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        Escape from Happydale is part Buffy, part Halloween, with a touch of wry humor in between. A bloody good tale!
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            What the Hell is this Novel About?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Stephen King meets Quentin Tarantino

      

      

      

      Jack Quaid’s sequel to the 1980s horror movie in paperback ramps up the carnage and skull-smashing thrills in the first installment of this series.

      

      Parker Ames is back… well, kinda. She’s been out of the hacking and slashing business for over a year. The killer teddy bears, haunted cars and the downright weirdness of it all was just too much for her. But when a couple of kids from an isolated Alaskan town need her help with a slasher that’s putting a severe dent in the population, she can’t say no.

      

      But does Parker still have what it takes to confront evil head on?

      

      If you love 80s horror movies and killer books like My Best Friend’s Exorcism you’ll love this next installment of Jack Quaid’s Last Final Girl series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Who the Hell is Jack Quaid?

          

        

      

    

    
      Between the years 1980 and 1999, American novelist Jack Quaid produced a series of fun and wild stories where anything could happen, and with Quaid behind the typewriter, they usually did. He called these books his Electric Mayhem series.

      

      Jack Quaid was born in West Hollywood, California, in 1953. He won a scholarship to UCLA but dropped out after six months for a reason that, to this day, remains unknown. Two years later, he sold his first short story to Startling Mystery Magazine, but it was the publication of his novel The City on the Edge of Tomorrow in 1980 and the film adaptation starring Bruce Dern that set him on his way.

      

      Fearing his initial success would fade, Quaid wrote obsessively for the next two decades and published under many pseudonyms. It’s unknown just how many books he produced during this period, but despite the name on the jacket, savvy readers always knew they were reading a Jack Quaid novel within the first few pages.

      

      His books have long been out of print, and they now live on the dusty shelves of secondhand bookstores and in the memories of those who have been lucky enough to read them.

       

      Quaid’s current whereabouts are unknown.
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      I literally took a bullet for this book. It was right through my left leg, and unlike the hero in every ’80s action movie I’ve ever seen, I didn’t just shrug it off with a cool quip then take out all the bad guys like Chuck Norris. Nope, when I got shot in the leg, it hurt like hell, and all I wanted to do was sit down and cry.

      Before getting to the gunfire, I need to go back to the few days leading up to my brush with death. Three days to be precise. I had just discovered Escape from Happydale, and I knew there were at least two other novels in the series. I had become obsessed with finding them, and that had proven to be a hell of a lot more difficult than I’d anticipated. Jack Quaid had a wife somewhere, a daughter somewhere else, and a collection of ex-girlfriends and drinking buddies, but none of them had heard from Quaid in years. Every lead ended in a dead end—except one.

      Quaid’s old agent, Albert Harris, was still alive and kicking, and living in Ventura. He was ninety-one years old, and although it was a long shot, I figured that maybe, just maybe, he would know where Quaid or any of his old manuscripts were.

      Ventura was about fifty miles north of West Hollywood, and according to Google Maps, traveling there would take about an hour by car. My buddy Randall was out of town in Vegas and had left me his beautiful 1959 Cadillac Coupe de Ville to drive around. It was cherry red and covered in chrome. The only problem was I couldn’t park the son of a bitch. The one time I took it out, I went to the In-N-Out Burger on Venice Boulevard and almost had a panic attack in the drive-thru. My plan was to leave the de Ville in the garage until Randall came to pick up the big bastard, but the possibility of laying my hands on another Quaid novel far exceeded my fear of driving that devil car. So I pulled that beast out of the garage and hit the road at a safe, conservative twenty-five miles per hour.

      Sometime in the ’80s, one of the previous owners installed a tape deck in the glove compartment, and Randall had a collection of Dire Straits cassettes, so I drove up 101 blasting “Money for Nothing,” “Romeo & Juliet,” and “Sultans of Swing” until I reached Ventura.

      Albert Harris’s house was a three-bedroom place that looked straight out of an episode of Dragnet. I crossed the lawn, jogged up the couple of steps to the porch, and pressed my finger to the doorbell. A couple of moments later, Albert Harris pulled open the door, and I was most likely looking at the fittest ninety-one-year-old on the face of the planet.

      “What do you want?” he barked.

      I told him my name. “We spoke on the phone?”

      “I don’t remember that.”

      “I’m a writer…”

      “I’m not in publishing anymore, sorry.”

      “No,” I said as he was already halfway through closing the door on me. “I’m a screenwriter.”

      Harris paused. “Oh, so you’re not a real writer?”

      I let the dig slide. “We spoke about Jack Quaid.”

      It took a moment or two for those words to sink in, and when they finally did, a grin grew across his face. He slapped a big hand on my shoulder and welcomed me into his home. Bookshelves filled with novels covered every wall, and in the middle of the room, instead of the usual furniture that most people had, like couches and televisions, were rowing machines, dumbbells, a bench press, and a whole bunch of other exercise equipment that I didn’t even recognize.

      Harris offered me a seat on the bench press, picked up a dumbbell, and started pumping. “I’m going to live forever.”

      By the look of him, he was probably right. “You said on the phone that you had an unpublished Jack Quaid novel.”

      “Who?”

      “Jack Quaid.”

      “Who the hell is Jack Quaid?”

      I ran my fingers through my dirty hair. “A writer from the eighties. He wrote World War Metal 1, 2, and 3, Star Blaster… you used to represent him?”

      “Jack Quaid?”

      “Yeah, Jack Quaid,” I repeated.

      “He’s a son of a bitch,” Harris said, still pumping weights. “What about him?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” I said under my breath. “I’m looking for an unpublished novel of his called Escape from Bastard Town.”

      “That sounds vaguely familiar. There were three of them.”

      “Escape from Bastard Town is the second one,” I said. “You told me you had one of his unpublished novels. Was it that?”

      “Jack left some things here back… When was it? Back in ninety-one, I think.” He put the dumbbell down next to all the others lined up against the wall. “I’ll take a look.”

      Close to ten minutes later, Albert Harris returned with a briefcase that looked as if it had been taken out of a 1980s display case in a museum about the 1980s. When he handed it to me, I pushed the two gold tabs back, and the locks flicked open. Inside was a three-hundred-page manuscript and what looked to be over a dozen cassette tapes, all of which were numbered from one to fourteen.

      I picked the manuscript up and read the title:

      
        
        ESCAPE FROM BASTARD TOWN

        BY JACK QUAID

      

      

      I flicked through a bunch of pages, skimmed a few lines, and quickly stopped just in case my eyes latched on to a spoiler or something.

      The cassettes were curious. “What’s on these tapes?”

      “Beats me,” Harris said. “Do you want a beer?”

      “Sure,” I answered, and Harris disappeared into the kitchen.

      When he returned, he had two cans of beer in his hand and a confused look on his face. “Who the hell are you?”

      And I looked up at him. “Really, man?”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “We just went through this? You’re kidding, right?”

      “Do I look like I’m kidding?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know you that well.”

      He put the two cans of beer on one of his bookshelves, slipped his hand into his waistband behind his back, and pulled out a .38. At that point, I figured I may have overstayed my welcome.

      “I’m not putting up with no thieves in my house,” Harris barked.

      “I’m not a thief.”

      “Then why do you have that manuscript in your hands?”

      “You gave it to me!”

      “Why would I do that?”

      I put the manuscript on the bench press and slowly rose to my feet with the briefcase still in my hand. “All right, all right, all right, no need to overreact here.”

      Bang!

      Albert Harris shot me.

      I may have been a little overdramatic when I said I took a bullet for Escape from Bastard Town. Technically, I did take a bullet, but the wound was nothing more than a scratch on the side of my leg. Later on, I cleaned and bandaged it, and the leg hasn’t fallen off since, so presumably, I’m going to survive. What I will say is that it hurt pretty bad.

      I winced and kind of motioned to the door. “I’ll show myself out?”

      And that’s just what I did. Slowly, so as to not spook another bullet out of Harris, I hobbled over to the door, wrapped my hand around the doorknob, and stepped out into the Ventura sunlight. He called me a son of a bitch, and I closed the door.

      A couple of seconds later, I was behind the wheel of the de Ville with the engine running, and I pulled away from the curb. And so I thought that was the end of the story, that the next instalment of the Last Final Girl series was lost to the world… until I was stuck in traffic fifteen minutes later and completely sick of listening to Dire Straits. My eyes drifted over to the briefcase sitting on the seat next to me. I pulled out the first tape and pushed it into the deck. The voice of a man who must’ve smoked three packs of cigarettes a day drifted out of the speakers.

      “Escape from Bastard Town by Jack Quaid.” There was a slight pause. “Chapter one…”

      Jack Quaid never wrote Escape from Bastard Town; he dictated it.

      For the following seven hours, I drove around California, listening to Quaid munch on chips, smoke cigarettes, and drink coffee while he narrated the story you’re about to read. Escape from Bastard Town is Jack Quaid’s continuing saga of Parker Ames and her rampage across a 1980s America filled with madness, hope, and redemption.

      

      
        
        Luke Preston

        The Harbor Room, Playa Del Rey, California
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        Never read from the Book of Evil—not even as a joke.

        Old Horror Proverb
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      Not every teddy bear is evil. But there are some out there that, given the opportunity, would tear a human being apart limb by bloody limb. Although nobody knew it at the time, the Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot that had arrived by mail earlier that day, addressed to six-year-old Danny Connor, was one of those bears.

      April, the babysitter, didn’t like the look of that bear from the very first moment she laid eyes on it. He was approximately two feet tall, and by all accounts, Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot was just an ordinary, run-of-the-mill bear. He had plastic eyes, a plastic nose, some brown fur, and a little vest that many would say made him look very dapper indeed. But there was something wrong about the bear. April couldn’t quite put her finger on why, but the bear just gave her the creeps.

      Growing Pains had just finished, and usually when April babysat for the Connors, she let Danny stay up late to watch The Wonder Years. She had every intention of keeping up their little tradition that night, but for the last half hour, she could have sworn the Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot on the couch next to Danny had been staring at her, and she simply couldn’t stand to be in the room with it for one minute longer.

      April bribed Danny with a bowl of ice cream to get him to go to bed early. The bribe worked, and after his ice cream, Danny brushed his teeth and climbed into bed with the Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot wrapped tightly in his arms. She tucked them both in and gave Danny a kiss.

      “Can Teddy have a kiss goodnight too?” Danny asked.

      April looked down at the bear. “I don’t think Teddy needs a kiss.”

      “But he really wants one.”

      She gave it some thought but couldn’t bring herself to actually put her lips to his fur. “He’s just a bear, sweetie. He doesn’t need one.” She turned off the bedside lamp and made her way over to the door. Just as she was about to leave the room, April looked back. “Sleep tight, all right.”

      Then she walked out and closed the door. Her footsteps faded off as she made her way down the hall. With the moonlight on his face, Danny closed his eyes and let out a small sigh. A couple of moments after that, he was in a deep sleep and out to the world.

      The room sat quiet, and for a couple of moments, everything was peaceful, then… Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot opened his eyes.

      April was right—there was something very wrong with that bear.

      He climbed out from under the covers and slid off the bed, where his little padded feet hit the floor with a very quiet thud. He tiptoed to the door, and although it was a struggle, he was just tall enough to stretch out, put his little furry paw around the doorknob, and turned. It opened a crack, and Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot poked an eye through, just enough to see if the coast was clear, and from all accounts, it was. The bear made his way into the hall and quietly made his way along the floorboards, taking extra care to be very, very quiet.

      April was in the kitchen, washing the dishes and bopping away to her Sony Walkman, and when Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot appeared in the doorway, she didn’t even know he was there.

      The smile that every child knew from the hit television show, Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot Loves You, was gone and replaced with something angry, menacing, and downright mean. The bear’s little bear face scrunched up into a snarl. “Hey, bitch! Where’s my fucking kiss?”

      April didn’t turn, budge, or even move. She couldn’t hear a thing with her Walkman blasting in her ears.

      “Son of a bitch,” the bear grumbled. He moved over to a chair then dragged that chair over to the island bench in the middle of the kitchen. Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot climbed on up, and as soon as he was there, his eyes zeroed in on the knife block that was just in arm’s reach. The bear took a couple of steps toward it, wrapped his three-fingered paw around one of the handles, and drew out the blade.

      The steel caught his evil reflection as he shifted his attention back to April.

      “Hey!” he yelled.

      She still couldn’t hear him. So Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot threw that knife so hard, it slammed into the cupboard only inches away from her head.

      It took April a moment to catch up, but as soon as she realized how close she had come to having a massive butcher’s knife buried in her skull, she yanked the headphones off and screamed. Then when she turned and saw Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot standing there with another great big knife in his hands, she screamed even louder.

      The bear waited until all the screaming was finished and she was out of breath.

      April’s eyes were wide, and her jaw was almost on the ground. “What the fuck?”

      “You’re probably wondering what the hell is going on, yeah?” Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot said.

      “Yeah,” she said with a shudder in her voice. “The thought did cross my mind,”

      “Now,” the bear said in an oddly elegant tone, “I fear I may not have been one hundred percent truthful here. My name’s not really Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot. My name, my real name, is Richard Western,” the bear said. “But they call me Richard the Mad.”

      April repeated the name under her breath. She’d heard it somewhere before but couldn’t quite put her finger on where. The name ran over in her mind a couple more times, then it hit her. She knew exactly where she had heard the name Richard the Mad before, and it had been on the six-o’clock news, three days ago.

      “The serial killer,” she said.

      “Correctamundo,” the bear replied.

      “But…” April struggled to find the words. “But…”

      “Richard the Mad isn’t a teddy bear?” he said.

      She nodded.

      “I know,” the bear said. “Messed up, isn’t it? This last chick I killed, her mother—who would have guessed it?—was a gypsy. And this old gypsy didn’t take too kindly to me hacking up her daughter into lots of little pieces, so she threw some sort of gypsy curse on me. When I woke up, guess what? I’m a goddamned teddy bear.”

      The shock of talking to a serial-killing teddy bear was starting to wear off, as much as it ever could, and April was starting to look for a way to get the hell out of there.

      “That sucks,” she said, eyeing the one and only door, which was directly behind the crazed bear.

      “Hell yeah, it sucks, lady. Have you ever tried opening a beer with only three furry fingers on one goddamned paw? It’s a challenge, let me tell you.”

      “Sounds like you’re in a bit of a pickle,” she said.

      “That’s what I was thinking, but do you know what?”

      “No, what?”

      “There is a way to reverse the spell.”

      “That’s good news.”

      “Well, it’s good for me.”

      April could see where this was going. “And for me?”

      “Not so good news,” Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot said. “In order to get out of this body of stuffing and fur, I need three things.” He held up a furry finger. “Number one. I need the blood of a young lady.” He held up another furry finger. “I need a vessel to ascend into.” Then he held up his last and final furry finger. “And I need to chant—not say, but chant—the magic words.”

      “Let me guess,” April said. “I’m the blood, and Danny’s the vessel.”

      “That’s right, sweet cheeks,” the bear said. “And I bring the magic words.”

      “No,” April said, scanning the room for a weapon, a way out, or anything. “I think you’re forgetting one thing.”

      “And what’s that?”

      April settled her gaze dead center on the bear. “I don’t play with toys.”

      And with that, she swung her Reebok up and kicked the island bench, sending Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot, the knife block, and a couple of cookbooks slamming to the kitchen floor.

      April didn’t even look back. She just ran for the door and down the hall. When she busted into Danny’s bedroom, despite the noise and screaming, he was still asleep. April had to shake him like mad to wake him.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, rubbing his eyes.

      “We’ve gotta go. Now!” April snapped as she picked him up.

      Danny wrapped his arms around her neck. “Where’s Teddy?”

      “Forget about Teddy.”

      She hit the hall with one destination in mind—the front door to the apartment. April planned to get as far away from the knife-wielding, serial-killing teddy bear as possible.

      Back in the kitchen, Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot pushed with all his might and slid out from under the island bench. He took a breath, gathered his thoughts, and snatched up a meat cleaver from the knife block. “That bitch is dead meat.”

      By the time he stepped out into the hall, April had just slid up to the front door.

      She wrapped her hand around the doorknob, but it was locked. “Shit, shit, shit!”

      The Connors were the paranoid sort, and they didn’t have just one lock on their front door but three locks with three separate keys.

      “You’ve been a bad girl, April. A very, very bad girl.” In typical slasher style, Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot walked slowly toward them, dragging the massive knife on the wooden floor behind him.

      April struggled with the first lock on the door. Her keys slipped and hit the floor. “Shit.”

      She scooped them up, looked over her shoulder at the crazed children’s toy stalking them, and knew she had to kick this escape into high gear and get the hell out of there.

      First lock undone!

      Second lock undone!

      Third lock undone!

      April swung open the door, and just as she and Danny were about to make their run to freedom, they walked straight smack bang into a blonde with a faint scar running down the side of her face and a look in her eye that told anyone who even so much as looked at her that she wasn’t the kind to mess around.

      It was Parker Ames. She looked April square in the eyes. “Duck.”

      April was still in shock, and it took a moment for Parker’s order to sink in, but once it did, she did exactly what she was told and hit the deck.

      Parker yanked a .45 from the holster on her hip and took aim at Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot.

      Teddy paused. “Oh, shit.”

      Parker’s finger wrapped the trigger and squeezed. The round blasted out of her .45 so loudly that it sounded like thunder had just erupted inside the building. The bullet left a vapor trail, and everybody from Parker to the bear knew that no matter what happened in the next split second, there were no two ways about it—that bear was going to take a round.

      The round hit the furry little son of a bitch square in his belly and passed on through, taking a tuft of fur with it, before burrowing into the wall behind him. Parker holstered her weapon and smiled, satisfied with herself at the precision bit of marksmanship.

      Teddy, on the other hand, looked down at the hole in his belly and could see clean through to the other side. He shifted his attention back to Parker. “Bitch.”

      He turned on his heels and took off running back down the hall as fast as his little feet would take him, and when he reached the end of that hall, he launched himself into the air and smashed through the second-floor window and out into the Chicago night.

      Parker was not far behind, and she reached the window just as the bear ran out of the alley and onto Campbell Avenue. “Ah, hell,” Parker said, “what a pain in the ass.”
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      Possessed teddy bears weren’t as uncommon as one would think. Parker had come across two possessed Teddy Ruxpins and a Care Bear that had tried to stab her to death with a fork. So when she heard through the grapevine that notorious serial killer Richard the Mad had been cursed by a gypsy, Parker sat up and paid attention. She’d tracked him from Houston to Tampa, where Danny’s grandmother, Elaine, had mistaken him for a real Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot and sent him to her grandson in Chicago. Federal Express was quicker than American Airlines, and Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot arrived twelve hours earlier than Parker.

      She busted out of the double doors of the Connors’ apartment building and skidded to a stop. The streets were quiet. There was some light traffic and a few people on the sidewalk, but that was about it. Squinting, Parker looked down the street and caught a flash of brown fur in a waistcoat rounding the corner.

      The little sucker moved quick.

      Parker took off after him, and within a few seconds, she was turning that same street corner, but the street was empty. Absolutely empty. Not a car or a soul in sight. Nothing moved.

      The street was lined with stores on either side, but half of them were boarded up or closed down, while the rest were advertising their going-out-of-business sales with fifty percent off this and fifty percent off that.

      Parker held her breath so she could hear without her breathing masking any small noises and scanned the dark shadows of the still street. Its hidden corners offered a million places for a murderous teddy bear to hide, and just as she was about to think she had lost him for good, Parker heard the sound of a window breaking and snapped her head in the direction it had come from. One of the display windows had been smashed wide open.

      Parker crossed the street with cautious steps, and when she reached the storefront, her eyes drifted to the sign above. Big, bold, and colorful letters spelled out “Toy World.”

      “This is not going to be good,” she muttered as she gently pulled the machete from the sheath strapped behind her shoulder and gripped it in her fist. Parker took a deep breath and was about to step inside and go into battle when a voice yelled out from behind her.

      “Freeze!” it said.

      Parker knew that tone of voice. No matter what part of the country she was in or what she had done, was about to do, or was suspected of doing, when someone yelled the word freeze in that tone, she knew it was a cop. Parker also knew that it was in her own best self-interest to not make any sudden movements.

      Parker slowly turned her head to look at the cop. He was in his early twenties, and although he wasn’t a veteran, he gave her the impression that he wasn’t exactly straight out of the academy, either. His name was Harding, and for a cop, he didn’t look like the ball-busting type.

      “What seems to be the problem, officer?” Parker asked, trying to play it blond and coy.

      “Miss, would you mind explaining what you’re doing by that toy shop?”

      Parker glanced down to the machete in her hand. “I’m not sure if I told you the truth you’d be inclined to believe it.”

      “Why don’t you try me?” Harding said.

      Parker’s throat was dry, but she tried swallowing anyway. “Three days ago, a gypsy cursed a serial killer and trapped him in the body of a Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot. That Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot is in this toy shop, and I’m going to go in there and kill the hell out of him.”

      Disbelief, confusion, and a phone call to the loony bin was usually the response that Parker Ames got when she told people about the things that go bump in the night. But disbelief and confusion weren’t the expressions on Harding’s face after those words left Parker’s lips.

      He lowered his weapon. “Okay, let’s go kill this bear.”

      “None of this is strange to you?” Parker asked.

      He drew a breath. “A bunch of years ago, my big sister was killed by a…” He struggled to find the words.

      “A slasher?” Parker added.

      He nodded. “It was the reason I became a cop.”

      “If you want strange,” Parker said, “follow me.”
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      Nick Harding remembered the night of his sister’s murder like it was yesterday. That was because he relived it in his sleep every single night.

      He was six years old and woke up sometime during the night when he heard something go bump. His sister, Veronica, was sixteen, and while their parents were away for the weekend, she was the one in charge. She wasn’t allowed to have any parties or anything like that, but she was allowed to have her girlfriends around for a slumber party. Carly, Penny, and Jean were all downstairs with her, watching Matt Dillon movies, drinking pop, and eating pizza. They had been giggling and laughing all through the night, and they’d woken Nick a bunch of times, so when he woke that last time he wasn’t really sure why he climbed out of bed and went downstairs. The credits to The Outsiders was playing on the television, and that Stevie Wonder song filled the room as Nick made his way down the first couple of steps, but halfway down, he stopped. Something wasn’t right.

      The blood sprayed across the television screen bathed the room in red, silhouetting the Shape. That was all his six-year-old mind could settle on calling it at the time: the Shape.

      The red light from the television bounced off the knife in the figure’s hand, and the bodies of four teenage girls lay at his feet. The Shape stood there for a moment, just staring straight ahead, not staying a word and not moving. Nick stayed still too. He held his breath, pushed back tears, and stayed very, very quiet. Then the Shape left.

      Later on, when the police arrived, Nick was too scared to tell them what he had seen, but he never, ever forgot the demented face of that slasher.

      He saw it every single night in his dreams.

      Years later, while on patrol, he kept his ear to the radio, hoping to find that Shape and any other slasher just like him. So when it came time to follow that strange blonde with a machete into a toy store to hunt down a possessed Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot, he didn’t even think twice and followed her right on in.

      There were over eight aisles of action figures, Barbie dolls, stuffed toys, and baby’s first books. Plus, a murderous bear was hiding in there somewhere, waiting to stab the hell out of anybody who stood in his way.

      Harding pulled a flashlight from his belt and shined a beam of light through the quiet store. There was no movement. No sounds. Nothing.

      “Should we split up?” he asked.

      “From experience, that typically doesn’t work out,” Parker said.

      “What other choice do we have?” He motioned to the massive toy store laid out in front of them. “He’s going to get away if we don’t.”

      It was a fair point. Parker took the first aisle while Harding took the last, and if neither of them got killed, they would meet in the middle. That was the plan, anyway.

      Carefully, with small steps and sweat running down his face, Harding made his way down the stuffed-toy aisle, which just seemed to go on forever before disappearing into darkness at the end. His flashlight blasted a beam of light across hundreds of inanimate monkeys, horses, Care Bears, and rabbits, all staring down at him with plastic eyes. In that light, each and every one of those stuffed toys looked as if it could jump down from the shelves and attack him.

      Harding wiped his sweaty hands on his trousers and took a few more steps. Then he heard a sound behind him and quickly turned to blast the hell out of whatever was there, but at the last minute he eased up on his trigger finger.

      Nothing was there. Not a single bit of evil.

      “Get a grip, Nick,” he told himself.

      It took a couple of seconds, but after he drew a breath and composed himself, Harding stepped off again and continued his search down to the dark end of Aisle 8.

      What he didn’t know was that behind him, Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot poked his head out from between a stuffed elephant and a stuffed dog, a big grin on his face.

      This really was the part Parker hated the most. Walking alone through some dark house, barn, or in this case, a toy store, not knowing what was in the darkness. Just knowing that something was in the darkness. Just waiting for that perfect time to jump out and scare the living daylights out of her. She had been there a hundred times, but it never got easier.

      Her eyes scanned every shadow and dark corner, but everything was sleepy quiet. Parker stopped and cocked her head at the janitor’s cart at the end of the aisle. It was filled with buckets and cleaning products. Parker picked up the bottle of highly flammable methylated spirits complete with the big skull and crossbones warning symbol on the label, and she got an idea.
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      Harding switched his pistol from his shooting hand, wiped his sweaty palm on his pants, and slipped the pistol back again. He had been waiting his whole life for a moment like this—a moment to do something and make a difference. He was nervous and scared, but deep down, he knew he was ready.

      So was Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot. He took his time. He didn’t run or rush. He just stalked the young cop, waiting for his time to strike and stab the absolute living hell out of him.

      “No more fucking around,” the bear said, and with moonlight bouncing from the blade in his hand, he yelled, “Ahhh,” as he ran toward Harding.

      Harding looked back. Too late.

      Little Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot was a nimble little son of a bitch, and he jumped off a stack of Hungry Hungry Hippos board games, launching himself into the air with that massive butcher knife in his hand.

      Harding could have run. He could have ducked or dived clean out of the way, but the fear and surprise of seeing a beloved children’s figure flying through the air with a knife in his hand caused Harding to do one thing—and that was freeze.

      Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot landed on Harding’s chest with his legs around the cop’s neck, his belly in the cop’s face, and that butcher’s knife stabbing into Harding’s back hard and fast. Harding went down, with the bear riding him all the way to the floor, and when they both slammed down on the ground, the Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot lost his grip and was tossed aside. The bear climbed to his feet, dusted himself off, and watched as poor Harding bled out all over the floor of Toy World.

      He stretched out his shoulder as if he had busted up a muscle or something but paused when he saw the blood on his fur. “That’s going to be a bitch to get out.”

      Just then, a scream rang out from another part of the store and echoed off the walls. It was Parker Ames.

      He shook his head. “A bear’s work is never done.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot poked his head around the corner of a massive Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot display and looked down the first aisle of Toy World. Parker Ames was on the floor, under a whole stack of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and Fisher-Price toys that had apparently fallen and knocked the monster hunter out.

      “Isn’t this quite fortuitous,” Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot said as he half walked, half danced down the aisle toward the fallen Parker. He cleared a few boxes until he had a direct path to his next victim. “They’re always underestimating you, Dick,” he said to himself. “And that never works out well for anyone.”

      He raised the butcher knife high—as high as his bear arms would allow, anyway—but just as he was about to slam that blade down hard into Parker’s body, Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot paused. Something wasn’t right, and he knew it. He grabbed Parker by the hair, and the hair came clean off. It was nothing more than a wig!

      He leaned down and rolled the body over, only to discover that the body of Parker Ames was just a display mannequin. “What the shit!”

      Behind him, the real Parker Ames stepped out of the shadows. In one hand, she had a bottle of rubbing alcohol that she had collected from the cleaning cart, complete with the flame on the label warning it was dangerous, and in her other hand was a Zippo lighter. The two traditionally did not go hand in hand.

      Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot looked down at his little furry feet. The bear was standing in a pool of alcohol. “Oh, hell.”

      Parker sparked the lighter. “Looks like somebody has been a bad, bad teddy.”

      “I’m going to—”

      They’re all the words Parker let him get out, because as soon as he started speaking, she tossed the Zippo at his feet, and as soon as the flame touched the alcohol, the bear, the mannequin, and the entire pool they were both in erupted in flames.

      Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot stopped, dropped, and rolled, but nothing was killing that fire. The bear was toast. Parker lit a cigarette and watched.

      Thirty minutes and two more cigarettes later, the fire had all but burned out, and what was left of Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot was nothing more than a pile of burned and melted fur and a scorched plastic skeleton.

      She crushed the cigarette under her boot and pushed off the shelf she was leaning against. “I guess my work here is all done.”

      Parker headed off down the aisle and had only made it half a dozen steps when she heard a long and deep groan coming from the burned pile of fur that had once been Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot.

      “No way,” Parker said as she turned around.

      No way indeed.

      Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot, the world’s creepiest teddy bear, slowly climbed to what was left of his feet. It was a struggle, but he managed to stand and raise his little singed and melted plastic hand and give Parker the middle finger. “Fuck you, bitch.”

      Parker pulled the machete from the sheath over her shoulder and gripped it tightly in her hand. “No,” she said. “Fuck you.”

      Parker took a couple of quick steps, swung, and whacked Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot’s messed-up head clean off, sending that little plastic skull flying into the darkness of Toy World. And that was that. Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot was no more. The evil little bear went to evil-little-bear heaven.

      It had been one long bastard of a night, and Parker was tired. She wanted a hot bath, some MTV, and a Diet Coke. Her body ached, and she just knew the pounding in her head wasn’t going to leave for at least a couple of days. She was beat.

      When she felt the hand on her shoulder, she reacted with pure instinct and maybe even a little experience that told her it’s better to act first and ask questions later in the wake of a slasher battle—99.99 percent of the time, that was 100% the right way to go. So when Parker felt that hand on her shoulder, she gripped her machete, swung around, and gave it a thrust. That machete, the very same one she had used to send slashers all the way back to hell, rammed through the belly of Officer Nick Harding.

      Teddy-Hugs-A-Lot had stabbed him and hurt him really bad, but the bear hadn’t killed him. Harding had passed out, and when he came to again, he’d struggled to his feet and found Parker. He’d tried to call out to her, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make a sound. So he reached out and touched her instead.

      “No, no, no,” Parker said as she cradled him to the floor. “This is not… I didn’t mean… Why did you…” But it wasn’t his fault, and she knew that.

      Parker had been around death long enough to know which ones were going to make it and which ones weren’t. Taking one look at Harding, she didn’t like his chances, not one bit.

      Parker brushed hair out of his face so she could look into his eyes and tell him she was sorry, desperately sorry, but when she looked in his eyes, she knew he was already gone.

      Parker didn’t know what to do with herself. So she just sat there with Harding in her lap, his hand in hers, until the sun came up. Killing evil was one thing. Killing Nick Harding was something else entirely.
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      Parker Ames wasn’t a morning person, so when her alarm went off at five o’clock, she was less than impressed. Her arm came out from under the blanket and hit the snooze button. Then she went on hitting that snooze button for thirty minutes until one of her half-closed eyes peeked out from under the covers and saw the time.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit!” Parker snapped as she threw the covers off and lunged out of bed. “Goddamn it!”

      She ran her fingers through her dirty hair as she scanned the floor of the trailer for her uniform. Her shift at Al’s Diner started in thirty minutes, and if she was late, which was highly likely, it would be the third day in a row she was late. And that wasn’t going to go down too well.

      “Bingo,” Parker said when she spotted the pastel-pink uniform, which she hated, on the floor by her Converse sneakers.

      Parker stripped off the clothes that she had fallen asleep in, then she slipped the uniform over her head. She grabbed her coat, her car keys, and a bottle of beer from the cooler on the floor and stepped out into the cold Detroit morning.

      Sunnydale Trailer Park wasn’t exactly one of the most luxurious of trailer parks. It wasn’t even an average trailer park. Nope, Sunnydale Trailer Park was the trailer park for people who have been kicked out of all the other trailer parks. It was full of felons, domestic abusers, junkies, and anyone who really, truly wanted to get lost from society. They took the rent money and asked no questions. That last part was what Parker liked the most.

      Parker climbed behind the wheel of her 1976 Beetle, slid the key into the ignition, and turned it. Usually, the little Beetle, which she’d bought for the grand total of one hundred seventy-five dollars, started no matter how cold it was. Never on the first time, but after a good ten or twenty seconds of pumping the gas, turning the key, and swearing, the engine would usually turn over. Then she would be on the road. But on that particular morning, no amount of pumping the gas, turning the key, or swearing was going to get the little Beetle’s engine to turn over.

      She yelled, swore, and slammed her hands against the wheel until she saw the time on the dashboard. Realizing she didn’t have the time for any of those things, Parker got the hell out of the car. Every morning when she was on time, she drove past the 171 bus that stopped all along Outer Drive Avenue and right outside Sunnydale Trailer Park.

      It was cold but not yet cold enough to snow, and Parker was wearing her Converses anyway, so she ran. She didn’t make it more than twenty or thirty feet before her knees started to ache, her heart started to pound, and her breath started to get very, very short. A year ago, she could sprint for ten minutes at that speed before running straight into a slasher and going into battle. She was so out of shape that at that moment, she would have been lucky to make sixty seconds at that speed.

      She made it through the trailer park, past the entrance, and out onto the street just as the 171 bus sailed straight on past her and down the street. Parker wanted to scream and beat the living hell out of something. She didn’t have the energy to do any of those things, so instead, she slipped her hand into her handbag, pulled the can of beer from her bag, cracked it open, and drank half in one hit.

      It was going to be one hell of a long walk.
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      A little over an hour later, Al Ferzetti, the proprietor of Al’s Diner on the corner of Warren and Harvard, was behind the counter, staring at the clock. He wasn’t in the mood for this shit. He was forty-five years old, and his wife had just had their fourth baby. All their other babies weren’t even babies anymore. They were all teenage boys, and in a couple of years, they would be men and out of the house. But his wife wanted a little girl. She’d always wanted a little girl, and she’d convinced him to try just one more time. So they did, and bang! Another boy.

      What fuckin’ luck, Al thought to himself. What fuckin’ luck. Now he’s up all night listening to the screaming kid. Then he has to be back at the diner hours before the sunlight ever has the guts to shine just so he can prepare the hamburger mix, cut up the salads, and take the delivery of all the eggs and milk and whatever else he’d ordered the day before. The very last thing he wanted to do was wait tables because he was a waitress down.

      She called herself Ellis Bell, but he figured that name was bullshit. Not that Al really cared about her goddamned name. He did care about being a goddamned waitress down during the morning rush.

      Then finally, just as he could feel his blood pressure start to rise, she walked through the door as if she weren’t an hour late and cruised right on by without a care in the world.

      “You’re late,” he said.

      “Al, I’m totally not in the mood.” She didn’t even look at him, just cruised right on by and pushed through the double doors that led to the office and lockers.

      Not in the mood? Al thought. Not in the mood? Who the fuck is ever in the mood? There were ways things were going to be and ways things weren’t going to be. Speaking like that to Al in his own joint fell into the latter category.

      He made his way along the counter and walked into the office just as the girl was trying to salvage her makeup in the mirror of the locker door.

      “I’m coming, Al,” she said. “I know I’m late, and I know I said it wouldn’t happen again, but shit, it happened again, and I couldn’t help it.” She was franticly pulling makeup out of her bag, deciding it was the wrong stuff, and putting it back in only to pull it out again.

      “There is something else,” he said.

      “Yeah, what?”

      “You weren't hired for your waitressing skills or damn well near lack of them,” Al said. “You were hired because you’re easy on the eyes, if you know what I mean.”

      Parker stopped applying the makeup and stared at him through the mirror on the locker room door. “What are you saying, Al?”

      “I’m saying that it wouldn’t hurt if you undid a button or two.”

      Parker gave him a look.

      Al held up his hands to signal that he wasn’t trying to start a fight. “That’s all. Give it some thought.” And he backed out of the room.

      For a moment or two, with a look of disgust on her face, Parker watched the empty space where he’d been, then she went back to applying her makeup. She didn’t get far before she paused, and her eyes dipped down to the first couple of buttons on her uniform. Parker sighed and undid them, just like Al had asked.
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      Even though everything from the benches to the vinyl booths looked tired and worn down, Al’s Diner did a pretty damn good bit of trade. By late morning, the place was packed with truck drivers and factory workers from the nearby plant. The first shift started at three in the morning, so by eleven, the tables were full of big men with empty stomachs.

      All three of the waitresses were run off their feet. Samantha and Regina had both started not long before Parker, and although they had done their best to show her the ropes, Al wasn’t wrong—Parker wasn’t much of a waitress.

      She had three coffees to take out to Table Nine; a sloppy Joe, a country-fried steak, and two Cokes for Table Six; three cheeseburgers to Table Three; and two Big Al’s Breakfasts for Table Eleven.

      Ten minutes later, nobody got what they’d ordered, and no one was shy about complaining. Parker had taken out slashers all over the country. Big hulking sons of bitches armed with chain saws and machetes. One had even used a microwave oven. Still, what stressed her out the most was getting the right meals to the right tables and remembering who wanted curly fries with their burger. The funny thing was she tried—she really tried—but a natural waitress she just was not.

      She was in the middle of trying to make sense of her last order when she felt a massive hand slap her right on the ass. Parker stopped dead in her tracks as half the men in the diner erupted in laughter while the other half just gave a weak, noncommittal smile and went back to their meals.

      “Hey, sugar,” the man said. “Can you get ol’ Denny another cup of joe?”

      Goddamned Denny, she thought. Old Parker wouldn’t have thought twice about taking out two of the son of a bitch’s teeth at a bare minimum. New Parker… well, new Parker had rent to pay.

      “I’ll be right back, Denny,” she said, and true to her word, she was back in two shakes of a lamb’s tail with the coffee.

      And the day went on like that for the next few hours until she was about to head out to the kitchen for a cigarette.

      “Parker Ames,” a teenage girl’s voice called out.

      Parker hadn’t gone by the name Parker Ames in almost a year. To everyone in Al’s Diner—and everyone in Detroit, for that matter—Parker Ames was Ellis Bell, a high school dropout from East Chicago with no family and a bad attitude.

      Parker looked over her shoulder at the couple of teenagers sitting in the booth at Table Five. The pair of them looked as if they were straight out of a John Hughes movie. The girl was Anna. She was maybe sixteen years old and looked like she was college material. The boy was Blaine. He was a year or two older, and the letterman jacket told Parker two things. He was captain of the wrestling team, and he was from Whittier, someplace she had never heard of.

      “Miss Parker Ames?” Anna asked again.

      “Never heard of her,” Parker said as she was about to take off to have that cigarette.

      “Have you heard of Hurricane Williams?” Blaine shot back with.

      And that stopped Parker dead in her tracks. She’d heard of Hurricane Williams all right. He’d killed her parents and damn near half the town of Happydale. Parker hadn’t thought about those things for a very long time, and if she had her way, she would never think about them again.

      The kids didn’t look like they were the type to take no for an answer, and Parker didn’t fancy them hassling her for the rest of the day, so she slid into the booth across from them. “You’ve got three minutes.”

      “We came from Whittier, Alaska. It’s a small town with a very small population,” Anna said.

      “The locals call it Bastard Town,” Blaine said.

      Parker lit a cigarette. “What’s so special about Bastard Town that you had to run all the way down here to tell little ol’ me about it?”

      “We have a problem… a slasher problem.” Anna let the words linger between them for a moment before continuing. “Two months ago, old Mr. and Mrs. Reed were found dead in their garage.”

      “You sure it wasn’t old age?” Parker asked.

      Blaine took a sip from his Coca-Cola. “Their limbs were torn from their bodies.”

      “Old age isn’t known to do that,” Parker said. “Go on.”

      “Two weeks later,” Anna continued, “Jenny Goldman’s body was found with a machete buried in her chest, and two weeks after that, Arnold Buck was impaled on the spire of the church.”

      “Kinda sounds like you do have a slasher problem,” Parker said.

      “We need your help,” Anna said.

      Parker leaned back in her chair, gave it some thought, and blew smoke out through her nostrils. “No.”

      Anna frowned. “What? Why?”

      “I don’t do that kind of thing anymore.”

      “But you’re Parker Ames,” she said.

      “You killed Hurricane Williams, the Dominator, and Richard the Mad,” Blaine said.

      Anna followed up with, “You’re a hero.”

      Parker slid out of the booth and stood. “I’m no hero.”

      “But…” Anna said, confused. “We need your help?”

      “I’m sorry,” Parker said. “I really need this job.”
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      The kids left their address in Bastard Town on the back of a napkin and were gone shortly after that. Parker shoved it into her pocket and got back to work clearing tables and taking orders. She pushed the whole incident out of her mind altogether.

      Running around the country taking down slashers and monsters was so long ago for Parker that it felt a movie she had watched once and forgotten most of the plot or a story that had happened to somebody else. What she did remember in 3-D Technicolor was the very last moment she had held a weapon in her hand and used that weapon to separate Nick Harding from the world altogether. She remembered the fear on his face and the confusion in his eyes, and no matter how much time passed, those were the things she would never forget. As far as she was concerned, she wasn’t Parker Ames, monster hunter, anymore. She was only Ellis Bell, waitress. And not a very good one at that.

      That was until she reached for a plate and saw a tiny bit of a tattoo poke out from under the sleeve of her uniform. The tattoos had been with her for years and were so much a part of her that when she looked at her body, she barely saw them. On her left arm, she had forty-three skull-and-crossbones tattoos—one for each slasher she had sent back to hell. On the opposite arm was an elaborate vine with hundreds of leaves running from her wrist all the way up her arm. There was a leaf for each and every life she had saved. The tattoos were meant to remind her during the times of darkness that each slasher she’d killed and each life she’d saved mattered. Despite the blood and gore and the nomadic lifestyle, saving those lives was worth it. Every single, bad, bloody thing about it.

      Parker dug her fingers into the pocket of her uniform, pulled out the napkin, and read the address in Bastard Town under her breath.

      Maybe, she thought. Maybe she could do something to help.

      “Hey, sugar tits,” Denny yelled from his booth on the other side of Al’s Diner. “Bring us the bill.”

      Parker raised her eyebrow and shot a glance at Denny. Ellis Bell would have whizzed on over to the cash register, rung up his bill, and rushed it over to the asshole’s table. But Ellis Bell wasn’t there anymore. Only Parker Ames was.

      Al saw the look in her eye and must have known what was coming down the line. “Don’t you dare.”

      But Parker did dare.

      She buttoned up her shirt, turned on her heels, and cut across the floor of Al’s Diner with Denny’s table in her sights. The asshole was laughing it up with his buddies, completely oblivious to what was coming his way.

      “Hey, Denny,” she said, balling up her fist. Before he could open his mouth to say something stupid, Parker was already swinging. She broke his nose on the first blow but didn’t stop there. Parker knew she was a twenty-five-year-old ex-cheerleader and Denny was a thirty-five-year-old ex-football player, so one punch wasn’t going to get the job done. So she threw another punch and another one after that.

      Blood splattered across her face. Blood splattered across the faces of Denny’s buddies. Then after a couple more blows, Parker knew he was down for the count. He slumped in the booth, covered in blood and teeth.

      She looked around. All eyes in the diner were on her, and all jaws were well and firmly dropped to the ground. Nobody was brave enough to say a word.

      Parker rubbed her tired and bloody knuckles. It was the first time she had felt like herself in over a year.
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      The people of Calumet City believed that the derelict house on the corner of Greenbay and Wilson was haunted, and they had good reason due to the horrific murders that had taken place there in 1978.

      Jenna Boffard, the real estate agent with the listing, must have had the property on her books for close to ten years. In that time, she hadn’t even had a single offer. People would call up and inquire, and some would arrange a time to meet her. Together, they would go out to the property for an inspection. They would walk around the house, which had deteriorated with each passing year, and talk about its potential and the colors they could paint the walls, but each and every single potential buyer grew very cold feet as soon as they discovered the house’s unofficial name was Hell House.

      In the spirit of full disclosure, Jenna ended each inspection with the details of the events of April 26, 1978, when a crazed maniac broke into the house, murdered two people, and escaped. They would smile politely, thank her very much for her time, and get the hell out of there. Jenna’s follow-up calls rarely garnered a response.

      A cloud of fog casually drifted past Hell House as Parker stood at the gate, still in her pink Al’s Diner uniform. She’d left in such a hurry that she’d forgotten her coat and bag in her locker. Parker wrapped her arms around her middle to stay warm as she crossed over the dead grass of what used to be the front lawn, and when she reached the door, it was already open a couple of inches. With her long index finger, she pushed it open even farther and stepped inside.

      Moonlight poured in through the windows, and Parker could see that the place had been trashed by local kids drinking, partying, and laughing it up. Neon graffiti covered the walls, the windows were cracked, and the whole place smelled like vomit, piss, and pot all rolled into one. When she reached the living room, Parker felt something under her shoe and stopped. Even though it was dark and the floor was a mess, she could see it was the shape of a picture frame. She kneeled down, picked it up, and looked at the cracked frame. The photo behind it was dirty and faded, but that didn’t matter because Parker could still make out the people in it—her mother, her father, and sixteen-year-old Parker. She smiled at the faded memory and slipped the photo out from behind the broken glass and into the pocket of her uniform.

      It had been a long time since she’d survived Hell House. Although the worst of the worst had taken place there and it barely resembled the house she remembered, it still felt like home. She remembered the birthday parties, the Christmas mornings, and staying up late on Friday nights to watch The Rockford Files with her father.

      She made her way to the kitchen, where her mother used to make her macaroni and cheese, and over to the door that led to the garage. Unlike the rest of the eyesore of a house, the door to the garage had a fairly new and extremely expensive lock fastened to a three-inch-thick steel-reinforced door. Given the current difficulties in gaining any market interest in the property, the door was likely the most expensive part of the property.

      Groove by groove, Parker slipped the key into the lock. It clicked open, and Parker stepped into the garage. Her hand found the switch in the darkness and flicked it on.

      Unlike the rest of the worn-down, beat-up house, the garage looked as if it were part of another place altogether. Inside was a complete arsenal of slasher-hunting weapons lining the walls. Everything she could possibly need in the business of beheading evil was hanging in Parker’s garage. She had machetes, chain saws, battle swords, and pistols. In the middle of the garage was Parker’s tip-top 1969 Dodge Charger, which was so chocked full of muscle that it would need a drug test if it ever got itself into a race.

      Parker went to a cabinet at the back of the garage and opened one of the drawers. Inside were her old slasher-slaying clothes: a pair of black Levi’s, a black leather jacket, and her Doc Martens. Parker stripped off the Al’s Diner uniform and swapped one uniform for another. When she was dressed, Parker looked at her reflection in the Charger’s window. She looked like a cross between Mad Max and Joan Jett, and there was no mistaking it—Ellis Bell was long gone.

      Parker collected an assortment of her favorite weapons and loaded them into the trunk, then she slid into the front seat and wrapped her fingers around the wheel. Finally, she felt at home. The only thing that bothered her was that her hands hadn’t stopped shaking since she walked into the garage. One thought and one thought only ran over and over in her mind, and it was a simple one. What if I can’t do this anymore?

      If that turned out to be true, Parker thought, it was going to be one hell of a short trip.
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      If hell had frozen over, then Portage, Alaska, would have been the town sitting right on the edge of civilization. It was one of the last small towns of a string of small towns that grew smaller the farther north Parker traveled. For close to one hundred years, it had been a mining town, but since the mine closed in the summer of ’85, it was just a town struggling to get by. There wasn’t much night life in Portage, and people could do one of two things: they could go home and sit in front of the fire and watch television, or they could go to Woolley’s Bar & Tavern to sit in front of the fire and watch television. At least Woolley’s Bar & Tavern had beer—and Big Christy Woolley.

      Woolley’s Bar & Tavern was her joint, and she treated everyone who walked through that front door of hers, whether stranger or kin, like they had just walked through the front door of her very own house. She had been the owner and proprietor of Woolley’s Bar & Tavern since her father, Slippery Legs Justin Woolley, died close to forty years ago. Before that, JP Woolley ran Woolley’s Bar & Tavern after traveling north sometime after arriving in the US from Albania. Woolley’s Bar & Tavern was more of a home to Christy than any other home she had ever known. So anyone walking through the door essentially was walking through the front door of her house.

      On that particular evening, Craig and Tom were sitting at one of the tables by the fire, talking about the dog Craig had owned when he was a kid and how that dog was one of the best damn dogs a man could have. Tracy and Chad were at another table, watching an episode of Perfect Strangers on the TV, and old Hank was sitting down at the end of the bar, staring into the bottom of his bourbon. All in all, it was just another regular Friday night.

      Then the door opened, and Parker Ames walked in. Big Christy took Parker Ames for what she appeared to be—a pretty young blonde who should have been in college somewhere and not in the middle of nowhere. Everybody in the bar turned and looked at her for a moment before going to back to the various things they had been doing before she walked in. Taking it in stride, Parker made her way to the bar and pulled up a stool.

      “Don’t worry too much about them,” Big Christy said. “We don’t get all that many visitors around here, if you know what I mean.” She laid a napkin out in front of Parker. “What can I get you?”

      “Do you have something to warm me up?”

      “There’s only two ways to get warmed up around here,” Big Christy said. “The first one is to find yourself a fella, but to be brutally honest”—she motioned around at the patrons of Woolley’s Bar & Tavern—“the pickin’s are kinda slim.”

      “And this other way?” Parker asked.

      Big Christy wrapped her fingers around a bottle of bourbon and poured Parker a shot. “This should get you halfway there.”

      Parker downed the shot in one hit and enjoyed it, then she shifted her eyes from the glass and back up to Big Christy. “One more please.”

      “My kind of girl.” Big Christy poured Parker a shot then poured one for herself while she was at it. “You sticking around or passing through?”

      “Passing through,” Parker said. “I’m my way to Whittier.”

      At that point, everybody in the bar got real quiet real quick. Parker looked over her shoulder, and the eyes staring back at her all had the same look in them—fear. All of a sudden, the patrons of Woolley’s Bar & Tavern were no longer small separate groups of people hanging out in a bar, but a bunch of folks all having the same conversation. Chairs shifted and aimed toward Parker while Craig grabbed his beer and pulled up a stool at the bar.

      “You might want to think twice about that destination, if you know what I mean,” Big Christy said.

      Their newfound interest wasn’t lost on Parker. “I kind of get the feeling that there’s something you all want to tell me,” she said.

      Everybody looked at the floor or in their drinks—anywhere but at Parker.

      Then Hank, the old relic sitting at the end of the bar with his bottle of beer, his shot of bourbon, and his Red Man chewing tobacco in front of him, spoke up in a voice that wasn’t much more than a croak. “It’s not that they don’t want to tell you. It’s just that they don’t really know how to say it.”

      “Do you know how to say it?” Parker asked.

      “I can give it a go,” he said. “Probably about the best I could do.”

      “And that’s probably about all that should be expected of anyone.”

      “I’d drink to that,” Hank said. “Then again, I’d probably drink to most things.” He finished his shot and took a sip from his beer.

      Big Christy poured him another then another for Parker. It was clearly a two-drink kind of story.

      “Bastard Town wasn’t always called Bastard Town, but over the years, that’s just what people tended to call it,” Hank said. “And I can tell you that son-of-a-bitch place has certainly lived up to its name. On any map, Bastard Town is known as Whittier, Alaska. And Whittier was always a unique town to begin with.”

      Craig looked up from the cigarette he was rolling. “It shouldn’t even be a town.”

      Hank spat a gob of tobacco into the empty glass sitting next to his beer. “That’s right. Damn well shouldn’t be. You see, Whittier is as cold as my first two wives combined, and I’m here to tell you, that’s pretty damned cold.”

      “I can attest to that,” Craig said.

      “And he was married to one of them once himself,” Hank said. “Anyway, there’s only two ways to get yourself into Whittier. The first way is to get yourself on a boat and sail those cold, miserable waters down the channel.”

      “And the other way?” Parker asked.

      “The tunnel,” Craig said.

      “Yeah,” Hank said as he chomped on a fresh piece of chewing tobacco. “The tunnel. You see, Bastard Town is surrounded by the Chugach Mountains on three of its four sides. The forth being covered by the aforementioned water. Those mountains are so tall and dangerous that climbing over those sons of bitches is impossible. And trust me, folks have tried. “

      “They say there’s gold up in those mountains,” Big Christy said.

      “Yeah, they do say that, don’t they?” Hank said. “And they’re probably right, too, but it’s too damned cold to go up there and find out.”

      Parker took a sip of her drink. “What’s this other way to get into Whittier?”

      “The tunnel,” Craig said. “Two and a half miles of a single-lane tunnel that cuts straight through the mountain.”

      “A tunnel?” Parker said. “This Bastard Town doesn’t sound so bad. Sounds like I’ve been to more bastardly kinds of towns.”

      Craig finished rolling his cigarette and lit it. “The isolation and the weather is not the reason we call it Bastard Town.”

      “Bastard Town earned its moniker the old-fashioned way,” Hank said.

      Parker took a sip of her drink. “How was that?”

      “By being a bastard,” Craig said.

      “Nobody could quite put their finger on it,” Hank continued. “Whittier was just a strange place where strange accidents happened. It was a town known for being unlucky. At first, it was just boating accidents.”

      “Then it was freak accidents,” Craig chimed in.

      “Usually, somebody fell off something or became impaled on something,” Big Christy said.

      “Then the murders started,” Hank said, spitting into his tobacco glass again.

      “When did that happen?” Parker asked.

      “It’s hard to say for sure,” Hank said. “As I said, Whittier had always been an unlucky type of town, but if my back was to the wall and I had to guess when Whittier turned from a small sleepy hideaway into Bastard Town, I would say it was about three months ago, Christmas day.”

      Parker finished her drink.

      Big Christy poured her another.

      “That’s one hell of a specific guess.”

      “Well, it was one hell of a specific Christmas.”

      “Christmas of ’88 was when the murders started,” Craig said.

      “The entire Henderson family,” Big Christy said.

      “And the Charles family,” Craig said.

      “And the Jenson family,” Hank said.

      The room fell deathly quiet.

      “What about the killer?” Parker asked. “Did they find him?”

      “Not a single thing,” Hank said.

      “Now, they board up their houses over there in Bastard Town,” Craig said. “They lock their doors up real good.”

      Hank coughed. It sounded like he was about to cough up a lung. “And they never—and I mean never—leave their houses after dark. If I were you, little miss, I’d get back in your vehicle and leave Bastard Town to be a bastard without your involvement.”

      Probably not bad advice, Parker thought.
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      The air in Portage was damn cold. But it wasn’t as cold as the air coming through the Whittier tunnel from Bastard Town. It flowed through as if it were running from something big and bad and washed over Parker’s face. She was at the mouth of the tunnel, sitting on the hood of the Charger, a cigarette hanging from her mouth and her hands buried in the pockets of her leather jacket. No matter how hard she squinted, Parker couldn’t see the other end of the tunnel. It appeared to just go on forever, without any guarantee that an end even existed, and if one did, what the hell was she walking into on the other side?

      She pulled her hand out of her pocket and pulled the cigarette from her lips. It was then that she noticed her hand shaking. It was her right hand, the very same hand she’d used to wield her chain saw, her machete, and that Louisville Slugger with nails hammered through the hitting end. In short, it was her killing hand.

      When Parker chased down Hurricane Williams in Texas, her hand hadn’t shaken. When she tore apart Hammerhead in New Orleans, her hand hadn’t shaken. And even when Parker destroyed the Toe Cutter, her hand hadn’t shaken, not even then. But there she was, sitting on the hood of her car, not a slasher in sight, and her hand was shaking. She slid off, looked from her shaking killing hand and down the long, long tunnel to Bastard Town, and thought to herself, To hell with it. She climbed behind the wheel and cranked up that massive V8 engine, and the thing roared to life. Parker put pedal to the metal and the Charger sped down the narrow tunnel. It had been paved, and there were lights erected every fifty feet or so, but the walls were nothing more than the exposed rock from where the tunnel had been cut. It probably looked the same that night as it had nearly fifty years earlier when it was carved through the middle of the mountain. Driving thirty miles per hour, Parker felt as if she were driving at double that speed, and when the Charger finally punched out the other side, she was glad to be out of the claustrophobic tunnel.

      She eased her foot off the gas pedal and cruised down the main street of Bastard Town. On one side was the bay, where a couple dozen fishing boats idled with the ebb and flow of the calm water. On the other side of the road was a collection of storefronts that were essential for any small American town like a police station, a diner, a couple of bars, and even a video store.

      During the summer months, Bastard Town had a population of close to three thousand, but during the winter, that number decreased drastically to just under a few hundred. It was the weather; most people just couldn’t handle it.

      On the surface, Bastard Town looked perfectly normal, like just another small town in a country filled with small towns. When Parker peered through the windshield and took a closer look, though, it became pretty clear that something wasn’t quite right in Bastard Town. For a start, it was empty. Completely and utterly empty. Not a soul in sight. Not a car on the road. Not even somebody out on the sidewalk, walking the dog.

      Parker slowed the Charger to a stop in the middle of the road and climbed out. It was cold, but she’d expected that. The emptiness, considering what she had been told about Bastard Town, didn’t come as a surprise. What she hadn’t been expecting was the silence. Complete and utter silence. There wasn’t a sound in the air. Not a car alarm in the distance. Not a television playing too loudly. Absolutely nothing but the idling engine of the Charger by her side. It was the silence that scared her the most.

      Parker was about to climb back into the car when she saw the blood on the sidewalk. She kept her hand close to the .45 on her hip as she crossed the road and stepped over the gutter and onto the sidewalk. It was blood all right. Parker had seen enough of it to know what it looked like splashed over concrete. The blood ran from outside the video store all the way up to the end of the block, and from half a glance, which was all Parker really needed, it was clear that the blood was from a body being dragged.

      “That’s not reassuring,” Parker mumbled to herself.

      She hightailed it back over to the Charger, slid behind the wheel, and hit the road. Steering with one hand, she dug her fingers into her pocket and pulled out the scrunched-up piece of paper with the address Anna and Blaine had left for her. She didn’t have a map, but Whittier wasn’t exactly difficult to navigate. Parker could have sworn that over the past few years, she had been to over a hundred small towns all across America with the exact same grid design all named with the exact same system: First Avenue, Second Avenue, and so on. Those towns always had a State Street, a Main Street, and a spattering of Union, Lafayette, Washington, Elm, and Lake streets. Even if it was her first time in an American small town, 99.9% of the time, she found it pretty easy to get around.

      Three blocks later, she pulled the Charger over on Washington and climbed out in front of Anna and Blaine’s address. Every window on the house was boarded up, and when Parker looked down the street, she could see that it wasn’t the only house with boards on it. The people of Bastard Town were hell-bent on keeping something out of their homes, and judging by the smashed-in front door of Anna and Blaine’s house, not all of them were successful.

      Parker leaned back into the Charger and pulled out her nail-spiked baseball bat from the back seat. Gripping it in her hand, she walked across the open yard, up the couple of steps, and in through the broken door.

      At some point in its past, the house at 23 Washington had been a warm and friendly place, and Parker could tell that the Murrays were good and kind people just by the photographs all along the hallway wall that greeted her when she stepped inside. They captured decades of birthday parties, family vacations, first days at school, and a whole lifetime of laughs and love. But that was all gone now. Those photographs on the wall were sprayed with blood, mostly likely belonging to the people in those photographs.

      Parker followed the path of blood into the dining room and paused. It was one hell of a mess. At half a glance, she counted two bodies.

      One was facedown on the floor with a pickax through the back of the skull, and the other was in the corner with all bendable parts bent the wrong way. Parker crouched to get a better look at the poor bastard on the floor. It was Blaine Murray. The body in the corner was his sister, Anna. The mess was fresh, not even a few hours old. The way Parker pieced it together, she figured the kids had only arrived in Bastard Town a couple of hours before her, got home, and shortly after that got themselves killed.

      There had once been a time when Parker could walk through a sorority house of murder victims while eating a cheeseburger and not even feel remotely queasy. That time had passed. Parker stood up, leaned against the wall, and vomited.

      A couple of minutes later, she was finished and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She didn’t feel any better, but there was just nothing left in her stomach to bring up.

      Then she heard a short and sharp metal-on-metal crunching sound from outside. Parker grabbed her Louisville Slugger and hauled ass into the front yard. There was no movement or sound on Washington Street.

      Parker got very still and gripped the bat in both hands, ready to attack whatever the hell was out there, and at first glance everything looked… well, normal. That was until she saw the machete buried through the hood of the Charger and halfway through the engine. The beast of automotive engineering was trashed.

      “Who murders a car?” Parker asked herself.

      One empty town, two dead bodies, and one murdered Dodge Charger told Parker that standing still long enough got people killed in Bastard Town, and she wasn’t comfortable being idle. She made her way over to the Charger and opened the trunk. She tossed the Louisville Slugger inside, strapped her .45 to her hip, and picked up her trusty old machete from the treasure trove of weapons before slamming the trunk closed.

      She had driven past the police station on the way into town, and Parker figured that was the best place to start to make sense of the mess. It was only a few blocks away, and although it was cold, it wasn’t cold enough to make getting there impossible. She started off and kept her eyes peeled.

      Parker took careful steps. They weren’t too fast, and they weren’t too slow, but measured and ready to attack in the event that something tall, dark, and violent jumped out of the darkness.

      A couple of blocks later, she’d seen nothing but empty streets and heard nothing but her own footsteps on the road.

      Parker slid the machete from one hand to the other and wiped the sweat from her palm on her jeans. She heard a twig break—something was out there in the darkness. In the silence of Bastard Town, the simple sound of a broken twig under a foot sounded like a thunderclap.

      Parker turned and swung that machete up, ready to start hacking away, but when she turned, there was absolutely nothing there. Not a single thing.

      It took a moment for her heart to stop pounding, and when it did, Parker continued down the street toward the police station. Her hand shook, and Parker knew it was shaking, but she ignored it, secretly hoping that ignoring it would simply make it go away. Deep down, she knew it was only a hope.
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      The neon light of the Whittier Police Station gave off a hum and a buzz as Parker walked underneath it and up the three steps to the front door. Walking into a police station and telling the sheriff an unkillable psycho killer is roaming the streets killing people was always a bit of a tough piece of information to deliver. It was usually met with a healthy dose of laughter and someone telling her to get the hell out of there. But occasionally, very occasionally, she would come across a sheriff who would be open to such wild tales of killers and monsters.

      Parker pushed open the door to the police station and stepped right into the aftermath of a massacre. The entire Whittier police department had been decimated. Bullet holes peppered the walls. Bloody bodies were strewn around and hanging over desks, and half a dozen were piled up at the back door. By the look of it, they had been trying to escape, but there were too many of them to get the hell out the door all at the same time. So they’d all bottlenecked at the door, and the slasher had killed them where they stood.

      As far as massacres went, it was a hell of a bloody one.

      “Hey, girly,” a gruff voice said from somewhere at the rear of the police station. “Do you mind closing the door? You’re letting in a draft.”

      Parker squinted and saw there were a couple of cells at the back of the station, and in one of those cells was a great big hulk of a man. He must have been close to sixty-five, and despite the gray flattop and the lines as deep as canyons on his face, he looked like he could punch his way through a brick wall. He was the kind of man they sang country songs about, and men like him were usually called something like Big John or Wood Cutter Johnson. His hands were the size of saucers and covered in scars, and when Parker took one look at him, she could tell instantly that he was a bastard. His name was Lee. First name? Last name? Nobody knew.

      Parker stepped over the various body parts littered all over the station and eventually made her way to the cell. “What happened here?”

      “Well, all these people here on the floor used to be a hell of a lot more happier. I can tell you that,” Lee said as he stood up. “Looks to me like you picked a bad time to visit Whittier.”

      “This isn’t exactly a social call,” Parker said. “I’m here on business.”

      “What business is that?”

      “Killin’ sons of bitches.”

      “It looks like you’re in the right town then,” Lee said. “It sure does look like there’s a son-of-a-bitch problem around here.”

      “What am I dealing with here?” Parker asked. “And there’s no point sugarcoating it.”

      “So you want to know why all these poor bastards are getting hacked to pieces, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Parker said, lighting up two cigarettes. Then she handed one through the bars to Lee. “I wouldn’t mind knowing who’s hacking these people all up.”

      Lee took a drag. “Then you’re probably going to want to know about Hatchet Bob.”

      “I guess I am.”

      “If you grew up in Bastard Town in the thirties, then you grew up knowing the tale of Hatchet Bob. It was from this point on that the town of Whittier was henceforth known as Bastard Town.”

      “I’ve been here less than an hour,” Parker said, “and I can say that in my opinion it’s a pretty accurate description.”

      “This town…” Lee continued. “This town earned its name. From the very first settlers who pitched a tent on this cold bastard, all the way up to this very day. But out of all the bad days this town has had, that one concerning Hatchet Bob was pretty dark, if I do say so myself. In the beginning, Hatchet Bob was just plain old Bob McKee. He didn’t get the hatchet part of his name until later. Now, Bob McKee wasn’t known for being an intellectual, but that was okay because he had no intention of being a so-called intellectual. What Bob was, though, was one hell of a fisherman. My daddy used to say that Bob McKee could take his boat out onto the water, and the damn fish would just jump right on in like it was their idea all along.”

      Lee pulled back on the last drag of Parker’s Newport then stamped it out under his boot. Parker offered him another one, and he took it, lit it, and continued his story. “Now, if my memory serves me correctly—and I’m pretty sure that it does—Bob McKee had been out on the bay for just under a week. So on his way home, he picked up three bunches of flowers. One for his lovely wife, Joan, and one each for his two daughters, Barbara and Mary. It had been a week since he had been home, and he was looking forward to seeing them, but when he walked through the doors, he didn’t find his family. Not in any way he remembered them.”

      “What happened to them?” Parker asked.

      “Dead as nails, they were. Had been for days.” He tapped his cigarette against the bars of the cell, knocking off the ash, and slipped it back between his lips. “He buried them the very next morning, and you know what?” He didn’t even pause for an answer. “The flowers he picked up on his way home the day before, he placed on their graves.”

      “If Bob McKee didn’t kill them…”

      “Then who did?” Lee said, finishing Parker’s sentence.

      Parker nodded.

      “What nobody knew at the time, except for Joan and her two girls, was that there was a drifter passing through town. This was smack bang in the middle of the Depression, remember, and a lot of folks were doing it, though. This one particular fella in particular offered to fix the McKees’ fence, which did need fixing, in exchange for fifty cents. Joan told him that her husband would fix the fence when he returned home, thank you very much, and sent him on his way. The drifter, crazed with hunger and bad luck, grabbed Joan by the shoulder and shook her until she agreed to give him fifty cents to fix the fence. She slipped, fell back, and hit her head on the bottom of a step. The drifter panicked, and instead of confessing to Sheriff Holbrook, he thought he would silence the two girls who witnessed the entire ordeal.”

      “What happened next?”

      “The townsfolk didn’t just blame Bob,” Lee continued. “They wanted his blood, and Whittier in 1936 wasn’t like the rest of America in 1936. It wasn’t even the Wild West in 1836. Bastard Town was one cold son of a bitch, and there was only one law that mattered—frontier law. Boon Wilson, Levi Harris, Sam Bell, and a couple of dozen others formed a posse and marched all the way up to Bob’s house on Sixth Street. They dragged that poor bastard out kicking and screaming and grieving, and no matter how much he said it wasn’t him, it didn’t matter. The town wanted blood. They hung him in the town square. I saw it with my own two eyes. The drifter confessed to the crime years later, in the seventies, but by then, it was too late.”

      “Why weren’t they arrested?” Parker asked.

      Lee shrugged. “Some towns are funny like that. Whittier is one of those type of towns.”

      “And now he’s back or something? Is that it?” Parker asked.

      “He’s back, all right,” Lee said. “And he wants to kill every single last citizen of Bastard Town.”

      That certainly sounded like a slasher backstory to Parker. She shifted her attention back to Lee and gave him a sidelong glance. “Why are you in here?”

      “Five days ago, the good sheriff of Whittier thought he was dealing with a plain old run-of-the-mill murderer. He just couldn’t bring himself to believe he was dealing with something a little more…”

      “Undead?”

      Lee nodded. “I was hunting Hatchet Bob and almost caught up with the bastard, too, when the sheriff caught me with an ax and a shotgun. Naturally, he mistook me for the murderer, and I’ve been in here ever since.”

      Parker gave that some thought. “If I let you out, do you promise to be on your best behavior?”

      “No,” Lee said. “I can’t say that I will.”

      “Good.”
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      Heather didn’t want anyone to know she was crying, so she went to the storeroom of the diner, sat down on a box of canned tomatoes, put her head in her hands, and let loose. She hadn’t cried five days ago when her best friend, Katie, was killed. She hadn’t cried three days ago when she found the body of her high school music teacher slaughtered on Ninth Street. She hadn’t even cried when her mother disappeared the day before.

      At least I have Jimmy, Heather thought. At least I have my Jimmy.

      Heather and Jimmy were high school sweethearts, and exactly one week after they were married by Judge Gadd—exactly one week—Jimmy was arrested at the Bear and Boar after a bar fight he didn’t start ended when he threw a punch that killed Chuck Winslow. It hadn’t mattered to the court that Chuck Winslow had a long history of starting fights in bars, and it also hadn’t mattered to the court that he’d started that particular one when he tried to force Heather to sit on his lap. All that mattered to the court was that Chuck Winslow was dead and that her Jimmy had made him that way. The judge had sentenced him to seven years like it was nothing.

      Heather had taken the vows, and when she said the words, she’d believed them. So for every weekend for seven years, she’d made the three-hour drive to Palmer Correctional to visit her husband for forty-five minutes before climbing back behind the wheel of his Trans Am with no heating or air conditioning and driving the three hours of hard road back to Bastard Town.

      For the rest of the week, Heather worked her ass off. She kept two jobs, one over at the mine in Portage and a second waiting tables over at Misty’s, and she saved every single cent she earned. So when the Templestones retired and wanted to sell their diner on Main Street, Heather had enough money to put down a deposit. She changed the name to Heather’s Diner and instead of working day and night for other people, she worked day and night to build a life for herself and for Jimmy when he got out. By the time Jimmy was released from prison, they had technically been married for seven years, but in that time, they had spent only seven days as husband and wife. On the way home from Palmer, they couldn’t even make it back to Bastard Town without pulling over to the side of the road to make love.

      For a couple of days everything was perfect. Then the killings started.

      The day before Jimmy got out, she had dyed her hair with streaks of red, yellow, and pink, just like Cyndi Lauper, but considering everything that had happened, her hair just made her feel foolish, and now she wished she hadn’t done it. Heather wiped the tears from her eyes with the napkin from her pocket of her apron, grabbed the ax by her side, and walked out of the storeroom.

      Winter was always tough in Bastard Town, and half the population always migrated south until the cold passed and the sun returned. Those who stayed were a special breed of tough. Heather, Jimmy, and Jimmy’s little brother, Darren, were of that breed. Not to mention Jimmy had just gotten out of the can, and no weather, serial killer, or mythic Hatchet Bob was going to send him running. The boys had spent the better part of the afternoon hammering plywood over the windows and making sure the doors were as secure as Fort Knox.

      Jimmy was making Darren his famous three-meat-and-cheese sandwich when the telephone rang. The room had been so quiet that it sounded like an air horn going off. Jimmy jumped on it, pushed the receiver to his ear, and listened very carefully to the words he was being told. Both Heather and Darren leaned in closer, trying to figure out what was happening, but the look on his face made it impossible.

      Heather nervously lit a cigarette and paced the floor of the diner, just waiting for Jimmy to finally hang up and tell her what the hell was going on. When he finally did hang up, Heather stubbed the half-smoked cigarette out in the ashtray and looked up at him.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “It’s Dad.” Jimmy pulled his coat from the hook by the kitchen door, slipped his arms through, and zipped it up. “He think’s Hatchet Bob’s up there. I’m going to go get him.

      Fear and anxiety washed over her face. “Oh, God,” Heather whispered.

      “I can’t not go, baby.”

      “I know,” Heather said, not liking the words coming out of her mouth one bit. “Be quick.”

      Darren slid off the stool and onto his feet. “I’m coming with you.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      Darren was already buttoning up his jean jacket when Jimmy put a gentle hand on his brother’s arm.

      “I need you here, buddy. I need you to look after Heather and this place.”

      “I can look after myself,” Heather said.

      Jimmy rephrased. “We’ve barricaded all the doors and all the windows, but this is a big place, and maybe there’s some part of it that isn’t as barricaded as well as we thought. You’re gonna need all the help you can get, and me and Dad are going to need a safe place to come back to. Stay and help Heather.”

      Darren nodded and stopped buttoning his jacket.

      “Jimmy,” Heather said, and just when any other woman would beg him to stay, she pulled something steel and shiny from the front pocket of her uniform and slammed a .38 snub nose pistol on the counter. “Kill anything that tries to stop you.”
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      With Heather’s .38 in his hand, Jimmy stepped out into the cold Bastard Town night and scanned the parking lot. There was nothing moving, not even the wind. Trying his hardest to be quiet, Jimmy took careful and considered steps through the parking lot and up to his 1977 Trans Am. Groove by groove, he slid the key into the lock and closed the door slowly and firmly so that it made as little noise as possible. Second only to Heather, the Trans Am was what he’d thought about most while he was inside. Every night, he’d dreamed of climbing behind the wheel of the V8 and letting it rip on the open road, doing one hundred ten with Springsteen’s “Born to Run” blasting out of the 8-track.

      That was all he wanted—his girl, his car, a couple of beers, and the Boss. Now he had to deal with whatever the hell he was about to have to go and deal with.

      He turned the engine over. That was the one thing he couldn’t keep quiet. Then he slipped it into gear and pulled off.

      Ten minutes later, the headlights of the Trans Am lit up the canopy of leafless trees as it cruised down the narrow dirt path to his father’s trailer. Otis had always been cantankerous and antisocial, but over the years, he had somehow grown even more so. He’d sold his fishing boat, along with the family house, and brought himself an old Airstream trailer, which he’d driven halfway up the mountain and parked for good. Except for going down to Sullivan’s Tavern on Pine to drink by himself every Friday night, Otis didn’t much leave that trailer for anything.

      Jimmy eased off the gas and dropped the speed of the Trans Am down to almost a crawl as the path narrowed and tree branches slapped the sides of the car. When he reached the old Airstream, Jimmy shut the engine down but left the headlights shining on the trailer. The tires were flat, and weeds had grown up around the sides. It hadn’t moved in years, and there was probably a fair chance that it wouldn’t move from that spot again anytime soon.

      Jimmy wiped the condensation from the windshield and peered through.

      No Otis.

      No Hatchet Bob.

      Not a soul in sight.

      Jimmy climbed out of the car and instantly felt the cold rise up from the ground and through his boots then settle on his toes and feet. Damn, he thought. How did the old man survive out here?

      While Jimmy was in in jail, Otis had come to visit him a couple of times, and “a couple of times” meant just that. Over all those years, they’d seen each other twice. Jimmy didn’t hold it against him. That was just the way the old man was.

      Slowly, with Heather’s .38 in his hand, Jimmy made his way over to the trailer. He blew his breath out the corner of his mouth so the fog wouldn’t obscure his view. As he approached Otis’s trailer, he saw the door was open—not wide open, only a couple of inches. In the middle of a Whittier winter, though, nobody was leaving a door open, not even an inch, unless they absolutely, positively had to.

      Jimmy slowly pushed the door with the nose of the .38. He expected the worst: blood, bone, and death. As that door swung open, Jimmy saw Otis sitting in a chair, eyes bloodshot and a shotgun in his hands. He was only in his fifties, but he looked as if he were closer to being in his seventies. His skin was pale, and his hair was almost gone but there was still grit in his gut, so when Jimmy saw his old man wrap his finger around the trigger of that boomstick, he knew Otis had every intention of squeezing on it until it went boom.

      “Dad,” Jimmy said. “It’s me?”

      Otis squeezed. The twelve-gauge blasted out of the end of the shotgun in a burst of flames and fury. Jimmy ducked, but that didn’t matter, because Otis wasn’t aiming at him.

      He was aiming right behind Jimmy. The shell blasted straight over Jimmy’s head and slammed into Hatchet Bob, who was standing right behind him. The big bastard stood there in a yellow fisherman’s slicker and matching fisherman’s hat, with a noose around his neck. Oh, and in his hand was a hatchet—he wouldn’t be Hatchet Bob without one, after all. Bob hit the ground with a dull thud.

      Jimmy looked from the slasher to his old man. “Dad!”

      “What the hell are you doing standing there?” Otis snapped. “Get yourself killed doing that!”

      There was a moan and a groan from Hatchet Bob, then he started to climb back up onto his feet.

      Otis racked another shell into his shotgun. “You gonna come in here or stay out there all night?”

      Jimmy didn’t have to be told twice. He stumbled up the couple of steps and into the trailer then slammed the door behind him.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Otis barked at him.

      “I came to get you.”

      “Do I look like a damsel in distress? I told you not to come up here. I told you to stay down there!”

      “Well,” Jimmy said. “I’m here now.”

      “And now we’re both stuck in here with that thing out there.”

      Darren peeked through the blinds and looked at the space on the ground where Hatchet Bob had been lying on the ground. “What is that thing?”

      “A thorn in my side is what he is. You think that’s the first time I’ve put two shells in it? Because I can tell you that no, it is not.”

      “This is not good, Dad,” Jimmy said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      “Did you bring the Trans Am?”

      “With a full tank of gas and fresh tires.”

      Otis gave that some thought. “Then let’s get the hell out of here.”

      And that was the plan—until they both heard the deep metallic clank of metal on metal.

      “What was that?” Jimmy whispered. He pulled back the blind and peeked out. His Trans Am was exactly where he had left it parked, its headlights shining right on the trailer. The only difference was the massive hatchet buried in the phoenix painted on the hood. Jimmy looked back at his old man. “Change of plans, Dad. We have to battle it out here.”

      Otis’s face scrunched up with more lines and wrinkles than an old newspaper. “If that’s the way it is, then that’s the way it is.” He tossed the shotgun to Jimmy, who caught it one-handed, then leaned over and pulled an M16 from behind a couch cushion.

      “Jesus, Dad,” Jimmy said. “Why do you have that?”

      “For a rainy day, and if you ask me, it’s raining pretty hard.”

      We might just make it through this mess, Jimmy thought. Maybe.

      What Jimmy didn’t know was at the very same time he and Otis were inside the trailer with their M16 and shotguns, Hatchet Bob was outside by a pile of wood and tools. You see, Otis always dreamed of building his own shack out in the woods, and over the years, he’d been stockpiling materials, tools, and whatever else he figured would be helpful in realizing his dream. One of those materials was a three-foot crowbar he used to leverage the massive boulders and slabs of stone that populated the entire side of the mountain.

      Hatchet Bob wrapped his hand around that crowbar and pulled it out from a pile of wood. For the next few minutes, Hatchet Bob could easily have been call Crowbar Bob.
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      “We should be fine as long as we stay in here,” Otis said.

      And just then, as those words passed through his lips, the crowbar punched through the side of the trailer just inches away from his ear.

      Jimmy called for the old man to look out, but Otis didn’t really need the encouragement. He pushed off the wall, slammed his back against the other side of the trailer, shouldered the M16 and blasted away in a succession of rat-a-tat-tats that punched holes the size of fists into Otis’s mobile home. Shards of light streamed through the holes and beamed light all over the inside of the trailer.

      Otis blew an entire thirty-round magazine, and when he was finished, he let the empty mag hit the floor and rammed another one into the M16. Then everything sat quiet for a moment.

      Darren peered through the gun smoke that filled the inside the trailer and zeroed in on his old man. “Did you get him?”

      A big grin grew across his face. “You know what?” Otis said. “I think that maybe I did.”

      But he hadn’t. A crowbar slammed through the wall of the trailer, through Otis’s back, and out the other side of his chest.

      “Dad!” Jimmy yelled.

      Hatchet Bob yanked the crowbar out of Otis first then the trailer, and Otis slid down, leaving a trail of blood on the wall. Jimmy caught him just as he was about to hit the deck.

      All of a sudden, all those arguments and yelling sessions they’d had over God knew what when he was a kid all rushed through Jimmy’s mind at once, and he regretted each and every one of them. When he looked at Otis, sitting there on the floor of his trailer, covered in blood, he knew that the next few moments were going to be the last few moments that he would have with his old man.

      “I’ve got you, Dad,” Jimmy said. “You’re going to be okay.”

      Otis looked at him, and they both smiled. “You’re so full of shit.”

      They both laughed.

      “I probably shouldn’t lie to you, Dad. You look awful.”

      Otis gripped his son’s hand tightly. “Get the hell out of here. Find Heather and drive as if the devil was on your tail and never look back. Promise me?”

      “I promise, Dad.”

      And as soon as Jimmy said those words, Otis died, gripping his eldest son in his bloody hand.

      In that moment, Jimmy wanted nothing more than to be out of that old trailer with some murderous beast circling him and back in Heather’s arms. He wished he were somewhere warm and safe where there was love, laughter, and hope. When he was in the can, late at night, he would stare up at the mattress of the bunk above him and let his mind run in a thousand different directions of what his life with Heather would be like. He didn’t want the world. He never imagined traveling the globe and seeing Paris, London, or wherever else people dreamed of escaping to. He didn’t want any of that. His escape was growing old with Heather, watching Cheers on the couch, and having a beer on a Sunday afternoon after he finished mowing the lawn. That was his dream.

      Jimmy climbed to his feet, wiped the tears from his eyes, and swapped the shotgun for the M16. Lying in that cell, staring up at that mattress above him, he’d never dreamed of dying horribly halfway up a mountain. The way Jimmy saw it, that just wasn’t going to happen.

      He held the M16 in his hand and stood by the door. It was going to be one hell of a mad dash down the mountain all the way back to the diner, but he was shit out of options and dying up there wasn’t one of them. No, sir.

      Jimmy took a long deep breath, wrapped his fingers around the handle, and opened the door.

      Bad idea.

      Hatchet Bob was standing right there, and he rammed the crowbar straight through Jimmy’s shoulder, pinning him against the wall of the trailer.

      Jimmy screamed. He didn’t have time for pain, but he did still have the M16 in his hand. He hammered down on the trigger and unloaded an entire clip in Hatchet Bob’s direction until he heard the M16 click.

      When the smoke cleared, Jimmy saw Hatchet Bob lying flat on his back just outside the trailer. There’s no way that anybody, Hatchet Bob or Superman, could survive having an entire magazine from an M16 blasted into them, Jimmy thought.

      Jimmy let the weapon slip from his fingers and clunk on the floor of the trailer. For a moment there, that future with Heather, watching Cheers on the couch, and drinking beer after mowing the lawns was going to be the reality of their future.

      Then Hatchet Bob climbed to his feet, and Jimmy knew that all those dreams were simply that… dreams.
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      Courtney Jones hated cheerleading. She thought it was stupid and boring. She would rather sit through all four Rocky movies than toss around pom-poms with a great big fake smile on her face. She only did it because her mother had been a Whittier cheerleader, and for some reason, she wanted Courtney to be one too.

      Courtney had thought she would do it for a year just to make her mother happy, then her mom would lose interest, and she could slowly stop going to practice and eventually stop going altogether. That had been three years ago, and Courtney still couldn’t bring herself to quit. Every single time she wanted to bail, she would see her mom out in the crowd and see how happy it made her to see Courtney on the basketball court or the football field with her pom-poms.

      She’d never really understood it until after having one too many brandies, Courtney’s grandmother let slip that Courtney’s mother had never actually been a cheerleader. She’d tried out for the squad every year, and every single year, she’d been turned down. Now she lived that dream through her daughter. Courtney never told her mother what she knew. She just continued going to practice, cheering at the games, and watching her mother up there in the bleachers with that big smile on her face.

      Courtney stood in front of Whittier Community School, freezing her ass off. She had on a coat, but underneath that, she had little more than her cheer uniform, which wasn’t exactly designed for winter weather. She bounced from one foot to the other, trying to stay warm, then she checked her Swatch watch for like the gazillionth time and repeated the process again.

      “Come on, Mom. Come on, come on,” she muttered under her breath.

      Courtney cursed herself for not getting her license last summer like everybody else. If she had, she wouldn’t be freezing her ass off outside the school while some killer or whatever was on the loose.

      Then all the way down at the end of the street, a couple of headlights appeared out of the fog.

      Relief washed over her. “About time.”

      But as the headlights grew brighter and the car approached, that relief was replaced with curiosity.

      “That’s not Mom’s car…”

      She knew what the headlights of her mom’s car looked like. The family vehicle at the Jones household was a Chevy van. She was an only child, but her mother insisted they needed a family van—so a family van was what they had. That family van, Courtney knew from many nights standing outside of the school after practice, had square headlights, and the vehicle that was approaching had round.

      “Who the hell is that?” Courtney said under her breath.

      A Chevy Nova pulled over to the side of the road and stopped right in front of Courtney. She still didn’t know who was behind the wheel and was undecided if she should stay where she was or run for her life, so she stood ready to do both.

      Courtney bent at the waist and peered through the passenger window to get a look at the driver, and as she did that, whoever was behind the wheel leaned over and wound the window down. It was Brandon J. Coates. They were in the same class. In fact, they had been in the same class since they were six years old. They weren’t friends, but they were friendly—about as friendly as two people with no shared interests, shared friends, or real need to talk to each other could be. She didn’t dislike Brandon J. Coates. It wasn’t that at all. It was just that he wasn’t very interesting. If he were one of the thirty-one flavors at Baskin-Robbins, he would have been peach, and like peach, he’s was okay but just not that memorable.

      “What are you doing out here?” Brandon asked. “There’s a curfew. It’s dangerous.”

      “I know,” she said. “My mom was supposed to pick me up, but I don’t know… she’s, like, late or something.”

      “You want a lift?”

      Courtney shot a glance back down the empty road. Her mom’s van—or any other car, for that matter—was nowhere to be seen. It was as cold as hell, and she’d already been waiting ages. “Sure.”

      She climbed into Brandon’s Nova, and as he pulled away from the curb, Courtney pushed her hands up against the heat vents, trying to suck any and all heat out of the Nova that it had to offer.

      “Fuck me gently with a chain saw, it’s cold,” Courtney said.

      Brandon fiddled with a couple of switches on the dashboard, and more mediocre, lukewarm air pumped out of the vents. “How long have you been waiting out there?”

      “I don’t know… forever,” Courtney said. “With everything going on, Coach Bell still wanted to ‘maintain normalcy’ and have practice. Yeah, well, seems I was the only fucking idiot that turned up.”

      “Things are pretty crazy around here,” Brandon said. “Do you think they’ll catch him?”

      “Hatchet Bob?”

      “Yeah,” Brandon said. “Hatchet Bob.”

      “I’m not even sure I believe Hatchet Bob is real,” she said. “Like, come on, some guy who was murdered way back when comes back from the dead to try to kill the entire town? Please. Hatchet Bob? Not even the name is scary. They should have called him…” She gave it some thought. “Jon Bon Hatchet Jovi or something?”

      Well, she didn’t give it that much thought.

      “It’s all pretty farfetched,” Brandon said, then for a couple of blocks, they rode on in silence. “Do you remember when we were little and your mom and my mom used to volunteer at Goodwill together?”

      Courtney hadn’t thought about that in years. “And we’d try to catch moths.” She laughed at that long-lost forgotten memory. “We could never get them in the jar.”

      “They would always fly back out again before we could put the lid on.”

      “That didn’t stop us trying,” Courtney said. “We’d spend all night out there, trying to catch those things.”

      “No, it didn’t stop us.” he said with a hint of melancholy. “Then the Goodwill shut down, and our moms stopped volunteering. That was probably the last time we were friends.”

      “We’re still friends, Brandon,” Courtney said, but she knew that was a lie.

      “Are we? Really?” He brought the Nova to a stop outside her house. “You’ve barely spoken a word to me since we were five or six years old.” He shut off the engine. “I’d really like us to be friends again.”

      Courtney gave him a smile chock-full of pity. “We will, I promise. We’ll be better friends. Thanks for the ride, Brandon.”

      Courtney wrapped her hand around the door handle, but when she pulled it, the door didn’t open. The damn thing was locked. At first, Courtney didn’t think anything of that other than it was odd and maybe stuck. Then she tried a couple of more times, but the door still wouldn’t budge.

      Courtney tilted her head Brandon’s way. “Brandon?”

      “I really want us to be friends.”

      She suddenly realized exactly why the door wouldn’t open. “And I really want you to unlock this door.”

      He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, bouncing his knee up and down at one hundred miles an hour, and in the blink of an eye, he went from being a normal everyday guy to something a hell of a lot more unhinged.

      “Brandon, the door?”

      “You see, I just don’t know if I can do that.”

      “What do you mean you can’t do that?” Her voice shifted into something sterner. “Open the door, Brandon.”

      Brandon looked to the floor. “Can I have a kiss?”

      “What the fuck are you talking about!”

      “Just a kiss goodnight.”

      “No!” she snapped. “You can’t have a kiss goodnight.” Courtney rattled the door handle again, but there’s no way that door was going to open without Brandon unlocking it from his side. “Brandon!”

      “There’s a lot of strange things going on right now.”

      “There’s a lot of strange things going on in this car right now!”

      “I could just take a kiss,” he said, voice completely monotone.

      Courtney stopped struggling with the door, got really quiet, and focused all her attention on the boy she had known since she was six years old. “Brandon, ah, what?”

      “A lot of strange things are happening,” he continued. “Lot of people going missing. Who’s to say that maybe if you went missing, they wouldn’t think it was Hatchet Bob.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “Nobody would expect me.” And then he grinned.

      “Brandon,” Courtney said, keeping her tone calm and measured, certainly giving the impression that she wasn’t fucking around. “Open this door right-fucking-now!”

      But he didn’t. Brandon lunged at her. She screamed and pushed, but he was heavier than her, and all his weight pushed her down into the seat. No matter how much kicking and screaming she did, it wasn’t looking good for Courtney. Brandon tore at her clothes, trying to get her coat off.

      “No! No! No!” Courtney yelled.

      But Brandon wasn’t having any of it. He raised his hand to punch her square in the face, but at that very moment, the window on Brandon’s side of the car shattered. A massive hand wrapped around his ankle and yanked Brandon out of the window almost as fast as some poor bastard being sucked out of a smashed-open window on an airplane.

      All of a sudden, the inside of the car was as quiet as a church at midnight. Courtney didn’t know what the hell had happened. She slowly sat up and peered through the smashed window of the Nova.

      If Courtney had climbed into that car with any skepticism about the existence of Hatchet Bob, then that skepticism had just been kicked the hell out. Standing there in the middle of the road, holding Brandon J. Coates up by the ankle as if he were some sort of fishing trophy, was Hatchet Bob in the flesh.

      Terror—true terror—was on Brandon’s upside-down face, not unlike the terror that had been on Courtney’s face only moments before.

      He uttered one word and one word only. “Help.”

      Courtney gave it some thought, but she didn’t give it a hell of a lot of thought, that was for damn sure. Sliding across the bench seat, she said, “You should have opened the door, Brandon.”

      She wrapped her cold fingers around the keys, cranked up that Chevy Nova, put pedal to the metal and got the hell out of there. Halfway down the block, she glanced in the rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of Hatchet Bob slamming Brandon on the road like he was a cheap rag doll. A smile crawled to the corner of her mouth… then the worst thing ever happened.

      There was a thump and a clunk from under the hood of Brandon’s car, and the whole piece of shit died. Right there in the middle of the road, it just died. Courtney beat on the wheel. She yelled, swore, and smacked the wheel again.

      “I fucking hate my life,” she said, letting her head rest on the steering wheel. Then, as if she’d just remembered everything that had happened in the past couple of minutes, it all came rushing back to her. Courtney’s eyes darted up to the rearview mirror to find that her failed escape attempt hadn’t gone unnoticed by Hatchet Bob. He stared right back at her, and there was something in is posture, eyes, or attitude that sent Courtney the message that she was next.

      He tossed Brandon’s broken body aside and made a beeline for the Nova.

      “This blows,” Courtney said as she turned the key, pumped the gas, and turned the key again. “Come on, come on, come on.”

      Chug… chug… chug… The engine just wouldn’t kick over. Her eyes went to the mirror again.

      Hatchet Bob wasn’t running. To be fair, he didn’t look like the running type. He walked at his own pace, but Courtney knew it wouldn’t take him long to reach the Nova.

      Giving it one last crack, she pumped the gas, turned the key, and pumped the gas again, but it was still no good. The son of a bitch was as dead as disco, and it was time to get the hell out of there.

      Courtney stumbled out of the door and climbed to her feet just as Hatchet Bob reached the rear of the car. He was within striking distance, and he took his chance with a violent swing of the hatchet. It was so close that the blade took off half a dozen strands of hair.

      Courtney wasn’t sticking around to lose anything else more important, so she hit the road and ran. All that time at aerobics wasn’t wasted. She ran with the speed of an athlete, and within seconds, she had gained a massive lead on Hatchet Bob. There was no way—absolutely no way—Hatchet Bob was going to catch up to her… unless Hatchet Bob knew something Courtney didn’t. It wasn’t his first slashing, after all.

      He watched Courtney run down the street then let his eyes dip to the hatchet in his hand. And then he threw it.

      The hatchet swooped through the air, and the handle hit Courtney in the back of the legs. It knocked her down and sent her sliding along the road, cutting up her knees and palms. By the time Courtney had gathered up her thoughts and caught up to what was happening, she rolled over onto her back to see Hatchet Bob standing right over her.

      He scraped the hatchet up off the ground and held that bad boy up over his head. In about a split second, there would be no more cheerleading practice, or any kind of practice, for young Courtney. All Hatchet Bob needed to do was thrust that hatchet down, and by the look in his red eyes, the slasher had no problem in doing just that.

      Then out of nowhere, a big old Pontiac slammed into Hatchet Bob and sent him flying off into the front yard of a house across the street. Courtney snapped her gaze from the yard to the Pontiac.

      Behind the wheel was Lee with Parker sitting right alongside him. “Need a ride?”

      Courtney nodded.

      “Then, sweetheart,” Lee said, “get in.”

      The cheerleader was up and on her feet in two shakes of a lamb’s tail and jumped into the back seat.

      She was ready to go, to speed off and get as far away from Hatchet Bob and what was left of Brandon J. Coates as possible. Still, even though she was in the car and the door was closed, it hadn’t budged an inch.

      “What are you waiting for?” Courtney asked. “Let’s go, let’s go!”

      That Pontiac didn’t move, and the two in the front seat didn’t look like they were in much of a hell of a hurry. They were both looking off in the same direction—the direction of the front yard where Hatchet Bob had landed.

      “What are you waiting for?” Courtney asked again.

      Parker threw a look to Lee then shifted her attention to Courtney. “I’ll be right back.”

      Courtney looked to Lee. “She’ll ‘be right back’? Right back from where?”

      “I’m a little curious about that myself,” Lee said.
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      Parker didn’t climb out of the Pontiac alone. She climbed out with her machete gripped firmly in her hand, and the pair of them crossed the road together.

      A little bit of fear was a good thing, and Parker knew that for someone in the business of dealing with slashers, possessed dolls, and haunted houses, if she weren’t a little bit afraid, then it was probably time to give up the monster-hunting business for good because there was a good chance that maybe, just maybe, she was no longer the monster hunter, but the monster. But as Parker crossed that street, she wasn’t just a little bit afraid—she was downright terrified. Her stomach was in knots, her hand was shanking, and every nerve ending in her body was telling her to get the hell out of dodge, to just run and never look back.

      She pushed those thoughts out of her mind, and with the machete still in her shaky hand, she crossed the road, stepped up onto the sidewalk, and went up to the hedge that Hatchet Bob was last seen on the other side of.

      Fear and adrenaline rushed through her as Parker gripped the machete with both hands, ready to start hacking undead limbs right off Hatchet Bob.

      She stepped around the hedge and was about to strike when… there was nothing there. Hatchet Bob was gone. And she would never admit it, but a part of her was relieved when she saw that empty patch of grass.
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      Heather sat on the counter, nervously chewing on her hot-pink fingernails. For the past sixty minutes, she had been destroying them, and no matter how hard she chewed, it still didn’t take her mind off Jimmy. He had been gone long enough to make the drive up the mountain to Otis and drive on back. Heather had made the trip hundreds of times. Once every two days for the last couple of years was how often to be exact. She would take food up for Otis, sometimes staying for a chat, sometimes not, but she knew for a fact that it was a forty-five-minute round trip from door to door. It had been sixty minutes, and she was running out of fingernails to chew on.

      Then both Heather and Darren heard a car pull up outside the diner. Darren slid out of a booth and up to one of the cracks in the boarded-up windows.

      “Is it him?” Heather asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Darren whispered back.

      The muffled sounds of car doors opening and closing filtered into the diner, and a moment later, there was a very subtle and very quiet knock on the door.

      Darren looked over at Heather with a “what do we do” kind of look on his face.

      “Is it Hatchet Bob?” she whispered.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Then open the door,” Heather said.

      Darren made his way over to the door, slid the key into the lock, turned it, and opened the door.

      Parker, Lee, and Courtney shuffled in, and as soon as the cheerleader was through the door, Darren quickly closed and locked it back up.

      “How bad is it out there?” Heather asked.

      “It’s not good,” Parker replied, looking around the diner. “Is this place secure?

      “Secure-ish,” Darren replied.

      “It’s the ‘ish’ part that may cause us some trouble down the road, son,” Lee said.

      “I’m not your son, old man.”

      Lee motioned to Darren’s Bret Michaels hair. “No, you look more like my daughter.”

      Darren was about to mouth off again, but Parker cut him off. “Cool it, both of you.” She shifted her attention back to Heather. “How many of you are there?”

      Heather lit another cigarette she didn’t want. “Just me, Darren there, and my Jimmy.”

      “Where’s Jimmy?” Parker asked.

      “Went to pick up his father.”

      Whittier was a small town. Everybody knew everybody, but that said, when Heather looked at Parker, she was one hundred percent certain she had never laid eyes on the woman in her life. “And who are you?”

      “Parker Ames,” Parker said.

      Heather knew the name from somewhere, but she couldn’t quiet remember where she had heard it. Then it occurred to her. “You’re the monster hunter.”

      Everybody looked at Parker.

      “Monster hunter?” Courtney said.

      “Yeah,” Heather continued. “Anna and Blaine, the Murray kids, heard about a woman who survived one of these… slashers… and now she roams the country, killing them.”

      “Are you going to kill this one?” Courtney asked.

      Parker wanted to say yes, but she knew deep down that there was a very high chance that the answer to that question was no. Thankfully, before she even had a chance to reply, the telephone on the wall rang. The sound was so loud and obnoxious that it made everybody jump. Heather pounced on it quickly to shut it the hell up and put the receiver to her ear. She listened… and listened… and listened.

      Then she hung up and looked up at the others. “It’s Terry and Dale down at the garage. They’re in trouble.”

      “How much trouble?” Parker asked.

      “It sounded like the kind you don’t walk away from,” Heather replied.

      “So,” Parker said, “where is this garage?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Terry hung up the grease-stained telephone on the wall of the garage and looked at Dale. “Parker Ames is coming for us.”

      “Who the hell is Parker Ames?”

      “I have no damn idea.”

      Terry’s Garage & Tow was the name on the sign outside, but it really should have said Terry & Dale’s Garage & Tow, but it didn’t. Not because Terry didn’t want it that way or because Dale didn’t want it that way. The sign outside didn’t say Terry & Dale’s Garage and Tow simply because neither Terry nor Dale had the money to change the sign. Originally, Terry had started Terry’s Garage & Tow back in ’76, then sometime in early ’81, Dale had started working there. By the end of ’81, not only had Terry and Dale became buddies, but Dale had bought into the business with money from his father’s life insurance not long after he died of massive heart attack while watching Mork & Mindy on the television.

      “How long?” Dale asked in a tone so low that it sounded like he hadn’t said anything at all. “He’s out there, that big bastard. You saw him.”

      Terry had seen him, all right—just outside the window of their cluttered office, hatchet and all. He must have been one of the biggest men Terry had ever laid his eyes on, and Terry had seen Lou Ferrigno once in Las Vegas when he was on vacation with his first wife. Hatchet Bob had passed by that window, and for the past fifteen minutes, they’d heard him walking around the garage. Terry had figured it was just a matter of time before the slasher came inside the garage and sent them both to hell, heaven, or wherever the hell people ended up when it was all over.

      “Did you hear that?” Dale asked.

      They both got really quiet really quickly and listened.

      “I don’t hear a…”

      “Shh!”

      And they listened some more.

      “Did you hear it?” Dale whispered again.

      “I don’t know,” Terry said. “But I’m not taking any chances. Find a weapon.”

      “A weapon?”

      “Yeah, man,” Terry said. “Anything you can use. Something. You can’t just sit around here with your dick in your hand.”

      “I gotta take a shit,” Dale said. “My guts are all churned up. I gotta take a shit.”

      “Get a weapon,” Terry told him. “And then you take your shit.”

      On its best day, Terry’s Garage & Tow could fit eight vehicles inside and another half a dozen more on the outside. On that particular day, they had five cars inside, each in various states of disrepair and a couple up on lifts. Dale scanned the garage, looking for something weapon-like. It was a garage, not an armory, so choices were slim. He picked up the first thing he saw—a tire iron.

      Terry, on the other hand, stepped into their messy office, knowing exactly what he was looking for. Leaning up against the wall was Terry’s old baseball bat from when he was a kid. It looked as if it had been through hell, with notches taken out of it from being tossed into the back of his pickup over the past twenty years, but around the handle, it was nice and shiny from years of use. Terry loved that bat. His old man had given it to him when he was fourteen years old, and although Terry wasn’t much of a baseball player, he still loved playing with the boys in the summer.

      He grabbed the bat and a moment later was back out in the garage. Shafts of moonlight streamed in through the windows, bathing the garage in beams of midnight blue.

      “Dale?” Terry whispered. “Dale!”

      His partner was nowhere to be seen.

      “Damn you, Dale. Where are you?”

      On the other side of the garage, Terry saw a shadow—a big shadow. Not a Dale-sized shadow but a Hatchet Bob–sized shadow.

      Terry’s eyes hardened, and he wrapped his fingers tightly around the bat. He wasn’t going to sit around and wait to be killed. No, sir, not Terry Brown. Nobody in Bastard Town thought much of Terry. Sure, whenever somebody needed an oil change or a new starter motor, Terry was their friend. But out on the street, people didn’t treat Terry much better than they treated one of those immigrants coming in from down south. But if he killed Hatchet Bob? Well, they would have to look at old Terry Brown differently. They would have to look at him like a hero.

      So Terry took very careful and precise steps toward the shadow at the other end of the garage, doing his very best not to make any sound on the floor. A bead of sweat rolled down his cheek and jumped from his chin.

      Was he afraid? Absolutely, but he was going to be a hero, and that was all Terry was thinking.

      I’m going to get you, you son of a bitch, Terry thought. I’m going to get you.

      The figure was right around the corner of Danny Jenkins’s pickup, and when Terry took those steps around the vehicle, he didn’t even think twice. He swung as hard as he could, and it was a direct hit right in the skull.

      The figure hit the deck like a sack of shit, and for a brief moment, relief washed over Terry. For the first time in his life, he’d done something good for once. He wasn’t the loser everybody thought. Nope, not anymore.

      Then he looked down. He hadn’t crushed Hatchet Bob’s skull with his childhood baseball bat. It was Dale’s skull he’d split wide open. His best friend.

      “Oh, no,” Terry muttered as the bat slipped from his fingers. “What did I do?” He hit himself in the head over and over again. “Stupid… stupid… stupid.”

      Then outside, he heard a car pull up. It was the guys from the diner. It had to be. He took one last look at his friend, turned on his heels and ran through the garage. He burst out into the street and smack into a Pontiac and the barrel of a shotgun. The sight of the barrel stopped him dead in his tracks, and when he looked past that, he saw Lee behind the trigger, and he wasn’t alone. Some blonde with a machete and Darren James were with him.

      “Where’s Dale?” Darren asked.

      It took Terry a moment to muster up the words. “He didn’t make it.”

      Everybody let those words sink in for a moment. Most of all, Terry let them sink in.

      “You better get in,” Parker told him.

      As Terry walked to the car, he looked over his shoulder back at the garage, back at Dale. Climbing into the back seat of the Pontiac, he kept his eyes on that garage and didn’t look away until it was nothing but a speck in the darkness before blending into it altogether.
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      They were all going to die. That was the general consensus of the room. Not only were they all going to die, but they were also all going to die horrible deaths at the hands of Hatchet Bob. Everybody from Bastard Town may have had that thought, but Parker Ames wasn’t from Bastard Town. So she had come to the conclusion that no matter what happened, there was no way she was going to die there.

      They all argued about what to do. Should they run? Should they hide? Where do they run and where do they hide? For close to ten minutes, Parker listened to the arguments filled with fear, panic, desperation, and just all-around hysteria. She sat by herself in a booth in the back, smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee, until eventually, she’d had enough of listening to their arguments.

      “Hey,” she called out.

      Everybody shut up their whispered arguments and turned to her.

      “You want to get out of here, you talk to me,” she said. “Otherwise, there’s a fair-to-good chance that at least some of you—and most likely all of you—are going to wind up dead by sunrise.”

      She had seen that scene play out over at least a dozen small towns across America when a slasher rolled into town and started killing the local folk. Sometimes, the ones who ran got away, and sometimes those who hid survived as well. Running and hiding was not always a guarantee of living, though. There was only one guarantee, and that was unless Parker Ames chopped some bastard’s head clean off, people died.

      “What do you suggest?” Heather asked.

      “Yeah,” Terry added. “Have you got a plan or something?”

      Parker smiled. “I’ve got a plan, and you’re going to love it.”
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      Nobody loved Parker’s plan. Courtney especially didn’t love Parker’s plan. In fact, she thought Parker’s plan was the worst plan in the history of plans. But there she was, right in the middle, and it was too late to pull out.

      Courtney sat behind the wheel of a 1978 Cadillac de Ville that belonged to the cook at Heather’s Diner. Nobody had seen or heard from him for three days, but it was safe to assume that he probably wasn’t coming back for it, considering the circumstances and all.

      Courtney had seen enough horror movies to know there were things people trying to escape a blood-crazed slasher certainly didn’t do. They didn’t cruise down Main Street at five miles per hour. They didn’t drive with the windows down and the doors unlocked. If they did do those things, they certainly didn’t do it wearing a bright-yellow Whittier Community School cheerleading uniform and very little else. Courtney knew exactly what she was, and that was slasher bait. Nobody ever wanted to be slasher bait.

      She didn’t like to think about it, but deep down, she knew that her mother hadn’t come to pick her up because Hatchet Bob had mostly likely found her and… Well… Courtney didn’t want to think about that. She just knew that if, by some miracle, she survived the night, if the sun rose and her heart was still beating, she was going to get the hell out of Bastard Town and see all the places she saw on television. She was going to go to Paris and drink coffee. She was going on safari in Africa. She was going to see the world and all it had, because if she knew one thing, that one thing was that some maniac could always be hiding around the corner, ready to hack her into a hundred tiny pieces. That was what her mother would have wanted anyway.

      Christ, Mom… She pushed back tears when she thought about her mother. When she saw the splattered blood on her yellow uniform, she thought about how disappointed her mother would be that it was dirty. She vowed to herself, in the quiet of her mind, that if she made it through the ordeal, she would scrub the uniform clean with her own hands, because that was what her mother would have wanted. But first things first, she had to make it through that ordeal.

      The only other time Courtney had been behind the wheel of a car was an hour earlier, when she was behind the wheel of Brandon Coates’s car, and that didn’t end terribly well. Terry had given her a crash course back in the parking lot of Heather’s Diner, but he’d run through ten summer school driving lessons in just under two minutes, slapped her on the back, and told her she had it down pat. Courtney didn’t feel like she had it down pat. Her fingers gripped the wheel so tightly that her knuckles were white. Her eyes darted from mirror to mirror to mirror, just scanning the darkness for Hatchet Bob.

      What are you doing, Courtney? What the hell are you doing? she asked herself, and judging from the look on her face, she had absolutely no idea. Just when she thought the whole plan was going to be a big fat waste of time, something appeared in front of the car!

      Courtney slammed on the brakes, and everything in the car lurched forward. She peered through the windshield, expecting the worst, but in the headlights, she saw nothing much more than a porcupine. Just a simple, run-of-the-mill porcupine frozen in the headlights. As she stared down at him, the porcupine’s eyes stared back up at her, and Courtney sighed a sigh of relief.

      “Phew,” she said to herself with a laugh. “Just a porcupine.”

      But right behind that porcupine was Hatchet Bob! He raised the hatchet in his hand and, in one fell swoop, cut that poor spiky creature in two. Courtney screamed… and screamed… and screamed.

      Parker told her the plan, told her the plan again, then told Courtney to retell the plan back to her, but sitting there behind the wheel of that de Ville, face-to-face with Hatchet Bob and the two parts of what used to be one porcupine, Courtney couldn’t think of anything other than getting the hell out of there. She buried the gas pedal of the de Ville into the floor, and the car blasted forward.

      Hatchet Bob was too slow and too big to get out of the way, and the de Ville hit him dead center. He rolled over the hood, the windshield, and the roof then crashed back down on the concrete behind the de Ville as it shot forward.

      The plan, Courtney told herself. Remember the plan.

      She got a hold of herself, and just as quickly as she’d slammed on the accelerator, she slammed on the brake. Her eyes snapped to the rearview mirror, and she waited. All she could hear was the thump in her chest of her heart beating at one hundred miles an hour.

      Then in the rearview mirror, she saw Hatchet Bob rise to his feet. He may have just been hit with a piece of Detroit steel, but he wouldn’t have been a slasher if a single blow from a car could take him out.

      He shook off the hit as if it were nothing then stalked toward the car with most likely nothing on his mind other than hacking poor Courtney into a thousand pieces. Then suddenly, the trunk of the de Ville popped open, and there was Parker Ames.

      “Surprise, motherfucker.” She held two things in her hands: her trusty old machete and a chain.

      Hatchet Bob cocked his head. It was hard to tell with one hundred percent, absolute certainty, but there was a fair chance he was contemplating which part of Parker Ames to cut off first.

      That was if he got the chance. Just at that moment, the sound of an engine roared out of the quiet Bastard Town night, and the headlights of a ’56 Chevy lit up the street.

      Behind the wheel of that Chevy was Terry. He turned his trucker’s cap around one hundred eighty degrees, as if signalling to the world that he wasn’t messing around. He wrapped his hand around the column shift and floored the V8. It wasn’t his car, but he knew the car well. It belonged to Curtis Henderson, and Terry had serviced the car for the past eight years since Curtis brought it from a guy in Portage. He knew every inch of that Chevy, what was under the hood and exactly how it was going to handle when he kicked it in the guts.

      He spun the wheels, and the Chevy blasted forward. He watched the needle go past twenty miles per hour. Then thirty miles per hour. Then forty miles per hour.

      Hatchet Bob grew bigger the closer Terry sped up to him. At the very last moment, Terry slammed on the brakes, spun the wheel, and sent that big Chevy into a one-eighty-degree turn, putting the ass end of the car no more than ten feet behind Hatchet Bob.

      “Oh, yeah!” Terry whooped when he nailed the move. “Oh, yeah!”
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      The trunk of the Chevy popped open, and up came Lee. Just like Parker, he held a chain in his hand.

      Almost as if on cue, both Parker and Lee jumped out of the trunks of their respective cars and swung the chains over their heads like a couple of 1950s television cowboys. Parker went first and looped the chain up and over Hatchet Bob’s head and waist. She pulled it tight around his middle.

      Confused, the slasher looked down at the end of the chain and followed it all the way to where it ended—chained to the chassis of the de Ville. Before Hatchet Bob could do anything about that, Lee looped his chain around the slasher. Again, Hatchet Bob followed that chain all the way to the end. It was chained to the Chevy.

      He was chained to both cars at the same time, and in the time given, there was absolutely zero he could do about it.

      Parker gave him a little wave. “See you later, alligator.”

      Behind the wheel of the de Ville, Courtney slammed her Reebok down on the accelerator, and the tires burned rubber. Then at almost the same time, Terry floored the pedal of the Chevy, and that beast of American hot-rod muscle burned rubber as well. Both the Chevy and the Eldorado gained traction at almost the very same time and shot off in opposite directions.

      The slack on both chains disappeared, and Hatchet Bob was torn in two.

      Two. Separate. Pieces.

      Legs and feet on one end and arms and head on the other.

      The two cars sped away for half a block before coming to a stop, then both Terry and Courtney slipped the cars into reverse and rolled on back.

      Courtney and Terry joined Parker and Lee, and they stood shoulder to shoulder, looking down at what was left of Hatchet Bob. Even after literally being ripped in two, Bob was dragging his torso along the road with one thing and one thing only in his sights—his hatchet.

      “I’d say one thing about Hatchet Bob,” Lee said. “He’s a persistent son of a bitch.”

      Parker gripped her machete. “Well, persistence isn’t everything.”

      She swung that machete high up above her head and slammed it down so hard and fast that the machete cut through Bob’s neck in one clean blow. There was even a spark on the ground when the blade smacked down. Parker stepped back and wiped the blood from her face.

      Hatchet Bob was no more.

      Courtney looked at the blood-splattered Parker. “Are you okay?”

      Parker Ames looked at the hand that gripped the machete. It had been shaking for the past twenty-four hours, but after beheading her first bastard in over a year, it was as steady as a rock. “As good as new.”
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      Most women Parker’s age washed the makeup from their faces at the end of the day.

      Parker wasn’t most women. At the end of her day, it was blood that she washed away. Heather had given her some old towels, which she’d brought into the bathroom to clean herself up with, and when it came to cleaning up blood, Parker was a pro. She knew from experience that she needed to make sure she washed the back of her neck, cleaned behind her ears, and scrubbed her nails. Those things didn’t bother her. It was her hair that was always the problem. No matter how hard she washed or what kind of product she used, at times, completely eradicating all the traces of blood from her blond hair was simply impossible. After a solid twenty minutes of working at it in the bathroom of Heather’s diner, the best she could do was dull the bright crimson to a shade of hot pink spattered with dark-pink dots.

      She tossed the ruined towels into the wastebasket. Considering everything else, Parker didn’t think Heather would mind sacrificing a few bloodstained towels. She pushed through the door and stepped out into the hall. Some Romantics song that Parker couldn’t remember the name of blasted out of Heather’s jukebox, and the remaining citizens of Bastard Town were all sitting up at the counter. They laughed and joked, retelling the tale of how they’d defeated the murderous and infamous Hatchet Bob and saved what was left of Bastard Town.

      Heather pushed plates of burgers and fries in front of everyone, and they took nips from a bottle of bourbon Darren had stashed away in the bottom of his bag for such an occasion. There would be time for grief and tears later on, but for the moment, they were just damn lucky to be alive, and they knew it.

      Parker leaned against the wall, watching the smiles and laughter, and she knew that all the killing, the blood, and the plain strangeness of it all was worth it. But no matter how many slashers she killed and how many lives she saved, she would never be one of the survivors. For them, as soon as the slasher was beheaded and sent back to hell, all the strangeness was over. They got to move on and rebuild their lives. They wouldn’t be the same lives. They would be different, but they would be lives nonetheless. But for Parker, there would always be another slasher in another town, and the strangeness was never over. She wasn’t a survivor. She was a hunter, and there was always something new to hunt.

      Parker pulled her leather jacket from the back of a chair, slipped it on, and took one last look at the lives she’d saved before heading for the back door. She was halfway across the parking lot when she heard the door she had just came through open and close behind her.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re running off to?” Lee asked.

      Parker turned, rubbed her hands together, and blew into them to keep warm. “Oh, you know… places to go, slashers to slash.”

      “Come back inside. It’s cold.”

      Parker gave that option the briefest of consideration then shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      After taking a moment to size her up, Lee said, “You’re in the habit of this, aren’t you?”

      “The habit of what?”

      “Not saying anything that even so much as resembles a goodbye.”

      Parker looked at the ground and shuffled her feet a little like a schoolgirl who’d been caught smoking in the bathroom. “I’m not really that good at them.”

      “Horseshit,” Lee said. “You’re running away.”

      “I’ve never ran from anything in my life,” Parker said.

      “Is that so?”

      “It’s a fact.”

      “Where’s your family?” Lee asked.

      “They’re dead.”

      “Where’s your friends?”

      The question stumped her. “You wouldn’t know them.”

      “I get the impression, girly, that you don’t run from the monsters that go bump in the night. You run from getting close to people.”

      Parker gave that some thought as she took a couple of steps toward Lee. “Do you know what truly scares me? What absolutely, positively scares the living hell out of me.”

      Lee gave it half a beat’s thought. “What?”

      “Milli Vanilli,” Parker said.

      Lee shook his head.

      “I don’t know what it is,” Parker continued. “I think it’s the hair.”

      “Laugh it up,” Lee said. “But you’re laughing alone.”

      Her smile slowly faded.

      “But you already knew that, didn’t you?” he said.

      She did and gave him a nod. “See you around, old man.”

      Three blocks later, Parker was standing in front of her Charger, which was exactly where she’d left it: outside the Murray household with a great big bloody machete buried in the hood. She had forgotten the car was toast, and when she saw it, Parker let out a long sigh. “Typical,” she muttered.
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      A few cars sat scattered around in the parking lot of Heather’s Diner. But only one had all its windows fogged up. Inside, Courtney and Darren were getting it on.

      Courtney had conned herself into thinking that she had a thing for bad boys, and it was as clear as sunrise that Darren had all the bad-boy trappings. His hair was long like Bon Jovi’s, his Levi’s were ripped, he drove a fast car, and he didn’t give a shit about authority, school, or any of that other stuff. If there was a hair band to come out of the Sunset Strip in the mid-to-late 1980s called the Bad Boys, every member of that band would most likely look exactly like Darren. But if she were being honest, and she really wasn’t, Courtney was in the back seat of that de Ville with Darren simply because the reality of how alone she was had kicked in after the rush of killing Hatchet Bob wore off. She needed to feel something other than the overwhelming sadness.

      Darren was in the car for a much simpler reason: Courtney was hot.

      What they didn’t know was that while they were getting all hot and heavy, a hulking figure emerged from the fog. At first, the darkness and fog obscured the figure. But as that figure took more and more lumbering steps, the details became clearer in the moonlight shining down on the street. The figure wore an apron and a hairnet and carried a frying pan and they were all covered in blood. There was no mistaking it was a slasher. She was called the Lunch Lady, and in typical slasher fashion, the Lunch Lady was not in a hurry. There was no need for her to be. The streets of Bastard Town were quiet, and there wasn’t another soul in sight. That was, of course, except for Courtney and Darren getting it on in the back seat of that de Ville, completely oblivious to the hell coming their way.

      The Lunch Lady took her time as she approached the de Ville, and when she reached the big boat of a car, she slowly and carefully, as if really taking the time to savor the moment, circled the car as sounds of love and lust filtered out into the night. After a lap around the car, the Lunch Lady paused at the rear door, crouched down, and pushed her nose right up against the glass.
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      Courtney stopped. “Do you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Darren asked.

      They were both as quiet as a pair of drunken church mice as they listened. Neither of them could hear a thing, and with the windows all fogged up with condensation, they couldn't see jack shit.

      “It’s nothing—” Darren started to say.

      But Courtney cut him off. “Shhh!”

      He shushed.

      Courtney listened. Everything was calm. Everything was quiet.

      Just when Courtney was about to forget the entire thing, she slowly tilted her head to the condensation-covered window—the very same window that the Lunch Lady was on the other side of.

      Somehow, she knew. Courtney just knew something was there. She put her hand up to the glass, and just as she was about to wipe away the condensation away—

      “Wait,” Darren whispered. “Don’t do it.”

      “Why?”

      “What if there’s something on the other side?”

      She whisper-yelled. “Like, I know! I have to do it.”

      Darren gave that some thought and nodded.

      Courtney drew a breath, moved her hand closer to the glass, and wiped the condensation away from the window.

      Not a single thing.

      The Lunch Lady was gone.

      “See?” Darren said. “Told you it was nothing.”

      But that wasn’t exactly the case.

      Then they both heard a thump on the roof of the de Ville and looked straight up. The Lunch Lady was on the roof of the car, and in her hand was the blood-soaked frying pan. She swung it up and down, hard and fast, and it crashed through the roof like a wrecking ball.

      Through the twisted metal and smashed glass, Courtney and Darren looked up at the scariest lunch lady any school had ever seen.

      They both screamed.
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      The screams were so loud that everybody inside Heather’s Diner still heard them over the noise of Cyndi Lauper’s “She Bop” blasting out of the jukebox.

      Lee was the first out the door, and he skidded to a stop at the sight of the Lunch Lady smashing the absolute hell out of the de Ville. Any chance of Courtney and Darren walking away from that horrific attack was zero.

      Heather threw her hand up to her mouth to muffle the sound of her scream when she saw the blood, bone, and hair crushed into the twisted metal, but she screamed so loud that it echoed around the empty streets of Bastard Town and came back at them.

      The Lunch Lady stopped beating the de Ville into scrap metal and reset her attention on Lee, Heather, and Terry, who were all watching on in horror.

      None of them even dared to move a muscle.

      “Friend of yours?” a voice said.

      Everybody turned. It was Parker Ames, and in her hand was her trusty machete.

      “Does she look like a friend of mine?” Lee said.

      Parker shifted her attention to the slasher she was about to attack but then paused. “Are you a lunch lady?”

      The slasher didn’t answer.

      “Now, I’ve beheaded cannibal slashers, leatherface slashers, and even teddy bear slashers, but never a lunch lady slasher!”

      “I’ve got this one,” Lee said, pulling a hammer from his waistband.

      The Lunch Lady jumped down off the de Ville and hit the concrete with a thud. Then she screamed a long and loud scream that came straight from the depths of hell.

      The hairs on the back of Lee’s neck stood straight up. He turned to Parker. “Maybe we should take this one together.”

      “I thought you’d say something like that,” she said.

      Parker and Lee circled their newest slasher, and for a moment, it looked as if they had the upper hand.

      All she has is a fry pan in her hand, Lee thought. How hard could it be?

      Then the Lunch Lady slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled out a butcher knife.

      Parker tightened her grip on the machete, and Lee did the same with the hammer in his hand. Compared to the fight he was about to go into, the hammer all of a sudden looked completely inadequate.

      “Bet you’re regretting bringing that hammer around about now,” Parker said.

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      The Lunch Lady took a swing at Lee, but he ducked, avoiding the knife altogether.

      Parker seized on the moment and struck. The machete went straight through the Lunch Lady’s chest and clean out through her back. For brief moment, the Lunch Lady was taken aback by being skewered. It was as if even the possibility of something like that happening had never, not in a million years, crossed that slasher’s mind.

      She looked down at the machete, looked at Parker, then looked back down at the machete again. Compared to the machete, the butcher knife was small, and the Lunch Lady didn’t appear to really like the idea of that. She dropped her puny little blade, and it clunked on the asphalt. Then the Lunch Lady wrapped her rotted hands around the handle of the machete hanging out of her chest and pulled it out inch by inch.

      “This can’t be good,” Lee said.

      And it wasn’t. All of a sudden, she had a whole new weapon in her hand—Parker’s weapon. And what did Parker have in her hand to battle evil with?

      Nothing.

      She looked at Lee. “I’ll be back in a minute.” And with those words, she turned on her heels and ran off into the darkness.

      “What the hell?” Lee grumbled as he watched her leave. “Are you coming back?”

      But she was gone, long gone.

      “Goddamn it!” Slowly, he shifted his gaze back to the Lunch Lady. “Let’s be reasonable about this…”

      But there was no reasoning with a slasher. They were simply just not the reasonable type. The Lunch Lady swung the frying pan, swung the machete, and swung the frying pan again.

      Lee ducked and dodged every blow, and when he had an opening, Lee took it and swung that hammer up, smashing it into the Lunch Lady’s chin.

      The blow would have taken the head off any normal person, but it barely registered with the slasher.

      “Oh, hell,” Lee grumbled.

      She swung the machete, and it cut through the air.

      One swoosh!

      Two swooshes!

      Three swooshes!

      And with each swoosh, Lee stumbled back. The blade missed his face by mere inches, but by the third attack, Lee was completely off balance. He tripped, falling flat on his back with the world’s worst lunch lady standing over him.

      She swung that frying pan back above her head, and judging by the hunk of scrap metal she’d turned the Eldorado into, Lee didn’t have to use much of his imagination to figure out what it was going to do to him. He was all out of moves. He winced, ready to take the blow and say goodbye to that cruel, cruel world when—

      “Hey, bitch!” Parker called out from behind the slasher.

      The Lunch Lady paused mid-blow and looked back over her shoulder. Parker Ames was standing there with a chain saw, which she had named Aerosmith, in her hand.

      “School’s out, motherfucker,” she said.

      Lee breathed a sigh of relief.

      Ready to start hacking away, Parker yanked the cord to crank the chain saw, but the son of a bitch wouldn’t start. It simply did not start!

      “What the hell?” Lee yelled.

      “Give me a minute,” Parker said as she yanked at the cord.

      “We don’t have a minute!”

      The Lunch Lady started to swing the frying pan down again. But just as she was about to shatter Lee’s skull over the asphalt, the chain saw roared to life. Parker rammed that little bad boy right through the Lunch Lady’s back, stopping her dead in her tracks.

      Parker pulled on the trigger a couple of times, revving and roaring the hell out of it, then with all her might, she pulled that chain saw upward toward the stars, slowly and surely cutting The Lunch Lady in half—in half!

      By the time Parker was finished, she was covered in blood, Lee was covered in blood, and everyone watching had a look of shock on their faces at the chain sawing they’d just witnessed.

      Parker looked down at the two separate parts of the slasher by her feet. “That’s a first,” she said as she shut the chain saw down.

      “Jesus,” Terry said. “That’s the most awful thing I’ve ever seen.” And then he vomited.

      “I thought there was only one of them?” Heather said. “And I thought we got him?”

      “Everybody chill,” Parker said. “Everything is just dandy. There’s nothing to worry about. A town with one slasher is rare. A town with two is rarer still, but, and I emphasize the word but, it’s not entirely unheard of. Now, a town with more than two slashers—that simply never happens.”

      At that moment, everybody standing outside Heather’s Diner shifted their attention from Parker to what was behind Parker, and if it were possible, the horror on their faces had doubled.

      Parker turned and saw what they saw. “Oh, hell, this is going to suck.”

      Out of the fog rolling off the bay were not one or two or even four or five slashers but well over ten slashers emerging from the fog. Parker saw the standard masked madmen with machetes, but there were also clowns, freaks, puppets, and even a football mascot. Then there were the truly horrible demons with horns and knives for hands. One was walking down the street, holding his own head in his hands.

      Parker turned back to the good folk of Bastard Town. “Forget everything I just said and run!”
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      Parker was the last through the door, and she made sure she locked it the very instant it slammed. Then she looked through the square window in the middle and saw the horde of slashers coming their way.

      There was only one thought running through Parker’s mind: What the fuck is going on?

      By the time she made it back to the main floor of the diner, everybody was losing their shit and panicking. Terry was walking around ranting about how they were all going to die, while Lee gathered up as many weapons as he could and was tossing them on one of the tables in the middle of the diner.

      “Christ,” Terry said, frantic. “We’re all going to die. One of those things almost killed us. Now there’s…” He didn’t know how many. “Shitloads!”

      “We’ll work it out, Terry,” Heather said. “It’ll be okay.”

      “Work what out? Who’s going to be hacked up first?”

      “Shut the hell up,” Lee said.

      “What do to mean ‘shut the hell up’?” Terry said. “Did you see them?”

      Lee got in his face and pointed a finger. “Your bitching and moaning isn’t going to get us out of here.”

      “Nothing’s going to get us out of here!”

      “There is one thing,” Lee said.

      Terry peeked through a gap in the wooden slats on the windows. “Yeah, and what’s that?”

      Lee loaded shells into his shotgun and racked it. “Violence.”

      Terry’s face dropped. “Oh, man, we are so dead.”

      Parker climbed onto a table and yelled nice and loud so that they all could hear and she didn’t have to repeat herself. The room piped down, and everybody threw their attention Parker’s way.

      “I’m not going to lie to you,” she said. “This looks bad. But it’s not all doom and gloom. This place is strong. We can hunker down here. If we can survive the night, we can survive this nightmare.”

      Heather gently slipped her fingers between Terry’s and gave him a reassuring smile. “We can do this. It’s all going to be okay.

      A fist—a big violent fist—punched through the wood right behind Terry’s head. The whole arm came through, wrapped around his neck, and tried to pull him through. He was too big, but that wasn’t stopping the slasher.

      “Kill it! Kill it! Kill it!” Terry yelled before he ran out of breath.

      Parker was already one step ahead of him and cranked up the chain saw. Exhaust fumes and smoke filled the room as she ran over to Terry.

      Parker lined the dangerous end of the chain saw up to the slasher’s arm and only inches from Terry’s head. “I wouldn’t move if I were you.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” he managed to get out.

      She lowered the chain saw, and the chain tore into the slasher’s arm. A couple of seconds after that, the arm separated from the slasher and hit the floor.

      Terry coughed and spluttered, trying to get as much air back into his lungs as he could. A second or two later, he was able to speak, and he pointed down at the severed arm. “Do you still want to stick around here?”

      Before she could even answer, the arm lying on the floor used its fingers as feet and ran away to somewhere in the kitchen. Even for Parker, that was some pretty weird shit.

      “Folks,” Parker said, drawing everyone’s attention back to her. “Change of plan.”

      “Yeah, and what’s that?” Terry asked. “Dyin’?”

      Parker’s eyes hardened. “Evacuate Bastard Town.”
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      Even in the darkness and staring through a small gap between two of the boards up against the window of Heather’s diner, Terry could tell that all the cars in the parking lot were trashed. The slashers had torn out engines and ripped tires, but Terry did have a solution. Three blocks away was a yellow school bus that, according to Terry, had been on the road a week ago. Maybe the slashers hadn’t made it that far into town yet. It was a big maybe, but it was all they had. Three blocks were three blocks, and that would have been hard enough with one slasher on the loose hacking people up. Throw in eight or nine more, and the odds of surviving those three blocks dramatically decreased. They had one chain saw, two machetes, one shotgun, and an assortment of knifes and blades from Heather’s kitchen. It wasn’t the best arsenal, but it certainly wasn’t the worst.

      The door to Heather’s Diner opened up a tiny crack, and Parker peered out. She looked left and right, but all she could see were the empty streets of Bastard Town.

      Lee was right behind her. “Where’d all these bastards go?”

      Parker racked her brain and couldn’t think of any reason why they weren’t all running and screaming from the horrors with the knifes. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      And that’s just what they did.

      Parker waved Heather and Terry through the door, and they all made their way down the street with their eyes peeled and feet ready to run. Parker had been in some pretty tough spots before, and there wasn’t one of them where she didn’t feel fear. It may have been there in the pit of her stomach, in the shake of her hand, or even when it turned her legs to jelly. But it had never been a problem for Parker Ames. Not once. She always admitted to herself when she was going toe to toe with some slasher twice her size, who had a weapon twice the size of hers, that yes, she was scared. But she never let the fear stop her from pushing forward, from climbing up when she’d been knocked down, or from stepping into a dark room with no idea what was hiding in the shadows. The fear was part of the job, she knew. Before her, her mentor, Delores McCormick, had known it, and if Parker was honest, the fear kept her sharp. But out on the street that night, Parker wasn’t afraid. She was terrified… and that feeling was new to her.

      “Is this how you thought your visit to Bastard Town was going to go?” Lee asked.

      “Pretty much.”

      Somewhere behind them, the groan of a slasher rumbled out of the darkness.

      “Can’t say I’ll be coming back,” she said.

      Two blocks later, they came across the yellow school bus. It was the same exact model that had taken generations of American children to schools all across the country. Yellow and bulky, it wasn’t terribly fast, but by all accounts, it was reliable. Terry figured it should start pretty easily despite the cold. Parker still couldn’t figure out if it was the perfect escape vehicle for their current situation or the worst. Either way, they were stuck with it, and she really didn’t have much choice in the matter.

      “Everyone hop on, and let’s get the hell out of here,” Parker said.

      Everyone filed onto the bus in a quick and orderly manner, and without question, Terry slid in behind the wheel.

      “Can you drive this thing?” Parker asked.

      Terry took his Terry’s Garage & Tow hat and turned it around. “Sweetie, I can fix, drive, or destroy anything.”

      “Let’s try to just stick to the drive part for now.”

      He turned the key on the ignition, and that big yellow machine came alive on the first try. The sound of that V8 engine blasted all through the empty streets and was heard all across Bastard Town.

      Terry peered through the window, and in the shadows by the old bowling alley that had closed back in ’83, he saw the silhouettes of slashers emerging from the darkness. “We’ve got company,” he called out. “And it looks angry.”

      Parker leaned over Terry’s shoulder. “How many?”

      “Twenty?” Terry said. “Thirty?”

      “Let’s get out of here before this thing turns ugly.”

      “I’d say things got pretty ugly around here a long time ago,” Terry said as he slipped the bus into gear and pulled away from the sidewalk.

      Slowly but surely, the bus accelerated as he changed gears, and by all accounts, they were home free.

      “We made it,” Terry said to himself as if he couldn’t even believe his own words. With a big grin on his face, he looked over his shoulder at the others. “We made it!”

      The ragtag bunch of survivors all cheered and clapped, hooted and hollered. Even Parker let herself think that maybe, just maybe, they’d made it through this hell of a night, but when she put her eyes back on the road, right in front of the bus, smack bang in the middle of the road, was a slasher in a filthy black Easter Bunny costume!

      “Terry!” Parker yelled. “Look out!”

      It was too late to swerve the bus onto another path and too late for the Easter Bunny to dive out of the way, so Terry plowed the bus straight through him. There was a massive thump as the Evil Easter Bunny smashed into the grill and two more thumps as the wheels on the front end bounced over the body then the wheels at the rear bounced over him again.

      “What the fuck was that?” Terry cried. The weirdness was getting to him.

      “It was the Easter Bunny,” Parker said.

      “Who does that to the Easter Bunny? I mean, it’s…” He ran out of words.

      “I find it’s best not to think too much about it,” Parker said. “We’ll be out of here soon, and with any luck, that’ll be one of the last one of those things you’ll see.”

      Nope. Not true. Not even close.

      Behind the final seat of the bus, Spooky—yep, that was his name—slid off the seat, and his big feet landed on the floor. Spooky wasn’t an inch over two feet tall, and he looked like something straight out of Labyrinth. A strange little creature with wrinkles all over his body, a long nose, and big ears. With a cheeky grin on his face, Spooky walked down the aisle.

      Everyone had their eyes firmly on the road ahead, and Spooky paused next to a bag of weapons by Heather’s feet. With one of the three fingers on his right hand, he opened the bag a little and looked inside. Spooky liked what he saw. He slipped his hand inside and pulled out a meat tenderizer.

      Heather felt something move down by her feet and looked down. In a week of seeing weird shit, seeing Spooky standing there with a meat tenderizer still took the cake.

      She screamed, and when Parker turned and saw what the hell was going on, she didn’t know what to make of the little creature.

      Lee’s face scrunched up. “Goddamn!”

      Everyone took three steps back from Spooky. It took a moment for the shock to die down, and once it did, all eyes were on Spooky, who wasn’t terribly perturbed about the reaction he had caused.

      “Spooky is pleased to meet everybody,” the strange little creature said. “He’s looking very forward to killing you all today.”

      Parker looked at Lee, who looked at Parker, and that threat lingered in the air for a moment as they all let it sink in.

      Then Parker burst out laughing. “I’m sorry, but I can’t take this seriously.”

      “Spooky doesn’t find this funny. This makes Spooky very upset.” His voice shifted into something darker. “And you don’t want to make Spooky very upset.”

      “Look,” Parker said, “I know that you’re trying to be all scary and what have you, but you’re just so darn cute.”

      Spooky didn’t like the sound of that, not at all. He took off running down the aisle and ran as ran as fast as he could with Parker Ames in his sights and a meat tenderizer half his size in his hand. He pulled that mallet back to swing, and he could actually have done some real damage, but just as he was about to deliver his first blow, Parker swooped down, grabbed him by the throat, and picked him up.

      Wriggling, Spooky kicked and punched, but there was nothing he could do. It wasn’t his fault; his arms and legs were just too short to deliver any sort of damage to Parker. It didn’t take him long to realize that, and once he did, he simply just gave up and hung from her hand.

      “Somebody has been a bad, bad Spooky,” Parker told him as she made her way toward the back of the bus.

      “Spooky not happy.”

      Parker swung open the emergency door at the rear of the bus. “I couldn’t imagine Spooky would be.”

      Without further fanfare, she tossed Spooky out the door. He flew through the air, slammed down hard on the concrete, and rolled half a dozen times before coming to a stop and looking up.

      “Bitch,” Spooky said.

      Back on the bus, Parker slapped her hands clean. “See? It’s fine. Everything’s fine.”

      But everybody else froze as Evil Easter Bunny popped up right behind Parker. He hadn’t just been hit and rolled to the side of the road. He’d clung to the underside of the bus and crawled up the back.

      Lee grabbed the shotgun, rammed the butt into his shoulder, and took aim. “Duck!” he yelled.

      Parker didn’t know what the hell was going on, but seeing the shotgun and the look on Lee’s face, she figured the time for asking questions was later. So Parker ducked.

      Lee wrapped his finger around the trigger and unleashed both barrels into Evil Easter Bunny, and although two shells wouldn’t kill a slasher, the force of the shots were enough to blast him off the bus.

      Evil Easter Bunny hit the asphalt, rolled a couple of times, somehow managed to get back on his feet, and took off running after the bus again as if he hadn’t just taken two rounds to the chest.

      Parker watched the slasher lose more and more ground then disappear into the night. She turned back to Lee. “Not bad for an old man.”

      And that was when their plan went all to hell.
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      When they reached the tunnel, Terry pulled the bus to the side of the road and opened the door. Parker was the first one out, and when she saw the entrance of their only means of escape, her heart sank. The tunnel had completely caved in. From top to bottom, it was filled with rocks, and by the look of it, the rubble probably went on for twenty or thirty feet.

      “This is going to make escaping difficult,” Parker said.

      Lee scratched at the stubble on his chin. “It certainly doesn’t look promising.”

      Terry was the last one out of the bus, and he didn’t take the news of the caved-in tunnel particularly well. “What the fuck, man? What the actual fuck! Now what do we do? We’re all going to get fucking chopped! And in case anyone didn’t know, chopped isn’t good.”

      Parker looked to Heather. “This is it? This is the only way in and out of Whittier?”

      She was still processing the sight of the cave-in and looked at Parker like a deer in headlights. Eventually, Heather managed to give her a slight nod. “It’s the only way.” “There’s not another road? A path? Anything?” Parker asked, grasping at straws.

      Heather shook her head. “That tunnel, it’s the only way.”

      “That’s a bit of a design flaw in the town, wouldn’t you say?” Parker said.

      “Wait. It’s not the only way,” Terry said, and everybody turned to look at him. “We’re a fishing town. What about all them fucking boats?”

      A grin grew across Parker’s face as she pointed a finger Terry’s way. “You’re an idea man.”
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      Terry was reliable—that was for damn sure. But he wasn’t an idea man. If someone needed help putting up a new fence, fixing a truck, or moving, Terry was the man. He wasn’t the guy who won trivia night at the bar, though. He’d never had a good idea in his life, except for that one idea of climbing on board one of those boats and sailing the hell out of Bastard Town.

      Terry was the first off the bus when they pulled up to the dock, and he was first to run down the pier. Because of those two things, he was the first to see that every single one of the fishing boats was floating on its side or completely underwater with nothing but its mast poking out.

      “What the shit, man?” Terry said, terror and confusion both hitting his face at the same time. “What the shit? Who kills boats?”

      Terry took off and ran all the way down the dock just in case one of them had somehow remained intact. It was pointless, and everybody who watched his desperate run knew it.

      Parker lit a cigarette. “I suppose you don’t have an airport here in town?”

      “No,” Heather said. “There’s no airport.”

      “That’s shame,” Parker replied. “An airplane would have come in real handy around about now.”

      “Hey,” Terry called out. “Hey, I got something.” He was over by the end of the pier and bouncing from one foot to the other.

      By the time the others made it across the wooden planks and over to him, Terry was almost exploding with excitement.

      “What’s all the fuss about?” Lee grumbled.

      Terry pointed down into the water at a small two-man rowboat. There was nothing special about it. It was the kind of thing used by a couple of guys to fish a couple of hundred yards from shore. It was seaworthy, and it came complete with a couple of oars. But there was one thing wrong with it: the boat was tiny.

      “Useless,” Lee said. “There’s no way on God’s green earth that four people are going to fit in that little boat. It’ll sink before the first oar hits the water. There’s no two ways about it.”

      “I’ll go,” Terry said.

      “You’ll go where?” Parker asked.

      “I can row over to Sward, grab Sheriff Griffin, and be back here with the cavalry by tomorrow night. It’s win-win.”

      “Well,” Lee said, dragging out the word for a couple of extra syllables. “It’s win-win for you. It might be death-death for us.”

      Terry put on an unconvincing confused face. “What do you mean?”

      “We don’t split up,” Parker said. “Trust me, it never works out well. Everybody always ends up dead.”

      “It doesn’t even work out well in the movies,” Heather added.

      “We stay together, and we stay alive,” Parker said.

      “And do what?” Terry’s voice was starting to crack. “Go back to Heather’s Diner? Great plan, man! That place is real fuckin’ safe.”

      “It’s safe enough,” Parker said.

      “Nah,” Terry said. He was pacing, taking a couple of steps in one direction then taking a couple in the other. “No way, man. I’m not doing it. Nope. No way. I’m not going back there. I’m not dying here.”

      Parker took a step forward, and her voice got really low. “The way I see it, Terry, you don’t have a hell of a lot of choice in the matter. Now get back on the goddamned bus.”

      Lee’s eyebrow rose and pulled up half his face; he was impressed.

      Terry paced, going back and forth and mumbling stuff to himself that nobody could really hear or understand.

      “Nope,” Terry said. “Nope.” He yanked out a revolver that was stuffed down the front of his pants.

      Almost everyone took a step back. Everybody except Parker.

      Terry’s words hissed through his teeth. “Everybody dies here. Not me. I won’t. Not me.”

      Lee racked his shotgun, making the unmistakeable chick-chick, and took aim dead center at Terry.

      “Lee,” Parker said, “what are you doing?”

      “I’m thinking about putting two shells into old Terry here.”

      Terry swung the revolver and aimed it right at Lee.

      The mean old bastard didn’t even budge. It was clearly not the first time a weapon had been pointed his way. “Parker, you wouldn’t mind too much if I put a bullet in the son of a bitch?”

      Parker gave it some thought. “Let him go.”

      Lee spoke through gritted teeth. “Let him go?”

      She gently put her hand on the end of Lee’s shotgun and lowered it to aim at the ground. “If we kill each other, we’re just as bad as them.” She shifted her attention to Terry. “Get the hell out of here.”

      Terry didn’t have to be told twice. He launched himself off the dock and into the water. It was freezing, but Terry didn’t seem to care, and a couple of strokes later, he pulled himself up and into the small boat.

      He snatched up the oars and rowed through the wreckage of a fishing vessel and made it out into smooth waters.

      “Do you think we’ll ever see him again?” Heather asked.

      Just at the words passed her lips, a bald and badly burned slasher rose up out of the water like a shark, grabbed hold of Terry, and dragged him underwater. A couple of seconds later, the water settled back down as if nothing at all had happened.

      “Nope,” Parker said. “Probably won’t be seeing him again.”
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      Nobody was happy about being back at Heather’s Diner. They’d discussed barricading the police station, but from what Parker remembered, there were at least seven or eight corpses lying around in various states of damage, so that option was off the table. Then Lee pitched the idea of waiting out the night in the old mental asylum, but Parker was one hundred percent against that idea. She figured that if there was any place that was ever going to attract a slasher, it was an abandoned mental asylum. Nope. They had to go back to where they’d started. Heather’s Diner was already boarded up, although the strength of those barricades was questionable, and it had enough supplies to last them as long as they needed.

      Parker had gathered all the weapons she could and planted them around the diner in the event that all hell broke loose and she found herself with her back to the wall, and if that was the situation she was in, she wanted to just reach out and grab a hold of something pointy, shooty, or blunt.

      Heather made a plate of pastrami sandwiches, put them on the table of Booth Seven, and slid in alongside Lee. She wasn’t hungry, but Parker knew she had to eat, so she took a bite out of one of the triangles and washed it down with a mouthful of cold coffee.

      “You’d think that after the bus, the tunnel, and the pier,” Parker said, “that we’d be further along than back where we started.”

      It was the first time since the whole nightmare had started that Parker had actually had a chance to stop and think about what the hell was actually happening.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” she said. “I’ve been to dozens of towns that had one slasher. I’ve even been to a couple of towns that had two slashers. But I’ve never even heard of something even remotely as fucked up as this.”

      “Bastard Town has always been a bit…” Heather searched for the right word. “Bastardly.”

      She lit a cigarette and slid into the booth.

      “Goddamned son of a bitch,” Lee mumbled to himself as he lit a cigar. He was off in his own world. “Goddamned son of a bitch.”

      “What are you goddamn son of a bitching about?” Parker asked.

      He blew smoke out through his nostrils. “I know how this whole mess started.”

      Parker and Heather threw each other a look then shifted that look to Lee.

      “Would you mind elaborating on that?” Parker asked. “Because it sounds like it could be important.”

      “Goddamn son of a bitch,” he grumbled again to himself. “To tell this story, we need to go back.”

      “How far back?”

      “To 1944.”

      “You think we could fast forward some of that?” Parker asked.

      Lee’s stony face didn’t even budge. “No. We need to go back.”
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      The year was 1944, and back then, Lee wasn’t the grizzled-up old bastard battling the undead in what was left of Whittier, Alaska. Nope, back in 1944, Lee was just shy of twenty-five years of age, and he had been battling the Nazis for the past forty-eight months. In that time, he’d seen action in Poland, Berlin, Paris, and Navarone. He had over thirty Nazi scalps under his belt and was generally the guy OSS sent in when all else failed.

      It was a little after eight o’clock in the morning in wartime London when Major Gerald Lee made his way past the jeeps, sandbags, and rubble from the blitz the night before. He may have been little less grouchy and a little slimmer around the middle, but he was still the same son of a bitch at that age as he would be forty years later in Bastard Town.

      He set fire to his third cigarette for the day and stepped into an office building that looked like every other office building on the street. There was nothing unique about the outside of the building. No sign. No plaque. Nothing that said what happened on the inside.

      Two soldiers stood in the lobby with Thompsons and looks on their faces that told anybody who even so much as glanced sideways at them, that if there were guys not to be fucked with and guys who could be fucked with, then these guys were the former. They let Lee pass on through without so much as a second glance. They knew his face; Lee had been there many times before.

      He made his way up the couple of flights of stairs, down the hall, and into a small office with a small table and a secretary with cat-eye glasses. She told Lee the general was waiting for him then waved him through. A moment later, Lee was sitting on one side of a big oak desk while General Wallace looked out his office window at a plume of smoke rising from some bombing that happened throughout the night.

      “How bad is it?” Lee asked.

      Wallace tore his concentration from the smoke disappearing into the gray skyline and turned back to Lee. “How bad is what?”

      “The place where you’re sending me?”

      Wallace gave him a long sideways glance. “How do you know I’m sending you somewhere bad?”

      “In the past twelve months, you’ve sent me to German-occupied France, German-occupied Greece, and Berlin itself. May I speak freely, sir?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “They’re all shitholes, sir.” The sir part was added as almost an afterthought.

      “I’d hate to disappoint you, Major,” Wallace said. “There’s a fair-to-middling chance that this shithole is worse than all the other shitholes you’ve been to, combined. Is that a problem?”

      Lee gave that some thought. “I couldn’t imagine it would be, sir.”

      “Attaboy,” Wallace said as he poured two bourbons, and when he was done, he slid one across the desk to Lee, who held it in his hand for a moment before taking a sip.

      “I don’t want to pat you on the ass,” Wallace continued. “The geeks at Intel are describing this one as a suicide mission.”

      “The last three were suicide missions, sir.”

      “Then this should be nothing new.” Wallace finished his drink in one hit and poured himself another. “Two months ago, we lost a plane transporting an Austrian doctor somewhere over Poland. The doctor was working with the allies, and naturally, considering the downed aircraft, we assumed the good doctor was one of the casualties. As it turns out, Major, that wasn’t necessarily the case. Three days ago, we intercepted communications that the doctor not only survived the crash but was taken to a castle in Austria to complete their work.”

      “What was the work?”

      “That’s classified, Major.”

      “You want me to go and extract the doctor?”

      Wallace gave him a nod. “The doctor is being held in Austria. The German-occupied Hohenwerfen Castle, to be precise. The castle sits on the peak of a mountain and is only accessible via a cable car.”

      “Doesn’t sound so tough.”

      “The base of the mountain is the small town of Erlebnisburg. There are two thousand German soldiers currently occupying that town.”

      “Oh,” Lee said. “That’s the suicide-mission part.”

      “It’s not going to be easy,” Wallace said.

      Lee finished his drink. “It never is, sir.”
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      Captain Jay Campbell hated top-secret missions. No matter what happened, he was guaranteed that somebody was going to end up shooting at him. He was awakened in the middle of the night and told to be fly ready by three in the morning. He was a good soldier, and come three o’clock, Campbell was in his flight suit, standing on the tarmac, waiting for his orders alongside his copilot, Bill Williams.

      “Do you know anything about anything?” Campbell asked.

      “Not a thing,” Williams replied.

      It wasn’t uncommon for the most sensitive of sensitive missions to keep everybody in the dark until the very last minute. Twenty minutes later, they were instructed to climb aboard the aircraft and turn the engines over. They did just as they were told and waited. Always with the waiting the Air Force. Campbell and Williams used to joke around that the Air Force motto should be changed from “Aim High, Fight-Fly-Win” to “Hurry up and Wait.”

      After close to forty-five minutes of warming up the engines, they finally received their orders. Fly the three hundred miles into enemy territory at thirty thousand feet, and once they reach their destination, they were to dramatically and dangerously nosedive to five hundred feet, drop their cargo and get the hell out of there. Their cargo: one American soldier with a Sten and a German officer uniform.

      Campbell had been in the Air Force long enough to know that asking questions was pointless. His job was to fly to where he was told, do whatever he was told, and fly back home again. So when Campbell and Williams pulled that big, beautiful DC-3 into the night sky, he had nothing on his mind except flying.

      A little shy of six hours later, they crossed into Austrian airspace, and when they were fifteen minutes from their target, Campbell unclipped his belt and made the half walk, half stumble down the middle of the fuselage until he was face-to-face with their human cargo. Since they had taken to the air, they hadn’t heard a peep out of him. A couple of times, Campbell had thrown a look back over his shoulder, and each and every time, it looked as if the soldier hadn’t budged a muscle.

      When he reached the soldier, Campbell was surprised by how young the man was, but then again, they were a few years into the war, and all guys he saw coming through were young.

      “We’re going to drop down to five hundred feet!” Campbell yelled.

      Lee nodded and give the pilot the thumbs-up.

      Campbell was about to step off when he turned back. “You’re out of your mind!”

      He didn’t know what reaction to expect from the young soldier, but what he got back was stone-cold seriousness. He isn’t out of his mind, Campbell thought. This crazy bastard knows exactly what he’s doing, and he takes his craziness seriously.

      The DC-3 dropped dramatically out of the sky at three hundred miles an hour and cut through the dark skies and clouds as Campbell watched the altimeter spin around and around and around.

      Thirty thousand feet.

      Twenty-nine thousand feet.

      Twenty-eight thousand feet.

      They dropped one thousand feet every couple of seconds, and Campbell’s balls felt like they were hiding somewhere up near his throat. The fact that nearly every single thing on the aircraft rattled and shook didn’t make him feel much better about things, either.

      That aerial insanity went on for what felt like forever, but as soon as the altimeter spun past two thousand feet, Campbell and Williams both pulled back hard on the wheel, just like they had planned, and began the nightmare of straightening the DC-3 back up. If his math was correct—and he hoped to hell that it was—by the time the aircraft leveled out, they would be right on target and traveling at a height of five hundred feet.

      The ground came up hard and fast, and just as Campbell thought it was going to be all over red rover, the DC-3 leveled out, cruising so low that it looked like it might cut the tops off the trees beneath it. Campbell leaned out of the cockpit and gave the soldier the thumbs-up.

      He was all good to go. The soldier took a couple of steps to the open door and looked out at the darkness below. He took a breath, closed his eyes, and took the plunge.
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      This is one hell of a job, Lee thought as he dropped through the night sky. His chute opened hard and fast, jerking his back, but before the pain could settle in, his feet were on the ground. That was all he cared about. The pain didn’t bother him. He pushed it aside and powered on. He could have parachuted into a tree at fifty miles an hour, so a sore back was the least of his problems. He gathered up the parachute and buried it under the snow as quickly as he could, then he drew his silenced Luger and made a beeline for Werfen Road. Then he waited.

      Only one road led into the small town of Erlebnisburg. Above Erlebnisburg was the Hohenwerfen Castle, and in that bad boy was the doctor he had to extract.

      Lee knew he couldn’t just walk into Erlebnisburg with nothing but his German uniform and a nod to the guard as he passed by. He would need wheels, and the one road that led into Erlebinisburg was the best place to find them.

      He crouched beside the road, not far from where it bent around a mountain, and waited. Three cars and one truck passed, but he let them pass. He was waiting for a specific vehicle, and after twenty-five minutes of waiting in the cold, Lee heard the engine of a motorcycle. He took a knee in the snow, raised the silenced Luger, and waited.

      The sound of the engine grew louder and louder, and just as the motorcycle and sidecar took the corner, Lee wrapped his finger around the trigger and squeezed.

      Two shots popped out of the end of the pistol and hit the rider square in the chest. He slumped over the handlebars, then the motorcycle veered off the road and crashed into a mound of snow.

      Lee wasn’t in a rush as he made his way to the motorcycle. It had flipped over on itself. The rider was dead, and the poor bastard who’d been riding shotgun was trying to crawl away. He begged and pleaded in German. Lee spoke German, but he didn’t give a shit about that Nazi’s pleas for forgiveness. He raised the silenced Luger, wrapped his finger around the trigger, and squeezed.

      Ten minutes later, he was cruising along Werfen Road on his newly acquired motorcycle with a corpse riding shotgun in the sidecar. He heard the sounds of Erlebinisburg on the air before the lights of the town emerged out of the darkness, and as he approached, he saw that even though it was the middle of the night, the town was still alive with soldiers partying it up, with jugs of ale in their hands, pretty Austrian girls under their arms, and a carefree knowledge in their eyes that the war was far, far away from where they stood at that very moment. Despite the fun and games, Lee still had to pass a checkpoint with a boom gate and a couple of armed guards.

      He slowed the motorcycle and brought it to a stop at the checkpoint.

      “Papers?” one of the guards asked.

      Lee dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out a set of papers he’d stolen from the dead biker and handed it over to the guard.

      The guard gave it a brief looking over before motioning to the dead soldier in the sidecar. “What happened to him?”

      Lee paused and looked at the dead soldier. “Can’t drink.”

      The guard shrugged. Drunken, passed-out soldiers were a common occurrence in Erlebnisburg. He handed the papers back to Lee and waved them through.

      Lee slipped the bike into gear and cruised through the town at a speed that wasn’t too fast or too slow. It was just perfect for blending into the busy streets of Erlebnisburg. Looming over the town was the great big Hohenwerfen Castle, ancient, majestic, and bold. The word castle didn’t do it justice. It was more like three castles rolled into one, and if it weren’t for the giant swastika flags blowing in the wind, it could easily be mistaken for Dracula’s abode.

      Lee brought the motorcycle to a stop in a small alley behind a barn and shut the engine down. He looked behind himself, looked in front of himself, and looked behind himself again—the coast was clear. He climbed off the motorcycle and dragged the body out of the sidecar. When he was absolutely, positively certain that nobody was watching him dump a dead body in a barn, he dumped that dead body in the barn.

      There was only one way up to Castle Hohenwerfen—by cable car. So when Lee parked the motorbike, he had to wait between the giant wheels and cogs that made the whole machine run while the car to come back down from the castle.

      And he wasn’t alone. Lee had a fellow traveler, and it was about the worst fellow traveler he could’ve had, given his current situation. The man standing next to him went by the name Arthur Frank, and he was about as German as a person could get with his blond hair, blue eyes, and clear white skin, but it wasn’t those features that bothered Lee. It was the Gestapo uniform.

      When the cable car arrived, the doors opened, Lee stepped inside, and right there behind him Arthur Frank followed. The operator in the control box closed the doors again, and the cable car began its slow ascent up the mountain. All the while, Frank kept his eyes on Lee. The American gave him a slight and polite smile that said both “hello” and “leave me the hell alone” at the same exact time.

      Frank didn’t get the message. “Cold, isn’t it?”

      Lee gave an agreeing nod but offered little else. His German was good, so that wasn’t the problem. Lee just thought that getting all chatty probably wasn’t going to be in his best interest.

      “Answer me, Private,” Frank said.

      Lee’s eyes snapped to the SS and potential nightmare of a situation that was brewing.

      “Very cold,” he said.

      “Have you been in Austria long?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Where did you come from?”

      “France, sir.”

      Frank said diddly-squat. He just sized Lee up for a couple of moments before a smile broke out across his face. “Ahh, France, we’re going to do wonderful things with that country. Did you see the Tower? Oh, what a sight. And those museums? Did you get a chance to see those museums?”

      Lee shook his head.

      “I would never say it back in Berlin,” Frank said as if they were conspiring, “but my gosh, what a collection, ay?”

      Again, Lee just nodded. Things were starting to get a little suspicious.

      “What was your post in Paris?

      Lee didn’t budge. Not a single muscle. Then eventually, after an awfully long pause, he said, “I was 155th Mountain Division.”

      “Does Schricker still have that bulldog that he takes around everywhere?”

      At that point that, Lee really did start to think he was on a suicide mission. By the time Lee did speak, the air was so thick that he could almost see it. The smile had faded from Frank’s face, and he was no longer interested in idle chitchat.

      “The dog died about a year ago,” Lee eventually said.

      Uncertain the young soldier in front of him was on the level, Frank simply stared at him until the cable car reached Castle Hohenwerfen and the doors opened.

      Lee was starting to weigh up his options. He could kill the son of a bitch, just take out his silenced Luger and put two rounds in Frank’s chest. If he did that, he would certainly have to put two more in the chest of the cable car operator who was watching the pair of them and wondering why the hell they weren’t climbing out of the cable car. Then he would have to hide the bodies. Where? Who the hell knew? His best chance was to toss them both down the steep cliff face and hope the bodies didn’t kill anyone in the village below when they hit the ground. That would certainly raise the alarms. As for any other options… well, that seemed to be pretty much the only one.

      Just when Lee was thinking that option was going to be his plan of attack, Frank slapped a friendly hand on Lee’s back. “Next time you’re in Paris, you must see those museums.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lee said, loosening his grip on the Luger in his pocket.
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      It was only Private Holder’s third week in the army. He had been in the Hitler Youth, gone to basic training, passed in the bottom half of his class, and been assigned to Erlebnisburg. He was keen to get into the fight, get some kills under his belt, like all the heroes they’d told him and his fellow cadets about, but all he had done was run patrols on guard duty. He didn’t even work the checkpoint. He’d spent the night checking for unlocked back doors and anything out of the ordinary, just like he had every single night since arriving in Erlebnisburg, and not once had he found anything.

      He was walking down a small alley with barns on either side. There were no horses in Erlebnisburg anymore, but there were still barns—and one of those barn doors was slightly ajar. He could have sworn the door had been firmly closed when he passed it not two hours ago.

      Gripping his Sten, he held the gun just like he’d been trained to do and very carefully opened the door. Inside was a German soldier covered in blood.

      Holder raised the alarm.
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      Seconds before Holder got on his radio and broke the news that there was a killer on the loose, Lee and Frank were politely walking side by side through the halls of Castle Hohenwerfen. They reached a crossroads, exchanged a nod, and broke off in their different directions. Neither of them had made it more than a couple of steps before the speakers fixed to the walls of the ancient castle blasted the repetitive whoop-whoop-whoop!

      Frank’s gaze snapped back over his shoulder to Lee. He knew the private had done something—he known for sure that something was rotten in the State of Denmark—but before he could do anything, Lee palmed his silenced Luger, fired two rounds into Frank’s chest and a third in his head. Needless to say, Frank hit the deck and Lee looked over his shoulder to see if anyone had seen him. There was no one in the narrow hall, and on the surface of it, the murder went unnoticed.

      Lee swung open the nearest door—the room was full of supplies. Lee dragged the body inside, stepped out, and figured the timeline to complete his mission had just significantly decreased.

      Before stepping onto that DC-3 back at the tarmac, Lee had spent every waking moment reading over the maps for both Erlebnisburg and Castle Hohenwerfen. He had a great memory for those kinds of things, and even though all was going to hell with alarms sounding and so forth, Lee knew exactly where he was going and where to find the doctor. According to the intelligence, the doctor was the only prisoner being held at Castle Hohenwerfen. All he needed to do was get to Castle Hohenwerfen’s cellblock, grab the doctor, get the hell out of the castle, get past the two thousand troops stationed in Erlebnisburg, then find a way out of Austria. It wasn’t the worst mission he’d been on… not yet.

      The single guard on duty in the cellblock didn’t look too bright. Lee took him out with one monster of a left hook, and he was out cold by the time he hit the stone castle floor.

      Lee pulled the keys off his belt and worked his way down the rows of recently fitted cells. Each cell he passed was empty… all except one. In the second-to-last cell, he found a redheaded woman. Lee figured her for late twenties or early thirties, and she wore trousers, a vest, and a beret. For a brief moment, Lee let his mind slip from the mission and allowed himself to think she looked like a movie star. She had that kind of look about her. Lee took one look at her, knew it wasn’t the doctor, and muttered some profanity under his breath.

      “Are you American?” she asked with a thick Austrian accent.

      Lee grunted.

      “Open the cell and get me out of here,” she said.

      “I’m looking for Dr. Wake,” he said. “Do you know where he is?”

      She threw him an unimpressed look. “Dr. Wake? I am Dr. Wake. Dr. Susan Wake.”

      It took Lee a moment to comprehend that, but he quickly realized he didn’t have time to reconcile his own expectations, so all he did was grunt.

      “Bet you’re going to let me out now,” Susan said.

      He unlocked the door, and Susan made a beeline to the fallen guard. She scooped up his MP 38, cleared the chamber, yanked out the magazine, checked it, and slammed it back in.

      Lee was impressed; Susan Wake was no damsel in distress.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he said.

      “Not without my book.”

      “Forget your goddamned book. This place is crawling with Nazis.”

      She stepped forward and got in his face. “I’m not leaving without the Book of Evil.”
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      “Wait, wait, wait,” Parker Ames said as she climbed up from the booth at Heather’s Diner. “You’re talking about the Book of Evil? The Book of Evil.”

      Heather looked from Parker to Lee and back again. “What’s the Book of Evil?”

      “Only the most dangerous book ever written,” Parker said. “Rumor has it if you read certain passages, it can raise the dead, bring people back to life, that kind of thing. It’s meant to be even able to open up a portal to hell.” Parker ran her fingers through her dirty hair. “I thought it was a myth.”

      “I didn’t know what it was,” Lee said. “All I knew was that I wasn’t leaving without it.”
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      The alarm was still ringing as Lee and Susan ran down the hall. They took a corner and ran straight into two Nazis.

      Without thinking twice, Susan raised that MP 38 in her hands and unleashed a hail of rounds, taking them both out within seconds.

      Lee cocked his head and gave her a look. A woman after his own heart.

      She caught that look. “What?”

      “Nothing.” he said.

      “The lab is this way,” Susan said, leading the way.

      They raced through a maze of corridors and rooms, none of which were on any of the maps Lee had memorized, until they busted through the doors of Dr. Wake’s laboratory.

      After four years of war, Lee had seen some shit but nothing like what he saw in that lab. It was dark and dingy, with cables running everywhere, beakers bubbling away, and crude diagrams of what looked to be deformed humans all over the walls.

      “What the hell were you working on here?” Lee asked.

      “Do you really want to know?” Susan asked as she moved around the laboratory searching for the Book of Evil.

      Lee took a look around at the body parts that were sitting around in jars and gave it some thought. “There’s a high chance I don’t.”

      Susan pulled a sheet off a shark cage, and inside was a Nazi slasher that was simply known as Gustav. His skin was burned to a crisp, his eyes were red, and he was rocking a leather SS overcoat.

      Lee’s face scrunched up at the sight of him. “I guess you weren’t running a beauty contest here.”

      “The Nazis wanted super soldiers,” Susan said. “Men who could go into battle, take a hundred bullets, and keep on killing. Men who couldn’t die.”

      The slasher moved closer to the bars and put his face only inches from Lee’s.

      “He looks like he’s already dead,” Lee said.

      Susan found the Book of Evil and, holding it firmly in her hands, she made her way across the laboratory and over to Lee. “He is, and he isn’t,” she said. “They say that there’s some men so evil in this world that not even hell wants them.”

      Those words hung in the air for a moment before they were broken up by bangs on the locked laboratory door. The Germans were coming.

      “It’s not going to be easy getting out of here,” Susan said.

      “Probably not,” Lee said, shifting his attention back to Gustav. “How mean is this son of a bitch?”

      “About as mean as they come,” she said.

      Lee took the butt of his Luger and smashed the lock clean off the cage—it fell to the floor with a clunk.

      “What are you doing?” Susan yelled.

      “Creating a diversion.”

      “That diversion is going to get us killed.” Susan pulled him through the laboratory and out the back door just as the German’s kicked in the front door. The soldiers were just regular soldiers. Not a single one of them knew what went on at Castle Hohenwerfen, so when they stepped into that room and saw Gustav, they all froze. It was that hesitation that killed them.

      Gustav busted out of the cage and charged at the soldiers. A couple of them opened fire, but it made no difference. Gustav just kept on charging. He tore through those soldiers and tossed them aside like rag dolls with their bodies smashing against the walls and falling to the ground.
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      The sound of gunfire and screams chased them out of the castle as Lee and Susan crossed the clearing toward the cable car. The operator yelled something at them in German and reached for his weapon.

      Too slow. Lee put two in his chest, and he hit the deck.

      “Come on,” Susan yelled as she climbed into the cable car. “Get in!”

      Lee hit a couple of switches on the control panel, and the cable car started its descent down into Erlebnisburg. Just before it was about to start its journey over the cliff, Lee jumped inside and slammed the door.

      Lee and Susan watched Castle Hohenwerfen grow smaller through the windows, and even though the distance between them grew, they could still hear the brutal sound of the massacre filter out from the castle and into the night.

      “How bad is it going to be for them?” Lee asked.

      “By morning, there will be nobody left alive in that castle,” Susan said.

      Lee gave that some thought. “Better those sons of bitches than us.”

      Then not a second—not a single second—after those words left his lips, a giant figure launched itself off the castle. As the shadow grew bigger and bigger, it became clear as day that the figure was none other than Gustav. He slammed onto the top of the cable car with such a thud that it smashed all the windows and violently rocked the thing back and forth.

      When it slowed, steadied, and became quiet again, Lee and Susan looked up.

      “Is he still there?” Susan asked.

      They heard footsteps above them. He was still there, all right.

      “Damn it!” Lee mumbled. He pulled the Luger from his holster, took aim, and starting firing rounds off through the roof.

      Pop!

      Pop!

      Pop!

      “That’s not going to work,” Susan said.

      “What is?” Lee asked, lowering the weapon.

      “You need to take his head.”

      “What?”

      “Take his head from his body.”

      “Is there another way?”

      “Hope he goes away?” Susan said, unsure.

      “It doesn’t look like he’s going to go away.” Lee wrapped his big hand around the smashed window frame and lifted himself up.

      “What are you doing?” Susan asked.

      “Wait here,” Lee said as he climbed up.

      “What other choice do I have?” Susan asked herself.

      When Lee pulled himself up, Gustav was just standing there. He didn’t move. He didn’t say anything. He just stood there, all scary like.

      Lee looked up into his red eyes. The slasher was easily a head taller than him. “You’re an ugly bastard, aren’t you?”

      Gustav didn’t budge.

      So Lee balled up his fist and threw a massive haymaker right into Gustav’s face. It bounced off him like a wet rag.

      “Oh, hell,” Lee said.

      And then, for the first time since Lee had climbed up on top of that cable car, Gustav moved. He swung back his gigantic hand, and in one huge swoop, he swatted Lee so hard that he flew over the edge of the cable car and into the darkness.

      Gustav kind of shrugged as if to suggest he’d expected more of a fight. He took a couple of steps and peered over the side.

      Lee hung from the handle of the open cable car door, flapping about in the wind with over one thousand feet between him and the ground.

      Lee pulled himself into the cable car, and Susan pulled him to his feet.

      “Did you get him?” she asked.

      “Not exactly,” Lee replied.

      Gustav swung around and into the cable car. There wasn’t much room in a cable car for two people and a slasher, so as you could imagine, it was a little too close for comfort.

      “Now what?” Susan asked.

      “I’m working on it.”

      Gustav opened his big evil mouth and screamed. It was a god-awful chilling scream that sent shivers up Lee’s spine. But it was in that moment that Lee took his chance. He charged like a pro-football player, slammed into the slasher with his shoulder, and dug into the middle of the beast. Lee used all of his might and pushed, getting one step forward, followed by another step forward, and finally pushing Gustav to take a step back, followed by another step back. Lee pushed harder until both he and Gustav went out the open door together.

      Susan screamed as shock and fear washed over her. She stumbled forward and forced herself to look out over the edge. Susan saw two things at the exact same time. The first was Gustav plummeting one thousand feet to the snowy ground below. And the second was Lee hanging from the handle of the cable car’s door.

      Susan helped him in, and once Lee was back on the inside of the cable car, they both collapsed on the floor, completely out of breath.

      “Let’s not do that again,” he said.
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      “It took me two months to smuggle Susan and the Book of Evil out of Austria and back to the United Kingdom. Shortly after, I asked Susan to marry me, and I was lucky enough that she said yes.”

      During the story, Lee’s cigar had gone out. He relit it, took a drag, and let the smoke dissipate in front of his face before speaking again. “The war ended shortly after that, and I spent the next thirty years working as a cop in San Fran while Susan taught at the college. We tried to forget about Gustav, Erlebnisburg, and that entire goddamned awful affair. At first, neither one of us could go a day without thinking about it. Then we would go a couple of days, then a couple of weeks, a couple of months, then a couple of years until so much time had passed that everything that happened at Castle Hohenwerfen felt like it had happened to somebody else. Like some bad horror movie you remember seeing once and have half forgotten about.”

      “And what about the Book of Evil?” Parker asked.

      “Ah, yes. The Book of Evil,” Lee said. “Susan knew the power of that abomination. We tried to destroy it. It wouldn’t burn, the pages wouldn’t tear, that son of a bitch just wouldn’t die.”

      “What did you do with it?”

      “The only thing we could think of,” Lee said. “We hid it.”

      “In Whittier,” Heather added. “You hid it in Whittier, didn’t you?”

      Lee nodded. “We came here back in forty-five to hide the book. My uncle was the priest here back then.”

      “Father McLane?” Heather asked.

      “McLane hid the book for us.”

      “The Book of Evil—the most dangerous book on the face of the planet and, from what I understand, quite a difficult read—has been in Bastard Town since 1945.”

      Lee nodded.

      “But the killings didn’t start until a few months ago,” Heather said. “If it’s been here for decades, why has it only…”

      “Started being evil now?” Parker said, finishing her sentence. She looked to Lee. “That’s a very good question.”

      Lee rubbed his jaw. “That good question has a very bad answer,” he said. “You need to understand that Susan was the love of my life. All the broken parts of me all made sense when I was with her. She had the best laugh, like one of those laughs that just makes everybody else around her laugh as well, even if you wanted to or not. She was just one of those people that…”

      “What did you do?” Parker said with a bit more firmness in her voice.

      As the memory faded, so did the smile in on his face. “I would have done anything to have her back again.”

      Already a couple of steps ahead, Parker put her head in her hands. “Oh, shit.”

      “I didn’t think any of this would happen,” Lee said.

      Slashers, the Book of Evil, and the whole nine yards was all new to Heather, and she was playing catch-up. “Lee? What did you do?”

      “He read from the Book of Evil,” Parker said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The Book of Evil has many powers,“ Parker said. “One of those powers is to bring the dead back to life. Lee tried to bring his wife back. What he did instead was open up a hell gate.”

      “I should never have gone near that book,” Lee said.

      “You think?” Parker said.

      Heather couldn’t breathe. She stood up, paced, used one of the benches to hold herself up, then paced some more. She was halfway to a full-blown panic attack. “It’s all your fault,” she managed to say. “All these people dead, because of you. My Jimmy, gone, because of you. I only just got him back, and now he’s missing or dead or whatever—all because of you.” She pulled out a snub nose .38 from the pocket of her apron and aimed it squarely at Lee’s face. “This is all because of you.”

      Lee didn’t say anything. He didn’t do anything. He didn’t even move a muscle. He just kept his eyes on Heather’s and his mouth shut.

      “Heather,” Parker said, “I know you’re hurting real bad now, but don’t do this.”

      Heather pushed the .38 right between Lee’s eyes. “Give me one little reason why I shouldn’t.”

      “I know where the Book of Evil is,” Lee said. “I can close the hell gate.”

      A tear rolled down her cheek. She pushed that .38 into his skull a little more. Heather was about to put an end to Lee, when at the very last millisecond, she took a step back and lowered the pistol. “To hell with you,” she said through the tears. “To hell with you.”

      “I’ll make this right,” Lee told her. “If it’s the last thing I ever do.”

      “It very well may be,” Heather said as she walked away.

      When she was out of earshot, Parker lit a cigarette and turned to Lee. “Well, I think you handled that pretty well.”
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      Heather leaned against the wall, closed her eyes, and cried. She was tired. Tired of being hunted. Tired of being scared. Most of all, she was tired of all the killing. All she wanted to do was get into a time machine and go back to when all the people she knew were alive and the nightmare she was in was nothing more than that… a nightmare. Something she woke up from in the middle of the night then forgot about by morning.

      She wiped her eyes with her palms, dried her palms on her uniform, and took a deep breath to compose herself. Heather was about to make her way back to the main floor of the diner when she heard three gentle knocks on the back door.

      She froze, not even a muscle twitched. Then she heard those three little knocks again. They weren’t of the aggressive kind, like there was some monster on the other side ready to stab her to pieces. They were like three ordinary, run-of-the-mill knocks, so Heather took baby steps over to the back door and peered through the square window in the middle.

      “Jimmy?”

      It was Jimmy, all right. He looked the same as he had the very last time she’d seen him. Just before he left to check on his old man. He had the same red flannel shirt and the same leather jacket he’d worn since high school.

      “Where’ve you been?” Heather asked.

      “I’ve been trying to get back to you,” Jimmy said. “I went up to the trailer, but when I got there, so was Hatchet Bob.” He paused. “Dad’s dead.”

      “Oh no,” Heather said.

      “He almost got me, and I was hiding out over at the old Ward house. What’s going on? There’s these monsters everywhere.”

      “Otis is dead?”

      He nodded. “You must have been so worried.”

      She nodded, trying to push back tears. “The tunnel’s blocked, and all the boats have been destroyed.”

      “I tried to call,” Jimmy said. “But the phones, they’re out.”

      “I just…” Heather said, still trying to come to grips with it. “I can’t believe you’re alive. It’s a miracle.”

      “Yeah,” he said with a laugh and a smile. “I made it. Hey, let me in.”

      “Oh, of course. Shit. I’m sorry. I’ll unlock the door.” She put the key in the lock but paused before turning it.

      “What?” Jimmy asked. “What is it?”

      She slowly looked up at her husband. “What if you’re one of them?”

      “What are you talking about?” Jimmy said. “Hurry up, open the door.”

      “A lot of funny things have been happening.”

      “Doesn’t it look like me?” Jimmy asked.

      “Yeah,” Heather replied.

      “Does it sound like me?” Jimmy asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Then it’s me.”

      Heather was still hesitant. “Like I said, Jimmy. A lot of strange things have been happening.”

      “Look, if it wasn’t me, would I know the place where we first kissed?”

      She blushed at the memory.

      “It was in your bedroom,” Jimmy continued. “We were listening to Transvision Vamp. Would I know that even though you say you’re not religious, you pray every single night just before you go to bed?”

      She smiled.

      “See? It’s me.”

      Heather gave him one last sidelong glance and sized him up. Then she laughed at herself for being silly. Of, course it was Jimmy. “I’m sorry, baby,” Heather said as she turned the key. “Gimmie a sec.”

      What Heather didn’t know was that on the other side of the door, Jimmy only looked like Jimmy from the waist up. From the waist down, Jimmy’s legs were nothing more than skeletons with flesh and meat hanging off them.

      In his hand was one great big knife.
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      During transcription of the cassette tapes recovered from Albert Harris, a Sony CFS-45 boom box purchased from a flea market for sixty dollars chewed chapters forty-three through forty-five of the novel. All attempts to repair the damaged tape have proved unsuccessful.

      
        
        We apologize for any inconvenience.
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      Heather’s Diner was in flames. The blue-and-pink neon light that ran across the front of the building flickered on and off a couple of times before shorting out for the final time. A couple of moments later, it too was engulfed in flames.

      Slashers of all sorts surrounded the burning building, and if anybody who happened to be left alive inside actually did make it out of that inferno, they would still have to battle through all those machete-wielding maniacs.

      Gunfire blasted out from inside the diner.

      Inside, the walls were covered in flames. The paint on the ceiling was bubbling, and the vinyl floors were starting to melt. Lee had two shotguns, one in each hand, and he was taking out slashers left, right, and center.

      Boom!

      Boom!

      Boom!

      The shots didn’t kill the slashers, but they knocked the killers back across the fiery room, where they climbed back up to their feet and made another charge at Lee, and again, Lee wrapped his fingers around the triggers and…

      Boom!

      Boom!

      Boom!

      Three more slashers were thrown back by the blasts and kept at bay. He was just buying time. Parker was on the floor with a dying Heather in her arms. There was blood all over Heather and blood all over Parker. No chance in hell she was going to make it out of that mess.

      With her last ounce of energy, Heather lifted her hand, wrapped it around the back of Parker’s head, and pulled her close. “Do something for me.”

      “What is it?” Parker asked.

      Heather coughed blood. “Kill them all.”

      The next breath she took was her last, then she died. Parker held Heather’s hand and looked into her vacant eyes. For years, she’d tried to become indifferent to all the killing and all the dying. She’d tried to push it back down somewhere deep in her heart where she didn’t have to think about it or feel about it. She had turned herself into a killing machine—a damn good killing machine—but without being there emotionally in that moment, where she felt every single death and the pain of people dying, she was no better that the slashers she hunted. So she sat there and let herself feel every single emotion that rushed through her as she held Heather’s still-warm hand.

      Boom!

      Boom!

      Boom!

      All those booms snapped Parker back to the awful reality that they were in.

      “Come on, girly!” Lee yelled. “Time to get back in the fight.”

      Abso-fucking-lutely, Parker thought. She rose to her feet and cranked up Aerosmith. The chain saw roared to life. She revved it a few times and stood shoulder to shoulder with Lee, their backs to the wall. In front of them stood the most motley crew of slashers that side of hell. The one thing that wasn’t in front of them was a goddamned exit.

      One of the slashers, some Pennywise-looking motherfucker made a run for Lee.

      Boom!

      Boom!

      Boom!

      The slasher hit the deck and, without so much as a missed beat, climbed to his feet as if nothing had happened.

      Lee took aim again.

      Click! Click! Click!

      “Son of a bitch! I’m out.” Lee tossed the shotgun aside and threw up his fists, ready to start pounding away. It wasn’t the best way to battle a slasher, but the old man had no other choice.

      Parker scanned what was left of the burning diner and settled her gaze on the four slashers moving in on them. “This really is a bastard town.”

      Then just in that moment, that very moment where all hope seemed lost and she and Lee were about to become dead meat, Parker heard Def Leppard’s pop rock hit of 1987, Pour Some Sugar on Me. Then through the smashed glass and broken boards, headlights lit up the smoke-filled interior of the diner. Half a beat later, a vehicle plowed through the entire front end of the burning diner, taking out the windows, a bunch of seats, and every single slasher about to pounce on Parker and Lee.

      The vehicle in question was a big old ’50s Cadillac convertible. Behind the wheel was Corey Hayes. At fourteen years of age, he was too young to be driving a car like that and too cocky to know any different. He wore a karate bandana around his head, a pair of Ray-Bans, and a bad attitude.

      “Need a lift?” Corey said.

      The slashers he’d taken out during his dramatic entrance were starting to shake the crash off.

      “Sooner rather than later, guys,” Corey said, banging his hand a couple of times against the door. “This place is dead meat.”

      Parker jumped into the back seat of the Eldorado. Lee, on the other hand, was less sure about the kid, but considering the situation, he was shit out of options. Lee climbed into the passenger seat, then Corey shifted the Eldorado into reverse and floored it out of what was left of Heather’s burning diner. They hammered down the streets of Bastard Town, dodging and swerving around slashers. A few of them tried to swipe out and attack the car, but Corey had the accelerator firmly buried into the floorboard, and it didn’t take long for them to be free and clear of anything nasty and carrying something sharp.

      Lee looked over his shoulder at the burning diner then threw a confused look to Corey.

      “What is it, old man?” Corey asked when he caught Lee’s stare.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      Parker leaned over the seat between them. “What?”

      “Who the fuck is this kid?”

      “I think it’s time for Gramps to have a nap,” Corey said.

      “Do you want me to show you what it’s like to dribble teeth, kid?” Lee asked.

      “Take a chill pill, dude.” And then Corey zipped it. He knew when to not poke the bear.

      “It’s Corey,” Parker said. “He got to the diner just before those slashers got in. Remember we had that whole conversation about how he’d been hiding from these bastards up at his parents’ house and he set all those traps and caught like three of them?”

      To say that confusion washed over Lee was an understatement. “No? I don’t remember that at all.”

      “Then when all hell broke loose, he ran out to get the car.”

      “And I got the car,” Corey said.

      “And now here we are,” Parker said. “All up to speed?”

      Lee grunted. He was still just as confused as he pushed back into the Eldorado’s front seat and stared off into the darkness. “I must have been somewhere else when all of that happened.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FORTY EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      From Hollows Point they could see the entire town.

      Hollows Point was also known as Lovers’ Lane, Lovers’ Leap, and Lovers’ Lookout. It sat a couple of hundred feet above sea level, and getting there meant driving up the winding path to the first peak of the mountains. It wasn’t law, but it was custom that teenagers on a first date ended that date after parking at Hollows Point, and if they were lucky, it would end with a kiss. Sometimes those dates turned into going steady, and sometimes, when it was time to pop the big question, couples found themselves back at Hollows Point with the guy on one knee and the magnificent view of Whittier in the background.

      First dates, kisses, and proposals were not the reason Parker, Lee, and Corey were up at Hollows Point that night.

      Lee pointed his yellow, cigar-stained finger at the local church at the far end of town. “That’s where the Book of Evil is.”

      Parker followed his finger through the darkness and over to the small church. There wasn’t much of it. By the look of the building, Parker figured the church to be somewhere close to one hundred years old, maybe it held over a dozen pews, a small stage, and not much else. The building itself was surrounded by dozens of slashers, and they were only the ones Parker could see in the moonlight.

      “This is not going to be easy,” she said.

      Corey lit a cigarette. “No shit, Sherlock.”

      Parker snatched the smoke from his lips, and as she was about to toss it away, she stopped and slipped it between her own lips. “How does it work? The Book of Evil.”

      “It has the power to bring death,” Lee said. “But it can also take death. If we read the right passage, the hell gate should open up and suck everything evil back into hell.”

      Corey squatted and peered down at the church. “We’ll never reach it. That church is surrounded by a heap of slimeballs.”

      “Then we need a distraction,” Parker said.

      “How about Gramps here”—Corey thumbed at Lee—"drives off away from the church, doing a whole bunch of yelling and screaming. Naturally, the slimeballs will smell fresh meat and chase after him, leaving the church free and clear. That’s where the babe and I swoop in, open up the hell gate, suck all the slimeballs back to hell, and save the world.”

      “There’s only one problem with your saving the world plan,” Parker said.

      “And what’s that?”

      Lee checked the rounds in the barrel of his revolver. “I’m the only one who can read from the book.”

      “What? Why?”

      “It’s in ancient Hebrew.”

      “Okay,” Corey said, turning to Parker. “You read from the book, so that means…” At that point, Corey realized he’d just gotten the dangerous end of the plan, and it was his plan. “Shit. That’s totally going to suck.”
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      Corey Hayes first climbed behind the wheel of a car three weeks ago, and he’d completely overestimated his driving skills. The movie theater was having a double feature of Sleepaway Camp III and C.H.U.D II, and his father wouldn’t take him. Corey’s old man hated horror movies. He thought they were trash, a waste of time, money, and life. So when Corey asked his old man if he would take him to the theater and sit through two movies that were sequels to two other movies that the old man hadn’t seen, the answer was decidedly no. In fact, Corey had thought his old man was even going to ground him just for asking.

      The way Corey saw it, being told he couldn’t do something didn’t mean that he couldn’t do something. It just meant that he needed to find a way to do it. So when the old man went to sleep—he usually went to sleep early so he could get up early and work the boats—Corey snuck downstairs, slipped the keys out of the old man’s leather jacket, and tiptoed out the back door.

      How hard could driving be? Corey thought as he slid in behind the wheel of the family Monte Carlo. He’d been in and out of cars all his life, not to mention he had seen every episode of The Dukes of Hazzard, and although it didn’t count for any real-world experience, he thought it should count for something. So he slid the key into the Monte Carlo, just as he had seen his old man do a million times. He slipped the gear stick into reverse, just as he had seen his old man do a million times, and he reversed out of the driveway… and straight into Mrs. Boffard’s Packard parked right across the road.

      Corey had been grounded for a month, and he never did get to see Sleepaway Camp III or C.H.U.D II. Technically, Corey was still grounded, but his old man wasn’t around anymore, so he figured the punishment was probably void.

      When he’d pounded on the door to Heather’s Diner, he told Parker Ames that Hatchet Bob had hacked their front door to pieces and that his old man had attacked Hatchet Bob, not to defeat him, but just to buy Corey some time to escape. He even told her that just before running out the back door, he looked back, and his father, who was wrestling with the slasher, called out, “I love you, son.” That was the story he told himself, but that wasn’t the truth of it. Not by a long shot.

      Hatchet Bob had destroyed their front door and come into their house, but what happened after that was totally different. Hatchet Bob had cornered Corey in the kitchen, and when his old man ran into the room with his baseball bat, he took one look at Hatchet Bob and ran out the back door—straight out the back door, leaving Corey to deal with the slasher all by himself. Corey had managed to get the hell out of the kitchen, run up the stairs, and climb out his bedroom window. From there, he’d jumped to the neighbor’s roof, and from there he’d been home free.

      Corey’s second time behind the wheel was when he drove the Eldorado through Heather’s Diner, and now there he was for a third time, with their slasher Pied Piper plan. He crossed his heart and swore to God that if he survived the night and didn’t crash the car, he would do something good. He didn’t know what, but he made that promise to God in his head. He just hoped he wouldn’t crash for a third time.

      He looked over his shoulder at Parker standing on the back seat of the Eldorado with a shotgun in her hand and a couple of boxes of shells by her feet. “Are you ready to go and do something stupid?”

      “What else are we going to do?” Parker asked.

      Corey wrapped his fingers around the big old steering wheel, turned the key, and woke up the massive V8 engine underneath the hood of the Caddy.

      Corey dropped the tape into the tape deck, and Billy Idol blasted out of the speakers.

      Then they hit the road.
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      There were slashers all over Bastard Town. They roamed the halls of Whittier Community School and the woods of  Whittier City Park, and they lurked in the basements of houses everywhere. They all had one thing and one thing only on their minds: killin’.

      Corey kept the big red Caddy at a cool fifteen miles per hour, one eye on the road ahead and another on the rearview mirror. Parker Ames, with her shotgun wedged firmly against her shoulder, rode in the back, just waiting to blast the hell out of anything that came near them.

      Billy Idol’s “White Wedding (Part 1)” filled the quiet night air of Whittier. They were out in the open, but the noise hadn’t yet attracted any slashers. Corey was starting to think that maybe the whole plan was a terrible idea.

      Then he took a corner and saw a slasher in a prison jumpsuit and a bloody hood over his head. As the Eldorado passed him, the slasher fell into line and followed them, keeping the exact same pace.

      Corey looked over his shoulder at the slasher. “I liked this plan a lot more when the old man was playing slimeball Pied Piper.”

      “Me too,” Parker said under her breath.

      Half a block later, the population of slashers trailing them had grown. Some wore masks; others held weapons. No matter what, though, all of them had their attention fixed on Parker and Corey.

      One lunged at the rear of the car. Parker didn’t even skip a beat. She racked the shotgun and took aim.

      Chick-chick. Boom!

      The slasher hit the deck with a shotgun blast to the chest. But like with any slasher, a shell to the chest wasn’t enough to put one of those monsters down. He climbed back up again and marched right alongside his fellow slashers behind the Caddy.

      “It’s working,” Parker called out. “They’re following us.”

      “Great,” Corey said, less enthused. “That’s just great.”

      Parker looked back in the direction of the church. “Come on, old man,” she said to herself. “End this this nightmare.”
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      There wasn’t much left of the Whittier church. Weather and decay had worn it down. The once-pristine white walls were flaking paint, the stained-glass windows with colorful images of the Crucifixion were covered in dirt and dust, and the weeds around the building rose a couple of feet out of the ground.

      Father McLane had died years ago, and the church had struggled to find a replacement. Eventually, they just stopped looking, and the church sat quiet on the edge of town.

      A cemetery surrounded the church, and tombstones stuck up out of the grass like crooked teeth. Beyond that was the tree line, which was exactly where Lee was crouched. A few slashers were out roaming, but like Lee, they could hear the blaring racket blasting out of the Eldorado, and one by one, those slashers moved away from the church, toward the promise of something new to slash and kill.

      As soon as the last one disappeared down Maple and into the darkness, Lee, bent at the waist, cut across the cemetery and up to the double doors. Three weeks ago, when he’d arrived back in Bastard Town, the church doors were chained up and secured with a brass lock. All it had taken was one swing with the sledge Lee had in his pickup to take the lock clean off, and he was inside. Lee looked over his shoulder one last time just to make sure the coast was clear then pushed through the double doors just like he had a few weeks earlier.

      It was dark inside, and at first glance, the church was empty. But despite how empty it looked, Lee wasn’t taking any chances. He took careful and considered steps down the aisle toward the altar, keeping his fists balled tightly just in case something jumped out at him.

      The Book of Evil was exactly where he’d left it on the floor by the altar. Lee crouched. It hurt his back a little, and he winced, but that didn’t stop him from picking up the book. He ran his hands over the human flesh that made up the pages and binding and flicked through the pages written in blood. “Hello, you son of a bitch.”

      Lee flicked through the book to find the specific page that had created all this mess to begin with and paused when he found the passage. Placing his finger on that first word, he drew a breath and hoped to hell that was going to make everything right again.

      “Z’ai ng’ngah, yog-sothoth. H’ee—l’geb. F’ai throdog. Uaaah,” Lee chanted. “Z’ai ng’ngah, yog-sothoth. H’ee—l’geb. F’ai throdog. Uaaah.”

      Fifty years ago, each and every one of those words were lost to him. He didn’t know what they meant, how to say them, or what would happen once they were put in order. But Susan had taught him. They’d spent an hour every day for years just in case something bad happened when she wasn’t around and somebody else needed to read from the book. Considering that there weren’t many people around who could speak ancient Hebrew anymore, she’d figured Lee had better hurry up and learn.

      “Y'ai ng'ngah, yog-sothoth. H'ee—l'geb. F'ai throdog. Uaaah.”

      The more words Lee spoke, the darker the church became. The wind outside kicked up, and from all indications, there was one hell of a storm brewing outside. The shutters on the church windows opened and slammed, and even the double doors at the front burst open, and cold air hit Lee like a punch in the face.

      He kept going. “Y’ai ng’ngah, yog-sothoth. H’ee—l’geb. F’ai throdog. Uaaah.”

      The wind and the darkness didn’t give Lee so much as an ounce of doubt. He had been through every hellhole World War II could produce and had come out the other side. A little bit of bad weather wasn’t going to stop him.

      What Lee didn’t know and wouldn’t know for a couple of more minutes was that right above the church, high in the sky, a rip to hell had opened up, and hell didn’t look good. Fire and decay were on the other side, and the screams of one thousand maniacs filtered out.
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      Parker looked up from the slashers at the ass end of the Eldorado and in the general direction of the church. More accurately, she looked up at the great big gaping hole that had just blasted open in the sky above it.

      “Holy shit,” Parker said to herself. She had never, not in all the years of witnessing all the weird shit that she had, seen a gate to hell open up.

      A slasher with the traditional hockey mask and a machete struggled to keep pace with the car. He tried to stomp a foot forward but couldn’t get it to hit the ground. It was almost as if something were dragging him back.

      Then whoosh! The slasher was sucked into the air and blasted through the sky and into the hell gate as he was sucked back into hell.

      “It’s working!” Parker yelled. “It’s working!”
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      Lee was still reading from the Book of Evil, the wind was still blowing, and he was still determined to put an end to the horror. He clutched the Book of Evil tightly in his hands and read out the words over the wind and the rain.

      “Ogthrod ai'f, geb'l—ee'h, yog-sothoth, ngah'ng ai'ay, zhro.”

      One thing was for sure: the Book of Evil was a tough read. A best seller, it was not.

      “Y’ai ng’ngah, yog-sothoth. H’ee—l’geb. F’ai throdog. Uaaah.”

      The winds grew stronger and bolder, and Lee knew deep in his heart that closing the hell gate wouldn’t make up for opening it in the first place, but it was a start. He was determined to make up for the hell he had brought upon the world.

      Then the double doors of the church opened, and that whole plan he had set out in his mind all went to shit. Standing at the other end of the church, looking not a day older than she had the very first day he laid eyes on her in Castle Hohenwerfen, was the love of his life, Susan Wake.

      Lee stopped chanting and stared at the woman he had spent fifty years of his life with. Even after all those years, when he laid his eyes on her, his heart still skipped a beat.

      Amid the wind and the madness, she calmly walked down the aisle with not even a hair out of place, and when she reached Lee, she put a hand on his cheek. At the simple touch, a tear rolled down his face.

      “Oh, Lee,” Susan said. “What did I tell you about fooling with that book?”

      “Not to do it.”

      “And here we are,” she said.

      “I just wanted to see you again. I had to tell you all the things I never got to tell you before you left.”

      “Come on,” she said. “How about you go and put that book down.”

      His eyes dipped to the Book of Evil and rose back up to the love of his life. “I know you’re not real.”

      “I’m whatever you want me to be.” She threaded her fingers through his fingers, holding their hands together.

      “But you’re not her.”

      “Sure I am,” Susan said with a smile, but that smile had a double edge, and he knew it.

      Lee slipped his free hand around behind his back and pulled a US military blade from his waistband and wrapped his fingers tightly around it.

      “You don’t want to do that,” she said. She couldn’t even see the blade, but she knew it was there.

      Lee filled his lungs with a long deep breath as he brought the knife around so that it was between them. His hand shook, and Lee’s hand hadn’t shaken in decades. Not kicking in doors all over Germany during the war. Not even when he was battling Gustav on the roof of a cable car one thousand feet above land.

      “I know what I need to do,” Lee said. “Yet, I look at you, and I can’t.” He let the blade slip from his fingers and fall to the floor. “Can you just hold me?”

      For a moment, Susan didn’t say anything, then she wrapped her arms around Lee and held him tightly. It wasn’t the same—Lee knew that—but it was close. He closed his eyes, and his mind filled in the gaps. If he didn’t think too much about it, his mind was tricked into believing that this Susan was his Susan.

      And that was the way they stayed for a moment… until Susan’s mouth opened up to a horrifically massive size and devoured Lee from his head all the way down to his chest in one bite. The other half of him slumped down on the floor with a thud.

      That thing masquerading as Susan wiped the trickle of blood from the side of her mouth, turned around, and walked down the aisle… alone.
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      The Eldorado was swamped by slashers. Parker took pot shots at the ones closest to the car, and she was getting a bunch of them. But there was no way she could keep it up. Sooner or later—most likely sooner rather than later—the slashers were going to completely overwhelm Parker and Corey, and they would be toast.

      Parker looked up at the hell gate above the church just in time to watch it evaporate into the dark sky as if it had never been there to begin with.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” Parker snapped.

      “What?” Corey called out. “Are we fucked?” He looked over his shoulder at where the hell gate had been. “Oh, we’re so fucked.”

      “Turn around,” Parker said.

      “What? Fuck no,” Corey snapped back. “What are we going to do, drive headfirst into every slimeball coming at us?”

      Parker looked back. Corey wasn’t wrong—a tsunami of slashers was coming right for them. Her first instinct was to push the kid out of the driver’s seat, put pedal to the metal, and get the hell out of there. But where would she run? Parker didn’t know.

      Maybe she could just survive until daylight, find some place to hunker down, really hunker down and hope, with all her fingers and toes crossed, that somebody would eventually come to check on the town, and then they would be saved. That was best-case scenario. Worst-case scenario was that the sons of bitches would eventually find a way out of Bastard Town and go on a killing spree that could spread all across the country. If they made it out of Bastard Town, there would be no stopping them—that was for sure.

      “Turn the car around,” Parker said. “We’re going back.”

      Corey looked back, and in her eyes, he saw two things: that she was deadly serious and that she very well may have been crazy.

      Corey gripped the wheel of the Caddy. “Okay, hold on, lady. We’re going for a ride.”

      The fourteen-year-old whose feet barely touched the pedals floored that massive boat of a Cadillac, and the beast rocketed forward. He gave it some gas for a couple hundred yards, then in an Evel Knievel move, he hit the brake, swung the car around one hundred eighty degrees, and aimed it toward the church. They just had to make it through the herd of slashers coming right at them, get the Book of Evil, and save the world.

      Parker slipped on her seat belt, and when Corey heard it click in place, he turned to face her. “Are you scared?”

      “Hell, yeah!” Parker said.

      “Good, I’d hate for it to be just me.” He floored it. Parker gripped the handle on the door as the needle on the speedometer rose.

      Ten miles per hour.

      Twenty miles per hour.

      Thirty miles per hour.

      Forty miles per hour.

      There were two slashers right out in front of them. Parker winced as they smashed into the grill and bounced off. The Caddy hit a couple more, and a couple more bounced, but after the first two pieces of squashed meat on the front of the car, the others got the message and jumped out of the way.

      All except one. There was one brave, colossus-looking bastard rocking a police uniform standing in the middle of the road, and by the look of him, he wasn’t in the jumping-out-of-the-way kind of mood. He wanted to go one-on-one with that 1959 Cadillac Eldorado!

      The Eldorado was big. It was red. And was a Caddy. Being red didn’t really matter so much, but being big and being a Caddy meant that when it came to swerving or stopping at the last minute, the car simply just didn’t do it. Corey had no other choice than to keep his hand on the wheel and his foot on the gas and just power through, and that was just what he did.

      Just as the grill of the Caddy was about to collide with the slasher, Corey closed his eyes and let out a scream. “Ahhh!”

      At the very last second, the slasher jumped. He didn’t jump left or right. The slasher jumped up and high, and when he came down, he landed squarely in the center of the hood. The back wheels of the Caddy got air time for a couple of seconds before slamming back down on the road.

      The slasher, a.k.a. the Enforcer, had an elaborate backstory about being viciously murdered by a street gang called the Furies then coming back from the dead to seek vengeance on those reckless youths. We really just don’t have the time to go into all that right now. The Enforcer rose to his feet on the hood of the speeding car and looked down at Corey and Parker.

      “Get him! Get him! Get him!” Corey yelled.

      “I suppose I should,” Parker said as she gripped Aerosmith, cranked that bad boy up, and stood on the front seat of the Caddy.

      And just as it was about to be on like Donkey Kong, Parker saw something right behind the Enforcer, and it was coming up fast. It was what all people in that situation should most likely fear the most: a low-hanging branch. “Shit.”

      Parker dropped back down and slammed into the seat of the Eldorado just as the branch took off the Enforcer’s head in one clean whop! It went flying through the air, hit the road, rolled like a half-flat basketball, and ended up in the gutter.

      Parker looked over her shoulder at the head. “That was lucky,” she said before shifting her attention to the slashers running behind them. “Corey… floor it.”

      He checked the rearview mirror and saw what she saw. “Oh, man, I hate these guys.”
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      A couple of blocks later, Corey slammed down hard on the brakes, and the Eldorado slid to a stop right outside the church. It was the first time he had been behind the wheel of a car without crashing into a whole bunch of stuff. Wait… he had hit several slashers, so scratch that.

      Parker and Corey jumped out of the car and ran into the church. Before closing the doors, Parker looked down the street and saw the silhouettes of all those bastard slashers coming to slash the hell out of the last two remaining human beings in Bastard Town.

      “This was totally not the way I thought this day was going to go.” Then she slammed the doors and locked them.

      Half a dozen steps into the church, Parker and Corey stumbled to a stop, seeing the remaining half of Lee’s corpse.

      Corey didn’t take it well. “Jesus fucking Christ!” He freaked. “What the hell happened to him?”

      “Something bad,” Parker said as she stepped around what was left of the old man. She’d liked Lee, and she was sad he was dead. Everybody would be dead if she took the time to stop and have a cry, though, so Parker scooped up the Book of Evil and thumbed through the bloody pages until she came across a passage next to a blood-drawn image of a giant hell gate.

      “This is it,” Parker said as she pushed the book to Corey. “It’s that passage.”

      “Why do I have to read it?”

      “Because I have to go and chain saw all these horror movies,” Parker said. “Unless you want to swap?”

      “No,” he said, snatching the book from her. “I’ll do the reading.”

      They split up.

      Corey ran to the altar, and Parker ran to the double doors at the entrance. She gave them a good shake. They were about as locked as they were ever going to be.

      Back at the altar, Corey frantically flicked through pages of the Book of Evil. He had no idea what that madness was he was looking at. “I can’t read… whatever this is,” he called to Parker.

      “Just sound out the words,” she called back as she cranked up Aerosmith and gave him a couple of revs.

      Corey took a breath, let the air out of his lungs with a sigh, and began. “Ogthrod ai’f…” That’s about as far as he got. “This is dumb,” he called out.

      Parker could hear the heavy pounding footsteps of the slashers surrounding the church. “You’re dumb! Do it!”

      He took another breath and looked back down at the Book of Evil. “Ogthrod ai’f, geb’l—ee’h, yog-sothoth, ngah’ng ai’y, zhro.”

      The wind kicked up, and it got real, real, dark.

      “It’s working,” Parker yelled. “Keep going!”

      Corey did. “Ogthrod ai’f, geb'l—ee'h, yog-sothoth, ngah’ng ai’y, zhro.”

      Like before, the sky above the church ripped open, and the Hell Gate blasted open in a blast of flames.

      “Keep going!” Parker yelled. “Keep going!”

      Corey continued to chant. “Y’ai ng’ngah, yog-sothoth. H’ee—l’geb. F’ai throdog. Uaaah.”

      There were a couple of thumps and bumps on the front doors. Parker ran down the aisle and slid to a stop. All that evil on the other side was banging and pushing on the door so hard that it was starting to bulge and bow. It would be just a matter of time before all those murderous maniacs were through the doors and streaming into the church.

      Parker gave Aerosmith a couple of revs then rammed that chain saw right through the wooden door. She had no idea what she was hitting, but she knew she was hitting something. When she pulled Aerosmith back in, the blade was covered in blood. She picked another part of the door and rammed it in again and again. She hit something bloody and bony on the other side. She revved Aerosmith a couple of times, and the slashers on the other side of the door grew less ambitious. The rattles on the door slowed and stopped.

      For a brief moment, everything was deathly quiet except for Corey chanting from the Book of Evil.

      That moment didn’t last long. There was a thump against one of the walls, followed by another and another. Parker hustled over and listened to the thumps while staring at a blank wall.

      Thump!

      Thump!

      Thump!

      Then a machete smashed through, pulled out, and smashed through again.

      “Shit,” Parker said. “They’re hacking their way in.” She snapped her head over to Corey. “Do you think maybe you could speed this up a little?”

      Without missing a word, Corey gave her the middle finger and continued on with his chanting. From all around the church, Parker watched machetes, axes, and sledgehammers pound through the walls and into the church. There were no two ways about it. It was just a matter of time before the church was overrun with those monsters.

      Corey watched on as he nervously read from the Book of Evil. “Ogthrod ai’f, geb’l—ee’h, yog-sothoth, ngah’ng ai’y, zhro.”

      A slasher with a sack on his head, coveralls, and a sickle was the first to bust through a wall.

      “There!” Corey quickly yelled out before returning to the Book of Evil.

      Parker snapped her head, saw the farmer slasher, and hit the floorboards as fast as she could run. She slid up to him and, without so much as a second thought, chain sawed the hell out of his neck, cutting into the old leathery skin, spraying blood and bone everywhere. Blood painted the walls as she hacked off his head.

      Parker let it hit the floor with a dull thud then wiped the blood from her eyes, but there was no time to chill out and rest. In another part of the church on another wall, another slasher was pounding through the wall with an ax.

      Parker ran, and when she made it over to that second slasher, she unleashed all the furious anger Aerosmith had to offer. Within seconds, that second slasher was in pieces on the floor.

      Out of breath and covered in blood, Parker looked over her shoulder. She counted at least five slashers hacking through the walls, and without a doubt, there would be more right on their trails. No way she could get them all before one got Corey before he finished reading from the Book of Evil. She ran as fast as she could across the wooden floors of the church and stood alongside Corey.

      “What about those slimeballs?” Corey asked.

      Parker’s eyes hardened. “They’re going to have to come to us.”

      They didn’t need an invitation. It didn’t take long for a mob of slashers to bust into the church, and not long after that, they all turned their attention to Parker and Corey, and surrounded them in a circle of rotten flesh and bad attitudes, even the most optimistic person in the world would have taken one look at the situation and thought they were as good as dead.

      Parker’s throat was dry, and when she swallowed it wasn’t easy. She gripped Aerosmith and gave it a few revs, just getting ready to hack away at some slasher scum… but then… at the worst possible moment… Aerosmith died.

      Out of gas?

      Out of determination?

      Out of luck?

      Who knew? But the son of a bitch was dead.

      “Typical,” Parker said. She tossed the machine aside, pulled her machete from its sheath, and gripped that bad boy as the slashers circled.

      Corey’s words intensified, and with it, so did the wind swirling around the church. It sounded like a tornado out there, like at any moment, everything was about to kick it up a notch. If there was one word to describe this situation, that word would have been fucked.

      Corey yelled into the wind. “Ogthrod ai’f, geb’l—ee’h, yog-sothoth, ngah’ng ai’y, zhro.”

      The slashers all took a step forward. The circle grew smaller, and they were all just about to attack when suddenly, the roof tore off the church, flew up into the air, and got sucked into the hell gate.

      Then, one by one, each slasher tried to attack Corey and Parker, but just before their blows were about to hit their targets, they were sucked up and out of the church and into the hell gate. And it wasn’t just the slashers in the church. Slashers all around Bastard Town were getting sucked up into the air and thrown back into hell.
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      Corey kept going. “Y’ai ng’ngah, yog-sothoth. H’ee—l’geb. F’ai throdog. Uaaah. Ogthrod ai’f, geb’l—ee’h, yog-sothoth, ngah’ng ai’y, zhro!”

      With each and every one of his words, a slasher was sent back to hell—all except one. No matter how hard the hell gate tried, there was one slasher left with his feet on the ground. He was a real old-school-looking slasher as well. Big and ugly, he was wearing a mask and gripping an ax. He was going straight for Corey. There was no mistaking it—Corey Hayes, reading from that Book of Evil, was firmly in the slasher’s sights.

      He swung his ax, and for a moment, it looked like it was all over red rover for Corey. But at the very last millisecond, Parker jumped in, and with one hard blow, she separated that slasher’s arm from his body.

      The suck from the hell gate was so powerful that the arm didn’t even fall to the ground like an arm that has just recently been cut off should, but it hung there, hovering in the air. Parker had seen some crazy shit in her time, but a severed arm suspended in the air was completely new to her.

      Nevertheless, despite missing an arm, the slasher still tried to take a couple of steps toward Corey, who was still shouting out those words from the Book of Evil, but his feet seemed to weigh a hundred pounds each. No matter how hard he tried, it was becoming close to impossible for him to even move. He kind of just stood there, frozen, for a moment. Then, just like all the other slashers, he was sucked up into the air and straight through the hell gate.

      A soon as he made it through the fiery rip into another dimension, the hell gate slammed shut, leaving a horizontal line of sparks lingering in the sky for a couple of moments before dropping from the sky and extinguishing then falling to the ground. The wind, the noise, and the horror of it all disappeared. It was suddenly just another peaceful night in Bastard Town.

      Covered in sweat, blood, and grime, neither Parker Ames nor Corey Hayes knew exactly what to say, so for a long time, neither of them said a word. Parker slumped to the floor, with her body so full of aches and pains that the idea of moving was about as appealing as sitting through an entire Barry Manilow concert. The most she could manage was slipping her fingers into the pocket of her jeans and taking out a crumpled-up pack of Newports. She pulled out two cigarettes, slipped them both between her lips, and lit them. She passed one to Corey, and the pair of them stayed like that while the morning sun broke through the night sky and the birds chirped somewhere off in the distance.

      Corey smoked that cigarette down to the butt, and when he was finished, he crushed it under his shoe. “You know,” he said. “I’ve never, not once, been out of Bastard Town. My dad was here. My friends were here. The jerks in my American History class were here, and now they’re all dead.” He looked at Parker. “What am I supposed to do now?”

      “I might have an idea,” Parker said with a smile.
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      Samantha Jane was convinced there was a monster under her bed. She was eight and a half years old and old enough to know that monsters didn’t really exist, but there she was, lying in bed, convinced there was a monster underneath it. When she finally made the decision to go downstairs and tell her mom, it took her almost ten minutes to work up the courage to even move a muscle. She was so frightened that every single little move from sitting up to sliding off the end of the bed to putting on her slippers took forever, because for some reason, she thought it would be better to escape her room in slow motion rather than making a mad dash. So after close to ten minutes, Samantha Jane was out of her room, down the hall, and standing at the top of the stairs, looking down at her mother sitting on the couch and watching Miami Vice.

      “There’s a monster under my bed,” Samantha Jane said, almost scaring her mother half to death with just the sound of her voice.

      After she got over the initial shock, Samantha Jane’s mother climbed off the couch, made her way up the stairs, and leaned down to her daughter. “Baby, you know monsters don’t exist.”

      Samantha Jane wasn’t buying it and pointed with her finger back down the hall to her room. “He’s under the bed.”

      “Okay,” Ashley said with a slight tinge of frustration in her voice. “Let’s go have a look.”

      When they walked into Samantha Jane’s bedroom, Ashley paused and looked around. “Now, where’s that monster?”

      Samantha Jane pointed under the bed.

      “Is that where he is?” Ashley asked.

      Little Samantha Jane nodded.

      “Okay, then.” Ashley got down on her hands and her knees, and when she looked under Samantha Jane’s bed, all she found were a couple of dirty socks and dust.

      “See? There’s nothing there,” she said, climbing back up to her feet and wrapping her arms around her daughter. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

      Samantha Jane climbed back up into bed, and her mother tucked her in, nice and snug.

      “I’ll put this on,” Ashley said as she turned the nightlight on Samantha Jane’s bedside table. “Just to keep the monsters away, okay?”

      “Okay,” Samantha Jane said. “And if I’m not scared, I’ll turn it off.”

      It was a deal.

      Ashley gave her daughter a kiss, switched off the overhead light, and closed the door behind her, leaving the room washed in a glow of blue. Samantha Jane wriggled around a little bit, just trying to find a comfortable position, and once she did, the girl closed her eyes.

      She wasn’t afraid anymore, and she didn’t need the nightlight. She was a big girl now. So she reached out from under the covers and flicked off the nightlight.

      Darkness fell over the room, and for a moment, everything was the way it should be—calm, quiet, and peaceful.

      Then the closet door creaked open, and out of the darkness emerged two boiling-hot red eyes.

      Samantha Jane screamed. Then just as that scream left her lips, her bedroom door was kicked open, the lights flashed on, and there stood Parker Ames with her trusty machete in her hand.

      Standing right next to her was Corey Hayes. He had a chain saw in his hand and a grin on his face. “You’re in deep shit now, slimeball.”

      

      
        
        THE END… FOR NOW

      

      

      Dear reader,

      Most people have a list of places they want to visit. Some people might want to visit Paris, others might have always dreamt of seeing the Grand Canyon. I have a list of places I don’t want to visit and Bastard Town is now at the top of that list. Also, don’t ever send me a teddy bear in the mail like that kid got at the beginning of this book. That would freak me out.

      The last Parker Ames novel through our chainsaw wielding hero into her strangest adventure yet… motherhood. Set ten years after the mess in Bastard Town, Parker has left all her hacking and slashing ways behind her. He’s got a home, a family, a job and she couldn’t be happier… that is until Hurricane Williams rolls into town with a score to settle.

      To download Parker’s next hack ‘n’ slash adventure head straight here: XXXX

      And if you want to leave a quick review for Escape from Bastard Town on Amazon that would be great.

      We hope you had fun! Thank you for reading! You rock!

      

      Luke Preston
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