always hated
mannequins. Ever since I was little, I always felt like…something
was wrong about them. I can’t explain it. All I know is, I
saw one move back there in the mall, and now we’re surrounded by a
whole bunch more. I’m not takin’ my eyes off of them.”

As Peter spoke, Dill started looking around
the store.

There were mannequins everywhere.

Women in dresses and sweaters.

Men in suits.

Headless bodies in t–shirts.

Legless torsos wearing winter coats.

Bodiless sets of legs in blue jeans.

And heads. Heads with no eyes, no noses, no
mouths, wearing cold weather hats and baseball caps.

Dill was fidgeting now. “Why are you always
freaking me out?” he whined.

“It’s not like I’m making it up,” Peter
protested.

“Let’s get out of here, then.” Dill
brightened. “Let’s go see a movie!”

There was the Cineplex 6 halfway down the
mall. Peter had seen a couple of matinees there with Dill since he
had moved to Duskerville, but never an evening show.

“Are you crazy? My mom’s not going to let us
out of her sight.”

Dill looked around the women’s section, and
rubbed his lower lip. “Leave that to me.”
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Melissa Flannagan had
found two new suits and four blouses, all of which were on sale for
25% off. Beth was quietly occupying herself in her stroller, which
was a miracle unto itself. All in all, Melissa felt pretty happy.
When she stopped to wonder why, she realized that she hadn’t heard
Dill Bodinski’s voice in over five minutes.

When he suddenly piped up again, every muscle
in her back automatically tensed.

“Hey, Mrs. Normal, can we go sit outside on a
bench? It’s pretty boring in here.”

She didn’t bother to turn around. “No,
Dill.”

“Okay. Hey, how do you wear this thing?”

Melissa sighed and looked over her shoulder.
First she saw that five other women were all standing nearby. Some
were giggling behind their hands, others had a look of disdain on
their faces.

Then she saw Dill, who was wearing an
oversized bra on his head. One cup fit neatly like a cap, while the
other dangled onto his shoulder.

“I never saw anybody wear it like this, but I
can’t figure out how you’d do it otherwise,” Dill yelled across the
aisles.

“Dill, take that off right now,” Melissa
hissed. Her eyes darted to the other women nearby, who looked at
her like, Can’t you control your children?

“He’s not mine, he’s my son’s friend,” she
explained to the nearest woman, who just turned up her nose and
walked away.

“What about this?” Dill called out, and held
up some rather skimpy women’s underwear. “It looks like underroos
to me, but I ain’t never seen underroos like this
before.”

“Dill, put those DOWN!” Melissa seethed. She
could feel her face flushing red.

“Hey, where do babies come from?” Dill
shouted.

• • •

“Told ya,” Dill whispered as he and Peter
stood in line at the movie theater.

“You wore a bra on your head,” Peter
said, horrified. “And you touched girl’s underwear.”

Dill wiped his hand on his jeans with an
expression of disgust. “Don’t remind me. And don’t ever say I never
did nothin’ for ya.”

The entrance to the Cineplex was actually on
the outside of the mall. Night was beginning to fall, and dark
clouds were moving rapidly in the distance.

Mom stood beside them in line. Beth was in
her stroller, crying about not being able to go see a movie,
too.

“Dill, you’re sure your mother is coming to
get you at nine o’clock?”

Dill nodded. “She gets off from the diner at
nine and she’s gonna come pick me up after that.”

Mom handed a ten dollar bill to Peter. “Be
good. And when you get out of the movie, tell Dill’s mom you have
to come right home, got it?”

Peter nodded. “No problem.”

“You’re going to see the animated movie,
right?”

“Uh–huh.”

“Okay. You sure you’ll be all right?”

“Mom, we’ll be fine!”

His mother smiled worriedly, then turned to
go.

Dill coughed.

Mom looked back at him. “Bye, Dill.” Then she
started to push Beth’s stroller.

Dill coughed louder.

Mom looked around again. “Is there something
you want, Dill?”

“Could you loan me fifteen dollars?”

“What?” Mom asked in disbelief.

“Well, it takes nine bucks to get in. I
thought me and Peter could get a popcorn and soda, too.”

Mom’s face contorted in rage. “You said you
were planning to go to this movie anyway!”

“I didn’t say I had any money.”

“Dill Bodinski, I have had more than enough
of you today! You have been nothing but a pain in my rear end, and
you’re always asking for money, and this is too much, it is TOO
MUCH!”

“What if I promise never to make smoochy
sounds around Eric anymore?”

Mom stared at Dill and gritted her teeth.
Then she reached for her wallet.
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“Am I good or what?”
Dill mmphed through a mouthful of popcorn.

“You’re good,” Peter admitted.

They had walked into the theater pretty
early, so they had the best seats in the house. As they ate their
popcorn and watched the slide show ads for Army recruitment and
Arlito’s Sandwich Shop on 4th street, Dill turned to
Peter.

“Do you really think the mannequin
moved?”

“Can we not talk about that?” Peter asked,
irritated.

“Hey, I’m usually the one who says that.”

“No, you say, ‘I don’t want to talk about
it!’”

“Well, I don’t want to talk about it,”
Dill huffed. “You’re sure you didn’t imagine it?”

“I didn’t imagine it.”

“Did any other dummies look at you in the
department store?”

“Just you.”

“Ha ha,” Dill said without laughing.

The Coming Attractions started, and Peter
spent the next two hours trying to forget the mannequin.

At one point during the movie he almost had a
heart attack. In the darkness at the side of the theater aisle, a
woman’s white face appeared in the shadows. Her hair was dark, and
he could see some kind of blue clothing on her, too.

Peter was about to scream when a bright scene
in the movie bathed the room in light, and he could tell that she
was a teenage usher in a blue vest. She scanned the faces in the
room, then walked out.

It took Peter a long while to get back into
the story onscreen.
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The movie let out at
8:55.

“That was kind of dumb,” Dill said as they
left the theater.

“I thought it was pretty funny.”

“The octopus was stupid. He wasn’t scary at
all, and I don’t think he woulda turned good like that all of a
sudden.”

As they argued and walked out of the
Cineplex’s rear exit into the mall, they found themselves near the
giant fountain. A two–foot–high marble wall enclosed a shimmering
pool that stretched twenty feet across. A stone tower rose up out
of the center and gushed water into the air. But the best part was
the money.

A metal plaque invited everyone to pitch in
and make a wish; four times a year the fountain would be cleaned
out, with the proceeds going to the “Make A Wish” foundation for
terminally ill kids. Apparently a lot of people made wishes,
because the fountain floor was a carpet of pennies, nickels, dimes
and quarters. There were even a few gold–colored dollar coins
scattered here and there.

Dill stood at the edge of the fountain and
gazed longingly at the bottom. “Man, if I could just get in there
for ten minutes, I’d be the happiest dude on the planet.”

“Yeah,” Peter agreed. The glittering treasure
trove was inviting. “But we’d be stealing money from sick
kids, and that’s not cool.”

“Why do you have to always ruin my dreams?”
Dill asked in exasperation. He looked around stealthily; the last
movie theater crowd had dispersed, and there was nobody else in the
mall. All around them, the shops were closed up for the night.
Giant metal chain link gates had been pulled down from the ceiling
and extended all the way to the ground.

“You know, I could just — ”

“NO,” Peter snapped.

Dill sighed, then walked over to one of the
metal gates. “Cool, I’ve never seen that before.”

“You’ve never been at the mall when they all
closed up?” Peter asked. He had seen it several times back in
California.

“Nope.” Dill grabbed the metal links of the
gate and pulled up on it.

CLANK.

The gate rolled up maybe six inches off the
floor, but was stopped by a hook and padlock chaining it to the
ground.

“Cut that out, you’re gonna get us in
trouble.”

Dill rolled his eyes. “No I’m not, I’m just
experimenting. You know what your problem is?”

“No, what,” Peter said, with absolutely no
interest in the answer.

“You don’t experiment enough. You’re always
too worried about — ”

“Where are we supposed to meet your mom?”
Peter broke in.

“Oh. Oh, yeah, I guess I should call
her.”

“CALL her?! I thought she was going to meet
us at nine!”

“You believed that? Pff.” Dill waved his hand
like give me a break. “I knew your mom was gullible,
but…”

“You LIED to my mom?!”

“I didn’t lie, I kind of bent the
truth.”

“How did you bend the truth, exactly?”

Dill shrugged. “Okay, so I lied.”

“So no one’s coming to pick us up?!”

“Geez, calm down. We’ll go call the diner
now.”

There was a metallic CLANG behind
them. Peter flinched, then twisted around to look.

Some pimply teenage guy in a uniform was at
the Cineplex’s exit. He was standing on the other side of a metal
gate he’d just pulled down from the ceiling.

“Why are you doing that?” Peter asked
fearfully.

“We gotta lock up the entrance to the mall,”
the kid said as he padlocked the gate to the floor.

“But there’s 9 o’clock movies! Where’s
everybody going to come out?”

“Out the front by the parking lot, duh. You
better get out of here, they don’t want people in the mall after
nine.”

“We’ve got to call his mom,” Peter said. “Let
us back in.”

“Use your cell phone.”

“I don’t have a cell phone.”

The kid frowned in disbelief. “Who doesn’t
have a cell phone?”

“Me! Let us back in!”

“Too late, I already locked it.”

“Let us use your cell phone, then,” Dill
said.

“Yeah, right.” The kid pointed to the left.
“There’s some public payphones down there.”

And then he disappeared inside the glass
doors of the movie theater, which snapped shut with a loud CLICK.
Doors which, Peter noticed for the first time, didn’t have any
handles on the outside. It was like he was being locked inside a
prison.

Peter and Dill were the only ones left in the
empty first floor of the mall.

“Guess we better go call my mom,” Dill
suggested.
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They looked for five
minutes before they found a payphone near a public restroom. It was
out of order.

“Stupid phone people,” Dill griped. He looked
over at Peter accusingly. “That guy might’ve been a butthole, but
he was right — why don’t you have a cell phone?”

“Why don’t you?!”

“You’re rich, I’m not.”

“My grandfather is rich, not me, and he won’t
even buy a television. I don’t think he’s going to get me a cell
phone.”

“Stupid phone people,” Dill repeated.

They set off in search of a working
telephone. As they walked through the mall they never saw a soul.
It was eerie, being there by themselves in such a huge, empty
place. With no people anywhere, Peter imagined he and Dill had
stumbled on the ruins of some ancient civilization whose
inhabitants had mysteriously disappeared.

They finally reached another couple of public
telephones near a mall exit. Dill pumped in a few coins left over
from the movie theater and dialed a number.

“Is that the diner where your mom works?”

“Naw, she’d’ve left there by now. I’m calling
home.”

Even from a few feet away, Peter could hear
the busy signal.

“What in the world? Are you the only people
on earth without call waiting?” he grumbled.

“No, we have it, but we have dial–up
internet. Somebody must be on.”

“What about your sisters? They’ve got to have
cell phones, right?”

“Charlene racked up a two hundred dollar bill
and got hers taken away. Cuz of that, my parents won’t even let
Shayna have one.”

Peter hung his head in despair. “What are we
going to do?”

“Let’s go outside. Maybe there’s somebody out
there.”

They made their way to an exit, but the doors
were already locked. Peter grabbed onto the handle and shook, HARD,
but it was no use: the deadbolts were in place.

“Oh my gosh,” he whispered. “We’re locked
in.”

Dill laughed. “Cool!”

Peter stared at him.

“What?” Dill protested. “It’s cool, you
know it’s cool. We got the whole place to ourself — it’s
like we own it!”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry, and
I’m tired, and I don’t want to sleep on a bench, and I
really don’t want to have my mom grounding me because YOU
lied and said your mom was going to come pick us up!”

“Oh, yeah…that’s not so cool.”

“‘That’s not so cool,’” Peter mimicked
him in an angry little kid voice, then shouted, “It is SO
NOT cool!”

“Chill, Pete. There’s gotta be somebody
around, let’s go find ‘em.”

They started jogging through the mall,
footsteps echoing in the empty halls.

They didn’t see anyone.

After a few minutes they stopped to catch
their breath. Peter noticed that they had almost reached the place
where Mom had rescued them from the plant dusting.

And where he had seen the mannequin in the
blue dress.

Peter’s stomach knotted up even worse. He
remembered looking over at her and seeing that she was facing a
different direction…then looking back moments later and seeing her
head had moved again —

A loud CLANG echoed in the distance, followed
by the rattling of a shopfront gate.

In his mind’s eye, he could see the gate
slowly rising…to reveal her shoe on the floor. A black shoe
on a dead, plastic foot.

He felt his knees go weak with fear.

“H— ” Dill started to yell.

Peter didn’t let him get further than that:
he wrapped his hand around Dill’s mouth and tackled him to the
ground.

“Mrrrrmmmmph!”

“Shut up!” Peter hissed.

Dill slopped his tongue over Peter’s palm.
Without thinking, Peter pulled his hand away in disgust.

“EW! Gross!”

“Why — ” Dill started.

“What if it’s the mannequin?” Peter
whispered.

“Gimme a break,” Dill said sarcastically, but
he was drowned out by a booming voice far down the aisle of
shops.

“Those stupid, snot–nose punks…I’ll have
their heads on a platter if it’s the last thing I do!” echoed
through the empty hall.

Deputy Jenkins.

Peter looked at Dill. Dill looked back at
Peter.

“It’s even worse!” Dill said under his
breath.

Peter didn’t know if he agreed with that, but
it was a close second.

They crept along the floor like soldiers
under fire until they were hidden safely behind a thicket of
plants.

Through the leaves, Peter could see Deputy
Jenkins swaggering out of a shoe store. A pretty woman the same age
as Peter’s mother followed Jenkins out, then turned back to pull
down the gate.

“That twit of a ranger keeps protecting them.
They’re bad apples, and he’s too dumb to see it. It wouldn’t
surprise me if they’re behind the vandalism, too.”

“It’s been getting worse,” the woman said.
“Yesterday, Jennie Monroe told me the locks on the back of her shop
were all torn up. And for some reason, the security cameras keep
fritzing at night, like somebody’s messing with them, so we can
never get any of it on video.”

“Maybe I should stay behind and help that
idiot security guard.”

“I think somebody’s forgetting about our
date,” the woman said.

“Well, one day I’m gonna catch ‘em
red–handed, and when I do…”

SLAP! Jenkins whapped his heavy
flashlight into the palm of his hand.

The woman hooked her arm through the deputy’s
and cooed, “I feel so safe and secure being around law
enforcement.”

“Best in the state,” Deputy Jenkins laughed.
It was not a pleasant sound.

The two adults walked down a side corridor
towards an exit. Their voices grew fainter. A door opened and then
closed, followed by the SHUNK of a deadbolt sliding into
place…and then the voices were gone.

Dill and Peter were totally alone in the
mall.
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“Try the ones at the
end and work your way to the middle,” Peter ordered as he shoved
the bars on the exit doors one by one.

Nothing. On every one, the deadbolt was
locked.

“No go on mine,” Dill sighed.

They had tried every exit door on the first
floor. Every single one was locked.

“We gotta try the theater,” Peter urged.

“Dude, you heard Jenkins — if he catches us
in here, we’re toast!”

“Maybe they won’t call the cops if we
explain.”

“Yeah, right.” Dill shook his head. “Let’s
try the phone again.”

• • •

They called Dill’s house but still got a busy
signal.

“Can’t you DO something?” Peter fretted.

“Like what, wave my magic wand?”

“How long are they going to be?”

“Dude, if Charlene is IM’ing her friends,
there ain’t no tellin’.”

After arguing for several minutes, Dill
agreed to try the movie theater.

Since the metal gate was three feet away from
the theater doors, they couldn’t knock directly — so they banged on
the gate instead. They called and hollered, but no one ever came.
And the doors were blacked out, so there was no way someone could
see them from inside.

Peter slumped to the ground and checked his
watch. It was almost 10:00. “My mom is going to call your house
soon, and she’s going to FREAK when she finds out I’m not
there.”

“As long as somebody’s on the internet, she
can’t get through. Just like us.”

“Yeah, but she can walk over.”

“Why don’t you call your mom and ask to sleep
over at my place?”

Peter hadn’t slept over at Dill’s house in
the two months he’d been in Duskerville. When asked by his mother
why not, he had gone on at great lengths about the smell of wet dog
in Dill’s house (even though they didn’t own a dog), not to
mention that Dill had to share his bedroom with his obnoxious
brother Woody. There’s no way Mom would buy it. Of course, he
didn’t want to tell Dill that and hurt his feelings.

“We got a new phone with caller ID on it,”
Peter lied. “She’ll see it’s not coming from your house.”

“Oh.”

Suddenly, there was a gurgling sound. Peter
looked around in fear.

Dill patted his stomach. “I’m hungry.”

“That was you?! It sounded like a cat
underwater!”

“I’m really hungry.”

“Well what do you want me to do about
it?”

Dill looked up towards the second story and
broke into a smile. “Let’s go check out the food court.”

“What?! No, we’ve gotta keep calling your
house!”

“It might take ‘em another hour to get off
the phone. I’m hungry now.”

“NO. We have to keep calling.”

Dill’s stomach gurgled again, but much louder
this time. “Fine. You keep calling. I’m going up to the food
court.”

Peter looked around the mall. It was still
brightly lit, but he kept imagining the mannequin slowly turning
her head…

“Five minutes, Dill,” he warned.

“Ten minutes and we’ll come right back, I
promise.”

Peter scowled. “What are we going to eat,
anyway? Everything’s locked up!”

Dill ran to a nearby escalator that had been
shut down for the night.

“We’ll see!” he shouted as he started up the
steps.
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All of the burger and
Chinese places in the food court were not only locked up, there
wasn’t even any food left in the display cases. The employees had
cleaned up for the night without leaving a trace.

“I told you,” Peter scolded.

“Look!”

Dill pointed to a cinnamon bun shop. Lo and
behold, there were cinnamon buns still on display behind the glass
cases. Dill grabbed the metal security gate like a monkey at the
zoo and drooled at the food on the other side.

“How are you going to get in there?” Peter
scoffed.

Dill lifted up on the gate. The padlock
stopped it from going far, but there was probably six or seven
inches between the bottom of the gate and the ground.

“Hold it up.”

“What?”

“I’m goin’ in.”

Peter held the gate up, which wasn’t too hard
to do — it must have been specially weighted so that any shopkeeper
could lift it easily. Meanwhile, Dill got on his back and scooted
along the tile.

“You can’t fit in there,” Peter said.

“Watch me.”

He bent his right shoe at an angle and slid
it easily under the gate. Then he put his entire right leg under,
which was easy, too. But when he got to his body, he had to suck in
his stomach and exhale all his breath.

“Dill…” Peter cautioned.

“Lift it!” Dill wheezed.

It took a bit of scrunching, but Dill was
able to finally wedge his entire body underneath. Then he placed
his head flat against the floor with one ear against the ground and
slid himself all the way under. For a second it looked like his ear
was going to catch and rip off, but it finally flipped under the
gate, too.

“HA!” Dill exulted as he got up off the
ground.

“This is stealing,” Peter said gravely.

Dill hoisted himself up onto the counter and
clattered over behind the display case. “I got money. It’s not
stealing if you leave money.”

“We’ve got, like, a buck fifty. You’ve gotta
save some coins so we can make a phone call, and the cheapest thing
on the menu is a dollar. You’re telling me you’re only going to
have one mini cinnamon bun?”

“I’ll leave an IOU.”

Peter watched through the glass as Dill
opened the back of the display case.

“How’re you going to pay them back? Are you
going to say, ‘Oh, hey, there was this time I broke into your shop,
so here’s ten bucks?’”

“I’ll throw the money behind the counter and
run away.” Suddenly Dill looked up in excitement. “OR we could take
some money from the fountain and leave it here, and then I could
just pay the fountain back!”

“You’re going to steal from sick kids so you
can eat cinnamon buns?”

“It’s not stealing, it’s borrowing.
You want anything, Mr. Sunday School Preacher?”

Peter’s stomach felt a little hollow, but he
couldn’t give in to Dill and take any of the cinnamon buns.

…could he?

“Just one…or two,” he relented.

“Yeah!” Dill passed several handfuls of
treats under the metal gate to Peter. After Dill squeezed back to
the other side, they sat on the ground eating the pastries in all
their sticky goodness.

“Tell me this isn’t cool,” Dill said
happily.

“It’s pretty cool,” Peter confessed. “If we
weren’t going to totally get busted.”

Dill licked sugar frosting off all of his
fingers. “You only live once.”

At that exact moment, the lights went
out.

Except for the moon filtering in through the
skylights and a few isolated spots of yellow streaming out of shop
windows, the mall was plunged into darkness.

“Oh crap,” Dill whispered.

 


 


11

They literally had to
feel their way down the escalator to get back to the first floor.
Peter wondered if, once they reached the phones, there would even
be enough light to see the keypad and dial the number.

“This is so not cool,” Peter muttered as he
traced his fingers along the escalator’s rubber handrails.

“It’s not my fault! Did I shut the lights
off? NO.”

“We’ve got to get back to the phone and call
your mom, now!”

“What, am I stopping you?”

They reached the first floor and walked along
the shopfronts, letting the glow from the glass windows light their
way.

“My mom is going to kill me,” Peter
moaned.

“Quit complaining and let’s just get back to
the phone,” Dill snapped.

“Fine.”

“FINE.”

Somewhere deep in the mall, a metal gate
groaned and rattled open. The sound echoed over and over again in
the vast darkness.

Peter and Dill both paused to listen.

The echoes died away. Only silence
remained.

“…did you hear that?” Peter asked
fearfully.

“Yeah,” Dill murmured. “Do you think we
oughta go find it?”

Images of a friendly security guard flashed
through Peter’s mind, only to be replaced by other possibilities:
Deputy Jenkins. Vampires. Swamp Monsters.

Or something else.

What the ‘something else’ could be, he didn’t
exactly know, but he wasn’t eager to find out.

“I think we should keep going and make the
phone call,” Peter whispered.

“Okay,” Dill agreed quickly.

They kept to the glow of the shop windows,
but sped up a little faster than before. As he walked, Peter tried
to keep his mind off of where that sound had come from — but
failed.

Was it from one of the large department
stores?

Or…somewhere else?

Peter stopped.

Off to his right, he could have sworn he
heard bushes moving. He looked over at the island of landscaping in
the center of the dark first floor, but couldn’t see anything.

“Dill,” he whispered.

Dill paused and turned around. Without the
sound of footsteps, the quiet whshh and scrape of branches
was a tiny bit more noticeable —

And then the sounds stopped, as though the
person making them realized he had been found out.

“Did you hear that?” Peter breathed.

“Hear what?” Dill asked worriedly.

“I…I thought I heard something in the bushes
over there…”

They stood there for half a minute, straining
to hear anything else.

Silence.

“Are you trying to freak me out even
more?” Dill asked through gritted teeth.

“No, sorry…I guess I imagined it.”

Despite that explanation, Dill didn’t suggest
checking out the shrubbery.

Peter certainly wasn’t going to offer. “Let’s
go,” he whispered.

They began fumbling through the shadows again
— until he heard the sound of whispers from somewhere up above.

“Dill,” Peter murmured.

They both stopped. Peter tried to hear over
the pounding of his heart, but the whispers had ceased, just like
the noise in the bushes.

“What?” Dill whispered in both fear
and anger.

“You didn’t hear it? Up on the second
floor?”

“This isn’t funny, man,” Dill
hissed.

“I swear, I’m not trying to — ”

“Hey,” Dill interrupted, pointing. “Look over
there!”
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Peter looked to the
center of the mall. In the glow of the moon through the skylights
sat a woman on a bench.

She was tall, with long brown hair cascading
down her neck. She sat with her back to Dill and Peter so they
couldn’t see her face. The bench was surrounded by a brick island
full of plants and ferns, so it was hard to see much more than the
back of her head.

Peter’s chest flooded with relief. At this
point he didn’t care if she turned them in to the cops. As far as
he was concerned, she was their ticket out of there.

“Ma’am?” he called.

Even though he spoke normally, his voice
sounded like a shout in the silence.

The woman didn’t move, not even a
millimeter.

“Uh, lady?” Peter said.

Again, no reaction.

Relief slowly drained away, and fear began to
creep back in.

“You think she’s deaf?” Dill asked.

“I don’t know.”

Peter crept out into the center of the mall
floor. Dill was right behind him, a hand on his shoulder.

The woman sat still and quiet only fifteen
feet away.

“Lady,” Peter whispered harshly.

The woman kept staring off into the
darkness.

Part of him feared she would suddenly whip
around, her eyes black like a shark’s, her lips drawn back over
fangs. But even more than that, he was afraid because he had no
idea why she wouldn’t answer.

“Miss…?”

Peter circled around the ferns and the bench
so that he could see everything about her — and immediately his
fear became panic.

It was the woman.

The mannequin.

The one who had turned her head in the
shop.

Peter gasped — but nothing happened.

She sat there on the bench, staring out into
space. Lifeless.

Dill exhaled in relief.

“It’s a dummy…dummy,” he said to
Peter.

Peter stepped closer. She wore the same blue
evening dress, had the same painted–on blue eyes.

“It’s the same one I saw earlier,” Peter
managed to say. He still kept waiting for her to move, for her head
to slowly swivel around…

“What?”

“The one I told you about,” Peter explained,
his voice quivering. “The mannequin I saw in the shop, the one that
turned her head.”

But she seemed harmless now. She only sat
there, quiet and serene in the darkness.

Finally he understood: this was all a joke.
Somebody was playing an elaborate prank on them, locking them up in
the mall, placing this dummy here to scare them. None of it was
real. Someone — Eric, maybe? Deputy Jenkins? — knew exactly how to
scare him, and had done everything in their power to make him pee
his pants.

But it wasn’t going to work. Not today.

He stepped closer to the dummy, close enough
to touch her.

She was actually very beautiful. Her hair
looked almost real, and her face was flawless. She could have been
a supermodel or a movie star if she were real.

Peter stared at her and wondered who would
have been twisted enough to drag a dummy out into the middle of the
mall and put her here on the bench.

Without warning, her hand lashed out and
grabbed his wrist.

He was too surprised to scream. He tried to
pull his arm away and found that he could not. Her grip was cold
and hard, like carved ice against his skin.

Behind him, Dill gasped.

The mannequin’s head slowly rotated so that
her unseeing eyes stared into Peter’s. From somewhere inside her
body came a voice. It did not emerge from the mouth; instead, it
seemed to reverberate somewhere within her chest, hollow and empty.
Her lips never moved.

“You must leave.”

Finally Peter found his own voice: he
screamed. Dill joined in, twice as loud.

The mannequin’s hand let go of his wrist.

“You MUST LEAVE,” the voice repeated,
as dry and inhuman as a drumbeat.

Peter pulled away and ran. Dill followed
close behind.
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