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Treman Mills

The silver wood screws holding the board in place looked new compared to the rusty,
flaking pieces which clasped the neighboring panels.

“So what if they’re new?” Rachel asked Charlie. 
Wishing Charlie would give up on his fixation, she stood hands-on-hips, one eye

watching the setting sun, blonde hair dancing in the breeze. She rubbed the
goosebumps off her arms, appreciating how quickly the day’s heat disappeared in
upstate New York during late September.

“I’ll tell you why,” Charlie said. “It means this panel was replaced recently. Kinda
fishy for a boarded up building. Don’t you enjoy a good mystery?”

The brownstone high-rise stretched up and up into the fading light, standing a full
story above its tallest neighbors. Weathered boards concealed old, shattered windows
like eye patches. A crisscross of planks covered the doorway, where a wind-torn KEEP
OUT sign was stapled above the knob.

“I really don’t care, Charlie. Let’s just go.”
As a faded strip of newspaper drifted like a ghost across the vacant street, the

rumble of motors and a car horn sounded in the distance, making Rachel wish she were
at the center of town near people, stores, lights, and safety.  Anywhere but the north
side of Treman Mills, New York, with its abandoned buildings and shadowed alleyways.
Fires twenty years ago had crippled the once-thriving section of town. The north side
tried to rebuild a decade ago, but the big box retailers had moved into the center of town
and stolen what little commerce remained. Now it was a ghost town, a blight, a location
even the drug traffickers and gangs did their best to avoid.

The sun vanished behind twin tower apartments on the far side of downtown.
Shadows crept down from the building tops.

“I knew we shouldn’t have come this way,” Rachel said, eyeing a vintage Chevy
Impala parked up the road, its windshield littered with yellow tickets and the back
bumper askew. 

Spray-painted gang symbols and vulgar words marred the exterior. Why haven’t
the police towed it away? Rachel wondered. Doesn’t anyone care?

They were both seniors at Treman Mills Central School, she the smartest girl in
Chemistry Club, he the strongest boy on the football team. Their conformity to
stereotypes might have kept them apart perpetually had they not grown up three houses
away from one another. For as long as Rachel could remember, she and Charlie had
walked home from school together. Or more to the point, he’d walked her home,
because he was a strong boy, and Daddy wanted the strongest boy to watch over his
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because he was a strong boy, and Daddy wanted the strongest boy to watch over his

little girl, and now he was a football star, and Daddy loved football most of all, so…
And for just as long as she’d know Charlie, she’d known him to be pig-headed and

stubborn once he set his mind to something.
“You’re supposed to be home before seven,” Charlie said, trying to squeeze his

fingers between board and building. 
His light brown hair was laden with sweat, matted to his forehead. While he

chewed a hunk of gum that appeared to be the size of a tennis ball, he threw his blue
football jacket over his shoulder. A trustworthy color, blue was; Rachel once read that a
blue suit could influence someone to trust the smiling face on the television. Blue
swayed juries, gave people a sense of peace and serenity when all hell was breaking
loose. 

Do I trust you, Charlie?
“Seven, or my parents will freak.”
“This is the only route to get from school to home and still make it on time.”
“I’ll be late anyways if you keep screwing around—”
Bang! 
Charlie struck the board, which rattled like stage thunder. 
He has a violent streak, too, she thought, remembering the time he’d beaten Nate

Kerns within an inch of his life because he’d caught Nate flirting with his girlfriend.
Her next protest was on her lips when Charlie pulled a multi tool from his backpack

and began wrenching the screws counterclockwise. 
“Are you crazy? You can’t break into an abandoned building. It’s against the law.”
“Gosh, you’re right.” He pantomimed panic, glancing wide-eyed up and down the

street, and said, “Oh, I forgot. Nobody cares about the north side.” He spat on the
sidewalk and yelled at the top of his lungs. “You hear me Treman Mills? Nobody fucking
cares!” 

She looked down her nose at him. “Are you through?”
“If I set the building on fire, it’s a 50-50 bet that the fire department will show up at

all.”
“Which you wouldn’t do.” After a pregnant pause, she asked, “Would you?”
He stood in silence, as though considering his words. “Arson is an impersonal

crime.”
Working fervently on the sticky screw, he pulled the gum from his mouth and stuck

it to the side of the building. To her revulsion, he jammed his thumb into the gum and left
his print, Charlie’s Neanderthal way of marking territory.

“Do you have to be so gross?”
In school, Charlie’s gum thumb print could be found on the backs of chairs, on

lockers, under desks, and for the truly unfortunate and bullied, tangled in locks of hair.
He glared at her and cranked harder on the multi tool. 

With a fingernails-on-chalkboard squeal, the top left screw popped out. 
A pall fell over Rachel, as though Charlie were prying open a tomb.
“Why are you trying to break in? I hope it isn’t to do something stupid. Vandalism

will get you kicked off the football team, maybe even suspended from school.”
Smiling over his shoulder, he said, “Vandalism? That’s little league stuff. You know
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Smiling over his shoulder, he said, “Vandalism? That’s little league stuff. You know
me better than that.” 

Do I?
As he dropped his arm in exhaustion and wiped sweat from his brow, he sighed.

“Don’t you know what this building used to be?”
“Not really.”
“Foreman Games and Sports Cards. My old man says Foreman’s business was so

successful that he purchased the floor above the store for storage, so the first two floors
are his.”

“Were his. Didn’t the building burn to the ground twenty years ago?”
“Not this one. A lot of these other buildings did,” Charlie said, gesturing down the

darkened corridor of buildings. “But not Foreman’s. Old Foreman had a heart attack and
keeled over while business was still booming. Who knows what he left behind? I might
find a Mickey Mantle or Ted Williams card.”

“Who?”
Charlie threw up his hands in exasperation. “Who? You’re worse than my sister.”
“I’m kidding. I know who Mickey Mantle and Ted Williams are.”
Eyeing her skeptically, he went back to work on the upper right screw, which hung

halfway out of the board. 
“Anyhow, if I find anything valuable, I can sell it online and get a down payment on

a car.”
“You haven’t gotten your license yet.”
He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I want the money. And besides, I bet you want to

know why these screws are new, and who replaced this board. Someone has been
coming in and out of this building.”

Sweat pouring down her back, Rachel worried about drug addicts and dealers
hiding inside. 

Bleeding around the corners of distant buildings, the final embers of the sun kissed
the horizon. Two men shouted from a few blocks off, and the black shadow of a vulture
winged through the sky. Darkness crept toward the abandoned buildings.

“If you don’t stop, I’m walking home without you.” 
Charlie ignored her, chewing his lower lip as he wrestled with the multi tool. Three

screws removed, he was hard at work on the final screw when Rachel turned her back
and began to walk away.

“Wait.” He grabbed hold of the back of her shirt. “You can’t go.”
Arms folded, she spun to face him.
“Take your hands off of me.”
Wringing his hands, he looked nervously up and down the street. “Stop shouting.

You’ll attract unwanted attention.”
“I’m not kidding around. You know how dangerous this town is after dark.”
“Don’t believe everything you read in the newspapers. Reporters exaggerate

everything.”
“Five people missing in less than a year.” 
She stared daggers at him, and he flinched. Charlie played the tough guy around

his friends, but a few harsh words from Rachel were always enough to send Charlie
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his friends, but a few harsh words from Rachel were always enough to send Charlie
backpedaling. 

“You know how many people go missing in New York City every month?” he asked.
“No. Do you?”
“A lot,” he said, stammering as though he’d wished he hadn’t given her the chance

to corner him on facts and statistics.
“Charlie Tanner, there are less than twenty-thousand people in Treman Mills. Five

missing is a really big deal.”
“The cops don’t seem too concerned.”
“The cops have their hands in the donut box and their heads up their asses .”
The corner of Charlie’s mouth curled into a smile, and he started to giggle.

Infectious laughter spread, and soon Charlie was red-faced and doubled over, clutching
his ribs. 

“It really wasn’t that funny,” she said. 
“Hands in the donut box and heads up their asses?” He could barely speak, he

laughed so hard. 
Then the laughter suddenly stopped, and he slammed his shoulder into the panel.
“Fucking pigs.”
Shaken by the sudden personality swing, she edged away from him.  Charlie went

back to unscrewing the panel, as though nothing had happened, his backpack strewn on
the sidewalk under his feet. 

“Seriously,” she said, a nervous waver in her voice. “It would be horrible enough if
five people were found murdered. But to completely disappear…how does one hide five
bodies?”

“You’ve got fifteen miles of forest and wetlands north of town. Plenty of places to
hide a body. But you’re assuming people were murdered. Maybe they just got sick of
this place and left. It’s not against the law to leave Treman Mills. Two of the missing
were community college students, you know? Maybe they decided to take Daddy’s
tuition money and hitchhike across Europe for a year.”

Before she replied, the last screw whirred out of the board. With a grunt, Charlie
hoisted the panel and shoved it aside. 

A darkness blacker than midnight rolled out of the opening; Rachel backed away.
Stale air laced with something redolent of chemicals and poison wafted out. It was as
though the big building exhaled.

Death. She could think of no better word for what infested the building’s dark
corridors.

Her instinctual voice urged her to run. Boarded up windows glared down on her,
yet the opening looked less like an eye than it did a mouth. The window glass was
broken out. 

Probably lying in a heap under the sill. When I step on the glass, it will sound like
brittle bones crumbling. 

The squeal of tires and thump of a car stereo woofer brought their heads around.
“Sounds like bad company,” he said, looking uneasily down the avenue. 
Funny that a town so small could have so many big city dangers, Rachel thought. 
The pounding bass grew closer. Maybe it wasn’t funny at all.
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“That’s Thorn’s car,” she whispered. 
Steven Rollo, known to everyone as Thorn—the police alleged he was one of the

county’s largest drug dealers—led a violent gang called the Black Thorns. Only three
years older than Rachel, Thorn had gotten himself expelled in the tenth grade for pulling
a knife on Mr. Bischoff, the school biology teacher. Yet Thorn had never struck Rachel
as the violent type. In fact he’d once directed her to class when she was a lost sixth
grader, hopelessly looking for her math room.  

What went wrong with Thorn? What turned him violent?
One thing was for sure—she would be in danger if the Black Thorns saw her in this

section of town with no police within five city blocks.
“I ain’t afraid of Thorn,” Charlie said, feigning indifference. She noticed his body

had shifted so he could make a mad dash for the corner if Thorn’s red El Camino came
rolling around the corner. “Still think your teddy bear is harmless?”

She glared at him. “When have I ever called him a teddy bear? I just don’t believe
he’s nearly as dangerous as the police say he is.”

“Yeah? Well, the Black Thorns nearly beat that guy to death last summer just
because he wouldn’t sell them booze. Think the newspapers lied about it?”

“They never proved it was the Black Thorns. Was there an arrest?”
“It’s like you said. The cops have their heads up their asses. They never catch the

bad guy. By the way, what was it Thorn used to call you before he became America’s
most wanted? Water bug?” He nearly spat the nickname.

“Yeah,” she whispered.
“Why the hell would he call you water bug?”
Rachel shrugged, though she recalled darting among students racing between

classes, so much smaller than the upperclassmen. 
She checked her watch, which read twenty minutes until seven, twenty minutes

until her parents would ground her if she didn’t beat curfew. 
The metronomic bass thump faded into downtown. Rachel exhaled. 
As the darkness and stench rolled out of the open window, her skin crawled with

goosebumps.
“Game’s over. The board is off, and you’ve looked inside. Let’s go home.”
“I just want to take a quick look around. You don’t have to come if you don’t want

to.”
“I don’t want to.”
“No problem. I can go by myself. I’ll be back before you can count to thirty. Or

maybe a hundred.”
“You’re not leaving me alone on the street after sunset. Forget it.”
“Then you’re coming with me.”
She shook her head and stared deep into that impenetrable darkness. Another

scent drifted through the window—a dead smell. When she was twelve, she’d found a
dead baby mouse inside an empty Coke bottle behind her shed, baked by the July sun.
That was the scent she smelled now hidden behind the chemicals. 

Rachel opened her mouth to tell him off when the El Camino screeched around the
corner, music thundering. 
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“It’s them,” Charlie said, edging toward the window. Before she could turn and run,
he leaped over the sill into the abandoned building and grabbed her waist. 

“Charlie, no.”
“They’ll kill you if they see you. Hang on,” he said, hoisting her up and pulling her

inside. 
She landed on a heap of debris. Shattered glass crunched under her feet as he

yanked her away from the window and out of sight. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder,
backs against spider-webbed walls, listening as the car rolled closer. Something fell into
her hair—dust, insulation, rat feces, she couldn’t be sure—and she banged her foot
against an old broken-out television. 

As Charlie spared a quick glance around the window’s edge, she asked, “Who’s
out there?”

His lips curled into an ironic smile. “You damn well know who’s out there. Your
teddy bear and his thugs. And they’re slowing down.”

The woofer’s bass rattled the walls and seeped into her bones. The vehicle was
right outside the window.

Charlie looked around the edge again and quickly pulled back. “Shit!”
“Did they see you?”
“I think so.” The wall of sound seemed to be on top of them. Sweat poured off

Charlie’s brow and beaded on his upper lip. “Oh shit, oh shit. What the hell am I gonna
do?” She jumped when he pounded his fist against the wall. “Dammit. They’re ruining—”

He closed his mouth as the music cut off with the engine. A car door opened and
slammed shut. Boots scraped against macadam, approaching the open window. A long,
black shadow interrupted the rectangle of fading light cast across the dingy floor. 

Charlie grabbed her by the hand, and she ran willingly with him into the vast
nothingness. She couldn’t see her hand in front of her face, had no idea where the walls
were or if something sharp and dangerous lay before her. As she stumbled along behind
him, she feared she would run belly-first into a broken, jagged plank or drop through a
hole in the floor. She looked behind her one last time to see the shadow growing. Before
they turned the corner into a hallway, a hand marred by bruised knuckles and tattooed
fingers grabbed hold of the sill.  

Rachel’s breaths fired rapid in her chest. The dead, dusty air she sucked in made
her want to gag. 

What am I doing here? 
She should be home, curled on the couch with homework and snacking on dinner

leftovers. If she died here, would anyone find her? 
Charlie led her along a corridor, his hand feeling along the wall until he grasped

hold of a doorknob. She could see nothing, but the echo of her footsteps told her they’d
entered a stairwell.

“Slow down…I can’t see. Where are you taking us?”
“Up a few floors.” His breath was hot on her neck and smelled of onions and

hamburger meat as he whispered into her ear. “We gotta hide. Just step quietly. I don’t
want them to know which way we went.”

Would Thorn’s gang kill them just for being on the wrong side of town? She didn’t
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Would Thorn’s gang kill them just for being on the wrong side of town? She didn’t

think so, but Charlie started climbing, and she needed to keep up. Vertigo fell over her
as she ascended, unable to see the stairs, every invisible step throwing off her
equilibrium. Holding a rotted, wooden rail, she felt her hand scrape through a decade of
accumulated dust. A myriad of splinters penetrated her skin. When she unknowingly
reached the next landing, her legs kept trying to climb, and she fell into Charlie’s back. 

“Careful,” he said. 
A dull thud sounded below. Someone was on the first floor.
Halfway up the next set of stairs, her foot buckled on a shard of metal debris that

made a grating noise, and her ankle twisted. She bit back a scream and grasped hold of
the back of his shirt, thinking if she lost him in the dark she’d go mad. 

Just hold on. He knows where he’s going.
Please, God. Let him know where he’s going.
They’d climbed two or three flights of stairs without a shred of light when Charlie

stopped and opened another door. 
“This way,” he said. 
Below, heavy-booted footsteps moved across the ground floor. 
As hard as Rachel strained her eyes, she couldn’t see anything but blackness. The

sturdy floor under her feet was the only evidence that she wasn’t about to walk off the
edge of the world. Somehow Charlie managed to see, for he pulled her through the door
and down a long hallway. She noticed how silently he moved, surprising for such a large
boy. 

If the air on the first floor was stagnant, the airflow here was crypt-like, the death
scent stronger. She remembered walking blindly through a Halloween haunted house
last year and how unsettling it was to see nothing but darkness. She’d walked into walls,
bumped her knee on unexpected obstacles. And once a hand had reached out of the
shadows and grabbed her bare ankle. She’d screamed then. If an unknown hand
grabbed her now, her heart would burst. Unlike the haunted house, there was no one to
turn on the lights and save her if she couldn’t find her way out. 

This can’t be happening.
She thought she heard a voice from below.
“How can you see?”
“Don’t worry. I’ll get you to someplace where nobody will find—”
The stairwell door opened and echoed shut. 
“Come on,” he said, moving faster down the endless hallway. 
Footsteps crept up through the stairwell.
Her heart raced faster. She saw white spots before her eyes, felt faint. 
The footsteps were closer. As the door creaked open behind her, he suddenly

pulled her into a room. 
He edged the door shut, careful not to make a sound, and threw a rusty bolt into

the latch. 
In this room she could finally see; the panel had rotted and fallen away from the

window and lay shattered in the parking lot below. The sun was down and the moon up,
the sky a dusky bruised color through a grimy window dotted by bird excrement. At least
the scent of decay, overwhelming at this end of the hallway, was not as strong—breaks
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the scent of decay, overwhelming at this end of the hallway, was not as strong—breaks

in the window, where moths buzzed in and out, allowed her to breathe the night air. 
She checked her watch. It was twelve minutes after seven. By now her father

would have decided upon her grounding, and her mother would be arguing for leniency. 
Mom. Dad. I’m so close to you, only three blocks away. Please come. Please help.
Charlie stood, chest heaving with his back pressed to the door. Biting down on her

lower lip until she drew blood, Rachel figured it was better to focus on pain than allow
herself to cry. Someone was down the hallway, jiggling and testing door knobs. Light
sweeping the hallway bled through cracks in the weathered door. 

He has a flashlight.
If Thorn knew they were hiding on this floor, they were trapped. If she broke the

window, it was a three story fall to a parking lot riddled with broken bottles. Craning her
head between jagged pieces of glass, she inhaled the fresh air and examined the
building’s exterior. No panels had  fallen off of the lowest two floors and given her an
additional escape route, though adjacent rooms on the third floor were missing panels,
too. An old wire fence leaned directly beneath the window, rusty barbed wire strung
along its top.

Charlie’s eyes were squeezed shut; his lips uttered a silent prayer. 
Footsteps approached. Old boards groaned under heavy weight. 
She accepted it was Thorn out in the hallway, for she’d seen the El Camino and

recognized the gang symbols on the tattooed hand. 
But he wouldn’t kill me. I know he wouldn’t. He knew me once, and he’ll remember

me. He’s not a murderer.
Sweat poured off Charlie’s forehead and cut streaks into his dusty face. He

breathed so heavily that Rachel was sure he’d give them away if not have a heart
attack. Outside the door the footsteps sounded closer, heavier. Rachel held her breath
and waited for the doorknob to turn. If Thorn found the door locked, he’d have the rest
of the Black Thorns surround the room and block their escape out the window. Or
maybe he’d shoot into the door and blast holes through Charlie.

When it seemed they’d been found, the footsteps suddenly stopped and reversed
down the hallway. Charlie slumped down to his knees and ran a hand through sweaty
hair. Moments later the stairwell door opened and shut. Footfalls descended the stairs.

As Rachel started to speak, Charlie put his forefinger to his lips and cut her off.
“Shh. He hasn’t left the building yet.”
They sat in silence as the minutes ticked by. Dusk at the window grew darker.

Rachel’s watch read 7:30—both her mother and father would be angry with her now. In
another hour, her father would phone the police to report her missing, and she could
only pray the police would take the matter seriously. She began to regret her quip about
Tremen Mills cops and donuts. 

I’ll be home by then. Just as soon as we’re sure the Black Thorns are out of the
building, I can finally get out of this place.

She caught Charlie staring at her in the blue light of the moon. She didn’t like his
beady eyes, the way he glared at her like she was less than human.

“It’s not my fault,” she whispered back at him. “I want to get out of here just as
much as you do.”
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Her voice broke his trance, and he moved his gaze to the window. 
She started to rise out of her crouch, and he said, “Sit.”
The edge to his voice bothered her. Not entirely trusting his state of mind, she did

as she was told. More minutes passed without evidence that Thorn was still in the
building. Sometimes a floorboard groaned. Other times grit trickled down from above, as
though the ceiling was about to fall down on them. She watched the old building slowly
fall to pieces. 

All the more reason to get out of here before the floor collapses or something
terrible happens.

The sky was black and the stars sharp, scattered like broken glass. 
Charlie finally stood. 
“Stay here. I’ll make sure the coast is clear.”
She challenged him with her glare, but he shrugged her off. Her heart pounded as

he told her he’d be right back and slipped out the door. 
The icy solitude bothered her immediately. While she could still hear him, she

listened to the heavy steps of his sneakers moving down the long hallway, leaving her to
face the dark alone. She wanted to throw the door open and rush after him. What if the
Black Thorns were waiting in the stairwell? 

She slipped the bolt into the latch.
Another vulture flew past the window. Distant traffic sounds seemed to come from

the other side of the world. It was impossible for her not to think about her parents and
how close home was. Looking out over the wasteland of neglected buildings and
rundown neighborhoods, she could see the lights of Elm Street. One of those flares in
the night was her porch light, though it was impossible to tell which one it was from this
distance. 

As a heavier silence fell over the building, she checked her watch and realized
Charlie had been gone for almost twenty minutes; it was nearly eight o’clock. The idea
of breaking the window and climbing down the building didn’t sound so bad now. If she
could gain a foothold on the sill and—  

A loud thud sounded from one of the lower floors. Rachel jumped. The sound
could’ve been anything, she told herself. Maybe it was falling debris or the groan of the
old building settling. 

Or Charlie’s body hitting the floor after someone stuck a knife in his back.
The four walls seemed to close in on her. Below, the pounding came again. 
She rushed to the window and looked down at the sheer drop into the pavement. 
No chance. I’ll be killed. 
Charlie might be injured. Someone else might be inside the building. Reaching

down, she sifted through pieces of shattered glass until she found a long, jagged piece.
Cutting a cloth strip from the bottom of her shirt, she wrapped it around the lower part of
the glass. 

A loud, continuous pounding brought her head around. 
Where? The first floor? 
The stifled acoustics made noises seem to come from all parts of the building at

once. 
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Creeping to the door, Rachel placed her ear against the panel. It was quiet now.
Was someone on the other side of the door waiting? 

Her palms sweating, she slid back the bolt, threw the door open, and thrust the
shard into the hallway. 

Nobody. 
She closed the door behind her. 
If someone is stalking us, better to make them believe I’m still hidden inside.
She held the makeshift weapon before her and moved down the hallway, invisible,

wrapped in the withering specter of blackness. The return trip down the corridor was no
more visible than the first, and she was forced to feel her way along moldy, rotting walls.
The decay smell was overwhelming; she breathed through her mouth to lessen her
nausea. When she touched another doorknob, she tested the door and found it
unlocked. The door jammed in its frame, warped by years of humidity and neglect.
Putting her shoulder into the door, she forced it open. Rotten wood broke off in chunks
from the top and rained into her hair. Repulsed, she backed away as moonlight trickled
into the hallway. Something skittered across her foot, and she stifled a squeal. A
cockroach the size of a small rat raced up the wall.

The moonlight bought her another ten yards of murky visibility. Covering her mouth
from the toxic dust motes floating around her, she crept down the hall. So dark was the
passageway that she banged her nose against the wall at the end of the hall, completely
missing the stairwell. She froze, praying she hadn’t been heard.

What little moonlight seeped down the hallway disappeared the moment she pulled
open the stairwell door. She tried to swallow but found her mouth dry. Carefully she took
one step down, then another. The door clicked shut behind her, and now the darkness
was absolute. Chunks of wooden handrail broke off and disintegrated in her hand as
she descended. 

Turning at the landing, she plunged deeper into the dark. Her steps echoed dully.
Dead sounds, like blood dripping off a cadaver. Cobwebs—she hoped they were
cobwebs and not spiderwebs—caught in her hair and trailed down her back.  

When she reached the stairwell bottom, she felt her way to the door and placed
her ear against the rust-pocked exterior. 

No sounds. No pounding. 
Nothing. 
The door betrayed her, groaning as she pulled it open. 
She remembered this hallway, black as pitch. Though it petrified her to walk into

the darkness, into the unknown, moonlight through the removed panel would allow her
to see. She just needed to take the first step.

Walking with arms outstretched at her sides, she felt along the narrow
passageway’s walls. The death stench lessened, though she smelled it from above, as
though the smell was part of the walls. She banged her knee against a metal cabinet.
Something fell off the cabinet and clanged noisily. 

Holding her breath, she ducked down and listened. 
Still nothing. 
The collision was proof she’d traversed the hallway. 
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Why can’t I see? 
Crawling to her feet, Rachel edged through the dark, hands extended in front of

her, feeling for hidden dangers. She worried again about holes in the floor, but there was
nothing to be done for it now. All the while she kept looking off toward where she
believed the removed panel to be. No light. No sounds. Just her pulse thrumming in her
ears and the dusty air crusting her lungs. 

Everything seemed disturbing.
Something sharp and rusty tore her shirt. She walked face-first into a spiderweb,

and something crawled down her back. All around her, skittering noises clawed inside
the walls.  

As she found her way along the street-side wall, the darkness interrupted by thin
strips of street lighting seeping through cracks, she recognized the broken television,
the long cobwebs hanging off the ceiling like macabre streamers. 

Where is the open window?
Glass crunched under her feet. She spun about, thinking she must be mistaken. 
The window was boarded up from the inside, a smaller panel fixed in place by

nails. She stepped back from the closed window and felt the building close in on her.
She wasn’t alone. Someone was inside the room with her.

As she backed away, she fell over a broken bucket and sliced her palms on the
glass-ridden floor. Her own shard fell off into the darkness. As she felt blindly for her
weapon, someone laughed. 

Footsteps moved toward her through the shadows. 
With a scream poised at the back of her throat, she swiped her hand across the

floor, sifting through grime and dust until she found the cloth-wrapped shard. Picking up
the weapon, she rushed through the room, the heavy footfalls just behind. 

In the hallway she ran in complete darkness. Sensing the stairwell was close, she
slowed herself and ran her hand along on the wall until she found the door. She could
hear footsteps pounding through the room, boxes and machinery overturning and
crashing to the floor. Silently she slipped open the stairwell door and began to climb,
battling against her desperation to rush. She stepped carefully so that she made no
sound, all the while terrified the door would crash open behind her.

Please be upstairs, Charlie. 
She prayed he wasn’t injured, hoped the madman on the first floor hadn’t killed…
No. 
She wouldn’t allow herself to believe Charlie was dead.
One step groaned loudly under her weight. She held her breath. 
The crashes ceased below her. Had he heard?
She moved faster, the need to find Charlie outweighing caution. 
She was nearly to the third floor when the stairwell door groaned open behind her.

She forced herself not to cry. 
Rachel’s hands felt for the door, and she swung it open as someone climbed the

stairs. Moonlight through the door she’d opened provided enough light to guide her. She
ran past the opened room, counting the doors until she found the one they’d hidden
behind. The decay smell hit her like a wall, and she nearly vomited before she pulled
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behind. The decay smell hit her like a wall, and she nearly vomited before she pulled

open the door and slid inside. 
Her heart sank. Charlie wasn’t here. 
Did I really believe he’d be waiting for me? 
Locking the bolt, she ran to the broken window and looked down, hoping against

hope that she’d see someone in the parking lot and finding no one.
The stairwell door squealed open.
Footsteps pounded down the corridor.
Rachel stuck her head out the window to scream for help. She stopped herself, not

wanting to give herself away. 
Not yet.
As she peered through cracks in the door, a large shape lumbered past and

stopped. Heavy breathing filled the hallway. 
She slipped beside the door, out of view in case the madman peered through one

of the cracks. Her hand tightly gripped the shard of glass. 
The hall went quiet. From her angle she couldn’t see his shape in front of the door,

yet she sensed him. 
Waiting.
The rotted door would offer little resistance. 
The knob turned.
Warmth trickled down her pant legs as she wet herself.
The door rattled on its hinges. A full moon with haunted eyes glared through the

window as if beckoning her to leap.
The shaking stopped. 
Please go away.
She pressed her back against the wall, not daring to look at the door. She heard

his breathing, imagined the hulking shadow seen through the door cracks. The floor
moaned under his weight. 

Another door squealed open. The door directly across? She thought so, but the
way the whole building groaned with each new sound made it difficult to tell. 

Clutching the shard to her chest, ready to lash out if the door crashed open, she
listened as his footfalls trailed back down the hallway. She closed her eyes and thanked
her parents, thanked God, thanked anyone responsible for this miracle. After a tense
moment of quiet, the stairwell door opened and banged shut.

She slumped down to her knees and wept. The shard fell from her hands. Through
the blur of tears she read nine o’clock on her watch. The police would be looking for her
now. She knew the rules about filing a missing persons report, but she was a minor, it
was well after dark, and her father wouldn’t take no for an answer. 

Somewhere off in Treman Mills a siren wailed. 
I’m a needle in a haystack. Nobody knows where to look for me.
From the street, this was just another boarded-up building. With the front window

blocked, there was no sign of entry or mischief. 
She had no idea where the man was inside the building. Or even if he was still

inside. 
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Who was he? It couldn’t be Thorn—the man at the door was too large. Maybe one
of the other Black Thorns…

No matter how strong her desire was to escape, she promised herself to stay put
until fifteen minutes after nine. Fifteen minutes for the stranger to leave the building or
wander up through its vacant corridors, far away from her. Fifteen minutes to convince
him that the locked door on the third floor didn’t hide anyone. 

The day’s warmth had evacuated from the lower floors and risen away from her.
The chill of autumn spilled through the window; she rubbed gooseflesh off her arms. A
few more degrees colder and she’d see her breath. Every few minutes debris crumbled
and fell past the window, and vermin crawled inside the walls. It took silence to show her
how loud the building was after dark.

Passing like hours, the minutes ticked painfully slow. She grew tired. 
Rachel caught her head bobbing and jolted herself awake. She was surprised that

her watch read 9:30.
Knees cracking like firecrackers, she pulled herself up and crept to the door. 
Still no signs of life in the hallway. 
The terrible scent awaited her at the door cracks along with a new smell—

something salty and pungent. She coughed into her shirt, willing herself not to be sick. 
With one hand gripping the weapon and the other covering her mouth and nose,

she squinted through the holes. 
The doorway across the hall stood open.
The hallway was quiet, aglimmer in the eerie blue of moonlight. 
Rachel ground her teeth and quietly slid back the bolt, worrying that she’d been

tricked. The stranger might never have left the floor. She’d only heard the stairwell door
open and close. Maybe he’d fooled her and crept back to the door.

Holding a butcher’s knife.
Her desire to escape, to survive, steeled her nerves. She pulled back the door,

wincing when the hinges squealed. 
She froze at the threshold. The hallway wall and floor were soaked with fresh

urine, spread as though an animal had marked its territory. Glancing up and down the
hallway, she stepped back from the waste. 

Her eyes rose to the open doorway. A long plastic bag extended across the floor,
the insides caked by a dried liquid that appeared black in the moonlight. 

She didn’t want to look closer. Her legs seemed to carry her into the room. 
She saw.
The bag was stuffed full of body parts—a leg severed below the knee…a hand

with a school ring on a finger…long, blonde hair affixed to a bloody scalp…
At the sight of the bag’s contents, she regurgitated down the front of her shirt. 
Five missing persons.
Something else was stuck to the plastic. Her instinct pleaded with her to run, but

somehow she knew she needed to look closer. Shielding her eyes from the gore, she
bent closer to the bag. 

A dried wad of gum emblazoned with a thumbprint was stuck to the bag.
In the corner of the room, shadows stirred. She screamed as Charlie rushed out of
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In the corner of the room, shadows stirred. She screamed as Charlie rushed out of
the darkness, insanity in his eyes. 

An axe whistled toward her head. She lunged at the last moment as the axe tore a
chunk out of the floor. His hand caught her ankle as she turned into the hallway, toppling
her into the wall. Her hands sank into the urine-soaked carpet. 

The air burst from her lungs as he dived onto her back, gripping her by the hair
and slamming her face into the floor. The salty waste stuck to her lips. Two of her front
teeth cracked, and as he ripped back on her hair, a long, bloody drool connected her
mouth to the grimy carpet. 

She kicked back, an act of desperation that luckily found his groin. He rolled off of
her, knees drawn up to his chest, grunting like a hog with its throat slit. 

The long empty hallway stretched into darkness, her escape route. 
I run faster than you.
Sucking air into her lungs, she leaped off the carpet. 
His hand gripped her pant leg, and she fell again. 
As she scrambled back to her knees, Charlie dragged her backward. 
He bit into her arm. She shrieked, feeling his teeth hook into her arm at the elbow,

tearing flesh. As she tried to pull her arm free, there came a sound like egg shells
cracking.  She fell into the wall, squealing and clasping the two severed bones sticking
out of her skin. 

He crawled after her, and she limped away.
She tried not to look at the pale, bloody splinters as she stumbled down the hall,

half-crazed by pain. 
She felt him coming from behind, the weight of his footfalls causing the floorboards

to tremble and buckle. His hand touched her hair, and she whirled around and slashed
the broken glass across his chest. The shard tore through shirt and skin, cutting a
bloody river through his nipple. 

Crying out, he fell back against the wall. Blood welled out from where his hand
cupped his breast. 

When he threw himself at her again, she tore the shard across his face, narrowly
missing his eyes. As he toppled backward, she hobbled down the corridor, clutching her
ruined arm. She heard him roar.

He’s going back for the axe.
The hallway rolled and tumbled before her eyes. Rachel focused on keeping her

legs moving as nausea and dizziness tried to pull her to the floor, down to the carpet,
down to where he’d dragged five dead bodies across the floor. 

The stairwell door, hidden by black pools of shadow, was just ahead. Turning her
head, she saw the axe emerge from his killing room, as though the weapon itself was
chasing her. 

“Why are you doing this?” 
He didn’t answer. His eyes appeared lost, delusional. He swung the axe, and a

closed door became splinters and sawdust. 
The darkness of the stairwell immediately disoriented her—she tripped on the top

step and nearly tumbled down—as she contemplated whether to retreat up or down the
stairs. 
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She chose to descend. Instead of racing to the bottom floor, she quietly slipped
through the second floor doorway and tiptoed into the darkness. 

Stomping down the steps, he screamed her name in the stairwell. Hot blood slid
out from her elbow. She wanted to pull off her shirt and wrap it around the exposed flesh
and bone but knew the task would be next to impossible with one arm hanging limp. The
thought of cloth or anything touching her elbow made her cringe. Slumped against a
filthy wall, she held her breath until Charlie passed her floor and headed for the lowest
level.

A blast of chilly air swirled out of an open doorway and into the hallway. A small
circle of light like a standing pool shimmered outside the doorway, providing enough
ambient light for Rachel to see. Had she missed an open window? Limping toward the
open door, she felt her hope grow. 

The doorway opened to a storage room, cardboard boxes stacked in the corners
and along the far wall. A chunk of panel was missing from the shattered window,
allowing light and a night wind to penetrate the building. The opening was large enough
for her head to squeeze through but too constricted for her body. 

The stairwell door opened and closed below her, and Charlie’s footfalls trailed
down the hall and into the old sports cards store. 

The rusty fence top stood five feet below, the blacktop another six feet down. 
Eleven feet. 
I can survive an eleven foot drop.
Her head swam each time the wound throbbed. She didn’t think she’d survive

another hour without passing out.
At any moment Charlie would realize she wasn’t on the first floor, and this would

be the next place he’d check. She looked around desperately for a tool to pry off the
panel. Opening a box, she rummaged through brittle, bug-eaten pamphlets, finding
nothing useful. 

It was quiet downstairs, and that unsettled Rachel. Despite how unsettling it was to
hear him smashing things below, it was scarier not to know where he was.

The darkness thickened in the room. 
The hair on the back of her neck stood on end.
Someone was behind her.
She swung around with the glass shard in hand and found herself looking down

the barrel of a gun. 
Rachel thrust the glass at her attacker. The unseen man caught her hand, twisting

it until the shard fell harmlessly to the floor.
This is it. He’s going to kill me.
“What the hell are you doing in here, water bug?”
When he lowered the gun, she recognized Thorn’s face. Torn between relief that it

wasn’t Charlie and fear of what the Black Thorns were going to do to her, she backed
toward the window. Moonlight illuminated a long scar running down one side of his face.
A tattoo snaked from one of his eyes to the back of his shaved head. 

She felt his eyes burning into her. Her throat was too parched to speak.
He saw the gory fragmentation of her elbow.
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“Jesus. What happened to you?”
He leaned down to look at the wound, and she flinched away. 
“Easy. I’m not gonna touch you.” 
Removing a hooded sweatshirt, he pulled his t-shirt over his head and folded it. 
“Here,” he said, handing her the shirt. “Wrap it around your elbow. Keep that

wound covered.”
Her lips quivered, imagining how much it would hurt to wrap cloth around the

compound fracture. “I can’t.”
“I ain’t a doctor. But if you leave that wound exposed in this dust, you’ll need your

arm amputated by sunrise. Now, tell me why in the hell you’re hiding in Black Thorns
territory after sunset. Trespassing is enough to get you killed in this part of the city.”

She shot him an angry glare. 
“What are you going to do to me, Thorn? Are you gonna shoot me and leave me to

die in this place?”
“You know the penalty for crossing our borders.” His words stung, but she noticed

his eyes had softened. 
“You’re doing a shitty job of policing your borders. You have no idea what’s going

on inside this building.”
A floorboard groaned below. His eyes interrogated hers. 
He pointed the gun at her.
“Who else is inside the building with you?”
Rachel shook her head. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Charlie Tanner is

downstairs.”
“Tanner? Why the fuck is that asshole jock sneaking around my building?” Thorn

stepped forward. He pressed the cool steel barrel against her forehead. “You better give
me an answer that I like, water bug, or this room is gonna get messy.”

She swallowed, wondering if she should tell him the truth. Would he believe her? 
He pulled back on the hammer.
“He’s killing people.”
She shut her eyes and waited for the gun to fire.
“What do you mean, killing people?”
When she opened her eyes she saw him staring at her as if she’d grown a third

arm. 
“It’s true. You know all those missing persons stories in the newspapers? Charlie

killed them.”
“How do you know this?”
“I saw the bodies. They’re on the third floor near the end of the hall. And now he

wants to kill me.”
He lowered the gun, and she felt her heart skip. He studied her skeptically, his

glare moving back to her injury. Gritting her teeth, she wrapped his shirt around her
punctured flesh and exposed bone. Pain tore through her elbow; tears sketched rivers
down her dusty cheeks. 

Never taking his eyes off her, he dug into his pocket, thumbed a number into his
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Never taking his eyes off her, he dug into his pocket, thumbed a number into his

phone, and lifted the receiver to his ear. She heard it ringing, then a male voice
answered. 

“Yeah…we’ve got a problem up here…what floor? I think it’s the—”
A guttural scream came out of the darkness. Before Rachel knew what was

happening, the axe swung at Thorn’s head. He ducked under the cutting edge, but the
handle came back around and crushed the back of his neck. 

Thorn collapsed to the floor as the phone flew out of his hand and struck the wall.
She heard the voice on the other end calling out to Thorn, asking him what was
happening.

“We’re on the second floor! He’s gonna kill us!”
Praying the other person had heard her, she screamed as the axe crushed the

phone. 
A torrent of blood rushed from Thorn’s nose. As he started to push himself up,

Charlie stomped down on the back of his head. There was a sickening crunch as
Thorn’s face bounced off the floor. 

Charlie rounded on her, one bloody hand clasped to the slash across his breast,
the other holding the axe. 

“Please.”
He leaped forward. She raked the glass across his face, and he screamed and fell

back. A jagged crimson line formed where the shard had cut, the point having torn
across the bridge of his nose and missed his eye by a fraction of an inch. 

Wiping blood off his stunned face, he looked between his hand and her eyes. 
He began to laugh. A block of ice formed in her chest. 
When he grinned, she saw that his teeth were streaked with crimson. Looking at

her cloth-wrapped elbow, he clicked his teeth together.
He pointed the axe at her. The cutting edge, marred by splintered wood and hair,

was a hair’s width from her face.
Rachel backed away, and he came at her. The blade whistled past her ear and

exploded against the wall. When he ripped the cutting edge free of the hole, she could
see into the next room.

Screaming, he raised the axe over his head. As the blade hammered down, she
threw herself sideways. Board shattered as the axe head smashed through the floor.
Grunting, he wrestled with the handle, the blade lodged in the floorboards. 

She drove the shard into his ribcage. He reached for her, and she slashed the
shard across his Adam’s apple. 

Charlie crumbled backward, his weight shaking the floor. He lay twitching, his legs
possessed by spasms, trying to get up, trying to turn and grab her, his eyes filled with
hate. A waterfall of blood rushed out from his neck. When he tried to speak, blood
bubbled out of his mouth. 

His arm reached across the dusty floor to where the axe rested. Then he collapsed
and lay staring at the ceiling, chest heaving.

She hadn’t noticed Thorn rise to his feet until he stood beside her. Holding the
back of his neck, he spat down on Charlie. 

The stairwell door crashed open. At the sound of footsteps racing down the hall,
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The stairwell door crashed open. At the sound of footsteps racing down the hall,

Thorn raised the gun and pointed it at the doorway. He lowered it upon recognizing
three members of the Black Thorns. They started to ask him what had happened, but
the glare he shot back at them brought silence.

Charlie coughed and sprayed blood against her pant legs.
“My God,” Rachel said. “I killed someone. I killed Charlie Tanner.”
Thorn met her eyes. “You were never here.”
“But I—”
“I said you were never here.” He held out an open hand. “Give me the glass.”
Below their feet, Charlie sputtered and gurgled. A dark, expanding pool of blood

under his neck trickled toward her shoes. With shaking hands, she gave Thorn the
weapon.

“Let her pass,” said Thorn, and the three Black Thorns stepped away from the
doorway. They didn’t speak to her, but their stares were hard as she backed toward the
threshold. 

Thorn pointed the gun at Charlie. As if on cue, the other members aimed their
weapons at the huge boy sprawled on the floor.

She was into the hallway now, unable to tear her eyes away from the scene inside
the room. 

Thorn raised his head toward her. Even with the moon at his back, she could feel
his eyes burning.

“Run, little water bug. Run away like a good little girl. You shouldn’t be in Black
Thorns territory after dark.”

She turned toward the black hallway, the scent of death rolling down from the third
floor. 

She ran. 
As she rushed down the stairs, uncaring of what dangers the darkness might hide,

gunfire exploded from the second floor. Careening off walls, stumbling over boxes, she
never stopped running until she climbed through the window the Black Thorns had
broken into. 

She spilled out onto the concrete. 
The night was cold, the moon invisible behind the towering building. She stared up

at those boarded windows like dead eyes, and as she crawled to her knees she heard
the banshee cries of sirens off in the city. The death scent crept out through the window,
following her. 

Rachel knew people were still inside, yet she felt a desperate need to board up
that window and keep the evil that festered inside from crawling into the night. 

As she backed away, stumbling blindly over the cracked and buckled sidewalk, she
knew she was too late. The evil was already out.
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Dark Vanishings

Read on for an excerpt
From

Dark Vanishings: Episode One

“[Dark Vanishings] will be leaving its serialized footprint all over the subgenre,
making Padavona a well-known name in post-apocalyptic horror.” - Horror Novel

Reviews

In the gold-and-flaxen late afternoon sun, cumulus clouds threw cottony shadows
against the land, and the park unwound in a lord’s ransom of jade and ruby. 

Where am I?
Tori awakened to the thick scent of cut grass. Bleary-eyed, she raised herself up

onto her elbows and examined her surroundings. Her mountain bike dozed on its side
like a sleeping lion. Fifty yards ahead was a blacktop parking lot dotted by three cars.
Behind her bicycle, the grass tunneled down between bordering elm rows and sprawling
blackberry bushes embellished with white flowers.

She remembered biking to the park after lunch. But had she stopped to rest? She
didn’t recall.

She did remember promising her mother to be home by three so she could shower
and make it to the hairdresser by five. Ted Harrison was picking her up at seven for
dinner before the high school prom, which gave her just enough time after her hair
appointment to slip into her dress and—

I am so freaking late. Mom is going to kill me.
Her red, shoulder-length locks, ablaze in the late day sunshine, were littered with

bits of grass and leaves. She thought of Rip Van Winkle and a beard which grew for
years and years while life passed him by. How could she have slept for four hours in the
town park? Hadn’t the park been crowded with picnickers and fishing boats when she
had biked in after lunch?

Within the desolation of the park, she felt strangely exposed. 
What if Jacob had come for me while I was asleep?
Jacob Mann, the boy from third period study hall who stared at her daily with a
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Jacob Mann, the boy from third period study hall who stared at her daily with a
twisted grin that never touched his slate-gray eyes. Jacob Mann, who she had seen last
summer, standing among bed sheets hung to dry in her backyard, watching her through
her bedroom window. Jacob Mann, who was permanently expelled for threatening Mr.
Gilder, the school guidance counselor, with a switchblade. 

Last December she had volunteered to distribute food at the Red Oak homeless
shelter, and he had been there, standing across the street among leafless deciduous
trees, winter cloak billowing like a vampire’s cape, his dead stare burning holes in her. 

And last month, when the ground had thawed and the community garden had
become ready for planting, she had looked up from her trowel, over the rows of leafy
greens, to see him watching her from the sidewalk. Crow-black hair matted to his
forehead. Those lifeless eyes. That grin: at-once, vacant and baleful.  

Feeling eyes upon her, she sprang to her feet. The copse of elms bordering the
decline swayed to the lake breeze, and as dappled light danced amid the branches, she
thought she saw a pallid face watching her from the trees. 

Jacob? 
Her heart thundering, she turned her head toward the bike. If Jacob burst from the

trees, would she be able to pedal her way to the parking lot before he cut her off? 
When she turned back, the face was gone. Shadows ran deep within the copse, as

though night was pooled within, waiting for the sun to depart. But there was no
deranged stalker watching her, and she began to feel a little embarrassed for letting her
imagination get the best of her.

Feeling along the back pocket of her cutoff jean shorts, she pulled out her phone
and checked the time.

4:51 p.m.
She still had time to make the hair appointment.
As she ran to her bike, her shadow followed her, stretching as though it was

reflected in a fun house mirror. Clutching the phone, she double-clicked her mother’s
smiling face. After a burst of dial tones, the phone began to ring. And ring. No answer.
Stuffing the phone back into her pocket, she pedaled across the bumpy grass and
hopped the bike onto the blacktop, picking up speed.

She whipped past a black Volvo—unoccupied—and accelerated across the lot,
catching a glimpse of an empty red Honda Civic. The lot branched out to a winding,
tree-lined park access road. She leaned to the left, taking a blind turn without checking
first for traffic. Her heart pounded, and she expected to hear a car horn blare before the
metal grille crushed her from the side. But the road was empty of traffic, and there was
only the leafy-green smell of summer’s approach on the air as she rushed toward the
town center.

Below the shoulder-less two-lane, the land dropped away from a rocky cliff to a
gurgling brook thirty feet below. The rear tire caught the edge of the pavement, and as
the bicycle wobbled, she leaned hard to the left, righting her balance.

Two minutes later she left the access road behind and coasted into Red Oak
proper, past the town courthouse and village green. Catching her breath, she pedaled
harder. 

4:55 p.m.
As Tori veered north onto Main Street, the modest three blocks of the town center
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As Tori veered north onto Main Street, the modest three blocks of the town center
came into view. She passed the police station on her right. Set off to her left was Bob
and Mary’s 24-hour diner, the gray, aluminum-sided rectangle flying past in an indistinct
blur as her legs pumped faster. Beyond the diner, a half-mile west, meandered the
sparkling waters of Cayuga Lake.

A landscaped island divided Main Street with parking spaces aligned diagonally
against the island and along the sides of the street. Though the spaces were choked
with vehicles, Tori never saw their red brake lights flare to life. In fact, there didn’t seem
to be a single car moving along the street. 

At the center of downtown, on Main Street’s east side, stood Barbara’s Boutique—
a red, brick-faced square squashed between a florist and the Red Oak Cafe. Squeezing
the brakes, she wiggled the bike between two SUV’s and hopped the curb onto the
empty sidewalk.

That was the moment when she started to worry. Where is everyone? Downtown
was resplendent with potted flowers and cardinal splashes of low-angle sunshine. On
such a warm Saturday in the upstate New York village, the street should have been
busy with pre-Memorial Day shoppers and people going out for an early dinner. But
there wasn’t anyone to be seen despite the rows and rows of cars up and down Main
Street. She half-suspected that everyone was hidden inside the shops, waiting to jump
out in unison and yell Surprise! as if part of a “Twilight Zone”-inspired version of “Candid
Camera.”

Leaning the bike against a maple tree which spread a blanket of shade across the
sidewalk, Tori ran up the steps. Her heart sank at the sight of the empty boutique. The
boutique never closed its doors early on prom night, yet the interior was vacant.

Tori grasped the door handle and pulled, expecting to find the boutique locked.
She was surprised when the door opened and the chill of air conditioning spilled down
her legs.

Black leather swivel chairs were aligned along the mirrored walls. As she stepped
past the cash register into the heart of the boutique, she had the impression of walking
through a graveyard. Her reflection paced her on both sides of the elongated room,
following her like twin phantoms.

“Hello?”
Her voice reverberated hollow against the walls.
“Mrs. Donnelly? It’s Tori Daniels. I have a five o’clock appointment?”
Barbara Donnelly did not answer because Barbara Donnelly was not there. Yet the

lights were on, the air conditioner was rattling through the ceiling vents, and the front
door was unlocked. Anybody could have walked through the doors and cracked open
the cash register.

“She probably just stepped out for a moment. Maybe I should wait for a few
minutes,” Tori said to herself. She sat upon one of the swivel chairs at the back of the
store, idly spinning back and forth as her doppelgangers watched from the mirrors. The
cool air felt nice on her skin.

Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she dialed her mother again. The phone went
on ringing.

“I know you’re there, Mom. Pick up. Please.”
Apparently Cheryl Daniels lay hunkered down with the rest of the townsfolk,
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Apparently Cheryl Daniels lay hunkered down with the rest of the townsfolk,
playing their little game of hide-and-go-seek on Tori. She nervously scrolled through her
messages and noticed no one had written her for several hours. Several text messages
had arrived during lunch hour, the last a 12:30 p.m. note from Jana Davies, suggesting
that Tori and Ted meet up with Jana and her boyfriend after dinner. Since then, nothing.
No missed calls. No frantic voice mails from her mother wondering where Tori was. 

Is the network down?
The cooling system whispered white noise. Beyond the front door, shadows grew

longer along Main Street, spilling off cars and trees like black ink.
She glanced at a set of black double doors at the back of the store. The supply

room. It occurred to her that anyone could be waiting behind those doors, watching her
through the slit. She felt her skin prickle.

“Mrs. Donnelly? Are you back there?”
The double doors watched her. The cooling system clanged and bucked as though

something was stuck in the pipes. Suddenly the elongated store felt like a crypt, the
swivel chairs like torture devices in which scissors sliced and curling irons burned. Tori
pushed herself up from the chair. 

The knobs to the double doors rattled behind her. Surely her imagination was
playing tricks on her and she actually heard the pipes expanding and contracting, as the
air conditioner pumped polar air against the afternoon heat. Tori walked straight toward
the front doors. Between the swivel chairs. Past the combs and brushes set in jars of
blue liquid like preserved body parts. She didn’t dare look back. Because if she did,
those black doors would creak open, and something unspeakable would stalk out of the
darkness, running its claws along the backs of the swivel chairs as its maw opened to
reveal rows of blood-soaked fangs.

No matter how fast she walked, the exit door never seemed to draw closer, as
though she were walking on a treadmill. The pipes shook harder. Neglected hinges
creaked behind her—the sound of the black doors inching open. 

Tori ran for the front door, pulling when she should have pushed. The impact
rattled the plate glass, resounding as though a kettle drum had been struck. In her
panic, she thought she was locked inside the boutique. Her head cleared. She pushed
through the front door and ran for the mountain bike.

The warm air felt stifling after the chill of the boutique. She threw her leg over the
bike seat and pumped the pedals, racing northward past empty vehicles neatly aligned
along Main Street. The streets were devoid of people. Her hair appointment and the
prom long forgotten, she pedaled toward her house. As the hour passed six o’clock, Tori
did not yet feel her world tearing apart at the seams. But she would. Soon.

When the police car bounced off a parked pickup truck and ramped the curb, Viper
bolted awake. His eyes opened in time to see the trunk of a maple tree becoming
unsettlingly large in the front windshield. The police car veered left as the side view
mirror exploded against the trunk.

As the car passed under the leafy boughs of the tree, flecks of afternoon sunlight
drifted across the windshield in a confused assemblage of light and dark. The car
barreled through a hedge and came to a stop five feet from the brick wall of a dentist’s
office. 
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Viper glanced out the side window and saw a large, smiling tooth with legs. The
tooth, wearing a Kansas City Royal’s baseball cap and cleats, proclaimed—

“Brush everyday and keep the cavity monster away.”
“Well, that’s just fucking great. You nearly ran over a goddamn cavity fighting tooth.

I’ll bet you boys got your drivers licenses from one of Sally Struthers’ correspondence
courses.”

But the two cops that had been in the front seat when Viper had dozed off were
nowhere to be seen. Unless the cops crouched down beneath the seat backs,
snickering about the fast one they pulled on Viper, someone owed him an explanation.
The engine hummed, idling stupidly, awaiting its next orders. 

“What in the wide, wide world of sports just happened?”
Viper, who was really Charles Sanderson—anyone who called him Charles got a

value meal smackdown and a side of whoopass fries—tried to reason through the
conundrum of a police car bounding down a city street with nobody at the wheel. 

Did the two cops bail from the vehicle? 
Viper felt a tinge of panic. The only plausible reason for two officers of the law to

leap out of a moving vehicle was their car was about to explode. Wouldn’t that put a
glorious point on the afternoon?

The police had cuffed his hands behind the small of his back, and now the steel
dug grooves into his wrists. A black mesh cage separated the front and back
compartments of the vehicle. Craning his neck over the front seat backs, he read 4:45
p.m. on the digital dashboard clock. One of those pitiful pop country songs played on
the radio. Viper would have kicked a hole in the stereo system if he could have gotten
past the cage. The air conditioning had somehow gotten set to 56 degrees during the
accident, and cold, stale air blew from the vents, raising goosebumps on his skin.

If the cops bailed, where are they now? Since several minutes had passed without
the car bursting into flames, it was obvious there was no danger of the vehicle
exploding. But why didn’t he hear approaching sirens? Why didn’t anyone seem to give
a crap that a police car had careened off a truck and landed next to a giant tooth? 

He hadn’t expected the dentist to storm out of the office to find out what happened.
It was a Saturday afternoon, and the good doctor was probably on the 18th green by
now, completely unaware that his front hedges were flattened, and an abandoned police
car was five feet from rolling through his office waiting room.

But surely someone had seen. It’s sorta hard to miss a runaway police vehicle
clipping trucks and blasting over landscaping. 

And that was what was so strange to Viper. Where were the looky-loos with their
mobile phone cameras? Why wasn’t his picture already trending on Twitter? Looking out
the back window, he saw a decided absence of people and no vehicles moving on the
street. A car alarm blared up the road like a wailing infant, but that was the only sound
he heard over the purr of the police car engine. No lawn mowers buzzing distant, no
impatient car horns. Nothing but the susurrus of wind through the trees. 

The silence of the outside world grew more acute, as if the absence of sound had
become a gelatinous, fleshy entity that squished against the police car.

He cracked his neck and began to ponder how to get out of this mess. There were
no door handles for backseat passengers in police cars. Imagine that. No power window
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no door handles for backseat passengers in police cars. Imagine that. No power window
controls so that a prisoner could enjoy a fresh breeze on the way to the pokey. He could
forget trying to kick out the glass or the metal caging. 

His reflection stared back at him in the rear view mirror: clean-shaven head,
goatee, and sky blue eyes that chilled.

It’s time to get out of Dodge.
Then he did something that nobody would have believed possible of a man with

country muscles. Bringing his knees up to his chest, he planted his boots against the
seat cushion, bent backward, and slid his cuffed hands behind his thighs. He rolled
backward and slipped his legs through his arms until his hands were in his lap. 

“Don’t try this at home, kids,” he said, leaning against the driver side back door.
“This is some real David Copperfield shit.” 

The gap between the front seat caging and the door was just wide enough for him
to wiggle his hands through. The cuffs caught on the leather seat, and there was a
ripping sound as he forced his hands through the gap, tearing the leather. He stretched
his fingers toward the power window controls just inches beyond his reach. A skinny
punk would have been home free by now, but Viper’s forearms couldn’t wedge their way
through the gap between seat and door. 

“Goddamn.” 
Straining, he pushed his shoulder into the seat back. The seat inched forward, and

for a brief moment his fingers touched the cool surface of the side panel. But the
window controls were still a fraction of an inch away. He rested for several seconds, and
when he was ready, he threw his shoulder into the seat back. The seat bucked forward,
and Viper jammed his boots against the backseat. His neck muscles stood out in cords,
his face flushed red, every vein displayed on his body like a relief map of river-laden
terrain. His fingers stretched and stretched, touching the control panel, extending toward
the controls. His right shoulder screamed, and he was sure it was going to pop out of
socket.

His fingertips met the controls, and the back driver side window rolled down with
an electric whine. Warm May air rolled into the car, replacing the air conditioning with
the sweet smells of springtime in Missouri. 

He lay against the seat, his shoulder throbbing. The clock was ticking down until
emergency crews arrived, but he had the odd sensation that he had all the time in the
world. As gulf air blew through the open window, the morning’s timeline replayed in his
head. 

Five hours earlier he was parked outside Davey’s Bar and Grill, a dive off of Route
65 outside of Aldritch. The morning had been a hot one, and while the faded wooden
fronting of the bar reflected as twins on the lenses of his sunglasses, he had watched
Buddy Loman amble his monstrous frame up the steps into the dark void beyond the
bar’s front door. Creedence Clearwater Revival hit Viper’s pickup with a wall of sound,
thumping out “Born on the Bayou.” The door closed, and the music became muted.
John Fogerty seemed to be singing from under a couch. 

Collecting bounties was a tough lot in any economy. But this one, as they say, was
on the house. Loman, who had been on the run for nearly two weeks, had beat the hell
out of his wife in Goodland, Kansas, leaving her in a coma as a parting gift to ten years
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out of his wife in Goodland, Kansas, leaving her in a coma as a parting gift to ten years

of boozing and terror. That had been just a little too close to home for Viper, who still fell
asleep to a fantasy of tossing his own old man through walls for all the times he had
struck Viper’s mother. Dick Sanderson had taken the easy way out, choosing fatal
cirrhosis over the pain that Viper would have laid upon him as an adult. And surely Dick
had seen his son coming for him even at the age of twelve, those cold, blue eyes biding
their time, waiting, planning. 

And now there was Loman, six foot eight inches and 300 pounds of black-bearded
jackass, probably lumbering up to the bar for a beer while his wife was hooked to a life
support machine in Goodland.

“Time has come,” Viper said, stepping onto the sun-beaten blacktop.
Walking out of the Missouri sun into the bleakness of the bar, Viper could only see

the garish lights of the jukebox against the far wall and the bar counter top, which
glowed in the reflected sunlight caught off the mirror behind the bar. The vague
rectangular outline of a pool table near the back of the bar. A vintage cash register
behind the counter which had probably been here when the bad guys rode into town on
horseback.

He couldn’t see Buddy, only the shadowed outlines of five men at the bar, bent
over mugs. Creedence finished, segueing into the eight hi-hat shots that exploded into
AC/DC’s “Back in Black.”

“Can I get you something?” the barkeep asked, watching Viper out of the corners
of his eyes.

Viper prided himself on not being seen until he made a move on someone. But
Buddy Loman had sensed eyes on his back all the way through Oklahoma and Missouri,
and so he noticed that the rusty Chevy pickup in front of the bar was the same one
parked across the street from his motel room last night. Buddy didn’t walk up to the
counter upon entering. Instead he made a sharp turn to the right as soon as he safely
merged with the bar’s gloom, his back pressed up against the wood paneled walls,
waiting to see who was going to walk through that door. 

The behemoth of a man came from behind Viper, fists balled and knuckles white. 
But Viper wasn’t one of the most feared bounty hunters in the central and southern

plains by chance. Behind the muscle and swagger was observation and attention to
detail. Even before his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he perceived that none of the
men at the bar looked close to Buddy’s size. His quarry must have hidden behind him.
Viper was ready when the floorboards creaked.

“Looking for someone, boy?”
Viper spun around as Buddy swung. Viper ducked under the blow, feeling the

breeze of Buddy’s sizable fist whistling over his head. With Buddy exposed, Viper
landed an uppercut to his ribs. The big man stumbled two steps backward, a mix of
shock and anger in his eyes. 

The shock vanishing, Buddy Loman charged Viper like a rampaging bull. “You’re a
dead man.”

Viper sidestepped the attack and landed three blows to Buddy’s back in rapid
succession. Buddy fell into the bar, and the two men who were seated at those stools
dove into the patrons to either side, spilling beer and popcorn. 

“Time has come,” Viper said as Buddy spun to face him.
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“I ain’t going to jail, and you ain’t man enough to bring me in.” Buddy balled his
right fist, pulling his arm back as he prepared to deliver a roundhouse punch that would
knock this bald-headed wise ass into next week. But Viper dodged the blow and
countered with three quick jabs that caught Buddy’s nose flush. The first blow broke the
nose. The next two turned the nose into a red pulp of meat fresh from the grinder. 

“I don’t think you understand, Buddy. I don’t aim to take you to jail. I intend to
whoop your candy ass from one end of this bar to the other and let the cops peel you off
the floor with a spatula.”

A bloody waterfall poured from what was left of Buddy’s nose. When he tried to
curse at Viper, it came out as something like, “Ruck Ooh.” 

Nose or not, Buddy wasn’t about to back down. He lunged at Viper, bellowing like
an injured elephant. Viper lowered his shoulder, and Buddy flipped over the top of him,
crashing back first onto the pool table. The pool stick snapped. Three balls fell off the
table and rolled toward opposite walls as though fleeing.

“You know, Buddy,” Viper said, standing beside the pool table where Buddy was
outstretched. “You really shouldn’t have put your old lady in the hospital.” Buddy’s eyes
rolled in his head, unfocused, as though his head was weighted down by bags of wet
sand.  

“She had it comin’”, Buddy said, spitting out a piece of molar. 
Grabbing a second pool stick, Viper called his shot. “Jackass. Corner pocket.” He

cracked the stick over Buddy’s chest.
Buddy screamed. “You know how it is. Fuckin’ whores. You gotta put ’em in their

place,” Buddy said, wincing.
Viper saw red. The bloodied monster on the pool table became Dick Sanderson,

and it was Viper’s mother laid up in a coma in Goodland. A switch flipped inside Viper’s
head, and Buddy saw the those cold eyes wavering between controlled rage and
madness, as though Viper was a grenade with the pin pulled. That made Buddy very
frightened.

Viper grasped Buddy by the shirt collar, pulling him forward with his left hand while
his right fist rained punches down on Buddy’s face. Buddy’s eyes kept rolling around in
his head. The monster on the pool table lost consciousness, hanging limp like an
oversized stuffed animal.

The bartender’s voice, begging Viper to stop before he killed Buddy, seemed far
away, blending with the rock and roll roaring out from the jukebox. 

Two silhouettes rushed out of the harsh Missouri sunshine into the bar. As Viper
pulled his fist back to deliver another blow to Buddy’s purpled face, he felt his body
cramp. An instant later he had the sensation of someone cracking a two-by-four across
his back, and then he lay twitching on the floor as two cops holding Tasers stood over
him, looking as though they had just bagged a fifty-point buck or reeled in the Loch
Ness Monster.

“What the hell do we have here?” asked a tall, thin cop with reflective sunglasses
that were quite unnecessary inside Davey’s. He carried a look of arrogance, and as he
turned to his wide-eyed partner, a pudgy fellow with a boyish face, he said, “He looks
like one of them ultimate fighter types. 

“Hey, junior. You hearing me down there?”
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Viper’s eyes turned glassy. His whole body trembled. The blurry images of the
cops had doubled. 

The thin cop kicked Viper in the ribs as his partner looked nervously away. “You
chose the wrong town to beat somebody to death in a bar fight. But I gotta say, you got
spunk…well, you had spunk. Wait until the boys down at the station get a load of you.” 

They turned Viper over, cuffed his wrists behind his back, and yanked him to his
feet. Viper couldn’t control his legs yet, and the two cops had to drag him out of the bar,
down the steps, and into the car. A third cop buzzed past to deal with the remains of
Buddy Loman, whose unconscious body hogged the pool table.

“Hell yes, we hooked a big one,” the thin cop said, starting the police car engine.
The vehicle pulled out of the parking lot onto the loose stone road that led back into
town, kicking up rocks that pinged against the underside of the police car like a calypso
drum. Somewhere within that cacophony of noise, Viper had fallen asleep.

Behind the dentist office lawn, a buckled concrete sidewalk ran perpendicular to
the police car, disappearing behind a row of trees fringed with the verdant bloom of late
springtime. Viper grunted.

Crawling through the window with his hands still cuffed proved more difficult than
expected. He managed to slip his right leg through the window, supporting himself with
his hands on the sill. As he dropped down upon his right leg, his left leg, still in the car,
wedged up at a 90-degree angle. His nuts clipped the sill real good, and black spots
clouded his vision. His groin flooding with agony, he fell sideways, and his left leg
slipped through the window.

Free, Viper reassessed his situation. He no longer felt the effects of the Taser, but
two prongs were stuck in his back. He should have run from the scene, but something
told him that, crazy or not, nobody was coming to investigate the crash. 

The underside of the police car was caught on a tree trunk leftover from a recent
cutting. The front wheels were off the ground, spinning uselessly. Viper bent over,
looking through the driver’s window.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
A key chain rested on the passenger seat where the fat cop had sat. Viper tried the

handle and found the door unlocked. Slipping into the front seat, he pressed his foot
down on the brake pedal and shifted the car into park. He snatched the key chain and
sifted through about twenty keys until he found the one to unlock the cuffs. The locking
mechanism sprang open.

“Thanks for doing me a solid, fatty. I owe you one.”
Placing the cuffs on the passenger seat, he started to get out of the car. That’s

when he noticed the same pop country band was still on the radio, changing from one
song to the next, as though an old school disc jockey had headed off to the john and left
the CD to play unattended. He hit the scan button on the radio, hoping to find some
Bible thumping zealot or maybe a death metal station as a parting gift for the kind
officers who had given him a ride into town. But the radio kept catching on stations
transmitting static and cold silence. Knowing he was pushing his luck, Viper slipped out
of the car, took one more look around to see that no one took notice of the accident, and
walked toward a suburban neighborhood, looking as inconspicuous as a muscular bald
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walked toward a suburban neighborhood, looking as inconspicuous as a muscular bald

dude who had just taken a joyride over a tree trunk could.
Walking into the late afternoon sun past ma and pa shops that formed a smallish

town center, Viper noticed another curiosity. All of the shops are empty. Sure, it was
common for small town businesses to close shop at 5 pm on Saturdays. But why did all
of the signs on the doors say OPEN, and why were the lights on? Even if the shops
were closed, there were bound to be a few people on the sidewalks. Another quandary.
The town center was lined with vehicles, yet the streets were deserted. 

To his right was a brick-faced antique shop set upon a perfectly manicured lawn of
deep green. A quaint concrete pathway lined with purple and pink geraniums wound
invitingly to the shop entrance. A white sign hanging over the pathway welcomed visitors
to the Exceptional Finds, the finest antiques in Brodus. Viper had never heard of
Brodus, Missouri, but he felt damn confident that it was a one-antique shop town. Like
the other shops, a YES, WE’RE OPEN sign hung in the front door. The shop appeared
as deserted as the others.

Half a block up the road, overcome by curiosity, he decided to check out Antonio’s
Pizza across the street. He looked both ways before crossing, but there wasn’t so much
as the hum of a distant motor. Birds chittered away in the trees. A black Labrador dog
wandered out from behind the pizza place, tongue lolling. The dog barked once-—a
happy bark which said, Hey, I sure am glad to see you-—and Viper extended an open
hand. The dog padded forward, sniffed Viper’s hand, and wagged his tail. 

“Hey, boy. I’m new in town. Does this place serve authentic Italian pizza, or is
Antonio’s real name Cletis?”

The dog cocked his head, whined, and padded back to where he had come from.
“That bad, eh? I guess I’ll take my chances.”
A red, neon sign in the window proclaimed Antonio’s was open for business. The

outer walls were green and red, and the scent of perfectly browned crust was on the
wind. Mouth watering and stomach growling, Viper entered Antonio’s.

Booths with green seat cushions lined the side walls. Round tables meant for two
were scattered across the floor, though metal chairs were dragged to one table where
four people had squeezed together for a meal. Upon two of the tables were large,
uneaten pizzas. Full glasses of Cokes, beading with condensation that ran in rivulets
across the tables, were set next to the plates. 

“Hey. Anyone here?”
He stood listening to the deafening silence, knowing full well that nobody would

answer. He strode to the metal counter. Behind the counter and to his left was a brick
oven. Enclosed in glass beneath the counter was an assortment of red and green sweet
peppers, long hot peppers, whole tomatoes and onions, homemade vinegars, and oils.
The smells were intoxicating. 

Turning away from the counter, he walked toward a table holding a thick crust
pizza topped with sweet peppers and onions-—his favorite. He touched the crust. Still
warm. He grabbed a slice and devoured it in five famished bites. He ate another slice,
drank half a glass of Coke which was still cold, belched, and apologized to the missing
guests for his bad manners. Then he grabbed a cardboard pizza box from a stack on
the counter, threw the rest of the pizza in the box, and walked out the door.

The black lab was back, eying the pizza box in Viper’s hand and drooling.
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“Sorry, my friend. You aren’t allowed to eat onions.” Viper opened the box and
pulled off two handfuls of crust. “Here you go, pup.” The dog took the crust in his mouth
and ran off.

The sun lowered, and Viper’s shadow elongated as it trailed him. He repeated the
same procedure at three more shops-—-a mobile phone repair shop, a burger joint
redolent of greasy fries, and a gas station mini mart. All were deserted, doors unlocked
so anyone could take anything they wanted. But there’s nobody to take anything, is
there? Inside the mini mart, he ditched the pizza box, went behind the counter and
made himself a 12-inch roast beef sub with all the fixings. He stuffed a dozen health
food bars into his pockets. 

Glancing up at the oval mirror in the corner, behind which was a security camera,
he smiled and raised his middle finger. Half the state was probably looking for him for
escaping from the police car— 

No really, your honor. The officers waited until I was asleep, and then they jumped
out of a moving vehicle and laughed their asses off while I bounced off a tree. Real
funny bunch of officers you have in this here town of Brodus. They sure pulled a fast
one on ole Viper, yessiree.

—so what difference did it make if he was caught on videotape filching a hoagie?
Besides, times were about to get tough, and maybe he needed a little charity. You can’t
eat corn on the cob without teeth, and you can’t make a living as a bounty hunter when
there aren’t any bad guys left to hunt.

Has the entire world vanished, or just Brodus? One thing was for sure: walking
would get old, fast. So when he noticed the empty Highlander sitting beside the pumps
with the keys still in the ignition, he accepted one more gift from Brodus. 

He drove across miles of empty farmland with the bloody sun in his rear view
mirror, past silos that stood like silent giants, weaving around the occasional shell of an
abandoned automobile. Pressed against the road, fields of corn, sorghum, and wheat
flourished without need for farmers and their machines.

Halfway to the Gateway Arch of St. Louis, the sun was a distant memory below the
western horizon. A stranded vehicle rested on the shoulder every few tenths of a mile,
gleaming in the starlight. Now and then he came upon a vehicle in the road, requiring
him to jerk the Highlander’s steering wheel to avoid a collision. A few of the vehicles still
ran, their taillights glowing in the dusk. But nobody sat behind their wheels.

Viper’s mouth went dry. He was alone in the world, and for the first time in his adult
life, he had no goddamn idea what to do.

He did the only thing he could think to do. He kept driving, searching for signs of
life in a dead world.

Ready for a wild ride? DOWNLOAD DARK VANISHINGS NOW  and find out what
happens next.

http://www.amazon.com/Dark-Vanishings-Post-Apocalyptic-Horror-Book-ebook/dp/B00XGIE5O0/
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Keep Reading!

I would love to correspond directly with you. Each month I answer questions about my
stories, give readers the scoop on my latest projects, review great books and movies,
and run giveaways. Please join in on the fun by signing up at
http://www.danpadavona.com/new-release-mailing-list/. You will only be contacted once
or twice a month, and whenever a new book is about to be released. Your address will
never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at any time.

If you liked One Autumn in Kane Grove and The Island, you’ll LOVE my full-length
novel, Storberry. CLICK HERE to start reading Stoberry right now.

Storberry is an old-school thriller that returns the vampire mythos to its horrific roots.
See what others are saying about Storberry:

“A Genuine Gem of the Horror Genre”
“A Classic Horror Novel”

“[Padavona's] descriptions paint vivid portraits in the mind and help with the visual
'Drive-In movie feel'."

"Finally a vampire story where the monsters are actually scary."
"Foreboding and moody. I love it!!!"

"[Padavona's] descriptive imagery is outstanding. I truly 'see' this town and the
characters." 

Ready to be scared? DOWNLOAD STORBERRY NOW and turn the lights to low.

http://www.danpadavona.com/new-release-mailing-list/
http://www.amazon.com/Storberry-Dan-Padavona-ebook/dp/B00N0D2LUG/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1408962018&sr=1-1#
http://www.amazon.com/Storberry-Dan-Padavona-ebook/dp/B00N0D2LUG/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1408962018&sr=1-1#
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Author's Note

Upon completing the first draft of Dark Vanishings Four, I was torn between starting a
new novel and composing a short story. At the same time, I was hard at work, designing
the second edition of The Island. The idea for Treman Mills came to me when thinking
about an old, abandoned warehouse I used to pass on the way to school as a child, and
after much consideration, I realized Treman Mills would be the perfect addition for the
second edition of The Island as well as a strong stand alone short story.

Treman Mills is the darkest story I’ve written to date. I’m an unabashed fan of old
school slasher horror and proto-slashers such as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and
I wanted to write a story which captured that old spirit and recklessness. Once I
envisioned the abandoned building in rundown Treman Mills, the story quickly fell into
place. The gore, while graphic and extreme, was a necessary element to keep the story
as dark as I wanted it to be. 

I hope you enjoyed Treman Mills.
Thanks are once again in order for my wife Terri, and our children, Joe, and Julia. I

also wish to thank the multitude of friends and family who have supported my efforts and
become my first readers. You are my motivation, and I hope you continue to follow along
on this exciting journey.

I wish to thank my editor, Jack Musci, who once again proved invaluable. Thank
you for helping me track down the missing words and gremlins which seem always to
elude the eye of the writer.

Although some of the locations surrounding Treman Mills are actual places,
Treman Mills is wholly of the author's imagination. Any resemblance between the people
in this book and people in the real world is purely coincidental and unintended.
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