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   Jamie Conrad sat next to his bed, hung-over. Outside, the rain bounced off his tin roof. He reeked of alcohol and would need a thorough shower before leaving the house.
 
   His heartbeat pounded inside of his head and each drop of rain sounded like an amplified drumbeat. He had to get the horrible morning taste out of his mouth or he would soon vomit. James hadn’t always been such a heavy drinker, but since the writer’s block began, it had become a regular thing. 
 
   A fairly successful author, his first two books had hit the top five on the New York Times best seller list. After his third novel, his ideas just dried up, like someone turning off a faucet. What began as a minor annoyance eventually evolved into full-blown stress. 
 
   That was when he began to see the skeleton man.
 
   Now, here he sat in his own filth, feeling like he was losing his mind. James walked into the bathroom and, after relieving himself, took a long look in the mirror. Huge bags rimmed bloodshot eyes. His brown hair was a mess, and it had been ten days since his last shave. He looked more like a fifty-one year old than a thirty-one year old.
 
   Casey.
 
   She’d kill him if she saw him now. Even though they had been divorced for a year and a half, they still cared deeply for each other. He wished she were here right now. Whenever he was down, she always knew what to do to make him smile again. She was one of those girls who got a high out of life. He supposed that it was his constantly depressed and melancholy attitude that had ultimately driven her away.
 
   James scoffed. He had enough sitting around feeling sorry for himself for one morning. Feeling like a prisoner in his own house, he needed to get away from the house. 
 
   After a hot shower, James brushed his teeth and did what he could with his hair. He grabbed his keys and headed for his black Camaro. 
 
   Casey had loved this old car.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James had hoped the drive would clear his mind and calm his nerves, but nothing changed. He could not shake from his mind the horrific images he had been seeing. Not to mention he had to turn the darn radio off completely. Whether it was country, pop, or 80’s rock, they were all sappy songs about wanting a woman back. James swore the radio knew what he was thinking sometimes. 
 
   He drove to good old Starbucks. This spot more than any got his creative juices flowing; or at least it had in the past. He had not been here in a while, but he ordered his old usual, an iced mocha, and a croissant. He then went to his favorite table in the back by the window.
 
   He always sat with his back against the wall like a gunslinger afraid of being shot in the back of the head. It wasn’t that he was going to be viewing pornography, but he had always hated the idea of someone looking over his shoulder.
 
   James sipped his latte and took a bite of his croissant, waiting patiently for a great idea to come. He stared at the blank page on his laptop in front of him. Nothing came.
 
   Ten minutes passed; he was down to a third of the latte and had finished his croissant. Still no ideas had come. Five more minutes passed and the page remained blank. He couldn’t think of so much as a catchy title.
 
   James was halfway tempted to throw his computer across the room, but he didn’t want to garner any more disturbing looks than he already had. Besides, nine hundred dollars wasn’t pocket change.
 
   The rain ran down the store’s windows in rivulets, picking up every passing minute. In times past, this alone would have filled him with ideas dealing in the horror genre. He stared at his reflection. The flowing water made it look as if he were crying rivers.
 
   There was a flash of lightning and his reflection turned into that of the skeleton man. Mortified, he turned to bury his face in his hands.
 
   “What is happening to me?!”
 
   “James Conrad!”
 
   He was startled by a voice saying his name. He looked up as if he had been lost in thought. The person speaking to him was a young man, no older than twenty-five, wearing glasses. As it turned out, he was an eager young admirer.
 
   “It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Conrad. I’m a huge fan.”
 
   James had heard this at least a hundred times before, but he never grew tired of it. He had enjoyed a fair amount of success. More than a lot of people, but he was far from an icon in the book world.
 
   James extended his hand and said, “Nice to meet you, Mister….”
 
   “Ted. Ted Stanford,” he said shaking James’s hand.
 
   “Always nice to meet a fan.”
 
   “Oh, yes. I bought a copy of A Dance in the Snow. I couldn’t put it down. It usually takes me at least two weeks to finish a book, but I finished it in just three days.”
 
   “Well, I appreciate that.”
 
   “I see you have your laptop. Are you working on that long-awaited fourth novel?”
 
   “Attempting to,” he said not lying.
 
   “Well, I can’t wait for it. I’ll leave you to your work now. A pleasure to meet you.”
 
   James smiled as the young man walked away. Now officially depressed, he sighed and looked back out into the rain. Sure, he wasn’t a one hit wonder, but he hadn’t envisioned being a three hit wonder after a four year career.
 
   He had a nice $550,000 in the bank. A nice nest egg, but nowhere near Koontz or King money. There had been rumors that his third and least successful book, A Town in Darkness, was going to be made into a TV movie, but he had not heard anything thus far.
 
   Money and fame were the least of his worries now, though. Now he feared for his sanity. If he kept seeing images of hellish creatures, he was afraid he might one day be straight jacketed in a rubber room mumbling to himself.
 
   James dared to look out once more. Nothing but the usual daily traffic drifted by. Headlights shined in the rain as clearly as they did at midnight. Lightning flashed across the sky, and once again, the skeleton man was there in the traffic, only visible to him. No cars stopped or horns blared as vehicles merely drove through him.
 
   The urge to vomit rose again. James blinked twice and the vision still remained. After blinking a third time, the skeleton man was gone. James put his computer back in his carrying case, his more and more frequent hallucinations pushing him toward a panic attack. He would kill as much time in the day as he could to prevent going back home, the prison where he would face these images all alone.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James was home at nine. He carried two small grocery bags full of crap he didn’t need and had taken him two hours of aimlessly wandering the aisles to buy. He had seen two friends and had chatted them up for as long as possible. Now, with a sigh, he set the bags onto the table and pulled out the rented video he didn’t really want to watch.
 
   He had savored his fine Italian dinner for over an hour. His whole day had consisted of wasting time and accomplishing nothing.
 
   “What’s the point?”
 
   It had been the same thing for the last two months. He woke up every morning and unsuccessfully attempted to write something new. He would then become frustrated and give up. After wasting the entire day and finally coming back home, he would drink himself sick.
 
   It was time for that last part and James poured himself a glass of Scotch. In his study, he stared blankly at three bookcases full of hundreds of books by his favorite authors. Dickens, Poe, and Hemingway, just to name a few.
 
   At the top of the first shelf was his small contribution to literacy, three novels sitting in the order in which they had been written: A Dance in the Snow, The Mortician, and A Town in Darkness.
 
   He remembered the day that he found out that “Snow” had made it into the top ten of the New York Times Best Seller’s List where it eventually peaked at four. He had been filled with premature pride and assumed that every book he wrote would be a hit and that soon he and Casey would be living the highlife with fancy cars and a huge mansion. They would spend every day drinking only the most expensive imported beer, dining on caviar and living like royalty. It didn’t take long for that dream to crumble.
 
   His work had gradually gone downhill with every release. The second novel received mostly positive reviews, but every critic said it lived in the shadow of James’s first. 
 
   After the mediocre reviews of his third book, people had hoped that he would soon bounce back with his fourth. Unfortunately, the fourth one never came. His contract with his agent had been a three book deal. Since not even as much as an idea for another book came to him, his contract was not extended.
 
   Now the only remnants of his success were his car, the house, and his bank account. His name had not been in a magazine for over four months. He was rarely ever stopped by fans for an autograph, as used to be the case. Why couldn’t he have been one of those writers that had written five to ten books before making it onto the scene? When he had been a struggling writer with a dream, ideas came to him in floods. Then when he was being paid for them, they seemed to stop cold.
 
   He sighed and ran his hand across the spines of his past. Finishing off the last of his Scotch, he rushed to pour another as if the alcohol would preserve him. After topping off his glass, he sat down on the sofa to read the daily news.
 
   At least the lush leather sofa felt like heaven. Even though he wasn’t going to be in Forbes magazine any time soon, he made sure his house was filled with nice things. Besides the sofa, there was a leather recliner and a U-shaped couch on the other side of the room. The sofa sat in front of his 42-inch flat screen. The coffee table in front of the sofa was marble riddled with the circles of drinks set there without a coaster. James’s current drink left a ring as he lifted once more and continued to read the paper.
 
   On the front page, a huge article reported a deadly fire that had killed a family of four the previous day. Neighbors had taken in the two family dogs that had been devastated by the loss of their owners.
 
   He flipped through the pages, browsing every story. Nothing caught his eye until he came to the bottom of page five. There was a story about the death of a well-known author. Personally, James had only read one of the man’s books, but he had a huge following. In big black letters was the headline, “Popular writer commits suicide at age 42.”
 
   Such a waste.
 
   The story told of how the man had put out ten books, eight of which were bestsellers, but he hadn’t put anything new out in over a year. A female friend of his had found him hanging in his study. 
 
   She said that he had been suffering from writer’s block for a while, but she never would have thought he would kill himself over it. He’d left a note that said, “I have run out of books, there is no more to give, so now I will close the book that is my life.”
 
   James literally threw the paper to the side. Those words chilled him to the bone and no amount of alcohol could warm him up again. This man had loved writing so much that, when he couldn’t do it anymore, he would rather die then to go on.
 
   This man had been in the same situation James was in and that frightened him the most. Plus, this was the third story of a writer committing suicide in the last two months. It wasn’t proven that writer’s block had led to the demise of the previous two, but one had to wonder. By far James felt that the writing world had the highest suicide rate of any.
 
   I should kill myself, too.
 
   James gagged as the thought came to mind. Things were not that bad. It was just writer’s block. He had a nice house, a nice car, and plenty of money in the bank....
 
   He then began to hear a voice that was not his own. The voice filled his head with thoughts that he couldn’t shoo away.
 
   You’re not happy. What good is money without happiness? Casey is gone. She doesn’t love you anymore. You will never get her back and no woman will ever love you like she did. You won’t find love again. Any woman you have will end in only cheap meaningless sex that will leave you empty inside. All you do every day is wake up and repeat the same pattern over and over again. Then you get drunk and sleep in your own filth. Is that how you want to live the rest of your life? End it now.
 
   He was being charmed like Eve by the serpent in Eden. He stood and placed his glass on the shiny marble. He then walked over to the kitchen and pulled a butcher’s knife from the block. He made his way to the bathroom and looked into the mirror. Hopelessness and despair covered his face.
 
   “Just end it all,” the voice continued.
 
   James used his shaky right hand to put the blade to his opposite wrist. He pressed the blade into his flesh and winced as it began to sting. When he looked at the hand that held the blade, he saw the hand of the skeleton man pressing on top of his own as if to gently guide him to do what needed to be done.
 
   “End it all.”
 
   Before the blade penetrated any further, he broke out of the trance and looked at the knife, horrified. He dropped it to the floor and went to his knees. Lifting the toilet seat, he vomited into the bowl.
 
   Wheezing, James sat down beside the toilet and wept like a baby into his hands. He was terrified for his sanity now. He couldn’t believe what he had almost done. He was suffering from a horrible depression, but he still wanted to live. The thoughts that had filled his head frightened him even more. They felt like they were not his own. What the hell was this skeleton man?
 
   When he thought that he couldn’t get any lower, a thought came to his mind that brightened his heart like a child on Christmas morning. Casey. He needed Casey. Yes, they were divorced, but they still cared about each other and were there when the other needed them.
 
   Once when her washing machine was on the blink, he fixed it for her so that she wouldn’t have to call a repairman. Shortly after the divorce was final, James had sprained his ankle and was on crutches. Casey had done his shopping for him so he could stay off his feet.
 
   He rushed into the living room, picked up the phone, and dialed her number. It was fifteen after ten and she was likely in bed. She answered on the fourth ring.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Casey. It’s James. I need you.”
 
   “James?” she said with sleep still in her voice. “I know we had sex one time after we separated, but I told you I wasn’t making a habit of it. You have my permission to get a hooker,” she joked. “If you get busted for soliciting, I’ll bail you out.”
 
   As she had failed to recognize the genuine desperation in his voice, James broke into tears. “Casey... I really need you. I’m afraid to be alone. I’m afraid of what I might do.”
 
   There was a short pause.
 
   “Holy shit. You’re serious, aren’t you?”
 
   “Please, Casey. Can you come here?”
 
   “Yes… yes, I’ll be there in a few minutes. Hold on, I’m coming.”
 
   She hung up the phone without saying good-bye, likely rushing out of fear. She had never in all of their time together heard him talk like this. He knew that, because he had never heard himself talk like this.
 
   James lay on the couch and rested his head on a throw pillow. He was tired, but there was no way he could fall asleep. In a state of chronic awareness, he assumed this must be how people felt when high on meth. 
 
   For thirty minutes he lay motionless. Even though sleep wasn’t happening, he kept his eyes closed. He opened them when he felt a brightness on his face. It was the headlights of Casey’s Jeep Cherokee pulling into the driveway.
 
   She had hurried. She lived a good hour away from him and had arrived in just over half of that time. Her brakes squealed to a stop in the driveway and a door slammed shut. James rose to meet her at the door. He opened it before she could ring the doorbell. There she was, and she had never looked more beautiful. 
 
   At five foot four, she looked up at him with deep concern filling her eyes. Her brunette shoulder-length hair was down the way he had always liked it. He wrapped his arms around her comfortable waist and wept. She held him while he buried his head into her neck.
 
   “James, what in the world is wrong? I know we haven’t talked in a week, but what has gotten into you?”
 
   “I’m afraid,” he said with a muffled voice.
 
   “Afraid of what?”
 
   “Myself.”
 
   This was a strange answer. She knew that James was a horror and suspense writer, but now she hoped it had not pushed him over the edge. Hopefully he had not become entrapped in his own mind. It wouldn’t be the first time a writer had lost it. She didn’t want to have to carry him to the local mental institution.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’m seeing things. I’m hearing things. Something isn’t right.”
 
   She reached behind her and closed the door on the cold and drizzling night and led him to the couch to sit. “What kind of things are you seeing?”
 
   “I… I…”
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   Casey went into the bathroom to grab a wet washcloth to place on his forehead. Turning to leave the restroom, she saw something out of the corner of her eye. Blood. Drops of red splattered the linoleum. She then saw the red-tinted blade lying not far away. Casey picked it up and carried it to the living room, marching like a mother who just found marijuana in her son’s pocket. Her demeanor had been sympathetic and comforting. Now it turned to anger and hurt. 
 
   “What the hell is this? Is this what you were talking about? This is why you were afraid of what you might do?” Tears of fear and anger welled in her eyes. “I should slap the shit out of you for considering something so stupid!”
 
   “Is this your idea of a pep talk?”
 
   “No, this is me being furious with you! How could anything make you think about taking your own life?! Is it me? Is it your writer’s block? If it is, none of those things are worth killing yourself over.”
 
   James looked down to the floor pitifully with his lower lip puffed out. Seeing this, Casey went back to being sympathetic and hugged him.
 
   “Please tell me what’s going on.”
 
   He took her hand and sat her down next to him on his right. “About two months ago, I started seeing this… thing.”
 
   “What kind of thing?”
 
   “A man… a skeleton man.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He’s dressed in a suit, like what a funeral parlor director might wear. He has no skin, only bare bones. He has empty eye sockets and only red light shines through them.”
 
   Casey looked around at the numerous empty liquor bottles that James had failed to dispose of. There were also at least six empty glasses that had not been cleaned, lying in various places.
 
   “Ummm…with all of this booze, no wonder you’re seeing things.”
 
   “It isn’t a pink elephant, Casey! I’m not seeing it because I’m getting drunk. I’m getting drunk because I’m seeing it.”
 
   “You were never this heavy of a drinker before,” she said somewhat believing him. “Anyway, what kind of things are you hearing?”
 
   “Voices. I think it’s his voice. I’m hearing thoughts that aren’t mine. They kept telling me that you’re never coming back and that I’ll never find anybody to love me like you did. So I have nothing to live for.”
 
   “Oh, James. Even if we never do get back together, you still have plenty to live for. You still have to write that fourth novel.”
 
   “Ugh! Please don’t even say the word novel right now.”
 
   Casey thought for a moment about anything she could say. She thought about taking him to the emergency room to be examined by professionals. Perhaps he could be suffering from so deep of a depression that it was causing dementia. She decided against this action though. She wanted to give James the benefit of the doubt at least for now.
 
   “Could it all be stress?” she asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Stress. You have been under a ton of pressure. We got divorced, your third book didn’t get very good reviews, and now you have writer’s block. Stress can do weird things to the mind.”
 
   “I think it’s more than stress,” he said laying his head on her shoulder and eating up every second of attention he could get. She humored him and put her arms around him for comfort.
 
   “Casey?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why do you smell like cologne?”
 
   “Well… I had company when you called.”
 
   He sat up and cocked his head like a pug. “You’re sleeping with somebody?”
 
   “Well, we are divorced. Wasn’t it you that was talking about your wild night with a short-haired blonde a few weeks ago?”
 
   “Yes, but that was me not you.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at him.
 
   “Is he better than me?”
 
   “James! We’re getting off subject. You just nearly attempted suicide, remember?”
 
   James closed his eyes and laid his head across the back of the couch. Casey hated how he could always tug at her heartstrings. She sighed and said “I’m going to stay over tonight.”
 
   James opened his eyes.
 
   “Fully clothed,” she pressed. “Now, I want you to get some rest. If you aren’t any better by the morning, I’m taking you to the hospital.
 
   “Normal or mental?”
 
   “I’m still debating that. Now, let’s get you into bed.”
 
   “Yeah. That sounds good.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Casey watched him for ten minutes while he fell asleep. She had never seen him this upset. He wasn’t James. The old James would have grabbed her breasts or tried to convince her to give him a quickie for old time’s sake.
 
   This James was pale with sunken eyes full of fear; nothing like James had once been. When he finally fell asleep, she returned to the living room to pick up the empty glasses. She then went to the kitchen to clean the dishes that James hadn’t in a week. It was just like being married to him again.
 
   As she put the detergent into the hot water and sloshed it around with her hand, she began thinking of their history together. They had met five years ago when she had been a waitress at a local Chinese restaurant. He was just a dark and mysterious customer to her at first. Then, after she got to know him, she met his warm and funny side and they began flirting back and forth. He told her that he was a writer, which she found fascinating. Eventually after two months and God knew how much MSG, he asked her out and she accepted.
 
   Their first date, he took her to the Mexican restaurant with the best beer in town. They laughed and got to know each other much better. After dinner he had taken her to see the scariest movie of the year for the soul purpose that she would be holding on to him the whole time. At the end of the night, he was a perfect gentleman and walked her to her door. He made no moves on her, but stole a single kiss. He had enchanted her from that moment on and she didn’t sleep a wink that night for thinking about him.
 
   Their relationship had steadily progressed for a full year. After James had finished his first novel, by some miracle it only took him two months to get it published. When the book deal was finalized, he proposed to her.
 
   They had it good. They had money, fame, and status. His first two books were a hit with the critics. The rocky part of their relationship came when he began working on his third book.
 
   It was so hard for James. Every sentence he wrote was like picking through a wall in his mind. He became so cold and distant. He was cranky and short with her all of the time. Their lovemaking had gone down to twice a month at most. Even then he wasn’t really there with her. His mind was lost in the unfinished book.
 
   Finally she couldn’t take it anymore. She asked James for a divorce. He agreed and didn’t seem to care if they separated, but she was sure he regretted it after the fact. He treated her best and acted as if he needed her the most when the divorce was final. This was why they were able to maintain such a civil friendship.
 
   Not long after they had separated, he finished book number three. His life had started going downhill with her leaving him and continued with his career.
 
   Casey had read the book and loved it, probably because she had always loved anything he had written, but the literary world had a much different opinion. She was heartbroken for James as she read some of the most vicious reviews she had ever seen in her life. 
 
   Even the critics who praised his past work had little good to say about the newest one. These reviews were polite, but still unflattering. James became depressed and was calling her almost every night for support.
 
   Everyone was expecting him to redeem himself with book number four, but that was when the writer’s block hit. If he was as bad off as he had been when he was churning out his third, it was no wonder he was so bad off.
 
   She dried the last glass, pulled the plug to drain the water and propped her hands on the sink sighing. After everything she had done to get over James, here she was taking care of him again and spending the night. She could not live with herself though if she left him all alone and he hurt himself or worse.
 
   She began thinking about the man she had left in her bed, Austin Lacey. He was a big city attorney. They had met one night at a single’s club that one of Casey’s friends had drug her to. He bought her a drink and they got lost in conversation. She found him charming and was refreshed by the fact that he looked her in the eyes, instead of keeping his eyes below her neckline. He was proper, neat, and really nothing like James. He often had fun teasing her that her name would be Casey Lacey if they ever got married.
 
   They had been dating a little over a month now. Tonight was the first time they had slept together. How special he must have felt when she ran off saying “You can let yourself out. I have to be with my ex-husband.”
 
   He was the first man she had been with since James. Now she was here in James’s house of all places. She wondered if the universe might be trying to tell her something.
 
   After finishing the dishes she went back to the living room and collapsed on the sofa. With all of the excitement, she wasn’t tired. She wouldn’t be able to sleep for another hour or so. She picked up the paper that James had thrown aside and found the article about the writer committing suicide.
 
   This must be what upset James so much. What the hell? Why are so many writers killing themselves?
 
   She completed the article and understood why James was shaken. This writer’s situation was eerily familiar. She thought for a moment of what it all meant then got an idea.
 
   She went into James’s study and switched on his computer. Saved on the desktop were eight titled works on which James had given up. She was curious, but dared not to invade his privacy by reading any of them. She guided the clicker to internet explorer and James’s home page popped up.
 
   She had forgotten how great satellite internet was as the page loaded in five seconds. With her crappy dial-up at home, she was lucky if some pages loaded up in five minutes.
 
   Going to her favorite search engine she typed in “Writers who have committed suicide.” She was blown away by how many hits she got. The top story was the one she had just read since it was the most recent, but many more followed it. So many popular writers had killed themselves. It seemed like a plague of self-destruction. Then there was the story of the most famous writer of all Earnest Hemingway.
 
   She clicked onto a link that led her to Wikipedia. Seeing what popped up made her jaw drop. There was a list of over two hundred popular writers of all areas who had killed themselves. She could scarcely believe that one occupation had led to so much death, especially by the people’s own hands.
 
   She went back to the original list and looked over three of the stories. She wanted to see if any of them might have had any hallucinations or anything strange to happen before their passing. If they had, nobody knew of it.
 
   She went back and thought about how to approach this for a minute. Then she had another idea. She typed in something different. Skeleton man.
 
   This was a very simple title and since titles were not subject to copyright a blitzkrieg of short stories, books, movies and plays came up. It was going to be a long night if she had to filter through all of these.
 
   She scrolled down story after story, clicking on anything that didn’t pertain to works of fiction. After thirty minutes she was halfway down page four and had found nothing useful.
 
   Just as she was about to go to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee, something caught her eye. She gasped as she read the story’s description. “Writer saved from suicide attempt.”
 
   She brought up the story and it was from a newspaper in Seattle, Washington. The man was a popular local writer who had attempted to kill himself by slitting his wrists. His girlfriend had made an unannounced visit and found him lying on the floor with blood pooling around him. She stopped the bleeding the best she could and called 911. Within minutes, the paramedics had arrived along with the insensitive press that would stoop to any low for a story. As the medics wheeled him to the ambulance on a stretcher, he kept saying the same thing deliriously. “Skeleton man... Skeleton man.”
 
   People assumed that perhaps this might have been the title of one of his current book attempts. His girlfriend said that he was suffering from complete writer’s block and that he feared that his career might be in danger. The man’s name was London Travis.
 
   Casey recalled seeing his books as she walked the aisles of the bookstore. She had never read him, but he had a good many titles under his belt. This was it. This had to be the connection. It couldn’t be a mere coincidence. Something weird was going on and she was determined to find out what it was.
 
   Casey began frantically searching for a way to contact the man. He might be able to answer some of her questions. She looked up listings in Seattle, but no name came up. It was doubtful that with his fame he had a listed phone number. After all even James’s number was private. All she could come up with was a P.O. Box in which to send fan mail.
 
   She growled and came to a realization that was going to turn her world upside down. She and James were going to be spending a lot more time together. Tomorrow they were going to start a little road trip.
 
  
 
  



T W O
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie woke with the usual bitter taste in his mouth, but his headache and nausea weren’t as intense as usual. His arm stung like the daylights from the shallow cut on it. He supposed he felt somewhat better than usual because he hadn’t hit the booze as hard last night.
 
   He sat up in bed and recalled everything that had happened the previous night. At least he thought it had all happened. His belief was confirmed as Casey poked her head in the door.
 
   “Get up, Rip Van Conrad. Breakfast’s on the table.”
 
   He stood and went to the kitchen. She had made his favorite, pancakes, and they smelled heavenly.
 
   “I would have made more, but there isn’t a morsel of meat in this house. Do you live off of takeout and frozen dinners?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “My God. You really can’t live without me.” 
 
   She winced as she finished that last sentence. That was definitely an ill-timed joke.
 
   “This brings back memories, happy memories. Thank you for staying with me, Casey.”
 
   “Well, I had nothing better to do.”
 
   James smothered his stack of three pancakes with butter and syrup and took a bite. He never got food this good even at five star restaurants.
 
   “You had better pack your things,” Casey said. “We’re going to Seattle.”
 
   James nearly did a spit take with his milk.
 
   “Seattle? That’s over two thousand miles away!”
 
   “Twenty five hundred, to be exact. It’s nearly a full forty-eight hour drive so we had better get moving.”
 
   “What is this all about? I doubt that you woke up and decided that you wanted to go on a road trip with me.”
 
   “This,” she said putting some papers on the table.
 
   “What is this?”
 
   “Read it. I think it’s going to sound awfully familiar.”
 
   James carefully read through the printouts and the color drained from his face. This man had to have been seeing the same thing.
 
   “What’s going on? Where did you find this?”
 
   “The internet. I searched for stories involving a skeleton man to see what might come up, and I found this.”
 
   “I have to talk to him.”
 
   “I know. That’s why we’re going to Seattle. He’s a writer; just like you, he has no public contact information. All I could find was a place to send him fan mail. He has to live close by.”
 
   James stood up and kissed her. She half smiled at him with a look of surprise.
 
   “You’re the best, Casey. Let’s get packing.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James was packed in less than half an hour after finishing breakfast. They were going to have to make a couple of stops before hitting the interstate. They decided to take Casey’s Jeep instead of the Camaro. James stuffed his suitcase into the back and hopped into the passenger’s seat.
 
   Eventually if they wanted to make any time, James was going to have to relieve her of driving duties, but she had no problem with that. James had never had so much as a fender bender and he had bought her the vehicle in the first place.
 
   Their first stop was going to be Casey’s house. She lived in a small two bedroom house in the middle of nowhere. James had always aggravated her about living in the boondocks.
 
   She loved it. There was peace, quiet, and no nosy neighbors to get into her business. If anyone was dumb enough to break in on her, she was a tough girl and owned a 9mm revolver. She had been shooting since she was ten.
 
   As her house came into view, she hoped and prayed that Austin would be gone. If not, this was going to be the most awkward moment of her life. She would have to introduce her ex-husband to the man she was in bed with last night. Plus, she would not put it past James to say something embarrassing like “So, you’re the one sleeping with my ex.”
 
   The only reason she was coming here was so that she could pack a suitcase of her own. She had almost been tempted to just go to the mall and buy a new wardrobe to avoid all of this.
 
   Thankfully, as she turned into the driveway, no other car sat there. Casey sighed with relief and pulled up to the front door. 
 
   “Come on in,” she said pulling the keys out. “It shouldn’t take me more than fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Said the woman who made me late for countless parties.”
 
   “Oh, shut up, scruffy.” She unlocked the front door and she went straight to the back bedroom, wanting to take as little time as possible.
 
   James looked around with a distasteful look. He could see the entrance to every room in the house, standing in one spot. This was only the fourth time he had been inside her house, but he still couldn’t see what she saw in it. It was nice enough and beautifully decorated, but he couldn’t imagine living in such a cramped space. He had been completely spoiled by his two story home. This seemed like the perfect house for somebody living on a farm. Casey claimed that she loved it though. To each their own.
 
   A part of James also felt guilty. He knew that she deserved so much better than this. He was lucky in the fact that she hadn’t taken anything from him in the divorce, but fifteen thousand dollars to help start a new life and her Jeep. He would have gladly given her half of his money.
 
   “Mind if I grab a glass of water, Casey?”
 
   “No, help yourself.”
 
   “Where do you keep the glasses?”
 
   “Middle shelf above the sink.”
 
   James got a glass of cold tap water and looked around the living room. He was touched as he saw that she still kept a picture of them together at the end table beside the sofa. He was then annoyed as he saw the picture of a slick looking black haired guy that he didn’t know. This must have been lover boy.
 
   “So, this is the jackass?” he asked Casey in the other room.
 
   She looked out puzzled and saw him holding Austin’s picture. She rolled her eyes again and gave James a dirty look.
 
   “How do you know he’s a jackass? You don’t even know him.”
 
   “I’m the ex. It’s against the rules for me to like him.”
 
   “I’ll have you know that he is a very sweet man and a very successful attorney.”
 
   “A lawyer, huh? Now I know he’s a jackass.”
 
   Casey didn’t dignify this with a response. It was obvious to her that her company was making James feel better. He was back to his same old childish self.
 
   “Be sure to pack those pink lacey panties I always loved,” he called to her.
 
   She stuck her hand out the doorway with her middle finger extended. He smiled and continued looking around the room. He had always loved to push her buttons.
 
   The coffee table was decorated with the most popular women’s magazines that James despised. He then looked to the bookshelf that stood against the wall. Casey had put it here so that she could be in arm’s length of all her favorite books when she sat on the sofa.
 
   James sipped his water and looked over the titles. All he could see were romance novels. He and Casey had a lot in common, but taste in literature was not one of those things.
 
   He then noticed that at the top of the shelf in a space all by their selves were his three books, lined up just as he had them at home. This was another part of him that Casey had kept around. There was also something odd about the arrangement.
 
   Her other books didn’t begin being stacked right next to his. Those books had begun being stacked at the bottom right hand side instead. This left a large space of almost a whole shelf next to his own books. He thought about this for a moment.
 
   It suddenly came to James and his heart was warmed again. He realized what this meant. This was Casey’s way of showing that she still had faith in him. All of this space was left, because she was confident that he could write this many more books and she was leaving space for them.
 
   “Are you ready to go?” Casey asked appearing in front of him holding a suitcase.
 
   “Yeah.” James went to the kitchen sink and rinsed his glass before putting it away. He then went to Casey and hugged her and kissed here on the cheek.
 
   “Now what was THAT for?” she asked.
 
   “For being there for me.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Casey wanted to beat her head into the steering wheel until she saw blood. While James had run into the electronics store, she had called Austin to give him a total crock of a story about how an old friend was sick in Seattle and she had to go be with her for a few days. She felt like a pathological liar. She had never been anywhere farther than Arizona. It had only been a month and she was already lying to this man.
 
   What was she supposed to tell him? Hi, honey, I’m going away with my ex-husband to Seattle, so I can’t make it to dinner tonight. See you when I get back! Yeah, that would go over well.
 
   To add to her sinful resume, she had called work to tell them that she had caught the flu and would not be able to be in for a week. She had perfect attendance so far at this job, so she most likely wouldn’t get into any trouble. Still, she was on a dishonest roll.
 
   She began going over in her mind everything she had done over the last three days. Premarital sex, baring false witness, saying a few swear words. Jesus was not smiling. It had been a month since she went to church. She supposed the next free Sunday that was where she would be.
 
   She was startled by the passenger door opening. James got in with two bags and his briefcase and buckled his seatbelt.
 
   “What took you so long?” Casey asked. 
 
   “I had to register and program the GPS. I had to use the Wi-Fi connection at Dan’s deli. Here I got you a sub.”
 
   “Oh, thanks.”
 
   “Turkey on wheat with lettuce, tomato, pickles, and honey mustard.”
 
   “Awww, you remembered.”
 
   “How could I forget? You ordered the same friggin’ thing every time we ate there.”
 
   “Ha. I’m a creature of habit.”
 
   “So, are we ready to hit the road?”
 
   “No. There’s one more stop we need to make. Pages.”
 
   “The bookstore?”
 
   “Yeah, I want to grab some of this guy Travis’s books and try to learn more about him. Maybe we might find some more clues about where to find him.”
 
   “Hmm, that is a good idea.”
 
   James ate his sandwich while Casey drove a mile farther down the road to the bookstore. She gave him a dirty look as he dropped a huge glob of mayonnaise onto her clean floorboard. Just like old times.
 
   He told Casey that after the bookstore he would drive the first leg of the trip and let her eat. Parking was scarce as they pulled into the huge parking lot of Pages. 
 
   It was hard to believe that this was a local bookstore and not a national chain. They sold everything from books, to coffee, to games. At one time when books and writing had been James’s passion, he could have lived here.
 
   Walking through the front door, James was mesmerized by the smell of coffee and new books. It was like being lured by the scent of a woman. He found it heavenly and it brought back many fond memories.
 
   Casey smiled at the look on his face. She wanted so much for him to be as happy as he once was again. 
 
   They walked through all of the many categories from westerns to Anime to inspirational until they came to the section for popular mainstream writers that were in alphabetical order. James couldn’t resist torturing himself and went straight to the C section.
 
   There he was with his three meager novels. There were maybe five copies of each in hardback and paperback. He felt like such a has-been. He then looked around at all of the other authors who had no fewer than five works to their credit.
 
   “Stop worrying about it for now,” Casey said reading his mind.
 
   “Yeah. While you look for his books I’m going to go get some coffee.”
 
   “Okay, but give me your credit card first.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Give me your credit card. I’m a waitress; I can’t afford a bunch of books.”
 
   James reluctantly did as she asked. “It’s not like I just bought a three hundred dollar GPS or anything. Jeez, it’s like being married to you again.”
 
   “Oh, shut up and go get your coffee.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James slid up into one of the elevated chairs at the coffee bar and ordered a caramel frappe. He loved the taste of coffee, but could never stand the temperature. Warm drinks had made him sick his whole life. He had never even been able to drink hot cocoa. 
 
   Luckily there were good old iced coffees, lattes, and frappes. One of his secret pleasures was paying eight dollars for one of these. It made him feel like he was living the good life. If only.
 
   The girl behind the counter was plain-looking with black hair and an average build, except for her backside which was of a larger proportion. Not that James found anything wrong with that. She was twenty years old at the oldest. Likely a college student working part time to help with the bills. James saw her staring at him while she made his drink. Every time their eyes met she would look away. He found it cute. She was too young for him, but he liked the attention.
 
   “Here you are, sir,” she said handing him the drink and a straw.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Excuse me, but are you James Conrad?”
 
   “Why, yes, I am, my dear.”
 
   “Oh, my God, I am such a big fan of yours!”
 
   “Well, thank you.” James had decided long ago to be as friendly as he possibly could to any fan that approached him. He wasn’t going to be one those arrogant pricks that don’t give their fans the time day when they were the reason for his success. One of his pet peeves was pretentiousness. Unfortunately, James had met some of these writers at conventions and conferences. He couldn’t believe how rude they were to people who simply wanted to tell them that their work meant so much to them. His philosophy was if you’re only in it for the money, then you have no right to call yourself a writer.
 
   “Have you never been to any of my book signings? I’ve done a ton of them here.”
 
   “No, I just moved here from Minnesota. I’ve only been working here a couple of weeks.”
 
   “Ah. I’ve never been that far north. My tours were primarily in the south.”
 
   “I hate to ask you this and I don’t want to get into trouble, but if I brought my copies of your books one day, could you sign them for me.”
 
   “Of course,” he said with his charming smile.
 
   “Then when your fourth novel comes out I can come right here for the book signing.”
 
   “…Yeah.”
 
   The girl walked away giddier than ever and James sipped miserably at his drink as if it were whiskey. He hoped one day that he would be signing copies of his fourth novel. The first step though, was living to write it.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, James saw the figure of somebody standing just outside of the clear glass entrance. He looked and standing in the sunlit parking lot was the skeleton man. Who ever said horror only happens at night?
 
   All sound seemed to vanish as if he were in a tunnel and wearing earmuffs. Every bit of life’s background noise was gone. The only sound was the internal beating of his heart. A faint red light shined from the empty sockets of the skeleton man’s eyes. It grew bright and then dimmed and continued the pattern. It was hypnotic.
 
   The skeleton man raised his right arm and pointed straight at James. Then the hand turned palm up and all four fingers motioned for James to come to him. Even though every part of James resisted, he felt himself helplessly standing up and taking a step forward
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Casey kneeled down to the middle shelf and saw London Travis’s many books. Twelve of them were there, the newer ones in hardback, the older ones in paperback. She picked up the second one in line and read the back cover.
 
   Rain on the Roof was its title. She read the whole description and the book sounded amazing. It seemed to be the perfect combination of suspense and supernatural horror. She genuinely wanted to read it.
 
    “Are you a big London Travis fan ma’am?” a voice said startling her. It was a handsome young man stocking books.
 
   “I’ve never actually read him, but a friend of mine recommended him to me.”
 
   Lies, lies, and more lies.
 
   “He is a great writer… or was.”
 
   Oh God, she thought with her heart sinking. Don’t tell me he’s dead now. “Huh? What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, his first eight novels were great. I couldn’t put them down. Then he got writer’s block and tried to kill himself. He was never the same after that.”
 
   “So, you’re saying he still wrote after his suicide attempt?”
 
   “Yeah, quite frankly, I don’t see how he keeps convincing publishers to put out his books. I mean, even his most diehard fans can’t read his new stuff. His sales are horrible; I don’t think we’ve sold one of his new books in three months. The publishers can’t be making any money off of him.”
 
   “So, which ones are his new ones?”
 
   “We put every book in the order that the author published them in. So, any of the first eight are what you will want. After that, don’t waste your money.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James felt the warm sun on his skin as he slowly walked outside against his will. Every few steps he would stop, but he could not turn around or even take his eyes off the skeleton man.
 
   The red hypnotizing lights continued their gentle dance and drew him forward. The skeleton man was acting as a tractor beam and James was helpless to resist him.
 
   James walked past Casey’s vehicle and toward the middle of the lot. The skeleton man wasn’t there anymore, but he had come to the end of the lot and to the edge of the highway. He only now realized that the ghost was moving away and leading him on.
 
   Then the horrifying reality of the situation hit James like a speeding bus. It was rush hour. Cars were speeding by in a constant stream without a break. This thing was going to lead him out into the street where nobody could possibly stop in time and he would be crushed under the tires of countless vehicles turning his bones and organs to dust.
 
   Using every ounce of will power he had, he tried to break the spell he was under, but it was no use. He was strapped in as a helpless spectator. His mind was aware of everything, but his body was acting as a separate entity. It was like a nightmare in which an autopsy was being performed on him, but he wasn’t dead. He could not scream for help, but he could feel every scalpel slice into his flesh.
 
   He now began walking up an embankment. The only thing between him and the sea of vehicles was the guardrail. He straddled one leg over it and then the other. The rush of air as each vehicle passed blew his hair to the side. He was a mere three feet from instant death. A couple of cars blew their horns at him as they passed, but traffic had not slowed down by even five miles an hour.
 
   James watched a red Corvette fly past then a Ford Explorer, and then a blue minivan. He wondered why he was being held in place. Torture perhaps? He looked straight ahead and at the other side of the highway, the skeleton man’s eyes burned brighter than ever. He then looked to his left to see why he was being held there.
 
   An eighteen wheeler was probably seventy-five yards away and coming full speed. The skeleton man wasn’t going to risk the possibility of him surviving even if he were crippled for life. It was making sure that James would be dead on impact with zero chance of survival.
 
   It was now thirty yards away, twenty, ten. 
 
   Just as James felt himself beginning to step forward a hand gripped the back of his collar and jerked him back. He flipped backward over the railing and rolled down the slope before hitting the concrete. He looked up dizzily to see Casey looking down at him as if he were insane.
 
    
 
  
 
  



T H R E E
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you, James?!” Casey asked with equal fear and anger.
 
   “I… I couldn’t help it. I saw him. He was in the parking lot. He hypnotized me. I was moving against my own will. I just… couldn’t control it.”
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked walking down to him now relieved.” 
 
   “My hand is a little scraped, but I’m fine.”
 
   She hugged him as he still sat on the ground.
 
   “How did you know where I was?” he asked as she helped him to his feet.
 
   “I took the books up to the register and happened to look back at the coffee bar. You weren’t there. I came looking for you and, lo and behold, there you were walking into traffic.”
 
   “That’s twice you saved my life. Thinking of you is what stopped me the first time.”
 
   She smiled and looked into his eyes. Damn it. Why do you always have to say things like that?
 
   Since they had separated, things were constantly happening that brought them back together. It was as if the universe would not allow them to stay apart.
 
   “Look, if this thing is that powerful, I’m going to have to watch you like a hawk. Here, get in and buckle up,” she said handing him the keys. “I’ll only be a minute checking out.” Casey began to walk away, but then turned and snatched the keys away. “What the hell am I thinking? You’re liable to drive in front of a bus. Just buckle up and don’t hotwire the dang thing.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    “You put two hundred and thirty-nine dollars on my credit card?!” James asked. “That was over half of what the GPS was.
 
   “You have a six figure bank account James,” Casey said looking over the books and eating the last bite of her sandwich.
 
   “What did you do, buy every book the guy ever wrote?”
 
   “Actually, I did.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It was what the kid working in there told me.”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “He said that Travis’s first eight books were incredible. Then after he tried to kill himself, he put out four more.”
 
   “Geez, he sure got over his writer’s block awfully quick.”
 
   “Yeah, but he said every one of them was garbage and he didn’t see how they kept getting published.”
 
   “What are they about?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. I didn’t take the time to read all of the jackets. That’s why I bought them all.”
 
   “Well, we’re in for a long drive, so you have plenty of time to investigate. As fast as you read you’ll probably be done by the time we get to Seattle.”
 
   “I’m going to just read the first couple of chapters of a few of them and do a comparison of the old stuff and the newer stuff.”
 
   “So what is our plan? Are we going to just drive in shifts the whole way without stopping or what?”
 
   “No. I figured it would be around a five day trip since you can’t fly. Once we drive a few hours we’ll get a hotel room.”
 
   James gave her a mischievous grin.
 
   “With two beds,” Casey emphasized.
 
    
 
    
 
   They drove on for an hour, keeping the radio low as to hear the robotic voice of the GPS telling them to turn left and right and how many yards between every few minutes. James tapped his fingers along with the beat of every song and enjoyed the scenery while Casey had her nose buried in Travis’s work.
 
   The whole scene would have been surreal under happier circumstances. He felt like a teenager again traveling with his girl at his side and going wherever the wind would take him.
 
   He was enjoying the trip and being with Casey, but he was apprehensive for fear of another episode. It would be bad enough for him to take his own life, but doing so now would in all likelihood take Casey’s as well. Causing harm to her no matter the circumstances would haunt him even in the afterlife.
 
   He looked over at her every so often to admire her. Her green eyes sparkled like jade in the sunlight. She was doing the thing he had always found adorable. Every word that she read she moved her lips to every word as if she were lip syncing a song. He hated himself right now.
 
   He had been so caught up in trying to write that third novel that he totally neglected and mistreated Casey. How could he have just let her walk out of his life? He had been fooling himself by thinking he was fine letting her go and having a divorce. He should have gotten on his belly and wrapped his arms around her leg while begging her not to go. His obsession had convinced him that the book was the only thing that mattered and that he didn’t love Casey as he once had.
 
   Damn idiot.
 
   After she was gone he was miserable. It didn’t take more than three days for him to miss her and realize that he had made the biggest mistake of his life. He loved her now as much as he ever did.
 
   Before they had pulled away from Pages, Casey had told him to drive as careful as he ever had. If he even thought he saw the skeleton man, she told him to pull over and let her drive.
 
   Every so often he would nervously look up into the rearview mirror. He feared looking up and seeing the skeleton man, sitting in the back seat with them. So far there was no threat.
 
   “How are the books so far?” James asked.
 
   “Great. He writes a lot like you, except you’re more romantic.”
 
   “I try.”
 
   “Most of his characters are loners and don’t have much for women except cheap floozies.”
 
   “A far cry from your romance novels.”
 
   “Definitely.” 
 
   “Have you gotten to any of his later books yet?”
 
   “No, but I did read the jackets. Some of these are ridiculous. All of his first ones have incredible storylines, but listen to some of these. A ninja raised in a secret society grows up to save the world from aliens.”
 
   James gave her an “Are you serious?” look. He didn’t know whether to laugh or take pity on his fellow writer.
 
   “In this one,” Casey continued. “A masked professional wrestler in Mexico becomes a crime fighter and takes on a drug cartel. Oh, and this one is a gem. A little girl who has a fear of stuffed animals has her fear come to life as a Teddy bear that has become possessed with an evil spirit finds its way to her house, killing her parents and leaving her alone with it.”
 
   “Those stories are so bad I’m actually nauseated,” James said.
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “I agree with the guy you talked to. How the hell does he keep getting published? How does someone go from best-selling author to that?”
 
   “Obviously something happened after he tried to kill himself.”
 
   “Sounds like brain damage from blood loss. He slit his wrists right?”
 
   “Yeah, well, we won’t know the whole story until we talk to the guy.”
 
   “Did you learn anything else about where he lives?”
 
   “No, he has the same vague description all of ya’ll have. Just like yours says James Conrad lives in Alabama… with his wife, Casey. His says that London Travis lives in Seattle with his wife, Terrie.”
 
   “I thought that article said that it was his girlfriend that found him?”
 
   “I guess he got divorced.”
 
   “These similarities between us are starting to get creepy.”
 
   “They have been creepy to me since I read the article.”
 
   Casey spent the next four and a half hours reading, occasionally stopping to chitchat with James. The only stop they made was at a gas station to fill up and grab a drink and a snack just after getting into Kentucky. They spent the next two hours making small talk, sharing memories, and sometimes just sitting in silence.
 
   When finally they could not take their stomachs growling anymore, they stopped by a Mexican restaurant similar to the one they went to on their first date. While waiting for their orders and nibbling on the complementary nachos and salsa, James tried to drag details out of Casey about her newfound relationship. She only gave short answers with minimal detail. James knew it was none of his business, but what kind of ex would he be if he didn’t pry?
 
   Casey knew the game he was playing and couldn’t believe he actually thought he was being sly. She knew him better than he knew himself. 
 
   The reason she was keeping the details to herself wasn’t because she felt it was none of his business. It was that she wanted to spare his feelings. She knew that James Conrad had the most fragile ego of any man that God had ever put on the planet.
 
   It was weird, but somehow she also felt like she was cheating on him even though James had been with two women in the biblical sense that she knew of since separating. She hated to feel that way, because she knew that she was doing nothing wrong by moving on with another man. 
 
   James was also a very jealous man. Not in a controlling or offensive way, but in a more innocent childlike way. He had even pouted when she told him about the three men she had slept with before him. Bless his heart he was one of the most insecure people she had ever known.
 
   After their meals arrived, Casey tried to steer the conversation toward happier topics than new lovers, supernatural beings, and suicide. She decided to talk about her parents and how they still asked about James. Her parents had been very fond of him and were devastated to find out about their impending divorce. Of course they still supported their daughter.
 
   James’s parents were dead. They had died in a plane crash when he was fifteen. He was raised by his grandparents until he was nineteen, then he moved out on his own. They were now dead, too. He had a few distant relatives left, but Casey had never met any of them.
 
   James had always tried to act strong and independent, but Casey knew he was scarred by his losses in life. He feared airplanes, even the sight of them. You couldn’t pay him ten million dollars to get on one. He also hated being alone. She supposed it was because most of his life after leaving home he really was alone.
 
   Casey had always figured that he had embraced her parents so much, because he missed his own and hers acted as a kind of surrogate. It was the pain in his life she believed that made him a great writer. She thought his first novel was the best because he had used elements of his own life in it.
 
   The main character’s parents had died in a plane crash and had James’s initials. His favorite dish was Moo shu chicken, just like James. She loved all three of his books, but that one was his masterpiece.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They took forty-five minutes to enjoy their meal and the atmosphere. It was no given that they would have another chance to relax like this. Casey had the fajita nachos with extra jalapeños while James had his old favorite, parilla chicken. After finishing, James left a tip and paid up. They were then back on the road again. 
 
   This time Casey took over the driving duties and James slept. When they crossed the Missouri state line, she woke James up to help her find a motel. She was a long way from being as technically capable as James, so she pulled over for gas while he looked up a hotel on the GPS.
 
   Casey was happy with anything, but James had Champaign taste, and luckily, more than a beer budget. There was nothing incredibly fancy nearby so they decided on an Econolodge. Casey tried to get him to let her pay for half of the room, but James wouldn’t hear of it. He had already paid for her meal earlier. Seeing as how he had bought the GPS and the books she was beginning to feel guilty mooching off him.  
 
   The hotel was only five miles away and after a whole day of driving and crossing time zones, they were both ready to kick back and relax on the bed while watching TV.
 
   James went to the reception desk for their keys and paid for two nights so they wouldn’t be rushed to leave before checkout time.
 
   Getting back in the Jeep he told Casey that their room was on the top floor on the left side of the building. James took his suitcase out of the back and growled all the way up both flights of stairs. James was still an overall nice guy, but Casey knew that money had pampered him a little too much.
 
   James slid the key card through the slot and the green light winked. He walked in and the second the door was closed, he dropped his luggage and collapsed on the bed.
 
   “Oh God, this feels good,” he said with his face buried in the pillow.
 
   “After that much time in a car I just want to take a hot shower and relax.”
 
   “You go ahead with that. I’ll join you in a minute.” Casey gave him a dirty look and proceeded to the bathroom. 
 
   While she was bathing, James looked through fifty-three channels of basic cable and found nothing to watch. He switched the TV off in disgust. He picked up the gigantic phonebook and searched the yellow pages for nearby restaurants. The last thing he wanted to do was move from that spot so he called various numbers to see if they delivered. It looked like pepperoni pizza was in his future.
 
   “Casey?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’m ordering pizza for later. Do you want mushrooms on half?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   After placing the order he lay his head back on the pillow and massaged his temples. He was quickly developing a stress headache. This wasn’t hard to believe considering he had driven and ridden over five hundred miles and he was being tortured by staying in a hotel room with a woman he still loved and couldn’t have because she was sleeping with someone else. Throw on top of that, mind numbing writer’s block and periodically seeing a walking skeleton in a suit that made him do harm to himself and it was a miracle he didn’t have a migraine.
 
   Casey walked out casually, wearing a T-shirt and panties. James stared at her drooling purposely to make her comment.
 
   “Put your tongue back in your mouth and take a cold shower Romeo. This ride is closed.”
 
   “Awww, you did pack the pink ones for me.”
 
   “Oh, shut up. How long before the pizza is here?”
 
   “Forty-five minutes to an hour. I guess their motto is If it isn’t there in thirty minutes, just wait longer. Why? Are you getting hungry again?”
 
   “Not really, but I want to run out and grab a few things. I saw a grocery store in the shopping center across the street. I won’t take long.”
 
   “Get beer please.”
 
   “Oh, so now you’re going try and get me drunk?”
 
   “No, I’m trying to get myself drunk. If I get you drunk it’s just a bonus.”
 
   As much as she hated it, his immature ramblings made her giggle. “Okay. Anything else?”
 
   “Maybe a cheesecake and some corn chips?”
 
    “Good Lord. Are you smoking pot now, too?”
 
   “No, I’m just a pig.”
 
   “I knew that.”
 
   “Do you need my credit card?”
 
   “No, you have paid for enough. I can get this.”
 
   “I gave you your key didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes. I’ll be back in a little while.” Casey unlocked the door and turned the knob, but she was hesitant to leave. She let go of the knob and turned back to James who was giving her a curious look. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”
 
   “Yeah. Why?”
 
   “We’re on the third floor.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay.”
 
   “Promise me that if you see him, you’ll fight with everything you have. If those thoughts creep in or if he tries to control you again just think of everything good in your life. Okay?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Good. Like I said, I’ll be back in a little while.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The pizza arrived forty-seven minutes from the time James made the call. He tipped the girl ten bucks and she walked away with a grateful smile. He sat the pizza down on the small dining table and made his way to the bathroom. Inside he looked at himself in the mirror and grimaced. He looked like a hobo. Casey might be with her fancy lawyer, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t do everything possible to win her back. He loved her. It might be too late for him to realize it, but damned if he would give up without a fight. A good start might be to take a shower since he looked like he hadn’t had one in weeks. It was time to stop being a raging alcoholic and start taking pride in himself again.
 
   It would probably be a few minutes before Casey got back from the store. He took a quick five minute shower and washed his hair. He wished that hotels offered barber service. He hadn’t had a haircut in six months. He could trim down his facial hair however. James grabbed his grooming kit from his suitcase and some shaving crème. He cupped some hot water in his hands and splashed it across his whiskers. A chill then ran through him. “A possum just walked over his grave,” as his Grandmother used to say. It was more than that, though. Nervous energy began to pulse through him. He felt as if he was in the room with somebody he didn’t want to speak with. Nausea crept into his stomach and his head began pounding. The tunnel feeling was coming back.
 
   “It will never work.”
 
   “No. Not now,” James said aloud. The thoughts that were not his own had returned. He had to stay focused and fight them off. He looked up into the mirror and choked back a scream as his heart jolted in shock.
 
   At first he thought it was a hallucination. It was his body with no skin. He then realized the skeleton man’s reflection had replaced his own. He was there looking back at him with the glowing red lights doing their hypnotic dance in the empty sockets. It was just as effective as a watch being dangled side to side.
 
   “Stop kidding yourself. It’s over.”
 
   “Casey still loves me!”
 
   “You’re pathetic. She’s never coming back to you. She has someone else. While you’re sitting around thinking of her, she’s screwing him and laughing at how much better of a lover he is than you. The only reason she is here is because she pities you. You have nothing to live for… end it now!”
 
   Tears began to roll down James’s cheeks. The images that the skeleton man had just placed into his mind were acting themselves out. He could see Casey there with her new boyfriend. He could have the treasure that James longed for and please her in ways James never could. Maybe he should just end it all. He had no parents, no immediate close family. Without Casey he was utterly and completely alone in life. Without her there was nothing.
 
   “No,” James said out loud.
 
   Casey had made him promise to fight with everything he had. Why would she do that or even be here if she didn’t still care about him? The whole trip had been her idea. He hadn’t gotten on his knees and begged her to come with him.
 
   These new thoughts that were his own were relieving some of the pressure he felt. He believed that he might be successfully fighting the skeleton man off. Also, did he detect something underlining the thoughts the ghost was sending? Was it a hint of desperation?
 
   Casey had said for him to think of everything good in his life. He first thought of his nice house and the money he had in the bank. He then thought of the great reviews he had gotten for his first two books. Lastly he thought of the best thing of all, Casey herself.
 
   Maybe they weren’t married, but she was still a part of his life. That meant something. Nothing wrong in his life was worth killing himself over. It was all lies by an evil and vindictive spirit.
 
   “Get out of my head and out of my life!”
 
   Slowly the thoughts began to fade away from his mind and all was well again. He actually heard a low growling sound of frustration and watched the face in the mirror become his own again. Casey truly had given him the strength to fight.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Casey pushed her buggy down the snack aisle and looked around for James’s corn chips. As usual she had come in only needing a couple of items but wound up taking home a buggy full of stuff.
 
   She now had the beer, toothpaste, a couple of spare toothbrushes, brownies to quench her sweet tooth, a cheesecake , bread, some turkey and cheese from the deli for sandwiches, mayonnaise, tampons and a couple of other feminine products. She also had a couple of other munching items for the still long trip. 
 
   Now all she needed were the corn chips. She found them and pondered what brand to buy even though she knew any of the three would taste the same. As she did this, the silhouette of a person appeared to her left in the corner of her eye.
 
   She assumed this was just another casual customer wanting junk food. She then noticed that the figure had not moved and felt that it was staring at her. She turned to her left and gasped.
 
   It was the skeleton man, just as James had described him. He was all bone and wearing a dark suit. He brought to her mind the image of a corpse that had been dug up after ten years. James wasn’t crazy. Everything he had said was the gospel truth.
 
   She stumbled backward in horror knocking half a dozen bags of chips to the floor. One bag crunched under her foot like a community of roaches being stomped upon. She looked down for only a second and when she looked back up he was gone.
 
   Casey felt emotionally drained. She wanted to sit down on the floor and curl up into a ball. That thing was horrifying. Her heart felt like it was leaping out of her chest like a cartoon character in love. This is what James had been seeing?
 
   Casey suddenly felt a pang of guilt for being so hard on him. She had to experience it first hand to truly know the horror he had been going through. No wonder he had needed AA meetings so bad lately.
 
   She started to pick up all of the bags she had knocked down, but decided to leave them. Nobody had seen her. Besides, she wanted to get back to James as soon as possible. If she were now seeing the skeleton man, then things were really beginning to get serious. As if they weren’t before.
 
   Casey rushed to the front and checked out. After receiving her change she ran out into the dark night where even states away a cold rain had begun to fall. It chilled her to the bone and caused her shirt to stick to her breasts by the time she reached the Jeep. She could just hear James making a wet T-shirt contest joke.
 
   She tossed the groceries into the back as fast as she could and jumped into the driver’s seat to turn on the heat. The buggy stayed where she left it in the empty parking spot next to hers. Normally she was courteous and put them back in the proper place, but not in this weather. They paid somebody to retrieve them all.
 
   After cranking up and turning on the wiper blades, she smirked as now of all times the rain decided to slack into a drizzle. She put the Jeep in drive and drove to the intersection. She sighed with relief as she looked across the street to the hotel. Part of her was expecting to see a mob of people crowded around and red and blue lights lighting up the night where James had jumped to his death or been critically injured.
 
   There was a traffic light allowing her easy access to the side of the hotel. As soon as the light turned green, she passed under it and turned into the side where their room was. She looked up to their room and saw the lights shining inside the window. James was nowhere to be seen and that was a good thing.
 
   She looked into the back and realized that she couldn’t carry her purse and all of the grocery bags up at one time. She was going to have to get James to come down and help her.
 
   She took only her purse and jogged through the mist toward the metal stairs. Her foot slipped on the slick metal of the first step. She gripped the railing and treaded more carefully, glad she had decided not to fill her arms up.
 
   Their room was just off to the right as you reached the top of the stairs. James was waiting for her as she came up. He must have looked through the window and saw her pull up.
 
   “James, can you help me get the… ?”
 
   She looked to the door and saw that it wasn’t James. The skeleton man with his eyes burning red with anger began to move in on her. Casey took one step back and then another without thinking.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James was reading one of the Travis books as he heard a woman’s scream and then a crashing sound. He threw the book to the side and ran to the door, jerking it open. There in the misting rain was the skeleton man glaring at him menacingly.
 
   Normally he would be frozen in fear, but he saw who it was who had screamed. He looked down the stairs and to the second floor landing and saw his worst fear realized. Casey was there, not moving and she was bleeding from a cut above her left eyebrow.
 
   James was scared for her, but pissed off at the same time. He turned just as the Skeleton man arrogantly began to fade away.
 
   “Come back here, you bastard!” James screamed into the night. “Pick on me, but you leave her alone, you son of a bitch!”
 
  
 
  



F O U R
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   London Travis was on minute twenty-four of his daily relaxation bath. Once he eventually got out, his 55-year-old wrinkles would look eighty-one. He didn’t do showers anymore; they didn’t have the needed affect. Of course, bathing had nothing to do with cleanliness now, his time in the water being all about clarity and serenity. 
 
   He had used every relaxation technique known to man to loosen himself up and free his mind. Even now, he soaked in a champagne bubble bath, surrounded by aroma therapy candles and incense. The sound of the Amazon Rain Forest trickled from his stereo on the other side of the room. The most relaxing implement of all was the bottle of vodka beside the tub. He took a deep drink from the bottle and prepared to stand.
 
   The room spun. Travis closed his eyes to regain his composure, then carefully stepped out, grabbed the towel from the toilet seat, dried off, and donned his bathrobe.
 
   He burped and his stomach turned upside down. He concentrated with all he had not to gag. If he gagged all was lost. Things would get messy. He got on his knees and lifted the toilet seat just in case. He breathed heavily and eventually the nausea passed. Thank God he used top notch toilet cleanser to keep it smelling flowerbed fresh. One foul smell and it would have set off an unpleasant chain of reactions. When all was well, he stood, shivered, and walked over to cut off the rainforest CD.
 
   London was drunk, but not as drunk as he could be. He was now the perfect combination of numb and still capable of rational thought. This was when he did his writing. Hell, it was the only way to do his writing. He slipped into his silk pajamas, planning to write for three hours and then sleep it off. What else did he have to do? Tomorrow he would wake up and do the whole routine over again. He knew no difference between night and day anymore, his times ran together with his screwed up nocturnal habits.
 
   His stomach was still doing mini flip-flops, so he lied down to let it settle. He could not fall asleep, though. He had foolishly been lazy today and not gotten any writing done. One day might not hurt, but he wasn’t taking the risk. He would cut himself and write with his own blood if he had to.
 
   Sometimes he wished he hadn’t been found on the dark and lonely night. Sometimes he wished he had just died. At least he might be at peace now. Only now that he had glimpsed death he was afraid for it to come again and without the influence of his old nemesis, he would never attempt to take his own life.
 
   He forced himself up and walked down to the kitchen to pop down a couple of Pepto Bismol. With a glass of tepid water in hand, he went to his study and turned on the computer. It was time for him to continue working on what he himself would call, “The latest piece of shit he would sicken the public with.” This one had a little promise, though. Maybe his critics wouldn’t completely eat him alive. Even a bad book can have high points, can’t it?
 
   His current novel was about a prostitute who got her life together and joined the police force, earning acceptance and forgiveness for her past. Then, once turning her life around, she becomes entwined in the web of a serial killer. Travis had gleaned the idea from a recent episode of a late night crime drama. He took a small amount of pride in this one, way more than he had had for the last four bastard children he had produced. They were garbage, but in this one, he could actually see glimpses of his old work. Reading the previous ones with his name printed on the cover made him as sick as the booze did. He didn’t even keep copies of them in his house. They were children he was too ashamed to claim. People mocked him daily. He didn’t dare listen to a literary critic anymore. He had heard sermons in which Satan was mentioned more favorably.
 
   How he had been published so many times since that night was beyond comprehension. Perhaps his publishing house had faith in him, but now they had as much faith as the Israelites in the desert. He had made them a lot of money and been their pride and joy, but that was many moons ago. Maybe they thought that if they stuck with him through the many layers of crap that soon there would be light at the end of the tunnel and he would produce another masterpiece. Unfortunately, the layers of crap kept coming with no light in sight.
 
   After his last novel sold barely a fourth of what was printed, he was informed that his contract would not be renewed and that they were parting ways. It was no surprise and he had in fact been expecting it two books ago. And there was no point in trying to get a contract with anyone else. His name was soiled in the industry. After all, it was all literally written in black and white, wasn’t it? His Father had always told him to never put anything incriminating into writing. It wasn’t incriminating, but it might as well have been; he’d lost all of his dignity and most of even his hardcore fans.
 
   London was going to have to resort to self-publishing. He was still a wealthy man and had the means to do so for the rest of his life. It didn’t matter if anyone bought it as long as it was out there. After this manuscript was done, he would send it to his editor along with $1500 to have it fine-tuned. He used to get such optimistic notes and comments from him. Now he only waited three months and received the whole thing by E-mail with no comments whatsoever. He suspected one day it might be his editor’s suicide note he received.
 
   After the manuscript was publish-ready, he would send it to a friend that was a master of E-books. He would format it and set him up with an account where he could order all of the paperback copies he wanted. At least he was living in an age where getting your writing to the outside world was much simpler.
 
   London quit typing for a moment and let out a sigh of anguish. He had once been on top of the mountain. He couldn’t believe how fast his life had fallen apart. It was all because of a stupid case of writer’s block. At least he wasn’t seeing that walking bag of bones anymore.
 
   He glanced at the calendar and saw that it was Sunday. Friday was his day to pick up his fan mail. He was still astonished that he received just as much fan mail as he did when he was a bestseller. The only difference was that instead of fans going on about how incredible his characters were or how creative a lot was, they were asking what the hell happened?
 
   London stood and walked to the living room couch. He glanced at the TV remote, but didn’t touch it. The rain tinkled against the roof as it often did in Seattle, its hypnotic drumming a lullaby. He didn’t dare fall asleep, though. Since the day he was released from the hospital, he dare not even nap before writing at least a few pages for the day.
 
   Out the window, the street lamps revealed the fog that made his street look like Old England. It was the perfect weather; for him, life was one long, rainy day. Sitting on the couch, London picked up the daily news. He browsed from story to story seeing if anything caught his eye. Then, the headline he had seen all too often, shouted at him in bold type: WRITER COMMITS SUICIDE.
 
   This was the fifth he had seen in the last three months. It might seem as if it was happening more and more often, but it wasn’t. His research had showed that all through time it had been happening. The only difference was that now he was paying attention. The sad part was that he knew exactly what they all went through in their final days. Sometimes he felt guilty because he knew he could have saved them. He always felt guilty for being such a coward. He had life-saving knowledge that he could spread like the Gospel, but he feared that would earn him an untimely and horrific death. If the spirit could force him to slice his own wrists, what was stopping him from a more torturous method, like shoving forks into his eyeballs? Yes, he could help them and yes, he was a coward, but he was alive and not in pain. He was powerless. He knew through the days, months, and even the years the names of more and more writers would be appearing in print. Not for their next big novel or a big movie deal, but for their own self-demise.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Casey looked like she wanted to cry and bite someone’s head off as she sat on the ER bed, her left arm in a cast. A bandage covered the wound above her left eye which had required four stitches. The meds they had given her helped with the pain, but her stress levels were not so easily subsided.
 
   “You’re one lucky lady, Mrs. Conrad,” Dr. Irving said putting the finishing touches on her cast. He was a tall, balding black man with a beard and a kind demeanor. 
 
   Casey couldn’t complain about not being taken care of. She had been given the utmost attention from the moment she was wheeled off the ambulance. From the nurses to the radiology technicians, she had been waited on hand and foot.
 
   “You say a man pushed you down those stairs?” Dr. Irving asked.
 
   “Yes. I had just gotten back from buying groceries and when I got to our room there was a man trying to break into it. He was alarmed by me and pushed me backward down the steps and ran away.” Does hell have a special wing for liars? Casey repeated the story she and James had rehearsed while waiting on the ambulance. She had used some of James’s warped sense of humor while describing her attacker. She said that he was a very skinny man, almost like a walking skeleton.
 
   The story had not been cooked up because Casey was too prideful to admit that she had fallen on her own. It was James that had made the need for a story. When he had yelled out to the skeleton man, people were already coming out of their rooms to see what all of the commotion was about. They had all heard him screaming at somebody and they very well weren’t going tell everyone he was screaming at a ghost.
 
   The interview with the policeman was quick and painless. He asked her a few questions about what happened, got the description of the perpetrator, and told them that they would be on the lookout. Luckily he had not asked obvious questions like, “Why would somebody try to break into a random hotel room before midnight while everyone was still awake?”
 
   “I hope the police catch that hooligan,” Dr. Irving said with disdain.
 
   James watched everything from the other side of the room with a scowl. It was alarming how pissed off he was that Casey got hurt. This thing had nearly caused him to slit his own wrists and walk into speeding traffic, yet hurting someone he cared about was way beyond off limits.
 
   “Okay, Mrs. Conrad, you’re all finished. I’m sorry your vacation took such a nasty turn, but at least we don’t have to admit you. I suggest you and your husband go back to your hotel for some much needed rest.”
 
   James and Casey both smiled at his assumption that they were still married, but did not correct him.
 
   “Just sit tight here for a few more minutes and a nurse will be back with your prescription. I am going to prescribe Lortab for the pain. I also want you to pick up some bandages and change the one on your head every twenty-four hours with antibiotic ointment.”
 
   Dr. Irving shook their hands and they thanked him. In ten minutes, the nurse was back with her prescription and they were discharged. There was a chill in the windy air as they walked out to the Jeep. Irving had given them the address of a twenty-four hour pharmacy. With the GPS, they found it in no time. James grabbed the medical tape and bandages while Casey filled the prescription. He also grabbed the ointment, ibuprofen, and some canned cappuccinos. 
 
   By the time they got back to the hotel it was just after midnight and they were both starving. They dined on cold pizza and cheesecake. James drank beer while Casey drank one can of the six pack of diet coke she got at the pharmacy. She figured beer and Lortab would not mix well. They watched one of their old favorite romantic comedies before getting ready to hit the hay at one forty-five.
 
   “I haven’t been in a cast since I was thirteen,” Casey said as James helped her get situated into bed. “This is going to suck. I’m already starting to itch.”
 
   “I’ll bet it was pink just like this one and all of your friends signed it.”
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “Lucky guess. You never told me you broke a bone.”
 
   “It never came up. I broke my leg trying to do a trick on my bicycle.”
 
   “Ah. Well, I’ve never worn a cast.”
 
   “Oh yeah, I forgot. You’re mister superman and you’ve never broken a bone. Did they give you milk IVs as a kid?”
 
   “No, I was a very sheltered child that never played sports or went outside much whatsoever.”
 
   “Ah, that would explain it.”
 
   As James finished helping her get comfortable, Casey asked the question that he’d been avoiding. “James? Why am I seeing the skeleton man?”
 
   “Because he wants to hurt me,” James said with no hesitation.
 
   “What?”
 
   “He knows now. He knows that you are the one that gives me the strength to go on. He’s afraid of you.”
 
   “What do you mean I’m the one who gives you strength?”
 
   “You told me that if I saw him again and you weren’t here, to fight with everything I have and think of all of the good things in my life. I did see him while you were gone. I thought of all of the good things in my life, but the thought of you was what did the trick. You are the number one good thing in my life.”
 
   Casey was speechless. She knew that he had reached out to her in his time of need, but she thought it was only because she was familiar, like a pair of old shoes. She hadn’t taken him that seriously when he had said that she was all he had that was good. She thought he was just being dramatic.
 
   “When the thoughts that I should just kill myself were running through my head, the thought of you being in my life in any capacity kept me from it.”
 
   Casey smiled and stroked his hair with her good hand.
 
   “There’s the romance I was talking about from your novels. Now, let’s get some sleep and hope he doesn’t visit us in the night.”
 
   “If he showed up now I would kick his bony ass up between his shoulder blades.”
 
   James leaned down and kissed her. It started as a peck on the lips, but, Casey’s eyes widened as she felt her lips part and the kiss become deeper. When he was done, Casey had chill bumps. She hadn’t been kissed that passionately in ages. Even when Austin kissed her while making love she had not felt this much of a spark.
 
   “Goodnight,” James said.
 
   “Good… night.”
 
   After James clicked off the lamp, he was asleep in minutes. Casey, now as confused as ever, spent the next half hour awake, her mind racing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James had ordered a 10 A.M. wakeup call and woke up with a feeling he didn’t recognize. He was refreshed. There was no headache, no bad taste, and he didn’t feel like he would vomit at any moment. It was nice.
 
    
 
   James sighed. He’d been killing himself over the past couple of months. Last night he had drunk two beers, the most moderation he’d seen in a while. 
 
   The change in scenery was also nice. As luxurious as his house was, it had become a prison instead of a sanctuary. Here, waking up in the hotel with Casey made him feel happy. Life seemed livable again.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately it was Casey who felt like she had the hangover. It was that magical time in the morning when you wake up and every ache and pain you have is amplified times five. 
 
   Bless her heart. James would never say it, but she looked terrible. She was wearing no makeup, her face was pale and scowling, and her hair needed attendance as soon as possible.
 
   “Ow. Shoot me now,” she said grimacing.
 
   “Come on, you’ll live. Where’s my big strong girl?”
 
   “You’re awfully chipper. Let me shove you down a flight of stairs and see how cheerful you are.”
 
   “You never were a morning person.”
 
   “Get me coffee and then we’ll talk.”
 
   Casey ate one of her brownies so she could take her pain pills. The bottle recommended one, but she sent two down the hatch. She then went to the bathroom and took a shower with a plastic bag wrapped around her cast.
 
   James took his shower while she did the best she could at packing. After he was done, they both packed the Jeep. Then they were off to find something to eat. The GPS was quickly becoming James’s new favorite toy, especially the feature that allowed you to search for anything from restaurants to malls in the area. 
 
   Instead of going to a well-known restaurant chain, they went to a local diner that looked like it was straight out of the fifties. Casey thought it was cute while James thought it was corny. At least the waitress wasn’t wearing roller skates.
 
   Casey ordered a traditional breakfast of bacon, toast, hash browns, two eggs sunny side up, and coffee. James ordered two gigantic pecan waffles with a soda. While waiting on their food, Casey checked her voice mails that had piled up since they left Alabama. There was one from her mother, one from Becky, a friend at work, and four from Austin. After listening to them all, she dropped her head onto the table.
 
   “Problem?” James asked.
 
   “He is so going to dump me.”
 
   “You can do better anyway.”
 
   “I cannot believe I am traveling across the country with my ex-husband to try and figure out why a walking skeleton is trying to kill him.”
 
   “Well, sorry if you would rather be sexing up your fancy lawyer than spending time with me,” he said defensively.
 
   “Oh, don’t even start with me, James. You have slept with at least two women since the divorce.” She said the sentence a little too loudly and got a look from a blonde at the next table.
 
   “They didn’t mean anything to me. They were just ways to get through the night and… to try and make you jealous.”
 
   “Make me jealous?”
 
   “Well…yeah. Why do you think I told you about every one of them?”
 
   “I just thought you were being an ass.”
 
   “I was doing that, too. Now, just like I was always afraid of, you found someone better than me to love.”
 
   Casey rolled her eyes and growled. “Damn it, James, why do you always do that pitiful thing that makes me feel horrible?”
 
   “Because it works.”
 
   “For your information, not that it is any of your business, but last night was the first time I have had sex with someone other than you since the divorce.” 
 
   Casey was getting ready to go on a rant and she was getting pissed. James could see this and instantly regretted playing the pity card. He really wished he could go back in time about five minutes.
 
   “How dare you try to make me feel guilty when you have screwed around at least twice as much as me. Do you think I didn’t want to date more? Every time I tried I couldn’t because I thought it might hurt you. Then, not even an hour after consummating my relationship with another man, I get a phone call from you begging me to come over. Now I am doing everything I can to save your life and I end up in the emergency room because of it. I have a broken arm, a gash on my head and God only knows how many bruises. So don’t you dare try to throw a guilt trip on me.”
 
   James sipped his soda and was silent a moment. Then, “Damn it, Casey, why do you always do that thing where you throw everything back in my face and make me feel like a jackass?”
 
   “Because it works,” she said smiling smugly.
 
   After eating, it was a little after noon and they were back on the road again. Obviously, James would be doing all of the driving which slowed their progress even more.
 
   The first two hours went by mostly in silence as Casey read the Travis novel that had first caught her eye at the bookstore. Eventually she closed the book signaling that she was finished.
 
   “That was an incredible story. It was almost as good as A Dance in the Snow.”
 
   “My God. How do you read so fast? You just got that thing yesterday. Not to mention you spent part of last night in the ER.”
 
   “I’m just special that way.”
 
   “It was really good huh?”
 
   “Yes. I can’t see how a man who wrote this good could turn into such a hack.”
 
   “What ever happened that night must have changed him dramatically.”
 
   “I know, but there are so many questions. Just like you, he must have started seeing the skeleton man when he got writer’s block. Then he tried to kill himself right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “So, what happened next? Why would he start writing this crap? Does he still see the skeleton man? Is he still tempted to jump off a building every day? He has so many answers.”
 
   “We have to find him before he can answer them. You can ask him all of those questions once we get there.”
 
   “How much farther do we have to go?”
 
   “Twenty-eight lovely more hours.”
 
   “Oh God. This is going to be the longest week of my life.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” Casey reached into the backseat and grabbed the box of brownies and two sodas. She opened one of them and passed it to James.
 
   “Kind of shooting your diet to hell, aren’t you?” James asked.
 
   “My arm hurts, my head hurts, and I’m going to be stuck in this vehicle for at least eight more hours. I need chocolate. I’ll take the five extra pounds. It’s not like I’m a size four anyway.”
 
   Fifteen minutes passed and neither spoke. They watched the scenery go by and sipped their sodas. Finally James said, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m sorry… for trying to make you feel guilty. You’ve done more for me in the last twenty-four hours than most ex-wives would do in a lifetime.”
 
   “It’s okay, James.”
 
   “It’s just that I would rather step into a bear trap than to see you love another man.”
 
   “Have I ever told you that you’re a drama queen?”
 
   “Countless times.”
 
   “Then I’ll tell you again. You’re a drama queen.”
 
   James smiled and looked back at the road.
 
   “I never said I loved him. I’ve just been trying to move on. A feat I’m finding more impossible as the hours go by.”
 
   “So how long did you say you…” James froze in mid-sentence as he glanced into the rear view mirror. His fear had come true; looking back at him was the skeleton man. “Shit.”
 
   Casey frowned and looked into the mirror. She gasped and ice filled her gut. In a vehicle driving sixty miles an hour was the last place she wanted to see him.
 
   “Pull over,” Casey said.
 
   James said nothing, entranced in the ghost’s gaze.
 
   “James? James! Snap out of it!” She slapped him hard and he shook his head. “Are you with me?” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay.”
 
   “Concentrate. Don’t let him take control of you. Now pull over where we’ll be safer.”
 
   “Yeah, okay… oh no.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “The brakes aren’t working.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “I have a sick sense of humor, but not that sick.”
 
   The car then began to speed up without James touching the gas pedal. The velocity pushed them both back in their seats.
 
   “James?! What are you doing?!”
 
   “I’m not doing anything!”
 
   He lifted his feet from both pedals, yet they barreled on at maximum speed. The trees had become a blur as they zoomed on. The steering wheel began to turn left in James’s hand and they drifted into the oncoming lane.
 
   “Oh, God!” Casey cried.
 
   “Damn it! He isn’t controlling me, he’s controlling the car!”
 
   “Can you do anything at all, James?”
 
   “I’m trying!”
 
   By some miracle, they had not run into any traffic in the last fifteen minutes. James pulled right on the wheel with all the strength he could muster. It gave a little, and inch-by-inch, the car drifted back into the right lane. 
 
   “You’re doing it! But we have to find a way to slow down!”
 
   James stomped the brake so hard he thought his foot would smash through the floorboard, but the car didn’t slow at all. 
 
   “Try the emergency brake!”
 
   James did as she asked. A torturous squealing came from the tires and smoke billowed up around them. They slowed to forty-five miles an hour. No blowouts yet... The car went down to thirty-five, then twenty-five. Just when they thought they might be coming to a stop, the Jeep began picking up momentum once again. In thirty seconds they were back at top speed and the emergency brake no longer had any effect. Soon, they were right back where they started. 
 
   “He’s got complete control,” James said. “We’re in trouble.”
 
   “What are we going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know, but those tires took a lot of punishment. I’ve seen enough Nascar races to know that flat spotted tires don’t take long to give out, especially at the speed we’re going.”
 
   “Could we bail out?”
 
   “No, at this speed it would probably kill us.”
 
   “Well, one of us had better come up with an alternative to dying.”
 
   “Oh, no.”
 
   “What now?!”
 
   The wheel tugged in James’s hands. Slowly the car entered the oncoming and James’s struggle against it was futile.
 
   “Jesus!” Casey cried out and closed her eyes. 
 
   Two hundred yards ahead, the road went into a rise. A shape glimmered in the sun and peeked over the hill. James squinted through the sunlight and saw that it was an RV. Casey opened her eyes and gasped.
 
   The RV was most likely going 55 mph. With the Jeep going at full speed it wouldn’t be long before there was a collision. Those things couldn’t turn or stop on a dime. For some strange reason, one of those annoying math equations popped into James’s head about two trains leaving toward each other at a different time and speed.
 
   “You have your seatbelt on right?” James asked.
 
   “Yes. Why?”
 
   “If this doesn’t work and we don’t get out of this, I love you.”
 
   Casey was touched and horrified at the same time by this statement. She braced herself for whatever James was about to do.
 
   James clutched both hands firmly on the wheel. He then jerked it to the right as if he were struggling with a real person. The front wheels turned and the Jeep went sideways. The vehicle had too much forward momentum to simply spin out. Instead, it turned one hundred and eighty degrees and began flipping, driver’s side first.              
 
   A higher power had to be protecting them from the bony nemesis; they were perfectly aligned to flip into an empty field. But they weren’t out of danger by far.
 
   The Jeep tumbled over once, twisting in the air twice before landing on its wheels. Then it flipped two times, three times, four times. Glass shattered all around them and both of them gripped their seats as tightly as possible in the impromptu horrible carnival ride. Metal screeched as it bent out of shape all around. After eight flips, the Jeep rolled onto its roof and came to a stop.
 
   The world spun. James couldn’t make anything out in front of him for at least ten seconds. He felt himself over and was more than mildly surprised that he felt so little pain. He was sore from being tossed like a sock in a dryer, but he had no severed limbs or broken bones.
 
   He looked over to Casey. She was holding both hands over her eyes like a little girl watching a scary movie. She also looked to be relatively unscathed except for a couple of scratches from the glass that now rested on her chest.
 
   James unstrapped himself and landed with a thud onto his back. He had seen enough action films in his day to know there was a more than likely chance that the vehicle could explode at any moment. He didn’t smell gas, but he didn’t feel like taking any chances. He reached over and pulled Casey’s hands away from her face.
 
   “It’s over,” he said. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Come on. We need to get out of here.”
 
   James unhooked her seatbelt and she too landed uncomfortably on her back. He crawled out the shattered driver side window and helped Casey out behind him. Just in case, they stumbled a few yards away to put plenty of distance between them and the Jeep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When they reached the highway, the RV that was parked on the side of the road. A large man in a Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts was lighting a second road flare in the broad daylight. He had a panicked look on his face as if he had witnessed them being put through a wood chipper. Then again, James thought, the accident probably had looked pretty horrific.
 
   Two blonde-haired kids, a boy and a girl, stood beside their mother who was on her cell phone calling for help. The big man looked up and saw James and Casey and his chubby jowls hung open in surprise. 
 
   They all turned back and looked at the totaled Jeep. They were lucky to be alive. Neither of them said anything, but then Casey did something that caught him totally off guard. His happy-go-lucky ex-wife who had always been so strong and independent began to weep.
 
   James was taken aback. He could never remember once, even during the divorce, seeing her break down and cry like this. He could not say anything, and the only thing he could do was hold her in comfort.
 
  
 
  



F I V E
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I loved that Jeep,” Casey said as she strapped on her seatbelt their newly-bought, 2009 Ford Taurus. The black older Ford was the only thing on the lot that James remotely liked.
 
   “When all of this is over, I’ll buy you a new one. That is, if I’m not bankrupt by then.”
 
   The police, fire department, and ambulances had all arrived after cell phone lady had placed the call. James and Casey were both checked out in the back of an ambulance. It turned out that the chunky man wasn’t the only one who marveled at them for their lack of injury. One of the paramedics called them walking miracles. When they had arrived on the scene and saw the Jeep they had expected to have to use backboards neck braces and the whole nine yards, if not body bags.
 
   James was asked to undergo a sobriety test, which he passed with flying colors. He had long passed his two beers from the previous night. When asked what had happened, James simply told them that the accelerator stuck, just a freak thing, joining Casey in the art of pathological lying.
 
   Since they were both uninjured and nobody else had been hurt in the accident, the police decided to close the case without further investigation. When they told the officer that they were on vacation, he was nice enough to give them a ride to the nearest car dealership. James felt like he was surrounded by stereotypes as of late. When the dealer walked out he had greasy hair, an ugly jacket, and a slick smile.
 
   The dealer lied to them for about fifteen minutes before James saw the Taurus and said he would take it. He wanted to run a credit check on James to see how they could finance and add another three grand in interest. He seemed disappointed when James wrote a check for the entire ten thousand.
 
   Luckily James’s new toy, the GPS, was unharmed. They had also been able to salvage the Travis books while sacrificing the rest of the snack food.
 
   The day had pretty much been shot. Now all they could do was look for another hotel and get something to eat. They were making worse time every day, though they found comfort in the fact that they were still alive.
 
   It was 5 P.M., with time to drive three or four more hours before they had to stop for the night. James examined the route and decided that they could reach Omaha, Nebraska, and they set out. 
 
   Casey napped most of the way, the pain medication knocking her out cold. Aware of her discomfort, James allowed her to sleep the whole way, ignoring his own hunger and fatigue to let her rest. When he nudged her awake, they were at yet another Econolodge. James had liked their previous room well enough to stick with the brand until it screwed up.
 
   James went inside and paid for yet two more nights, but he was quick to ask for a room on the ground floor. They were lucky enough to get the parking place directly in front of their room. James took in their luggage while Casey carried in only her purse. As she had expected, she was stiffer than a zombie and just as miserable. When she lay down, she thought it would take Jesus himself telling her to rise and walk to get her up.
 
   Unfortunately, she was hungry and she didn’t want pizza again. She was in the mood for classic American food like a cheeseburger and fries. James completely agreed. He told her that he would look a place up as soon as he got the luggage in.
 
   She begged James to carry her and put her in the car, but he stubbornly made her walk on her own. Once inside the car he looked for some nearby places that served traditional food. He spotted a bar that sounded pretty good. He and Casey had gone bar hopping once or twice before and not just for the booze. The food was incredible most of the time. It was 3.2 miles away from their spot. 
 
   When they pulled up there was maybe one car in the lot besides theirs. The rest of the spots were filled with pickup trucks. They could almost picture what the inside would be like, smoky with country music blaring and line dancing in the background. They were surprised, however, to walk in and find it well lit and not smoky at all. They were right about the country music. They slid into one of the booths across from the bar and waited for the waitress.
 
   A fortyish woman with curly blonde hair down to her shoulders walked over with a big smile, reeking of cigarette smoke. 
 
   “What happened to your arm, baby? She said putting down a menu for each of them.”
 
   “First I fell down some metal stairs then we totaled our vehicle. This vacation has kind of sucked.”
 
    
 
   “Bless your heart! Well, I hope I can help make your trip a little brighter. What will you have to drink?”
 
   “Diet Coke, please,” Casey said.
 
   James started to order a beer, but stopped since Casey couldn’t imbibe on her pain meds. Besides, he was the designated driver; if he ordered one, he’d end up drinking three. He decided on a Coke instead.
 
   “Okay, guys. Take your time and I’ll be right back with your drinks.”
 
   “I wonder what kind of sides they have,” Casey said opening the menu.
 
   “We’re in Nebraska. Everything probably comes with a free order of corn.”
 
   For some odd reason, the wisecrack got Casey to chuckling uncontrollably. James’s goofy sense of humor was only one of the reasons she had married him.
 
   “What are you getting?” James asked.
 
   “Well, I said I was in the mood for a cheeseburger and fries, so I guess that’s what I’m getting. What about you?”
 
   “This T-bone is looking pretty good. That and a baked potato smothered in butter and sour cream sounds good to me.”
 
   “I’m buying.”
 
   “What? This is going to cost a fortune.” 
 
   “I don’t care. If you keep shelling out money like you have been, this trip is going to cost you more than the divorce. I think you’ve spent about fourteen thousand dollars since we left your house.”
 
   “It’s not a problem.”
 
   “I know, but I can treat you occasionally.”
 
   “Well, I appreciate it.”
 
   The waitress arrived then with their drinks and pulled out a pen and pad.
 
    
 
   “Are you guys ready or do you need a couple more minutes?”
 
   “No, we’re ready,” Casey said. “I’ll have a double cheeseburger with lettuce, tomato, pickles, ketchup, mustard, and mayonnaise.”
 
   “What sides?”
 
   “Fries and a salad.”
 
   “Dressing?”
 
   “Blue cheese.”
 
   “And a side of antacid after she eats all of that,” James added.
 
   “Oh, hush.”
 
   “Alrighty, and you?”
 
   “I’ll have the T-Bone.”
 
   “Sides?”
 
   “A baked potato and bring me all of the butter and sour cream you can.”
 
   “Okay,” she said giggling. “What other side will you have?”
 
   “I guess I’ll try some of your famous corn.”
 
   “You won’t be disappointed. It will be about twenty minutes. If you need anything give me a shout.”
 
   “Do you remember the last time we came to a bar?” James asked.
 
   “Yeah. It was a year after we got married. We had so much fun. You got so drunk I had to drive and when we got home you couldn’t keep your hands off me.”
 
   “Well, I couldn’t have done that drunk or sober.”
 
   “Did you take lessons in smooth talking?”
 
   “Yes, I have an online degree.”
 
   “Ha ha. Drink your soda, smart ass.”
 
   “Damn it. Why is this happening? Why are all of my old feelings for him coming back”?
 
   “If I recall correctly you couldn’t keep your hands off of me after either.”
 
   “It was the booze,” she teased.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   As they both laughed, Casey looked to the far corner of the bar, to her right. There was someone sitting there. They were obscured by a man in a cowboy hat sitting on a stool and a woman in front of him talking. It looked to be a man in a dark suit.
 
   Casey’s mouth went dry and she lost the ability to form sentences. She saw the hand pick up a drink and was ninety percent sure it had no skin on it. When the cowboy began to laugh, he lowered his head down and Casey saw the face. It was bare bone.
 
   “Ja— Jam— James,” she managed in a whisper.
 
   James noticed that all of the color had left her face. “What is it?”
 
   Casey raised her hand to point toward where she was looking. James turned and followed her gaze. He saw nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   “What is it, Casey? I don’t see anything.”
 
   Casey turned to him. “Damn it, James don’t you see him over…”As she turned back, the figure was only a normal man. He wore a suit and looked to be just an average businessman unwinding with a drink. 
 
   “Casey? Are you okay?”
 
   “I… I must be having a reaction to the meds. I’m seeing things.”
 
   “Oh, well, maybe you just need to eat something. It’s been like nine hours since we had anything. I may be seeing things soon.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” she replied, but this was freaking her out. She was seeing things as clear as James had described and this was the third time she had caught sight of the skeleton man. What in the world was going on? Part of her wished they had just taken turns driving the whole way to Seattle only stopping for food. They would have been there by now and perhaps things would make more sense.
 
   Casey sipped her coke in silence as they waited for their food. In the exact time the waitress had estimated she came out and put their respective plates in front of them. The food smelled heavenly.
 
   “Here you go, guys. I hope you enjoy.”
 
   “Oh, I think we will,” James said.
 
   “So, where are you guys from, if you don’t mind me asking.”
 
   “Alabama.”
 
   “Oh, Roll Tide. I know you guys love your football.”
 
   James smiled and nodded to move things along. He had never cared much for college football, but that was what his home state was always identified with. Casey watched as the waitress laid a sharp serrated steak knife in front of each of them and returned to the back.
 
   James cut a piece of the T-bone, and the bite melted in his mouth. “Oh, my God. This may be the best steak I’ve ever had. How’s yours?”
 
   Casey was still in la-la land and she barely heard James speak. She took a bite of the burger and nodded with little emotion, even though it was very tasty. James knew there was something wrong, but he didn’t pry. Maybe the medicine was making her act strange. As soon as they were done eating, he needed to get her back to bed.
 
   Casey took one more unenthusiastic bite of her burger and munched on a fry while James tried each of his sides, loving them both. Casey stared at the knife in front of her. It seemed to be the only thing in the world that mattered. All that seemed to exist was her and the knife.
 
   The feeling of being watched flowed over her again. She turned and standing in the back of the bar, near the restrooms was the skeleton man. Visible only to her, he stood, eyes glowing bright and then dimming, drawing her to him. This had to be a nightmare. Casey wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. The most frightening thing of all was that she was alone. James looked in the general direction, but didn’t react. 
 
   Still, she was trapped in the ghost’s gaze. She reached with her left hand, lifted the steak knife, and slipped it into her pocket. James hadn’t noticed and Casey got to her feet.
 
   “I’m going to the bathroom,” Casey mumbled.
 
   “Okay,” James said giving her a funny look
 
   Casey walked toward the skeleton man and he backed away, disappearing into the ladies’ room. Casey had lost control of her own movements. She was a passenger in a runaway car for the second time in twenty-four hours.
 
   She entered the ladies room and opened each stall; she was alone. She approached the sink and glared into the mirror. First, she saw her own frightened expression. She wanted to scream louder than she ever had when she watched her face become that of the skeleton man.
 
   “What the hell is happening to me?!”
 
   This was the last conscious thought she had on her own. Her mind drifted away and she felt as if she were sitting in a dark movie theatre watching a movie play out. She then heard thoughts that were in her voice, but still not her own.
 
   “End it all, Casey. Make it all go away. This trip is too much trouble. James is too much trouble. Why are you putting yourself through so much pain for a man who hurt you so bad?”
 
   “No,” Casey said in not much more than a whisper.
 
   “Stop being stupid. You know it can never be like it was before. You’re starting to care for him again. It will be just like it was before. Even if he starts writing again, he’ll only care about you until he gets writer’s block. Then he’ll treat you like dirt. End it all, you have no future left.”
 
   “No!” she said a little louder. Her hand closed on the knife in her pocket. She pulled it free and held the blade inches from her heart.
 
   “Damn it, quit resisting! What do you have? You have a boyfriend who’s going to dump you, a crappy dead end job, and an ex-husband that will end up blowing his brains out and leave you all alone. Is that what you want?!”
 
   Casey was terrified. The blade hovered around her left breast. She was waiting for it to plunge forward and end her life. Then she thought of something. If this thing was controlling her body, why was it trying to convince her to do this?
 
   This made no sense. If you’re holding a gun to someone’s head why would you ask permission to pull the trigger? Permission. That was the key word here. He had control of her and he could lead her away from James and the public, but he couldn’t simply make her stab herself. He had to be given the signal to throw the switch. As long as even a fraction of her mind resisted, he was powerless. She had to keep holding on even if it was by only a thread.
 
   She heard a deep echoing sound of frustration in her mind and then her prayers were answered. The bathroom door opened and a woman walked in. She saw Casey holding the knife to herself and screamed.
 
   “Oh, my God!” she called to everyone. “There’s a woman in here about to kill herself!”
 
   James knew instinctively what was going on and he dropped his fork. He was over to the ladies’ room in seconds. Unfortunately, a crowd had already crowded around the door.
 
   There was a man in a cowboy hat standing inside in front of everyone else. James could hear him talking calmly and trying to convince Casey to put down the knife.
 
   “Don’t do it, sweetie,” the man said in a calm soothing voice. “Anything that is wrong in your life, it can be fixed. Nothing is worth killing yourself over. Put the knife down and let’s talk about it.”
 
   The man sounded like he had done this a thousand times before. Whatever the man did for a living he might be better suited as a negotiator who talked people off ledges.
 
   James pushed through the people saying, “It’s my wife.” That statement wasn’t entirely accurate, but it was getting him in. When he got inside, he motioned for the kind cowboy to step back.
 
   Casey was still holding the knife in her right hand and over her heart. The look on her face was of anguish. He couldn’t stand seeing her this way.
 
   “Casey,” he said.
 
   Her head turned toward him and then her body followed. The look on her face said, “Help me.”
 
   “Casey, put the knife down. I need you. Please, Casey, we can fight through this.”
 
   The hand with the knife began to tremble. At first James was afraid she was about to plunge the blade in. He was relieved when she threw the knife to the side as if it had been a snake she had been holding.
 
   She threw herself into James’s arms and began weeping uncontrollably again. James stroked her hair and told her everything was okay, even though he knew it wasn’t. What else could he say?
 
   “What’s happening to us? What are we going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know, Casey. I don’t know.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   London Travis woke up with a gasp in a cold sweat. The clock read 9 P.M. He had drifted off into a nap since he had done his writing early today. Sleep came at a price to him, though. To obtain rest he was forced to watch the most ghastly horror pictures his mind could conjure up.
 
   Nightmares were commonplace for him now. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a peaceful night of sleep. It would alarm him now if he had a dream that was normal. Even though he had stopped seeing the bone spirit in the waking world he still haunted the dreaming world.
 
   He returned his head to the pillow and tried to remember the details of his nightmare. It didn’t take long for all of it to come back to him. This particular dream had not involved the bone spirit, not directly anyway.
 
   He had been alone in a dark building where he stumbled around in the shadows until he came to a large open area. It was then that the lights had come on and revealed the interior of a funeral home. Five caskets spanned the front, three horizontally and two vertically on each end.
 
   He wanted to turn and leave, but of course, in a nightmare, your body never does what you ask. He found himself walking toward the open caskets, which he just knew would be filled with long dead corpses, rotting and infested with worms. One of them could possibly be him.
 
   When he reached them, he looked inside each one. He didn’t find long dead corpses, but fresh ones. Five bodies, prepared to be viewed by mourning friends and family. He knew every one of them; they were writing colleagues he had met at least once. 
 
   Two of them were middle-aged women whom London knew very well. Each of them had two number one bestsellers to their name. Two of the men were around London’s age, early to mid-fifties. One he had played golf with often and had even discussed at one time doing a collaboration. The other one had been on the best seller list at the same time as London on five separate occasions. They used to joke about chasing one another.
 
   The last face was the one he found the most disturbing. He was a young up and coming writer who was twenty-six. He had a bright future and his first two books had received rave reviews. He was on his way to a promising career and deserved better than lying in a casket.
 
   London wasn’t sure what this dream meant or if it had any meaning at all. It was possible that the dream was prophetic and within the next year he might pick up the paper to find that each of these people had taken their own lives. Another meaning might be that subconsciously he felt a ton of guilt for not sharing his knowledge of the Bone Spirit, and thus endangering the lives of his peers. Or maybe he was just losing his mind. 
 
   This seemed the most logical theory. He had never been a very deep person; he didn’t believe in the paranormal and he had approached religion carefully. He wasn’t an atheist, but he didn’t go to church or read the Bible either. He wondered how much truth there was to the theory of heaven and hell.
 
   Nowadays, the Bone Spirit forced a change in his viewpoint. He now very much believed in the paranormal. He prayed every day for God to give him peace in his life and he believed in hell. He lived it every day. 
 
   London needed a drink. 
 
   He headed to the kitchen and filled a glass with ice and his best scotch. Yes, he was an alcoholic, but he didn’t care. His liver would one day take revenge on him and shut down, but once again he didn’t care. He slumped down on the sofa and opened the paper. 
 
   He half expected to find the names of all five writers from his dream to have stories of their deaths inside. That’s ridiculous... If five major writers killed themselves in a single day, nobody would consider it a mere coincidence. 
 
   There wasn’t much in the news that interested him anymore. The only story he devoted even five minutes to was a story of a new restaurant opening five miles from his house. 
 
   He should be writing. Even though he had his portion done for the day, he should still be doing more. Maybe, just maybe, this new book might have a long shot at not being butchered by the critics if he worked on it hard enough. He would settle for a statement that said it was an improvement from his more recent work.
 
   He maintained a flicker of hope that one day he might return to his former glory. Words could perhaps flow out of him like melted butter, and he would rise from the ashes to become a best seller again.
 
   Of course, it was never going to happen. He was dreaming, wasting time. Yes, he should be working, but it was half past nine now. He was going to sit on his butt, get drunk, watch TV, and collapse into sleep again. What a life.
 
   London finished the last of the scotch and poured another glass. Once that was done he picked up the remote control and sat back down. Surely he could find something to entertain him for thirty minutes. He reached CNN and froze. On the screen was the young man from his dream. The picture was of him smiling, but he doubted this story was anything to smile about.
 
   “This is indeed a tragedy,” the young black anchorwoman said on the screen. “Lucas Pilot had been declared one of America’s next great writers after the success of his first two books. This is a sad day indeed.” 
 
   She turned the desk over to an older male news anchor with a saddened look on his face.
 
   “Sad is right, Emily. I read both of his books and thought they were masterfully done. For all of you out there just tuning in, breaking news came out of California almost twenty minutes ago and twenty-six year old Lucas Pilot, the rising star in the book world was found dead in his bedroom. The cause of death was a self-inflicted gunshot to the head. We don’t have many details as of yet, but when we get them you will be first to know. Coming up we’ll get you to the latest on the new bill being discussed in Washington.” 
 
   London’s mouth hung open. He had never been psychic before, and if this was what it felt like, screw it. Maybe this was the Bone Spirit’s way of torturing him, pissed off that someone got away from him.
 
   London turned off the TV. He wasn’t in much of a comedy mood anymore. He drank down the rest of his scotch and poured himself yet a third glass. Soon he would collapse and be off to nightmare land again. If he was lucky, maybe this time he wouldn’t wake up.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James helped Casey steady herself and walked her into the hotel room. She had quit crying, but was still shaking like crazy. He feared she was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.
 
   It had been hard for he himself to go through seeing the skinless monster stalking around wanting him to end his own life. He was now finding it twice as hard to watch Casey go through the same thing.
 
   He couldn’t help but feel it was his fault. The skeleton man knew if he could get rid of Casey, James would have nothing live for. James wanted to once again scream into the night for the skeleton man to come after him. He was the one he really wanted after all. He knew that wouldn’t do any good though.
 
   Casey slipped into the bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. James literally ran back to the car to get the food he got in a doggy bag, though he hated to leave her alone for even ten seconds. Once back inside, he quickly locked the door, even though doors couldn’t keep their adversary out.
 
   Luckily, James convinced the crowd that nobody needed to call the police or the paramedics. They had had enough of that for a while. He explained that he and Casey had been through a traumatic experience and that it had taken quite a toll on her. He also lied through his teeth and said she had never taken her pain medication before and she was having a reaction to it.
 
   Casey lay still in the bed with her eyes closed. James wanted to let her rest, but he wasn’t tired enough to go to sleep. He turned on the TV and kept the volume low. He sat at the small dining table to eat the remainder of his meal. He settled for bottled water to drink.
 
   Looking at Casey he now wondered if maybe he should have had them call the paramedics. She looked like a frail and pitiful little girl, especially with her casted arm clutching the covers.
 
   He watched TV for about ten minutes, and when he had a buttery bite of potato in his mouth, he heard Casey say, “James?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m right here. Are you okay?”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   “Do you want to go to the hospital?”
 
   “No, there’s nothing they can do for me. Tomorrow I want us to get up go through a cheap drive-through for breakfast and drive nonstop as long as we can to Seattle. I can’t take any more of this.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “How far away are we now?”
 
   “Right at twenty-four hours.”
 
   “If we wake up at ten we could get halfway there.”
 
   “More than that if I drove until midnight.”
 
   “I know it’s putting a lot on you, but tonight is the most frightened I have ever been. I was six inches from being dead.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m sorry I thought you were crazy. I had no idea the hell you were going through. I’ll never doubt you again.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   “I’m going to sleep now.”
 
   “Okay, is the TV bothering you?”
 
   “No, and if you want to eat the rest of my cheeseburger and fries, you can. After this experience I don’t think I’ll be eating for the next twenty years.”
 
   “Goodnight… I love you.”
 
   “…I love you too, James.”
 
                 
 
  
 
  



S I X
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, James and Casey woke at 9:15, both stiff as a board. 
 
   “God, I feel like I’ve been in a car wreck,” James said with a yawn. 
 
   It took everything Casey had not to flip him off.
 
   They were dressed and packed in thirty minutes and as requested, they went to the drive-through at McDonald’s and ordered breakfast. They were back on the road just after ten o’clock. James knew he was in for a day from hell if they were stopping only to fuel up. If he was stiff now, he probably wouldn’t be able to walk by day’s end.
 
   Neither of them spoke as they ate. After Casey was done with her meal, she reached into the backseat and got another one of the early Travis books to begin reading. After the first hour or so, James realized how withdrawn she had become.
 
   Two hours into the trip he looked over and she was still intently focused on her reading material. She looked as if she were making a conscious effort not to look up or carry on any conversation whatsoever. 
 
   “Casey?”
 
   “What?” she asked not looking up.
 
   “Look at me, Casey. “
 
   “What?” she said doing as he asked.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “After everything that has happened the last three days, you’re actually going to ask me what’s wrong?”
 
   James turned back to the road stung by her words.
 
   “I’m sorry. It’s not you, James. I’ve just about reached my breaking point.”
 
   “That scares the hell out of me.”
 
   “It scares the hell out of you?”
 
   “Yes. You were always my anchor. If you lose it, I’m screwed.”
 
   That comment brought a tiny smile to Casey’s face. “I am human, James.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “If I can get through this, you can, too.”
 
   “I really wish you weren’t terrified of flying.”
 
   “Me too. That would mean my parents weren’t killed in a plane crash.”
 
   “I’m sorry. That was an insensitive comment.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I know you’re on the verge of going bonkers, so I’m giving you leeway.”
 
   Casey could not help but laugh out loud at his casual mention of her losing her mind. “Do you ever take anything seriously, James?”
 
   “Not if I don’t have to.”
 
   “I know I’m being a grump.”
 
   “Yes, and that’s why I’m trying to lighten the mood. That was your job when I was on the verge of losing it and now it’s my turn to hold you up. If we both go to that dark place at the same time, then we’re in trouble.”
 
   “That makes sense.”
 
   “Do you want to talk about last night?”
 
   “No, but I feel like I should anyway.”
 
   “While we were waiting on our food, I swore I saw the skeleton man.”
 
   “That was when you were pointing.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “I noticed you acting weird after that. I should have watched you closer.” 
 
   “Then after we began to eat, I really did see him. He was close to the bathrooms.”
 
   “And I’m guessing he didn’t have to pee.”
 
   “No, he was like… calling to me. He didn’t say anything, but I was just drawn to him.”
 
   “The red eyes.”
 
   “Exactly! They were blinking bright, then dim, then bright, then dim.”
 
   “That’s how he got me. It’s like a weird kind of hypnotism.”
 
   “That was when I grabbed the knife and followed him into the bathroom. When I got there, I looked at myself in the mirror and…”
 
   “It was his reflection instead of your own.”
 
   “Yes! My God, it was the most horrifying thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I don’t know how you haven’t cracked up yet.”
 
   “Because I’m with you.”
 
   “Smooth line, but I’m still not sleeping with you.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “Anyway, he kept filling my head with these thoughts that my life was going nowhere, that there was no point in helping you because you would only hurt me again, all kinds of crap.”
 
    
 
   “And you were helpless to watch while your body did everything he wanted.”
 
   “Yeah, but I noticed something.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He can’t just kill you. At least not in that way.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean if he could, I would’ve been dead. The night you almost cut your wrists, you struggled free from his spell, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “If he had complete control, he would have just made you do it and I would be planning your funeral. You have to let him kill you.”
 
   “I’m not sure I follow you.”
 
   “Okay, how long was I in the bathroom before that woman found me?”
 
   “At least five minutes.”
 
   “That would have been plenty of time for me to walk in and plunge that knife into my chest. But I didn’t.”
 
   “You fought it.”
 
   “Right. I think that’s why he puts all of those thoughts and images into your head. They weaken you, and fighting them takes that much more out of you. He keeps it up until you’re too weak to fight anymore, and you just let go.”
 
   “You mean you get so far gone that you just want him to finish you off?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Obviously, we must be a lot more stubborn than the others were.”
 
   “Obviously. Travis must have some kind of secret. He’s still alive.”
 
   “Maybe the secret is in one of the crappy books?”
 
   “I might rather face the skeleton man again.”
 
   “Wow. I’m glad you aren’t a book critic.”
 
   “Just watch out for the car being possessed again. I hope we don’t have any more incidents.”
 
   “You look like you’re about to collapse.”
 
   “I am. Those stupid pills help the pain, but put me into a coma.”
 
   “It’s okay. Rest up. I’ll wake you up if anything happens or if I stop for gas.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By some miracle, the next thirteen hours were uneventful. James had driven until he was on the verge of collapse. The dashboard clock read 1:14 AM by the time they pulled into a small local motel. It was far from fancy, but as long as it had a bed, neither of them cared.
 
   They were now only eleven hours away from their destination. They both wondered why there had been no sightings of the skeleton man, but didn’t complain about it. He was obviously waiting in the shadows, cooking up another evil scheme to throw at them.
 
   Now they merely sat at a small dining area munching on cold Tacos from a drive-through three hours earlier. They wanted a good night of rest, but they also wanted it to go by quickly. They felt as if they were suffering from a disease and London Travis held the cure. He had to have answers. The skeleton man couldn’t have just gone away after his suicide attempt. He had to fill in the blanks between that night and now for them. Casey was almost to the point that she would hold him at gunpoint for the info.
 
   They hugged and kissed each other goodnight before lying down to sleep. When they woke, they knew only an all-day drive stood between them and the answers to everything.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was dark inside of the mind of Emily Bryson. Her mood and mindset were in perfect contrast with the beautiful morning that she looked out upon from the window of her study. Schools had been closed on account of the early morning flurries. Children laughed and played outside in the streets. The scene could have been the perfect cover for a Christmas card. The scene, though, was nothing but darkness to her.
 
   She had once loved Snowy days in Minnesota. Now, she loved nothing, not even life. She felt as if the world around her was going on normally, but she was trapped behind a dark shroud, calling out to the world, and nobody could hear her. Misery and darkness choked her screams.
 
   She had been born Emily Olivia Bryson, but the world new her better by her pen name, Maria Rose. She was the hero of hopeless romantics everywhere. She had always loved romance novels, so she decided early on that was what she was going to write.
 
   She was careful not to become stuck in one category and paint herself into a corner. Every one of her books contained romance, but there was always a twist. Once it was the ghost of a long-dead colonial man, once it was a homicide detective falling for a recently widowed woman, and in one case she even ventured into Fantasy where a human had a forbidden love with an elf. That one had done well enough, but her agent begged her not to venture that far outside of her realm again for her sanity’s sake.
 
   She had accomplished the one thing she wanted out of life; people thought she was a great writer. That was all she had ever wanted to hear. Two trophies sat on her mantle. Many writers had a lot more, but even more had a lot less. She had always felt that God had blessed her. That was until she got writer’s block two months earlier. Now she felt as if Satan had snuck in to take over.
 
   Book eleven was what she’d been working on. She wanted it to be her sixth best seller. She had a title, she had a story, and then she had nothing. The whole project simply died in her head. She’d had writer’s block before, but never this bad. Normally a day at the spa relieved her tension enough to where the words would then flow like honey. Her seventh book had been written that way. But, this was chronic.
 
   Night after night she sat in silence, no TV, no radio, only the blank page in front of her. Nothing would come. The more she tried to force it, the worse it became. She began developing headaches. One night she developed a migraine and had to be rushed to the ER. The doctor had told her to eliminate the stress from her life. Easier said than done.
 
   And it wasn’t a matter of money. She had plenty in her bank account to live out the rest of her life more than comfortably. This was about pride and the love of her work. She had so many stories in her, she just couldn’t find a way to bring them out. What would her fans say if she just stopped writing? What else could she do with her life? Not writing would drive her insane.
 
   One night as she lay on her couch she closed her eyes to think. When she opened them again, he was standing there. She screamed in horror as the bare-boned man in a suit looked back at her. She could see the wall through him. He said nothing and then vanished away.
 
   Emily would have sworn she was drunk, but the problem with that was she had never touched alcohol in her life. Was her house haunted? She had lived in the same place for 15 years and never had a paranormal experience.
 
   Soon the sightings became more and more frequent. He became more solid every time she saw him. After every sighting, she would burst into tears and curl up into a ball. Then the thoughts began.
 
   The thoughts told her she had nothing to live for. There was no more she could accomplish and it was time to end it all. The thoughts came in her voice at first, but then progressed into a hellish deep whisper. Still she held onto the faith that the voice was wrong. When it failed to convince her by telling her of her doomed career, it became more personal. 
 
   “No man will ever love you.”
 
   That thought alone sent a dagger of pain through her heart. This had always been a sensitive subject. Somehow this thing knew she had never married, that she had never had more than three serious relationships in her forty-five years. It knew she had been intimate with only one man before he eventually broke her heart. This was the opening the spirit needed. Now that it was in, it found other ways to torture her. Tears flowed down her face as she wished that she could be part of the happiness of the world outside. She had told herself before she lay down her head last night that she would see one more sunrise. If the evil spirit was not somehow miraculously gone, she would do what had to be done. 
 
   He had been the first thing she saw as she opened her eyes. He stood over her to let her know that every morning for the rest of her life he would be there torture her mind until the end of her life.
 
   Emily looked one last time at the falling snow and clutched the .38 revolver in her right hand. She didn’t bother with a note or an explanation. She didn’t want her admirers to know how far gone she was. If she told of crippling depression and seeing walking skeletons, then the world would come to the conclusion that she had become a pitiful junky no matter what any autopsy said.
 
   No, the world would just be left with the mystery of her death. They would wonder why. What had pushed her over that cliff? She had seemed like such a happy person. 
 
   If they only knew.
 
   Emily closed her eyes and pressed the cold metal barrel to her temple. She had to make the anguish stop. She prayed silently for God to forgive her, and a strange thought entered her mind. 
 
   “I wonder if they have coffee in heaven?” 
 
   She then pulled the trigger.
 
    
 
  
 
  



S E V E N
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was noon as London Travis put on his raincoat. A veritable monsoon was coming up outside and it was freezing. Only a maniac would be out on the road unless it was absolutely necessary. London had never been accused of being very mentally stable. Besides, he was very OCD. He had a pattern he followed every week, and it was a rare occasion if he ever veered from it.
 
   On Mondays, he went shopping for the week. On Wednesdays, he took time to read between his writing. And on Friday, he picked up his fan mail. Of course, his more recent alcohol induced blackouts sometimes interrupted this schedule.
 
   It wasn’t just the need to follow a ritual that compelled him to venture out into the worst possible weather. London was a lonely man. He was divorced from his wife who had taken half of everything he had. After his attempt at suicide, he had not been able to maintain the relationship with his girlfriend who had saved his life. He had tried twice more since then only to see both relationships fail. Obviously, love was no longer in his future.
 
   He had always been a complicated man, but the complication had deepened even more since that night. He had the tendency to be distant and even uncaring at times. It was far too much for any woman to deal with. If they only knew the things he had seen and the nightmares he’d endured in the waking and sleeping world.
 
   He loved reading the letters from his fans. Even if there were a thousand of them, he would wind up reading every last one before time to pick up a new batch. Even if the letters were negative and telling him what crap his new work was, it connected him to the outside world. It was a temporary distraction from the stress that was his life.
 
   It wouldn’t be a long drive, though. He resided only ten miles from the post office, though that jaunt could take an hour if the traffic was bad. It didn’t matter one way or another; he had nothing better to do.
 
   London sighed. He had to write at least a page before the day was done. He wasn’t sure what kind of rules the Bone Spirit played by, but this strategy had kept him alive so far.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James reclined back in the driver’s seat and was napping in ten minutes, the rain rapping on the car’s roof. Casey rolled her eyes and growled as he began to snore.
 
   Finally, they had made it to Seattle without incident. Casey wanted to believe that the skeleton man had given up, but that was too much to hope for. Now they sat across the street from the post office that held Travis’s fan mail.
 
   She and James had gone through hell just to get to this spot, but now that they were here, she was at a loss on what to do next. They had been parked for half an hour and already she was dying of boredom. Her casted arm was itching her to death since she had nothing else to distract her mind from it. 
 
   “Will you wake up, James?”
 
   James grunted and let the seat back up.
 
   “Some of us drove all the way here, while others napped as much as they wanted to.”
 
   “We need to keep a watch on this place.”
 
   “What exactly is the plan here? We just sit here on stakeout hour after hour and hope we see a man come out with a really big bag of mail?”
 
   “I know. I didn’t think this totally through, but we don’t have a choice. Should we talk to someone inside?”
 
   “It wouldn’t do any good. They aren’t allowed to give out any personal information and that probably goes double for a local celebrity. He probably has crazies trying to reach him all the time.”
 
   “You’ve never had anyone trying to stalk you.”
 
   “Why do I get the feeling that that was more of a pot-shot than the statement of a fact?”
 
   “I just hate that we have made it this far and run into a dead end. I would like to find this Travis guy while we’re still alive to ask him questions.”
 
   “We will,” James assured her. “How’s the arm?”
 
   “Well, those flips into a field and being constantly on the move haven’t helped. It aches a little, but the painkillers help.”
 
   James smiled. “You’ve been through a lot of crap for me the last few days.”
 
   “I don’t want you dead.”
 
   “I appreciate it. I’m sorry if I messed things up with your boyfriend.”
 
   “I’m not worried about it now. Nearly dying multiple times at the hands of a vengeful spirit helps you get your priorities straight.”
 
   “Tell me about it. Ever since I’ve been seeing… You have got to be shitting me.”
 
   “What? What is it?”
 
   “Hand me one of the Travis books.”
 
   Casey reached into the back seat and pulled one of the books from her bag and handed it over. James turned the wipers on full blast and stared into the downpour. There was a car parked right in front of the Post Office. An older gentleman in a black raincoat stepped out outside of the vehicle. He had balding white hair and a neatly-trimmed white beard. James couldn’t believe his eyes.
 
   “I don’t believe this. It’s him.”
 
   “Travis?”
 
   “Yes! Look at this picture and look at the guy across the street. It’s him!”
 
   “Oh, my God! It is!”
 
   “Somebody up there is on our side.”
 
    “Well, come on! We have to get to him. All of our questions are about to be answered!”
 
   “Whoa. Hold your horses. I don’t think it’s such a good idea to just bum rush him. He might think we’re just a couple of deranged fans and have us arrested.”
 
   “What do you suggest then?”
 
   “We follow him.”
 
   “And this is less likely to land us in jail how?”
 
   “We’ll follow him home. That way we won’t have to confront him in a public area and we can think of how to approach him. Even if he was willing to help us, do you really think he’s going to want to have an open conversation about seeing a ghost skeleton in front of a bunch of people?”
 
   “You might be right,” she said sighing. “You had better stay hot on his tail, though. I don’t want to get this close only to lose him again.”
 
   They sat and watched the building with the engine running like two robbers in a getaway car. Eleven minutes passed, and Travis returned to his car wearing the hood of his raincoat. He carried two small boxes stacked on top of each other.
 
   Behind him, two postal workers each carried two more identical boxes and an umbrella. They assisted him with his back door and passed him each box to place in the backseat. 
 
   White smoke plumed from the mouth of one of the workers as he spoke. He walked back inside while the other worker shared his umbrella with Travis and further conversed.
 
   In three minutes, the second worker was back carrying yet two more boxes. Obviously, Travis had it worked out with the post office to box up all of his mail for his convenience. Travis placed the last two boxes in the backseat and shook both men’s hands. He then walked back around the front and strapped himself into the driver’s seat.
 
   “Let’s roll,” James said.
 
   They watched as Travis made an illegal U-turn and went back the way he came. James wanted to tail him, but not so close that it was painfully obvious. It was tricky enough to follow someone unnoticed in the simplest of scenarios, yet James was trying to do it in heavy traffic and the pouring rain. They turned onto a large bridge heavy with traffic. After exiting, they came to a four lane to complicate things further. Every time Travis changed lanes, James did the same. He prayed that Travis wasn’t looking into his rear-view mirror too often. When they were finally out of the business district, the traffic thinned out and it was smooth sailing. They came to a pleasant, albeit rich-looking neighborhood lined with street lamps. By the looks of the area, not even the crime of littering was commonly committed.
 
   James eased on the brakes when he saw Travis do the same and turn on his blinker. Travis turned onto an intersecting street. James was prepared to do the same until he saw Travis turn into the driveway of the first house. James made a mental note of the house number and kept driving. He didn’t want to look suspicious by turning onto the same street and parking just a couple of houses up. He would go farther up the street he was on, turn around and park on this one.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James and Casey waited and watched Travis’s house for twenty minutes. One reason was James didn’t want to rush right in and tell him that they had followed him. James also wanted to think about how best to approach him.
 
    “James!” Casey said in an irritated voice. “We’ve waited long enough. It’s time to go talk to Travis.”
 
   James sighed knowing she was right.
 
   “What do we say to him?”
 
   “How about, ‘Why am I seeing a six-foot skeleton that wants to kill me?’ It isn’t going to sound crazy to him since he saw the same thing.”
 
   “We don’t know that for sure. How do we know it wasn’t just the ramblings of a man who had lost too much blood?”
 
   Casey stared at him with a look that he knew all too well. She was trying to read him, because she knew something was wrong.
 
   “Why are you hesitating? There are too many similarities between you two. It can’t be a coincidence.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   “It’s like when someone waits on the results of a life or death blood test. When the time finally comes you’re afraid of what you’re about to hear. I guess I’m afraid of what he’s going to tell me. What if there is no answer? What if I have to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder for a ghost that is going to kill me or make me kill myself? Plus, I put you in danger as well.”
 
   Casey put a hand to his cheek to comfort him. She looked into James’s eyes the way she always had to make him feel safe. “James, I chose to be a part of this. I’m not letting you drink yourself to death while giving in to thoughts of suicide. I know you’re afraid of the answer, but what do you have to lose? Obviously Travis has done something to stay alive all of this time. He must have some secret. Even if he doesn’t, at least you won’t be alone.”
 
   “You’re right,” James said smiling. “Let’s go.”
 
   “Besides, if you chicken out and turn back now after all of the shit I’ve gone through, I’ll throw you out of this car and run you over with it.”
 
   “Words of comfort.”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   They ran across the street and up to Travis’s lawn drenched and shivering. The roof didn’t stick out far and there was no awning whatsoever. Casey pushed the doorbell and they waited. After about ten seconds they heard a voice.
 
   “Yes? Can I help you?”
 
   They looked around and saw that it was an intercom system with a small camera above them. 
 
   “I read about you on the internet, Mister Travis,” Casey said pushing the talk button. “I just got through reading one of your books.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t see my fans at home. Come to one of my book signings.”
 
   “Well, we’re not exactly fans. We…”
 
   James gently pushed her aside and gave her a look that said, “I’ll handle this.”
 
   “I’m seeing the skeleton man,” James said pushing the button.
 
   There was a short pause of contemplation before Travis’s voice answered back.
 
   “I’ll be right down.”
 
   It wasn’t long before the door opened and they were greeted by Travis. Greeted might not have been the right word. He looked more like a funeral home director.
 
   “This way, please,” Travis said leading them inside.
 
   They entered a living room with a black U-shaped sofa, two black leather recliners, and a 72” plasma flat screen television. It might have been relaxing had they been there under different circumstances.
 
   Travis walked over to a well-stocked bar and filled a wine glass.
 
   “Cognac?” he asked extending the glass to James and Casey. They nodded and he gave the glass to James. He then filled two more. After taking a sip, Travis said, “A pleasure to meet you, Mister Conrad.”
 
   “You know who I am?”
 
   “Oh, yes. Even though you’ve only written three books, you are very well known in the writing community. I’m very fond of your first novel. I’m afraid I haven’t gotten around to reading the other two though.”
 
   “So, you know everything that’s going on?”
 
   “I have to say I’ve been expecting to pick up the paper any day and read of your untimely demise. As soon as I heard the rumors that you had writer’s block and saw how much time had passed without you publishing anything, I knew your time was coming.”
 
   “What is he?” Casey asked.
 
   “First things first. James, if I may? How long have you been seeing him?”
 
   “About two months now.”
 
   “You must be stronger than I am. I saw him just over a month before I tried to take my own life.”
 
   “I… I almost did try. My wife… I mean, my ex-wife, stopped me.” James went on to explain how Casey had come to his aid and how she found the story about the night Travis had tried to kill himself and spoke the skeleton man’s name. Travis listened intently and with genuine interest as James and Casey took turns explaining from the time they were at the book store up until the present moment.
 
   Travis was speechless. Their story could be an inspiration for a Hollywood film. He finished the last of his drink and put down the glass.
 
   “I must say, that’s quite a story. You must love your ex-husband a great deal, Miss Conrad.”
 
   That statement caught Casey off guard and frazzled her a bit. “I… Well, yes, of course, I still care about him.”
 
   “Cherish this woman, James. I would give anything for such devotion. When I was lying in a hospital bed with slashed wrists, I didn’t receive so much as a get well soon card from my ex. After the bitch got half of my money, she didn’t care whether I lived or died.”
 
   “What happened that night?” James asked. 
 
   “Many things led up to it. I suppose, like you, it began shortly after my divorce. I was under a ton of stress. I had Lawyers, Editors, Agents, deadlines, so many things to deal with. Finally, I began to run out of story ideas. Every time I tried to come up with something, nothing would come. Night after night, I sat in front of a blank computer screen, with nothing coming out. It was complete writer’s block. I tried everything. I tried relaxing with massages and hot tubs. I tried listening to classical music. Hell, I even tried aroma therapy. Nothing worked. Then I began drinking. Don’t get me wrong, I love a good drink every now and then, but it was getting to where I passed out drunk every night.”
 
   This sounded very familiar to James.
 
   “Then out of the corner of my eye or in a passing glance, I began seeing a figure. A skeleton wearing a suit. At first I thought it was a hallucination from the alcohol, but then I began catching glimpses of him while sober. Then the glimpses became durations of ten seconds or more. He was showing himself to me longer and more often. I then became trapped in an unending cycle. I drank to forget about him only to wake up, see him again, and then do the whole thing over again.”
 
   Casey gave James a sympathetic look. This too was what had happened to James.
 
   “One night when I was by myself, I began having these horrible thoughts that didn’t seem like my own. They were thoughts like of shooting or hanging myself. I could almost hear the Bone Spirit’s voice telling me that nobody loved me and I was better off dead.”
 
   James perked up as he heard Travis reference the skeleton man as the Bone Spirit.
 
   “Finally, I gave in. I took a steak knife from my cutlery and slit my wrists in my bathroom. Earlier that night, my girlfriend and I had a fight about my drinking. She had decided to come back and try to patch things up. When she found the door locked and I didn’t answer, she felt something was wrong. She had a key and she used it to get in. She found me on the bathroom floor and called 911. She wrapped towels around my wrists the best she could. She’s the only reason I’m still alive. I regret that we were unable to maintain a relationship after that.”
 
   “So, what made you begin writing again?” Casey asked.
 
   “I’ll answer that question momentarily, but first let me tell you about what happened after I was released from the hospital.”
 
   The flood outside continued and spilled shadows into the room. There was only enough light to make things eerie. There was a clap of thunder and a flash of lightning to set the perfect mood for Travis’s ghost story.
 
   “The first day home, I was terrified. I was afraid of everything, including myself. When I slit my wrists it was as though I were performing and an ancient ritual while in a trance. I didn’t know what to do. Then I went to my computer and searched the internet, much as you did Miss Conrad, searching for any story about a skeleton man. But I didn’t receive a clue as fast as you did. I searched for hours until I came across a link about ancient legends. One of the legends was of a being called the Bone Spirit. I printed off every page. I had found my answer.”
 
   “So there’s a legend about him?” James asked.
 
   “Oh, yes. It isn’t an American legend though, which is probably why it took me so long to find. In the first paragraph it says that it is a European legend of a skeleton spirit that takes the lives of writers.” 
 
   James couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He had never expected to get an answer this clear. Finally he was going to learn the origin of his bony nemesis.
 
   “During the renaissance when the arts were in full bloom there was a very wealthy man who lived in Greece named Demetrius Heros. He was very fond of reading and being entertained, but no matter how much he read, it was never enough. One day he had an idea. He secretly had a hidden room built under his house that could only be accessed by a hidden staircase. After this was completed, he took aside three of his servants and told them to be on the lookout for gifted storytellers. Once a writer was found, he or she was to be chained up in the hidden basement. Heros would then force them to write stories for him and he barely gave them enough food and water. If they failed to produce as much as he wanted, he would beat them and force them back to work. This went on for over a year until he had a dozen young storytellers in his secret room slaving away for his entertainment. One day, one of the young men had lost so much weight that he slipped out of his shackles and choked one of the servants to death from behind when he had come to feed them. The servant had a key to all of the shackles and the young writer proceeded to set all of his brethren free. Even though they were weak, their numbers still overpowered Demetrius and his remaining two servants. They killed the servants, but had an even more evil plan for Demetrius. They took him and the bodies of the dead servants back to the hidden basement. There they chained Demetrius in his own shackles and left him to starve to death in the room he created. It was six months before anyone found him, and by that time Demetrius was little more than a skeleton.              A short time later, the story of what he had done began to spread. It was then that mysterious deaths began to happen. Most of the writers after the whole ordeal lost their inspiration and quit writing. They all began talking about seeing a skeleton man. Of course, everyone thought they had gone mad. Eventually, every person who spoke of seeing the skeleton man killed themselves in horrible ways.”
 
   “So, is it revenge?” James asked. “Is that why he’s trying to make us kill ourselves?”
 
   “No,” Casey added. “If that were the case, he would have come after you long ago. It’s only when you get writer’s block that you begin to see him.”
 
   “Correct, Casey,” Travis continued. “The legend says it’s believed that when that basement was opened, it released Demetrius’s vengeful spirit and he had become something more. As a spirit, the stories of all writers became the source of his power. However, when a writer has given him power and then loses the inspiration to write, it in turn weakens him. So, he must rid himself of them like cutting off a dead limb.”
 
   “So, you’re saying that when a writer stops writing or can’t write anymore he basically hypnotizes them to kill themselves, because as long as they are still alive it weakens him?” James asked.
 
   “Yes. It makes perfect sense. Look back at all of the famous writers—most notably Hemingway—who took their own lives. Go on any search engine and type in “writer commits suicide,” and you’ll receive countless hits. It’s been happening for centuries.”
 
   “So that’s why you started writing again,” Casey said. “Is that also why all of your books after that night are ummmm?”
 
   “Are pieces of shit I’m embarrassed to put my name on?” Travis finished for her. “Yes. After I found this out, I began writing anything that came to my mind. No matter how silly or absurd the story was, I wrote it anyway. Keep in mind that I was doing it to stay alive.”
 
   “But it worked,” James said.
 
   “Yes, the process of seeing the Bone Spirit began to go in reverse. I began seeing less and less of him until I was only catching glimpses of him and eventually I stopped seeing him at all.”
 
   “I guess that completes the puzzle,” James said.
 
   “Yes, but you have brought another piece to the puzzle. I find it interesting that the Bone Spirit began focusing on Casey. This is the first I have ever heard of anyone besides the writer being affected. I also had no idea that he could perform like a poltergeist. It makes me wonder how many other unexplained deaths he may have caused.” 
 
   “Neither of us has seen him since the incident at the bar,” Casey said.
 
   “Interesting. Well, I hope I have been of some help. Did I give you the answers you were looking for?”
 
   “Yes,” James said solemnly.
 
   “What is it?” Casey asked.
 
   “I know what I have to do now. Like London, I’m going to have to write a bunch of crap that isn’t fit to see the light of day just to stay alive.”
 
   “I know it’s depressing, James,” Travis said. “Think of it as life support. If you ever stop, it will kill you.”
 
   “Has staying alive been worth sabotaging your career?” James asked.
 
   Travis mulled over that question and poured himself another glass of cognac. After taking a sip he said, “I find myself asking that question more and more, James. You have Casey, though. I have no one. I’m sure she will always be there to support you.”
 
   Casey smiled and confirmed this with a nod.
 
   “Thank you for your time, Mister Travis,” James said extending his hand.
 
   “It was my pleasure,” he said shaking James’s hand.
 
   “James owes his life to you,” Casey said shaking his hand afterward.
 
   “No, my dear, he owes it to you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was long and tiring, but luckily uneventful trip back to Alabama. Everything Travis had told them was proving true. At a hotel later that night, James forced a story out. After all of the horror he and Casey had been through, he should have had enough material for three more novels, much less one. He began writing on a subject that had been done to death: a haunted house that an unknowing family moves into.
 
   Casey went on to sleep because of her pain pills. James stayed up until the early morning; he had written twenty typed pages. It wasn’t a lot, but it was pretty good since he was making it up as he went along. All writers do that in a sense, but they usually have some idea of the story’s details and where it’s going.
 
   They slept until their 11:00 wake-up call. James had to get at least six hours of sleep since he was the only one in shape to drive.
 
   Before going out to breakfast he let Casey read what he had written so far. She told him it wasn’t bad. God love her, she was lying. After breakfast, they hit the road and continued on with this pattern until arriving back in Alabama four days later.
 
   Without thinking, James had driven back to his own house. He had forgotten that Casey was out of a ride now. When he offered to drive her home, she told him that she wanted to come in and help him unpack.
 
   Once inside the door, James dropped his suitcase and dramatically flopped face first on the couch. Casey took a couple of bags of groceries that she had forced him to buy into the kitchen and put them away. She then sat back in a chair glad as he was to be back in a familiar place.
 
   “Please tell me we aren’t doing that again anytime soon,” James said.
 
   “Not if I can help it.” 
 
   “It feels like we’ve been gone a month.”
 
   “I know. How many pages are you up to?”
 
   “Seventy-two.”
 
   “And no sign of him?”
 
   “Not even a glimpse. You?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   James stood and walked to the kitchen. He grabbed two bottles of water from the fridge and tossed one at Casey, forgetting about her arm. It struck her between the breasts and landed in her lap.
 
   “Oops.”
 
   James took the lid off his water and said, “Give me a couple of days and I’ll take you to the dealership in town to get a new Jeep.”
 
   “I’m not worried about it.”
 
   “You have to have something to go to work in. Besides, it’s my fault it got wrecked.”
 
   “No, it was the fault of a psycho from the renaissance.”
 
   “Hey, I know. You can just take the Taurus. I don’t need it and I can turn the title over to you.”
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   “I know, but it’s the least I can do. I insist. I can take you home and call a cab.”
 
   There was a momentary hesitation from Casey. Finally, she said, “I don’t want to go home.”
 
   James almost spit out his water and looked at her with surprised wonder. Her eyes were glinting with what would soon be tears. Right now sitting there with a pink cast on her arm, tears in her eyes, and her hands in her lap, she looked more like a little girl than ever.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t want to go home,” she said standing up. “I want to stay here with you.”
 
   There was a heaviness in James’s chest as if somebody had placed a large stone on top of it. Was she really saying what he thought she was saying? He was afraid to hope. He felt tears of his own welling up, but they were tears of happiness. The one true emptiness in his life was ready to be filled again.
 
   “But… what about Austin?”
 
   Casey put her arms around his neck. “I don’t love him. I love you. I called and broke up with him the first night on the way back.” 
 
   “Not that I care, but what brought this on?”
 
   “Everything. This whole trip brought us the closest we’ve ever been since the beginning of our marriage. Closer in some ways. I realized how much I had missed you and how I couldn’t bear for anything to happen to you.”
 
   “Letting you go was the biggest mistake of my life,” James assured her.
 
   “Plus, did you see how Travis looked at us the whole time we were there? It was like he still acknowledged us as being a married couple even though he knew we were divorced.”
 
   “He said he would give anything for someone like you.”
 
   “I know. I felt sorry for him. He doesn’t have anyone to care for him. I never want you to become him.”
 
   “As long as I have you, I won’t. I love you more than anything, and I can’t believe something as stupid as the stress of writing a book made me drive you away. I promise, from now on, nothing is going to come before you.”
 
   They initiated a kiss simultaneously. It started soft and became deeper, her opening her mouth to him. It lasted thirty seconds before James pulled away to kiss the right side of her neck, which had always given her the most pleasure.
 
   Casey used her stubby little fingers that barely stuck out of her cast to unbutton James’s shirt. The first two buttons came undone with little resistance. When he felt her struggling with the third, he ripped the shirt open taking off two buttons.
 
   James then pulled off Casey’s shirt revealing the body he had longed to have so long once again. He unhooked her bra and it fell to the floor revealing her breasts. They locked into another long, hungrier kiss. 
 
   James stopped. He knew if they continued, they’d end up making love right in the floor. He lifted Casey into his arms and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He felt his way to the bedroom as they were still locked at the lips, he bumped the wall twice knocking pictures to the ground.
 
   In less than a minute, both of them were completely naked and exploring each other’s body. Everything was so comfortable and familiar, yet new. Neither of them had forgotten what the other wanted most. Once, twice, three times they gave in to each other. When at last they had finished and sweat glistened on their brows, they laid silent looking at each other. James stroked her hair, thankful for the chance to start over. 
 
   “No,” Casey said.  
 
   James furrowed his brow. “Huh?”
 
   “You asked me if Austin was better than you. No, he’s not.”
 
   James smiled and kissed her. Exhausted from the trip and their recent carnal activity, both of them were asleep in less than ten minutes.
 
  
 
  



E I G H T
 
                  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning when James awoke, it was just like old times. Casey was already up. He couldn’t remember one time that he had ever wakened before her. The house smelled like breakfast. He looked at the clock and it was ten-thirty. He stood and stretched before walking into the kitchen. She was cooking in a shirt and panties. James cat-called, and she turned and smiled.
 
   “Good morning,” she said.
 
   “Good morning. What smells good?”
 
   “Me, after a shower.”
 
   “Cute.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be anything if I hadn’t made you buy groceries before we came home last night. We have sausage, gravy, bacon, biscuits and strawberry muffins.”
 
   “Yummy.”
 
   “Eat up and get to work. I don’t feel like seeing any ghosts today.”
 
   James took two of everything and began eating. Casey made a plate for herself and sat down beside him. Life was far from perfect, but at least it was bearable. He knew as soon as the new book came out it would be eaten alive by critics.
 
   As if reading his mind Casey said, “Your old publisher will be happy you’re writing another book.”
 
   “Yeah, until they read it.”
 
   “Oh, stop it. I told you it’s not that bad.”
 
   “But, I think you were lying.”
 
   “James Conrad, have I ever held back and told you only what you want to hear?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why would I start now? The day you start writing about a possessed Teddy Bear, that is when my feedback will cease to be positive.”
 
   “The day I get that desperate for a story, I’ll kill myself without the Bone Spirit’s influence.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Three days passed without a hitch. Casey had moved all of her things back in and they were happy. James continued to steadily type out pages, keeping the Bone Spirit at bay.
 
   James didn’t come right out and ask Casey to marry him again, but he did ask her if she had thought about it. She told him that she had, but preferred to take things slow to make sure they could live together for an extended period of time. This was fine with James because he was happy having her around in any capacity.
 
   The rain that had been plaguing Alabama for weeks was long gone and replaced by warm days in which squirrels ran across the yard and birds sang as if in a Disney cartoon. James felt like the weather was connected with his moods lately. Whatever his mood, the weather perfectly conveyed it.
 
   He sat at his computer now, in the middle of page 110 of the new book. He sipped from a bottle of water every few moments and went back to work. Casey was up on a stepping stool hanging crimson colored curtains on James’s window.
 
   James was still convinced that the book was complete crap, but Casey kept assuring him it was decent work. She would admit that it wasn’t up to the standards of his old work, but it wouldn’t get him laughed out of the writing community.
 
   Casey jumped as James suddenly slammed his computer shut and said, “Damn it!”
 
   “What is it?” she asked looking back at him.
 
   “It’s everything. I can’t believe we’re being forced to live like this.”
 
   “What do you mean? We’re fine.” 
 
   “Not me and you. I mean we, as in writers. Just because some crazy guy got what he had coming to him five hundred years ago, we all have to be his slaves or die.”
 
   “I’ll admit it does suck,” Casey said kissing his forehead. “But, you’re lucky enough to know how to keep him away. Just try to make the best of a bad situation, okay? I’m going to start lunch. Hamburgers okay?”
 
   “The ones you make with Worcestershire sauce?”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   “Get going,” he said playfully slapping her butt.
 
   He leaned back in his chair and sighed. He was trapped. If only there was a way to fight a ghost. He doubted an exorcism would work. Besides, he didn’t know anyone Catholic. James closed his eyes and massaged his temples. He had found a way in death to do what he had done in life.
 
   James sat up in his chair as an idea came to him. Demetrius made slaves out of writers and forced them to do his bidding. It wasn’t until one man broke away and set the others free that Demetrius was stopped and given a taste of his own medicine. Since Demetrius was now in death doing what he had in life, could it be possible that the writers could do the same thing now and rebel? Could James be the one man who frees himself and sets the others free? But how? He was just one man against an all-powerful being. Well, maybe not all powerful. The Bone Spirit had weaknesses, but how could he exploit them?
 
   James looked around the room and caught a glance of one of the books on his shelf. It was Tsung su’s The Art of War. Yes, that was it. He needed a battle strategy, but what? He thought it over for about five minutes before his eyes lit up with excitement.
 
   “Casey!” he called running from the room. He found her flattening hamburger meat into patties. Once again he had made her jump and she almost dropped the food into the floor.
 
   “What? What is it?”
 
   “I’ve got it. I know how to fight Demetrius.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “It came to me when I saw The Art of War. Demetrius actually uses a strategy to take out writers.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I know you’ve heard the term ‘divide and conquer,’ right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, that’s what he does. When a writer quits writing and causes him to become weaker, he picks them off one by one. He couldn’t with me, because you intervened. That’s why he turned his attention to you. But, why is he so desperate to get rid of me, one writer of all of the ones in the world?”
 
   “I don’t know. Why?”
 
   “I have a theory. Do you remember how Travis said that him killing off writers is like cutting off a dead limb?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, I think it goes farther than that. I think it becomes more like an infection and what happens when an infection goes on untreated?”
 
   “It spreads and gets worse.”
 
   “Yes, I think that is why he became so desperate to get rid of me. I became like an infection and the longer I stayed around, the weaker he became.”
 
   “Okay, I understand that, but what does that have to do with beating him? If you quit writing he’ll constantly be trying to kill us again.”
 
   “Not if he’s too weak also.”
 
   “I’m not following you.”
 
   “We learned from Travis that the Bone Spirit stalks all writers who quit writing. So there has to be others out there just as I was. They’re not writing and they’re starting to see him.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right, but what does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “If I weakened him that much after he failed to get rid of me, can you imagine what even a handful of us would do to him?”
 
   Casey thought about it for a second before it came to her. She then understood what it was James was trying to say.
 
   “Oh! You mean if there were a bunch of writers in one place that had been seeing the Bone Spirit, then it would be like one giant infected wound.”
 
   “Right. He might be a sitting duck.”
 
   “That makes sense, but how could you find enough writers who are seeing him to gather them in one place?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    “A handy little invention called the internet. I know a site where writers of any genre or popularity can chat with each other anywhere in the country. They also have a message board. I can start asking if any of them have been seeing strange things after experiencing writer’s block. If they see that someone else is seeing the same thing I think they will be brave enough to admit it. So, what do you think?”
 
   A sad look came over Casey and she looked down.
 
   “Hey? What is it? He said lifting her chin and brushing her hair out of her eyes.”
 
   “I… I just don’t want you to get hurt. I know it isn’t fair that you’re basically a prisoner… but, I was happy that we finally had things back on track. We’re back together, we have plenty of money, and he’s gone. I’m sorry. I know I sound selfish.”
 
   “Shhh. No you don’t. You’re just worried about me,” he said taking her in his arms. “Don’t worry. I’m going to be careful. I’ll protect you with my life. Trust me.”
 
   “I do,” she said smiling.
 
   “Now, I have a phone call to make.”
 
   “To who?”
 
   “London Travis. He wants the bastard dead as much as I do.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tai Ishida sat in the corner of his living room with his arms wrapped around his knees. He was almost at his breaking point. Fear had become as much a part of his life as oxygen.
 
    
 
   He had come to America from Japan almost ten years ago to the day and had always dreamed of coming to the great land of opportunity. He taught literature for five years at the University of Miami. His dream was to write great fiction from the point of view from somebody from Japan. His country held many legends and he incorporated them into his writing. 
 
   Four years after arriving in America, his dreams came true and he was a published author. His first book was a hit. The hardback copy rose as high as number ten on the New York Times and the paperback as high as five. After his second novel hit the shelves, he had enough money to live comfortably, so he gave up teaching so that all he had to do was focus on his writing. He completed one more novel, but soon afterward he realized he had made a grievous mistake; he had put too much into his novels. He’d managed to use up all of his ideas and incorporate most of the legends passed down through his family in only three books. He had made them so grand and padded them with so much material that he had drained himself. He could not think of any more interesting plots to write about and this saddened him.
 
   For three months he sat around watching television, reading other people’s fiction and anything else he could think of just to get an idea for another book. Then he began seeing him. The scary bone man, he called him. 
 
   The first time he had caught a glimpse of him he had nearly wet himself. The bone man was scarier than anything he had ever seen in any legend.
 
   He felt trapped. How could he tell someone that he was seeing a walking set of bones? He didn’t even feel comfortable telling his own parents about it and they were two of the most superstitious people you could ever meet. What was this skeleton stalking him at every corner? He had been seeing it more and more as the days went by.
 
   Maybe it was stress induced. His stress levels had certainly risen since the first sighting. No, nothing this vivid and realistic could be a hallucination. 
 
   Unless perhaps he was going insane.
 
   Tai stood up and walked to his bathroom. He’d had enough cowering for one evening. If he stayed in the corner much longer he would be sucking his thumb like an infant.
 
   He splashed cold water over his face and looked at himself in the mirror. Huge bags bulged under his eyes from lack of sleep. He feared not only the ghost while he was awake, but also feared he might visit his dreams as well. He was reminded of an American horror movie he once saw where teenagers were afraid to sleep because a man could kill them in their dreams, and it seemed possible with this horrible skeleton apparition.
 
   Thirty-three. He was much too young to be suffering a mental breakdown. He ran his fingers over his pencil thin mustache and chin beard. He had to do something to unwind or he really was going to lose his mind.
 
   He went into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of milk. He shuffled to his study and sat at his desktop. Maybe he could find solace in some online games, or videos of kittens doing adorable things. Anything was better than the terrible thoughts that had been running through his mind the last couple of days. He was having involuntary thoughts of suicide and it horrified him. He loved life.
 
   Tai would be the first to admit that he would have made a poor excuse for a Samurai. So many of them had committed Seppuku for being dishonored. The thought of disemboweling himself was none too appealing to Tai. He would just have to put on a mask and live with his dishonor.
 
   He had never smoked, drank, or did drugs in his life, but over the last couple of weeks he could see why it might be tempting. This was the first real crisis he had ever gone through in his life. When the storm hit, it hit hard.
 
   He began to type in the address for YouTube when a thought crossed his mind. He had not been to the writer’s meeting place in nearly a month. That used to be a fun place to browse. It was interesting to hear what people were working on and what they were about to publish. He had even once been on a couple of dates with a girl he met in a chatroom. Nothing had come from it, but a thirty-minute make out session, but it was nice while it lasted. The site had all of the tools a writer needed. There was even a neat little game that acted as a writing exercise in which someone would start a story and then other members would add to it one paragraph at a time. Tai always loved the message boards.
 
   He got to the home page and logged in. He thought about peeking into one of the many chatrooms, but decided he wasn’t in the mood. Maybe later. He read a story about a girl in Wisconsin publishing what many thought would be the next great fantasy series since the Lord of the Rings trilogy. After finishing the story, he clicked on to the message board link. Immediately the third thread from the top caught his eye. 
 
    
 
   “Do you have writer’s block and are you seeing strange things?”
 
    
 
   Tai’s eyes lit up with hope that he wasn’t crazy. Could someone else really be seeing it? He clicked on the thread eagerly. It could not load fast enough. When at last the thread opened, there were only three responses. The author of the thread had not left any details to his question. Tai figured the responses were snide and sarcastic comments. He was surprised however when he read them.
 
   The first response was short. It only said, “Yes… I am.” The second one said, “Me, too. He has no skin, only bones.” 
 
   Tai wanted to perform backflips across his house. He wasn’t alone. Other people were experiencing this. 
 
   The third response said, “Oh, my god. I thought I was the only one. I’ve been seeing him, too.”
 
   Tai quickly typed in a response of his own. “Yes! I’m seeing the bone man every day. I thought I was crazy.”
 
   As soon as Tai’s response appeared on the screen, another appeared under it professing that they too were being haunted by this ghost. Tai was in shock. Of course he was still terrified, but it was a relief to know that he wasn’t suffering alone. Just as cancer patients or others with the same illness found comfort in each other, he was now finding comfort with those of his own craft.
 
   He was eager to learn how many others there might be and clicked the refresh button. Now there was a long and detailed response from the author of the thread.
 
    
 
   “Hello, everyone. My name is James Conrad. I started this thread, because I know what’s happening to all of you. It happened to me too. I also know that he is feeding you unwanted thoughts and tempting you to do yourself harm. You have to fight these thoughts. I know most of you are desperate and in need of help. I think I know how to stop this. I have a plan to get rid of the Bone Spirit for good, but I’m going to need your help as well. I need all of you to come to my home in Alabama within the next two days. Once here I will give you more details on what is really happening. If you can come, simply send a message to my inbox and I will give you my address. Trust me, I know what all of you are going through.”
 
    
 
   James Conrad? That had to be the writer of A Dance in the Snow, didn’t it? Yes, Tai recalled reading that book. What could his plan be to stop the bone man?
 
   Tai sent him a message immediately. He didn’t care what James’s plan was. He was willing to try anything. He was more than willing to make a trip to Alabama if it meant getting his life back.
 
   James sent Tai his address back in less than five minutes. He wrote it down and went straight to the phone. Calling the airport he booked the soonest flight they had to Birmingham. As it turned out, there was a midnight flight.
 
   This gave him plenty of time to pack for the trip. He wouldn’t need much besides a couple of changes of clothes. Anything else he needed he could get when he arrived. He took a look at the clock. It was eight thirty. It would be after two in the morning by the time he got there. He would have to rent a car and find a hotel. He might not get much sleep tonight, but he might get a short nap on the plane.
 
   By the time he packed and got ready it was 9:15. He would be there at 10:30 at the latest depending on how bad traffic was. The rest of the time he could kill at the terminal and get a snack at the bar.
 
   As he was locking the door and walking out a sudden chill went through him. A sour filling entered into the pit of his stomach, causing him to gag. There was an unidentified fear running through him.
 
   Tai then got the feeling he was being watched. There was something in the room with him. He turned slowly around and there, burning a hole through him with glowing red eyes, was the bone man.
 
  
 
  



The Final Chapter
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days later, 3 P.M., all of the writers who had responded began to show up at the house. Within thirty minutes, seven of them were sitting around and mingling.
 
   James and Casey had prepared various snacks and finger foods for their guests. They also had a selection of soda, bottled water, and coffee in the kitchen. Under less dire circumstances it would seem like a normal writing workshop. The atmosphere, however, was not one of despair and James was happy with that.
 
   He wanted everyone to get to know each other. Even though everyone was thinking it, James didn’t yet bring up why they had been gathered. He wanted to give them a chance to relax and rest from their trips. When everyone who was expected to arrive had shown up, he would get the ball rolling. In addition to London Travis, thirteen other writers were expected.
 
   London had been the first to arrive the previous day. In fact, he’d gotten on a plane immediately after James had called him. James’s plan had sounded risky, but he seemed determined, and if there was a chance they could rid the literary world of this plight, then he was all for it.
 
   He had stayed with James and Casey overnight in the guest bedroom. They had stayed up late to discuss their strategy for the following day’s events. James had not mentioned to anyone else that he would be there and when everyone entered to see him they ooooed and ahhhed like fan struck teenagers. Even with his recent flops he still had a great many fans.
 
   James was relieved that at least one young lady complimented him on his work and told him what a fan she was. He was far from an ego-maniac, but hey, he was in his own house.
 
   The doorbell rang and James answered it. On the other side of the door was a short Asian man wearing a big smile. James said hello and extended his hand. The perky little man took it in both of his and shook away.
 
   “Mr. Conrad! My name is Tai Ishida. I loved your first novel. It’s an honor to meet you! I was so relieved when I read your message the other night.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, too, Tai,” James said as Tai finally gave him his hand back.
 
   “I’m not late, am I?”
 
   “Oh, no. You’re the eighth person to show up. I’m expecting thirteen.”
 
   “Oh, my! We will have a crowd. Do you think it will be enough to carry out your plan?”
 
   “We’ll talk about that as soon as everyone arrives. Right now just grab a snack, something to drink and get to know everyone.”
 
   “Yes, that sounds good. Oh, my! That’s London Travis!”
 
   James watched as the excitable little man ran up and introduced himself. As he had with James, he captured Travis’s hand in both of his and talked away. James smiled as the scene reminded him of a cartoon where someone shook a person’s hand so hard that it kept shaking after it was released.
 
   While London was in the clutches of Mr. Ishida, James went to check on Casey in the kitchen.
 
   “Sweetie, I think we have enough snacks now. You can take a break.”
 
   “I’ve always been a good host,” she said taking another batch of pigs in a blanket from the oven. “Even back when you threw all of those fancy parties with your agent and publisher.”
 
   “I know, but I don’t think that’s the only reason you’re cooking a banquet.”
 
   “You mean that I’m scared as hell?”
 
   “That would be the other reason.”
 
   “Do you blame me? We’re inviting a vengeful spirit into our house. I’ve seen what he can do. I have a totaled Jeep that is evidence of it.”
 
   “If you’re nervous, can you imagine how those people out there feel?”
 
   “I don’t mean to sound uncaring, but they aren’t you. You’re the one I’m worried about.”
 
   “This is going to work,” he said gripping her shoulders and kissing her forehead. “Trust me.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Now, come out and be sociable.” 
 
   They went into the living room and greeted all of the guests, which now numbered twelve besides Travis who had let them in. One more to go.
 
   Surprisingly most of the writers who had responded to James were lesser known writers who had published two books or less and had not enjoyed a great deal of major success. They were thrilled to be in the company of London Travis and James Conrad.
 
   James supposed it made sense. Most of the writers who stayed on top of the New York Times seemed to have an endless well of stories backed up. If they had writer’s block, it was for no more than a couple of days.
 
   James could see that this whole experience was helping everyone. When most of them had walked through the door they looked like a deer caught in the headlights. Now everyone was sitting around in a more relaxed state while snacking and telling things about themselves and their careers.
 
   Some of them were taking the opportunity to ask Travis for writing advice and about his recent string of subpar stories. He could only tell them that everything would be explained soon.
 
   It was then that Casey’s good hand was trapped in the death grip of Mr. Ishida and she got one word in for every fifteen of his. He asked how she had met James and what it was like to be married to a popular writer among other things. By the end she felt as if she had been interviewed by someone writing her life story. 
 
   James continually watched the clock and waited for the last guest to arrive. He took a survey of everyone present and determined it was a young lady named Tammy Harper. She was a twenty-nine year old woman who had published two children’s books. Another hour went by without her showing and he was beginning to think things would just have to proceed without her.
 
   Just as he was about to get things started. The phone rang causing him to jump. Having an unlisted number, his phone didn’t ring very often. In fact this was probably the first time he had heard it in a month.
 
   He looked at the phone and wondered if it might be Miss Harper calling to cancel or at least explain why she was late. That couldn’t be it though. He had only given his address to everyone, not his number. Could she have somehow found it?
 
   “Hello?” James said picking the phone up on the fourth ring. “Yes, this is him… What?... I… I see. Thank you for letting us know… Yes sir. We’ll try.”
 
   Everyone looked at him silently as he hung up the phone. A look of sadness and anger mixed his facial features. He rubbed his forehead and took a deep breath before telling everyone what had happened.
 
   “That was the manager of the Heaven’s Gate motel. It seems that just after midnight, Tammy Harper hung herself in her room with her bed sheets.”
 
   A horrified gasp came from everyone and they murmured to themselves.
 
   “The manager had gotten my number from the police, because her suicide note only said, ‘I’m sorry, Mister Conrad. He’s just too strong.’ They also found my address written in her notebook. Her family was shocked because she had always been so happy and full of life. She had never suffered from depression or anything like that. But, we all know what happened, don’t we? The Bone Spirit has claimed another victim and we’re here to make sure it was his last. I guess the time for pleasantries has passed. Let’s get down to the reason we’re all here.”
 
   James motioned for Casey to join him at his side. As she did so, he put an arm around her and held her close.
 
   “Casey and I have invited you all into our home tonight because we’re all suffering the same situation. We have all been terrorized by a man in a suit with no skin.”
 
   “Who is he?” a man in the crowd asked.
 
   “I’ll get to that in just a minute, Joe, but first I want to tell you what we have been through the past few days. A while back, I nearly made an attempt to take my own life. I had a butcher’s knife and stood in my bathroom ready to slash my wrists. At the last second, I looked at myself in the mirror and stopped. I was so afraid that I called my ex here, who came running over to help me and stayed with me. While I was sleeping that night, she stayed up and did research on the internet to figure out what I was seeing. Finally she came across a story about a writer who actually did slash his wrists, but he was saved. The only words he could mutter while they carried him out on a stretcher were skeleton man. That writer was Mr. London Travis.”
 
   Everyone looked at London with a surprised look even though they should have seen where the story was going. He nodded to them to confirm the truth of James’s story.
 
   “Casey then knew that London had all of the answers we needed and maybe a way to help. So we set off to see him in Seattle. During the trip, I almost killed myself again and Casey stopped me once more. After that, all hell broke loose. This thing is more powerful than you think. It doesn’t have to rely on planting thoughts of self-destruction in your mind. He turned his attention to taking out Casey because she was protecting me from getting hurt. As you have probably noticed, she has a cast on her arm and it wasn’t the result of a roller-skating accident.”
 
   Casey lifted her casted arm in agreement.
 
   “Then, when we were driving, this spirit took control of our vehicle and maxed out the speed. If I hadn’t spun us out, we would’ve collided head-on with an RV. When we got back on the road and stopped at a place to eat, he almost made Casey kill herself in the bathroom by stabbing herself in the heart. When we finally got to Seattle, we followed Mr. Travis home. He told us all about what happened the night he slashed his wrists and he told us another story about a legendary being known as the Bone Spirit. Now he is going to tell you that same story.” James nodded for Travis to take center stage. 
 
   When it came time for him to tell the legend of The Bone Spirit, the room grew still. Every writer in the room barely breathed so as not to miss one detail about what it was that was haunting them. Travis went on to recite the legend to everyone. The further he got into the story, the more enlightened every person in the room became. When he had finished, each writer had his or her share of questions. 
 
   Can he be stopped? 
 
   How can we get rid of him? 
 
   How did you stop seeing him? 
 
   These were just a few questions from the eager young writers and he answered each of them one at a time. He then in turn explained his embarrassing work over the past few years as well. When he was done there was silence as everyone took in what they had just learned and pondered a thousand other questions running through their minds.
 
   One of the writers named Joe Hamlin stood up.
 
   “So, you’re saying there is a way to get rid of him? All we have to do is write a bunch of garbage; it doesn’t matter as long as we’re writing?”
 
   “Yes,” London answered. “That is what I’ve done since that night.”
 
   “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m more than willing to do that if it keeps the bastard away. I mean, it must have worked for you, James.”
 
   “It has,” James agreed. “But I think it’s unfair for all of us to be held prisoner by this thing and be forced to pump out mediocre work and throw our careers away.”
 
   “Unfair? We’re not talking about a bully stealing our lunch money. We’re talking about a ghost that can kill us.”
 
   “I know, but writing is all I have. I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not worth much to anyone.”
 
   Casey gave him a “Don’t say that” look.
 
   “I was never good at sports. I was never the popular guy in school. I was just plain old James Conrad. But, the one thing I always had was my writing. That was the one thing I could do to impress people. Even the jocks in school would say, ‘Conrad is a geek, but he can write one hell of a story.’ My writing is what defines me. I can’t even begin to describe the pride I felt the day my first book hit the shelves. I literally cried tears of joy. I’m sure all of you felt the same way when it happened to you.” James looked at every face, including Travis, and they all nodded in agreement.
 
   “I don’t want to throw away the one thing I have left.”
 
   “I understand that,” Joe said. “But with all due respect, some of us don’t want to risk our lives. I mean, there’s no guarantee this plan of yours will work, is there?”
 
   “No,” James agreed. “I’ll be perfectly honest; we might all die here tonight.” His words caused everyone to gulp.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Joe said, “I can’t take that kind of risk. I have a wife and two babies at home to think of.”
 
   “I understand. I hadn’t thought about the fact that some of you might have families. You’re welcome to leave, Joe. Nobody will think any less of you.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Joe said again as he walked to the door. “My family needs me. I wish the rest of you the best of luck, though.” At that, he exited James’s house.
 
   “If there is anyone else who doesn’t want to risk their lives, you can leave now. I promise, I understand.”
 
   One of the remaining females, Sally Martin, stood and went to the door. She put her hand on the knob and turned to look at James as if to say, “Are you sure?” James nodded and she left as well.
 
   A minute went by and nobody else moved. Tai Ishida then stood up. This kind of surprised James, since he had seemed to be the most eager of the bunch. As it turned out he had not stood up to leave. He was standing to make a speech of his own.
 
   “I agree with Mr. Conrad. I came to America with the dream of becoming a famous writer. I have had some success, but I believe I still have a long way to go. It is unfair that I have to end my career and throw everything away just because I cannot think of a great new story at this time. With the pressure that this Bone Spirit it putting on us just to stay alive, there is no way any of us can ever hope to have a normal career. I do not wish to dishonor myself and my family by putting out terrible work. I was afraid when I first began to see this Bone Man. Now I am angry. I am angry at what he has done to us for his own selfish reasons. I am staying here tonight with Mr. Conrad and Mr. Travis. I am willing to risk my life so that I may be able to return to my former glory and to help all of you do the same. I am ready to fight, Mr. Conrad.”
 
   The room once again fell silent, but everyone was nodding in agreement. His speech was like that of a general preparing his troops to go into battle. It had the desired effect without the hoorahs.
 
   “Tell us, what is your plan?” Tai said to James.
 
   James went on to tell them how he believed that when a writer quit writing they not only stopped giving power to the Bone Spirit, but also drained power from him. Why else would he be trying so hard to get rid of him and Casey? He then gave his theory that he had told to Casey and repeated to Travis about how he believed if all of them came together that they would become one giant infection for the spirit. Now by all of them gathering in one place they were a gigantic puss-spewing wound.
 
   Two or three of the writers looked at each other, unsure of the plan, but most of them were enthusiastic. Most of all was mister enthusiasm himself, Tai Ishida, who nodded like a wind-up toy.
 
   “That makes sense, Mr. Conrad,” Tai said. “I believe it is a good plan. I think it will work.”
 
   When at last everyone settled down, it was time to put the plan into action. There was then a question that came from the one remaining female writer that James had not thought about.
 
   “So, what do we do now?” she asked.
 
   James gave Travis a look that said, “I don’t think we thought this completely through,” and he returned the look in kind.
 
   “That’s a good question James,” Travis said. “What do we do? Hold a séance?” 
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t have any candles or a Ouija board,” James said to try and keep the mood light.
 
   “So…?”
 
   “I guess we just sit here and chit-chat until he shows up. It’s not very exciting like on all of those ghost hunting shows, but it’s all I can think of.”
 
   Time crawled by. Everyone took turns formally introducing themselves and telling things such as what made them want to become writers, who were their biggest inspirations, and what titles they had published. James felt like a soldier standing guard in the middle of a war. It was as if any minute, the sound of gunfire and explosions would fill the air and all hell would break loose. He didn’t believe the Bone Spirit would rely on gunfire, but the same mindset applied. 
 
   His mind wandered to old memories he had not thought of in a long time. Once he was doing a book signing and a kid about fourteen years old walked up with his mother. He was much like Tai Ishida, wide-eyed and talking a mile a minute. He told James how much he loved The Mortician and that someday he wanted to write scary stories just like him. The mother had looked like she’d rather be anywhere else in the world at that moment. She seemed like an uppity high class woman. Her blonde hairdo had probably cost her three hundred bucks and her outfit a thousand. He could tell she thought of him as a lowly peasant, whether he was successful or not. James signed the boy’s copy of the book and told him to keep writing, and then one day he could be a great horror writer, too. The mother literally sneered at those words. She wanted him to be so much more than a lowly horror writer, or if he were to be a writer, then she would prefer him to be the next Dickens and not waste his time with the garbage genre. Before leaving, the woman was compelled to ask James a question.
 
   “Mr. Conrad, I don’t mean to be rude, but how can you write such horrible stories? They’re vulgar and ridiculously gory.”
 
   James only smiled before saying, “With all due respect ma’am, nothing I could ever write is as horrible as real life can be.”
 
    
 
    
 
   He looked at the clock and an hour and forty minutes had passed since the unwilling writers had walked out the door. He yawned and looked around, seeing no sign of anything. Was it too much to hope for that his plan had worked so perfectly that the spirit had just disappeared into the night like someone dying in their sleep? Of course it was.
 
   The last of the guests, Carol Glass, was in the middle of her career story. Looking at her surrounded by all of the males in the room made James think of the old Sesame Street song. “Which of these things is not like the other.”
 
    “I had been excited about my first book being published, but when my agent called me and told me that the second one had been accepted I…”
 
   James looked up as she trailed off. She was just standing there as if she had suddenly lost her train of thought. She was wearing an expensive black sleeveless dinner dress. She began to rub her shoulders as a chill noticeably ran through her.
 
   “I’m sorry… it felt like the room got colder… I guess it’s just my imagination.”
 
   Except it wasn’t just her imagination. The air in the room was getting heavier. So heavy in fact it was almost visible. He could almost swear there was a fine mist materializing before his eyes. He took a sharp breath and gasped at the chill in the air.
 
   Everyone showed signs of noticing the change. Casey had been standing off to one side of the room while James sat at the edge of the sofa. She now joined him by taking three large steps across the room. A breeze lifted loose hair and tickled across arms. James’s stomach clenched with nervous energy; something was watching all of them. Invisible eyes were staring a hole into every person in the room.
 
   One writer gasped and James turned to see what caused this reaction. Behind him in the archway, a faint image appeared. It started as a barely visible outline. Then the outline filled with color and bone. Here now the Bone Spirit with them stood in the room. 
 
   Nobody moved, scared to death. But the spirit’s demeanor had changed. His posture was sagging like that of an old man and his eyes were noticeably less bright. James’s plan was working. If this thing was capable of breathing, the breaths would be deep and ragged. For a moment, James thought the not so dearly departed Demetrius had appeared only to collapse. 
 
   Soon though, James realized that the Bone Spirit was cleverly playing possum.
 
   “You have all been very bad slaves!” he cried aloud and his red eyes glowed brighter than ever.
 
   Everyone urgently backed away, but the spirit only stood in place. They all began hearing an odd rattling sound. James and Casey looked in all directions for the source. It sounded like the tapping of metal on wood.
 
   James’s gaze moved into the kitchen and his voice caught in his throat as his eyes widened. The cutlery holder was dancing around on the counter and it fell over as if a magnetic force was pulling it. The blades slowly came from their slots and James managed to scream.
 
   “Everyone down!”
 
   Just as the set of five knives began to turn blade out and come careening toward them, James literally threw Casey to the floor, unmindful of her injured arm. She landed on her stomach and James laid on top of her, covering her the best he could.
 
   A knife whistled over them like a bullet before it embedded itself in the wall. Then a second one did the same. He listened close, but no more projectiles came when he knew there should be three more, unless…
 
   He wanted to do anything but look up right now. He forced himself to do so, though. He raised his head and saw that everyone had hit the deck in time. The other knives must have veered off in other directions. Then he noticed a set of legs wearing dress pants. He looked up the legs like a slow camera shot. He reached the stomach and torso and saw nothing gory or out of the ordinary. Then his eyes met with the person’s neck. James flinched.
 
   The blade had punctured the poor man’s jugular. He stood there with a look of shock on his face and made choking sounds as blood poured from between his lips and squirted from the wound. He went to his knees and dropped face first.
 
   Almost simultaneously as the body hit the floor, Miss Glass let out a slasher-film scream that must have been the signal for the Bone Spirit to rein hell upon them. He materialized and lifted Tai Ishida by the throat with both hands and began slinging him like a rag doll. By now James and Casey had stood back up. James grimaced at the strength the spirit was still showing. He didn’t see how Tai’s neck didn’t snap like a rotten branch. Had his plan failed already? Had he made a fatal miscalculation?
 
   Finally the spirit slung Tai backward into the wall, cracking it in three places. He was still moving. He seemed to be uncomfortable, but not seriously injured.
 
   James looked at Casey and wordlessly pointed at the door, wanting her to run for safer ground. She shook her head defiantly and James gave her a, “Damn it, why won’t you ever listen to me?” look.
 
   The spirit now turned his attention on Miss Glass. She let out another high-pitched scream as she was lifted off the floor. She was crying out and likely wondering why none of the men were coming to her aide. In fact, all of the men were crawling away from her as fast as possible.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Heros muffled her cries by painfully squeezing her cheeks together and forcing her to make a fish face. He then pulled her closer as if he were going to kiss her. She was still squealing the best she could. For a second, James thought he was going to press her lips where his should have been, but the spirit was feigning tenderness. It threw her into the kitchen where her head crashed into the dishwasher sounding like a gunshot. James couldn’t tell if she was dead, but she was certainly unconscious.
 
   Heros looked down and one of the writers named Denny was crawling past him like a bug. He stomped his back as if he were one, but this was merely to trap him, not to crush him. He lifted him by the collar with one arm. All the while Denny pleaded, “No, please! Don’t hurt me! I’ll do whatever you…”
 
   His voice was cut off by a snapping sound that was his neck. The spirit had turned his head almost completely around.
 
   James had to do something in a hurry. They were dropping like flies and James didn’t want to go one-on-one with the monster.
 
   Travis was now approaching his old nemesis like an old west Sherriff prepared for a shootout with an outlaw. He turned the spirit and decked him with a right cross. He didn’t expect to do any damage. It was for pride’s sake.
 
   “You’ve ruined my life you… you…” He was too enraged to think of a profanity strong enough. “Die and go back to hell where you belong!” he screamed and decked him twice more.
 
   The spirit raised one hand and made a sweeping motion with it. In turn, one of the knives pulled itself from the wall and buried itself in the side of Travis’s thigh. He clenched his jaw and screamed through his teeth, falling first to one knee and then to his backside.
 
   “London!” Casey cried.
 
   “Are you okay?!” James asked and felt somewhat stupid after saying it.
 
   “Yes! But, we had better do something pretty damn fast or we’re all going to be dead!”
 
   Heros now lifted Travis by the collar and threw him, landing him in a perfect seating position on the white U-shaped sofa. It then slowly stalked forward wanting Travis to suffer slowly.
 
   James looked around and took an old ceramic figure he kept around of a bunch of creepy red-eyed crows sitting in a graveyard in his hand. He hurled it with all of the strength he could muster, though he wouldn’t be starting for the Atlanta Braves anytime soon, and it found its mark on the back of the spirit’s head. He turned slowly to James and he almost expected a growl. James began backing through the archway beckoning to the long departed Heros in an attempt to lure him away from everyone.
 
   “That’s right, you bony bastard. Come on! You know you want me. I’m the one that started all of this.”
 
   He continued to back up and began to notice something. His plan actually was working to some effect. The spirit was putting on a brave front, but as it made its way toward him, it was staggering on weak legs. The red eyes were flickering weakly like a flashlight with the batteries going out.
 
   Obviously, for it to take solid form and perform all of the poltergeist activity it had to expend a great amount of its energy, maybe too much. It had surely gained power by taking out some of the group, but it might have only been enough to break even. The fact that it stumbled toward him like a windup toy needing rewound was evidence it was far from one hundred percent. 
 
   James turned and backed to his left. He intended to lead the enemy into his study. Why? He had no idea, but it would give the others a chance to regroup or most likely abort mission and run away.
 
   As he backed through the door of his study, the predator was still in pursuit. Then he heard the spirit speak again. This time it was with telepathy, but the voice he heard was that of someone tired and out of breath.
 
   “You and that whore have been a thorn in my side for too long! I intend to pluck you!”
 
   “Pluck this!” James said taking exception for his term for Casey and punched it across the jaw
 
   This action accomplished nothing, but hurting James’s hand. It now glared at him harder than ever and James backed away as if he had given a cheap shot to Mohamed Ali in his prime. His progress was stopped as his butt made contact with his desk.
 
   It was now time for Heros to go on the offensive. And he upper-cutted James under the chin. He landed on his back on top of the desk and flipped backward to the floor. To be over four hundred years old, Heros packed quite a punch. 
 
   He now reached down and took James by back of the shirt and lifted him like a newborn kitten. James was still stunned and seeing stars, but he was brought out of it when he felt vice-like hands holding him in the air and squeezing his throat.
 
   James coughed and kicked, feeling no different than a man hanging from a noose. Before losing consciousness, or worse, he tried clawing at his attacker’s face. Unfortunately, there were no eyes to gouge, no nose to grab, and no sensitive flesh to claw at. He was reduced to pitifully pounding his closed fist across the spirit’s face.
 
   In an act of desperation, he reached into the area of the ribcage. The clothing wore loosely enough for him to stick his fingers between two ribs. He then gripped on to one and snapped it off.
 
   There was no splatter of blood, but the scream that came from Heros made it clear that this had been effective. He released James, who landed on his butt with a thud. He breathed in sweet tasting air and coughed, hoping Heros was hurt enough for him to at least have a chance to catch his breath.
 
   “James! Get down!” a voice called.
 
   James looked to the doorway and saw Casey aiming her 9mm. He then went to his stomach and covered his head in an effort to make sure the wildest miss would not hit him.
 
   Casey pulled the trigger and the boom was deafening in the enclosed room. The bullet traveled through the back of Heros’s head and out his forehead. James heard the bullet exit through the window.
 
   James looked up and saw the hole in the skull with tiny bits of bone falling from it. He hoped to God that the ghost was dying or whatever it was that ghosts do when they go away.
 
   Too bad for both of them that this only took its attention away from destroying James for the moment and it now turned to make its way toward Casey. James went back down and covered his head again, because he knew Casey had seven more shots.
 
   Casey could not believe what she was seeing and merely stared dumbfounded for a few seconds before opening fire again. She fired two shots that went clean through the center of Heros’s chest and completely shattered James’s window. Heros was knocked back a step  or two, but was still coming at her.
 
   Three more shots and by now, Casey was panicking. The first went through his right shoulder and the second one grazed it. The third went into the right clavicle. She wanted to aim lower, but she feared one of the bullets going through and somehow hitting James.
 
   She squeezed off the last two shots practically at point blank range. They went through Heros’s sternum and she heard the dreaded Click Click! that signified that she was empty. Heros had now reached her and wrapped his right hand around her throat.
 
   “Nooooo!” James cried jumping to his feet.
 
   He leapt on Heros’s back and began waling away on him whether it did any damage or not. He was doing anything to keep him away from Casey. Heros went to one knee temporarily, but regrouped and stood up, all the while giving James a piggy-back ride. He wobbled forward, still stalking Casey who had now exited the room.
 
   “Die!” James cried out. “Will you just die, you son of a bitch?!” He used punches, elbows, forearms smashes of any other kind of pro wrestling maneuvers he could think of.
 
   Casey had now backed back into the living room. As Heros followed her, James was shocked to see that everyone had stayed. They looked just as shocked to see James riding their tormentor like a Rodeo bull.
 
   “It’s now or never people!” James yelled to them.
 
   They had seen firsthand what Heros was capable of and were understandably hesitant. Then, the banged up but brave Tai Ishida made the first move and ran to James’s aid. He ran forward and began kicking Heros in the stomach. One of the kicks caused him to stumble backward, James’s weight pulling him backward to the ground. James got out from under him and began punching the bare skull until his knuckles bled. 
 
   They had him down. Travis was still on the couch clutching his leg. He knew you were never supposed to pull an object out of you in case there was serious damage that might cause you to bleed to death. “Screw it,” he thought. He had a chance at revenge and he was taking it.
 
   He gritted his teeth and cursed under his breath as he pulled out the knife. If he bled to death he was going to die happy. He limped over and began plunging the knife into Heros’s chest.  
 
   “Nooo!” Heros cried.
 
   This seemed to give everyone the confidence to move in. They joined in on James, Tai, and Travis giving Heros the beating of his afterlife.
 
   Heros was surrounded by fists and feet coming at him in every direction. He cried out again as the pummeling continued. He very well may have been having flashbacks from his last moments of freedom in life. His slaves were now rebelling against him as they had all those years ago.
 
   James then noticed something strange. Blood was beginning to seep from the holes Travis was putting into him. It was like stabbing a living breathing person. Then something even stranger began to happen. Flesh was forming on Heros’s hands. After about ten seconds, they were normal human hands. The same thing began happening with the skull, and this caused James along with everyone else to jump back. Hair began growing out of the newly formed flesh on the top and back of Heros’s head until it was long enough to run down his back. The last thing to form was lips to cover the teeth. 
 
   Since flesh had now formed, a look of terror was painted on his face. Heros knew it was over and he was going to hell where he belonged.
 
   Red light began to shine from the tips of his fingers, out of his mouth and then from all over. Finally, his eyes glowed red one last time and he faded from this world.
 
   Everyone looked at each other as if to say, “Is it really over?” James was finally confident that the answer to that question was yes. As soon as a smile came to James’s face, everyone began to cheer like a football team that had won on a last second field goal. There were hugs and handshakes all around. Some of them were crying because they knew their days of bondage were over. Casey helped James to his feet smiling. 
 
   “You did it,” she said.
 
   James offered her a smile of his own and then a kiss. He then took her in his arms where she would stay as long as breath remained in him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nearly a year had passed since the experience with the Bone Spirit and James Conrad’s life had done a complete one eighty. From day one after the Bone Spirit was gone James’s life had exploded with good fortune.
 
   It only took him three months to write his fourth novel Bent, But Not Broken. He strayed from horror for once and wrote a romantic comedy about a man who comes on hard times and has to rely on his ex-wife. Of course, his relationship from Casey had greatly inspired it. It could easily have been a horror novel, but at that time, he had seen enough horror for a while.
 
   It was an instant hit and became James’s first number one best seller. During various interviews, he was asked if he had switched genres. He was always quick to laugh and say no. In fact, he was well into his return to horror in the writing of his fifth novel, The Dark.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James wasn’t the only person that fortune had smiled upon in the last year. All of the surviving writers, including Carol Glass, who had only suffered a nasty concussion were enjoying at least minor success. None of them were doing better, though, than London Travis.
 
   He had ordered all of his books from the dark times to be taken off the shelves (and hopefully burned and forgotten). He made a public apology to his fans and explained his horrible work as the result of crippling depression, but now he was ready to take his life back.
 
   His return novel brought him back to his former glory and it was fittingly he, who knocked James off the number one slot. He and James were both featured in a New York Times article called, “The Year of the Returning Authors.”
 
   As it turned out, Tai Ishida did have one more book left in him. He was now content with his life. He didn’t know if he would ever write again. He wanted to, but if it never happened then that was okay, too. He was happy just knowing that he had the choice to do so if he wanted to. Right now he was focusing on marrying his girlfriend and starting a family.
 
   On this sunny day, James pecked away at his computer. He was so lost in the story that he jumped when Casey knocked at the door.
 
   “May I come in?” she asked knowing full well that she could. She walked into the room and nothing made James happier than seeing her and her six month pregnant belly coming to him. They were expecting a little girl named Jaycee. She sat in James’s lap and looked at the computer screen.
 
   “How’s it coming along?”
 
   “Better than I could have ever hoped. I’m just about halfway through.” He kissed her and then her stomach.
 
   “How is she coming along?”
 
   “Perfectly. I think she likes pizza. I know she’s going to love to read, because she starts kicking every time I do it.”
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
   Both of them were preparing for big changes in their lives and not just from having a baby. James was now going to be a lot more famous and they were going to be a lot richer. The movie rights to Bent, But Not Broken sold for a large chunk of change, and the almost forgotten project for A Town in Darkness finally went through as a television movie.
 
   James and Casey didn’t know what else awaited them in the future, but whatever it was, they had each other and had nothing to fear from the Bone Spirit.
 
  
 
  


 
   Also by Chris Snider
 
    
 
    
 
   [image: ]
 
   THE PREACHER: 
 
   A Horror Novel
 
    
 
   In a dark new age, a hero emerges. In a near-Apocalyptic future, preacher Jacob Cross has a calling on his life that would make the strongest man tremble -- defeat the most horrendous creatures hell can produce... and battle them constantly. Victory is assured only if he can locate the three partners promised to him in a vision. Heroes, demons, God and Man -- in the end, blood will be shed, and if Jacob and his friends have their way, the devil will be bound forever. 
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   ACCENTS OF HORROR: Four Flavors of Death
 
    
 
   AC CENT [n. ak-sent] - a mark indicating stress What would you do if you saw a hitchhiker on the side of the road on a rainy night? What if you saw headlights coming at you over a hill, but they then disappeared into nowhere? What if the Grim Reaper showed up at your door while you were sitting down to dinner with your family? What if you were an out of work actor and the man who stole your job sat down beside you in a diner? All of these questions will be answered by the characters in Accents of Horror: Four Flavors of Death, by horror writer Chris Snider.
 
    
 
   $.99 Amazon.com Kindle
 
   $6.26 Amazon.com Paperback
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