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Prologue 
 

 

 

Emmet  Scarbourgh d id  not  bel ieve in  monsters.  

The ent i re  morning Emmet  focused on that  one thought  

as  he c leared rocks and debr is  away f rom the entrance to  

Howl ing Cave.  

When he was a boy,  Emmet  had heard stor ies about  a  

monster  bur ied deep wi th in the caverns of  Howl ing Cave 

over  one hundred and th i r ty years ago. A monster  the 

Chinese bel ieved was a demon that  had escaped f rom the 
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sp i r i t  wor ld .  Whether demon or  monster ,  legend said i t  was 

capable o f  sucking the soul  r ight  out  of  a  man.  

This was the monster  Emmet  t r ied  not  to  bel ieve in  

most  of  a l l ,  yet  th is  was the monster  that  kept  haunt ing 

Emmet 's  mind.  Al though he was not  a churchgoing man, 

Emmet  prayed to God the stor ies were not  t rue.  

Emmet  now stood just  ten feet  f rom the entrance to  

Howl ing Cave,  his  German Shepherd,  Scout ,  at  h is  s ide.  He 

stared at  the b lack  mouth gaping at  h im in  a  s i lent scream. 

Scout  whined sof t ly,  s t i r r ing  Emmet  f rom thoughts of  the 

grotesque, myth ical  c reature.  Emmet  looked down at  h is  

companion. The dog gave h im s ide- long g lances fu l l  o f  

worry and fear.  

" I t ' l l  be okay,  Scout  o ld  boy,"  Emmet  said  sooth ingly.  

Scout  cont inued to whine, as i f  warning h is  master  not  

to  go in to the monster 's  la i r .  

Emmet  ignored the dog.  His  at tent ion dr i f ted to  the 

canteen,  miner 's  helmet ,  and the large mat tock ly ing at  h is  

feet .  He reached into the back pocket  of  h is  overalls ,  pul l ing 

a handkerchief  out  and mopping the sweat  f rom the smooth 

sk in of  h is  bald  head.  

When Emmet f i rs t  s tar ted work ing,  the mountain a i r  

had st i l l  been cool  f rom the n ight before.  He had fe l t  

comfortable  in  h is  f lannel  sh i r t ,  overal ls ,  and heavy work  

boots even in the boxed canyon where a breeze was hard  to 
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come by.  Now the hot  sun b lazed overhead.  The surrounding 

rock  and red d i r t  absorbed the heat ,  g iv ing Emmet the crazy 

urge to s t r ip  to the buf f  and pour  the water  f rom the canteen 

over  h is  head.  

Instead,  he reached down, p icked the canteen up and 

took a long,  hard swal low of  warm water.  

Scout  rubbed h is nose against  Emmet 's  leg,  a l l  the 

whi le cont inuing h is  caut ionary whine.  

Emmet  stuf fed the handkerchief  back in to h is  pocket 

and threw the canteen onto the ground.  " I t ' l l  be okay,  

Scout ,"  he said again .  As he reached down and scratched the 

dog behind the ear,  Emmet  gazed toward the p ine t rees 

l in ing the top of  the canyon wal ls .  Thei r  branches f lu t tered 

in  a cool  mountain breeze.  Emmet  wished he were up there,  

the subt le scent  of  p ine in  h is  nostr i ls ,  rather  than down in  a  

hel l  ho le of  a  canyon,  covered wi th red d i r t  and sweat .  

Think of  the gold. He to ld h imsel f .  

BUT WHAT ABOUT THE MONSTER? 

" I t ' l l  be okay,"  he repeated more to  h imsel f  than to 

Scout .  Even as those words le f t  h is  l ips,  Emmet  wasn' t  sure 

he bel ieved them. 

SUCK THE SOUL RIGHT OUT OF A MAN. 

Think of  the gold.  

Emmet  bent  over,  p ick ing the helmet  up in  one hand 

and the wooden handle of  the mat tock in  the other.  
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St ra ightening back up,  Emmet  p laced the helmet  on his  head 

and hef ted the heavy mat tock  onto h is  shoulder.  The weight  

of  the i ron head threw Emmet  of f  balance.  He shuf f led 

backwards in  the red d i r t  before tak ing two hesi tant  s teps 

toward the cave. 

SUCK THE SOUL RIGHT OUT OF A MAN. 

Emmet  stopped.  Even though he was ashamed of  h is  

ch i ld ish thoughts of  monsters  and demons, he was not  able 

to s top those words f rom reverberat ing through h is mind.  

Emmet  drew in a large breath of  the hot ,  s t i f l ing ai r .  

He moved s lowly toward the cave, thoughts of  the monster  

in fest ing h is  mind. He was unaware o f  Scout  a longside h im,  

keeping a steady pace,  determined to fo l low h im into the 

impending danger .  

SUCK THE SOUL RIGHT OUT OF A MAN. Emmet 's  

mind kept  screaming at  h im.  

Gold. Emmet  t r ied  to push al l  o ther thoughts out  of  h is  

mind. Think of  gold. 

SUCK THE SOUL.. . .  

There are no monsters.  There 's  only  gold.  

. . .RIGHT OUT OF A MAN. 

Gold.  Bur ied s ince 1857.  

ALONG WITH THE MONSTER. 

Emmet  stopped just  outs ide the mouth of  Howl ing 

Cave,  thoughts of  gold and monsters s t i l l  bat t l ing for  
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contro l  o f  h is  mind.  The hot  sun on h is  back no longer  

caused h im discomfort  but ,  instead, inv i ted h im to turn and 

run f rom the b lackness facing h im.  

Greed,  however ,  would not  let  Emmet  ret reat .  He 

wanted the gold.  No,  more than that ,  he needed the gold.  

Emmet  hated to work,  had always hated to work.  Al l  o f  h is  

l i fe ,  a lmost  f i f ty years now,  he 'd been looking for the gold 

at  the end of  the ra inbow. Howl ing Cave was h is  chance to  

f ind  that  ra inbow. The gold in  Howl ing Cave had to  be 

p lent i fu l ,  just  wai t ing to  be taken f rom i ts  l imestone wal ls .  

For so  many years  no one had dared enter  the cave.  I t  

wouldn ' t  be p layed out  l ike a l l  the other  caves,  mines, and 

r ivers in  the Mother  Lode.  

Scout  whined,  the dog's  wet  nose touching Emmet 's  

hand.  

Emmet  looked down at  the German Shepherd and was 

suddenly aware of  how real ly scared the dog was.  Scout 's  

ta i l  was down between h is  legs,  and h is  fearfu l  eyes g lanced 

back and for th  between the mouth  of  the cave and Emmet 's  

own scared face. 

"Stay here,  boy,"  Emmet  said,  " I  won' t  be long."  He 

prayed to  God those words would prove to be t rue.  "I  won' t  

be long,"  he said again ,  pat t ing Scout  on the head. 

Gold.  Think of  the gold.  

Emmet  swi tched on the l ight  of  h is  helmet .  He took one 
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last  deep breath  of  s t i f l ing ai r  before enter ing the mouth of  

Howl ing Cave.  

Once ins ide,  the beam of  h is  l ight s tabbed at  the 

surrounding darkness, reveal ing ominous- looking crystal l ine 

format ions.  Mineral  bear ing water had formed columns that  

looked l ike rows of  g iant  teeth,  some broken into sta lact i tes 

and sta lagmites ,  ready to  chew and devour h im i f  he dared to  

enter  fur ther .  

Gold.  Think of  the gold.  

A b last  of  cool  a i r  h i t  Emmet in  the face.  

THE CAVE'S ALIVE. ALIVE AND BREATHING. 

I t  can ' t  be a l ive.  Think of  the gold.  The cave is  not  

a l ive.  

BUT THE MONSTER IS.  

No monsters.  Only  gold.  So much gold.  

Emmet  walked caut iously through the rows of  teeth.  

The ground underneath h is  feet  became spongy,  l ike walk ing 

on a g iant  tongue.  

Think of  the gold.  

Emmet  stopped at  the top of  a s teep incl ine.  Looking 

down,  he d i rected the beam of  h is  l ight  onto the surrounding 

rock  wal ls  but  found no ev idence of  gold.  As he star ted 

down the incl ine,  t ry ing to keep both h is  balance and h is  

hold on the heavy mat tock  at  the same t ime,  Emmet  had the 

s ickening feel ing of  being swal lowed whole.  Wi th ten yards 
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to  go,  he s l id  down the remain ing throat  in to  a  large 

chamber  deep with in the stomach of  the cave.  Pink rock  

format ions l ined the wal ls  of  the chamber .  Parts  of human 

skeletons lay scat tered around Emmet 's  feet .  

Emmet  couldn ' t  move,  the s ight  of  the bones f reezing 

h im wi th  fear .  

Gold. Emmet  to ld  h imsel f .  Think of  gold . 

BUT WHAT KILLED THESE PEOPLE? HOW LONG 

HAVE THEY BEEN HERE? 

Emmet  would not  look down at  the bones.  

THE MONSTER KILLED THEM. 

Instead,  he concentrated on looking for  the gold .  The 

beam of  l ight  f rom h is  helmet  scanned the surrounding 

wal ls .  The p ink rock  format ions were beaut i fu l ,  but there 

was no s ign of  gold anywhere.  

"Damn,"  the sound o f  h is  own voice made Emmet  jump. 

"There has to be gold,"  he whispered.  

Emmet  avoided the scat tered remains,  carefu l ly 

walk ing to the wal l  nearest  h im.  He s l ipped the mattock  

f rom his  shoulder ,  s lowly ra ised i t  over  h is  head,  and sent  

the p ick end crashing in to the wal l .  The sound of  metal  on 

rock  echoed al l  around h im.  Emmet  imagined the cave 

screaming in agoniz ing pain .  The p ink rock format ion broke 

away easi ly,  but  there was no gold  underneath .  

"There has to be gold,"  Emmet  whispered,  " there has to 
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be."  

He scanned the room, seeing an opening on the far  side 

of  the chamber.  I t  looked l ike a tunnel  leading to  another  

chamber .  

LEADING TO THE MONSTER. 

Emmet  would have to venture deeper  in to the body of 

the cave to  f ind h is  gold.  

Emmet  hesi tated. He d id  not  want  to  explore the next  

chamber .  

The gold is  in  there.  Isn ' t  i t?  

Emmet  heard a st range whir r ing sound and fe l t  

something brush against  h is  le f t  ear.  He dropped the mat tock  

and ducked away,  but  the sound seemed to c i rc le  h is head.  

He swat ted wi ld ly a t  the ai r  around both ears,  s tumbl ing 

backwards and los ing the miner 's  helmet  as  he crashed to the 

chamber  f loor .  

Emmet  lay in  the darkness, breath ing hard,  skeleta l 

remains al l  around h im,  feel ing panicky and fool ish.  

Something landed on Emmet 's  face.  He fe l t  i t  qu ick ly 

move f rom his  cheek to  h is  nose,  forc ing i ts  way into h is  

le f t  nostr i l .  As  i t  moved upward a horr ib le  pressure began to 

bui ld  in  Emmet 's  nose and behind h is  le f t  eye.  A pressure so 

in tense Emmet  thought  h is  face was going to burst  in to a  

thousand t iny p ieces of  t issue and bone.  Emmet  had to get  i t  

out .  Whatever  i t  was he had to get  i t  out .  
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SUCK.. . .  

Emmet  tore at  h is  own face. His f ingers  dug into h is  

eyes and nose.  

. . .THE SOUL.. . .  

Blood st reamed down his  face,  but  Emmet  d id not  s top 

d igging.  

. . .RIGHT OUT OF A MAN. 

The pressure was maddening.  

Emmet 's  f ingers  r ipped at  h is  face.  

SUCK THE SOUL RIGHT OUT OF A MAN. 

Emmet  screamed. 

*  *  *  

Emmet  staggered f rom the mouth of  the cave,  spat  out  

l ike  a  p iece of  bad meat .  His  torn and b loodied head jerked 

wi th a  maddening t ic  as he s lowly s tumbled toward his  dog.  

"Scout ,"  Emmet 's  vo ice barely escaped h is  l ips ,  "come 

here,  boy."  

Emmet  fe l l  to  the ground.  He ro l led  onto h is  back,  

gasping for  a i r .  As he lay in  the red d i r t ,  Emmet  fe l t  Scout 's  

hot  breath against  h is  cheek.  

"Scout ,"  he whispered.  

Scout  answered wi th a  deep,  menacing growl .  I t  was 

the last  th ing Emmet  heard before he d ied.  
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Chapter 1 
 

 

 

 

 

"Bi l l ! "  

Maggie screamed her  husband's name.  She moved as 

quick ly as  she could down the darkened hal lway,  s t ruggl ing 

to s tay on her  feet .  The f loor  rocked underneath  her l ike the 

fun house at  an amusement park.  She lost  her  foot ing,  

crashing in to the wal l  on  her  r ight .  She t r ied to  regain  her  

balance,  but  the f loor  rocked to  the lef t ,  throwing her  in to 

the opposi te wal l .  

"Bi l l ! "  

Maggie fe l l  to  her  knees.  

Bi l l  s tood at  the end of  the hal lway,  a  sof t ,  warm l ight  

g lowing al l  around h im.  He seemed unaware of  the growing 

danger ,  but  somehow Maggie knew i f  she d idn ' t  get  to  h im 

quick ly,  he would  d ie.  

"Bi l l ! "  Maggie screamed again.  

Bi l l  d idn ' t  respond.  For some reason,  he d idn ' t  hear 

her .  
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Maggie t r ied to push up onto her  feet ,  but  the rocking 

f loor  threw her  across the hal lway.  Her back and head h i t  

the wal l  wi th a t remendous thud.  As the f loor  rocked again ,  

Maggie fe l l  forward.  She screamed her  husband's name as 

her  face smashed against  the rocking f loor.  

Maggie lay on her  s tomach,  r id ing the f loor as i f  it  

were a sur f  board wi th  a  g iant  wave underneath  her . Looking 

up,  she saw the s i lhouet te o f  a man behind Bi l l .  He had been 

h id ing in  the shadows,  wai t ing,  p lot t ing to k i l l  her  husband.  

Somehow she had known he was there al l  a long. Somehow 

she could feel  h is  wicked intent .  

"Bi l l ! "  

The man crept  s i lent ly up behind Bi l l ;  h is  face st il l  

vei led  in  shadows.  

"Bi l l ! "  

Bi l l  looked up,  suddenly aware that  Maggie was cal ling 

h is  name.  

"Maggie. . . . "  

A wire around Bi l l 's  throat  squelched h is  last  words.  

Maggie t r ied to push hersel f  up onto her  feet ,  but  the 

f loor  threw her  against  the wal l .  

The man pul led the wire  t ighter .  

Bi l l  fe l l  to  h is  knees.  

Being thrown f rom wal l  to  wal l ,  Maggie could do 

noth ing but  watch as Bi l l  t r ied to  pry h is  f ingers between 
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the wi re  and h is  throat .  When the l i fe  f inal ly drained f rom 

Bi l l 's  face,  the l ight  around h im went  out .  

The f loor  was st i l l .  

Maggie pul led hersel f  up in to a  s i t t ing posi t ion.  She 

leaned against  one wal l ,  sobbing in to her hands. In the dark,  

Maggie whispered her  husband's name over and over in  the 

hope o f  br inging h im back to l i fe.  

"Mom!"  

The sound of  Bi l l y 's  vo ice shook Maggie f rom her  

gr ie f .  

"Mom! Mom!"  

"Bi l l y?"  Maggie mumbled.  

Maggie took her hands away f rom her  face, squint ing 

f rom the br ight  l ights that  now surrounded her .  

"Mom!"  

St i l l  squint ing,  eyes beginning to ad just ,  Maggie could 

see her l i t t le  boy running down the hal lway towards her .  

"Mom!"  

The man was dead on Bi l l y 's  heels .  His  hand reached 

out  for  Bi l l y 's  hai r ,  inches away f rom grabbing the boy.  

"Bi l l y! "  

As Maggie pushed up onto her  feet ,  the f loor  began to 

rock .  

"Bi l l y! "  

Maggie crashed into the wal l .  
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The man grabbed Bi l l y 's  hai r .  

"Mom. Mom."  

Maggie sat  up in  bed. Her breath  rushed f rom her  

lungs.  Her  heart  pounded wi th in her chest .  Beads of 

perspi rat ion p lastered the bangs of  Maggie 's  short -cropped 

hai r  to  her  forehead.  The n ightgown she was wear ing stuck  

to her  body.  

"Mom."  

Maggie was hot  but  sh ivered as  she pushed back the 

heavy comforter .  She c l imbed out of  bed.  The ai r  fel t  co ld 

against  her  damp sk in,  but  i t  was real ly the n ightmare that  

sent  sh ivers racing up and down her  spine. The same damn 

nightmare that  had p lagued her dreams s ince Bi l l 's  murder.  

Af ter  more than two years ,  she had come to expect  it  to  

haunt  her  s leep.  When she had f inal ly learned to  brace 

hersel f  for  i t  each n ight ,  the horr ib le  n ightmare almost  

seemed bearable.  

But  now i t  was d i f ferent .  Af ter  moving back to 

Starkv i l le ,  Bi l l y suddenly became a part  of  the n ightmare. I t  

was Bi l l y 's  ro le  that  put  new fear in to Maggie;  fear that  

gr ipped her  heart  and squeezed wi th ice-cold f ingers .  

"Mom. Mom."  

Bi l l y 's  vo ice sounded groggy through the portable  

in tercom. Maggie s ighed wi th re l ie f ,  sure that  he was not  

real ly awake,  at  least  not  a l l  the way.  She p lucked her  robe 
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f rom the chai r  by the doorway,  wrapping i t  around her  damp 

body as  she crept down the hal lway and entered Bi l ly 's  

room. 

The f i rs t  year  a f ter  h is  father 's  death ,  Bi l l y usual ly 

woke at  least  once dur ing the n ight :  screaming.  By the 

second year  the screaming had gradual ly s topped.  Now most  

n ights he s lept  s t ra ight  through.  St i l l ,  every th i rd  or  fourth  

n ight  he would wake up,  breath ing hard ,  gasping for a i r ,  

cal l ing for  Maggie to come and l ie  down beside h im. 

"Mom. Mom."  

" I 'm here,  baby.  Mom's here."  Maggie sat  beside h im 

on the bed.  

Bi l l y had wrapped h imsel f  in  h is  b lankets  l ike a  

caterp i l lar  in  a g iant  safety cocoon. His eyes f lu ttered,  

t ry ing to  open.  

" I t 's  okay,  baby,"  Maggie repeated, " I 'm here."  

" I 'm not  a  baby anymore,"  Bi l l y whispered through a 

s leepy smi le .  His eyes were never able  to open al l  the way.  

Soon he was breath ing evenly:  l ips  s l ight ly parted, deep in a  

peacefu l  s leep.  

Maggie sat  on the edge of  the bed,  looking in to Bi ll y 's  

angel ic  face.  As she thought  about  what  Bi l l y had said ,  she 

real ized he was r ight .  Bi l l y was not  a baby anymore,  and he 

to ld her so  whenever she cal led h im that ,  which was of ten.  

He was an eight-year-o ld boy,  growing fast ,  in te l l igent  and 
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sensi t ive beyond those eight  years.  "You' l l  a lways be my 

l i t t le  baby though,"  Maggie whispered,  pushing back h is  

b londe hai r  and k iss ing h im on the forehead.  

Looking at  her  son always reminded Maggie of  Bi l l .  

Bi l l y  had inher i ted h is  father 's  b londe hai r  rather than 

Maggie 's  dark  brown hai r .  

" I  miss  you,  Bi l l , "  Maggie whispered,  seeing her  dead 

husband's face in  Bi l l y 's .  " I  miss you so much."  

Bi l l  was a very specia l  man.  She loved h im f rom the 

f i rs t  t ime they met ,  and she knew he loved her too. When 

she looked in Bi l l 's  eyes she saw love and exci tement .  She 

knew Bi l l  thought  she was beaut i fu l .  No one had ever  looked 

at  her  in  qui te  that  way before.  No one had ever made her 

feel  beaut i fu l  before.  She wasn' t  ugly or  even p la in,  she 

knew that ,  but  her  whole l i fe f r iends and fami ly had always 

to ld her how cute she was.  Maggie hated looking cute.  Cute 

was for  puppy dogs.  Cute was for  babies .  Cute was not  for  a  

grown woman.  But ,  even though she was o f  average height  

and had a bet ter  than average f igure,  Maggie was cursed 

wi th a  round,  baby- l ike face and b ig,  b lue eyes.  At for ty 

years o ld ,  wi th her hai r  cut  short ,  Maggie not  only looked 

younger  than her age but  s t i l l  looked l ike her baby p ictures .  

Her  body had grown up, became a woman, but  her  face had 

remained the same as when she was a toddler .  She sti l l  

looked cute.  Bi l l ,  however,  thought  she was beaut i fu l .  Bi l l  
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thought  she was sexy.  She loved h im for  that .  

" I  do  miss you,  Bi l l . "  Maggie stood up. "But  I  have you 

in my son."  She touched Bi l l y on the cheek.  " I  love you,  

baby,"  she whispered,  looking down at  Bi l l y 's  s leeping face 

one last  t ime before turn ing away.  She quiet ly t ip toed back 

to her  room. 

Not  able to  s leep,  Maggie stood at  her  second-story 

bedroom window. She stared out  at  the Stark Ranch, f i f ty 

acres  of  her  great-grandfather 's  or ig inal  two hundred acre 

property.  The rest  had been sold of f  over the years in  b i ts  

and p ieces.  

Al though dwindled down to just  those f i f ty acres,  the 

val ley making up Stark Ranch was st i l l  good land.  The Stark 

Creek s l iced through the property,  separat ing a lush pasture 

and smal l  apple orchard f rom the main  house,  ch icken coop,  

barn ,  two smal ler  cabins,  and (because the cabins did not  

have indoor p lumbing) an outhouse.  

On one s ide of  the house,  a  magni f icent  wal l  o f  

mountain shot  up in to the sky.  On the other s ide,  the val ley 

spread i tsel f  out  away f rom the house. The chicken coop and 

barn  were a short  walk up a h i l l  covered wi th the pr ick ly 

heads of  wi ld  th is t le .  Wi th s tems almost  four  feet  ta l l ,  the 

th is t le grew rampant ly down the val ley on that  s ide of  the 

creek. I t  sur rounded the two d i lapidated cabins  and 

outhouse,  at tack ing the ent i re country s ide before f inal ly 
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d isappear ing in to a  dense forest  of  p ine t rees.  

Past  the back of  the house,  the creek ran wi th the 

exuberance of  a  smal l  ch i ld ,  separat ing the house from the 

pasture on the other  s ide.  The f ront  o f  the house looked out  

on to  what  was once a garden,  a  smal l  patch of  green lawn,  

and a walkway separat ing the two.  

When Maggie 's  mother  was al ive the garden had been 

al ive as  wel l ,  a  ra inbow of  f lowers  greet ing v is i tors  and 

saying good-bye as  they lef t .  Since her  death i t ,  too ,  had 

d ied.  Now i t  was noth ing more than a graveyard of  weeds 

and d i r t .  The p icket  fence surrounding the garden and lawn 

(once new and f reshly painted) was noth ing but  bare wood,  

fa l l ing over ,  no longer  protect ing the land ins ide i ts  feeble 

gate.  Beyond the fence,  a  gravel  road lazi ly wound i ts  way 

down f rom the main  road above the ranch.  In  f ront  of  the 

gate,  the gravel  road c i rc led a large walnut  t ree where 

Maggie parked her p ickup t ruck.  

The house i tsel f  was over  a  hundred years o ld.  Unl ike 

the two smal ler  cabins rot t ing away wi th  age and neglect ,  

the house was st i l l  s turdy and l ivable .  Al though two stor ies,  

i t  was not  at  a l l  la rge.  

A tan,  pebbly asphal t  s id ing covered the outs ide wal ls .  

The roof  was noth ing more than t in ,  rusted f rom years of  

pounding ra in  and snow. A narrow,  wooden porch l ined the 

ent i re f ront  of  the house.  A large screened- in  porch, ra ised 
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above the ground s lant ing away underneath i t ,  l ined the back 

of  the house.  

Ins ide the house, Maggie 's  great-grandfather  had used 

l ino leum t i les on the f loor o f  each room. He had painted the 

wal ls  to  match whatever color  the t i les happened to be.  Most  

of  the furn i ture,  e i ther handmade or  purchased over the 

years through the Sears ,  Roebuck & Company catalogue,  was 

almost  as  o ld as  the house,  worn wi th age and use. 

The l iv ing room was long and narrow, wi th two French 

doors.  A large p icture window looked out  onto the porch and 

what  was once the garden.  A pump organ,  or ig inal ly owned 

by Maggie 's  great-grandmother ,  Susan Stark ,  s tood against  

the back wal l ,  forgot ten,  s i lent  for  years.  Against the ins ide 

wal l  s tood two handmade bookcases,  i ts  shelves stuffed wi th 

o ld books.  On top of  the bookcases,  amid stacks of  tat tered 

magazines, set  a  hurr icane lamp and a heavy- looking,  b lack  

rotary phone. A Sears  Si lver tone radio,  i ts  cabinet scratched 

and marred, s tood next  to  the bookcases.  The Si lvertone,  

bought  dur ing World  War I I ,  was no longer  in  work ing 

condi t ion.  A round oak table  stood in the middle of the 

room, f lanked by a handmade rocking chai r  (painted green 

by Maggie 's  grandfather)  and a Morr is  chai r .  Made of  oak,  

the Morr is  chai r  had an adjustable recl in ing back.  Years of  

sunl ight  had faded i ts  th ick,  f lower-pat terned cushions.  

Separat ing the l iv ing room f rom the k i tchen was the 
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d in ing room, furn ished wi th noth ing more than a long oak 

table ,  s ix  matching chai rs ,  and a wood burning stove. Next  

to  the doorway hung an 1879 wal l  te lephone—a mahogany 

box wi th bel ls  on top,  a  hand-crank, and separate receiver  

and t ransmit ter .  

The k i tchen was as  long and even more narrow than the 

l iv ing room. I ts  windows looked out  onto the green patch o f  

lawn,  the r is ing h i l l  o f  th is t le,  and the chicken coop.  A 

k i tchen counter ,  wi th bui l t - in  s ink  and cabinets,  lined the 

wal l  under the windows. An elect r ic  s tove and ref r igerator  

s tood against  the wal l  opposi te i t .  A square,  handmade table  

wi th matching chai rs  s tood at  the f ront  of  the k i tchen.  

Off  the k i tchen was a bathroom as smal l  as a c loset,  

wi th noth ing more than a s ink ,  to i let ,  and stand-up shower.  

The master bedroom in the back of  the house was empty 

and unused.  A door  in  the bedroom opened up onto  the 

screened- in  porch. The o ld cot  (where Maggie 's  grandmother  

had always s lept ,  c la iming i t  was too hot  ins ide the house 

even in the dead of  winter)  s t i l l  s tood in  the corner.  

Upstai rs  there was a larger  bathroom. Maggie was 

gratefu l  th is  one had a tub so she could cont inue the habi t  o f  

tak ing late n ight  baths wi th  a  stack  of  her  favor i te  

magazines. There were also  two smal l  bedrooms.  

Bi l l y 's  bedroom was at  the f ront  of  the house,  c losest  

to  the sta i rs .  The room was once Maggie 's  and st i l l furn ished 
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wi th the bed and two n ightstands she had as a l i t t le  g i r l .  

Bi l l y  had made the room his own by scat ter ing toys  on the 

f loor .  He also hung posters  of  Bart  Simpson and the Mighty 

Morphin  Power  Rangers  on the wal l .  His  specia l  n ight  l ight  

looked l ike a  space shut t le  g lowing next  to  h is  bed.  

Maggie 's  bedroom was at  the back of  the house.  As a 

l i t t le  g i r l ,  Maggie had been af ra id of  being alone upstai rs ,  

especia l ly at  n ight .  So her  parents  had moved thei r 

fu rn i ture,  a  complete bedroom sui te  made of  oak—bed, 

dresser ,  and washstand,  up f rom the master bedroom. Now, 

a f ter  a l l  those years,  the furn i ture was st i l l  there.  To Maggie 

i t  seemed natural  for  her  to s tay in  her  Mom and Dad 's o ld 

room. 

From her  window Maggie could look out  on the creek 

and pasture where ten head of  beef  cat t le grazed on the ta l l  

grass and munched on fa l len apples .  Tonight  the fu ll  moon 

hung low in  the sky.  I ts  ref lect ion,  g l is tening in  the creek, 

looked l ike gold peer ing up through the water.  As Maggie 

l is tened to the steady c lang of  cow bel ls ,  she wondered i f  

that  was how the creek looked in the gold rush days.  

According to legend, many a miner made thei r  for tune in  

just  one day o f  panning in  the South Fork o f  the Mokelumne 

River.  Since Stark  Creek f lowed into the Mokelumne, gold  

was also p lent i fu l  where John Stark  had made h is  home over  

a  hundred and for ty years ago. According to the same 
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legend, miners  p lucked gold nuggets  f rom Stark  Creek the 

s ize of  a  man 's f is t .  

Something moved along the creek bank,  s tar t l ing 

Maggie f rom of  her  thoughts.  Something, just  a shadow, 

darted through the th is t le,  in to the cover  of  the pine t rees.  

Maggie stared in to the dense b lackness o f  the t rees,  wai t ing 

for  another g l impse of  whatever  was out  there.  

Whi le she wai ted,  Maggie 's  mind dr i f ted to  other  

s tor ies  of  the Mother  Lode Country.  Stor ies f i l led wi th 

gruesome images of  hardship and v io lence.  The gold rush 

days were rough t imes.  Not  a l l  s tor ies of  that  per iod had 

gold nuggets or  r iches beyond wi ldest  dreams in  them. 

Goosef lesh formed on Maggie 's  scalp,  feel ing l ike 

thousands of  t iny spiders running rampant  th rough her  hai r .  

Something moved again.  

Maggie jumped f rom her thoughts.  

The shadow moved wi th in a  f r inge of  b lackness 

between the t rees and the moonl i t  c reek.  I t  charged into the 

l ight  of  the moon,  crossed the creek, and ran on all  fours  

in to the pasture.  

"Just  a dog,"  Maggie whispered.  

The spiders scurr ied to the base of  Maggie 's  skul l . 

They began creeping down her neck.  

Twist ing  and turn ing,  the dog ran back across the 

pasture in  a wi ld  f renzy.  At  the top of  the creek bank i t  
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s topped.  I t  swung i ts  head back and for th before scrambl ing 

down into the water,  sp lashing and running unt i l  the 

b lackness of  n ight  swal lowed i t  f rom s ight .  

The spiders were on Maggie 's  shoulders  now,  beginning 

to crawl  down her  back.  

Maggie real ized she had been hold ing her breath.  When 

she re leased i t  f rom the pr ison of  her  lungs,  the words she 

whispered escaped wi th  that  long held  breath .  "Just a  dog."  

SOMETHING ABOUT THE DOG WAS NOT RIGHT!  

Her  mind screamed back at  her .  

Maggie ignored her  own inst incts as  she turned away 

f rom the window. She crossed the room and c l imbed back 

in to bed. "Just  a  dog,"  she to ld hersel f  again,  pull ing the 

comforter  up to her  chin .  

SOMETHING ABOUT THE DOG WAS NOT RIGHT!  

Maggie c losed her  eyes.  

The face o f  a snar l ing  dog invaded her  mind.  Si t t ing 

up,  Maggie stared toward the window. She hal f  expected to  

see the dog's  wi ld  eyes peer ing in at  her .  

"Just  a dog."  Her own words fe l l  f la t ,  her  mind 

unconvinced.  

The spiders spread out  across her ent i re  body.  

Maggie huddled down beneath  the comforter ,  s tar ing at  

the window. 

*  *  *  
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A h igh,  penet rat ing shr i l l  echoed through the n ight,  

ja rr ing Joe and Els ie  f rom a peacefu l  s leep. They both 

dressed quick ly.  Joe pul led overal ls  haphazardly up over h is  

f lannel  n ightshi r t .  Els ie  shoved her n ightgown down into a 

pai r  of  s lacks and covered hersel f  wi th  an o ld cardigan 

sweater.  Af ter  Joe grabbed a f lashl ight  f rom his  top dresser  

drawer ,  they moved as quick ly as  a man of  s ix ty- two and a 

woman of  f i f ty-n ine could:  down the sta i rs ,  across the l iv ing 

room, and through the k i tchen. Joe and Els ie  were st i l l  in  

bare feet  as  they rushed out  onto the wooden deck that  had 

been bui l t  d i rect ly o f f  thei r  backdoor  and extended out  on 

top of  a  rock wal l .  Joe and Els ie  s topped at  the rai l ing.  From 

there,  they looked d i rect ly down on to  a  long and narrow 

di r t  ter race almost  s ix  feet  below. Joe swept  the beam of  h is  

f lashl ight  across the ter race.  

Noth ing.  

"What  do you th ink i t  is ,  Joe?" Els ie  whispered as she 

leaned over  the ra i l ing,  t ry ing to  see.  

 Joe turned away wi thout  answer ing.  

"Joe?" Els ie  said as  the beam of  l ight  d isappeared, 

making i t  impossib le  for  her  to see the ter race below.  "Joe?" 

She looked up to f ind Joe had gone.  He was al ready o f f  the 

deck,  moving down the long hedge separat ing the backyard 

f rom the top o f  the rock  wal l .  

The hedge was less than three feet  h igh.  Behind the 
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hedge, between i t  and the wal l ,  Els ie  had p lanted five t ree 

roses.  Joe stopped hal fway down the hedge, sh in ing the l ight  

between the rose t rees.  

Els ie quick ly moved to Joe 's  s ide again ,  t ry ing to 

fo l low the beam of  h is  l ight  wi th her  own eyes,  t rying to  

catch a g l impse of  anyth ing that  might  be moving below.  

St i l l  noth ing.  

The terr ib le  cr ies cont inued.  

"Joe?" Els ie  whispered,  tugging on h is  f lannel  

n ightshi r t .  

"Shhh. Come on,"  Joe said.  He turned away again .  

Els ie was r ight  behind h im,  fo l lowing the sound of  the 

painfu l  cr ies past  the b i rd  bath  where the hedge abrupt ly 

ended, th rough the gate between the hedge and the tool  shed, 

and down the stone steps.  

Joe and Els ie  s tepped up onto a reta in ing wal l ,  the 

safety of  thei r  house s ix  feet  above them and at  least  an 

eight  yard run f rom the gate to  the backdoor .  Joe had bui l t  

the reta in ing wal l  a long the creek bank four years  ear l ier  to  

keep h is  property f rom s l id ing and eroding away due to the 

heavy ra ins .  Standing on top of  the wal l ,  Joe and Els ie  were 

only one foot  above the terraced ground but  four  feet  above 

the s loping creek bank.  Below, Stark Creek f lowed through a 

th ick forest  of  oak,  dogwood, and p ine t rees.  Al l  along the 

creek bank,  br i t t le  fern,  wi ld  roses, deerweed,  poison oak,  
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and th ickets of  b lackberry v ines grew at  the base of  the 

t rees.  

Joe moved the beam of  h is  f lashl ight  a l l  around the 

t rees and dense fo l iage but  s t i l l  could not  see what  was 

making the God-awful  noise.  

Scared,  Els ie moved as c lose to  her husband as she 

could wi thout  knocking h im of f  the wal l  and down into the 

th ickets  below.  So Joe wouldn ' t  not ice,  she looked at  h is  

face out  of  the corner o f  her eye. In  the dark,  wi th  just  the 

g low f rom his  f lashl ight ,  Joe looked much o lder  than h is  

s ix ty- two years.  The backlash f rom the l ight  accentuated the 

l ines in  h is  face, making them look l ike deep crev ices.  He 

was badly in  need of  a shave.  His gray hai r  was wi ld ,  f l y ing 

out  in  a l l  d i rect ions.  His eyes,  though,  are what  real ly 

caught  Els ie 's  at tent ion:  They were as  round as s i lver  

dol lars .  

He looked scared.  

L iv ing where they d id  ( three mi les  outs ide Starkv i lle ,  

wi th the creek running through the bot tom of  thei r  property)  

Joe and Els ie  of ten had to  deal  wi th wi ld  animals .  Raccoons,  

possums and such roamed the creek bank and surrounding 

woods al l  the t ime.  Occasional ly they saw a deer  or two 

dr ink ing f rom the creek. Even rarer ,  but  not  unheard of ,  a 

gray fox  or  val ley coyote would come down f rom the h igher  

e levat ions looking for  prey.  However ,  in  th i r ty- f ive years,  
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they had never heard anyth ing make a sound as terr ifying as  

the one that  now pierced through the n ight  a i r .  

"What  do you th ink i t  is ,  Joe?" Els ie  t r ied  to h ide her  

fear  but  her vo ice quivered, g iv ing her  away.  When Joe 

g lanced at  her ,  Els ie  had to  wonder what  he saw.  Did she 

look o ld and haggard? Was her  gray hai r  f l y ing out  of  

contro l ,  creat ing the i l lus ion of  an o ld wi tch,  windblown 

af ter  a  too speedy f l ight  on her broomst ick? Were her  eyes 

bugging out  of  thei r  sockets  just  l ike  Joe's? 

"Don' t  know,"  Joe answered th is  t ime,  h is  own voice 

quiver ing s l ight ly.  He scratched at  the stubble on h is  chin as  

i f  t ry ing to  look calm.  "Smal l  animal ,  probably a possum, 

squi rre l ,  or  maybe a b i rd ."  

They cont inued to  scan the creek bank,  but  the beam of  

the f lashl ight  was unable to  penetrate  through the th ick 

brush more than a few feet .  

"Whatever i t  is  though,"  Joe cont inued,  " i t 's  hurt  bad 

and more than just  a l i t t le  scared."  

The shr i l l  grew louder ,  more f rant ic .  

Shiver ing,  Els ie  hugged hersel f .  She to ld hersel f  that  i t  

was her  bare feet  and the cold  mountain a i r  that  caused the 

chi l l  to  run the length o f  her sp inal  cord  and explode onto 

her  scalp.  Af ter  a l l ,  even though the days were sunny,  there 

was a h int  of  fa l l  in  the ai r ,  and the September  n ights 

usual ly d ipped wel l  in to the for t ies .  Deep down,  though,  
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E ls ie knew i t  was not  her  bare feet  or  the cold n ight  a i r .  I t  

was the cold hand of  fear that  shook her body;  fear of  

whatever e lse was out  there.  

"Scared of  what?"  Els ie asked.  

Joe shook h is  head. "Should 've brought  the 

Winchester ,"  was how he answered Els ie 's  quest ion.  

A deep growl  rumbled through the t rees just  as one last  

desperate screech f i l led the ai r .  

Then al l  was s i lent .  

"Shi t ! "  Joe swal lowed hard.  "What  in  God's  name was 

that?"  

Els ie d idn ' t  o f fer  an answer .  She stood on the retain ing 

wal l ,  hugging hersel f ,  f rozen wi th  fear.  

The growl  came again ,  then movement  in  the brush.  

"Come on,  Joe,"  Els ie said,  grabbing Joe 's  arm and 

pul l ing.  "Let 's  get  ins ide!"  

Whatever  i t  was, i t  moved along the creek bank,  leaves 

crunching, twigs snapping.  

"Just  a minute,"  Joe said,  pul l ing h is  arm f ree.  He 

pointed the l ight  in  the d i rect ion of  the noise.  His hand 

t rembled;  the beam of  l ight  jumped up and down in the 

t rees.  

Els ie s tared down into the d imly l i t  t rees,  t ry ing to  

fo l low the beam of  l ight ,  but  deep down she d id  not real ly 

want  to  catch a g l impse of  whatever had sta lked (and 
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apparent ly k i l led)  the smal l  animal .  

Then,  the th ing in  the brush suddenly changed 

d i rect ions.  I t  seemed to quicken i ts  pace,  moving st ra ight  up 

the creek bank toward the reta in ing wal l .  

E ls ie hoped Joe would fo l low her as  she turned and 

stepped down from the reta in ing wal l .  She ran across the 

terrace and bol ted up the stone steps faster  than any f i f ty-

n ine year  o ld woman should be able  to run.  She d idn' t  s top 

unt i l  she heard Joe 's  loud curse f rom below.  

He was st i l l  down by the wal l .  

From behind the hedge, Els ie  turned and yel led,  "Come 

on,  Joe!"  

I t  was too late .  

She saw Joe drop the f lashl ight .  He stumbled 

backwards and fe l l  to  the ground.  The beam of  the fa l len 

f lashl ight  focused on the head and f ront  paws of  a large 

German Shepherd as i t  t r ied  to scramble over  the reta in ing 

wal l .  Miss ing the four  foot  h igh jump from the creek bank,  

the dog scratched at  the terrace di r t  wi th i ts  f ront  paws.  

Even f rom the upper  terrace, Els ie could hear the dog's  back 

paws c l ick against  the cement  wal l .  The whi te foam that  

bubbled around the corners o f  the dog's  mouth  hung l ike 

st r ing f rom i ts  snout .  

The dog was mad.  

"Joe,  run!"  Els ie  screamed.  
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"Get  the Winchester !"  Joe p icked up a fa l len t ree 

branch as  he c l imbed to h is  feet .  

"Joe!"  

"Get  the goddamn Winchester !"  

The dog was over  the wal l ,  lunging for  Joe's  throat.  Joe 

swung the branch.  

Els ie heard a dul l  thud as  i t  s t ruck  the dog in  the r ibs.  

The dog went  down,  s tunned for  only a  few seconds before i t  

was on i ts  feet  again ,  c i rc l ing Joe.  

Els ie ran for  the backdoor .  She tore through the k itchen 

and into the l iv ing room, gasping for  a i r ,  heart  d rumming 

against  her  r ibcage, temples throbbing.  Els ie quickly took 

the Winchester  down f rom the rack  over the f i replace, 

re leased the safety,  and cocked the lever act ion of the 

al ready loaded r i f le .  She ran as fast  as she could, back the 

way she had come,  praying to  God that  she was not  too late ,  

praying to God that  Joe was st i l l  a l ive.  

Once outs ide,  Els ie  s topped behind the hedge,  scanning 

the ter race below for  Joe and the dog.  Wi th in  the eer ie  g low 

of  the fa l len  f lashl ight ,  she could see Joe on the ground,  

k ick ing h is  feet  up at  the dog's  head.  The dog growled and 

snapped i ts  teeth together  as i t  cont inued to  c i rc le Joe.  

Els ie quick ly ra ised the Winchester  to  eye level ,  the 

walnut  s tock  rest ing against  her  shoulder  as she took aim.  

Just  as the dog lunged at  Joe,  Els ie  squeezed the tr igger.  
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The shot  cracked through the n ight  a i r .  Wi thout  taking a 

breath,  Els ie quick ly cocked the Winchester  again,  f i r ing 

another  round into  the al ready fa l len  dog.  

Wi th  the sound of  gunf i re  s t i l l  r ing ing in  her  ears,  

Els ie watched Joe st ruggle to h is  feet .  "Be carefu l,  Joe.  I t  

might  not  be dead,"  she yel led ,  cocking the Winchester  

again  and aiming i t  at  the dog.  She nervously watched as Joe 

knel t  down to  check the dog for  any s ign of  l i fe .  

" I t 's  dead,"  Joe cal led  back.  

Rel ieved,  Els ie  lowered the Winchester .  

"By God,  Els ie,  i t 's  Scout !"  Joe cal led  up to her .  

"What?" Els ie a lmost  ra ised the Winchester  and took 

aim again when she heard the alarm in Joe 's  voice.  "What  

d id you say,  Joe?"  

"Get  down here,  Els ie.  This  is  Emmet 's  dog, Scout ." 

"Emmet 's  dog?" Els ie mumbled to hersel f  as she 

hurr ied down the s ide of  the hedge.  She pushed through the 

wooden gate and star ted down the stone steps.  

"My God! What 's that !"  

Those were the last  words Els ie  heard before the long,  

agoniz ing sound of  Joe's  scream stopped her cold in her  

t racks.  The scream s tabbed at  her  heart  l ike  a  kni fe,  the cold  

steel  of  i ts  b lade twist ing wi th in her  as  the scream rose to a  

fevered p i tch o f  terror .  She could not  inhale  or  exhale,  her  

breath f rozen in her  lungs.   
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In  the death ly s i lence that  fo l lowed, Els ie 's  senses 

star ted to  return:  Joe was in desperate t rouble and needed 

help .  As her  lungs thawed,  breath escaping in  short,  pain fu l  

gasps,  Els ie  wi l led  her  body to move. She stumbled down 

the remain ing stone steps,  her  mind screaming at  her that  the 

dog was st i l l  a l ive.  

Els ie walked s lowly across the ter race,  fo l lowing the 

ra ised barrel  o f  the Winchester .  In  her  imaginat ion she saw 

the dog leaping out  o f  the shadows, snar l ing,  teeth snapping, 

ready to  tear her throat  open.  However,  in  the sof t g low of  

Joe 's  f lashl ight ,  the beam f l i cker ing f rom drain ing bat ter ies ,  

Els ie could see two dark shapes ly ing on the ground.  The 

f i rs t  one was the dog,  ly ing st i l l ,  not  breath ing.  Confused, 

Els ie lowered the Winchester  as she s lowly moved around 

the dead body and knel t  down beside Joe.  She p laced her  

t rembl ing hand on Joe,  choking back tears  as she fel t  h is  

chest  r ise and fa l l  wi th  er rat ic  breath ing.  

He was al ive.  

Leaning c loser ,  E ls ie examined Joe for  possib le 

in jur ies .  Blood t r ick led f rom his  r ight  ear ,  but  there were no 

v is ib le s igns o f  a wound or b i te .  His facia l  features  twi tched 

and contor ted as i f  in  pain ,  but  Els ie  could not  f igure out  

why.  

"Joe,"  she whispered,  "can you hear  me?"  

" . . . in  me.. . . "  Joe mumbled,  h is  eyes st i l l  c losed.  
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"What? Joe,  what  d id you say?"  

" . . . in  me.. . i t 's  in  me. . . . "  

"What 's  in  you? Joe, what  are ta lk ing about?"  

" I t 's  in  me."  

Unable to understand, Els ie  t r ied  a new approach. "Joe,  

can you stand? Can you get  up?" 

" . . . in  me.. . in  me.. . . "  

"Joe,  don' t  do th is .  Come on,  get  up!"  Hunker ing down,  

Els ie pul led  on the f ront  of  Joe's  overal ls .  "Joe, get  up!  You 

have to help  me!"  

Slowly,  Joe rose to h is  feet .  He leaned on Els ie ,  his  

arm around her shoulder ,  and mumbled in to her  ear.  

" I t 's  in  me."  

The impl icat ion of  what  Joe said  scared Els ie  to  death.  

She t r ied desperately to ignore h im.  Instead, she 

concentrated on get t ing h im back ins ide the house.  She used 

the stock of  the Winchester  as  a cane to  support  them, 

moving s lowly across the ter race to the stone steps.  Af ter  

what  seemed l ike hours st ruggl ing up the steps,  they pushed 

through the wooden gate,  shuf f led down the hedge, stepped 

up onto the wooden deck, and somehow made i t  through the 

back door.  

" . . . in  me.. . i t 's  in  me. . . in  me. . . . "  

Once ins ide,  Els ie  maneuvered Joe around the k i tchen 

table ,  through the doorway to  the l iv ing room, and onto the 
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couch.  

" . . . i t 's  in  me. . . in  me. . . i t 's  in  me. . . . "  

Those words s lammed into Els ie  l ike a  thunderbol t  as 

she looked into Joe 's  pain- r iddled face.  

" . . . i t 's  in  me. . . . "  

What  the hel l  d id he mean? What  was in  h im? 

"Joe,"  she said,  " I 'm going to get  help .  You' re going to 

be okay.  I  promise,  you 're  going to be okay."  

" . . . in  me.. . i t 's  in  me. . . . "  

E ls ie 's  cheeks fe l t  wet  as  she stood up.  She walked 

back in to the k i tchen,  tast ing the sal t  f rom her own tears  as  

they st reamed to  the corners of  her  mouth.  She sof tly p laced 

the Winchester  on the k i tchen table  before crossing the room 

to the wal l  phone.  

In  me!  I t ’s  in  me!  

Those words s lammed through her  again  as  she p icked 

up the receiver.  

I t ’s  in  me!  

Els ie c losed her eyes.  She l is tened to the sof t ,  s teady 

hum of  the d ia l  tone. She had to  be st rong.  Joe needed her .  

I t ’s  in  me!  

Els ie opened her eyes.  She had to  concentrate  on 

keeping her  hand steady as she punched out  the number to  

Doc Brown's  home.  

*  *  *  
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I t  was late .  Doctor  Ed Brown sat  in  the dark,  a  g lass o f  

Chivas Regal  in  one hand,  the index f inger  of  the other  hand 

absent ly rubbing around the r im of  the g lass.  Al though he 

had s l ipped out  of  h is  b lack shoes and d iscarded the gray 

jacket  of  h is  su i t  on the l iv ing room f loor ,  Doc had not  yet  

undressed. He st i l l  wore the matching gray s lacks wi th a  

whi te shi r t ,  the top but ton undone,  s leeves ro l led to  the 

elbows.  His burgundy t ie  hung loose and askew. 

Doc l is tened to  the phone r ing for  the second t ime, 

thought  about  answer ing i t ,  but  the in tox icated feel ing in  h is  

brain  kept  h im f rom r is ing out  o f  the chai r .  He had been 

dr ink ing heavi ly a l l  n ight ,  t ry ing to  drown his  fears in  a  

r iver  o f  scotch whiskey.  

The phone rang again .  

What  i f  i t 's  an emergency,  he thought .  Someone in 

desperate need of  medical  at tent ion. He stared in to  h is  

g lass .  Al though he fe l t  d isgusted wi th h imsel f ,  Doc made no 

at tempt  to  get  out  of  the chai r .  

Doc had always pr ided h imsel f  on being in  control ;  in  

contro l  o f  h is  emot ions;  h is  fears;  h is  secret .  More and 

more,  however ,  he fe l t  that  contro l  s l ipp ing away.  Tonight ,  

he could not  contro l  h is  thoughts or  h is  urges.  That  was h is  

b iggest  fear  of  a l l .  

Even the whiskey d idn ' t  help .  

The phone cont inued to r ing .  How many t imes? Six,  or  
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maybe seven? He had lost  count .  

He needed to be st rong.  His ent i re  l i fe  revolved around 

being in  contro l ,  h id ing h is  secret .  

At  for ty-n ine years  o ld,  wi th brown eyes,  the temples 

of  h is  brown hai r  just  beginning to  gray,  and a th in  

mustache s imi lar  to  the one Tyrone Power had in The Mark 

of  Zorro,  Doc cut  a  very handsome f igure.  He was not  very 

ta l l ,  on ly 5 '  10",  but  was st i l l  as  s l im and muscular  as  when 

he p layed h igh school  footbal l .  He dated a var iety of  

women, creat ing the per fect  i l lus ion o f  an el ig ib le bachelor .  

But  i t  was al l  a  l ie .  

His newest  l ie  was Maggie Stark.  Al though he had been 

casual ly dat ing her s ince she moved back to Starkv il le ,  i t  

was not  Maggie that  f i l led  h is  thoughts.  He was th ink ing of  

her  son,  Bi l l y,  again:  Bi l l y 's  b ig ,  b lue eyes;  b londe,  wavy 

hai r ;  and sof t ,  pale  sk in.  

No!  Stop th inking of  the boy!  

"Damn!"  He threw the g lass  across the room. The g lass  

shat tered against the wal l ,  whiskey splashing out  in  a l l  

d i rect ions.  

Doc knew he would never  let  h imsel f  lose contro l ,  but  

h is  thoughts and urges scared the hel l  out  of  h im.  There had 

been other  boys through the years that  had st i r red a s imi lar  

desi re,  most ly pat ients or  boys on the footbal l  team he 

coached,  but  he had never  acted on those urges. He had 
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a lways been st rong,  in  contro l .  His  secret  was st i ll  safe .  He 

would keep i t  that  way,  determined to take i t  to  the grave.  

The phone stopped in mid-r ing.  

Doc s lowly rose f rom his  chai r .  He stumbled toward the 

k i tchen, feel ing h is  way through the dark .  He was in d i re  

need of  cof fee.  Someone might  cal l  again,  probably in  need 

of  medical  at tent ion.  He needed to  be sober.  He needed to  be 

st rong.  He needed to be in  contro l .  

*  *  *  

E ls ie p laced the receiver back on the hook;  Doc Brown 

wasn' t  at  home. She wiped the tears f rom her  face,  unsure of  

what  to  do next .  Af ter  tak ing a deep breath,  she walked back 

to the l iv ing room. She needed to check on Joe.  

He was gone.  

Els ie walked to the couch. She fe l t  the patchwork  

pat terned cushion. I t  was st i l l  warm, but  where was he? Was 

he feel ing bet ter? "Joe,"  she cal led ,  "are you here?"  

Joe d idn ' t  answer.  

Upstai rs ,  something crashed to the f loor ,  g lass 

shat ter ing.  

"Joe,"  Els ie  cal led  as she walked to  the bot tom of  the 

sta i rs ,  "are you up there?"  

A loud thump answered Els ie 's  cal l .  

"Joe,  is  that  you?" 

The thump answered again.  
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Sweet  Jesus,  what  now? Hasn' t  th is  n ight  been terr ib le 

enough? 

Els ie s tar ted up the sta i rs .  

At  the top o f  the sta i rs ,  she stopped and l is tened. The 

thumping sound had grown louder.  I t  was now a steady,  

rhythmic banging that  seemed to be coming f rom their  

bedroom. 

Scared,  but  not  sure why,  Els ie walked hesi tant ly 

toward the bedroom. She stopped just  outs ide the doorway.  

"Joe? Are you in  there?"  

The banging cont inued,  coming f rom ins ide the 

bedroom's pr ivate bath .  

Els ie entered the bedroom, moving as quick ly as she 

could around the footboard o f  the bed.  She stopped just  

outs ide the c losed bathroom door .  Tentat ively,  she reached 

for  the doorknob.  Slowly,  she turned i t .  

Locked.  

"Joe!"  She s lapped the door wi th the palm of  her  hand. 

"Joe,  answer  me!"  

The banging stopped.  

"Go away!"  Joe answered.  

His voice sounded st range. Not  just  the tone, abrupt  

and cold,  but  i t  was deeper,  gravely.  

"Joe!  You' re scar ing me!  Open the door!"  

The banging star ted again ,  s teady and rhythmic,  l ike  a  
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drum. 

What  the hel l  was he doing in  there? 

"Joe,"  Els ie  h i t  the bathroom door  wi th her f is t ,  "open 

the door!"  

The banging abrupt ly s topped.  The only sound Els ie  

could hear  was the pounding of  her own heart .  She jumped 

and took two steps backwards when she heard the doorknob 

rat t le.  She watched wi th growing apprehension as  the 

doorknob s lowly turned. Even though she desperately 

wanted Joe to  come out ,  a  part  of  her  was st i l l  a f ra id.  

What  am I  af ra id of? she thought , hands nervously 

rubbing up and down the arms of  her  sweater  as she hugged 

hersel f .  He 's  my husband for  Chr is t  sake.  He 's not  a  

monster .  He's  hur t .  He needs my help . 

Els ie fe l t  ashamed but  s t i l l  could not  shake her fear .  

The door creaked open.  Joe s lumped in the doorway.  He 

s lowly ra ised h is  twi tch ing head.  His forehead was red and 

swol len f rom where he had cont inuously banged i t  into the 

bathroom wal l .  As  he gazed at  Els ie ,  h is  eyes were a mixture 

of  agony and madness.  

He 's  my husband.  He needs me.  

"Joe?" Els ie  took two steps towards h im.  She reached 

out ,  touching Joe's  cheek.  "Tel l  me what 's  wrong."  

Joe grabbed her  wr is t ,  twis t ing i t  hard  to one s ide.  Just  

as  Els ie began to scream wi th  pain ,  h is  other hand was 
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around her  throat .  His  f ingers  squeezed against  the back of  

her  neck.  His thumb dug into her windpipe.  " I  to ld you to go 

away,"  h is  vo ice croaked,  no longer sounding l ike Joe at  a l l .  

" I  warned you."  

Els ie couldn ' t  breathe.  She thought  her  neck would  

snap in two.  Joe! Her  mind screamed as she f rant ical ly 

scratched at  Joe's  wr is t  wi th her f ree hand.  Stop!  I  love you! 

Joe d idn ' t  s top.  

Moving forward,  Joe pushed her  back in to the bedroom 

unt i l  Els ie 's  shoulders  and head s lammed against  the wal l .  " I  

warned you."  A mal ic ious sneer spread across h is  face.  

Els ie 's  head throbbed wi th  pain.  She stared in to  a face 

that  no longer  seemed recognizable:  Wi ld  eyes stared back 

at  her ,  and drool  ran f rom the corners  of  Joe's  sneer.  

" I  wwwwaaaarned yyyyouuuu.. . . "  Joe 's  voice sounded 

as i f  he were under water .  

E ls ie 's  v is ion began to b lur .  

" I  wwwwwwaaaarned yyyyyyyouuuu. . . . "  

E ls ie 's  wor ld quick ly tu rned b lack.  Joe 's  warbled voice 

was the only th ing te l l ing her  she was st i l l  a l ive. 

" I  wwwwwwwwaaaaaaaarrrr r rned.. . . "  

On the very edge of  l i fe  and death,  Els ie  ra ised a knee 

into Joe 's  crotch.  She heard the echoes of  a groan, but  Joe 's  

hand st i l l  c lu tched at  her  throat .  She put  her knee into h im 

again ,  and suddenly she found hersel f  coughing and gasping 
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fo r  a i r .  Els ie  swayed back and for th,  her throat  burn ing,  her  

return ing v is ion f i l led  wi th f loat ing,  b lack  spots. Joe was 

kneel ing at  her feet ,  doubled over wi th  pain.  Her  fi rs t  

conscious thought  was to  go to h im:  He needed her .  As she 

regained her senses,  however,  she real ized he was no longer 

the man she loved. Somehow, he had become a monster.  

E ls ie maneuvered around h im,  s tumbl ing for  the door.  

Af ter  three steps she fe l t  Joe's  hand around her  ankle .  She 

t r ied  to wrench hersel f  f ree of  h is grasp, but  he squeezed her  

ankle  t ighter ,  pul l ing on her  leg.  Els ie fe l l  backwards,  her  

head just  miss ing the foot  of  the bed but  crashing to  the 

f loor .  Thunder  ro l led  through Els ie 's  head as she fought  to  

hold onto consciousness.  

Joe crawled on top o f  her,  s t raddl ing her waist .  The 

weight  of  h is  body pressed into  her s tomach.  He wrapped h is  

hands around her neck,  pressing h is  thumbs into her 

windpipe.  

Els ie fought  back.  She scratched at  Joe's  face,  leaving 

deep gouges across h is  cheeks.  Joe shook h is  head, t ry ing to 

keep her  hands away,  but  she found h is  eyes wi th  her  

f ingernai ls .  

Joe screamed.  Releasing Els ie 's  throat ,  Joe's  hands shot  

to  h is  own face, cover ing h is  eyes.  

Els ie pushed Joe f rom on top of  her,  h is  body thumping 

to the f loor ,  h is  screams f i l l ing her ears  wi th p ierc ing 
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shr i l ls ,  much the same as that  smal l  animal  in  the woods.  

She t r ied not  to  l is ten.  She t r ied not  to  care.  

He’s  not  my husband anymore!  He’s  not  Joe!  

Els ie ro l led over,  pushing hersel f  up onto her hands 

and knees.  

He’s  not  Joe!  

She crawled to the bedroom door.  When Joe's  screams 

died to low groans o f  pain ,  Els ie  knew he was regain ing h is  

senses, regain ing h is  v is ion.  He would soon be on top o f  her 

again .  She quickened her  pace,  managing to push hersel f  up 

onto her feet  as  she made i t  to  the door.  Once in the 

hal lway,  she used her  hand on the wal l  to  support  her  

wobbly legs and guide hersel f  to  the sta i rs .  

E ls ie s tar ted down the sta i rs .  She c lutched the banister  

wi th her r ight  hand.  Her  head fe l t  d izzy.  Her eyes couldn ' t  

focus.   

"Els ie ,"  Joe croaked her  name.  

God!  He’s r ight  behind me!  

Els ie quickened her  s teps,  head swimming wi th  panic.  

"Els ie!"  

Joe 's  voice sounded h ideous.  

As she g lanced over  her shoulder ,  Els ie  s l ipped.  Her 

legs buckled underneath her .  She p i tched face forward down 

the remain ing sta i rs .  

E ls ie took a deep breath  as  she pushed hersel f  up in to a 
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s i t t ing posi t ion.  A sharp pain  stabbed at  her lungs,  cut t ing 

her  breath short .  

E ls ie looked up the sta i rs .  Joe wasn' t  there.  

Ignor ing the pain,  Els ie  reached for  the banister ,  

pul l ing hersel f  to  her  feet .  She staggered across the l iv ing 

room, almost  lunging through the doorway toward the 

k i tchen table  and the Winchester .  

E ls ie leaned against  the table ,  tak ing shal low breaths 

of  a i r .  She could hear  Joe 's  thunder ing footsteps on the 

sta i rs .  

"Els ie!"  Joe 's  voice croaked again.  

He was in  the l iv ing room. 

"Els ie!"  

Els ie reached for  the Winchester ,  the pain shoot ing 

across her chest .  

"Els ie!"  

He was get t ing  c loser .  

E ls ie re leased the safety of  the al ready cocked 

Winchester  but  s t i l l  was not  sure she could real ly shoot  her  

husband.  

"Els ie!"  

He’s  not  my husband!  Somehow he’s  changed!  

Els ie cur led her  f inger around the t r igger .  

"Els ie!  Els ie!"  

He was behind her.  
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E ls ie whir led around.  As she brought  the Winchester 

up,  she took aim.  

"Els ie!"  Joe s louched in the doorway,  g lar ing at  her 

f rom across the room. His  scratched and b loodied face 

twi tched on h is  shoulders.  He moved s lowly toward her .  

"You b i tch! "  Spi t  f lew f rom his  mouth.  

"Stay away,  Joe!"  Els ie backpedaled in  the d i rect ion o f  

the door.  " I  don' t  want  to  shoot  you!"  

"Bi tch!"  Joe rushed her ,  grabbing for  the barrel  o f the 

Winchester .  

E ls ie f i red.  

The bul let  s lammed into Joe 's  shoulder ,  the force of  

impact  sending h im backward.  Joe stayed on h is  feet but  

swayed f rom s ide to s ide as  a leaf  caught  in  a  crosswind.  

"You b i tch ,"  he said ,  t rying to s teady h imsel f ,  but h is  legs 

f inal ly gave way. He reached toward Els ie as he fe ll  face 

forward onto  the k i tchen f loor .  

E ls ie quick ly cocked the Winchester .  She kept  i t  a imed 

at  Joe. She wai ted,  hal f  expect ing h im to  get  up,  hal f  

expect ing h im to at tack  her  again .  

He d idn ' t  move.  

Af ter  what  seemed l ike hours ,  but  in  real i ty was only a 

couple of  minutes ,  Els ie  lowered the Winchester .  She set  the 

r i f le  down on the k i tchen table before s lowly going to the 

wal l  phone.  Els ie leaned against  the wal l ,  le t t ing i t  support  
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her  weight .  She p icked up the receiver,  punching out  the 

number  to  Doc Brown's .  She c losed her  eyes as  she lis tened 

to the phone on the other  end r ing.  Her head fe l t  dizzy.  Her  

muscles  fe l t  rubbery.  The f ight  had taken everyth ing out  of  

her ,  sapping her  of  a l l  her  s t rength ,  exhaust ing her of  a l l  

emot ion.  

Doc answered on the th i rd  r ing .  "Hel lo ,  th is  is  Doctor  

Brown."  

"Doc,"  Els ie  spoke s lowly,  her vo ice calm and steady,  

" th is  is  Els ie Schafer .  I  need you to  come over  r ight  away."  

Behind her ,  Joe s lowly pushed h imsel f  up onto h is  

knees.  

"Els ie? Is  everyth ing okay?"  

" I  shot  Joe,"  she said  mat ter-of - fact ly,  no t remor to  her  

vo ice.  

She d idn ' t  hear  the s l ight  groan as Joe staggered to  h is  

feet .  

"What? Els ie,  what  d id you say?"  

"Please cal l  Deputy Waters for  me,"  she in terrupted 

h im,  "he should come too."  

"Els ie .  Tel l  me what . . . . "  

E ls ie hung up the phone.  She leaned against  the wall ,  

cont inuing to hang onto the receiver ,  eyes never  opening.  

She wanted noth ing more than to  s leep for  a long,  long t ime.  

Joe reached for  her.  



Starkv i l le ,  Wiehe—
 �  

*  *  *  

Maggie 's  eyes shot  open at  the sound of  d is tant  gunf i re.  

She had fa l len back as leep only to have the st i l lness of  the 

n ight  shat tered by two shots.  Maggie sat  up in  bed, rubbing 

her  eyes and l is tening for  fur ther ev idence of  her  o ld enemy,  

death ,  having fo l lowed her in to  the mountains.  As she 

wai ted,  images of  a  snar l ing  dog f i l led  her  mind.  Just  l ike  

the actual  dog ear l ier ,  the dog in her  mind 's  eye ran through 

the pasture in  a wi ld  f renzy.  She imagined i t  to  be a rabid  

beast ,  dr iven by a maddening and animal is t ic  need for  the 

taste  of  warm blood.  

From there Maggie 's  thoughts spun out  of  contro l .  The 

memory o f  a horr i fy ing story f lashed through her  head l ike 

an unstoppable storm.  This  s tory had a myth ical  creature 

causing madness among the miners ,  ranchers ,  and people of  

Starkv i l le .  A story meant  to  scare a l i t t le  g i r l ,  wi th  noth ing 

more than the twink l ing stars  and roar ing campf i re to l ight  

the n ight .  

Maggie pushed the comforter  as ide as  she c l imbed out  

of  bed.  She crossed the room to  the window. She stared out  

at  the creek and pasture where she had seen the dog.  

As an adul t ,  Maggie fe l t  embarrassed the story s t i ll  

f r ightened her.  Af ter  a l l ,  the real  wor ld was scary enough.  

As a homicide detect ive for  the San Francisco Pol ice 

Department ,  Maggie had seen enough v io lence,  enough 
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madness,  to  last  her  a  l i fet ime. She had spent  the last  three 

years on the force t rack ing down a ser ia l  k i l le r .  A man the 

San Francisco papers  cal led The Night  Strangler.  A man 

obsessed wi th  h is  own press coverage.  A man obsessed wi th  

the woman detect ive in  charge of  catching h im.  A man so 

insane, he sta lked and murdered Maggie 's  husband, and then 

le f t  a  note p inned to Bi l l 's  dead body.  The note said:  Catch 

me …if  you can.  

I t  would be two more years  before Maggie could catch 

h im.  Two fr ightening years,  f i l led wi th  gr is ly n ightmares for  

hersel f  and her son.  Dur ing those two years ,  anger and 

hatred wel led up ins ide her  unt i l  she thought  she would 

burst  f rom the need for  revenge as a bal loon would burst  

f rom too much ai r .  

F inal ly Maggie d id catch h im.  

Shoving the barrel  o f  her  .38 Chiefs Specia l  against  the 

k i l ler 's  forehead, she wanted nothing more than to  see h is  

brains  splat tered across the wal l  behind h im.  Why she d id 

not  succumb to  that  need for  revenge, she wasn' t  sure.  

Something deep ins ide her—not mercy,  not  even p i ty—

stopped her.  Maybe i t  was fear ,  the fear  that  she would 

become l ike the animal  she longed to see dead.  Whatever 

that  something had been, i t  d id s top her.  

Af terward,  cr ime scenes became unbearable  for  her.  

She was no longer  able  to see a v ict im wi th an ob ject ive 
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eye,  looking for  c lues.  A dead body was no longer just  a  

corpse,  but  a  person wi th a past ;  a  person wi th  a  fami ly lef t  

behind.  Each v ict im's face reminded her  of  Bi l l  and the way 

he had looked as he lay on the cold ,  concrete f loor of  the 

park ing garage,  wi th the wire  st i l l  wrapped around h is  

throat .  Each surv iv ing fami ly member reminded Maggie of  

hersel f .  The pain shadowing thei r  faces,  the loss fi l l ing thei r  

hearts ,  s tabbed at  Maggie 's  own heart  wi th  a  renewed 

vengeance.  Maggie was no longer  able  to do her  job  

ef fect ively.  She turned in her badge.  

Eager to  f lee the Ci ty,  Maggie lef t  her  house in  the 

hands o f  a real  estate  agent  before quick ly moving back to 

the home she had known as a l i t t le  g i r l .  Maggie hoped that  

h igh in  the Sier ra  Footh i l ls  she and Bi l l y could heal  thei r  

wounds, make thei r  peace wi th God,  and say good-bye to 

Bi l l .  

The n ightmares,  however ,  cont inued, tak ing on the new 

horr i fying twist  of  Bi l l y 's  impending death.  Maggie fe l t  that  

death  was taunt ing her,  s ta lk ing her ,  no mat ter  where she 

and Bi l l y h id.  

A th i rd  shot  cracked in the d is tance.  Maggie jumped 

f rom her  thoughts  of  the past  as  i f  the cold hand of  death  

had shaken her f rom a deep s lumber.  She t r ied to  convince 

hersel f  that  the shots she heard were just  poachers,  hunt ing 

i l legal ly late  at  n ight  so  as not  to  get  caught .  Inst inct ,  
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however ,  to ld her  d i f ferent .  Maggie stared out  the window. 

Deep down, she knew that  death  had chased her  in to the 

mountains.  
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