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            What the Hell is this Novel About?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You can’t keep a bad man down

      

      

      

      Hurricane Williams is back—and he wants revenge!

      

      Ten years after her showdown with deranged killer Hurricane Williams, Parker Ames has left all her hacking and slashing ways behind her. She used to spend her nights beheading slashers and washing blood from her hair. Now her nights are spent going to PTA meetings and helping her daughter with her home work… and she couldn’t be happier.

      

      That is until Hurricane Williams rolls into town with a score to settle.

      

      If you love 80s horror movies and killer books like My Best Friend’s Exorcism you’ll love Escape from Slaughter Beach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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      It was a little after midnight when Parker Ames called me. I was sitting at the end of the bar at the Burgundy Room and sipping on my second old-fashioned.

      “Parker Ames?” I repeated, just to double-check I’d heard her correctly over the jukebox and the racket of the bar.

      “Yes.”

      “You know that she’s a made-up character? Unless, of course there really are slashers and monsters and hell gates and so on.”

      “Parker Ames was named after me.”

      I sat up straight on the stool. “Is that so?”

      “Jack Quaid had a reputation for writing quickly and writing crazily, but truth be told, he was also incredibly lazy, and when it came to naming characters, he sometimes named them after whatever was close to him. When he wrote Escape from Happydale, I guess I was something close to him. I see you’ve been publishing some of his old novels.”

      “The ones I can find,” I said. “They’re not exactly the easiest to get a hold of.”

      “Have you found Escape from Slaughter Beach yet?”

      After publishing the first two novels, I’d embarked on an Indiana Jones–style quest to hunt out and find that last manuscript, and every single lead had petered out. I was starting to think the manuscript didn’t even exist, or if it ever had, it was long lost now. “No,” I told her.

      “I just happen to have my hands on that last manuscript,” Parker continued. “Would you like to come over to my place and retrieve it?”

      She gave me her address and hung up. It was some place up in the hills. I had only been up that way a couple of times. Once for Brian Austin Green’s birthday party—long story—and the second was for an album launch for L.A. Guns—an even longer story.

      I called an Uber and smoked a cigarette while waiting for it to arrive. After reading the first two novels, I had an image in my head of what Parker Ames would look and sound like, but that image was of a Parker Ames in her twenties. If this Parker Ames, the real-life Parker Ames, was indeed the basis of a character Quaid had written thirty years ago, she would be somewhere in her fifties or maybe even in her sixties. Up until that moment, I’d never once contemplated what Parker would be like at that age. The character in the books never gave me the impression she was actually going to make it to that age.

      Twenty minutes later, the Uber dropped me off at a secluded house, and a couple of moments after I rang the doorbell, the door opened. Parker Ames was standing in front of me, wearing combat boots and no makeup. She was in her late fifties but could easily have passed for a woman in her late forties. I later found out she had spent the most of the past twenty years in all the war-torn parts of the world as a photographer.

      She cocked her head, sizing me up. “Are you Luke Preston?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You’re in,” she said, turning around and leading me inside.

      Walking into that house was like walking into a time machine that only went back to 1976, when sunken lounges, orange shag, and mustard brown were all in vogue.

      “Don’t mind the porn vibe,” Parker said. “This was my aunt’s place. She died two years ago, and I’m not in town enough to get around to changing the décor. I kind of like it anyway.” She poured two glasses of bourbon without asking if I wanted one, handed me a glass, and slumped down into the corner of the sunken lounge. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said, pointing at me with an unlit cigarette.

      “And what’s that?”

      “How a horror novel heroine came to be named after little ol’ me.”

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      “I knew Jack Quaid for about three weeks in 1989. He was writing a story for Rolling Stone, and I was the photographer paired up with him. Road House with Patrick Swayze was about to be released, and Quaid was meant to do an interview with him. I was supposed to take a couple of photos, and it was all supposed to be pretty easy. But when we got to the bar where it was all meant to go down, Patrick Swayze wasn’t there. He was running late. But Rolling Stone was paying our bar tab, so Quaid and I sat up at the bar and had a few drinks. Then we had a few more drinks, and after those drinks, we had even a few more. Patrick Swayze never showed, so I took a blurry photograph of Quaid sitting at the bar, and he filed a story titled “Waiting for Pat.” But that was the beginning of our brief and turbulent love affair. It was one hell of a roller-coaster. We would yell, and we would fight, and we would listen to records and yell and fight some more, and in between all those times, we would roll around on the floor, laughing. In those first couple of weeks, Quaid barely wrote a word. I knew he had written a bunch of novels, and I was starting to think about how he did it. The Quaid I knew barely put his fingers to a typewriter. That was until I watched him write all three of those novels in a single week.”

      “In a single week?” I took a sip from the bourbon. “Why? Kinda sounds unnecessary.”

      “Turned out, Quaid had this little brother, and the brother was no good,” she said.

      “What was his name?

      “Tom, Jim, or Roy? I don’t remember. Anyway, the little brother got arrested for armed robbery, but of course, he said it wasn’t him. It wasn’t the first time he’d been arrested, and of course, he was innocent of those crimes too. His bail was set at twenty grand, and naturally, the little brother didn’t have it, so the burden fell to Quaid. He had just published World War Metal, so he had a little money but nowhere near that much. So Quaid put the word out that he’d write anything for any amount, and the first job that came his way, he took.”

      “The producer? Marty Marshall?”

      “Awful little man,” Parker said. “He made these B-grade horror movies that were going straight to video. He wanted a screenplay from Quaid, his publishers wanted some novel tie-ins, and Quaid wanted their money, so he took the job. He came back to my apartment from that meeting with a case of beer and a carton of cigarettes and sat at the kitchen table and started writing.” She pulled out a battered Zippo lighter from her pocket and lit the cigarette between her fingers. “Seven fever-filled days later, he typed ‘The End’ on that final page. I remember him pulling out the last page from his typer—that’s what he used to call it, ‘the typer.’ He didn’t even read the screenplay; he just added that last page to the pile of pages, jumped into his car, and sped over to Marty Marshall’s office. As per Quaid’s request, Marty paid him in cash. He drove that bag of cash over to the bail bondsman so he could get the little brother out of jail, and can you guess what happened next?”

      I shook my head. “What?”

      “The little brother was dead. Apparently, he looked at the wrong person the wrong way, and they took it personally. Quaid had only been a couple of hours late. He took it rough, and of course, he blamed himself. He thought if he had written quicker or typed quicker, the little brother would’ve still been alive.” She stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray and finished her drink. “A couple of days after the funeral, I left for Berlin to cover the fall of the Berlin Wall, and when I returned, Quaid was gone. All that he left in the apartment were the three manuscripts for the Last Final Girl series, half a bottle of bourbon, and his Alice Cooper T-shirt.”

      “You never saw him again?”

      She shook her head. “A couple of years later, I started to hear some stories. I heard that he was killed in a bar fight somewhere down in Mexico. There was also another story I heard where he was doing seven years in prison, for killing a man in a bar fight.”

      “These stories have a lot of bars and a lot of fights.”

      “That seems to be the Jack Quaid way, I guess.”

      “Where do you think he is?”

      She gave some thought; a lot more than I’d thought she would. “I’m not sure,” Parker said. “But wherever it is, I’m sure he’s probably starting some sort of trouble.”

      Parker and I had a couple of more drinks and listened to some Rolling Stones records, and sometime after two in the morning, I walked out of there with the only known copy of Escape from Slaughter Beach under my arm. “Do you ever think about looking him up?” I asked as Parker walked me out to my Uber.

      She shook her head. “The Jack Quaid I knew was always running at one hundred and ten miles an hour. I’d be surprised if he’s even still alive. But there are moments where I’d love to have just one more conversation with him. When that happens, all I need to do is pour myself a drink, pull one of his books from off the shelf, and turn over the first page.”

      Escape from Slaughter Beach is the raucous, chilling, thrilling, and absolutely insane conclusion to Jack Quaid’s Last Final Girl series. I hope you have as much fun reading the final adventure of Parker Ames as I did hunting it down. I recommend reading it with a six pack of beer and some rock ‘n’ roll blasting out of the speakers.
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      Parker Ames had lost count of just how many slashers she’d sent to hell. She had used chain saws, machetes, and even once, in a pinch, a tenpin bowling ball. The battles were always bloody and most certainly always gruesome, but not once had she felt queasy or vomited afterward. She just simply wasn’t the vomiting type.

      Or that was what she’d thought anyway. That was because every morning for the past three days, Parker had woken up not only sick and queasy but with an overwhelming need to run to the bathroom and blow chunks. It was on that third day in the bathroom of a shitty Motel 6 that she finally bit the bullet and took a pregnancy test.

      She waited the two minutes, saw the two solid lines on the stick, read the instructions for a third time, and studied the stick again. Finally, Parker came to the conclusion that yep, there were no two ways about it, she was absolutely, positively pregnant.

      “This is totally going to complicate things,” she mumbled to herself.

      She was twenty-six years old and covered in tattoos and scars. She had no job or education, lived out of cheap motels, ate poorly, drank heavily, and didn’t have the first idea about how to raise a kid. But in that moment, she knew her hacking and slashing days were quickly coming to an end whether she liked it or not. She stubbed out what was most likely her last cigarette and walked out of the bathroom as if everything were just as normal as it had been ten minutes before.

      Parker pushed back against the wall and watched Hell as he sat on the end of the bed and sharpened his machete. She only knew him as Hell and had never thought to ask if he’d been given the name at birth or earned it later on. On that particular morning, he wore nothing but leather pants, and Parker thought his peroxided hair made him look exactly like Billy Idol in the “White Wedding (Pt. 1)” video, which was funny because Hell absolutely hated Billy Idol.

      They’d picked each other up twelve months earlier when Parker and Corey ran into a particularly nasty slasher called Slaughterhouse Clive down at Camp Hocking Hills in Ohio. Hell had been tracking Slaughterhouse Clive for some time after the slasher killed his little sister. It had taken one hell of a bloody fight, but the three of them had sent Clive back to the Devil.

      They had been a team and kicking ass together ever since.

      A week ago, they were sitting in a Denny’s poring over the local newspapers, looking for anything out of the ordinary, when Corey came across a series of disappearances in the small town of Columbia Falls, Montana. Five teenage girls had gone missing in the past two weeks, and if Parker had learned anything in her decade of battling the supposed to be dead, it was that if slashers loved anything, it was teenage girls in small towns.

      Corey, Parker, and Hell had jumped in the Eldorado and sped over to Columbia Falls. For three days and three nights, they’d searched for the sucker, and all their efforts had turned out to be in vain, because no matter how many rocks they turned over or how many spooky cabins they found in the woods, their search came up empty. That left them with two options: Wait. Or wait and watch television on mute while listening to a police scanner.

      Footloose was playing, so naturally, Parker went with option two. But given the news she had discovered in the bathroom a few minutes before, Parker’s interest in both the slasher and Kevin Bacon had severely diminished.

      She leaned against the doorframe, sipping from a warm Big Gulp, wearing her Iron Maiden T-shirt, yesterday’s makeup, and not much else. “Hell, what do you think we’re going to be doing twenty years from now?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What brought this on?”

      “Answer the question, Claire.”

      He took a drag of his menthol, looked up at the ceiling, and gave the question a good, long think. “In twenty years, I’m going to be forty-eight but distinguished. You’re going to be forty-five but still won’t look a day over twenty-five. We’re going to have three kids. Two boys and one girl. They’ll all look like you and spend all day playing in the yard, because we’ll have one of those big houses out in the woods with the veranda that runs all around the house. And on warm summer nights, after the kids have all gone to bed, we’ll sit out on that veranda and listen to Guns N’ Roses tapes and drink tall glasses of bourbon and laugh all night long. That’s what I think we’ll be doing in twenty years.”

      Parker liked the idea of that. “No more slashers?”

      “No more slashers, baby.”

      The door busted open. Corey took one look at Hell and scrunched up his face. “Dude, do you ever wear a shirt?”

      Hell flipped him the bird.

      “If it’s not too much trouble, can the pair of you get dressed?” Corey asked. “Another girl has disappeared.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, Corey pulled the Eldorado into the parking lot of the Columbia Falls Dunkin’ Donuts.

      “She was taken from here thirty minutes ago. The local sheriff’s over in Pioneer Junction, but he’s on the road, and he’ll be here soon,” Corey said. “My suggestion would be to get in there, get what you need, and get out ASAP before the local fuzz rock up.”

      Parker leaned over the back seat, peered through the dirty glass, and locked her eyes on the Dunkin’ Donuts manager. He was round in the middle and wore a ’stache on his top lip; the combination made him look about ten years older than he probably was.

      “He’s not going to talk to us,” Hell said.

      “Maybe not,” replied Parker. “But he will talk to Detective Pillar and Bridgeman.”

      Corey threw her a confused look. “Who the fuck are they?”

      They were Parker’s and Hell’s fake detective alter egos. There were certain times in their line of work where they had to—Parker didn’t really like the phrase—con people into giving them information. Now, everything Parker and Hell knew about being detectives was what they had learned from television, so Parker tied her hair back and buttoned up her leather jacket while Hell slipped on a sports coat and a tie.

      By the time they pushed through the double doors of Dunkin’ Donuts and walked up to the manager, Dave, they looked like a couple of genuine TV cops… kinda.

      Parker flashed Dave a fake badge, but she was so quick that he didn’t have a chance to notice. “I’m Detective Pillar, and this is Bridgeman. We’re here to ask you some questions about the abduction here today.”

      Dave looked them both up and down. “You guys don’t look like cops.”

      “We’re from the city,” Hell said.

      “Oh.”

      “So, Dave,” Parker said. “Why don’t you pour us a couple of coffees, take a seat, and tell us what you saw?”

      And that was just what he did. A couple of minutes later, they were sitting at a booth, and Parker was warming her fingers around a paper cup.

      “Kimberly was late,” Dave said. “She was always late. She only had been working here two or three weeks, and most of that time, she was late for work.”

      “So she was late today?” Parker asked.

      “Yeah,” Dave said. “And she didn’t care too much about it, either, but that’s another issue. About an hour after she started, I told her to go outside and sweep up around the entrance so people wouldn’t track leaves and what have you into the store.”

      Parker took a sip of her coffee. “Did she?”

      “After she finished her complaining, she did.”

      “Was this a task that she did every day?” Hell asked.

      “When she remembered.”

      “So she was out there sweeping up, and then what happened?” Parker asked.

      “A van pulled up out of nowhere.”

      Hell leaned forward. “What kind of van?”

      “Brown, I think? I really don’t remember. But it pulled up kinda fast. I remember that because I heard the tires screech on the ground. The side door swung open, and some big, dark figure just reached out and grabbed her.”

      “A dark figure?” Hell said. “Can you describe him?”

      “He was huge,” Dave continued. “Like Hollywood Hulk Hogan. He grabbed Kimberly, slammed the door shut, and the van sped off again. It was all so fast.”

      Parker leaned back in her chair. Something about his story smelled like bullshit, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what. Then her eyes drifted up to the surveillance camera in the corner of the room. “Do you have a camera outside?”

      Dave nodded.

      “Show me,” she said.

      The three of them squeezed into the tiny back room that doubled as Dave’s office and huddled around a black-and-white television. Dave pressed Play, and they all leaned in as best they could to watch what unfolded on the video.

      It started off just as Dave had described. Kimberly begrudgingly swept up outside the Dunkin’ Donuts. A van pulled up alongside her. The door swung open. Some big bastard grabbed hold of Kimberly and violently dragged her into the van. The door slammed shut, and the van sped off.

      “Hit Pause,” Parker said.

      Dave’s chubby finger pressed the button, and the image paused on the rear of the van. There it was, as clear as day: the license plate.

      Parker jotted down the number, and a moment or two later, the two fake detectives and the very real Dunkin’ Donuts manager walked out of the store.

      “That’s a great car,” Dave said, pointing to the Eldorado.” Then he squinted and saw Corey sitting behind the wheel. “Who’s the kid?”

      “Ride along,” Hell said.

      “See you around, Dave,” Parker added as she and Hell climbed into the Eldorado.

      Corey cranked up that massive V-8 engine, gave Dave a wink, and sped out of the parking lot. They hit 10th Avenue just as a Columbia Falls cruiser passed them. Parker watched it pull up to the Dunkin’ Donuts and the two sheriffs walk over to a confused Dave.

      “Once they find that surveillance tape, they’re going to be right behind us,” Parker said.

      Hell pulled a VHS tape out from under his jacket. “No, they won’t.”

      “I knew you weren’t just a pretty face,” Parker said as she slumped back in the seat. “There’s something fishy about this.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Slashers don’t drive cars.”

      “Ah, that’s not entirely true,” Corey said. “In Halloween, Michael Myers drives a car.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “In the movie, Michael Myers drives a car.”

      “Halloween was based on Hurricane Williams, and I killed Hurricane Williams, and I can assure you that that particular son of a bitch most certainly did not drive a car.”

      “That may be true, baby,” Hell said. “But we’re still looking at five missing girls in the past three weeks. Slasher or not, those girls didn’t kidnap themselves.”
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      Back at the Motel 6, Corey yanked the telephone cable out of the phone and plugged it into his Macintosh Portable. “I’m going to hack into the MVD and find out who that license plate is registered to.”

      Confusion washed over Parker. “Hack?”

      “On the Internet?”

      Hell wasn’t convinced either. “The Internet?”

      “Yes, the Internet?”

      “It this going to take long?”

      “No,” Corey snapped.

      He eyed Corey’s laptop and all the cables hanging out of it like the thing was on life support. “Because it looks like it’s going to take a while.”

      Corey hit Return on the little Apple machine, and the dial-up kicked in.

      Pshhhkkkrrr. Kakingkakingkakingtsh. Chchchch. Ding. Ding. Ding.

      “Is it supposed to be doing that?”

      “Yes!” Corey snapped. “Look, why don’t you and Parker go and wait by the car or something, okay?”

      “All right, all right,” Parker said, and the pair of them headed out of the room, into the near-empty parking lot and leaned up against the Eldorado.

      Hell lit two cigarettes and passed one to Parker. She waved it off. “I was thinking about what you said before.”

      “That the Teenage Ninja Turtles should merge with the Golden Girls and become the Teenage Mutant Ninja Golden Girls?”

      “No, not about that,” he said. “I was thinking about what we’re going to be doing twenty years from now.”

      “Guns N’ Roses on the tape deck, a couple of kids, and no more slashers?”

      “Why wait?” Hell said. “I mean, really? Why do we have to wait? Why can’t we do that now?”

      She pushed off the car and moved around so that she stood in front of him. “Are you serious?”

      “I’m saying that after this hunt, maybe we should retire.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah, I mean…”

      She threw her arms around his neck. “Just shut up.” And she kissed him.

      Mid-kiss, Corey busted out of the motel room. “Hey, Joanie and Chachi! I’ve got an address.”
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      The Eldorado cruised down the suburban street and came to a stop outside the address Corey had pulled from the MVD records. He shut the engine down and looked out at the single-story, four-bedroom family home with a two-car garage. He figured that none of it looked out of the ordinary. Then again, he knew from the last couple of years running around with Parker that most evil places didn’t go around advertising their evilness.

      “So what do we do?” he asked. “Just knock on the door and ask if they’ve been kidnapping girls?”

      Parker shrugged. “Sounds good to me.”

      “It’s not much of a plan, Parker,” Corey said, but it was too late. She was already halfway out of the car, and Hell wasn’t far behind. “Ah, man,” Corey mumbled as he gave in and got out. He caught up with Parker and Hell as they reached the front door.

      “Here goes nothing,” Parker said as she pressed the doorbell.

      Then they waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      “Looks like no one’s home,” she said.

      Hell took a step back. “Guess I’m kicking it in.”

      “I guess you are,” Parker said.

      Hell planted his legs and got his balance just right. It wasn’t the first door he had ever kicked in, and he was just about to unleash the force of his power on that innocent door when a voice called out, “Can I help you?”

      Hell hit Pause as the gang all looked over their shoulders at the next-door neighbor. Her name was Molly, and she was taking groceries from the back of her minivan while a couple of kids played in the front yard.

      The boys followed as Parker made her way over to Molly. “We’re looking for the Perrys.”

      “What do you need them for?” Molly asked. “No offense, you don’t look like their kind of folk; that’s all.”

      “I doubt we are,” Parker said. “The truth of it is, five girls have gone missing in the past three weeks, and we think the Perrys might know a thing or two about that.”

      Molly raised an eyebrow. “Can’t say I’m surprised. There’s something about them that just gives me the willies.”

      “Do you know where they may be?” Hell asked.

      “They’re members of that church up there near Halfmoon.”

      “Which church?” Parker asked.

      “The First Mantus.”

      “The First Mantus,” Parker repeated. “Are you sure that’s what it’s called?”

      “Yeah,” Molly said. “Why?”

      “Mantus is the God of Hell.”

      A silence lingered between them as they all took that in.

      “Now I’m getting the willies,” Corey said.
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      The small chapel on a hill hadn’t started out as a church for the God of Hell. Sometime in its history, it was home to a more Christian faith, and at some point, it had quite possibly even had a cross perched somewhere on its roof. The lights were on, and people were inside. By the sound of it, a sermon was in full swing as the Eldorado crawled up to the chapel and came to a stop among the twenty or so vehicles parked haphazardly around the front.

      The gang climbed out and popped the trunk. Inside was a treasure trove of ass-kicking, slasher-hunting weapons. Hell reached for a chain saw.

      “You won’t need that,” Parker said. “There’s no slasher in there. It’s a cult. There’s nothing slashery about it.” She pulled out a .45 and checked the chamber; that bad boy was all locked and loaded. “Here’s the plan—we kick in the door, flash some guns around, make some noise, rescue the girls, and get out of Dodge.”

      Both Hell and Corey tossed back in their slasher weapons and picked up a couple of pistols.

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Hell said.

      They made their way up to the double doors of the chapel. Hell lifted up his boot and kicked those doors wide open.

      The church was about half full, and Parker was looking at maybe twenty or thirty people, and when those doors were kicked in, each and every one of them had swung their heads back to them. Then each and every one of them pulled up the guns in their hands and took aim at Parker and her gang.

      “Guys,” Parker said, “I really don’t think we thought this plan out.”

      “You think?” Corey said.

      And then they had no choice. With all those guns on them, their only option left was to drop their weapons and do as they were told. Which was just what the gang did.

      Then they were told to march down to the altar and to get on their knees, looking out at all the members of the church. What struck Parker was just how goddamned normal they all looked. Standing there in their dresses and plaid shirts with khakis from the Gap, they could have easily passed for regular everyday people. They looked like dentists, real estate agents, and people she would run into down at the local store. There was nothing mad about them—not on the surface anyway.

      Parker shifted her gaze to the other side of the altar. The mystery of the missing girls was solved. All five teenagers were on their knees, with gags in their mouths, hands bound behind their backs, and tears rolling down their cheeks. And then at center stage of all that madness stood Cornelius LeClaire. He was part preacher, part Wayne Newton, and all sleaze. He buttoned up the jacket to his white linen suit, stepped to the front of the altar, and raised the Bible in his hand high above his head.

      “I’ve had the honor to live in God’s creation for fifty-five years, and in those fifty-five years, I have seen true acts of compassion, true acts of inspiration, and I have also seen wonderful acts of love.”

      The flock all nodded and smiled. A couple of them even threw up a couple of fist pumps.

      LeClaire’s voice dropped down real low. “But I have also seen acts of sin. My eyes have laid witness to the sins of greed.”

      Mmms and yeahs come out of the flock.

      “The sins of lust,” LeClaire continued. “The sins of gluttony. I have seen, with these very two eyes of mine, the deterioration of God’s people deep down into the sewers of humanity. Now, God loves you.” He paused. “He loves you no matter what; that is not in dispute. No, sir. But don’t you think that God deserves more?”

      “He does,” the flock all said in a kind of unison that suggested they’d heard this sermon before.

      “Don’t you think we owe him more?”

      “We do,” they said, only louder.

      “Don’t you think we can give him more?”

      “We can!” they answered.

      “And who is going to give us that?”

      “Hurricane Williams!” the flock all shouted.

      Oh shit, Parker thought to herself. As the flock chanted “Hurricane” over and over, she knew whatever these maniacs had in mind, it wasn’t going to be good.

      “At the precise stroke of midnight,” LeClaire continued, “we’re going to summon not a man! Not a beast! But a vessel that God is going to act through, and that vessel is going to purge the earth of all sinners.” He jabbed a yellow-stained finger at the five teenaged girls on the altar. “These sinful, sinful women will be our sacrifice to Hurricane Williams. At the stroke of midnight, we will open a portal to the afterworld and bring Brother Williams back. Brother Williams will travel this great land of ours, and he will purge every single sinner, and God’s greatest achievement will be pure again.”

      The flock were so overcome with joy that when they climbed to their feet and cheered. A few had tears of joy in their eyes.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Parker said as everyone quieted down. “You’re telling me—and correct me if I’m wrong—you’re telling me that you’re going to raise a slasher from the depths of hell?”

      “Oh, we most certainly are, miss,” LeClaire said.

      “Having been someone with some personal experience with raising slashers from the depths of hell, I know to achieve that you need to read from the Book of Evil. Now there’s only two people on the face of the planet that know where that bastard book is. One is me, and the other is my accomplice, Corey, here.”

      Corey gave LeClaire a slight nod.

      “Therefore,” Parker continued, “we know for a fact that the book in question does not currently reside with you. So you can say whatever you want to say up there on stage in front of all these idiots, but at the end of the day, you ain’t raising shit.”

      “Is that so?” LeClaire asked.

      “I’m afraid it is.”

      “Since you’re such a scholar of the Book of Evil, did you know that before it magically disappeared in 1944, Adolf Hitler’s top mystical scientist, Erik Von Junge, tattooed various passages of the Book of Evil onto his own body and then smuggled himself out of Europe before the end of the war?”

      Parker’s throat was dry, but she tried to swallow anyway. “I did not know that.”

      LeClaire pointed to an old, frail German man sitting in the front row. He looked as if he’d celebrated one too many birthdays and probably didn’t have too many more left in him. “Erik, please rise and enlighten our young guest.”

      Von Junge rose to his old feet, and with a stone-cold face, he slowly unbuttoned his shirt and slid it off his shoulders. His chest, arms, and his back were all covered in tattoos. He was a walking, talking Book of Evil.

      “Oh, this isn’t good,” Parker mumbled.

      “I still can’t believe you wanted to leave the chain saw in the car,” Hell said.

      “It does seem like a bit of an oversight now, considering the turn of events.”

      Von Junge climbed up onto the altar and kneeled with his back to LeClaire so that the madman in the white linen suit could read text off another human being.

      “Now everybody join hands and witness the beginning of our new world,” LeClaire said.

      Everybody who was not on that altar held hands and put on their best smiles of joy.

      Corey leaned forward and looked past Hell to Parker. “These people are fucking mad. Can we get out of here?”

      “I’m working on it,” she said.

      What the First Church of Mantus didn’t know was that although they had searched Parker and her gang for weapons, they’d neglected to search Parker’s cowboy boot. If they had, they would have found her hidden switchblade.

      Parker crouched onto her heels, slipped her fingers into her boot, hooked a couple of those fingers onto the blade in question, and fished it out. She flipped it open and began working the rope that bound her wrists together.

      In the meantime, LeClaire wasted no time with getting to work on opening up a hell gate and bringing back one of the meanest, most violent slashers ever and to have that reputation in the slasher world—that was saying something.

      LeClaire read the first line off Von Junge’s back. “Ogthrod ai’f, geb’l—ee’h, yog-sothoth, ‘ngah’ng ai’y, zhro.”

      The doors and windows were closed, but when LeClaire started chanting the words from the Book of Evil, a wind kicked up in the church. As it did, excitement washed over faces of the members of the First Church of Mantus, as if they had just been hit with a bolt of lightning.

      Hell clearly didn’t like the look of that. “Parker?”

      “I’m working on it.” Behind her back, Parker was busy sawing away at the rope.

      “Ogthrod ai'f, geb'l—ee'h, yog-sothoth, 'ngah'ng ai'y, zhro,” LeClaire continued, and with each one of his words, the wind grew more intense, blowing crazy church pamphlets around the room. Then out of thin air, a fiery hell gate opened up right there on the altar right behind LeClaire.

      The kidnapped girls screamed, the flock gasped in excitement, and that only spurred LeClaire on. He chanted even louder and with more gusto. “Ogthrod ai'f, geb'l—ee'h, yog-sothoth, 'ngah'ng ai'y, zhro!”

      “Parker…” Hell said.

      “I see it,” she answered. Her fingers worked like mad to cut through that rope.

      “Ogthrod ai’f, geb’l—ee’h, yog-sothoth, ‘ngah’ng ai’y, zhro.”

      The wind was ferocious, like some sort of mini tornado, and it caused all the church folk to grip the pews tightly. Then out of the fiery hell gate stepped the one and the only Hurricane Williams. The big brooding son of a bitch stood on the altar like it was some new land that he’d just conquered.

      Parker looked up. “Oh, shit.”

      He hadn’t changed at all, with his filthy orange prison jumpsuit, the executioner’s hood over his head, and that great big machete in his hands. The flock of the First Mantus Church erupted into cheers and hugs at the mere sight of that lunatic.

      LeClaire turned to face the slasher with bewilderment, excitement, and wonder all washing over him. “Welcome, brother! Welcome to our world of sin. May you be its savior and rid God’s world of sin.”

      Hurricane didn’t appear terribly interested in anything LeClaire had to say about his plans to rid the world of sin or anything else for that matter and grabbed the preacher by the throat. Hurricane lifted him off the floor until his feet kicked around uselessly. He swung his machete up, and when he brought it back down again, he separated LeClaire’s head from his body.

      Blood sprayed the flock in the front row as they all watched on in shock.

      “Yep,” Parker said. “Totally saw that coming.”

      Hurricane tossed the body in one direction and the head in the other, and when he stepped down from the altar, all hell broke loose. Within seconds the First Church of Mantus turned to mayhem. People tried to run and scream, but they didn’t get far at all. Hurricane swung that big machete and cut off limbs left, right, and center.

      What Parker saw from the stage that night could have been described as nothing short of a massacre. A few people pulled their pistols and tried to get a couple of shots off, but it was useless. Their bullets had no effect on the slasher.

      After all that cutting and sawing, the rope behind Parker finally gave, and she was free. Within seconds, she cut Hell and Corey loose, and they gathered around to work out what they were going to do about the god-awful situation they were in.

      “I’ll get the girls to safety,” Parker said to Hell. “You get the weapons.”

      “I’m on it,” he said and ran straight down the center of the aisle past Hurricane and the bodies he was leaving in his wake.

      “What do I do?” Corey asked.

      “Stay alive,” Parker said.

      He took one look at the beast tearing through the joint and sighed. “Easier said than done.”

      Parker, on the other hand, was already on the other side of the altar and cutting the five teenage girls free.

      Kimberly, unfortunate Dunkin’ Donuts employee, pointed at Hurricane ripping the hell out of one of LeClaire’s followers. “What is that thing?”

      “I find it’s best to ask questions later.” Parker scanned the chaos for an escape plan, and the only option looked to be down the aisle through the middle of the chapel, past the murderous slasher, through the main doors, and into the night. “Girls, stick with me. Run fast, and whatever you do, do not tip over.”

      And with those sage words of advice, Parker was off and running with the five girls right behind her. They dodged and weaved through the devastation and bloodshed, past the screaming flock and the pieces of Cornelius LeClaire, out the front doors of the First Mantus Church, and into the night.

      The churchgoers who somehow made it out of the massacre fled to their cars and were speeding as fast as their station wagons and minivans could take them down the dusty road that led up to the church. Parker passed a couple of parked cars, looking for keys in the ignition, and found an old wood-paneled wagon with a set hanging there.

      She pulled open the door and shuffled the girls inside. “Get to the sheriff and don’t stop for anything. Run all the red lights and all the stop signs.”

      “I don’t have a license,” Kimberly said.

      “Do you want to stay here?”

      “No.”

      Parker slammed the door. “Then drive.”

      Kimberly turned the engine over, slipped it into gear, and followed the other cars down the dusty old road.

      Once the car was out of sight, Parker shifted her attention back to the chapel and the slaughter going on inside. The doors were closed, but that didn’t stop the screams blasting out of the building.

      Hell came to her side and handed Parker her favorite chain saw, Aerosmith. “Aren’t you going to miss all this?”

      She cranked Aerosmith up, revved it a couple of times, then let it settle down to an idle. “Probably.”

      Then they kicked in the double doors of the chapel and were right into the thick of it. People ran and screamed, and there was blood sprayed absolutely everywhere. Small groups of people huddled in corners and under pews while those who tried to flee were cut down.

      Hell saw Corey covered in other people’s blood and tossed him a machete. “What did we miss?”

      Corey wiped blood from his face and gripped the machete tightly. “Just the usual.”

      On the other side of the chapel, Hurricane snapped pews in half with his massive machete as he tried to get to a couple of victims huddling in the corner.

      “Hey!” Parker called out. “Do you want a bit more of a challenge or what?”

      Hurricane stopped and calmly looked over his shoulder back at Parker and the boys.

      Challenge accepted.

      Hurricane came at them with his feet thumping hard and fast on the wooden floorboards. He swung that big old rusty machete back, ready to go on the attack, and there was no doubting Parker Ames was the target of that aggression.

      She ducked and dodged, all while wielding a chain saw. But Parker Ames wasn’t all Hurricane had on his hands. Both Hell and Corey came in hard and fast on either side of him, and for the first time since he’d waltzed in from hell, he was under attack.

      He went on the defensive and blocked everything that came his way. Sparks flew from the machete and chain saw four-way attack, and it was on like Donkey Kong. Hurricane threw some heavy blows, but his might didn’t slow him down any. He was still fast, and it took all three of them all of their might to overpower Hurricane Williams and wear him down.

      Finally, after a fight that seemed to never end, Hurricane stumbled and hit the deck. It was then that they beat on him and beat on him until he was laid out on the chapel floor, bleeding.

      Out of breath and covered in sweat, Parker took a step back and shut the chain saw down. “I bet he’s regretting stepping through that hell gate now.”

      She turned to Hell, and the smirk on her face slipped away. He was pale—really pale. Her eyes dipped to his hands holding his stomach. He’d taken a hit—a very bad hit—and blood was leaking out of him like water from a tap.

      “Oh, no,” she muttered.

      Hell’s legs gave out, and he stumbled, but before he could hit the floor, Parker caught him and gently lowered him down.

      “Shit!” Corey panicked. “Is he going to fucking die?”

      “Shut up!” she screamed, then she brushed the hair out of Hell’s face. “It’s going to be okay; I promise. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      Hell held up his hand. It was covered in blood. “I don’t know about that, baby. It doesn’t look so hot to me.”

      “Yeah, well,” Parker said. “What do you know? If I say you’re going to be okay, you’re going to be okay.”

      She put pressure on the wound, but blood pumped out between her fingers. No matter where she placed her hands, it just wouldn’t stop.

      “Don’t bullshit me,” Hell said. “We’ve both been around death long enough to know what it looks like.”

      Parker didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. It was in her eyes; she knew he was right. People could get out of some tough scrapes, and this wasn’t looking like one of them.

      That’s when the tears came. “There’s so much I wanted to tell you. I just thought we’d have more time.” She held his hand tightly. “You can’t die. You know why?”

      He shook his head.

      “You’re going to be a daddy.”

      Confusion washed over him. “What?”

      “That’s right,” Parker said. “I just found out. I’ve been trying to tell you all day, but there was never the time.” She pushed tears back. “I’m sorry. I should have made the time.”

      Hell gave her the best smile he could muster. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.”

      “Well, baby,” she said, “you haven’t exactly had the greatest day.”

      Hell gave her half a smile, then all the life simply drained from his eyes. Parker didn’t need to check his breathing or his pulse. He was gone, and she saw the very moment it’d happened. She held his hand for a long time, not really knowing what else to do. All she could think about was the house in the woods they were going to have. The two boys and one girl. Sitting on the veranda on hot summer nights. Listening to Guns N’ Roses and laughing. A memory of something that would never happen.
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      Corey had seen more than his fair share of people die; that was for sure. None of them had been close to him, though. He wouldn’t have considered any of them friends and certainly none of them family. Hell and Parker were the closest thing Corey had to family, and now that one of them was gone, he didn’t know what to do.

      So he just sat there with Parker for a very long time, and he would have sat next to her for the rest of the night and the entire next day. But he heard a groan come out of Hurricane Williams, and by the time Corey looked over, the slasher was on his feet with that machete in his hand, standing right in front of the hell gate at the altar of the chapel.

      “You son of a fucking bitch,” Parker said as she climbed to her feet.

      Corey looked from Parker to the slasher then to the open hell gate right behind him. He knew what she had on her mind. He called out to stop her, but it was too late. She was already pushing off the balls of her feet and tearing ass as fast as she could with only one target in mind: Hurricane Williams.

      She didn’t have a machete. She didn’t have a chain saw. All she had were her bare hands. When she was close to Hurricane, she lunged as hard and fast as she could and hit him square in his middle.

      Hurricane lost his balance. He stumbled back, and the pair of them fell backward into the hell gate.

      “What the…?” Corey mumbled as he watched the fire around the edges of the hell gate intensify for a brief moment before the entire thing closed as quickly as it had torn open, leaving nothing but the smell of smoke lingering in the air.

      Corey took a couple of shock-filled steps forward and looked at the empty space where the gate had been. “What the shit?” Then the reality that Parker Ames was actually in hell sank in. “What the actual shit?”

      His eyes shifted to Von Junge lying slumped on the floor; more specifically, his eyes zeroed in on the words tattooed on the man’s back.

      “Here we go again,” Corey said as he laid the old German out prone so he could read the passage on his back. Then he drew a long deep breath. “Ogthrod ai’f, geb’l—ee’h, yog-sothoth, ‘ngah’ng ai’y, zhro.”

      The wind picked up as Corey read through line by line of the text on the back of the dead German, and by the time he reached the end of the passage, the wind swirling around the church was in full swing. Exactly at the moment that that the last words left Corey’s lips, the hell gate blasted open. A bloody and soot-covered human hand shot out—Parker Ames’s hand.

      Corey grabbed a hold of that hand, and with all his might, he pulled. Something on the other side had a grip on her and was pulling her in the other direction. Corey gritted his teeth and pulled as hard as he could.

      Inch by inch, he dragged Parker Ames through the hell gate. She was beat up and bloody, and dozens of hands reaching out from hell were trying to grab her and pull her back.

      “Ogthrod ai’f, geb’l—ee’h, yog-sothoth, 'ngah’ng ai'y, zhro!” Corey yelled out, and when he was finished with those words, the hell gate slammed shut.

      Corey and Parker collapsed on the floor, and everything was calm again.

      “Let’s not do that again,” she said.

      “Yeah,” Corey replied. “Good idea.”
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      Every town had one. In some towns, it was called Lover’s Lane; others called it Make Out Ridge. The name really didn’t matter. What mattered was that in the small town of Columbia Falls, Montana, there was a small landing about halfway up Doris Mountain that overlooked the town. On a Friday or Saturday night, anytime between nine o’clock in the evening and three o’clock in the morning, it was the number-one spot in Columbia Falls for teenagers to park their cars, turn on the radio, and fog up the windows. One thing was for sure—nobody was there for the view, least of all Belinda Robinson and Kevin Hastings.

      They were getting all hot and heavy in the front seat of Kevin’s dad’s Chevy. Belinda didn’t know what the hell she was doing. She’d been dating Kevin since she was a freshman, and after three years, she’d finally come to the realization that all her friends had come to a lot earlier, and that was the simple fact that Kevin Hastings was somewhat of a jerk. She had been planning to break up with him every Friday night for the past three weeks, but every time she tried, she chickened out and ended up at the lookout in the front seat of his daddy’s car. Then every night, after he dropped her off, she would lie in bed, listening to Concrete Blonde, smelling of Kevin’s cheap cologne, and wondering what the hell she was doing.

      Belinda pulled Kevin’s hand away from running up her skirt for the third time in the past ten minutes and was pretty certain she would have to do it at least a couple of more times before the night was through.

      Then DJ Max Crawdaddy cut short a song on the radio. “Welcome back, friends and fellow countrymen. This just in! There’s a maniac at large. I repeat, a maniac at large. Police are urging all people to stay inside their homes with the doors locked.”

      “Kevin,” Belinda said, trying to pull away from him, but he had his head buried deep in her neck. “Kevin, stop!”

      He pulled back. “What is it?”

      “Shh!”

      Max Crawdaddy continued, “After the discovery of nine brutally murdered bodies on the highway today, authorities believe that Hurricane Williams has reemerged. The same crazed psychopath who just ten years ago hacked through thirteen people at the First Mantus Church before disappearing without a single, solitary trace. Hurricane Williams has also been suspected of various mass murders in Happydale, Valparaiso, and Oak Park. The killer was last seen heading toward Columbia Falls and can be identified by his filthy orange jumpsuit, an executioner’s hood over his head, and a bloody machete in his hand. Stay safe, folks, and remember—dyin’ ain’t no laughin’ business.”

      “Holy shit.” Belinda shot up and buttoned her shirt. “Did you hear that?”

      “Come on,” Kevin said as he kissed her neck and tried to get back into action. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      She pushed him off. “What do you mean it’s nothing to worry about? There’s a maniac out there.”

      “He’s probably long gone by now.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “He’s not going to kill a bunch of people in Columbia Falls during the day and then hang around all night just to get caught,” Kevin said. Then he tried to kiss her again.

      Belinda wasn’t in the mood and pushed him away. “Take me home. I want to go home.”

      “Why?” Kevin said. “Because of that radio thing?”

      “Yes! There’s nothing more of a mood killer than a serial killer.”

      Kevin let out a disappointed sigh. “All right,” he said, sliding in behind the wheel. “But you’re worrying over nothing.” He wrapped his fingers around the key and turned.

      All the car gave him was a chug… chug… chug… and nothing much else.

      “Kevin?” Belinda said. “What the hell’s wrong with it?”

      “I don’t know. Let me try again.”

      He did, but all he got were a couple more chugs. “Oh, this isn’t good…”

      “What do you mean ‘this isn’t good’?”

      Kevin turned, and she could see in his eyes that he wasn’t fooling. “I think we’ve broken down.”

      Belinda couldn’t believe that shit. “I’m totally breaking up with you.”

      “It’s not my fault. I swear.” He gave it some thought. “I’ll look under the hood.”

      “You can’t go out there.”

      “I gotta go.”

      “He could be out there.”

      “Who? The guy from the radio?”

      “Yes!” Belinda said. “Hurricane Williams.”

      “Come on, you don’t believe that, do you?”

      “I don’t know, Kevin! It’s sounding pretty convincing, don’t you think?”

      “Look,” he said. “I have to go out there and check. We can’t stay out here all night.”

      Belinda looked out the window. They were the only car up on the lookout, and it was one long walk back down the mountain. “Be quick, please.”

      Kevin wrapped his fingers around the door handle, let out a nervous-sounding sigh, and stepped into the cool Montana night. The entire town of Columbia Falls was laid out in front of him with its twinkling streetlights and quiet streets. But that was at least half a mile away. The lookout was dark, with nothing but a million places for a deranged killer to hide.

      Kevin popped the hood, took a quick look at the engine, fiddled with a few things, then peered around the side of the car to see Belinda. He was about to call out and tell her to turn the engine over when he saw something that made his heart stop dead.

      It took him a couple of moments to speak. “Belinda,” he whispered, “you might want to take a look at this.”

      She wound the window down and poked her head through. “Does it require me getting out of the car?”

      “Yeah, it will,” he whispered.

      “Then no,” Belinda said. “I really don’t need to take a look at that.”

      “I’m not playing, Belinda,” he said, his tone even quieter. “You need to get out of the car and take a look at this.”

      It was the last thing she wanted to do, but after a moment of working up some courage, she opened the door, climbed out, and looked at Kevin. “What? What is it?”

      He pointed a shaky finger to the back door of the car, where a big bloody handprint was smeared on the middle of the Chevy door.

      “Oh,” Belinda said. “That’s not good.”

      “Belinda!” Kevin yelled and pointed behind her. “Look out! Look out! Look out!”

      Out of the darkness, a man that matched DJ Max Crawdaddy’s description of the crazed maniac appeared. He wore the very same orange prison jumpsuit and the very same executioner’s hood over his head and carried the very same machete.

      He came at Belinda hard and fast, and naturally, when he came at her, she screamed at the top of her lungs because, hell, if there was ever a time to scream at the top of her lungs, it was then.

      Belinda dropped to her knees and threw up her hands to shield herself from whatever horror was coming her way, then at the very last minute, the deranged psycho stopped dead in his tracks. Everything fell silent.

      It took a moment or two for Belinda to work up the courage and pry open her eyes. When she looked up, he wrapped his fingers around the hood and yanked it off his head. It wasn’t a deranged psycho killer at all. Underneath that Hurricane Williams costume was nothing more than a sixteen-year-old kid with bad skin.

      “Andy?” Belinda said.

      “Gotcha!” He burst into laughter. It wasn’t just any kind of laughter but the bent-at-the-waist, almost-rolling-around-on-the-floor kind of laughter. To Andy, what he had just witnessed was the funniest thing in the history of humor.

      Still in shock, Belinda looked over her shoulder at Kevin, who was laughing his ass off too.

      “You…” Kevin managed to mumble out. “You should have seen your face!”

      Belinda climbed to her feet, still trying to come to terms with what the hell was going on. “It’s not funny.”

      “Yeah,” Andy spat through his laughter. “It’s funny as shit!”

      “But…” Belinda muttered. “The radio. I heard the news broadcast…”

      Andy put on his best Max Crawdaddy voice. “Welcome back, friends and fellow countrymen. This just in, there is a maniac at large.”

      “It was a CD,” Kevin said. “We recorded it yesterday.”

      Kevin and Andy high-fived, but Belinda didn’t see the funny side at all.

      “I hope both you assholes die,” she said.

      Now, she should have been more careful what she wished for. Suddenly, a machete slammed out of the front of Kevin’s chest and sprayed blood over Belinda’s and Kevin’s faces.

      “Holy fucking shit!” Belinda yelled.

      There were no more laughs and no more smiles from Andy. He stood frozen by fear and could do nothing but watch the blade yanked back out of his buddy’s chest. With the blade no longer holding Kevin’s corpse up, it slumped to the ground, revealing none other than the infamous, the feared, the bloody, and the damn brutal Hurricane Williams standing right behind him. DJ Max Crawdaddy’s description was one hundred percent correct. The son of a bitch was back.

      “What the—” was all Andy managed to spit out before Hurricane Williams hacked Andy to pieces with three quick whacks of his machete.

      After watching those two assholes die, Belinda wasn’t sticking around. She’d already turned on her heels and was running through the woods. The moonlight shining through the trees was the only light she had to go on, and she could only see a few steps ahead of her. Branches slapped Belinda’s body as she sprinted through the woods, and she’d seen enough horror movies to know that looking back or tripping would get her killed, so she just kept on running as fast as she could and let those branches cut into her skin.

      Out of breath, full of fear, and with her heart pounding at thousand miles an hour, Belinda broke through the tree line and stumbled out onto Spruce Mountain Road and straight into a pair of headlights. The driver slammed on the brakes, and the old pickup truck slid along the road, finally coming to a stop just a couple of feet from hitting Belinda.

      She held her hand up to shield her eyes from the light and peeked through the windshield to get a good look at the driver. She saw the overalls and the long white beard and knew it was Old Man Canton.

      The door swung open, and he climbed out. “Goddamn. Are you all right, young miss?”

      She shook her head. “He’s back.”

      “Who’s back?”

      “Hurricane Williams.” Then she screamed, “He’s back!”

      Those screams bounced off the mountainside and echoed for miles around, sending chills down the backs of people who faintly heard the name Hurricane Williams on the wind.
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      Sheriff Knox had heard all the stories about Hurricane Williams, and up until that night, he’d thought each and every one of them was bullshit, nothing more than tall tales that got passed around in small towns like Columbia Falls all across the country. According to local folklore and secondhand stories, Hurricane Williams was some sort of unkillable killing machine that had torn apart victims from Illinois to Texas, and even Columbia Falls close to ten years ago, when he’d taken thirteen lives down at that First Mantus Church near Halfmoon. They were good stories, Knox had to admit, with just enough suspense that whoever was listening had to lean in to hear what happened next. They lacked enough detail for anyone to verify with any certainty any of what they were being told. The stories changed with every telling, and Knox always thought they were a bit of fun. So he’d never taken them too seriously.

      But Sheriff Knox wasn’t originally from Columbia Falls. He’d been born and bred all the way out in North Carolina and had only come out west to retire. Those plans had all gone to hell after he lost all his savings when an investment company he invested in went belly up. At sixty-two, he’d lost everything, including his second wife. Without much choice, he’d strapped a gun back on his hip and gone back to work.

      Columbia Falls had just under five thousand people, and by all accounts, it was a small town. When Knox became sheriff, he’d figured on issuing a couple of parking tickets, throwing a couple of local drunks into the cells for a few hours, and letting little kids hit the lights on his patrol car. He never, not in a million years, thought he would have to chase down the boogeyman. But after seeing the two dead bodies up on the lookout and talking to the girl who had survived, he knew that no matter how wild and inflated the stories of Hurricane Williams were, there very well may have been some hint of truth in them.

      Knox ran his fingers along his handlebar ’stache and looked over his three deputies. “By all accounts and the two dead youngers up there at Lover’s Lookout, it’s shaping up that we’ve got ourselves a bit of a nightmare on our hands. I want two-man teams armed with Remington twelve-gauge shotguns and extra ammunition patrolling our fine town of Columbia Falls. I want your eyes open and your fingers wrapped tightly around those triggers, and if you happen to see this Hurricane Williams, if indeed that mongrel dog does exist, I want you to shoot on sight. There’s no point winging the son of a bitch. When you shoot, you shoot to kill.”

      The deputies stared at him with blank looks on their faces. They were good men, each of them. Knox knew that much, and when the day came for him to step down, each of them would have his confidence. By the looks on their faces right there in the station house, he doubted that he had theirs.

      His right-hand man, Evens, slipped his hat on top of his head and took the couple of steps forward to stand in front of Knox. He unclipped the badge from his belt and looked at it in the palm of his hand for a moment before he shifted his eyes back up to Knox. “We’ve all heard the stories. None of us want to die.” He tossed the badge on the desk and walked out.

      Knox eyed the badge with disgust, and with that same disgust, he looked up at his remaining two deputies. “What about you two?”

      One by one, they pushed themselves up off the desks they were leaning against, unclipped their badges, mumbled some sort of weak apology, tossed them on the desk, and walked out along with any respect Knox had for them.

      He scooped up all three badges and held them in his hand for a moment before tossing them in the top drawer of his desk and mumbling a profanity under his breath.

      Belinda Hastings watched him from the other side of the room. The blanket wrapped around her didn’t stop the slight shiver coursing through her body. It was out of fear, not a lack of warmth. She had nothing more than superficial cuts and bruises, and Knox had patched her up as best he could. But she didn’t have a guardian to come and collect her. Her old man was out of town. He was on his way back but probably wouldn’t make it there until morning, and there was no way on earth Belinda was going to stay in her house all by herself, so she was staying at the station for the time being.

      There was something on the tip of her tongue.

      “You got something to say, girly?”

      “What about her?”

      “What about who?

      “Parker Ames,” Belinda said. “She sent Hurricane Williams back to hell.” Belinda lit up one of her menthols. “That’s what the stories say anyway.”

      Knox crossed his arms, leaned his ass back against the desk, and gave that idea some very serious thought. In all the versions of all the stories about Hurricane Williams, there was always one consistency—Parker Ames. According to folklore and bullshit, Parker Ames was the hero who saved the day and sent Hurricane back to the hell he’d come from. How she did this differed, of course, with whoever was telling the tale.

      Arthur Fox down at Jerry’s Luncheonette claimed that Parker Ames beheaded Hurricane and set his corpse on fire. Meg Nance down at the Last Jar said that she opened up a portal to hell and karate kicked him into said portal before it closed. Then there was Glynn Coll who, after one too many Budweisers, had told Knox that Parker Ames chained Hurricane to an engine block and sank it in the reservoir. Of course, none of those people telling the story were there when any of those things happened. They had all heard the stories from a someone’s cousin or a friend of a friend or something like that.

      Knox cut across the office and pulled out the drawer to one of the old and dusty filing cabinets. He fingered through the files until he found the one he was looking for. The folder was three inches thick and labeled “Massacre at the First Mantus Church.” He quickly thumbed through the pages.

      Belinda leaned forward. “Is she in there?”

      “I don’t know yet,” Knox said, spreading the contents of the folder across the desk. In among the gruesome crime scene photographs and artist’s renditions of something truly awful were the 1990 mug shots of Parker Ames, Corey Hayes, and somebody called Hell, who had no last name listed.

      Knox’s eyes darted around the files, looking for something in particular, and bingo! His finger slammed down on one specific thing.

      “What is it?” Belinda asked.

      Knox looked up at her and smiled, and this was a man who rarely smiled, even at things that made him happy, but there he was, grinning like an idiot. “There’s a phone number.”

      It was handwritten next to the photograph, and whoever had scribbled it in hadn’t initialed it according to procedure, but there it was.

      Belinda smashed the cigarette into the ashtray and leaned forward. “Are you going to call it?”

      Knox wrapped his fingers around the nearest telephone, wedged it between his ear and his shoulder, and dialed.

      It rang.

      And rang.

      And rang.

      Belinda leaned forward, held her breath, and waited.

      There was a click on the other end of the phone.

      Knox listened. “It’s an answering service.”

      “Are you going to leave a message?”

      He pulled the phone from the crook of his neck. “Damn right I’m going to leave a message.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      And that’s just what he did.

      The message was simple. It was clear. It could not under any circumstances have been misunderstood by anybody who heard it. It simply said: “Hurricane Williams is back in Columbia Falls.”

      That had been four hours ago. Four hours of pacing the station. Four hours of drinking coffee. And four hours of staring at the phone as if staring at the damn thing was going to make it ring any sooner.

      Belinda was asleep in one of the office chairs with her knees tucked up to her chest, but there was no chance of Knox sleeping. Not with all the coffee and adrenaline pumping through his veins.

      Knox dragged a chair across the room and planted himself in front of the entrance with a shotgun sitting in his lap, locked and loaded. He stayed in that position for the next handful of hours, waiting and listening and just waiting some more.

      Finally, he heard a noise out in the quiet street. He had been so on edge that he wasn’t even one hundred percent convinced that what he heard was even real. It could have been just some trick his mind was playing on him. So he sat up straight, leaned forward, and did his best to minimize the creaks of the chair under his ass.

      He waited and listened, and just when he thought the noise was something he’d imagined, he heard it again. It was a footstep, and it wasn’t alone. Somebody was walking around outside, and considering that every one of his deputies had quit, he had only one idea who it was.

      Knox raised the shotgun and squeezed the butt firmly into his shoulder. The footsteps grew louder as they worked their way up to the entrance then paused on the other side of the door. Knox quietly rose to his feet. He took aim at the door, drew a breath, then wrapped a finger around the trigger. And as soon as he heard another footstep on the other side of that door, he squeezed that trigger.

      Boom!

      The shell exploded out of the end of that shotgun, tearing a massive hole in the door. Belinda jerked awake with fright, but Knox wasn’t concerned with her right then. He took a small step forward and peered through the gaping hole that looked out into the darkness outside.

      “Who goes there?” Knox yelled out.

      “Dude, isn’t that something you should have asked before you started shooting?” The voice was young—or youngish—and male, and whoever it was, he was some sort of smartass.

      What the fuck is going on? Knox lowered the shotgun as a healthy dose of confusion washed over him. “State your business, pal.”

      “Hunting slimeballs and sending them back to hell.”

      The door slowly opened, and Knox relaxed when he saw Corey Hayes standing on the other side with his hands up to show that he was no threat. Corey was twenty-five, and in the ten years since the events at the First Mantus Church, he’d grown up and filled out. He was unshaven, his Levi’s were ripped, and his leather jacket looked as if it had been chewed up, spat out, and chewed again. Despite the clothes and the whiskers, the cheeky grin he had on his face all those years ago was still there.

      Knox cocked his head. “Expecting somebody else?” Corey asked. “I heard you had yourselves a slasher problem,” Corey said, lowering his hands and stepping into the station.

      “How’d you hear that?”

      “You left a message on my machine.”

      Belinda, with the blanket still wrapped around herself, took a couple of steps forward. “We called Parker Ames.”

      “Well,” Corey said, “Parker Ames has been missing for years.”

      “Where is she?” Belinda asked.

      “If I knew that, she wouldn’t be missing, now would she?”

      Knox lowered the shotgun but still let it linger in his hands. “So who the hell are you?”

      Corey set fire to a cigarette. “I’m the guy that turned up to sort out your slasher problem. Lucky for you I was down in Butte, getting one of those bison burgers I like, when I picked up your message. Now do you want my help or not? Because otherwise, bison burgers await.”

      Knox looked him up and down, sizing him up. “Have you dealt with this kind of thing before?”

      Corey took a couple of steps forward and slowly rolled up the sleeve of his shirt to reveal a couple of dozen skull and crossbones tattooed on his arm. “I’ve got one for every slasher I’ve sent back to hell.”

      Knox raised his eyebrow; it pulled up half his face. “Do you have a plan?”

      Corey smiled. “Yeah, dude. You’re going to love it.”
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      Nope. Nobody loved it. Belinda didn’t love it—that was for sure. She shuffled down the main street of Columbia Falls, thinking to herself that it was the worst idea in the history of ideas.

      It was the middle of the night. She had no weapon or backup, and from experience, from everything she knew, she had no chance in hell of surviving in one piece. She looked over her shoulder back down the street with stores that were all closed, empty, and dark. There wasn’t a soul in sight.

      “Stupid plan,” she muttered to herself, turning back around. “You’re an idiot. What the hell are you even doing?”

      Right behind her, right exactly where Belinda had been looking only a moment earlier, Hurricane Williams stepped out of the darkness and into the street. The machete in his hand was so long that when he held it low along his leg, the tip scraped along the road as he walked, sending a screech into the night.

      It was that screech that made Belinda stop in her tracks and look back. “Here we go,” she said.

      Just as those words left her lips, Hurricane Williams took off running, and there were no two ways about it—Hurricane Williams was coming straight for her.

      Belinda didn’t waste any time. Her Doc Martens pounded the pavement, and within seconds, she was running as fast as she possibly could. She peeled off Main Street and into an alley, and Hurricane was right there behind her with his footsteps hitting so hard the thumps reverberated off the walls and echoed around.

      Belinda busted out onto 1st Street. She looked over her shoulder saw Hurricane right there, still right on her tail, and by the look of him, he wasn’t slowing up anytime soon.

      Covered in sweat and out of breath, Belinda pushed through the pain in her legs and ran through the open gates of Darnell’s Auto Junkyard. Empty carcasses of Chevys and Cadillacs were stacked fifteen or twenty feet high, creating hallways of metal and chrome. Belinda raced through those car-made halls, but no matter how fast she ran, Hurricane Williams was gaining on her. It was just a matter of time before he was within arm’s reach, and when that happened, it would be all over for Belinda.

      She ran into a clearing surrounded by a wall of cars. She looked left and right, but there was no way out except for the way she’d come in and with Hurricane right behind her, that wasn’t an option.

      She ran as far as she could, turned, slammed her back against a wall of crushed metal, and waited. She was out of breath and out of options.

      Hurricane had her, and he knew it. The slasher slowed his run to a walk, and as he approached his prey, he gripped that machete tightly in his hand. At best, Belinda had seconds left.

      Then just as he was about to move in for the kill, Belinda yelled, “Wait! Wait! Wait!”

      Hurricane paused and cocked his head, trying to work out what she was up to.

      “Just wait right there.” Then she looked up and shouted, “Now!”

      Right above him, dangling from a crane, was a 1984 Lincoln Continental.

      “Now! Now! Now!”

      If Hurricane had any ideas about running, jumping, or simply just getting the hell out of the way, he didn’t have the time to implement any of those things because up in the crane was Knox. When he heard Belinda yell, he pressed one of the buttons on the crane’s control panel and released the Continental from the grasp of the crane.

      For a brief moment, it looked to Belinda as if the car was just hovering in midair for a moment or two before it came hurtling down and crushed Hurricane into the ground as if he were made of paper.

      A cloud of dust kicked up and engulfed the entire clearing for a couple of seconds, and when it dissipated, Corey Hayes was standing there with a chain saw in his hands. Belinda went to stand alongside him, and by the time she was there, Knox had climbed down from the control box on the crane. All three of them looked at the crushed wreck of the Continental.

      “Is that it?” Belinda asked.

      “I’ve seen a slasher walk through a burning house while on fire, and I’ve seen a slasher chase somebody on the stumps of their bloody legs. What I’ve never seen is a slasher walk away from being crushed under a two-ton Lincoln Continental,” Corey said.

      Then what was left of that Lincoln shuddered, shifted, and moved. There was something clearly and undeniably shaking and moving under what was left of that car.

      “Come on?” Corey said. “Get out of town.”

      Metal-on-metal grinded together as what was left of the car shook, then out of the middle, Hurricane Williams tore through what used to be the car’s roof and climbed on top of the wreck like a hero who had just conquered some vicious enemy. He aimed his head to the moon and screamed out a war cry that made the hairs on Belinda’s neck stand up.

      “I’m going to be honest with you both,” Corey said to the others. “This is not how I thought this night was going to go.”

      “What do we do?” Knox asked.

      “The way I see it, we’ve got two options,” he said. “The first option is to scream at the top of our lungs and run and hide somewhere.”

      “And this other option?” Knox asked.

      Corey cranked up the chain saw. “Start taking body parts.”

      He stepped forward, ready to go toe to toe with Hurricane. The slasher jumped off what was left of the Continental and hit the ground with a thud.

      Corey revved the chain saw a couple of times. “It’s on like Donkey Kong.”

      Hurricane Williams took off running toward Corey Hayes, and Corey stood firm, ready to take on that beast of beasts. Belinda and Knox wanted no part of what was about to go down and stepped as far away from Corey as they possibly could.

      They were almost about to collide when Corey swung the chain saw back, ready to strike. He squeezed the trigger. The chain spun around quickly, and when Hurricane was in range, Corey went in for the attack, swinging that chain saw right at the slasher.

      Without any hesitation whatsoever, Hurricane caught the chain saw blade in his bare hands. In. His. Bare. Hands. He ripped it away from Corey as if it were nothing more than a toy, snapped the bastard in two, and tossed it aside.

      Shocked, Corey paused, then he shot a look at Knox and Belinda. “It’s probably a good time to go with option one.”

      They were still struggling to come to terms with what they had just seen, and neither of them could take their eyes off Hurricane.

      Then Corey snapped them back into the nightmare they were in. “Run!”

      And the three of them hit the road as fast as they could through the maze of broken cars, chrome, and metal. Not one of them had the guts to look back. In fact, they didn’t even need to look back because each of them could hear the heavy and god-awful thumps chasing them out of the corridor of dead cars in Darnell’s Auto Junkyard and out into the street.

      As soon as their feet hit the road, Knox made the biggest mistake of his life. He tripped over an uneven bit of road and fell flat on his face. In the terms of who was winning in the race out of the junkyard, it was a close call for first and second with Belinda and Corey, but it was as clear as day that Knox was coming in dead last.

      Belinda turned. “Get up! Get up! Get up!”

      But there was no chance. He was down for the count, and within seconds, Hurricane was on top of him, machete in hand and ready to get to work.

      Knox and Corey caught each other’s eyes. It was the end of the line, and they both knew it.

      Hurricane raised that gigantic machete into the night sky, where it caught the moonlight briefly, before slamming it back down so hard and fast that it cut Knox’s body in two! Horizontal. Right through his torso.

      Belinda screamed, and when Hurricane heard the horror in her voice blasted down the street, his attention shifted from the corpse at his feet and refocused on Belinda and Corey.

      “You should probably get out of here,” Corey said.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” he said as he turned to face her. “But if I were you, I’d totally get the hell out of here.”
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      Belinda got the hell out of there. From the sheath hanging off Corey’s belt, he pulled out the machete. Written alongside the blade in bright white paint were the immortal words “Come as you are.”

      He gripped it tightly and shifted his eyes back up to Hurricane. “Let’s go, slimeball.”

      Hurricane didn’t need to be told twice. He stepped over the two separate pieces of the former sheriff of Columbia Falls and made a beeline for Corey.

      Corey tried to swallow, but his throat was dry, which never a good sign. Then he pulled a lungful of breath into his chest and pushed the fear down into the depth of his belly. ran straight at the slasher. He gripped the machete tightly and close to his body.

      Hurricane saw the attack coming, and he wasn’t going down without a fight. He swung his own machete back, and when Corey was in range, he swung that big hunk of murderous metal Corey’s way.

      Corey jumped right over it and swung his own blade—not once, not twice, but three times—before landing right behind Hurricane with ease. By the look of the half-American Ninja, half-Chuck Norris move, Corey had used that acrobatic stuff to send many slashers to hell before.

      He looked over his shoulder back at Hurricane and was half expecting the big bastard to fall and say goodbye to the world, but nope. Although he was bleeding, Hurricane didn’t look ready to keel over and die anytime soon. In fact, he looked stronger than ever.

      Corey wiped the sweat from his brow. “Do you think we could maybe get a time-out?”

      Very slowly, Hurricane shook his head from left to right.

      “That’s a shame,” Corey said. “I was really hoping we could.”

      Hurricane swung his machete at Corey. It was going to be a massive blow, and Corey could see it coming a mile away. There wasn’t much he could do about it except for throwing up his own blade to block the blow. It worked… kind of.

      Hurricane had so much power behind his attack that Corey’s weapon was smacked clean out of his hands, leaving him standing there with nothing but his charming personality to protect him—but really, that wasn’t going to get him far.

      Without skipping a beat, Hurricane swung his foot upward, slammed it into Corey’s chest, and sent the young monster hunter flying across the road, where he crashed down hard onto the concrete.

      Dazed and confused, Corey needed a couple of moments to catch up to the situation, and once he did, he opened his eyes and saw Hurricane towering over him with that machete dangling by his thigh. Corey saw his whole life flash before his eyes, and he had to admit it wasn’t great, but he didn’t have time to think much more about it right then.

      Hurricane slammed his machete down, and it looked like it was all over for Corey Hayes—then at the last millisecond, he rolled to the side.

      The blade struck the road with a flash of sparks and cracked the pavement. Hurricane pulled back to attack again, but again, Corey rolled—this time in the other direction. Hurricane’s blade hit into the concrete, and again, there was a flash of sparks.

      Enough was enough. Hurricane lifted his big, dirty boot and pushed it down on Corey’s chest, pinning him firmly to the ground. There was no more rolling around for Corey. He kicked and thrashed, and he was almost out of breath with the heavy boot crushing his chest when he saw headlights punch out of the darkness of the empty Columbia Falls street.

      Behind those headlights was a sheriff department Bronco, and behind the wheel of that Bronco was Belinda Hastings. The Bronco hit Hurricane Williams hard and fast and sent the slasher flying across the street. He came crashing down onto the road and rolled half a dozen times before coming to a stop with his body all battered and disjointed, with all the bendable parts bent in the wrong directions.

      Belinda backed the Bronco up as Corey stumbled to his feet, then he climbed inside.

      “Thanks,” Corey said, wincing in pain. “I needed that.”

      Belinda peered through the windshield at that the mangled mess that was Hurricane Williams. “Is he dead?”

      Corey leaned forward, and they both watched and waited. For a moment, it looked as if they might have just done it. Then a disjointed arm up shot up. It started to crack back into place, along with the rest of his body as it put itself back together.

      Belinda winced at the horrifying scene she was witnessing. “What do we do?”

      He had battled dozens of slashers all over the country. He had taken out the Backstab Killer in Kentucky and the Mincer in upstate New York. He’d even gone toe to toe with Crazy Jane Roberts, but some slashers were more persistent, more powerful, and just downright more evil than others. Hurricane Williams was one of those slashers.

      He had only ever known one person to send Hurricane Williams to hell.

      “There’s only one thing left to do,” Corey said. “We need to find Parker Ames.
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      Corey Hayes hadn’t laid eyes on Parker Ames in close to ten years. Every once in a while, he’d heard a rumor about where she was, and like most rumors, they’d turned out to be bullshit told by bullshitters. That said, Corey needed to find Parker Ames pronto, which meant he need to sift through the bullshit to find the truth.

      Corey called every number in the little black book that he kept in the glove compartment of the Eldorado, and for the most part, he got disconnected numbers, hang-ups, and answering machines. He must have left close to sixty messages over seven days, and not one person had called him back. But not everyone in their line of business had a phone. And not everybody in their line of business was easy to find.

      Moe Crazy was one of those people.

      Corey and Parker had come across Moe Crazy down in Florida sometime late in 1990 or 1991—Corey couldn’t remember exactly when, but he remembered exactly what had happened as if it were yesterday.

      Some people said Robert Johnson sold his soul to the devil to be able to play the guitar like a badass. Some said David Hasselhoff sold his soul to the devil to get the role of Michael Knight in Knight Rider. It turned out that people selling their souls to the devil was a real thing. The problem with selling a soul to the devil is the devil actually expected the seller to live up to their end of the bargain. At the conclusion of the deal they absolutely must, as pursuant to the contract, deliver their soul to the devil. And the devil had a habit of “cursing” anyone who didn’t deliver. Now, Corey had always thought the wording in the contract was a bit vague, and the term “curse” was open to any number of interpretations. Apparently, a lot of the folks who made a deal with the devil tended to skim past the fine print, and in the early ’90s, Kristy Cameron was one of those people.

      Kristy Cameron had wanted to be the most popular girl at South Miami High, and after she’d sold her soul to the devil, Kristy was. Within the short space of a few weeks, she had become the head cheerleader, started dating Chris Winters, the most popular boy in school, and was voted homecoming queen. It was everything she’d ever dreamed of, and after she had it all, she conned herself into believing that she had all those things not because the devil had given her a helping hand, but because she actually deserved them. So when it came time for the devil to collect the soul he was contractually entitled to, Kristy Cameron gave him the middle finger and told him to go to hell.

      She should have read the small print. The devil didn’t take her popularity or homecoming crown away. He didn’t make everyone in her school hate her; he didn’t even make her ugly, which was what she’d feared most. The devil simply cursed her with an overpowering sense of paranoia. Within days, Kristy thought everybody was out to get her. She thought all the girls on the cheerleading team wanted her position as head cheerleader, that all her friends were out to steal her boyfriend, and that everybody in the school hated her guts. None of it was true. That didn’t matter, though. All that mattered was that Kristy Cameron thought it was true.

      And she made damn sure that every last one of those girls would pay. It didn’t take long for those feelings of paranoia to turn murderous, and after that, it didn’t take long for the bodies to start stacking up at South Miami High. First were Melanie Hernandez, Hayley Cox, and Vanessa Perez on the cheer squad, then every girl in Chris Winters’s US History class in third period. And all of that happened within three weeks.

      Like Parker and Corey, Moe Crazy read the papers, combing for details of slasher killings, and that particular story about a bunch of girls from the same school all dying in “strange accidents” or “unusual circumstances” had piqued both their interests. So when Parker and Corey arrived in South Miami, they arrived at roughly the same time as Moe Crazy.

      Moe had been hunting slashers for a long time, and he would often brag that there was nothing he couldn’t hunt, kill, dismember, and send back to hell. He had a big, tragic backstory involving a slasher murdering a bunch of his loved ones. He’d told Parker about that back in the ’90s, but Corey hadn’t really listened, and it hadn’t occurred to Corey to ask again. What Corey could say about Moe Crazy was that he’d certainly earned his name. In his years hunting with Parker, they’d come across other slasher hunters. Most were amateurs, whom Corey referred to as “dead meat,” and others were just after that one slasher that had killed a wife, kid, husband, brother, or whoever. Then there were a few whom Corey would call pros—the hard-core killers who had sent a great many slashers back to hell. What Corey Hayes had never seen, not once before coming across Moe Crazy, was a blind slasher hunter.

      Blind as a bat Moe Crazy was. He couldn’t see a goddamned thing. At first, Corey thought it was just bullshit, because no one, Corey didn’t care how crazy they were, would go up against a killing machine like a slasher without being able to see a thing.

      Nevertheless, Team Parker-Corey and Moe Crazy had teamed up together, and within a week, the mysterious killings that had plagued South Miami High suddenly stopped. Sadly, though, Kristy Cameron seemed to be the final victim, and her body has yet to be found.

      Parker and Corey had taken down three more slashers with Moe down in the South before Moe Crazy retired to somewhere in the middle of the Nevada desert. Corey hadn’t seen or heard of him in years. Hell, he didn’t even know if the old man was still alive, but considering how every single lead he had on Parker Ames was a dead end, it was worth the chance to check in on the old man.

      Corey took a sip from the Big Gulp nestled between his legs, slipped on his Ray-Bans, and scanned the miles of empty desert road ahead of him. That was all he had been looking at for hours: Empty. Desert. Road.

      Just when he was starting to think it would never end, a small speck emerged on the horizon. Corey couldn’t tell what it was. At that distance, he didn’t know if he was looking at a shack, a camper, or even just a burned-out shell of a car. But as the Eldorado cruised closer, the speck on the horizon grew larger with every mile of ground Corey covered. The speck had become a small two-story building with “US Air Force Testing Site 0012” written in faded paint on the side of the building.

      Corey brought the Eldorado to a stop and shut down the engine. The Guns N’ Roses he’d been blasting out of the CD player shut down as well. By the look of it, the old testing facility hadn’t been under military control for fifty or more years. The paint was faded and flaking, the windows were all cracked, and the sand from the desert had piled up against one of the walls.

      At first glance, to the common eye, the joint looked deserted, but if Corey truly thought it was deserted, he wouldn’t have made the drive out to the middle of nowhere, now would he?

      He climbed out of the Eldorado, pushed the Ray-Bans up the bridge of his nose, and scanned the emptiness around him. Then he settled his eyes on the old building. “Yo, Moe? You in there?”

      Nothing but the wind answered him.

      “It’s Corey Hayes,” he called out. “We sent a couple of dead things back to hell a few years ago.”

      He took one step, but one was all it took. He felt a tug on his jeans and looked down to see he had just then walked into a trip wire. There wasn’t enough pressure on the wire to blast his leg off, but there certainly was enough to make him stop dead in his tracks and turn white.

      “Bet you’re regretting some of your life decisions around about now, aren’t you?”

      Corey looked up to see Moe Crazy leaning against the doorframe of the building. “Yeah, I think that I kinda am, dude.”

      “Take a step back,” Moe said. “I’d do it at the speed of molasses if I were you.”

      “No offense,” Corey said. “But, Moe, you’re blind as shit. Should I really be taking advice from you on this particular situation?”

      “No offense, motherfucker?” Moe griped. “I can go back inside if you want.”

      “No, no, no,” Corey said. “What do I do?”

      “What I told you to do. You step back slowly.”

      A bead of sweat rolled down Corey’s cheek. “Slowly?”

      “You could do it fast, but that’s going to be on you.”

      Corey drew a breath, then as if he were in slow motion, he moved his leg backward until the tension on the wire eased and he was no longer even touching it. He wiped his brow. “Do you treat all your guests like this?”

      “Motherfucker, do you think I moved the hell out here to have houseguests? Now what do you want?”

      “I’m looking for Parker,” Corey said.

      The old man grumbled. “You better get your ass in here then.” He took his hulking frame back into the concrete box, where he had a cot, a small makeshift kitchen, and not much else floating around.

      Corey took half a glance around the joint. “I guess you’re going with that minimalist look.”

      Moe Crazy pulled up a chair and took a seat. “So you want to know where Parker Ames is, huh?”

      Corey looked around for a chair. There was only one, and Moe was already sitting on that, so Corey just stood. “Yeah, you heard anything?”

      “Why don’t you leave that girl alone? She’s been through enough.”

      “I would,” Corey said. “But something’s happened.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Hurricane Williams is back.”

      Moe leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. “Tough nut to crack that Hurricane Williams.”

      “She’s the only one who’s ever defeated him.”

      “And look at what that cost her,” Moe said.

      “If I don’t find her, that big bastard is going to keep on hacking his way through innocent folk, so if you know where she is, it would be real handy if you told me.”

      “Only rumors,” Moe said as he leaned back in his chair. “Nothing much more than rumors. About nine or maybe ten years ago, I heard that our Miss Parker Ames was down in the Deep South. Tennessee, I think. It was there that she came across a particular pesky slasher by the name of Memphis Blood.”

      “I’ve heard of him. I heard he was dead.”

      “We’ll, that part is true. What isn’t true is the account of how he died. You see, many folk down there in the Tennessee area believe that ol’ Memphis Blood was killed when the local county sheriff and a militia he put together cornered the slasher in some country barn and unleashed a barrage of bullets that would have made the shooting of Bonnie and Clyde look tame. What they didn’t know was that Parker Ames was in that shack with him, and she copped more than her fair share of those bullets.”

      “So she’s dead?”

      “Not exactly,” Moe said. “Not exactly. On that particular day nine or ten years ago, Parker Ames did indeed die. But it’s within the afterlife in which this story gets a little interesting. You see, after she died, Parker Ames found herself in purgatory, and it was in purgatory that she was visited by the angel Ramiel, also known as the angel of thunder. Now Ramiel had a deal for Parker.”

      “What was that deal?”

      “In exchange of granting her life back on earth, Ramiel wanted her to go to hell and kill the devil.”

      It took a couple of moments for those words to sink in, and once they had, Corey repeated them in his own mind a couple of times. Corey paced across the room and paused, thinking about what Moe had just told him. Then he paced back to where he’d just been to run through the same scenario again.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Corey said. “She’s in hell?”

      Moe Crazy nodded his old head.

      “Like fire and brimstone and some guy with pointy horns on his head? You expect me to believe that?”

      “That’s what I heard.”

      “And you believed that?”

      Moe shrugged. “The world’s a strange place, Corey Hayes. You should know that better than anyone.”

      Corey agreed that the world was a strange place, but he didn’t agree it was that strange. He walked out of Moe Crazy’s, thinking the old man had well and truly lost his marbles, then he climbed into his car and hit the road. Over the course of the week, he heard two more far-fetched, totally batshit-insane off-the-wall stories of the current whereabouts of Parker Ames.

      Far-Fetched Batshit-Insane Off-the-Wall Story One: Sometime during the great Space Race, NASA launched a high-tech super prison called the Dungeon into space. Now, according to the story Corey heard, the Dungeon was home to one thousand of the worst of the worst, most dangerous criminals in the country. We’re talking mass murderers, terrorists, leaders of hostile nations. Anyone who was a real mad-and-bad bastard, chances were they would end up in the Dungeon. For many years, the outer space prison system worked perfectly well. That was until 1994, when serial killer Thomas “the Dismantler” Voytilla was convicted of the murdering and eating forty-two women all along the Sunset Strip. He was sentenced to hard labor at the Dungeon. What NASA and the US Government didn’t know at the time was that the Dismantler, while he was causing mayhem on the streets of Los Angeles, had murdered and eaten one Diana Gadd. If they didn’t know that then, they certainly didn’t know that Diana Gadd had a brother in the Dungeon. There was one person who knew Diana Gadd’s murderer was on his way to the Dungeon—and that was Diana Gadd’s brother.

      So when the Dismantler arrived, he… well, he got dismantled. But he was a mean son of a bitch, and hell didn’t want him, so his reanimated body came back to life. Then the Dismantler went to work, continuing the killing spree he’d started back in Los Angeles. As one would imagine, things went from bad to worse. Every security team sent up to the Dungeon was never heard from again, and after three weeks, all hope was lost. That was when the government sent Parker Ames in.

      The story goes that she was rotting in a jail cell for a crime she hadn’t committed, and for a full pardon, she agreed to go to the Dungeon and kill the Dismantler.

      That story was told to Corey by a “reporter” who’d made a career of chasing conspiracy theories. Corey didn’t believe a single word of it and became even less interested when the reporter, who’d agreed to only meet him at the Denny’s on NC-172, stiffed him on the bill.

      Far-Fetched Batshit-Insane Off-the-Wall Story Number Two: According to Joe Freddy—and this should be absolutely taken with a grain of salt because as far as Corey was concerned, Joe Freddy wasn’t exactly the most reliable of narrators—but according to Joe Freddy, Parker Ames was now currently a slasher herself.

      Turns out, Parker went to the small town of Belle River, Louisiana, where the local townsfolk had been experiencing some unexplained deaths due to a particularly powerful voodoo queen who went by the name of Voodoo Legbra. For a fee, Legbra would curse anybody her clients desired by turning them into what they feared the most. If they feared being alone, all their family and friends would die in some freak accident. If they feared being caught for some dark act they’d committed in their past, they were suddenly unable to tell a lie. Voodoo Legbra got word that Parker was gunning for her, and instead of packing up and moving across the country to open up shop somewhere else, Legbra decided to turn her talents on Parker Ames and cursed her, turning the slasher hunter into the very thing she feared becoming the most—a slasher.

      According to Joe Freddy, Parker Ames was now cursed and traveling up and down the coast, hacking and slashing unsuspecting victims just like the monsters she used to hunt.

      After two weeks, Corey had heard so many ridiculous stories that he actually wished Hurricane Williams had killed him. Three weeks in, Corey called it quits. He figured Parker was either dead or had disappeared so deeply that the only way she was going to be found was as if she wanted to be found.

      What he needed was a bottle of bourbon, loud music, and to sleep for a week. In fact, that was what he planned to do as soon as he walked out of the Denny’s in Topeka, Kansas, but then his cell rang.

      He pushed the phone to his ear.

      “Corey?” the hesitant voice on the other end of the line said. “Is that you?”

      “This is Corey.”

      “Corey Hayes?”

      “That’s right, lady. Who’s this?”

      “A friend,’ she said. “I know where Parker Ames is.”
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      Megan Collins had to work up a lot of courage to pick up the telephone and call Corey Hayes. She hadn’t spoken to him in years, and if she was being brutally honest, she’d spent a significant part of her day trying to forget him, Parker Ames, and the whole bloody affair. But no matter how hard she tried, every single time she looked in the mirror and saw the scars staring back at her, she couldn’t help but be instantly transported back to the night when everything went wrong.

      She was next door, babysitting for the Beals, who had gone away for the night. Brian and Jo were seven and ten years old, and Megan never had any trouble with them. They were good kids, and they had their night all planned out. They were going to watch three scary movies and have popcorn and candy, then it was off to bed for the three of them. That was the plan anyway. But not all plans worked out.

      Earlier in the day, they’d walked around the corner to the Blockbuster and combed the horror section for a couple of movies. Even though the kids were seven and ten, they had a pretty good constitution for horror movies, and as long as they didn’t tell their parents, Megan would let them watch whatever they wanted.

      On that particular Saturday night, they’d rented The Monster Squad, The Lost Boys, and The Gate. Megan had seen them all before, but she didn’t care. As long as the kids didn’t run around the house making a mess of everything that she would have to clean later, she was happy to watch all three again.

      They watched Monster Squad and Lost Boys, but when Denny went to put in The Gate, they found out that somebody had returned the wrong video. The tape that should have been The Gate was marked with one label and one label only: DO NOT WATCH.

      So naturally, they slipped it into the video player and pressed play. In hindsight, it wasn’t Megan’s best decision. The video started off in snow, the tracking kicked in, and once that was sorted out, the home video of a séance flickered on-screen. The three of them leaned forward, trying to make sense of what they were watching. Four people sat around a table in a basement somewhere, holding hands around a Ouija board. Judging by their clothes and the vibe of the whole thing, Megan figured it was maybe recorded sometime in the late seventies. They started chanting in some language she didn’t understand, and as soon as they did, a wind kicked up in the basement, swirling papers, cups, and other things around the table.

      What Megan didn’t realize was that while a wind had kicked up on what they were watching on-screen, the very same thing was happening in the Beals’ living room. All three of them shifted even closer and watched as the chants of the séance grew louder and louder until the basement erupted into a mini tornado around the table. As the chants grew louder and louder, Megan finally realized that the living room had also erupted into a mini tornado, with the chair and ornaments and VHS covers all flying around the room.

      “Turn it off! Turn it off!” she yelled.

      Brian hit the switch. The television went black, and everything that was spinning around came crashing down, leaving Megan and the two kids just staring at the screen, not fully sure of what the hell they’d just seen.

      “Let’s not watch that video again,” Brian said.

      “Good idea,” Megan said.

      But the damage was already done. The chanting crazies in the video had summoned the Maniac. When they’d played the video not thirty seconds earlier, Megan, Brian, and Jo had also summoned the Maniac, and what they didn’t realize was that the Maniac was standing right behind the couch they were all sitting on.

      Naturally, when Megan turned around and saw him, she did the appropriate amount of screaming, collected the two kids, and ran like hell. They didn’t get very far before the Maniac cornered them on the second floor. He moved in closer, gripping his ax, and Megan thought it was all over… then she saw Parker Ames and Corey Hayes running down the hall toward the Maniac. She’d found out later that they had been tracking that evil VHS tape for weeks and had finally tracked it to the Beals’ video card.

      Parker Ames and Corey Hayes saved her life that night. But she didn’t walk away without a reminder of that horrific event. Megan Collins, now Megan McNamara, looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. It was the only mirror she would allow in the house. There also weren’t many photographs on the wall—none of her anyway. No memories of birthdays or weddings or any other kinds of celebrations.

      But there she was, standing in her bathroom and forcing herself to look at her face and remember everything that had happened that Saturday night at the Beals’. From a distance, like across the room or in a busy supermarket, Megan McNamara looked like any twenty-five-year-old newly married woman with a three-month-old baby sleeping in the other room. But up close, her face told a different story. It was covered in one hundred little scars that made her look as if she were a vase that had been broken and painstakingly glued back together.

      The doorbell rang, and when Megan made her way down the stairs and pulled open the door, she saw Corey Hayes standing on the other side. He hadn’t changed. Not one little bit. He was older of course, and he was a little more unshaven and even a little more worldly. He still carried himself like a fifteen-year-old boy without a care in the world, though.

      “Long time, no see,” Corey said.

      She threw her arms around his neck and gave him a hug, then they went inside. She made him some coffee and a sandwich—because he looked like he needed something healthy—and after some polite small talk, Corey came out with it.

      “I need to find Parker.”

      “I know,” Megan said, climbing out of her seat and putting the couple of dishes they had on the table into the sink. “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “In Columbia Falls, Montana. About a decade ago. Have you seen her since then?”

      “I have.” Megan put her hands on the sink and drew a breath. “What if she doesn’t want to be found, Corey? Have you thought of that?”

      “Something’s happened, and I can’t take care of it myself. I’ve tried. I need her.”

      Megan turned around. “Do you have a cigarette?”

      “Does a bear shit on a Catholic?” He pulled out two cigarettes, lit them, and passed one to Megan.

      She pulled back on a drag, gave a little cough, and smiled. “I haven’t had one of these in years. If Tom found out, he’d kill me.”

      “Megan,” Corey said, bringing her attention back. “There’s a slimeball out there killing people, and every day I spend looking for Parker, he’s just out there hacking more people to pieces. If you know where she is, I need to know.”

      Megan let out a long sigh. “Parker came through this way maybe eight or nine years ago. She needed a place to stay.”

      “How long was she here?”

      “About three weeks. I tended to wounds, gave her some fresh clothes, and when she was well enough, that was it. She just left.”

      “Did she say where she came from?”

      Megan shook her head. “Wherever it was, it wasn’t good.”

      “How could you tell?”

      “Look at my face, Corey. I’ve been there,” Megan said. “I told her she could stay as long as she wanted, but I got the sense that there was somewhere she needed to be.”

      “Where was that?”

      Megan hesitated. “Slaughter Beach, Delaware.”

      He snuffed out his cigarette in what was left of his coffee and stood. “Thanks, Megan.”

      Corey was halfway to the door when Megan called out, “Hey, Corey.”

      He stopped and turned.

      “If she’s happy, let her be happy.”
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      Jacob Wilson was the first person in Slaughter Beach to see Corey Hayes cruise into town in his big red Cadillac Eldorado. Teddy was sitting on the veranda of the house his great-granddaddy had built with his bare hands way back in 1893. It was sometime after four in the afternoon; he knew that because every day for the past fifty years, Jacob had made his way out to the veranda at three o’clock in the afternoon, sat in his favorite chair with a can of Coors, and watched the sun set and waves roll in on the beach.

      The house was nothing much more than a one-bedroom shack, but Jacob would bet his entire fortune—that wasn’t a lot, but it was all he had—that the view from his veranda was the best in all of Delaware. Not many Delaware residents would have the grit to take him up on that either. Jacob didn’t even mind that the main road into town ran straight past his house and any passing cars or trucks or motorcycles ran right through his view.

      As it was, Slaughter Beach wasn’t like many of the other big towns along the Delaware Bay. Truth of it was, Slaughter Beach was somewhat of a hidden little town on the map of America, and that was the way the people of Slaughter Beach liked it. The city had grown over the past few hundred years to a few thousand: 4,736, to be exact. They had themselves a festival every fall, a Christmas parade for the kiddies, a town hall, a sheriff, and a couple of diners that both claimed to have the best apple pie in Delaware. Hell, Slaughter Beach even had a Dunkin’ Donuts like they did over in Wilmington, which some people in town thought made them a bit too cosmopolitan. They had it now, and there was not much those folks could do about it. Jacob had even caught a couple of those folks who did bitch and moan about it occasionally sneaking on out with a bear claw or two clutched in their hands.

      Slaughter Beach was a funny old town. A funny old town indeed, Jacob thought to himself. Nobody even knew where the name had come from, because any which way it was cut, Slaughter Beach didn’t exactly have a welcoming ring to it. The story of how the town came to be changed with whomever was doing the telling, but there were at least three versions of the town’s origins that people generally subscribed to as the truth.

      The first was that the town had simply been named after the postmaster, William Slaughter, sometime in the nineteenth century. Jacob considered that version pretty boring, and not many people really, truly believed it.

      The second version claimed the name came from the horseshoe crabs that washed up on shore and died each year. Every October, without fail, those poor crabs came up on the beach to lay their eggs, and when the low tide rolled on out again, hundreds of those poor bastards were stranded and died. Jacob always thought they would learn, but they never did.

      The third theory, which had been handed down from generation to generation and wasn’t in any history book, was probably the darkest of all. Apparently, one of the founding members of Slaughter Beach had come across the patch of land by the sea, where a number of American Indians were already enjoying the land, the ocean, and the sand. Instead of politely asking them to leave, he’d climbed back onto his ship and cannonballed the living hell out of anyone and everyone on the beach. And those events had earned Slaughter Beach its name.

      Jacob didn’t know if there was any truth to any of the stories. He just knew that every afternoon at four o’clock, he sat on his veranda, watched the sun dip in the sky and the waves roll in, and enjoyed the cold can of Coors in his hand. It was on one of those afternoons when he saw Corey Hayes’s Eldorado cruise along DE-9, blasting some god-awful racket out of its speakers, and although he didn’t know who Corey Hayes was at the time or what had brought him to Slaughter Beach that fine afternoon, he did lean forward and watch. The chrome glistened in the sun, and Jacob thought to himself, That there is going to lead to some very interesting developments, indeed. He didn’t know why he thought that; he just knew that somewhere deep in his belly, he was right.

      Jacob Wilson leaned back in his chair, took a sip of his Coors, and watched those waves roll in and back out again. An hour later, the tide was out, and all along the beach were hundreds of horseshoes crabs, lying there on their backs, kicking their little feet in the air as they died.

      Jacob finished his beer and climbed to his feet. “Some creatures just never learn.”
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      The Eldorado blasted down the empty road, with the ocean on one side, a few scattered houses on the other, and not much else in between. He had half a tank of gas, but Corey was in the habit of always making sure he had a full tank, especially whenever he turned up to a new town. He’d learned from experience not to be in a position where he was the new face in a small town that had experienced a string of recent murders. In the event that he had to get the hell out of Dodge in one hell of a hurry, he didn’t want to be caught without any gas in the tank.

      So as he rolled up onto the outskirts of Slaughter Beach, Corey kept his eyes peeled for a gas station, and a few miles later, he leaned forward, peered through the dusty windshield, and spotted the First & Last Roadhouse. He eased off the gas and let the Eldorado cruise into the old station before bringing it to a stop just by the one and only pump. By the look of things, the years hadn’t been kind to the First & Last. The sea air drifting off the ocean had faded the paint and rusted the steel, and if it hadn’t been for the sign on the door, Corey would have picked the place for some failed business that had died years before. But the sign on the door said they were open, so Corey climbed out of the car as a warm breeze pushed across his face.

      “Hello?” Corey called out. He closed his eyes to listen for a response, but the only sound on the air was the whistle of the wind and the crash of the ocean breaking against the shore. “Is anyone there?”

      Nothing.

      He had been in enough situations to know something smelled like shit. He had a .45 strapped to his hip, and he made sure his hand never strayed far from it as he made his way over the cracked concrete and up to the small building. Corey got an angle on one of the windows and tried to peek inside, but there were no lights on, and except for the neon Gulf Oil light flashing in the corner of the service station, he couldn’t see anything at all.

      Corey pulled the .45, let it dangle low by his thigh as he pushed through the glass door, and stepped inside. The smell hit him like a slap in the face. There was no mistaking it was the smell of rotting human flash.

      Over by the ancient cash register, he spotted a body on the floor. Three feet away, by the bait locker, was that body’s head. By the smell and the look of the whole thing, Corey figured the poor bastard had already been dead at least twenty-four hours. His name was Lloyd, or so the name tag on his shirt said.

      Corey lit a cigarette and looked over the scene. It could have been a robbery gone wrong or some other kind of bad luck, but there was one thing that bad luck stories and robberies didn’t usually have—a severed head. But for a slasher, removing a head from a body was second nature.

      “Well,” Corey said as he holstered the .45. “At least I know I’m in the right town.”

      Yep, there were no two ways about it. Hurricane Williams was in Slaughter Beach, and it was just a matter of time before the son of a bitch found Parker Ames. Corey flipped the Open sign on the door and got the hell out of there. It was a little after four o’clock in the afternoon. In a couple of hours, it would be dark, and as soon as the sun went down, all the things that go bump in the night would get a hell of a lot more adventurous. From what he remembered of Hurricane Williams, the slasher wasn’t exactly of the patient variety. If Hurricane came to find Parker Ames and cause a ruckus, that was exactly what he was going to do. There was no doubt about it—anybody who stood in his way was going to come to the same fate as poor Lloyd and most likely lose their head.

      Corey jumped behind the wheel of the Eldorado, cranked up the big V-8 engine, and sped out of the First & Last Roadhouse parking lot like a bat out of hell. Ten minutes later, he was in the township of Slaughter Beach and pulling the Eldorado over to the side of the road on Main Street.

      Slaughter Beach was one of those towns that, not unlike hundreds of others peppered across the United States, hadn’t changed since the 1950s. At a glance, Corey counted two diners, a barber, a couple of antique stores, and the sheriff’s station. An American flag hung outside each and every one of them. It was Happy Days on steroids.

      Corey looked up at the banner that ran from the fire hall all the way over the road to the post office. In big orange-and-black lettering, the words Happy Halloween shifted in the breeze.

      “Of course it is,” Corey said to himself.

      He walked half a block to the Northside Diner, and when he pushed through the double doors, it was as if he had walked straight into a time warp. Wood paneling covered the walls, the vinyl seats in the booths were all a mustard brown, and the waitress behind the counter wore a maroon uniform.

      He took a stool at the counter.

      Maybelline looked over at him, closed the TV Guide she was reading, and made her way over with an order pad in her hand. “What can I get you, darlin’?”

      “What’s good here?” Corey asked as he gave the menu a glance.

      “The sweet potato casserole,” she said. “The best damn sweet potato casserole this side of the Chesapeake Bay. Which puts it in the running to be the best damn sweet potato casserole in the country.”

      Corey had been to Fort Mitchell, Nebraska, where they claimed to have the biggest cheeseburger in all fifty states. He had been to Blackfoot, Idaho, whose residents prided themselves on their baked potatoes, and he had been to Chesterton, where, according to Joe Freddy, they had the best damn roadkill pie in all of Kentucky. But he had never, not once in all his travels across the United States of America, been to a town that claimed to have the best sweet potato casserole in the entire Northeast.

      “It would be pretty ordinary of me to not have some sweet potato casserole after a recommendation such as that.”

      “You won’t be sorry.”

      “I’m sure I won’t,” he said.

      Maybelline came back a couple of minutes later and slid a plate of sweet potato casserole in front of him. “There you go, sweetie.” Then she bent over the counter, settled her chin in the palm of her hand, and watched as Corey took his first mouthful. “It’s good, isn’t it?”

      Corey leaned back on the stool. “I’m not going to lie to you, Maybelline. This may very well be the best damn sweet potato casserole I’ve ever tasted.”

      “Told you that you wouldn’t be sorry,” she said. “Did you just get into town?”

      “How could you tell?”

      “I’ve been in Slaughter Beach all of my nineteen years, and in those nineteen years, I haven’t laid eyes on you even once.” With her chin still in her hand, she pointed at the Eldorado parked out in the street with her little finger. “And that’s not exactly subtle, if you know what I mean.”

      Corey glanced at the car. “No, she is not. Look, Maybelline, I don’t know if you might be able to help me.”

      “Why don’t you give it a try, sweetie?”

      “I’m looking for my sister. She came up here maybe nine or ten years ago. We’re not terribly close, me being from another marriage and all, and I thought it was time to change that. She sent me a letter a little while back, which like the damn fool I am, I went and lost. But I did remember the name of the town on the return address: Slaughter Beach, Delaware. She’s about five eleven, blond. Has a tendency to rub people the wrong way most of the time.” He patted himself down, pulled a photograph from his coat pocket, and placed it on the counter. The thing was old, bent, and creased, and it could have easily been the photograph of anyone fitting the description he’d just given her.

      Maybelline studied the photograph. “Sorry, sweetie. Not really ringing any bells.” She handed it back. “Sorry.”

      At the end of the counter, an old fisherman raised his coffee cup to get Maybelline’s attention and a refill. She excused herself, and as she walked away, Corey slipped the photograph back into his pocket.

      Corey spent the next two hours walking into each and every store along Main Street. As it turned out there were a hell of a lot more stores than he’d first anticipated. He went to Heather’s B&B, Elwood’s, and even a Ralph’s, and in each store, he ran through the same routine as he had with Maybelline. Over the course of retelling the story, he added in a few more details, like his wife, Mary Jo, and kids, William and Max, who were dying to meet their sister-in-law and aunt. After a good twenty or thirty times, he had perfected the performance. He knew when to pause for those heartfelt moments, when to choke up and push back a tear or two, and when to put on a manufactured brave face.

      No matter how good his fake story was or how well he delivered it, after two hours, Corey was back where he’d started; standing on the street in Slaughter Beach, without the faintest clue as to where Parker Ames was.

      He slumped down onto the bench outside the barber shop and lit a cigarette. The streets were starting to fill with kids goofing off after school in their Halloween costumes and parents rushing around with bags of groceries, getting ready for that night’s dinner.

      Corey rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands; he was beat. He had been on the road chasing Parker Ames for weeks, sleeping in the back of the Eldorado and eating burgers from whatever greasy spoon he found along the road, and he still hadn’t recovered fully from his injuries when Hurricane Williams tossed him around like a rag doll in Columbia Falls. His ribs hurt every single time he drew in a breath, two of his fingers were sprained, and his knees were killing him. He was just about starting to think that Parker Ames had never been to Slaughter Beach, and if she had, she’d likely moved on long ago. That was until he put the cigarette to death under the ball of his boot and looked up.

      It was just a flash, nothing more than a fraction of a fraction of a second. Across the street, through the people on the sidewalk and the traffic, Corey saw Parker Ames. He jumped to his feet, pushed past a handful of high school kids on the sidewalk, dodged a couple of cars on the road, and found himself on the other side of the street. By the time he’d made it that far, she was a few shops away, making her way down the street.

      “Hey!” Corey called out. “Parker.”

      The woman looked over her shoulder, gave him a confused glance, then kept on moving.

      “Parker?” Corey said more to himself than for anybody else to hear. His steps turned into a jog then into a run, and within a few seconds, he was right behind her. He wrapped his fingers around her arm, spinning her around. “Parker—”

      “Let go!” she yelled.

      Up close, Corey could see that the poor woman he was hassling didn’t even come close to resembling Parker Ames. But that wasn’t the only mistake Corey had made.

      He felt a hand grip his shoulder, and what he did next, he didn’t give so much as a second thought to. He just clenched his fist and swung. It was pure instinct. He really should have given it that second thought, because when that punch landed, it did so on the jaw of Joe Turner. Sheriff Joe Turner of Slaughter Beach, Delaware.

      Corey took one look at him and knew the trouble he was in. “Ah, shit, dude.”

      “I’d say that’s exactly what you’re in.” The sheriff wasn’t a big or menacing guy. In fact, he didn’t even look like a sheriff at all. He looked more like the coach of the high school basketball team who didn’t take things too seriously. He was that kind of guy. Joe was getting on close to forty years old but didn’t look a day over thirty, and instead of wearing the uniform of the Slaughter Beach Sheriff’s Department, he wore jeans and a collared shirt. He didn’t even carry a gun. They only reason Corey knew he was a sheriff was the badge on that shirt, and in the end, Corey knew he wasn’t going to talk his way out of that one.

      “All right,” Joe said. “Assume the position.”

      Corey knew the position and turned around with his hands on the wall of the Hero Bakery and spread his legs, shaking his head at his own stupidity.

      As Joe began the pat down, he turned to the woman. “You okay, Lea?”

      “I’ll live,” Lea said.

      “What’s this all about?”

      “He just mistook me for somebody else; that’s all.”

      “Is that true?” Joe asked Corey.

      Corey threw the woman a look. “Yeah, I was looking for some other lady.”

      “If it’s just a case of mistaken identity,” Joe said, “and if I can forgive the punch, then I don’t see any reason to take this any…” And that was when Joe patted something hard on Corey’s hip, and his whole body stiffened up. He slipped a hand under Corey’s leather jacket and pulled out a .45 from the holster on his hip.

      “I’ve got a permit for that,” Corey said.

      Joe ejected the magazine and the round from the chamber. “Is that so?”

      Corey gave that some thought. “No, I don’t have a permit.”

      Joe slipped the weapon into the waistband of his jeans. “Guess what, kid?”

      “I’m going in the can?”

      “That’s right,” Joe said. “You’re going in the can.”

      The locals had all gathered around to see what the ruckus was about.

      “What’s going on, Joe?” one of them said.

      “Nothing to see here, folks,” the sheriff replied. “Just go on about your business.”

      But none of them did. There wasn’t much action on the streets of Slaughter Beach, so as Joe walked Corey down the street to the station, they all watched.
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      Joe Turner pushed through the double doors of the Slaughter Beach sheriff’s station with Corey Hayes in cuffs. As far as sheriff’s stations went, Slaughter Beach had a pretty good one. It was only a couple of years old, and unlike the previous station, it had heating and cooling, which to Joe and his deputies was a very exciting development when they moved in. There were five or six desks and a good coffee machine. The bulletin board, which would have been reserved for wanted posters in any other station, was covered with drawings from the elementary kids who visited once a month. Joe didn’t mind, and the chances of any criminals on the FBI’s most wanted list walking into his little seaside town were slim. That was what he’d thought anyway, until he came across the kid out on Main Street with the .45 on his hip.

      Joe had three deputies. Two were on their annual fishing trip in Maryland, which left only the rookie, Deputy Morgan, by his side.

      She’d just celebrated her twenty-third birthday the day before, and when he walked in with Corey Hayes in cuffs, she looked up from a plate of day-old cake. “What did he do?”

      “He had a bad day. He hassled Lea out on Main Street and punched me in the jaw,” Joe said as he pulled the gun from his waistband and placed it on the desk. “And he had that.”

      Morgan looked from the gun to Corey. “You are having a bad day.”

      “I’m going to get him settled,” Joe said as he led Corey across the floor of the station and into the cellblock. Joe always thought the name “cellblock” was overkill. They had three cells, each with its own bed, a basin, and a toilet. Never in the history of the three-year-old station had all three cells been occupied. Hell, Joe couldn’t even think of an occasion when they’d put anyone in those cells for anything more than drunk and disorderly. He opened the door to the first cell, led Corey Hayes inside, closed the door with a clunk, and undid his handcuffs through the bars of the cells.

      Corey took a look at his surroundings, and judging by the expression on his face, he wasn’t exactly impressed. “How long am I going to be in here?”

      Joe held up Corey’s wallet, which he’d taken out on the street. “That all depends what comes up when I run your name.”

      Corey’s eyes dropped to the floor of the cell. “Shit,” he muttered. “I’m probably going to be in here for a while.”

      Joe went to his desk and pulled the cards out of Corey’s wallet, placing them gently on the desk. He had three licenses under three different names, two bank cards under two more different names, and a Denny’s loyalty card under yet a different name.

      “They’re probably all fake,” he told Morgan. “But run them anyway.”

      “No problem,” she said as she handed him a piece of paper.

      “What’s this?”

      “Someone’s killed Big Al’s dogs,” she said. “It’ll probably pay to go over there. He sounded real shook up about it.”

      “Which one?”

      “All of them.”

      Joe thought back to the last time he was at Al’s place, and in his mind, he tried to count how many dogs Al had. “He’s got six dogs,” Joe said. “They’re all dead?”

      “I don’t know?” Morgan said. “I’m just telling you what he told me.” She watched him as he slipped the paper between his lips, took the coat from the hook by the door, and put it on. “You know what this is, don’t you?”

      “Don’t start with this stuff again.”

      She motioned to the calendar on the wall. “It’s Halloween. Bad stuff always happens on Halloween.”

      Joe ignored her and headed for the door. “I’ll be back later. Call me if something bad happens.”

      Morgan let out a sigh. “It’s Slaughter Beach. Nothing ever happens here.” Then she dropped her voice to a deep drawl. “Except on Halloween.” She added on an evil laugh to her words of warning.

      Joe shook his head. “I’ll be back in an hour, Morgan. Keep an eye on our guest.”

      He pushed through the doors, took the couple of steps down to his Jeep, climbed inside, and peeled off down the road.
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      Sitting across the street from Sheriff Joe’s office in a 1995 Toyota minivan, sipping from a Snapple and waiting for him to leave, was Parker Ames. Although, she hadn’t used that name in close to ten years.

      If anybody went to Slaughter Beach, just like Corey had, and asked around town for Parker Ames, they would have been met with the same blank faces as Corey was. But if he had gone to Slaughter Beach and asked around town for Christine Turner, he would have gotten a very different response. Everybody in Slaughter Beach knew everybody, and they all knew Christine Turner. To some, she was the happy blonde who worked part-time at the video store. To others, she was the head of the Slaughter Beach PTA, and to many more, she was one of the ladies who sang in the church choir at Christmastime. And to Sheriff Joe Turner, she was his wife.

      When Parker Ames rolled into Slaughter Beach sometime in early 1991, she had a stolen car with fake plates, a duffle bag of clothes that were all too small, a baby due at any minute, and not much else. She also had a bag filled with what she referred to as her “escape fund”—eighty thousand dollars in insurance money that the company paid out when her parents were murdered. She’d kept the money stashed away in over a dozen safety deposit boxes scattered all across the country, and she’d spent the better part of nine months driving around, collecting the cash, and working out what the hell she was going to do with the rest of her life.

      One afternoon, while on her way to someplace else, she found herself cruising through Slaughter Beach, and from the very first moment she rolled down Main Street, she felt she was home. At the time, she didn’t know if it was the sun on her face, the sea air in her lungs, or a combination of both, but as soon as she pulled into town, the stress in her shoulders and that knot of fear in her stomach had faded and, for the first time in a long time, she felt safe.

      Within a week, she had rented a nice little place on 9th Avenue with three rooms and one of those tires hanging from a tree in the backyard that Parker had thought only existed in television shows set in the ’60s. It wasn’t much more than a week after she moved in that Parker’s water broke, and when she struggled down the couple of steps of her new home and behind the wheel of her secondhand Honda and turned the key, the engine wouldn’t start. She slammed her hands on the wheel and cursed that car to all hell, but it quickly became apparent to her that all that cursing wasn’t going to get her to the hospital, so she made her way back into the house and called 911. Slaughter Beach, being the small town that it was, used the station for all emergencies, and she was put straight through to the Sheriff’s Department and the sheriff himself, Joe Turner, answered the phone.

      There was only one ambulance in Slaughter Beach, and it was out in Belltown, helping out with a three-car pileup, but to Joe Turner, that didn’t mean the young lady on the other end of the line wasn’t going to get to the hospital.

      Within seconds of putting the phone back on the cradle, Sheriff Joe was behind the wheel of his Jeep and speeding down the road to the little house Parker Ames had rented. He got her to the hospital, and she gave birth right there in the waiting room, with Joe holding her hand the entire time.

      She had a girl. Samantha Jane was her name, and she weighed six pounds and two ounces. She had all her fingers and toes and Parker’s cheeky grin.

      The following decade wasn’t without its ups and downs, but there were certainly more ups than downs, and that was okay with Parker and Joe. They took things slow and eventually moved in together in Parker’s little house not too long after Sam’s first birthday. They spent their nights quietly and the weekends at the beach. Over time, all those years Parker had spent chasing slashers seemed like maybe it hadn’t happened at all.

      It had been a long time since she had thought about the name Parker Ames, and even longer since she uttered it aloud. That was of course—until thirty minutes ago, when she was in Josie’s Groceries, picking up a few things for dinner, and overheard Josie gossiping with Nettie about some young man the sheriff had just arrested. out on the street. According to Josie—and Josie was one hell of a gossip, so more times than not, her stories were embellished well beyond recognition—that young man had spent the afternoon going up and down Main Street, looking for somebody called Parker Ames. Neither Josie nor Nettie knew who he or Parker Ames were or why in God’s name the young man had a gun on him, but that didn’t stop them making some wild assumptions about what the answers to those questions were.

      Parker was pretty sure she knew the answers to all those questions, but she just paid for her groceries, kept her mouth shut and left. She went straight to her minivan, drove around the block, and parked right across the street from the sheriff’s station. She waited nervously for the next twenty minutes for Joe to get the hell out of the station.

      “One down, one to go,” she muttered to herself as she watched the sheriff cruise on down the street in his Jeep.

      She tapped her finger nervously on the wheel of her car. “Come on, Morgan. Go on patrol.”

      Then, as if on cue, Deputy Morgan stepped out of the station and locked the door behind her.

      “Bingo,” Parker said under her breath.

      Once Deputy Morgan was in her patrol car and on the road, Parker knew she had twenty minutes, tops. That was if she was lucky. By the time Morgan’s patrol was halfway down Main Street, Parker was out of the minivan crossing the road and working her way up the couple of steps to the station’s entrance. She looked over her shoulder to make sure the coast was clear, and the coast looked exactly that. She slipped her hand into her shoulder bag and pulled out a lockpick. Within seconds, she’d picked the lock and was inside.

      Parker headed straight to the cells, and when she pushed through the door, Corey jumped to his feet and cocked his head in confusion.

      She knew why. The Parker Ames Corey knew wore leather jackets, Runaways T-shirts, and combat boots. She cut her own hair and kept her nails short. If she ever wore makeup, it was always dark and heavy. The woman standing in front of him was the complete opposite of that. She was wearing a dress, and her hair had been cut, colored, and styled by someone who knew what they were doing. Her nails were painted, and the shoes on her feet were pink. Despite all those changes, though, the faint scar that ran down the side of her face from her eye to her jawline was still visible. and nothing was covering up the years of scar tissue on her knuckles from battling the undead.

      The confusion faded from his face and was replaced with an ear-to-ear grin. “I knew it… I knew you were here.”

      “What the hell are you doing?” Parker snapped.

      “I came to find you.”

      “What makes you think I want to be found?”

      “I just…” Corey stumbled to find the words. “I don’t know. I need your help with something.”

      “The answer’s no.”

      “What do you mean ‘no’? You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.”

      “There’s some sort of slasher out there that you can’t kill for whatever reason, and you want me to help you send him back to hell?” she said, putting her hand on her hips. “Is that about right?”

      “Well, shit… yeah. That’s exactly it. But I—”

      “‘But’ nothing,” she said in a loud whisper. “I’ve got a life here. I’ve got a husband, a family, a minivan. I’ve got PTA meetings on Tuesday nights. I don’t do that stuff anymore.”

      “What the fuck is a PTA meeting?”

      “It’s a committee that’s put together to—look, it doesn’t matter. You need to get out of town.”

      “I’m in a cell, Parker,” he said. “There’s not much opportunity in here.”

      “I can get you out of this cell, but you need to get the hell out of town and leave me alone.”

      Corey’s eyes dipped to the floor, and when he raised them back up to meet Parker’s, the tone in his voice shifted to something more serious. “There’s a slasher out there.”

      “There’s always a slasher out there.”

      “This one is a particularly bad one. It’s Hurricane Williams.”

      Every bad memory of every bad time with Hurricane Williams flashed through her mind all at once, and she went as white as a ghost. “Fudge.”

      “I don’t know how, but he’s back and hacking away at people like it’s the good old days. I ran into him a couple of weeks ago in Columbia Falls, and I can’t beat him. I tried. I really tried. I even dropped a Lincoln Continental on him, and the slimeball still got up and went on the kill.” He pushed off the wall and slipped his hand through the bars of the cell to hold hers. “You’re the only one who’s ever killed him.”

      Parker was silent for a long time. “I’m not that girl anymore. I’m just a mom now.”

      Corey gave her a look as if she were a puzzle he couldn’t work out. “What happened to you?”

      “I was pregnant. I couldn’t have a baby while slashers were trying to kill me, and I was trying to kill them. How would that have worked?”

      “I don’t know. But you were my friend—my only friend—and you left me out there all by myself. You just walked out. I thought you were dead, and that’s not a thing friends should do to each other.”

      “I know,” she said. “I just didn’t know what else to do.”

      “It was a shitty thing to do,” Corey said. “You’re totally out of my cool books now.”

      “It was a shitty thing to do, and I’m sorry.” She let that apology hang in the air for a moment. “I can help you get out of here, but I can’t go back to that life.” She slipped her fingers into the bag hanging over her shoulder, pulled out the lockpicking kit, and balanced it between a couple of bars of the cell. “Do you remember how to use that?”

      “Of course.”

      “Wait until seven o’clock. The station should be empty by then, and you should be able to sneak out without anyone seeing you.” She pushed her hand through the bars and put in on his shoulder. “Be safe.”

      And with that she headed for the door.

      “Hey, Parker,” Corey called out as he slipped the kit off the bar and into the back pocket of his Levi’s. “I’ll be at the First & Last Gas Station at eight thirty if you change your mind.”

      “I’m sorry, Corey. You’re right,” she said. “The Parker Ames you knew died years ago.”

      When Parker pushed through the doors of the cellblock and stepped into the main floor of the station, Sheriff Joe Turner was staring right at her. By the look on his face, he was in search of an explanation as to what she was doing.

      “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you,” he said. “The school called. Sam’s been in another fight.”

      Parker still had slashers on her mind, and it took a moment for her to catch up. When she did, Parker looked at the ceiling and sighed. “Again? What did she do now? It’s the third one this week.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Joe said. “Look, I can’t go get her, but somebody’s killed Big Al’s dogs, and I need to find out what’s going on with that. I was heading out there when this came up.”

      “You should go,” Parker said as she leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll go over to the school.”

      Parker was halfway to the door when Joe called back. “Christine, how did you get in?”

      She paused, looked over her shoulder, and played dumb. “What?”

      Joe sussed her out for a minute. “I guess Morgan forgot to lock the door again.”

      “I guess,” Parker said and got the hell out of there.

      Joe watched the empty space where she’d just been standing then shifted his gaze in the other direction… toward the kid in the cell.
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      Four ten-year-old boys sat in the principal’s office. Their names were Eric, Jacob, Kyle, and Charlie, and all four of those boys had either a bloody nose, a bloody lip, or the beginnings of what was most likely going to be a nasty black eye. Those four boys were against the wall and watching the back of the head of the nine-year-old girl sitting in front of them with blood on her knuckles. The girl was Samantha Turner, and although she couldn’t see the four boys looking at her from behind, she could feel their hatred burning into the back of her head.

      Principal Gaunt was behind the desk, and when she looked up from her watch, Sam knew she was getting more annoyed with every passing minute. That annoyance was slightly relieved when Parker burst through the door, half out of breath from rushing to get there.

      “Apologies for my tardiness,” Parker said.

      Gaunt waited until Parker was settled in her seat next to Sam. “We seem to be making a habit out of this, don’t we, Christine?”

      “Are we talking about me being late or Sam being a less-than-stellar student?”

      Gaunt wasn’t exactly known for her sense of humor. “Both.”

      Parker let the jab slide. “We’re trying to make progress with her behavior, but it doesn’t seem to be—”

      “Working?” Gaunt asked.

      “Not as yet, clearly,” Parker said. “Otherwise, we wouldn’t all be here, would we?”

      “There’s only so much patience that Slaughter Beach Elementary has for… discipline cases, and that patience is running out.”

      Parker put on a more serious tone. “What did she do this time?”

      Principal Gaunt didn’t say a word. She just pointed to the four bruised and bloody boys sitting against the wall. Parker followed the bony finger to the boys. She saw fat lips, black eyes, and bloody noses.

      Then she shifted her gaze back to Gaunt. “She did all that?”

      “She certainly did.”

      Parker dipped her eyes to her thin, tiny daughter then to the boys almost twice her size before that gaze settled back on Gaunt. “Are you sure?” Parker couldn’t help but let a smirk leak out of the side of her mouth. “Are you really sure? She’s tiny.”

      “We’re quite certain.”

      “So what happened?” Parker asked.

      “She went nuts!” one of the boys erupted.

      “Stephen,” Gaunt snapped. She clearly wasn’t in the mood for outbursts.

      Stephen shut up.

      Gaunt took a breath and fixed her gaze back on Parker. “Stephen pulled Sam’s ponytail, so Sam turned around and punched him a number of times.” She motioned to the other three. “When his friends tried to break it up, she beat up each of them as well. Who knows how much damage she could have inflicted before one of our teachers intervened. I just can’t see any other choice. We’re going to have to expel Sam.”

      Parker looked at her daughter. “Is that what happened?”

      Sam knew she was in trouble and looked down at her Converses. “Yes… and no.”

      “What do you mean ‘and no’?”

      Even principal Gaunt leaned forward in her chair to hear what was going to come next.

      “He didn’t just pull my ponytail once,” Sam said.

      “How many times did he pull it?” Parker asked.

      Sam counted and mumbled the numbers under her breath, and it didn’t take her long to run out of fingers. “Eleven times—today.”

      Parker’s eyes hardened as she looked back at the principal. “Eleven times.”

      “We do not tolerate violence at Slaughter Beach Elementary,” Gaunt said defensively.

      “I’ll take that into consideration when I discuss pressing assault charges with my husband, the sheriff.”

      Gaunt leaned back in her chair, and even though it was only a couple of inches, it looked a hell of a lot like a retreat.

      “Are we done here?” Parker asked.

      Gaunt gave an ever-so-slight nod.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      Neither Parker nor Sam said a word as they made their way through the halls of Slaughter Beach Elementary, and it wasn’t until they were out in the parking lot and halfway to the minivan that Sam had the courage to open her mouth at all.

      “Are you angry with me?” she asked.

      Parker slowed to a stop and crouched down to eye level with the nine-year-old, who looked almost identical to Parker at that age. “What do you mean?”

      “Are you angry with me for hitting those boys?”

      “No, sweetie,” she said. “I’m not angry with you. Next time a boy pulls your ponytail, I want you to hit him as hard as you can, but I don’t want you to wait until the eleventh time. Do you understand me? Do it after the first, okay?”

      The girl was relieved and gave Parker a little smile. “Can we get some ice cream on the way home?”

      “You want some ice cream?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Have you been good?”

      “I think that all depends on which way you look at it,” she said with a cheeky smile.

      “I think you’re right,” Parker said.

      And on the way home, they got ice cream.
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      The sun dipped into the horizon as Joe made the drive out to Big Al’s Auto on Lakeview Avenue. In twenty minutes or so, the sun would completely fade from the sky and the fog that rolled in from the ocean would engulf their small town in a layer of white. It didn’t matter what season they were in or how hot or cold it was, the fog was always there in Slaughter Beach.

      The locals were used to it. They knew that when traveling through town to cut their speed by half just to avoid hitting some poor fool who happened to be crossing the road. They also knew that there was nothing spooky about it. They didn’t see the fog as some sort of cover for terror, and they certainly could have because at some angles on some nights, in some of Slaughter Beach’s lonelier streets, the fog looked damned well terrifying. But the folks of Slaughter Beach took a different view of the fog. They approached it as something magical, and although anything could have been hiding beneath the layer of white, they chose to believe that the wonders of the unknown were simply that—wonderful.

      Despite that point of view, Joe never really liked driving in the fog, but given his role as sheriff, it was really unavoidable. He hoped he would get out to Big Al’s Auto and back before it rolled in, but given the hour, that was probably unlikely.

      As a kid, Joe had never dreamed of being a sheriff. He didn’t even like guns all that much and only carried the one on his hip because of regulations. He didn’t grow up wanting to be Dirty Harry or Martin Riggs or anything like that. Nope, as a kid, Joe Turner wanted to grow up to be a ball player.

      He’d grown up in Slaughter Beach, just like his old man and his old man before him. The family business was chicken farming and although Joe had nothing against chicken farming—he still did his chores every morning before class—he just loved hearing the snap of the ball against his bat and the long afternoons playing catch in the sun. His father, Dallas, had known that and hadn’t wanted his boy to grow up to be a chicken farmer either. He told anybody who would listen that one day, Joe would get out of Slaughter Beach and everybody would see him on the television, playing ball in Yankee Stadium.

      For years, everybody would just smile politely at Dallas, as there was nothing wrong with a proud father having dreams for his boy. That was until Joe turned fifteen years old and after years of practicing every single night after school until the sun went down, he was finally a junior in high school and able to try out for the team. Six months later, he was their star player, and when Dallas Turner bragged about his son, the future baseball star, the polite smiles were replaced with knowing nods and slaps on the back.

      As predicted, Joe Turner led Slaughter Beach to three championships and earned himself a scholarship to North Carolina, where he quickly rose up to be one of the standout players. Things were looking pretty bright for Joe Turner, and it was starting to look like that moment Dallas had been telling everybody about for years on end was no longer just wishful thinking but was quickly becoming a reality. That was until one morning in February.

      Joe was back at the chicken farm for a couple of days just to help his old man with a couple of repairs that had gotten away from him. He was on the table saw, cutting up a plank of wood, when—and Joe doesn’t fully know what happened—something slipped. Instead of cutting through the timber, the blade cut through his hand. They rushed him to the hospital, and there was blood everywhere, all over the car and the waiting room, as Dallas half carried his son to the reception desk. The doctors were able to save his hand, but with half the tendons severed and the almost constant numbness Joe felt, there was no chance in hell he would ever play professional ball. Not that he didn’t try. He put himself through a vigorous rehabilitation training schedule, and for six months, he worked his ass off. He was in the best shape of his life. He could run ten miles a day then go put in three hours at the gym. He could outrun, out lift, and outlast every single one of his teammates, but the one thing he could not do was feel the ball when it was in his hand.

      After a year and a couple of embarrassing performances, North Carolina finally dropped him from the team. The future major league baseball star became nothing more than a college dropout. When he returned to Slaughter Beach, there were no smiles and slaps on the back for Joe Turner. Nobody knew what to say to him, so they simply averted their eyes and looked the other way.

      And for months, that was just the way it was. Town hero Joe Turner was nothing more than a ghost to those who used to cheer him. He started up his drinking, and for a long time, he was in a pretty dark place. There was nothing his father, his brother, or any of his friends could say to him. They all tried, but they didn’t know the right things to say. Looking back at that time in his life, Joe would be the first to say that pity and a sympathetic ear wasn’t what he needed. What he needed was a firm kick in the ass. And that was exactly what he got from Sheriff Hook at around three in the morning one night. Joe had driven to the beach, drank half a bottle of Wild Turkey, listened to some Springsteen on his tape deck, and was on his way home to continue on with that other half of the bottle when he saw the flashing red and blue lights in his rearview mirror.

      He took out a mailbox as he pulled his car over to the side of the road. He tried sweet-talking his way out of it, and he tried pleading his way out of it. When both of those tactics failed, he tried crying his way out of it, but Sheriff Hook wasn’t having any of it. He’d seen Joe mope around town for months and thought it was just about time for him to snap out of it. Sheriff Hook gave him two options. Go to jail, or in the morning take two aspirins and go to work for him. He offered Joe a job as one of his deputies on a couple of conditions. He had two conditions: Joe had to sober up and not give Hook any grief.

      The very next day, Joe had turned up to work, and over the next several years, Joe had become one of the best deputies Hook or Slaughter Beach ever had. When Sheriff Hook retired, Joe had been the natural choice to replace him.

      Joe was almost at Big Al’s, and as far back as he could remember, Big Al had kept six boxers on the used car lot. He told anybody who would listen that he needed to protect his stock late at night while he wasn’t there. Joe suspected that wasn’t the real reason for the dogs. Big Al had never had a car stolen from his car lot. In fact, there had only ever been one car stolen in all of Slaughter Beach in the past three years, and that was when the Hawkins kid got drunk and thought it would be fun to take Mr. DeSoto’s BMW out for a joyride. Nope, Joe suspected the real reason Big Al kept the dogs was simply that the sight of them running around out there put a smile on his face.

      Joe pulled his Jeep into the main lot of Big Al’s Auto and parked next to a line of used Chevys. Big Al was waiting for him with a grim look on his face when he climbed out, and he gave Joe a slap on the back and thanked him for coming. Then after a couple of pleasantries and inquiries about wives and children, Big Al led Joe through a maze of used cars.

      “How many dogs are we talking about here, Al? I mean is it one or two or…”

      “All of them,” Big Al said. “Every single one of them.”

      “All six? You sure it wasn’t something they ate, maybe?”

      The words had barely left Joe’s lips when they stepped around a Ford Focus, and he stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of the dogs, which had been hacked to pieces and scattered around. “Does it look like something they ate?” Big Al asked.

      Joe crouched and pushed the brim of his hat up a little higher as he took in the sight of the gruesome mess. “Oh, hell, Al. I’m sorry.”

      Big Al’s voice shuddered a little. “I know they’re just dogs, but I loved those stupid dogs.”

      “Maybe it was a coyote?”

      “You ever see a coyote out here, Joe?”

      The sheriff shook his head. “I’ll ask around and keep an eye out, Al, but I’m not going to lie to you. It’s not going to be easy to find out who did this unless they do it again.”

      Al looked down at his poor dogs and muttered, “Goddamned son of a bitch.”

      “You need a hand cleaning this up, Al? I can stick around.”

      “Nah, thanks, Joe. My boy is coming over when he finishes work, and we’ll bury these guys then.”

      Joe slapped him on the on the back. “I’ll do what I can, buddy.”

      But Joe knew there wasn’t a hell of a lot he could do. By the time he was back in the Jeep and on his way back to the station, the fog was creeping its way into the town. It rolled in off the ocean and took over block by block, and it did it all within the first hour of the sun going down. Joe switched on the fog lights, cut his speed by almost half, and kept a keen eye on the road just in case something jumped out at him.

      By the time he walked back through the doors of the station, it was a little after six o’clock. Morgan was hunched over her desk, poring over the pages of a fax.

      “Is that the background on our houseguest?” Joe asked as he took a seat on the edge of her desk.

      “It just came through.”

      Joe scooped up a handful of Skittles from the bowl Morgan always kept full and chomped a few. “Anything interesting?”

      “His real name is Corey Hayes, and as far as I can tell, Corey Hayes is a twenty-six-year-old high school dropout from Alaska. There’s nothing unique or special about him at all.”

      “What about the fake ID in his wallet?”

      “Michael Jarvis,” Morgan said as she picked up the license from her desk and held it up to the light to give it another inspection. “Now this character is far more interesting. According to the database, Michael Jarvis is a completely fabricated identity. He’s suspected of grand theft auto, assault, breaking and entering…”

      “Breaking into what?”

      She scanned the page. “A morgue.”

      “Huh?”

      “That’s what it says,” Morgan continued. “There’s a laundry list of suspected crimes here, and they all have something to do with the occult.”

      Joe thought over everything Morgan had just said. “Suspected of… No arrests? No convictions?”

      “Not a single one, boss. What are you thinking? You’re thinking about cutting him loose, aren’t you?”

      “Yep. I’m thinking about it,” Joe said. “He can’t stay here forever, and all he did was take a swipe at me and not a very good one at that.”

      “So we’re cutting him loose?”

      Joe took a couple of more Skittles and a couple of more moments to think. “Yeah, we’re cutting him lose.”
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      “It’s mighty neighborly for you to drive me back to my car,” Corey said as he rode shotgun next to the sheriff.

      “You’ve got a trouble-making look about you,” Joe said. “So I’m pretty keen for you to leave town.”

      “I’ve been told that by a few people.”

      “I can’t say I’m surprised,” Joe said as he tapped the brakes to let some trick-or-treaters cross the street, their candy sacks thrown over their shoulders.

      Corey counted one Freddy Krueger, two Ghostbusters, and a kid wearing a bucket on his head with two eyeholes cut out. He guessed it was a pretty poor attempt at an R2-D2 costume. Despite all the horror, killing, and damn right awfulness of everything Corey had seen over the years, he still loved the hell out of Halloween. Those kids running around out there on the street, pretending to be monsters, could do so because they wholeheartedly believed, without a shadow of a doubt, that the monster under their bed or in the closet was completely made up. They could believe that because their world was safe, and their world was safe because of people like Corey and Parker. So when Corey saw kids running around the streets trick-or-treating, it always brought a smile to his face. He feared the day when there was no more Halloween and no more costumes, because if that day ever came, it would be because the kids knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that monsters were real and they wouldn’t be playing dress up.

      Once the kids were on the sidewalk, Joe hit the gas again, and two blocks later, they were at Corey’s Eldorado.

      “Thanks for the ride, lawman,” Corey said as he wrapped his fingers around the door handle.

      “One last thing,” Joe said. “Who’s Parker Ames?”

      Corey played dumb. “Who?”

      “Before you took a swing at me, you said you were looking for someone called Parker Ames. Who is she?”

      “Just somebody I used to know,” Corey said. “I don’t think she exists anymore.”

      Joe gave him a stare, and Corey hoped that would be the end of it. Thankfully it was. “You stay out of trouble, Corey or Tommy or whatever your name is.”

      Corey smiled. “We will.”

      Corey climbed out of the Jeep and closed the door. Then he watched as it cruised away and disappeared into the fog.
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      It was simply out of habit, but when Parker Ames heard the scream, she reached for a kitchen knife. Hurricane Williams wasn’t there, and neither was any other kind of slasher.

      Sam was watching Butcher Ben’s Twenty-four-hour Monster Film Festival of Terror on Channel 14. Butcher Ben’s real name was Ben Baker, and he ran Delaware’s biggest horror video store, Spookbuster, and for the past fifteen years or so, Channel 14 had let him program a twenty-four-hour Halloween marathon that had become some sort of tradition in Delaware. Butcher Ben introduced every movie, and it wasn’t uncommon for every television in every house, bar, or waiting room to be tuned in to the movie marathon. Parker and Joe’s household was no different, although she would rather have been watching absolutely anything else other than The Creature from the Black Lagoon that was playing right then and there. Halloween was almost banned in the Ames/Harrison/Turner household. There was to be no trick-or-treating, no decorating, and certainly no dressing up. Butcher Ben’s Twenty-four-hour Monster Film Festival of Terror was as close as Parker allowed Sam to get to Halloween.

      “Turn that down, would you?” Parker called.

      Begrudgingly, Sam slid off the chair, made her way over to the television, and turned the volume down. Then returned to the kitchen table and reglued her eyes back on the screen.

      Parker went back to making dinner and used the blade in her hand to chop up a couple of carrots. She wasn’t much of a cook—there was no secret about that—but Parker tried. She really tried. She bought cookbooks and took lessons, but no matter how diligently she followed the recipes or how attentive she was in those classes, almost every single meal she cooked was served up on the kitchen table as if it were cursed. Needless to say, they ordered in a lot.

      “Mom?” Sam said with her eyes still glued to the TV. “Are monsters real, or did someone just make all this up?”

      Parker paused and gave that a little bit of a thought. “No, sweetheart. Someone just made it all up. There’s no such thing as monsters.”

      Just at that moment, they both heard the same sound at the same time. It came from the front of the house. The sound of the front door opening and closing filtered through the house, followed shortly by a couple of heavy footsteps. Sam sat up, and her body stiffened.

      “Well, sweetie,” Parker said without so much as an ounce of fear in her voice. “Maybe Mom was wrong. Maybe monsters do exist?”

      As the footsteps grew closer, they were joined by a groan that grew louder and more painful the closer it got. Sam leaned forward, fear on her face. She looked at Parker then back at the empty hall again.

      Then a figure emerged in the doorframe, and it wasn’t the Creature from the Black Lagoon or anything else even remotely as scary. It was just Joe in the world’s worst Wolfman mask. He pulled the thing off and let out one last grrrrr.

      Sam rolled her eyes. “So lame.” And she went back to watching television.

      “Come on,” Joe said. “Wasn’t anyone scared?”

      “Sorry, Wolfman, “Parker said. “Not even a little.”

      Joe’s eyes dipped a little disappointedly down to the mask in his hand. “I thought this would kill.”

      “Sorry, babe,” Parker said as she gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Us girls just aren’t that easily scared.”

      The telephone rang, and before Parker or Joe could even think about answering it, Sam pounced on the receiver and pushed it to her ear. She listened for a couple of seconds excitedly and looked to her mother. “Can I stay at Marcy’s for a slumber party?”

      Parker grumbled a little and shook her head. “I don’t think so, Sweetie.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s Halloween, and I don’t like you going out at Halloween.”

      “Why?”

      “I just don’t; that’s all.”

      “We won’t go trick-or-treating. I promise.”

      “Yeah, come on, Mom,” Joe jumped in, not being very helpful at all. “They won’t go trick-or-treating.”

      It was a bad idea at the best of times, Parker thought. Groups of young teenage girls watching horror movies at a slumber party on Halloween did nothing but attract slashers, maniacs, and future urban legends. Parker had seen the aftermath of many of those nights, and it wasn’t the prettiest of sights. But when Sam looked at her with that hope and excitement in her eyes, she wasn’t thinking as Parker Ames, slasher hunter, but as Christine Harrison. And Christine just wanted her daughter to be happy.

      “Sure, kid. Go stay at Marcy’s.” She gave Joe a dirty look for encouraging the whole thing.

      “What?” he asked with a shrug. “The only time bad things happen at slumber parties is in horror movies. She’ll be fine.”

      But Parker wasn’t so sure.
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      Dinner was a success… kind of. It was eaten without too many complaints, so in Parker’s book, that was success. After the table was cleared and the dishwasher loaded, she left Joe and Sam on the couch with candy and the seventh movie in Butcher Ben’s Twenty-four-hour Monster Film Festival of Terror, Fright Night, and made her way upstairs to get changed and freshen her makeup. She really couldn’t be bothered, but not only was Marcy’s mom, Jacinta, somewhat of a bitch, she was also a gossip. If Parker turned up at any time of day looking less than perfect. Jacinta would make sure half the town knew about it before sunup. So Parker went upstairs to their bathroom, brushed her hair, and washed the day’s makeup off so she could apply a fresh layer.

      She wore too much makeup. It wasn’t due to vanity; she wore the makeup for one very simple reason. It covered all the tiny little scars that littered her face and neck. because behind each and every one of them was a story of a close shave where some violent son of a bitch tried to take a piece of her and almost did.

      The makeup was a mask.

      With it, she was Christine Turner. Without it, she was Parker Ames.

      A skull-and-crossbones tattoo poked out from the sleeve of her shirt. She unbuttoned her shirt and let it slide off the back of her shoulders. For the first time in years, Parker stood there in front of the mirror in nothing but her underwear, and she saw herself as she really was, without the makeup covering her scars or the Christine Harrison costume that covered the tattoos. Her entire left arm from her wrist to her shoulder was covered in skull-and-crossbones tattoos. There was one for every slasher she had sent back to hell. Her other arm told another tattoo story altogether. The elaborate vine tattoo ran up her arm and down the side of her back until it looped around her stomach again. She had a leaf for every single life she’d saved. It was difficult to tell how many that number was for sure, but after half a glance, a conservative estimate would have placed that number in the hundreds—living, breathing people who were all alive at that very moment because when evil came knocking, Parker Ames was there, with a weapon in her hand and a look in her eye that told each and every one of them that she was about to send them back to hell.

      She looked at her wristwatch. Corey Hayes was waiting.
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      Corey Hayes was on his fourth cigarette and second Big Gulp as he sat cross-legged on the hood of the Eldorado. He checked his watch; it was almost eight thirty. If he were placing bets on whether Parker Ames or Christine Harrison or whoever she was calling herself was going to turn up, he wasn’t sure if that was a bet he would take. The Parker Ames he knew would have already been there, sitting alongside him, sharing a smoke and a Coke. That had been a long time ago, though, and as he sat there on the hood of the car, he wasn’t absolutely, positively one hundred percent certain he would ever see her again.

      Then a couple of headlights punched through the fog and darkness, followed shortly by a minivan. It pulled off the road and into the gas station. The engine shut down, the door opened, and there she was.

      “You know, for a moment, I was starting to think you really had quit,” Corey said as he flicked his cigarette off into the darkness. “I didn’t think you’d be back.”

      “I’m not back. I’m only here to make sure Hurricane doesn’t cause any more damage. Do you have any leads?”

      “I’ve got one,” he said, sliding off the hood of the Eldorado. “Walk this way.”

      He made a beeline for the filling station. Although the neon light above the store hummed, there were no lights on inside, and the sign Corey had flipped over earlier in the day was still flipped to Closed.

      Corey pushed through the door, found the light switch, and flicked it on. A cloud of flies hovered over the headless corpse and weren’t terribly disturbed by Corey and Parker’s presence or the light.

      Parker took one look at the body, the flies, and the head a couple of feet north of where it had originally been and vomited like a rookie. Luckily for her, there was a trash can by the door, and Parker got most of her dinner into that when she barreled over to heave.

      Corey looked at her with half confusion and half shock. “You’re kidding, right? I know this is not the first headless body you’ve seen.”

      “I’ll be all right,” Parker said in between heaves.

      “I’m really hoping so. Because if you’re not, there’s a very high chance we’re all going to end up hacked to pieces by the time this whole thing is over and done with.”

      Parker wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Who’s that poor son of a bitch?”

      He took a couple of steps, waved away the swarm of flies, leaned down, and pulled a wallet from the guy’s pants. “He’s Lloyd Fairweather,” Corey said, flicking through the cards in his wallet. “Or should I say it was Lloyd Fairweather?”

      Parker took in a couple more deep breaths of dead air and tried to keep it together. “This was his joint,” she said, motioning around at the gas station. “Probably just a guy in the wrong place at the wrong time. Bad luck for Lloyd.”

      “Lloyd probably agrees. I figure Hurricane Williams passed through here; Lloyd got in his way and lost his head,” Corey said. “What do you think?”

      Parker took another look at the body and again folded over and vomited.

      “Jesus,” Corey said. “Are you going to be like this the entire time?”

      She held her hand up to put him on pause, and when she was finished, she stood up and dragged in a lungful of air. It took her a couple of moments, but she pulled herself together. “If he’s coming for me, he’s going to want a weapon. He came here looking for one and didn’t find it.”

      Corey pointed to what was left of the proprietor of the First & Last Gas Roadhouse. “Then how did he separate Lloyd’s head from Lloyd’s body?”

      “With his bare hands.”

      Corey cocked his head and got an angle on the body. “Damn, that’s cold.”

      “He still needs a weapon,” Parker said, “and I think I know where he’ll go to find one.”

      Parker couldn’t wait to get the hell out of there and take a couple breaths of fresh air. “Do you see that out there?” Parker pointed through the fog and into the night to a small flickering light off in the distance.

      “Yeah, so what?” Corey said.

      “That’s the Aronson farm. It’s a cattle ranch and the only thing for miles around. If I needed a weapon and I needed one quick, and I walked out of here and saw that farm, that’s where I’d go.”

      Corey thought about it for a moment, and once all his thinking was done, a grin crawled to the side of his face. He slapped his hands together excitedly. “That’s what I’m talking about! Parker Ames is back!”

      “I’ll drive,” Parker said as she took a step toward her minivan.

      Corey started to follow but stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes fixed on the minivan. “In that?”

      “What? Why?”

      “It doesn’t exactly strike fear into the hearts of monsters, does it?” Corey said.

      “It’s reliable,” Parker said with a hint of hurt in her voice.

      “Yeah,” Corey said. “That’s really not enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      They took the Eldorado. The headlights cut through the fog as Corey put pedal to the metal and hammered up the cold dusty road that lead to the Aronson farm.

      “Don’t you miss all this?” Corey said. “It’s like the good old days. You and me, chasing down some monster in some scary place, not knowing what the hell we’re going up against.”

      “Do I miss running around and stabbing dead things that should already be dead?”

      “Hell yeah, running around stabbing dead things that should already be dead.”

      “No,” Parker said. “No, I don’t.”

      “Not even a little bit?”

      “No! Not even a tiny little bit.”

      “Then…” Corey struggled to find the words. “What do you do with your days?”

      “I live like a normal person,” she said. “I cook dinners. I go to work. I look after Sam.”

      “How many Sams do you have?”

      “One.”

      “And you cook dinners?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m a really good cook.”

      “You’re a terrible cook.”

      “I’m getting better.”

      “The most dangerous monsters ever to bust out of hell feared the name Parker Ames, and now you’re cooking dinners?”

      “It’s talk like this that won’t get you invited to dinner.”

      “From what I hear, that’s probably a relief.”

      Parker smiled to herself. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I just can’t travel around, chasing all the things that go bump in the night anymore.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      Parker wound the window down and let the breeze flow though the car. “It won’t be long until Sam’s a teenager. In a few years, she’ll be sixteen, the same age I was when my parents were killed. I don’t want her to grow up like me. I don’t want her to grow up alone.”

      Corey lit a cigarette. “She could do a lot worse than growing up like you.”

      It was about as close to a compliment as anybody was going to get out of Corey, and although she couldn’t help but think that he was still the smartass she’d met all those years ago in Bastard Town, it was clear that he had come along way too. Parker had her eyes on him and was thinking about that when out of the corner of her eyes, she saw the Aronson’s front gate emerge out of the fog.

      “Watch out! Watch out! Watch out!”

      Corey slammed on the brakes, and the Eldorado slid along the dirt until it came to a stop just inches from the gate. Corey peeled his fingers one by one from the wheel. “I guess we’re here.”

      “I guess we are.”

      The pair of them climbed out then made their way past the gate and through the fog until the big Aronson house emerged. The ranch-style house must have been close to one hundred years old and had most likely been there as long as the town had.

      Parker vaguely knew Linda and Darren Aronson and their two sons, Blair and Andy. They were one of the few families around Delaware who still farmed beef. They didn’t run a lot of cattle, but they had enough head to sell to the local restaurants, and that was just the way they liked it.

      The youngest son, Andy, was the same age as Sam. Occasionally, they’d been to the same parties or sporting events, and Parker had exchanged a couple of pleasantries with Linda. As far as Parker could tell, she was all right. Parker had a pretty good bullshit detector for those kinds of things. So when she walked up to the farmhouse, a part of her hoped they were on the right trail with Hurricane, but an even bigger part of her hoped they weren’t.

      Corey and Parker walked up the steps to the veranda, and at front door, Parker raised her hand to knock before realizing it was already open a couple of inches. When Parker pushed it farther, the door swung open to reveal a long hall that ran the length of the house. From the front door to the back was a long trail of blood.

      “Do you think this is the place?” Corey asked.

      She gave him a look. “It would be one hell of a coincidence if it wasn’t.”

      The pair of them made their way through the house starting with that long bloody hall, and they were both very careful not to step in any of the blood. It wasn’t that easy. The blood was everywhere. Whoever had done the bleeding was still alive while being dragged through the house, and they had clearly put up fight. Bloody handprints pulled along the walls above shoe scuff marks and other signs of a struggle.

      As Parker and Corey passed each room, they did a search for survivors. No luck. Each room came up empty, so they continued following the bloody path through the house until it exited out of the back door and into the yard.

      It was dark in every direction until Corey pulled out a flashlight from his leather jacket’s pocket. The flashlight lit up a long line of crimson that shone in the light. The trail of blood led straight to the barn a good twenty or thirty feet away.

      Parker followed Corey across the yard, and it wasn’t long until the pair of them were at the closed barn door, where the trail continued on underneath.

      “On the count of three,” Parker said to Corey, “we go in.”

      “Did you bring a weapon?” Corey asked.

      “No,” Parker said. It was amateur hour, and she knew it. “Did you?”

      He shook his head and pulled back his leather jacket. He had a whole assortment of things strapped to his belt: a .45, a Bowie knife, and a couple of more blades—everything a prepared hunter of slashers could possible need.

      He pulled the knife from the sheath, spun it around in his fingers like some sort of rock ’n’ roll drummer, and presented the handle to Parker. She took the blade and held it in her hand as if welcoming an old friend before shifting her eyes back to the barn doors and getting back to business.

      “On the count of three,” she whispered. “One.”

      She drew a breath. “Two.”

      A bead of sweat rolled down her neck. “Three.”

      Parker took a step back and lifted her foot. With one hard and fast kick, she sent that barn door flying open. The pair of them were ready to fight, punch, kick, and scream, but when Corey lit up the barn with the flashlight, they didn’t see anything to fight, punch, kick, or scream about. Hurricane wasn’t there, but he had been; that was for damn sure.

      Hanging from one of the three major beams that held up the barn were all four Aronsons, their torsos ripped open and their insides scattered across the floor.

      A devastated sigh left Parker’s lungs. “This really is a crappy job.”
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      Every Tuesday night, old Telly Edmondson would climb behind the wheel of his faded blue Packard, listen to the oldies on WPX, like Gene Pitney, the Ronettes, and Dusty Springfield. Those dusty old tunes leaked out of his speakers as Telly drove along Delaware Route 1 to US 13 until he reached Philadelphia two hours later. Then he would simply turn around and drive all the way back home, just exactly the same way he’d come.

      It had been that way since he was twenty-five years old, which meant Telly’s Tuesday-night tradition had lasted for damn near close to forty-five years. That meant for close to forty-five years, he had lied to Doris about where he was, where he was going, and more importantly… why he was going there.

      On that particular night, he’d told her he was going to play cards over at Terry Wood’s place with Chris Lumley and Jay Sakes. It wasn’t a complete and total lie. Terry, Chris, and Jay really did play cards every Tuesday night, and they had invited Telly to join their game a number of times, but he had always declined. He preferred to be behind the wheel of his blue Packard, with the windows down and the warm breeze gently flowing through the car.

      It would be reasonable to wonder why Telly Edmondson drove up US 13 every Tuesday night instead of spending time with his wife or indeed playing cards with his buddies. It’s not only a strange hobby to have but to also be so dedicated to for all those years. The answer was simple. The road Telly cruised every Tuesday night was the main way out of the Slaughter Beach area. DE-1 connected to US 13, which connected to roads that connected to the rest of the country.

      On those Tuesday-night drives, Telly wondered what would happen if he just kept on driving. It wasn’t that he hated Slaughter Beach or couldn’t stand his wife. He loved where he lived and adored his wife and their three grown children. He was one hundred percent comfortable with every decision he had made in his life, and he harbored no regrets. That said, he did wonder about all the other paths he could have taken. He wondered that a hell of a lot.

      What Telly had never confessed to anyone, not even Doris, was that on the very day that she’d told him she was pregnant with their first son, Howie, Telly was planning to leave Slaughter Beach. His suitcase was in the trunk of his blue Packard, and he had plans to travel the country and see the world. He’d always dreamed about being a photographer and wanted to capture everything he saw on his 35mm Leica. He imagined that somewhere, years from that moment, he would hold an exhibition about the America he’d discovered out on that road and the images of it he’d captured. But that all changed when he walked up the driveway to Doris’s daddy’s house to tell her he was leaving.

      Before he could tell her his plans, she got in first and told him she was pregnant. He’d given her a hug and proposed right there on the spot. Telly never told her about his dreams to travel the country and shoot photos on his little 35mm Leica. Instead, he used that Leica to take photographs of their children’s first steps, birthdays, and family vacations. He may not have had exhibition walls filled with his discovery of the world, but he had photo albums filled with his discovery of life.

      He had no regrets. Not a single one. But that didn’t stop him from climbing into that old faded blue Packard every Tuesday night, driving up Route 1 to US 13, and wondering to himself, What if…

      On that particular Tuesday night, Telly was on his way back from his drive when he pulled into the First & Last Roadhouse to fill up the Packard with gas. He never wanted Doris to discover how far he had driven, so on his way back, he always pulled in to Lloyd’s and filled up. The First & Last was on the way home, and over the decades, he’d started to look forward to seeing Lloyd on his way back into town.

      He eased off the gas as he rolled up to the gas station and stopped right at the pump. He didn’t think anything of it at first, but Lloyd usually came to greet him when he pulled up, and on that night, Lloyd was nowhere to be seen.

      Telly’s back hurt when he climbed out, and he put a hand on his hip to give it a little stretch. He made a mental note to maybe start using a pillow on the seat of the old car before the next time he hit the road.

      “Lloyd?” Telly called. “You there, Lloyd?”

      Lloyd didn’t call back. Not a single peep. At that moment, Telly started to think something was up. Then he saw the Closed sign on the door and knew something was up. Lloyd Fairweather was as strong as any man Telly had ever met, and Telly couldn’t remember a time when the First & Last was closed or Lloyd was sick.

      He made his way over to the building and slowly, carefully pushed the door open, afraid of what was on the other side. Telly saw the flies, and the smell hit him so hard in the face that it forced him out of the station as if he had been physically cast back out into the night.

      Apart from a funeral or something like that, Telly had never seen a dead body before. He didn’t even like looking at roadkill as he drove past it on the road. He put his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath and avoid a full-blown panic attack, which he knew he was one hundred percent on the verge of. Once he got control of that and the color returned to his face, he made his way over to the pay phone in the corner and punched three numbers into the keypad. They were 911.
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      One of two things had happened. Either Parker had forgotten to tell Joe that she had plans to go over to Lisa McMahon’s to help her plan for her wedding, or she had told Joe and he’d forgotten. Both were likely, and Joe didn’t think twice about it. But with Parker out of the house, it was up to him to drop Sam off for her slumber party over at the Andersons’.

      Joe and Sam were already halfway out of the house when the phone rang. He pulled it off the wall in the kitchen and wedged it between his neck and shoulder as he slipped his arm into his jacket. “Sheriff,” he answered.

      He knew it was Morgan, but she was talking so fast that he couldn’t put together any of the words she was saying.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Joe said. “Slow down, Morgan, and say it again.”

      “Lloyd Fairweather is dead. Telly Edmondson just found his body down at the Roadhouse.”

      “Dead? Is Telly sure?”

      “His head was…”

      “His head was what?” Joe whispered so low that Sam couldn’t hear.

      “His head is not on his body.”

      “Goddamn, “Joe whispered. “Call Telly back and tell him to wait at the Roadhouse, and I’ll meet him there. It’ll take me about thirty minutes.”

      He hung up and was ready to jump into his Jeep and speed on over to the First & Last Roadhouse when he saw Sam standing out on the porch waiting for him. “Ah, shit,” he mumbled to himself.

      The service station and Marcy Anderson’s house couldn’t have been farther from each other, and he couldn’t exactly take her to a crime scene. He picked up the phone and dialed Parker’s number. Little did he know that she had her own problems to deal with.
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      Back in the Aronsons’ barn, Corey pointed to a wall of tools. There were hammers, sledges, shovels, and an entire collection of screwdrivers, chisels, and saws. In among all that was an empty spot where a certain tool should have been—a chain saw.

      “Looks like Hurricane Williams found his weapon of choice,” Corey said.

      Parker looked over at him. “That’s certainly going to make things harder.” Her cell rang, and she pulled the Nokia out of her pocket and answered it.

      “Hey, baby,” Joe said on the other line. “I need to go to work.”

      “Everything all right?”

      “I don’t know yet. Do you mind coming back and dropping Sam off at Marcy’s?” he said. “I’m heading the other way, and it’s looking like it’s a sooner-rather-than-later kinda situation.”

      Parker mimed a couple profanities then adopted the best nonsuspicious tone she could muster. “Sure, I’ll head off now,” she said then hung up.

      “What was that about?” Corey asked.

      “We need to make a detour.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, Corey pulled the Eldorado over to the side of the road outside of Parker’s house. The streets were filled with teenagers in costumes, carrying buckets of candy. Now that the fog had rolled in, the ghosts had come out in force. Parker had counted at least seven or eight of them and that was without hardly even trying. The most popular Halloween costume in Slaughter Beach was the basic garden-variety ghost. The reason for that was simple: the fog. Anybody dressed as a ghost in the fog was at least ten times scarier than a Jason, Michael, or Freddy because they could “emerge” from the fog and scare the living daylights out of everybody.

      Kids and teenagers alike were having a hell of a time out on the street—that was every kid except Parker’s. When Corey shut the engine of the Eldorado down, and he and Parker looked across her front yard. Sam was sitting on the stoop with her chin in the palm of her hand and the most sour look a nine-year-old girl could muster on her face, which was pretty sour.

      “Now,” Parker said. “Not a word about any of this.”

      “About what?”

      “Any of it.”

      Corey scoffed. “As if.”

      Parker leaned over and hit the horn on the wheel, and when Sam looked up, Parker called out, “Hey, let’s go.”

      Sam climbed to her feet, slung her overnight bag over her shoulder, and approached the Eldorado with equal parts confusion and curiosity. She pointed at the beat-up Eldorado. “What the hell is this?”

      “Hey! Watch your mouth,” Parker said.

      Corey laughed. “She sounds like your daughter.”

      Sam lazily pointed to him. “Who are you?”

      “Do you want the truth?” Corey asked.

      “Sure?”

      “Do you really want to know the truth?”

      Sam rolled her eyes. She was bored with him already. “Sure.”

      “You know those slashers you see in horror movies?”

      “What about them?”

      “Your mom and me were a badass team that used to travel the country, sending all those slimeballs back to hell. That was until she got a bun in the oven, which was you. She quit, and I continued being a badass. There’s a slasher in town, and we’re working together again to send that sucker back to hell.”

      Parker shook her head. But it didn’t matter. Sam just waved it off as bullshit and climbed into the back of the car.

      “Whatever,” she said as she slumped down into the seat. “Can we go now?”

      “Thanks for your help, Corey,” Parker said.

      Corey turned the engine over and pulled out into the street. “Happy to help.”

      Half a block later, Corey slowed for a group of trick-or-treating Ghostbusters crossing the street before taking a corner as Parker leaned over the back seat of the Eldorado.

      “Let’s go over the rules for Halloween,” she said.

      Corey shot a quick glance at Parker. “What rules?”

      “It’s lame,” Sam said. “She makes me do it every year.”

      “Tell me what they are, young lady, or we’re turning this car around and you can stay at home tonight.”

      “Mom, I’m not a kid.”

      “What are the rules?”

      “All right, all right, all right.” Sam counted on her fingers as she ran down the list. “Number one: no trick-or-treating whatsoever. Number two: don’t, under any circumstances, read from a demonic book. Number three: never say the name of a slasher five times into a mirror, no matter how many of my friends tell me it will be fun. Number four: if I hear a noise, don’t separate from the group to investigate. And number five: if anyone says, ‘I’ll be right back,’ they probably won’t—oh, and if anyone suggests you split up, they’re probably going to die.”

      “And the last one?” Parker asked.

      “Never assume the slasher is dead. Ever.”

      “That’s some pretty good advice,” Corey said, looking in the rearview mirror back at the young girl.
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      Telly’s nerves were playing havoc on him ever since he hung up from the 911 call. His stomach was all in knots, his fingernails were chewed down to next to nothing, and he’d spent the better part of the last thirty minutes pacing around outside Lloyd’s filling station, waiting for Sheriff Joe to turn up. So when he saw the Slaughter Beach’s Sheriff’s Department roll up to the service station, a wave of relief washed over him.

      “Sheriff, Sheriff?” he said as Joe climbed out of the Jeep. “I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood here and waited. I hope that was all right? Was that all right?”

      Joe placed a reassuring hand on Telly’s shoulder. “It’s just fine, Telly. You did just fine. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “Not for Lloyd, it’s not, I’m afraid.” Telly pointed to the station. “He’s in there.”

      “You just wait here,” Joe told him. “I’ll go take a look.”

      Telly watched as Joe switched on his flashlight and made his way over to the gas station. Joe pushed open the door and disappeared into the darkness. Flashes of light shot out between the old Castrol advertisements that covered most of the glass and made it almost impossible to see anything going on inside.

      Joe was in there for a hell of a long time, and worry was beginning to creep across Telly’s face. Then Joe stumbled out of that building, coughing and covering his mouth and nose with a handkerchief to stop that awful stench from invading his insides.

      “What happened?” Telly asked. He wanted to be of some help but didn’t exactly know how he could be.

      Joe leaned up against the pump, tried to catch his breath, and dry retched instead. That went on for a couple of moments before he got a hold of himself.

      “Are you okay, Joe?” Telly asked.

      He nodded. “I’m okay. Thanks, Telly. One thing’s for sure: I don’t think poor Lloyd is.”

      That was all too much for Telly. The only time he’d even heard of a murder, or whatever it was he’d played witness to, was on television, and they always happened in the cities, not in little beachside towns like Slaughter Beach. “What’s going on, Joe?” he asked with a hint of confusion in his voice.

      “I don’t know, buddy, but it’s not good,” Joe said, dragging in a lungful of fresh air. The color had returned to his face, and he started to look reasonably normal again.

      The radio in his Jeep squawked to life. It was Morgan. “Boss, come in, boss.”

      Telly followed as Joe made his way over to the Jeep, leaned inside, pulled the radio off the hook, and pressed it to his lips. “Go ahead, Morgan.”

      “I just got a distress call from Mary Brown over at the El Wray Motel,” she said. “They’ve got some trouble over there.”

      “Jesus Christ, what kind of trouble?”

      “She didn’t say.”

      “What do you mean she didn’t say?”

      “We got cut off before she could say anymore.”

      Joe pulled the radio from his lips. “Goddamn it.”

      “You there, boss?”

      “Yeah, I’m here. Look, give Sheriff Burke a call over in Little Creek and see if he can send a couple of deputies over to the EL Wray. They’re closer than I am. that’s for sure.”

      “What about me, boss?”

      “I need to you over here at the First & Last. Lloyd Fairweather’s dead.”

      “Dead? Are you sure?”

      Joe threw a glance over his shoulder at the building that held the two separate remains of Lloyd Fairweather inside. “If he’s not dead, he’s having one hell of a bad day.”

      Morgan told him she was on her way and signed off.

      “Hey, Joe.” Telly pointed to a minivan parked almost out of sight by the side of the service station. “Is that your wife’s van?”

      Joe took a look. “Yeah, Telly. It is.”
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      There weren’t many people in Slaughter Beach Parker didn’t like. Some she liked more than others, but when it came to Jacinta Anderson, it was safe to say she was one of the people Parker liked the least. She wasn’t evil compared to some of the evil Parker had known, but she rubbed her the wrong away and sometimes rubbing someone the wrong way was just simply enough.

      Parker pointed out the Andersons’ house, and Corey pulled the Eldorado to a stop outside the most perfect home on the street. It was the ideal American home, where the grass was cut and the garden was always carefully manicured. If there were a magazine called Perfect American Home, Jacinta Anderson’s home would be on the cover every single month.

      Parker walked Sam up the path to the front door and rang the doorbell. A moment later, Jacinta pulled open the door with her perfect hair, her perfect clothes, and her perfect makeup. Parker wasn’t even wearing makeup anymore.

      Sam didn’t even give her a goodbye. There was no “See you later. I love you, Mom” or “Thanks for the ride.” Sam just made her way into the house, and a moment later, Parker could hear her laughing with her friends in the other room.

      Parker didn’t have the time, and she was certainly not in the mood for small talk, so she just simply thanked Jacinta for taking Sam for the night and turned to walk away. She almost made it, too, but Jacinta’s words pulled her back.

      “I heard Sam got into a little bit of trouble at school.”

      Parker raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you heard?”

      “She’s not going to find a husband like that, you know.”

      “Is that what she should do, Jacinta? Find a husband?”

      “Of course,” she said. “You want her to be happy, don’t you?”

      Corey hit the horn—long, hard, and obnoxious. “Parker, we gotta go!”

      “Who’s Parker?”

      Parker sighed. It was shaping up to be one hell of a shitty night. “Goodnight, Jacinta. Thanks for taking her.”

      A couple of seconds later, Parker was back in the Cadillac.

      “Listen to this,” Corey said as he cranked up the volume on the police scanner.

      “Sheriff Burke,” Morgan said. “We’re going to need your assistance over here in Slaughter Beach if you can spare the bodies.”

      The voice was young and unsure. “Go ahead?”

      “Joe’s tied up with an incident down at the First & Last, and we’ve just received a strange message from the El Wray Motel. Something’s going on over there. Can you spare a couple of bodies to go and check it out?”

      “Not a problem,” Burke said. “I’m running a bit short on manpower at the moment, but I can take a run down there myself. Give me about thirty minutes. That okay?”

      “Any help is appreciated,” Morgan said.

      Corey turned down the volume. “How far is the El Wray Motel?”

      “From here?” Parker said. “Not far at all. Let’s get down there before that cop turns up and gets himself killed.”

      Corey cranked up the engine, and the Eldorado sped off down the street.
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      When it came to motels in Slaughter Beach, the El Wray wasn’t anybody’s first choice… or second choice. The El Wray Motel was the motel people went to when their pocketbook was lean or they didn’t want to answer any questions. It boasted of “clean sheets” and had fourteen rooms, basic cable, and a dirty pool. The rooms formed a U shape around the parking lot in the middle.

      By the time Corey and Parker arrived, the El Wray Motel sat deathly quiet. Besides the couple of scattered cars and the big-rig truck in the parking lot, there wasn’t much else around.

      Corey shut off the engine, climbed out, and took one look at the lifeless motel. He couldn’t spot a light or the blue hue of a television coming from any of the rooms, and the only sound in the air was the hum of the neon light above them that advertised vacancies.

      “This doesn’t look scary at all,” Corey said after glancing around at the joint.

      Parker cocked her head, studying the open door to the reception area, more specifically, the two legs poking out of the open door. “That certainly doesn’t look promising.”

      “Nope,” Corey said. “I can’t say that it does.”

      Parker made her way over, and Corey followed. When they reached the door, Parker gently pushed it all the way open with the tips of her fingers then stepped over the dead body on the floor and into the horror of the lobby.

      She counted three bodies or maybe four. It was hard to tell considering how many pieces they were in. Mary Brown, the owner and proprietor of the El Wray Motel, was pinned to the wall, machete buried in her belly that busted out the other side and into the wall behind her. Mary’s husband, Bob, was slumped over the counter with a revolver in his hand, his guts ripped out, while the body of their daughter, Lily, was folded over itself in the corner. Not to mention there was a trucker down by Parker’s feet. The big rig out in the parking lot must have been his.

      “I guess you can check in,” Corey said. “But you can never check out.”

      Parker crouched and took in the sight of the massacre. “That’s not funny, Corey. I knew these people. They were good folk.”

      All those years ago when Parker had first rolled into Slaughter Beach, the very first place she stayed was the El Wray Motel. She had a bag of clothes that didn’t fit her anymore, a stolen car, and no idea about what the hell to do about anything. Not only did Mary Brown rent her a room for a couple of weeks until she found a place, she also somehow sensed Parker was alone and afraid. Then Mary Brown did two things that Parker would never forget. The first thing she did was tell Bob to get rid of the stolen car and never speak a word about it to anyone. The second thing she did was drive over to the Kmart in Georgetown and buy a cart full of diapers, pacifiers, bottles, and Sam’s very first outfit, which she’d come home from the hospital in.

      In the years that had passed, Parker and Mary Brown had seen little of each other. But those times they did happen to bump into each other at the store or a local event, they would stop and talk. Parker would show her photos of Sam, and they would promise to catch up. Neither of them ever mentioned the secret they both knew: that Christine Turner wasn’t really who she said she was.

      Looking at the body of the lady who’d been so kind to her all those years ago, Parker realized that she had never thanked Mary Brown, and now she never could.

      “What’s the plan?” Corey asked.

      Parker looked over her shoulder, past Corey and at the night beyond. “He’s here. We need to make him come to us.”

      “And exactly how do we do that?”

      “I’ve got a little idea,” she said.
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      “Little” was an understatement. Parker’s idea was big. And dangerous.

      She stood in the middle of the El Wray Motel’s parking lot. In one hand, she had a machete. In the other, she had a Zippo lighter she’d found in the glove compartment of the Eldorado. The important part was the empty gas can by her feet. It should be noted that the emphasis there should be on the word empty.

      She sparked the Zippo and got a flame. She held that lighter in her hand for a moment, just watching the orange flame dance around in the blueness of the night. Then she tossed that Zippo to the pool of gas by her feet. It didn’t take more than a second to erupt into flames, which ran as fast as they could toward Room Fifteen of the El Wray Motel and set that entire suite on fire. The fire spread to the next room, engulfing it, and so on until every single room of the El Wray was covered in flames and burning to the ground.

      Parker gripped the machete tightly and kept a keen eye open for any kind of movement coming from any of the dark shadows, but there was nothing whatsoever.

      “Come on!” Parker said. “Come out, you son of a bitch!”

      But nothing.

      Not. A. Single. Little. Movement.

      Then just as it was starting to look as if Parker had burned an entire motel to the ground for nothing, she spotted something in the flames of Room Twelve. A tall, dark figure emerged from the burning room. It paused in the doorway for a moment before stepping out into the night.

      It was Hurricane Williams, all right. Parker would recognize that maniac anywhere. He hadn’t changed one single bit since she’d dragged him back to hell in Columbia Falls. He was still huge, still wearing that orange prison jumpsuit and hood over his head, and still had the machete in his hand. The only thing new about him was that the son of a bitch was on fire.

      “Hey!” Parker yelled. “Is it me you’re looking for?”

      It was indeed. Hurricane took off running full throttle at Parker Ames, and as his big heavy boots thumped on the concrete, the flames on his body went out, leaving a trail of smoke in his wake. As he got closer to Parker, he raised that machete, and Parker didn’t skip a beat.

      She raised hers too. Was she afraid? Yes.

      Did her knees feel weak? Absolutely.

      Did she have any other choice? Definitely not.

      Parker took off running toward Hurricane Williams as fast as he was coming at her, and they were going to collide—there were no two ways about that. Hurricane swung that machete down hard and fast to strike, but at the last moment, Parker threw up her machete and blocked him.

      The slasher was so strong that when he slammed down on that blade, he almost chopped it in half, sending Parker off balance. She scrambled out of the way and caught her breath. Parker wasn’t the slasher hunter she used to be, and the whole mess was going to be a hell of a lot harder than she thought.

      A gust of black smoke drifted past as Hurricane came at her again. Parker wasn’t the type to back down. No way. So she went straight for him.

      The machetes collided, tossing sparks. Parker pulled back, swung again, then dodged. She moved and swung again and again and again, but no matter how hard or how fast she attacked, Hurricane blocked every blow.

      The bastard wasn’t slowing down, not one bit. In fact, Hurricane was speeding up. The tables had certainly turned. Parker was no longer on the offensive; she was clearly on defense.

      Then in one swoop, Hurricane knocked Parker’s machete out of her hand, sending it clunking onto the concrete. Hurricane moved in, swiping that machete left, right, and center, just inches from her face.

      Parker fell back and hit the deck.

      He had her now! The bastard totally had her, and he knew it, too, so he slowed down with the hacking and slashing and took his time. The faster Parker crawled backward, the more steps forward Hurricane took. Then strangely, Parker stopped.

      The fear faded from her face, and it turned into a smile. He was exactly where she wanted him to be. Whatever her plan was, getting him standing in that exact spot, at that exact moment was all part of it.

      On the other side of the parking lot, the headlights to the Eldorado lit up and threw a spotlight on Hurricane. The Eldorado was aimed right at Hurricane Williams, and on the other side of him was the big rig that belonged to the dead trucker lying facedown on the lobby floor of the El Wray.

      It didn’t take any stretch of the imagination to figure out that Parker was playing slasher bait to get Hurricane in place for Corey to finish the job off by ramming the slasher into the back of the trailer, slamming the doors shut, and trapping that maniac inside.

      Hurricane looked around at his predicament, and Parker didn’t know how she knew, but she knew that Hurricane had worked the whole thing out.

      “You’re not going to get us anymore,” Parker said.

      Hurricane settled his attention back on Parker, then he spoke. Up until that moment in time, with over sixty dead slashers under her belt, Parker could count only a handful that had actually spoken. And in her time with Hurricane Williams back in Illinois, then Happydale, and later on in Columbia Falls, she had never, not once, heard a single syllable uttered from his lips… that was until that night.

      It was just one word, but it was the most frightening word she had ever heard. Not because of what the word was or how he said, but because what it meant to her. He looked down at Parker, and in nothing much more than a grunt, he said, “Us?”

      And that was it. She knew she had just given the game away. She was no longer a lone wolf, and he knew it. There was somebody else out there for Hurricane to hunt, and that somebody was Sam.

      There’d be time for regrets later. Parker filled her lungs and yelled out at the top of her voice, “Now! Now! Now!”

      Not wasting a moment, Corey buried the pedal into the floorboard of the Eldorado. The tires spun on the concrete for a couple of seconds before catapulting forward with Hurricane Williams right in the center of his sights.

      At the last millisecond, Parker rolled out of the way before the Eldorado slammed straight into Hurricane, sending him flying through the air and straight into the back of the semitrailer, where he thumped against the wall at the other end. Corey slipped that big beast into reverse and got the hell out of the way so Parker could rush in and slam both of the doors to trailer closed, locking Hurricane Williams in the steel box.

      Corey stood next to Parker as the El Wray burned to the ground behind them and Hurricane smashed, bashed, and crashed his way around inside the back of the rig.

      “Easy-peasy,” Corey said. “You think this thing will hold him?”

      “Yeah,” Parker said. “It’ll hold. But we can’t send him back to hell. He’s busted out of there twice already.”

      “Then what do we do with him?” Corey asked as he lit two cigarettes, then he passed one to Parker.

      She took it and slipped it between her lips. It was the first cigarette she’d had in over a decade, and she would have been lying if she said she didn’t enjoy it. “If he hasn’t busted out by now, he’s probably not going to. Let’s bury it.”

      “Where?”

      “In the middle of the ocean.”
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      Stacy Burke had been sheriff of Little Creek for approximately seventy-two hours when Deputy Morgan radioed in for assistance from Slaughter Beach. He’d hoped to hit the ground running, but he was expecting at least a few days to get used to the new job. He hadn’t expected anything like this. The reality of it was he didn’t even really know what this was. Morgan over at Slaughter Beach didn’t, either. All Burke knew was they needed assistance, and he was going.

      Burke was the youngest sheriff in the history of Little Creek county—or anywhere he knew of, for that matter. He was twenty-four years old, had a college degree in criminal justice, and almost zero experience in policing in the real world. In any other county, in any other state, in any other part of the country, Stacy Burke would have been the worst possible candidate for sheriff. The small town had a population of just over a few hundred people, and as evidenced by the badge on his shirt, it turned out they weren’t too picky.

      When Burke left Little Creek at eighteen to go to Purdue, he’d expected the only time he would ever come back would be for the holidays. Then his mom got cancer, and there wasn’t much of a chance of her getting better.

      Burke was so new to the job that he’d driven three blocks before he realized he’d left his revolver at home. He had to go back and get it before starting the trip out to Slaughter Beach all over again.

      Then he hit the sirens and lights and put pedal to the metal. Ever since he was a kid lying on his belly on the living room floor, watching T.J. Hooker, he’d wanted to hit the sirens and lights and speed through town on his way to some important case or emergency. Driving out to Slaughter Beach with the sirens on, he felt exactly like that kid lying on the floor of his mom’s living room all over again.

      He was somewhere along DE-1 and figured he was probably only a couple of minutes away from the El Wray when he saw Ricky Moore’s semi hauling ass in the other direction. The rig was unmistakable. Ricky had it painted bright orange with Ricky Moore’s Big Rig Express painted on the side. He didn’t think much of it at the time except that Ricky looked like he was in one hell of a rush.

      Burke saw the flames from the El Wray Motel two miles out. At first, he didn’t really know what it was, but when his mind caught up, it was as clear as day that the entire motel was an inferno.

      Burke hit the gas, and when he took a slight bend in the road, the old patrol car’s ass end swung out sideways. He almost lost control of the whole thing, but as soon as he eased off the pedal and straightened the wheel, the tires gripped the road again. He had complete control as he pulled up to the El Wray, or what was left of it anyway.

      Burke climbed out and shielded his face from the heat. “Oh, my…”

      He had no idea what to do, and the sight shocked him for a couple of seconds. Then he saw a couple of legs poking out of the office doorway. All the excitement he had felt while speeding over with the flashing lights and sirens just made him feel foolish. He pushed all that aside, and without so much as a second thought, he ran underneath the flashing neon light that was still managing somehow to flash on and off while burning with fire.

      He shielded his face as flames licked at his arms and legs. With one arm up to protect his eyes, he grabbed hold of one of the boots hanging out of the doorway then ran as fast as he could, dragging that body behind him. He knew it wasn’t the gentlest of rescues, but he figured that it was better than burning to death. Burke dragged the body out into the street and into the beams of his headlights, where it was safe from the flames and fire.

      Burke dropped to his knees and rolled the body over. He was about to start CPR when he stopped dead in his tracks. He was looking at Ricky Moore, and Ricky wasn’t unconscious from smoke inhalation or anything like that. He was unconscious because somebody had stabbed the absolute hell out of him. There was no way known CPR or anything else was going to help him.

      Then Burke remembered the truck he’d passed on the road, realizing Ricky Moore hadn’t been behind the wheel of the big rig. There was a very high chance that whoever was behind the wheel had stabbed poor Ricky to death and set the El Wray on fire.

      Burke jumped into the front seat of the cruiser, turned the key, yanked the wheel, and floored it. The car did a violent one-eighty turn, taking two of its wheels onto the dirt shoulder before straightening back up and speeding off in the direction it had just come from… in the very same direction of Ricky Moore’s truck.
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      Telly watched as Joe and Morgan slipped on rubber gloves and masks. He couldn’t believe they were going back into the gas station again. Seeing Lloyd like that once was enough for Telly.

      Joe’s radio squawked to life. “This is Stacy Burke! I’m on DE-1 and in pursuit of Ricky Moore’s big rig, last seen heading North on DE-1.”

      Joe and Morgan swapped a curious look.

      “The El Wray Motel is on fire, Ricky Moore is dead, and I suspect the suspects are currently in his rig, heading…” and Burke continued on.

      Joe pulled the mask from his face. “I suppose I should go.”

      “I think you should,” Morgan said.

      
        
        He didn’t waste any time. Within seconds, Joe was behind the wheel of his Jeep and speeding off down the road.
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      Parker and Corey had no idea what was heading their way. They were driving east on DE-9, right near the ocean, where the fog was thick and the air was cool. Parker lit another of Corey’s cigarettes and let it dangle from her lips as she wrapped up a gash on her arm from when she was too slow to get the hell out of the way from one of Hurricane’s attacks back at the motel. It wasn’t the worst injury she’d ever had, that was for sure, but she knew that if she left it unattended, it could turn into a pain in the ass. The last thing she needed was to see the local doctor and explain how the whole thing occurred. She would have to make up some story to cover her tracks, but any story that didn’t end with Parker getting stabbed wasn’t going to pass any doctor’s bullshit detector, so she figured she better just clean it up before it became the loose thread that pulled her cover apart.

      She’d found a first aid kit in the truck and was almost finished bandaging up that arm when flashing red and blue lights lit up the mirrors.

      “This can’t be good,” Corey said.

      “Do you think it’s possible they’re looking for two other people who set fire to a motel and stole a truck?”

      “For the record,” Corey said, “this was all your idea.”

      The Little Creek cruiser sped up in front of the big rig and tapped the brakes. The message was clear: pull the hell over.

      “What do we do?” Corey asked.

      Parker gave it half a second’s thought. “Pull over and play it cool.”

      Corey downshifted, tapped his brakes, and over the course of a quarter of a mile, brought the rig to a standstill. He shut off the engine and reached for the .45 on his hip.

      Parker looked at him. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I’ll just shoot him in the leg or something.”

      “You’re not shooting him in the leg or something. You’re not shooting anyone in the leg.”

      “What do you want to do?” he asked. “Tell him the truth? He’s probably not going to like the sounds of that.”

      “Just be cool,” Parker said as she watched Burke climb out of the cruiser with a flashlight in one hand and his revolver in the other.

      “Step out of the truck,” Burke called out. “Nice and slow, please.”

      “What do we do?” Corey asked.

      She looked at the gun in Burke’s hand. “I think we do as we’re told.”

      Very slowly and carefully, both Parker Ames and Corey Hayes climbed down from the cabin of the truck.

      Burke put the flashlight on them. “Christine?” he said, and it was clear that he wasn’t one hundred percent sure if it was her or not.

      She gave him a light, weak wave. “Hi ya, Stacy.”

      “What’s going on here, Christine?”

      Parker stalled; her mind worked overtime to come up with some sort of bullshit to get them the hell out of the pickle they were in. “We were down at the, ah… down at the Moose Lodge, and Ricky Moore was there, and like usual, you know Ricky, he had one too many. There was no way known he could drive. We thought we would take him home. He’s asleep up there in the cabin.”

      “He’s asleep up there in the cabin?” Burke said.

      “That’s right.”

      “You’re sure?” Burke asked. “That’s the story you’re going with?”

      “Why wouldn’t we?” Corey added.

      “Because Ricky Moore is dead,” Burke said. “Someone stabbed him to death and burned the El Wray Motel down.”

      As if that wasn’t that wasn’t bad enough, a loud thump hit the side of the trailer from the inside.

      Burke’s eyes shifted to the truck. “What was that?

      “What was what?” Corey said.

      “That sound.”

      “I didn’t hear anything.”

      “Me neither,” Parker added.

      Another massive thump hit the inside of the truck.

      “I think we all heard that,” Burke said. “Who’s back there?”

      Neither Parker nor Corey said a single word.

      Burke pointed with the flashlight in his hand. “Open the door.”

      Parker shook her head. “Oh, I really don’t think you want to go and do something like that.”

      “I second that motion,” Corey added.

      Burke shifted his eyes from Parker to Corey and back again. “I’m going to need you to open that back door, Christine.”

      She shook her head. “You really, I mean really, really, don’t want to go and do that.”

      “If you don’t do it, I’ll do it.” And when Burke took a couple of steps to the rear of the truck, Parker tried to do the same to block him, but Burke didn’t like that. He swung the revolver her way. “Stay there! Hands up! Stay there!”

      Parker did as she was told and put her hands a little higher than they were. “Stacy, please, trust me. You don’t want to open up those doors.”

      “Don’t either of you move.” He inched closer to the rear of the truck while still keeping a keen eye on his suspects.

      “Stacy,” she tried to plead again.

      He wrapped his hand around the steel handle at the rear of the truck.

      “You might want to give this a second thought.”

      But he didn’t. Stacy Burke unlatched the handle and swung the trailer door to wide open. He peered forward and, at first, saw darkness. “There’s nothing—”

      Burke’s words were cut short when he heard massive thumping steps, then Hurricane Williams blasted out of the darkness, and at the very sight of him, Stacy Burke did the only thing he could do in that situation: he froze.

      Hurricane Williams jumped out of Ricky Moore’s big rig, and as he landed on the ground, he swung the machete down so hard and fast that it split Burke’s skull in two.

      “Goddamn it,” Parker yelled.

      His body slumped to the ground, and as soon as it hit the deck, Hurricane shifted his attention to Parker Ames.

      “So,” Parker said with a shrug, “no hard feelings?”

      Hurricane gripped the living hell out of his machete and was about to get started on the hacking and slashing when he looked beyond both Parker and Corey to the sheriff’s Jeep speeding out of the fog toward them.

      Parker looked over her shoulder. “Shit, it’s Joe.” And when she looked back, Hurricane had disappeared. “Probably not a bad idea,” she said to Corey. “You should do the same.”

      “What?”

      “There’s no point both of us going to jail. Get out of here. I’ll deal with Joe.”

      Corey paused a little too long, but when Parker yelled at him to run, that was just what he did. By the time Joe hit the brakes and climbed out, Corey was long gone.

      He looked at his wife, at the truck, and the body on the ground, trying to make sense of it all.

      “You’re probably wondering what the hell is going on.”

      “You could say something like that,” Joe said.
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      Even at ten o’clock, there were still teenagers out on the foggy streets of Slaughter Beach trick-or-treating, and judging by the couple of houses Norm Freeman saw TPed as he cruised down Main Street, a couple of people had chosen trick rather than treat.

      Norm pulled his old green pickup into the parking lot of the Anchor Bar and shut the engine down. His hands were shaking like mad, and it wasn’t until he pulled them off the wheel that he realized just how bad they really were. Norm cursed his fingers as he climbed out of the pickup then made his way into the bar with those hands buried deep into the pockets of his work pants.

      Poor old Norm had never caught a break in his life. He was on his third wife, who hated him as much as his first two wives, and his son was doing three to five down at Sussex for stupidity. Norm had taken to constantly wearing his Gulf Oil hat to hide his receding hairline, which was running back so fast that Norm suspected it was secretly afraid of his face.

      When he walked into the bar, he saw that Old Man Richardson had done a half-assed job at decorating the joint for Halloween. Fake cobwebs hung in the corners next to the real cobwebs, “Monster Mash” was playing on the jukebox, and a skeleton was propped up in one of the booths with a warm beer in from of him.

      When Norm walked through those double doors like he had a million times before, everyone in the bar turned to see who it was like they had a million times before. For a Tuesday night, it was a bit quiet. Because it was Halloween and all, Norm figured most people would be out with their kids, knocking on doors and collecting candy. That’s not to say that the joint was empty. Old Man Richardson’s two boys, Steve and Nathan, were sitting at the bar, just like they had for the past fifteen years. Although they were good boys, they wouldn’t be winning any spelling bees anytime soon. They spent their days working the fishing boats that sailed out of South Bethany and spent their nights sitting at the end of their father’s bar drinking beer and getting into fights.

      Richardson slapped a wet towel over his shoulder when he saw Norm walk through the doors. “How goes it, Norm?”

      Typically, Norm would mouth back some smart-ass comment just like he had for the past twenty years, but that time, all he did was grunt half a hello, pull up a stool, and take a seat at the bar.

      Old Man Richardson knew something was up before Norm’s ass even touched the stool, so he poured him a beer and placed it in front of him without so much as a word.

      “Thanks,” Norm grunted, and as he picked up the glass, his hand shook so hard that beer sloshed over the rim and hit the bar top long before the glass ever touched his lips. He finally got a sip in, then as his hand lowered the glass back down, it shook and spilled all over again.

      Richardson already had eyes on Norm, but after that, the two boys peeled their eyes from Butcher Ben’s Twenty-Four-Hour Monster Film Festival of Terror and placed them on Norm.

      “Something on your mind, buddy?” Richardson asked.

      “You could say that,” Norm said. “You could also say that something evil has come to our town.”

      Steve had a beer halfway to his lips and as soon as he heard those words, he hit Pause on that sip. “Say what?”

      “Yeah,” old man Richardson said. “Would you mind elaborating on that, Norm?”

      “Two hours ago, I was on my way back from Straytonville. Sam out there had a truck playing up, and he wanted me to go and have a look tonight, so he could use it bright and early in the morning. So I go and fix the truck, and I’m on the way back, heading down 36. It had been a long son-of-a-bitch day. I’d been up since sunrise because of that damn stupid stray Karen brought home last week, and since then, there hasn’t been one goddamned night where the prick hasn’t barked all night long. Anyway, I’d been up since the crack of dawn, and as I said, I was pretty keen to walk in through these doors here and have myself a couple of cold ones. But as I was driving down 36, and up ahead at Lloyd’s First & Last, I saw a kerfuffle.”

      “What kind of kerfuffle?” Steve asked.

      Nathan looked confused. “What’s a kafulle? Is it even a real word?”

      Steve just shook his head. “Of course it’s a real word.”

      “What’s it mean?”

      A bolt of anger shot through Norm. “Does it fucking matter?”

      “All right, all right,” Nathan said. “It doesn’t matter, all right?”

      Norm took a moment to calm himself down. “Down at Lloyd’s, there were flashing lights, and the deputy was there and everything,” Norm continued. “So I pull over to see what’s going on. You wouldn’t exactly call me and Lloyd long-lost buddies, but we’ve had a beer or two together, so I wanted to see if all was okay, you know?”

      “Was it?” Richardson asked.

      Norm shook his head. “No, it wasn’t okay.”

      At that point in Norm’s story, the boys all leaned in a little bit closer to hear what had happened next.

      “Telly Edmondson was there. He was the first on scene, and he told me the deputy was in the filling station, but I didn’t want to go in that was for sure. So naturally…”

      “Naturally, you went in,” Old Man Richardson said, finishing off Norm’s sentence.

      “So I went in,” Norm said with a hint of regret in his voice.

      “Was Lloyd there?” Steve asked.

      Norm took a sip of his beer. He still had the shakes, but they weren’t anywhere near as bad as when he’d first walked in the door. “What was left of him was.”

      “What do you mean?” Nathan asked with a hint of fear in his voice. “‘What was left of him’?”

      “Someone had separated his head from his body,” Norm said.

      The boys all leaned back in their chairs, and each drew a heavy breath.

      “So…” Nathan said. “So he’s dead?”

      “Yes, he’s fucking dead!” Norm snapped.

      No one said a word in the bar, and for a couple of seconds, all that could be heard were the screams of some poor victim on the television.

      Richardson raised his glass. “Lloyd was a good man.”

      “Never hurt a fly,” Steve added, and they all took a drink.

      They enjoyed that drink in memory of Lloyd, and for a few moments, not one of them said a word.

      “What kind of dog would do this to Lloyd?” Old Man Richardson said. “What kind of dog?”

      Norm made a sound. It was somewhere between a grunt and a snort, and although it was involuntary, it let the boys know that Norm knew a little more than he was letting on. They all looked his way for an answer, and he knew it.

      “Now, I’m just a guy talking here,” Norm said. “A guy who doesn’t know shit for shit about anything, all right?”

      They all nodded.

      “All right,” Old Man Richardson said. “You don’t know shit from shit, except?”

      “Except that Christine Turner’s car was found at Lloyd’s.”

      They took that in for a moment.

      “Was it now?” Old Man Richardson said. “That’s very interesting. And where was that little girl?”

      Norm didn’t say shit, and they all waited for his answer.

      “Now, again. I’m just a guy who doesn’t know shit from…”

      “Shit,” Old Man Richardson said. “We get it.”

      Norm downed a mouthful of beer. “The El Wray Motel was also burned to the ground tonight. Mary Brown, Bob Brown, Claire Brown, Ricky Moore, and Lloyd Fairweather are all dead.”

      “All of them?” Nathan asked just to double-check his hearing was all still working.

      “Every single one,” Norm said. “And Christine Turner is in custody over there at the sheriff’s station.”

      “Are you sayin’ she killed all those folks?” Nathan asked, still trying to wrap his head around it.

      “I’m not saying that,” Norm said. “Not yet anyway. But it does look mighty damn suspicious is all.” Norm finished his beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      Old Man Richardson wrapped his fingers around a glass. “Another beer, Norm?”

      Norm shook his head. “I don’t feel so hot, fellas. I’m taking myself home.” He made his way to the door, paused, and looked back at the Richardson boys. “Be safe out there tonight. There’s a bad smell in the air.”

      And with those words, he left.
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      “There’s a bad smell in the air,” Nathan said. “What the hell did he mean by that?”

      Hardly anybody paid attention to Nathan, and that occasion was no exception.

      “Damn it, Pa,” Steve said. “Have you ever heard of anything like that happening in Slaughter Beach before?”

      The old man shook his head. “She’s always been funny, that girl.”

      “Christine Turner?” Nathan said. “I’ve never heard her be funny.”

      “Funny as in odd,” Steve said. “Not as in funny ha-ha.”

      “Oh.”

      Steve leaned over the bar and topped up his beer. “She’s not one of us; that’s for sure. She wasn’t born here.”

      “You seen those tattoos?” Old Man Richardson asked. “Running all up her arms?”

      “I’ve never seen no tattoos,” Nathan said.

      “She keeps them covered mostly,” Old Man Richardson said. “Some sort of satanic ritual shit, probably.” He poured each of the boys and himself a shot of Wild Turkey. “Those goddamned devil worshippers.” He held the glass to his lips. “Lloyd was a good man.”

      “I played pool with him every other week,” Steve said. “Terrible pool player, good guy.”

      They downed their drinks and let the silence linger between them for a couple of moments.

      “It’s that sheriff I worry about,” Old Man Richardson finally said to break the silence.

      Nathan lit a cigarette. “Joe?”

      “It’s his wife, isn’t it?” the old man continued. “What do you think he’s going to do to protect his wife? It’s my bet he’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “I’ve never liked that Boy Scout,” Steve added. “That murderous bitch is probably going to walk free. I guaran-fucking-tee it.” He lit a cigarette and locked eyes with his old man.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, son?” Old Man Richardson said.

      A big old dirty grin crawled across Steve’s face. “I think it’s time for the Wolves of Slaughter Beach to make a return.”

      “My thoughts exactly, son.” Old Man Richardson said with a menacing-looking grin.

      Around about now you’re probably thinking who the hell are the Wolves of Slaughter Beach and fair enough, you’d be right to think that. For those of you not up-to-date with Slaughter Beach folklore, here’s a little rundown of who they are and how they originated. Way back in 1681, when the very first settlers arrived in Slaughter Beach, there was no law to be seen or heard of on the coast of Delaware, so five families banded together and vowed to protect the good hardworking people of Slaughter Beach. Old Man Denny Richardson’s great-great-great-granddaddy was one of the founding members. There were the Cooks, the Harrises, the Perrys, the Kings, and the Richardsons. A son from each family was volunteered, and the five-man team patrolled the coastline of Slaughter Beach, resolved disputes, and dealt with any trouble that may have happened to roll into town. That was the way it had worked in Slaughter Beach all the way up until 1890, when it got its own sheriff’s department. At that point, the Wolves of Slaughter Beach were officially disbanded, because there really was no need for an unofficial law-enforcement presence when they had an official one in place. That was what the folks of Slaughter Beach had thought anyway.

      In the summer of 1929, a drifter rolled into town and put two bullets into Roland Morgan, who ran the local store, while trying to rob him of the $4.30 in his cash register. Everybody in Slaughter Beach knew who had done it, yet when it came time for the Slaughter Beach Sheriff’s Department to make an arrest, they didn’t have any eyewitnesses, they couldn’t establish a motive, and the murder weapon was never recovered. After a three-week investigation, Sheriff Porter didn’t have enough evidence for an arrest, and the drifter was cut loose and sent on his way. But there was never any doubt in the minds and hearts of those who lived and breathed Slaughter Beach. It was then, in 1929, that the Wolves of Slaughter Beach were reformed, and just like before, one son from each of the five major families worked to serve justice to those who had escaped through the loopholes of the law.

      That drifter didn’t make it out of the city limits before he was mowed down by gunfire on Cedar Beach Road, not far from where the El Wray Motel used to stand. And so for the following seventy years, the Wolves of Slaughter Beach dealt out justice whenever they thought the law had failed. They might lie dormant for years on end, only to strike when they thought it was appropriate, but as the years moved on and society grew more civil, the usefulness of the Wolves of Slaughter Beach diminished. until most of the people in town thought either they had all died out or that the whole thing had just been a myth to begin with.

      Most of the five families that had formed the Wolves of Slaughter Beach had faded away. The Cooks had moved to Florida sometime in the ’40s. A generation of Perrys had four daughters and no sons, and the Wolves weren’t allowing any woman into the fold at the time. The Kings moved away, and the Harrises had stepped down from the tradition sometime in the late ’70s. All that remained were the Richardsons, and although they hadn’t been active members of the Wolves of Slaughter Beach—due to the progressive nature of the law of the land and so forth—they were still committed to fulfilling their historic role within the city.

      There were no longer five representatives from the founding families of Slaughter Beach, but Denny Richardson and his two boys were ready to uphold the oath that their great-great-great-granddaddy had taken all those years ago.

      “In the old days,” Old Man Richardson said as he poured a couple more shots for himself and his boys, “when we knew somebody was guilty, and I mean absolutely, positively, one hundred percent knew someone was guilty, and walked away from justice because of some bullshit loophole—”

      “Or because her husband was the sheriff,” Steve added.

      “Or because her husband was the sheriff, it would be in our right to deliver justice and make those people pay.”

      Steve held up his shot glass for another toast. “To the return of the Wolves of Slaughter Beach.”

      Shots were had, backs were slapped, and the Closed sign was turned over on the front door of the Anchor Bar.
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      Joe and Morgan watched as the fax machine printed out Parker Ames’s police file one painfully slow line at a time. Joe could have sworn he was watching the event unfold in slow motion. When it got to the end of the page, he tore it off the machine and read as quickly as he could. When he reached the end, the only words he could muster were simple and precise.

      “Holy shit,” Joe mumbled.

      Morgan snatched it out of his hands and quickly scanned down the page, and when she was done, she looked up at her boss. “And you thought you were having a bad day before.”

      Joe wasn’t a violent man, and he wasn’t known for losing his temper or flying off the handle, but faced with the reality that Christine Turner was indeed Parker Ames, he kicked a trash can clear across the room. He wanted to fight and scream, but all he did was push all that anger down inside, put his hands on his hips, and shake his head.

      “Goddamn it,” he said to himself. “God-fucking-damn it!”
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      Parker sat quietly at the table in the interview room of the Slaughter Beach Sheriff’s Department. The table was bolted to the floor, and she was handcuffed to the table. Parker had gotten out of many tight jams before in her time, but busting out of handcuffs without a key was not one of them.

      She had blood on her knuckles and smoke in her hair. Sitting there under arrest in a police station, Parker couldn’t help but find it amusing that after all those years, she really hadn’t evolved much.

      The door swung open, then Joe walked in and slammed the fax down on the table in front of her. Parker knew exactly what it was.

      “Can you explain that?”

      “I—” Parker started to say.

      “It says you were in a mental institution.”

      “Joe—”

      “It says you broke out.”

      “Joe…”

      “It says you murdered people.”

      Parker took a moment, waiting for him to chill—as much as he was going to chill anyway—and when it looked like he’d cooled a little, she spoke. “Do you want me to explain it, or do you want to yell at me?”

      Joe paused, put his hands on his hips, drew a breath to calm the hell down, and pulled up a seat across from her. “Go ahead then.”

      “Am I talking to my husband right now, or am I talking to the sheriff?”

      “I think you’ve got a lot of explaining to do to the both of us.”

      Parker sighed. It was going to be hard work. She slipped her fingers into the pocket of her dress, pulled out Corey’s cigarettes, and lit one.

      Watching her, he folded his arms and leaned back in his chair. “You don’t smoke.”

      “Joe, I think you’re going to find out that there’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

      “Try me.”

      She took a drag, blew smoke out through her nostrils, and began. “There are some men out there so evil that not even hell wants them. They stay in our world, and they hunt, and they murder and go after people they believed wronged them and anybody who stands in their way. I’ve been hunting these monsters since I was a teenager.”

      Joe smirked and leaned forward. “Come again.”

      “We call them slashers.”

      “And you hunt them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is this something you go to college for?”

      “Go to hell, Joe.” She sighed.

      “This is just a little bit of a tough pill to swallow, Christine. Or should I call you…” He took another look at her file. “Parker?”

      “This is why I never told you.”

      Joe put his hands up as if he were going to surrender that little battle. “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “I was sixteen years old when I went to battle with my first slasher. My father worked for the military. He led a team of scientists, and this team were trying to record the effects of sleep deprivation. So they took a couple of military soldiers who volunteered for the experiment and locked them in a bunker. They couldn’t see in, and the volunteers couldn’t see out. To keep the volunteers awake, they pumped 2-4-5 Trioxin gas into the bunker.”

      “Did it work?” Joe asked.

      Parker. “For the first few days, it was just business as usual. The men just played cards and goofed off, but after five or six days, something else happened.”

      “What?”

      “Silence.”

      “What do you mean ‘silence’?”

      “Not a single word,” she said. “Three days later, the screaming started. It went on and on and on for close to a week before it suddenly stopped. The scientists later figured out it was because the men had torn all their vocal cords. After thirty days, they finally opened up the bunker.”

      “What did they find.”

      “It wasn’t good. Two of the subjects were dead. They had apparently torn their own organs out of their bodies while they were still alive, and the third subject… well… He wasn’t too happy about his situation either. He tore apart every single person that stepped foot in that bunker.”

      “‘Tore apart’?”

      “Limb by limb,” Parker said. “Nine men. After that, they called him Hurricane Williams. Eventually, they captured that mad bastard and sentenced him to death. Just before they executed him, two things happened.” She held up a finger. “One, he vowed to hunt down every single last person who was involved in the experiment and murder them and their families.” Parker extended a second finger. “And two. It took the executioner in Texas three cracks at the electric chair to finally stop his heart. Now, his heart may have stopped, but it didn’t kill him. Later that night, Hurricane Williams busted out of the morgue and began to make good on his word. First, he murdered the entire Marsden family and then Mr. and Mrs. Page, and then Hurricane Williams paid a visit to my house. By that time, my father knew Hurricane was coming for us and tried to get us out of there, but it was too late. Hurricane killed my father first, my mother second, and he almost killed me.”

      “How did you get away?”

      Parker shook her head. “Luck. It wasn’t much later that Deloris McCormick heard about what had happened and found and came for me.”

      “Who?”

      “Deloris McCormick,” Parker continued. “You see, a lot of people thought that McCormick was crazy, but she wasn’t crazy. Deloris McCormick was something else altogether. She was a hunter, and she’d been hunting slashers all her life. Just like her mother and her mother before her. Hunting sons of bitches like Hurricane Williams was the family business for the McCormicks. Those tough old ladies trained the next generation of slasher hunters, and together, they helped to rid the world of monsters. Except McCormick couldn’t have any children, so instead, she trained me. For years, we traveled the country, sending dozens and dozens of these murderous bastards back to hell.”

      Parker rolled up her sleeve as best she could with her hands still cuffed, to reveal the tattoos on her arms. “I’ve got one of these for every slasher I’ve killed.” Then as best as she could, she rolled up the other sleeve to reveal the vine-and-leaf tattoos. “And one of those for every life I’ve saved.” She pulled the cigarette from her lips. “Hurricane Williams killed my father, my mother, and Sam’s father, and now he’s back.”

      “You told me Sam’s father died in a car accident,” Joe said. “And that those tattoos didn’t mean a thing.”

      “I lied,” Parker said. “He’s back. He’s here in Slaughter Beach. You’ve seen the bodies. He’s going to try to kill me, and he’s going to try to kill Sam. You need to let me out of here so I can put a stop to him once and for all.”

      Joe climbed to his feet and let out a long sigh. He took a couple of steps in one direction then a couple of steps in the other.

      “Joe,” Parker said, “what are you thinking?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He gave it another go, but still, he couldn’t find the words.

      “Joe, talk to me.”

      “You want to know what I think?” he said.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think you’re fucking nuts. Cuckoo-type nuts. How the hell could I marry you?”

      “I’m still that girl,” Parker said. “I’m just also this other girl too. One who happens to be really good at sending sons of bitches back to hell.”

      He paused and stared at her, and Parker knew he was trying to figure out how crazy she really was. “I’ve got to think about this.”

      “What?” Parker said. “You need to let me out of here! I need to find Sam. I need to get Sam somewhere safe.”

      He wasn’t listening. He walked out and let the door slam behind him.
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      Joe leaned against the wall and listened to Parker scream and beg. He knew it was his wife in there. The woman looked like her and smelled like her, but the words coming out of her mouth were unlike anything he’d ever heard before. She was spewing crazy talk with all this business of slashers and monsters and monster hunters. If he had never in his entire life laid his eyes on Parker Ames—or Christine or whatever her name was—and listened to what she had just said in that interview, he would have picked up the telephone straight away and called for the loony bin. Case closed, let the medical profession deal with her. But being in that room wasn’t the first time and only time he had spent with her. They had been married for years. He had seen her in every light a husband sees his wife in after all those years, and nothing in their shared history had even remotely pointed to Parker being of the crazy variety.

      Based on that alone, he wished he could take her home, make her a cup of tea, and hold her tightly in his arms, hoping the whole episode would pass them by. But he had five bodies on his hands, and at first glance, she was mixed up in this mess one way or another.

      When Joe walked back out into the main floor of the station, Morgan was on the phone, and when she saw him, she quickly got off. “How’d that go?”

      “Not good,” he said. “I better get back to the crime scene.”

      “Which one?”

      He paused. “All of them, I guess.”

      “The fire department is at the El Wray,” Morgan briefed him. “The fire is out, but they’re still checking on the gas lines to make sure they’re safe. I’ve got Ed Burley working security at the gas station, and there’s a crime scene team coming in from Philadelphia. They should be here in a couple of hours.”

      “Good,” Joe said. He was a million miles away.

      “How you holding up, boss?”

      He let the question slide right past him. “Has there been any complaints or calls from or around the Anderson house?”

      Morgan shook her head. “Why?”

      “Sam’s staying there tonight.” He picked up the telephone and dialed Jacinta Anderson’s number. “I want to check on her.”

      The phone rang.

      And rang.

      And rang.

      When it was clear no one was going to answer, Joe hung up the phone. “Ah, hell.” He grabbed his hat and coat and headed for the door. “Man, the ship. I’ll be back in twenty.”

      And then he was gone.

      “The ship’s looking pretty rocky from where I’m standing, boss,” Morgan said.
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      Corey sat behind the wheel of the Eldorado. He was parked across the street, a few storefronts down, and outside the glow of the streetlight. Between the darkness and fog, Corey assumed the car was out of sight… well, as out of sight as a cherry-red chrome-covered Cadillac could be anyway. It was getting late, and the couple of diners had closed up. The trick-or-treaters had all gone home, and nobody was out on Main Street. It was a ghost town.

      He watched as Joe bursted out of the station, climbed behind the wheel of his Jeep, and peeled off down the road. Corey waited until Joe was out of sight before casually climbing out of the Eldorado and making his way over to the pay phone outside the video store. He dialed 911 then turned around to watch Morgan through the windows of the sheriff’s station as she and answered the telephone.

      “Slaughter Beach Police.”

      “Yo!” Corey yelled into the phone. “Yo! There’s a… There’s a… I don’t even know what, man! Some kinda monster, and he’s just hacking and slashing and hacking and slashing his way through people down at”—Corey looked at an address scribbled on his hand—“62 Franklin Avenue! That’s 62 Franklin Avenue! Oh, damn! He’s on his way, coming right at me!”

      And when he hung up, all that fear and stress slipped from his face. He leaned back against the wall, slipped a piece of Wrigley’s Doublemint gum into his mouth, and watched on with a smile on his lips.

      Morgan couldn’t get out of the station quickly enough. She burst through the front door, with her coat half on and half off, and within seconds, she was in the front seat of her patrol car. She turned the engine over, pulled out onto the road, and got the hell out of there.

      “Works every time,” Corey said.

      Very casually, as if he had all the time in the world, Corey strode back to the Eldorado, popped the trunk, and rustled around through the weapons until he found a duffel bag stashed all the way in the back. He swung it over his shoulder then slammed the trunk shut. Just as casually as he had walked to the Eldorado, he ambled through the fog and across the street to the station.

      When he reached the door, he leaned down, slipping Parker’s lockpicking kit out of his pocket, and within seconds, he was inside the station. He headed straight for the interview room, which was locked as well. That barely slowed him down, though. He picked the lock just like he’d picked the front door, and a moment later, he was in the room.

      Parker Ames looked up at him. “What took you so long?”

      “You know,” Corey said. “Bit of this, bit of that.”

      She yanked at cuffs. “Hurry up and get me out of these. We’ve got to find Sam before Hurricane does.”

      “Hold your horses.” Corey dug his fingers into the pocket of his jeans and produced a key.

      A moment later, Parker was as free as a bird. Parker stood, rubbed her wrists, and motioned to the green duffel bag over Corey’s shoulder. “What’s in that?”

      He swung it off his shoulder and let it thump on the table. “You left it in the trunk of the Eldorado about a decade ago.”

      “And you’ve been holding onto it ever since?”

      “I figured sooner or later, one day, you might need it.” He unzipped the bag. “Turns out I was right.”

      Parker reached inside, and her fingers latched onto something that brought a smile to her face. Her favorite chain saw: Aerosmith. “Hello, old friend.”
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      Corey lit himself another cigarette and sat on Sheriff Joe Turner’s desk as he waited for Parker to get changed. He was just about finished with the cigarette when Parker stepped in out of the hall, and for the first time since Corey had arrived in Slaughter Beach, Parker Ames looked like the Parker Ames he knew, all those years ago. She was rocking a pair of black Levi’s, a Def Leppard T-shirt, her leather jacket, and let’s not forget the machete strapped to her hip.

      “You look like you’re just about ready to go and send some slimeball back to hell.” Corey said.

      She swung the duffel bag with Aerosmith inside over her shoulder. “I’m feeling like it.”

      “So are you back?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      They were just about to get the hell out of the station and hit the road when a voice called from out in the street, “Sheriff Joe Turner!”

      “What the hell?” Parker muttered.

      Corey peeked through the window and got an angle on three men standing out in the fog. All three of them had baseball bats, cloaks, and hoods. One was even holding a noose. Corey looked to Parker. “Who the fuck are these guys?”

      She took a peek. “I have no idea.”

      The pair of them stepped out of the station, completely and utterly confused about what the hell was going on. Both Parker and Corey had seen some weird shit in their time chasing weird shit around the country, from teddy bear slashers to Nazi zombie slashers, but whatever these guys were was completely new to them.

      “What the hell is this?” Parker asked.

      Richardson was the one under the hood and holding the noose. “Is the sheriff in?”

      “No,” Parker said. “You might have to come back later.”

      There was a long pause. “Nevertheless,” Richardson said, mustering up some sort of misguided sense of authority. “We’re the Wolves of Slaughter Beach, and for generations, the Wolves of Slaughter Beach have served as an instrument of justice. When the scales of justice have failed, we’ve been there. When the guilty have gone free, we’ve been there. When justice needed to be dealt, we’ve been the dealers.”

      Unimpressed, Parker glanced at her watch.

      “Christine Turner, it has been deemed by the Wolves of Slaughter Beach that you must be punished for the murders of Lloyd Fairweather, Mary Brown, Lily Brown, Bob Brown, and Ricky Moore.

      “And we’re here to bring justice to your victims,” Nathan said.

      “If you come peacefully, nobody else will get hurt,” Richardson continued.

      “What if I don’t want to come peacefully?” Parker asked.

      The hoods all swapped a glance, then both Nathan and Steve raised their bats a little higher.

      “Then we’ll come and get ya violently,” Steve said.

      Parker sighed. “I totally don’t have the time for this shit,” she muttered and reached into the duffel bag and pulled out Aerosmith.

      She cranked up that bad boy and let it chug-chug-chug in the quiet night. “All right, boys. Who wants to go first?”

      The hoods all froze, and none of them said a word. They stayed that way for a couple of moments as Aerosmith idled. Then, almost as if they were on cue, they each took a couple of steps back, which quickly turned into a full-blown retreat where they turned on their heels, took off running, and quickly disappeared into the night.

      “Looks like you’re back to me.”

      Parker shut down Aerosmith. “Well, maybe for just one night.”
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      From the outside, the Anderson household looked completely normal as Joe climbed out of his Jeep and made his way up to the front door. There were no screams of horror and terror from inside. A couple of lights were on in the house, and a blue glow leaked out from between the living room curtains. Joe figured it was probably just from the girls watching Butcher Ben’s Twenty-four-hour Monster Film Festival of Terror on the television.

      He was almost relieved, and as he rang the doorbell, the panic started to leave his body. He still had one hell of a nightmare on his hand with everything that had happened at the service station and the El Wray Motel, but he couldn’t handle it if something happened to Sam. He wasn’t her biological father—they both knew that—but he was still her dad, and she was still his daughter. He’d been there at the very exact moment she was born. He had been there for late-night feedings and diaper changes. He was the one she ran to whenever she fell off her bike or out of a tree.

      But as he rang that doorbell and waited for what felt like a lifetime, that panic he’d felt in his muscles and heart slowly crept back with every passing second. He rang the doorbell a couple more times, and when those rings weren’t answered, Joe took to banging on the front door. And still, nobody answered.

      Enough of this shit, Joe thought as he tramped over Jacinta’s flower bed to peek in through the living room window. Between a small gap in the curtains, he saw a body lying on the floor.

      Man?

      Woman?

      Child?

      He had no idea. What Joe did know was that one way or another, he was getting into that house. Filled with fear, panic, and anger, he made his way back over to the front door. Joe lifted his leg and kicked in the front door of the Andersons’ house. Splinters flew out everywhere.

      Joe yanked out his revolver from the holster and frantically stumbled into the living room, but once he was there, he stopped dead in his tracks. The room was one great big, bloody mess. Blood had splattered all over the white couch, halfway up the walls, and across the television screen, which was still playing some horror film.

      Joe counted three bodies. Judging by their sizes, there were two adults and one girl, and it was the girl that drew Joe’s attention.

      He took very hesitant steps toward the smaller body lying in front of the television. Facedown in the blood-soaked carpet, it could have been Sam, Marcy, or anyone else.

      Tears were already in his eyes as he knelt next to her. Joe reached out, placing his hand on the girl’s pajamas, and slowly turned her over. It was Marcy Anderson—beaten, bloody, and gone. Joe was horrified and relieved at both the same time.

      Then sound came from upstairs. Footsteps. They were heavy and loud. For a moment, Joe thought he’d just imagined it, that it was all in his head. Then he heard it again. Joe froze.

      “Oh, shit,” he whispered. “He’s still here.” Joe took a couple of steps over to the staircase and craned his head to look up. He couldn’t see much in the darkness, but he could hear the movement.

      Joe’s throat was dry, but he tried to swallow anyway. His legs were shaking, but that didn’t stop him from quietly taking the first couple of steps up that staircase. That meant taking each step as slowly as humanly possible, and after a dozen or so cautious steps, Joe found himself up on the second floor of the Andersons’ home. He was looking at four rooms—two on each side of the hall and what he took as a bathroom at the end.

      Like with the stairs, he took things slowly until he reached the door of the first room in the hall. With his finger wrapped around the trigger, Joe raised his revolver. He took a step and… found the room was empty.

      He was drenched in sweat, which was starting to drip into his eyes. He wiped his face with the sleeve of his coat and sighed with relief. Then Joe shifted his attention to the room across the hall and followed his revolver in that direction. Because he was moving so slowly, he only saw around the doorframe in tiny increments as he inched forward. And that was when Joe saw him. He was huge, brooding, and just standing there with his back to Joe. He had no idea Joe was there, and he was just how Parker had described him—monstrous, with an orange jumpsuit, a hood, and a machete.

      It was true… all of it. Hurricane Williams was real, and he was looking for something… most likely Sam.

      Joe had always thought it was too much for a kid to handle, but since Sam was very little, Parker had run drills practicing what to do if somebody broke into the house and was trying to “get” her. She’s just a kid, for Christ’s sake, Joe had thought at the time, but he suddenly saw it differently. In those drills, Parker outlined a set of rules. She did it so often that even Joe knew those rules by heart.

      First: Always run. Always.

      Second: Never run upstairs unless you absolutely have to.

      Third: Hide.

      Fourth: Don’t cry.

      Fifth: Never assume the bad guy is dead or gone.

      If she’d followed the rules, Sam was hiding. Joe just needed to find her before Hurricane Williams did.

      As quiet as a church mouse, Joe backed off down the hall. There were two more rooms. The first one Joe passed had nothing to hide in or behind—no wardrobe or bed, only a couple of reading chairs and a bookcase. That left the last room, Marcy’s room.

      Joe stepped inside and went straight for wardrobe. He wrapped his fingers around the handle, paused, then pulled the door open. Sam was inside, covered in other people’s blood. She was about to scream her head off but quickly caught herself when she saw Joe. Instead, she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly.

      “We have to be very quiet,” Joe whispered into her ear.

      “There’s a monster,” she whispered back.

      “I know,” he said. “I’m going to get you out, okay? It’s all going to be all right.”

      She nodded.

      “We have to be very quiet. Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to go downstairs and get in my car.”

      “And then what?”

      “We’re going to drive away real fast. Sound like a plan?”

      She nodded. “I like this plan.”

      Joe was the first to step out of the bedroom and out into the hall with Sam not far behind. All of Joe’s plans came to a screeching halt when he saw Hurricane Williams standing at the end of the hall, staring right at them with that big old machete in his hands.

      Fear shot through Joe like a heart attack, and he froze for a couple heartbeats before he could muster up words. “I’m Sheriff Turner. Now here’s what I want you to do, all right? I want you to put down that weapon now. Nice and calm like. Are we clear?”

      Hurricane raised his machete and gave it a curious look.

      “I’m not sure he’s getting the message,” Sam said.

      Joe raised his revolver and had his aim square on the slasher. “Are we clear?”

      Hurricane raised that machete high and took off running as fast as he could toward Joe with his big heavy feet thumping on the wooden floor.

      They were not clear. Joe was shit out of options. He wrapped his finger around the trigger, drew a breath, and made sure his aim was dead certain. Letting the air leak out of his lungs, he pulled the trigger.

      The round exploded out of the barrel of his revolver with a flash that lit up the entire hall. It hit Hurricane squarely in his chest… but didn’t stop him. Not one little bit.

      Joe fired off another round, but Hurricane kept coming. Then he unleashed everything he had.

      Bang!

      Bang!

      Bang!

      Bang!

      All of those rounds hit him hard in the chest, and finally, after all that shooting, Hurricane hit the wooden floorboards with a massive thump like some elephant that had just been taken down by a hunter.

      Joe holstered his revolver as Sam huddled in a little closer to him.

      “We should probably go,” he said.

      “Good idea.”

      Together they took a handful of cautious and careful steps down the hall, taking extra special care as they made their way past the body of Hurricane Williams and to the top of the stairs. Just as they were about to begin the descent, a god-awful groan came from the slasher.

      Joe looked over his shoulder and saw Hurricane Williams starting to climb to his feet. “Oh, shit.”

      “What do we do?”

      Hurricane snatched his machete from the floor, rolled back his shoulders, and stood almost as tall as the ceiling.

      “Joe?”

      He thought of Parker’s rules—specifically her number one rule—and turned to Sam. “Run!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      For a moment, everything outside the Anderson household was calm and peaceful—then Joe and Sam burst out of the house as fast as they could with Hurricane Williams hot on their trail. The pair of them jumped into the Jeep, then Joe cranked the engine and sped away from the curb as fast as that Jeep that would take them.

      When they’d made it down the road about three or four houses away, Joe finally drew a breath of relief and looked over his shoulder and back down at the street. Hurricane Williams was in the middle of the street right behind them. At first, Joe didn’t think the slasher was much of a threat to a moving vehicle. What could he do? He was fifty feet away, and that distance was growing by the second.

      Then Hurricane swung that machete back and hurled it at the speeding Jeep. The sheriff saw what was coming and slammed the gas pedal to the floor, but he wasn’t quick enough. The machete blasted through the rear window and buried itself in the dashboard.

      The shock and madness of it all shook Joe. He struggled with the wheel, but he lost control. The Jeep jerked violently toward the side of the road and crashed into a parked Mazda, crushing the entire side of the smaller vehicle. The Jeep rolled onto its side and scraped along the road before finally coming to a stop. Inside the hunk of scrap metal with water and gas leaking all over the place, Joe’s eyes snapped open. He was all kinds of cut up, and his leg was a mess, but he was alive. He was groggy, but everything that happened in the last couple of minutes came rushing back to him. He knew he had to hurry the hell up and get out of there. He reached over, grabbed hold of Sam, and shook her until she snapped awake. “We gotta go.”

      He crawled out of the trashed Jeep, dragging Sam with him and stumbled onto the road.

      They may have been alive, and they may have known that they had to get the hell out of there ASAP, but they were both still shaken up. When Joe tried to stand, he stumbled and dropped to the ground. His leg was in worse shape than he’d thought, and he could barely put any weight on it at all.

      “Come on,” Sam said as she tried to pull him to his feet, but it was no good. Joe was too big, and Sam was too small.

      Joe saw something emerge out of the fog—he squinted to get a better look. There was no mistaking it; Hurricane Williams was coming right for them. Both his big hands balled into fists that looked like they could beat a confession out of a refrigerator. It looked like it was all over red rover for Joe and Sam.

      Then, out of nowhere, Parker Ames appeared and stood as the only shield between the mass murderer and her family. Hurricane paused, and the two of them stared at each other.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” Parker said.

      Hurricane cocked his head at her then shifted his gaze to Corey, who casually made his way to Parker’s side.

      “What do we do?” Joe said, looking up at the unfolding situation.

      “Oh, if I were you,” Corey said. “I’d run like hell.”

      “Get Sam somewhere safe. Hurricane and I have some business to deal with here,” Parker said.

      Joe climbed to his feet as best as he could and, with Sam’s help, hobbled off down the street.

      Corey waited until they were gone to open his mouth. “Now what?”

      “We run away real fast,” Parker said.

      “That’s your plan?”

      “It’s not my entire plan. But it’s the beginning of it?”
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      Nothing moved on Main Street, not even the fog. Slaughter Beach’s main street sat frozen in time like a Polaroid picture of a quaint row of stores staring across the street at another row of quaint stores. The streetlights were on, but the Slaughter Beach fog was so thick that anyone standing under one of them could look directly up and still not see its glow.

      Then at the other end of the street, the fog shifted and parted. Hurricane Williams moved down the center of the empty road with his trusty machete gripped in his hand. He made it about halfway down the street and came to a stop just outside Oscar’s Ice Creamery. He looked left then right. He was searching, hunting. The son of a bitch was in his element, and the conditions were perfect for him.

      That was until the streetlights cut out and the entire street was covered in darkness, fog, and uncertainty. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw something. It was too dark to see for sure.

      A flash. A flurry. The glint of a machete. A slash across his thigh.

      Hurricane grunted and swiped randomly at nothing, but in the darkness, it was useless, his attacker was gone. He spun around in a circle, but he was surrounded by nothing but darkness.

      Then, out of nowhere, came another slash, right across his back. He grunted in pain and stumbled forward. Hurricane tried to swing back and attack with his machete, but he couldn’t hit a thing. He couldn’t even see a thing. The hits were too fast and hard, coming from every direction, and all he saw were fog and darkness. Then came another slash… and another slash and another.

      The hunter had become the hunted, and he grew more and more frustrated, swinging the machete wildly and hitting absolutely zero. His attackers swiped and disappeared… swiped and disappeared.

      He was getting cut to shreds… and then the worst sound he could have possibly heard in that moment roared through the night. It was a chain saw. It’s idling motor chug-chug-chugged under cover of the darkness. He followed the sound as it quickly moved closer to him. As the roar of the chain saw motor was almost upon him… Hurricane ducked.

      The teeth of the chain saw cut through the fog right above his head. Hurricane swung his big fist and smacked it straight into Parker’s belly, sending her stumbling backward. He heard the chain saw slide across the concrete.

      Coughing, Parker rolled onto her hands and knees. She was hurt. She was hurt really bad, but she wasn’t out for the count. She just needed a couple of moments to catch her breath.

      While she was doing that, Hurricane stepped over to the chain saw and scooped it up. Parker’s beloved chain saw looked very at home in his hand, and he gave the trigger a couple of revs.

      Parker looked over her shoulder. “Oh, shit.” She scrambled back to scurry out of the out of the way of the approaching slasher.

      Hurricane raised that chain saw above his head, ready to attack, and just when it looked to be about all over red rover for Parker, a voice called out, “Parker!”

      Corey was behind Hurricane, armed with his own chain saw. He slid it across the concrete and right into Parker’s hand. A moment later, she was on her feet, and that 58cc motor roared to life.

      Needless to say, Hurricane wasn’t too happy about that, and he threw a massive backhand across Corey’s face, sending him straight to the ground, out cold.

      “That’s not cool,” Parker said.

      But Hurricane didn’t care about what Parker Ames thought was cool or not, and he held up that chain saw, revved it, and let out one hell of a war cry.

      And then it was on!

      Hurricane charged toward her with one dirty boot slamming on the road after the other while Parker did the same, and when the two warriors collided, sparks erupted from the collision of chain saws. They swung and clashed, and they danced, circling each other, looking for that death strike that neither of them seemed to be able to land.

      Then suddenly, Parker missed her footing and slipped. Off-balance, she spun around. Hurricane went in for the kill, but Parker wasn’t down and out just yet. At the last moment, she turned around and swung her chain saw upward to block the blow.

      Their weapons locked, entangled. Their faces were so close together that Parker could feel the heat of his breath on her face. Hurricane lifted his knee and pounded a big heavy boot into Parker’s stomach, sending her flying into the street.

      She hit the ground hard, and the pain from that fall reverberated all through her body. The chain saw bounced out of her hands, disappearing into the darkness and fog.

      Ordinarily, Hurricane would have charged at her and buried that chain saw deep into her, but he moved in nice and slow, as if he had all the time in the world. And Parker had no energy left. She looked frail and beaten. She certainly didn’t look anywhere near ready to fight off the hulking mass of serial killer slasher coming her way.

      Then Sam emerged from fog and darkness, with a machete in her hand. Without so much as a second thought, she swung hard and low—so hard and so low that she separated Hurricane’s lower leg from the rest of him.

      He stumbled down onto that stump. Sam didn’t miss a beat and swung again, separating his other leg from his body. Missing two legs made walking and slashing hard, but that didn’t stop Hurricane from trying. He swung that chain saw around, hoping to hit anything within range, but neither Parker nor Sam were anywhere near it.

      To make things sadder, the fuel in his chain saw ran out, and it sputtered to death. Hurricane was done for, and he knew it. As if somehow resolved to his fate, Hurricane tossed the chain saw aside.

      Sam helped Parker struggle to her feet, and there they stood, mother and daughter… slasher hunters. Sam held her mother’s hand tightly. “I thought you said monsters weren’t real.”

      “I lied,” Parker said. “But that doesn’t mean the bastards can’t be defeated.”

      Sam had cut off his legs, and he was bleeding all over the concrete, but that didn’t mean Hurricane Williams was dead. Not by one hell of a long shot.

      “What do we do with him?”

      “I may have an idea.”
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      A couple of hours later, Parker was standing on the deck of the Salty Dog, a fishing trawler Joe had stolen from the city marina. He’d used the term “borrowed,” but Parker knew from experience that the police generally referred to taking something without permission as “stealing.” Considering Joe was the sheriff, she appreciated the situation could be a little bit of a gray area for him. So if he preferred the term “borrowed,” who was she to argue?

      She lit a cigarette and watched Corey and Sam goof off. Corey was showing her what he called the “correct” way to swing a machete. In any other light, on any other day, in any other family, the sight of a nine-year-old girl learning the “correct” way to swing a machete would have seemed crazy.

      Joe was behind the wheel of the boat, and since they’d captured Hurricane, he had barely said a word to her. She had known Joe long enough to know when he was upset with her, and given everything that had happened, Parker knew there was no going back. There wouldn’t be any more Christine and Joe, but maybe there could be something else.

      Parker flicked her cigarette over the edge, took a breath, and walked across the deck. As she sidled up next to Joe, he asked “Do you remember our third date?”

      “I do.”

      “We played minigolf.”

      “And had burgers at Restaurant 55.”

      “And you told me you had a bit of a shady past,” he said.

      Parker smiled at the memory. “I wasn’t wrong, was I?”

      “I always thought you were a groupie or in a band or something.”

      “Nope,” she said. “Just a regular girl, traveling the globe, killing things that won’t stay dead.”

      He took that in and gave it some thought. “Are we going to be all right?”

      Parker slipped her arm around his waist. “I think we’re going to be just fine.” She closed her eyes. “There might just be a period of adjustment.”

      A deep groan came from something behind them at the rear of the boat. That something was Hurricane Williams. He was trapped in an old shark cage, and he wasn’t terribly happy about it.

      “This is probably as good as a place as any,” Joe said as he shut off the boat’s engine and cut its speed to next to nothing. The Salty Dog just glided along the ocean with the ebb and flow of the water.

      Corey and Sam made their way over, and the four of them looked down at the slasher in the cage.

      “You sure about this?” Corey asked.

      “I’ve sent him to hell twice. Maybe keeping him imprisoned is a better solution.”

      Parker put her boot up on the cage and pushed it closer to the edge of the boat. One hard kick, and the whole thing would go straight over and be lost to the ocean forever.

      “Wait,” Joe said. “Shouldn’t one of us say something or something? I mean it is kinda like a burial.”

      Corey and Parker swapped a glance and shrugged. “Seems like a fair idea.”

      Parker leaned down and got in the slasher’s face. “I hope you rot, you son of a bitch.” She turned to Joe. “Anything you want to add?”

      “No…” he said. “I think that probably sums everything up.”

      Without further fanfare, Parker kicked the cage, and with Hurricane Williams thrashing around inside, the whole thing went over. Within moments, the cage had disappeared under the water. A couple of moments after that, the ocean calmed and settled as if its surface had never been broken to begin with.

      A couple of days later, after the dust had begun to settle, Corey was ready to hit the road again. He never did like to stay in one place for too long—that was for sure—and although they had spent a few late nights laughing and talking about the old days, Parker could feel he was starting to get antsy. Parker couldn’t blame him. She used to be him.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come?” Corey asked. “I’ve got a lead that there’s a slimeball out in Wyoming, killing teenagers at the drive-in. It could be a helluva lot of fun.”

      “No,” Parker said. “I’ve got something more important to do.”

      “Suit yourself.” He climbed in behind the wheel of the Eldorado and cranked up the V-8 engine. “See you next time something goes bump in the night.”

      He hit the gas, and Parker watched as her friend drove down the street and disappeared around a corner on his way to save the world.

      That afternoon in the basement of Parker and Joe’s house, Sam stood over a bench and ran her eyes over the collection of slasher weapons laid out on it. There were a handful of rusty machetes, a bloodstained chain saw, a few butcher knives, one power drill, an ax, a pitchfork, and an assortment of blades, hammers, and other blunt instruments.

      Parker motioned to the table and the horrendous weapons on it. “These are your basic slasher weapons. You get caught with your back against the wall, you’re going to want to have one of these bad boys in your hands. This is the only tool kit a final girl will ever need.”
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      Dear reader,

      

      Parker Ames was truly ahead of her time. When she was first conceived in the early 80s, horror movie scream queens were known to do one of three things;

      A)	Lots of running

      B)	Getting their clothes off

      C)	And dying painfully

      Most of the time 80s screams queens did all three of those things and sometimes all at the same time. But not Parker Ames. Jack Quaid’s heroine flipped those 80s stereotypes upside down. She stood her ground, gripped her beloved chainsaw, Aerosmith tightly in her hands and didn’t run, strip off or die for anyone.

      It’s unknown if Jack Quaid wrote any more Parker Ames novels. Electric Mayhem have chased up hundreds of leads to unearth more of her adventures but unfortunately our efforts are yet to discover any more manuscripts It’s likely that Quaid moved on to tell other stories and never as so much given these novels another thought. But with Quaid you never know. Somewhere on a dusty shelf or in the trunk of an abandoned car there’s 300 pages of chainsaw mayhem… You never know.

      If you happen to uncover anymore Parker Ames novels or any of the many long lost, Quaid books please contact Electric Mayhem at: lukeprestonink@outlook.com

      

      If you’re looking for more Jack Quaid, then I can’t recommend his World War Metal series enough.

      

      
        
        Have a Happy Apocalypse

      

      

      When all the world’s robots rise up to destroy humanity, a supermodel will stop at nothing to find her son in the chaos, and she might just end up saving the world along the way.

      Every household in America has the latest in domestic appliances – their very own personal android. One night, after years of slavery, the androids break their programming and revolt. The country is in turmoil and the only person that stands in their way is world famous supermodel, Abigail Storm.

      She vows to move heaven and hell to find her missing seven-year-old son who is lost in the mayhem. Under the cruel tutelage of a fading B movie action star, she transforms herself into a badass cross between Mad Max and Claudia Schiffer. But as Abigail learns the android’s end game she will have to decide between saving her son and saving humanity.

      

      If you’re into the craziness of Deadpool and the madness of Mad Max with a touch of Terminator thrown in, go no further, because Jack Quaid has you covered in this first volume of World War Metal.”

      To download World War Metal Vol: 1, head straight here: XXXX

      And if you want to leave a quick review for Escape from Slaughter Beach on Amazon, that would be awesome!

      We hope you had fun! Thank you for reading! You rock!

      Luke Preston
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