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	A TIME ASIDE

	The reek of cooked human flesh and chlorine from the bloodied pool was heavy, scent thick as pig manure, everywhere. History repeating itself. Beyond the vast yard, through the gates and fences, past the treeline, a steam engine roared a warning cry. The massive stone and iron building shook as if riding the maniacal cackle of God. It sent a shiver up little Winifred’s back. 

	It was time to move. 

	It had to be now. Sticking around was death, and worse. Behind her, glass shattered and the others screamed over the impounded terror of their days trapped. The place had held them captive, pawns in a sickly game.

	Trouble now was that terror had glued the child in place, staring at that open door. A door that would shut her in if she gave it a chance, if she stayed too long, got herself noticed amid the chaos of the executioner’s play. 

	She begged her bare and filthy feet to move. 

	They refused. 

	A hand pounded on the far side of the employee entrance doorway and a voice bellowed through, full of fury, full of potential for violence. “Win? Open the door! Winifred!”

	Little Winifred hugged her arms against her sides. The strange dress she’d found herself wearing days earlier was now in tatters and stained with blood, and shit. Tiny cuts marred her hands and feet. Only arrant tufts of hair remained on her head. Her eyebrows were gone, leaving behind smooth and shiny tissue. 

	“Winifred, please!”

	It was a man and she knew him. He was a good man. His name was Benjamin and he was about to die. 

	The fists slammed again. “Win, it got Marian! Oh, Christ, it sliced her through and the,” the voice began to change, deepening, harboring hints of a smile that carried away the desperate tone, “blood rained down, and I danced! I danced, Winifred Denker! I danced the very dance I’ll dance after I skin you alive!”

	That nice Mrs. Rolfe was dead, and the place had gotten to Mr. Fischer, meaning he was as good as dead, too. Little Winifred scolded the weak reserves left in her tank. There was no more room for childish inaction. She had to be a big girl, now.

	Don’t be stupid! Run!

	The lock on the door blew splinters into the room. Benjamin’s eye lowered over the resulting hole. “I’m gonna wear your pussy for a mask while I fuck your still-breathing mouth. I’m gonna skin you and eat you up, just like you ate sweet Jessica Sanderson.”

	Winifred’s stomach lurched into her throat. She didn’t know it was Jessica at the time, none of them did. Oh, but that meat, it was fine and moist and fall-off-the-bone perfection.

	The door kicked open and Benjamin floated on air, inches above possibility.

	“My face is gonna reek of baby cunt!”

	Disgusting, not something a man says to a child, enough to thaw the frozen girl. She shot toward the door, knowing it would close, knowing she was as good as tortured and then murdered as girlish hands stretched before her and she raced across the employee storage and locker room, finding that the door was still open. 

	Benjamin panted behind her.

	Don’t look.

	Her mind was no match for her fear, and she glanced over her shoulder. The man was not really a man, more like a myth, a magician’s final trick. 

	Keep going, before the door…

	She drew so close that she could touch it. So close and it was all luck. The steam engine whistle blared again. It had already pulled up to the platform and stopped. And this was the end. The door, it inched along, closing…it was closing!

	“Winny, don’t be a shit!”

	Little Winifred almost tripped when she reached the doorway and the door remained a wide, welcoming yawn. The side yard smelled of grass and crisp mountain air.

	“Think I can’t come out there? I’m everywhere!”

	The small, bald girl, battered, bruised, bloodied, and emaciated looked back again. Benjamin folded like a ventriloquist’s doll. Toppling. 

	Launched porcelain shattered next to her, setting her feet into overdrive. Another vase flew, striking her in the spine. She howled, stumbled, landed on her palms and knees, biting away the tip of her tongue. The taste of blood filled her mouth as she rose to start off again. Taking time for pain would only guarantee more pain, fresh pain, forever pain.

	There was a faster, straighter route to the loading platform, but it was the wrong way. Freedom followed a path taken only once before. The place had a permanent hold on the grounds, the buildings, the animals, nearly everything. 

	But not everything. 

	Past the recently rusted playground and the overgrown grass, Winifred panted and wheezed, chest aching, but she managed to keep moving. Sidestepping obstacles. Her numb feet caught the jagged edges of the limestone path. New cuts left a trace trail of blood behind her like breadcrumbs for ghosts to gather.

	It was no more than fifty yards to the gate. The locked gate. Forever that lock had held and would hold. But, she knew a trick that she was not supposed to know. Luke had showed her not long before he went missing and Mr. Ash, call me David, killed him and then cooked up his mother like a roast. Luke told her that it happens over and over, and that’s how he knew the way out. 

	The wind roared and hail began falling, at first like BBs and then quickly into the size of golf balls. They bashed and tore at Winifred’s head, face, and shoulders. It was no use; the place taught her pain and she was not the same nine-year-old who had arrived seven days earlier. The skin of a born survivor thickened quickly in the face of death.

	Arms over her head, she veered from the path into the foot-high grass. It was yellow and sharp as knives. It lashed at her, nicking the skin of her ankles and legs. New blood bubbles sprouted, and she wailed as she lost sight, slowed to a crawl by the assault. Crawling was no damned option. The grass wanted more than just her feet. 

	Upright, she had to keep upright.

	Keep straight.

	It helped to pretend that the grass was only grass and she kept her eyes tight against the assault, feeling the dried blades seeking to blind her. All she had to do was keep straight. 

	Hail bounced, riding waves of numbing strikes that brought black blotches beneath her eyes.

	Faster.

	The steam engine cried a single alarm with its air horn. It would only wait so long.

	It hurts so much…move!

	A tree branch pricked her head and she peeked through squinted eyes. This was it. The secret.

	Down to her knees. It was there, right where she left it. The grass lashed without hope of detaining the wilful child. Somewhere, not far away, too close in fact, hooves galloped, thumping a tattoo of foreboding over the yard. On her belly, Winifred crawled through the spot beneath the hedge fence. The twigs and branches latched on with brittle fingers. They snapped, trailing fresh nicks and scratches. Behind her, the horse whinnied and a cat yowled. 

	The cat. How does it survive here? 

	Suddenly, she pushed through, and in breaching the hedge, there was peace. Dead calm. She rose and kept her eyes directed away from the employee huts. Through the foggy windows, phony skulls peered with shadowy eye sockets. Everything came in waves, but the employee spaces were secrets Camp Summit tried to hide. The place could muscle and bully, but it did not own everything. 

	The peace within made it tempting to stay, but there was no food and eventually the place would tear down the fences and destroy her. Or, more likely, she would meet the power halfway and accept her fate in exchange for sustenance. 

	Forward, to the closed gate and the secondary path. Her feet pounded against the packed dirt. It felt like a massage by comparison to the torment she faced only seconds earlier and what she was about to face beyond the wrought iron gate. 

	She rolled up her sleeves.

	The train tooted another single cry.

	A warning. 

	Little Winifred’s tiny hands wrapped around the gate and she cried. She had to move, despite the exhaustion and pain. The trees beyond wore vicious knot eyes and long malicious arms. More pain, another promise.

	You have to. You can’t stay. It will get you how it got the rest!

	As a sobbing huff left her dry lips, Winifred flung open the gate thanks to a key installed in a lock by a dead friend. She tore onto the dirt path used by the employees during their short period of employment. It was a delivery path by design. The girl knew none of this and none of it mattered. Never again would there be food deliveries to this place. Camp Summit had the power to acquire all that it needed, skipping the physicality of a middleman. 

	The trees shook and pinecones showered. 

	The girl moaned, “No more, please.”

	Branches exploded outward and pine needles fired like fine missiles. Blown darts. Winifred scratched, trying to pull them out, screaming as she did. With each needle that she removed, two more took its place. She stumbled. There was light past the forest’s edge.

	The train screamed. 

	So close!

	Winifred got to her feet and ran, ignoring the tiny pricks porcupining her alive, pincushioning her skin.

	“All aboard!” a manly voice cried.

	“Wait!” 

	Winifred put her feet down faster than fast, faster than she ever had before and came out of the forest, into the overgrown grass to see the locomotive inching away. The galloping horse was on the main path, charging nearer.

	The platform butted against a station house. It rose from the earth on a steep slope. There was no sidestepping; she had to get to the stationhouse, and it had to be open, had to be.

	The train moved at no more than a quick walk. Speed was not a problem. Winifred screamed outwardly and wished inwardly. She was right there. The thump of her feet rang loud in her head as the boards of the stationhouse porch rattled with each step. 

	She reached the door and tugged.

	Locked.

	No!

	Push!

	The horse whinnied and a man’s voice carried like thunder. His real voice. That monstrous man.

	She pushed, falling into the stationhouse. Outside the rattling windows, the train rolled along the tracks. It moved at a jogger’s pace and was quickening.

	“Wait!” she said on a panted breath.

	Winifred burst into a sprint and kicked open the door as the platform crumbled. She rolled onto the tracks. Pain soared anew. Pain was for later.

	The train tooted twice more; she raced, gaining, gaining, gaining; her outstretched fingers grazed the steel caboose railing, fingers wrapping a grip, she stumbled but clung, her left hand joined the right—You’re doing it!—the pace increased as Winifred tried to pull higher, her palms slick with blood.

	“Help me!”

	There was nobody.

	Faster.

	Her left hand slipped and then her right. 

	She landed on the tracks.

	“No, please!”

	She got to her knees as the caboose rolled into the fog. Cold mountain air blew. She was at the edge of that particular world and there was only one way out. 

	“No.”

	 Next to the track was an improbable cornfield. Kernels popped like paint balls, oozing slimy grey liquid onto the yellowed stalks as the soil burbled like molten tar. Rats chattered and swam to the edge of the corn.

	Winifred got to her feet. The tracks lay before her, curving the mountain. Giant rams slid clumsily down the slopes and onto her path. They cried out in their godless language and started toward their prey.

	“No more,” she cried and rounded toward the small station. 

	More rats, millions of beady little eyes. 

	Though hardly catching her breath, she took to heels again. If nothing else, she could rest a minute in the employee quarters. If she could get there. She could regroup and then…

	The little rats chattered and climbed atop each other’s spines to rise to the rail. 

	“Go away!”

	They weren’t going anywhere. Rats clung to her ankles and climbed as those size-four feet pattered and kicked. Behind her, the clopping of heavy hooves fuelled her tired legs. The platform to the station was gone, but the station remained and if she jumped far enough, maybe that was enough.

	It had to be enough.

	Can’t. 

	Can! Have to! Will!

	She leapt from the train track to the station house doorway. Rats fell from her legs, some clung, none made it any higher than her thighs. Winifred thumped against the stationhouse door. She twisted the knob and pushed.

	Locked.

	In a flood that washed her from the inside out, exhaustion and defeat overtook hope. The space where the platform had once been was now horrible liquid stuff—that stuff was in the hotel, too—black and bubbling, like used motor oil mixed with shit, set over the brimstone coals of Hell. The rats sunk long teeth into her calves and ankles.

	“No more,” Winifred mumbled.

	She leaned and fell into the boiling sludge, unlike the first time she met the stuff, there was no bottom. She sank. And sank. And sank.

	 

	DAY ONE

	Already, the trip felt long. The altitude had sapped his moisture and had him squinting at the few drops of Dasani lingering at the bottom of the squat, plastic Dixie cup, thinking he’d pour what was left into his eyes. And the trip was only a quarter of the way through. He’d started at 3:00 AM in Fort Worth—to be precise, he began on the east side of Dallas where he lived alone in a rented condominium. 

	There were times when he’d tried the family life, but felt too guilty when, being a man on the go, he did all the things a man on the go did. Alone fit better.

	After the short trip across the city, he parked his F-150 in the long-term parking and walked two miles to his terminal. He had two bags, both Samsonite, one leather, one canvas, one slung over his shoulder, one rolling behind him. 

	Boarding was a short process that morning, not a lot of people flying to Billings, Montana. The seats next to him were empty and he rested his head against the wall, attempting to snooze. Sleep did not come by the time an attendant—a dark man in a neckerchief—wheeled his trolley and offered up coffee. 

	The coffee was bold, but in a bitter, you should see how cheap we get this stuff kind of bold, rather than dancing on the tongue, brimming with flavors and complexity kind of bold. Still, it went down and the caffeine—second cup of the day—perked him up, if only gently. 

	The fluffy white clouds harbored his attention until it became a bore. He’d forgotten his headphones and paid five-bucks for a chintzy pair of earbuds. For the remaining three hours, he flipped through the twenty or so stations, stopping mostly on ESPN, though never for long.

	Montana was a pain in the ass. 

	The airport, smaller and less organized than Fort Worth, teemed with rushing, irritable travelers. At one point, he stepped out of the way of a man driving an over-size golf cart moving at only slightly faster than walking speed and the traffic swelled around them like a wave. People moved with frantic motions and slow feet. In a hurry to get nowhere.

	Like himself.

	It took twenty minutes to get to his gate.

	A delayed flight meant additional time to blow. He picked up a Jeffery Deaver novel: The Skin Collector. He hadn’t read an entire novel in better than a decade and recognized that it was unlikely he’d finish this one. Even with more than ten hours to do so. His seat was once again against a window and he gazed out at the mountains only barely within view beyond a rolling fog. A thin man plunked down next to him and then a woman next to the man. A few rows behind him, a child cried and a mother cooed. It seemed absurd that all these people could possibly be flying to Anchorage at the same time he was.

	In the air, before cruising altitude, the plane cut over the mountains and then they were gone.

	“Crazy, huh? You weren’t on the connecting flight and neither was that lady next to me,” said the man in the middle seat. The woman next to him had gone off to use the toilet. “I flew from Buffalo and had to wait three hours in Billings. I’m Ted, and you are?”

	The man from Fort Worth turned to Ted, slid the Jeffery Deaver into the seatback pocket, and smiled. “Everett Adams.”

	“Where you from?”

	“Dallas.”

	“Not much of an accent.”

	“Some of us don’t take on all the Texas, I suppose.”

	The man from Buffalo nodded sagely at this. 

	—

	“You fly lots then?” Ted asked.

	“Sure, all over. Wherever there’s interest in natural resources. I go and meet people, hear their concerns, and report. I’m freelance, so I can remain impartial.”

	“Do the companies actually do anything about what you report?” the woman asked. Her name was A.J. and she had taken a flight from Maine the night before to get on the route from Billings to Anchorage. 

	“I don’t keep track. I can’t force any hands. I regurgitate concerns and move along to the next place. I’m on my way north to talk natural gas and roads,” Everett said.

	“Oh, not so many roads in places up there. I guess that will make some people happy.” The woman rested her forehead against the seatback of the row before her.

	Everett frowned. He was going to smooth over concerns and listen to worries, then offer all the good points of roads. “No, most people up where I’m heading don’t care to feel so close to the world. Everything comes and goes from the ocean for these people and even an ice road for six months of the year leaves an awful taste of crowding. So, I hear.”

	“Wild,” A.J. said

	Ted continued along his own path of conversation, aside from the going tract. “So, you ever fly somewhere dangerous?”

	Everett smirked. “Not yet.”

	“Not even, like, over the Bermuda Triangle or Area Fifty-one?” Ted had those eyes, the ones spotlighted on shows like Ancient Aliens and Ghost Hunters.

	“I could be wrong, but I’m fairly certain only the military can fly over a military airspace.” Everett rubbed his dry eyes.

	This strange little man with thick glasses and a blond ponytail had an amusing way about him. Everett imagined that if he cracked the man’s head open, a million conspiracy theories might spill out and leave a foreign goo stain in its wake.

	“Right, you know Canada has places like that. A few anyway, some up the middle states—”

	“Provinces,” A.J. said.

	“Yeah, whatever. There’s, like, this lake with ten thousand sunken ships or something. And over on the east coast, there’s this island where everybody went nuts and killed each other. Even up near where we’re going to fly, there’s this spot over the mountains where people vanish. They get sucked right out of their plane seats. I don’t think planes fly right over it anymore. It happened though, you can look it up, in the ‘eighties and a couple times before that too, I think.”

	A.J. rolled her eyes, and Everett smirked. 

	“I sure as shit hope I don’t disappear over the mountains. I’ve been saving for months to visit my sister. She moved up there to be with nature or some such deal. To me, it just looks cold as hell is hot.” A.J. fingered the channel button, watching from only the corner of her eye.

	“I wish I would disappear. Then I’d know where the people went,” Ted said. “I guess I’d be too gone to tell anybody, and that wouldn’t be so good. Telling the thing is how you get people to see the truth.”

	A.J. settled her attention on Ted, gave him a serious expression. “Tell me, where is Bigfoot hiding?”

	Ted sneered. “Everywhere. There are accounts of sasquatches on every continent. Some date back thousands of years. You think because nobody catches one or finds a body that they don’t exist? Did you know ants bury their dead? Ants have pinhead brains. What’s impossible about an elusive creature burying its dead? Or hiding while alive?”

	Before A.J. could rebut, a disturbance from the front of the plane killed the discussion.

	—

	“Firstly, I paid for first-class, then you stuck me in business class, as if that’s how business is done, and now you’re telling me I can’t even use my goddamned iPad?” The voice carried from where Wavoka Ignacio sat in a seat lesser than the one he paid for. 

	“I’m sorry, what do you want me to do?” The unfortunate flight attendant had a very limited selection of options once in the air.

	“Listen here, Ivy Lola Mayer,” Wavoka said, though the only moniker on her nametag was Ivy. “I want it fixed. I don’t care what’s going on up there, but—”

	Hearing her entire name threw her and she was a sudden, if only a partial, believer of the television psychic. Ivy bent. “I can offer you three free pay-per-view movies for the flight and an additional complimentary drink.”

	The man sitting next to the angry psychic scoffed. “I was bumped, too, you whining fake.”

	Wavoka pointed a finger at the man next to him. “Your mother hates when you use that tone.”

	The man straightened, then slumped, huffing. “Ah, everybody’s got a mother. You’re just—”

	“I assure you, it’s no guess,” Wavoka said. 

	The man shifted toward the window. He and the psychic sat in one of the nine rows of two seaters in business class. More arm space and more legroom, though not quite the swank privacy up front.

	“Mr. Ignacio, would you like a drink or a movie?” Ivy asked. 

	“What I want is my seat up there and for the goddamned—”

	The plane jerked. Turbulence. The captain came over the intercom. The seatbelt signs lit. “Hey, folks, we’ve got word of a minor traffic issue. We’ll have everything returning to normal in no time, just need to sway the route a smidge.”

	“This is unacceptable!”

	The man next to the psychic rotated, his arm reached, index finger extended. “There’s the door, asshole.”

	Ivy covered a rising laugh, spinning away and striding through the curtains of executive class. She was beyond view of any annoyed passengers and winked at a little boy flying with his parents.

	The child did not return the wink. Instead, he clenched a stuffed dinosaur to his chest. The turbulence could indeed be terrifying.

	—

	“Maybe it’s the Canadian Bermuda Triangle, pulling us off course,” A.J. said.

	There was a snort of laughter from the seat behind. Everett turned. During a long flight, it made little sense keeping his friendships limited to the folks directly next to him. 

	A woman with a smallish frame, square glasses, and an inoffensive expression buried her eyes in a Dean Koontz novel. A girl of no more than nine or ten sat next to her wearing matching glasses, staring into a Ramsey Campbell novel. The Dean Koontz was an obvious flight purchase: clean cover, a spine free of creases, titled Ashley Bell. Whereas the Ramsey Campbell copy was a battered and bruised trade paperback with time-rounded and travel-softened edges: Ancient Images.

	The plane shook again. Eyes raised from books. There was sweat on the girl’s brow and she was pale. Trying to be a big girl, obviously, and yet, just as obviously, scared.

	Ted had also rotated and said through the gap between the seats, “Don’t you think that kid is too young to read a horror book?”

	The woman, Elaine Zabraskie, offered a tired expression to the man, her glasses doubling the effect of magnifying dark bulbs. “I remember when I was a little girl I found a copy of Comes the Blind Fury by John Saul. It scared the crap out of me. You know what I did after I finished? Instead of joining my family in front of the tube, I went to the flea market down the street and bought a stack of horror books for a dollar. Many of them were not good and most of them were almost pornography, but I was reading. That book she has there is far less horrible than half the junk on television. And from experience, I can promise it is significantly better written than the average hour-long tube reel.”

	Ted huffed. “You and your kid are weirdos.”

	“Says Mr. Bigfoot,” the little girl hissed.

	Ted jumped up in his seat to defend his honor. He opened his mouth as the plane shook violently around him.

	…

	Before Everett, the world began to haze and his ears failed. 

	…

	The mother and daughter lost grip of the books they held as existence began to fade. 

	…

	Wavoka experienced his hand pushing through the armrest as he attempted to scroll through available pay-per-view movies. 

	…

	Ivy stared at the scared child as his dinosaur began disappearing before her eyes. The child wore a panicked expression. They both clutched for grasp, but found the world untouchable. Ivy tried to unbuckle as the oddities unfolded. Her fingers found only her hips and not the safety harness pinning her to the fold-down seat. 

	…

	In executive class, three bodyguards witnessed their boss thin to the consistency of fog while he napped in his seat. Glancing back and forth and back again like a .gif of the Three Stooges, the men were helpless and scared, stupid under stunned masks.

	…

	Ted shouted, “Just because you don’t understand something doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist! You and—” He fell from the seat onto the floor. “Jesus, Jesus… Shit. Oh, Christ.”

	A.J. had been fighting a slight panic over the turbulence. “What? What is it?”

	“They’re gone!”

	Everett’s empty seat and the empty seats over her shoulder, through the gap drove home the reality of the scene. She screamed. It was the only apt reaction within reach. Others shouted around the plane. The shaking had smoothed. Several assistance calls dinged. People had disappeared and all but one flight attendant tried to calm the frantic passengers.

	—

	Percy Cecil had paid Delta a handsome ransom to clear out the executive class of the flight to Anchorage, and now, as if money didn’t make a difference, here were unwelcome voices all too close. Furious, he opened his eyes and was about to open his mouth. The picture he saw before him was not the cabin of executive class. The air was not recycled and the temperature not modulated for general comfort. 

	He squeezed his testicles gently with spindly fingers. Pressure shot from the spot on a short-lived wave. He gasped, blinking rapidly.

	It was a train station, an ancient one, done in wood and brass; how they used to do when the train was the way people got places. There was an urge to squeeze his balls harder, but his eyes caught on a map of Canada. Born in the country, but raised in Montana, he knew a bit of the heritage. The map showed Newfoundland as a country to itself, and there was a Union flag, no red maple leaf—and the lines were wrong, too straight and lacking a good sum of the Arctic masses. His fingers prodded between his legs again and he fingered the thickness of his slacks. Not the kind of slacks a man with his budget considered.

	He’d awoken that morning and put on a Hugo Boss three-piece suit in navy blue. It was thin and breathed as if it were cheesecloth. It cost a little over four grand. A day-to-day suit. The pants on his legs, though suit slacks, were much thicker than even the last pair of jeans he’d owned. 

	“Stacy!” he called out for the head of his security as he slid sideways on the polished wooden bench to see behind him to where the voices came from.

	There were people, all dressed in strange and unlikely fashion. The women wore soft-colored suits with pencil skirts, scarves around their necks, and floppy hats atop their heads. The men wore thick suits, collars loose. There was one boy and one girl. The boy wore short pants, red suspenders, a cream blouse, and a red bowtie around his collar; the girl wore gray slacks and a billowy white blouse.

	The group faced Percy Cecil, and he gave that second squeeze. Then he laughed. He was seventy-two and the plane had obviously crashed. He was not good enough for Heaven and not bad enough for Hell. Purgatory, or whatever you wanted to title the place, was a train station out of time. “We’re all dead.”

	The boy began to cry into his palms.

	Two women tossed their hats aside.

	—

	“There has to be a logical explanation,” Elaine said, her daughter tight by her side. There was always an explanation. She knew that. Her mother taught her from an early age that everything had an explanation, even god: ‘Elaine, man created god in his image because death is a scary idea without a friend on the other side welcoming you.’

	On physical threats: ‘You exist because to survive as a species, the testosterone in men demands they hump. Sometimes the man’s brain is screwy on testosterone, and he can’t help himself but to go too far. You need to be careful.’ 

	On love: ‘You have no father because the man that put his sperm inside me is in love with another woman. He’ll want to see you eventually, but for now, he’s feeling good about himself and what he’s done. Liars can use the L word. Don’t forget that. People get married because mammals like sex, but the interest wanes and they stick it out because it’s easier than doing anything else.’

	Elaine did her best to convey all the positive and realistic aspects of her mother’s grim rearing when it came to Becky, though sometimes things squeaked through the cracks.

	“It’s screwy, but there has to be an explanation.”

	“Okay, so what is it?” Len Anweis held his wife, Peggy, and son, Sam, as he spoke.

	All had rooted through their pockets by then and had come up empty of cellular devices. They had wallets or purses. The contents were not their own. The stuff was ancient and yet new. There were driver’s licenses that had stamps of 1944 and 1945 in bold red over the black ink. There was money and it was similar, but wrong. The men had significantly more than was typical for them to carry, which was doubly odd since everything seemed old timey about their sudden disposition. The women had coin purses, brushes, lipstick in tins, powder makeup, gloves, and little pill bottles and boxes.

	Ivy Mayer picked at her scratchy new clothes. How did they get there? Who did the purse belong to? What in the hell did kidney pills do? It was all so baffling.

	All shared this predicament. Everett Adam’s role as neutral peacekeeper itched to act. “What if there’s no explanation? Will shouting about it help? No!”

	The scolded group quieted.

	“We’re dead and this is the middle,” Percy Cecil said. “Likely have to wait a piece and a train will roll on up those very tracks.”

	“Mommy, I’m hungry,” Sam Anweis said.

	“Can’t be dead and hungry, can he?” Ivy asked.

	It was simple. One plus the other did not equal the old man’s suggestion.

	Wavoka had moved to the door and looked in both directions of the track. They were equally mysterious, shrouded in foggy twists around black, rocky mountains. He walked across the room to the other door. There was a path parting a forest. All so unnerving. He readied himself even when it did not matter. He had a wonderful memory and read faces and circumstances as if reading the backside of a cereal box. This was not part of his plan and those around him did not fit.

	The doorknob cycled in his hand. The TV psychic did not push or pull. He frowned, then backed from the door. 

	“I say we check out there. Maybe something’ll make sense,” Everett said.

	Elaine waved to the door, ushering him along.

	—

	Even when the plane had started rattling and shaking, Michael Lane could not move. He held his iPhone, trying to focus on anything besides the terror of air travel or the fact that he had locked himself in the can and did not plan to come out until they landed. 

	And then it all changed and he was not in a flying toilet anymore. His iPhone had become a smeared newspaper regaling him with stories relevant to 1944 Vancouver. The Sun was crisp in his hands despite the bleary printing. And still, Michael failed to understand what those words meant, and yet was unwilling to put the paper down.

	He cast peeks around the edges and saw a red gravel path and trees. 

	“Hey, you! Hey, what the hell is going on?” asked a woman’s voice.

	Michael shook. “Dear God, please save me from wherever I am. I’m sorry for whatever I did to get me here. Please, Lord, I’ve been a good Christian.”

	“Hey, uh, man, what the hell is happening?”

	The voice drew closer on slow footsteps.

	“Holy crap, there’s more people inside. What is this place?” The woman sounded amused.

	The steps resumed toward where Michael sat. 

	He quickened his prayers. “Dear God, please take me away. Dear God, please put me back on the plane. Dear God.” He trembled at the closeness of the woman as she sat down on the bench.

	“Where do you think it leads?” she asked and leaned her shoulders against the wall. “I’m Bridget, by the way. Or do you know that already? Were you in a toilet on the plane? I was in a toilet and I heard the turbulence and didn’t want to fall on someone so I hunkered down. I was scared…but now…I don’t know what I am. Was I drugged, did you drug me? I don’t have any money. It’s no good drugging me. Waste of time. I was heading up north for a job with my brother’s mining company. Christ, he’s gonna be pissed when I don’t show. He doesn’t have any money either…if you did this for money.”

	Michael muttered his prayers low and refused to consider what the woman said or that she was feigning peacefulness. She was probably one of the people who had kidnapped him, probably drugged him just as she suggested that he did to her.

	“I don’t remember waking up if I was drugged.” The woman rooted through a purse not her own. “Holy, geez, Chesterfields. Like smoking a couch, get it?” She laughed. “I had a gran that called the sofa a Chesterfield.”

	Michael heard a match flick over his mumbled prayer and then a door open. Bridget vanished from his side, though did not make it far. The air was fresh aside from the lit tobacco tang and the gravity of her position remained palpable.

	“Hey, do you know what’s going on?” Bridget asked the first head through the door.

	Elaine and Everett took charge of purveying an utter lack of explanation. Bridget offered the idea of drugging and then her name. Michael continued mumbling behind the newspaper until he heard a voice that stirred him from his fear. The paper lowered with a loud crinkle.

	“Wavoka Ignacio!” Michael said in a shrill, high pitch that he just couldn’t contain.

	He covered his mouth, embarrassed. The celebrity nodded. Michael stood slowly, joined the group while his heart pattered like the wings of a hummingbird. 

	—

	From the front porch of the station building, the group stared out onto the unfamiliar world. It was trees mostly. The sky was overcast, the air warm. There were two paths. One path was inviting and vibrant red against the green of the grassy edges. The other path was a route indented over the grass and into the trees. It was slimmer and dark. Not a show path, obviously a secondary way to go to…wherever.

	“Is there a phone in there?” Bridget asked.

	“Nothing in there!” Len’s family continued to cling to him.

	“Don’t you yell at me!” Bridget poked a plump brown digit into Len’s chest.

	“Easy now.” Everett put up his hands. “I think we’re in this together.”

	“Unless the old man knows something.” Ivy pointed through the window. “He paid for the entire executive class.”

	Wavoka sneered.

	Percy Cecil remained where he’d sat before, studying the dated map of Canada. Peggy Anweis let go of her husband and son and tried the handle. It was locked. 

	Wavoka stomped over, reefed the knob and put his shoulder into the door. It was like a wall of stone. The act winded him, bruising his shoulder and his ego. That was not at all what he had expected. He slammed a palm against the door. It made little sound. With a fist clenched, he banged on the window.

	Percy Cecil turned and said, not quite loud enough for any of the others to hear, “I made the correct decision in waiting. Life was only so long. The afterlife is forever. It’s best not to rush into anything.”

	“What’d he say? Bridget said.

	Wavoka felt the words and tasted them, decided not to pass them on. He shrugged.

	—

	“Do you sense anything, Mr. Ignacio?” Michael Lane had followed the famous psychic closely up the red brick path between the vibrant firs, through the wrought iron gates, past the giant stone horses—carved in mid-rear—and up the great slabbed stone stairs to the doors of the lavish building. “I mean, did something call us here?”

	Wavoka twisted around, saw Michael held both hands crossed over his breast, and knew what he’d expected from the onset. It was fine to pretend some things, but other things weren’t worth the trouble.

	Let it slip that in college you swung both ways, his manager had suggested. Bi-sexuality is a real commodity these days and research suggests you’re lacking support, wildly, from the LGBT community. Trust me. Gays and bis love the supernatural, but they love their own even more. Trust me. Trust me. Trust me.

	He did and it did help. Media hounded him for about a month after he came out of a closet he’d never visited. It was more than a blip. It was a subject that late night hosts mooned over. It also produced a new edge to the love letters he received and the eyes that followed him from the audiences. Playing the card worked exactly as the manager had hoped.

	However.

	Michael Lane had those very eyes on Wavoka Ignacio and it did not seem as if the moderate celebrity had anywhere to run to, no velvet rope to protect him.

	“There’s definitely something,” Wavoka said, “but it’s not ready to meet me. It’s not telling me why we’re here, yet.”

	Elaine, Becky, and Everett led the party through the ornate steel doors painted in scarlet. Immaculate in cleanliness, the floor was of waxed granite, edged with smooth grout, painted gold. Great red and gold rugs covered large swatches of the immense lobby. On the walls hung art, mostly romantic scenes, as well as a handful of sculptures. A fantastic stone fireplace jutted from a wall sixty feet to the left of the front entrance. Sunshine poured down through the numerous high windows, providing a Heaven’s Gates first impression. Straight ahead was a sign standing five feet tall. Embossed gold letters atop swirled black glass: Welcome to Camp Summit. Below the scrolling welcome was the location, Paradigm Peak, Alberta. 

	“Alberta is in Canada, right? We had to fly over Canada, right?” Becky asked. On the path behind her, a white cat scurried across the yard. “Did we land?”

	It was the kind of thing her mother usually knew about. Being a librarian lent the woman all sorts of seemingly random knowledge. Unfortunately, nowhere in Elaine’s internal databank did Paradigm Peak, Alberta hit. 

	“No clue, my dear, but yes, Alberta is in Canada and you have to fly over Alberta to get from Billings to Anchorage.” She continued in and to the desk.

	Behind her, Len and Bridget had both taken to calling out hellos. Ivy kept her eyes glued to the great crystal chandeliers that drooped from the ceiling, and the winding stairs to the second floor. She’d never seen such a place in person. It was the kind of spot from the brochures travelers carried and swooned over during flights to New York or Paris or Switzerland. Luxury she’d imagined seeing someday.

	There was a brass bell on the lobby desk. Everett picked it up and shook it. “Hello? Anybody home?”

	His voice echoed. He stepped around the desk to an open door leading to an office. 

	“Hey, look at this,” Elaine said.

	Everett returned to the desk. Elaine offered over a note that both she and her daughter had read.

	Dearest friends,

	I thank you from the depths of my soul and apologise for my absence. There has been a minor issue with some of the staff, but I assure you, I will be back on the next train through. Until then, a skeleton crew should be happy to assist you in anything you need. These are hard times in finding good help. 

	With good reason, of course. May our Allies dance on Hitler’s grave.

	Again, I thank you for celebrating in my grand dream and pre-grand opening of Camp Summit. Your stay here will be like no other getaway.

	My wife, Elizabeth, will entertain in my absence.

	—Sir Charles Melville Wainwright

	July 23, 1944

	 

	
	- Mr. and Mrs. Raymond Bail (with child) rm 201

	- Sir Carleton Church rm 101

	- Mr. Christopher Gains rm 103

	- Ms. King rm 102

	- Ms. Lebrun rm 104

	- Mr. Leonard Randall rm 105

	- Mrs. Sargent Lawrence Rylan (with child) rm 202

	- Mr. Thomas Washington rm 107



	 

	“Mom! That’s the name on the license in your purse. Rylan!”

	Everett ran a hand down his slacks and into his pocket, and pulled out the wallet. He read the name Thomas Matthew Washington and stuffed the wallet into his pocket. It was some kind of game and they were all to play a part.

	“Are we to believe none of this has changed since ‘thirty-nine? That’s idiocy. Someone thinks we’re stupid.” Wavoka folded his arms over his chest. 

	Everett stepped into the office. There was a neat cherry desk against a wall, small but luxurious. Pushed to another wall, there was a second cherry desk. On the wall above was a lengthy list of numbers and letters. The desk itself was a dedicated cabinet for the shortwave radio system. Everett had seen movies featuring such systems and knowing nothing else to do, started plugging fat, steel tips into matching carriages. He pressed buttons and called into the telephone.

	“Dammit.”

	Outside the small office, the others crowded and discussed the note and the names on the licenses that they carried. 

	“Do you…?” Everett started to ask but Elaine was already shaking her head.

	Bridget popped into the office. “Holy crow, look at that!” She rushed across the room. “Jesus H. I haven’t seen something like this in forever.” She often grew loud when nervous.

	“You know this?” Elaine pointed.

	“My mother would be howling if she could see me now.” Bridget lit another cigarette and approached the communication desk. She then explained the utterly mundane circumstances that put her with a working, although limited, knowledge of the ancient device. 

	As a boy, her great-grandfather worked on a switchboard until employers learned better about hiring children. Once the job traded up to women, her great-great-grandfather got his daughter a switchboard job. Bridget’s great-grandmother then secured an operator’s position for her mother. All the while, the family history followed down the line and every generation learned a firsthand lesson on the old machines at the New Hampshire telephone museum. It was tradition.

	“That was all before I moved to Washington and got married.” Bridget finished and ran a finger on the listing above the switchboard. “Someone sure took the trouble to make this list authentic. Like they knew I’d see it. Or like, someone that knows, like me, I mean.”

	There was an extended pause as all gazed, reeling from mild to severe shock.

	Bridget wore a strained smile, revealing pearly white teeth. “It wasn’t a bad job, either. That’s what they say. My mom didn’t do it long. She worked on a cruise ship one summer after that—that’s where she met my dad. Then, all my life she worked on the line at a turkey factory. Before my mom met my dad, the family was white as soda crackers. Me and my brother stick out like crazy at family stuff.” She shook her head gently. “Sorry, I’m rambling. I do that when I’m freaking out.”

	“Can you get it to work?” Everett asked, nodding to the machine.

	Most of the others had joined in the office and waited silently.

	“Yeah, who do I call? I wish someone would admit that they know what’s going on here. I wasn’t exactly keen on Alaska, but this isn’t my idea of fun either.”

	Everyone was a suspect. Spying, sideways glances.

	“Try a rail station connection,” Ivy said. “It could link, right? I mean someone has us here and obviously wants us in communication. It’s probably all fake. Right?” 

	Bridget’s brows lifted and she pouted her bottom lip. She connected two lines and lifted the telephone receiver to her ear. There was a great crackle and she called out, heard an echo of her voice in the background, as if miles away and then a voice returned.

	“I can hardly…”

	It was distant and fuzzy.

	“Holy crow!” Bridget laughed. “You got us all very good. Now, how do we get out of here?”

	There was a loud crackle and then some hissing.

	“Didn’t catch that.”

	“…ere are…ver?”

	 “What did that sign say? Fella says he doesn’t know where we are. Really playing a game, I suppose.”

	“Camp Summit on Paradigm Peak,” Wavoka said.

	“You’re so much quieter than on the plane. Are you doing this?” Ivy narrowed her eyes at Wavoka.

	Bridget spoke into the mouthpiece, relaying the information.

	Michael grabbed Ivy’s tight bicep. “He’d never. This is some freak of nature…or God.” He let go.

	“What? A week, are you crazy? Somebody trapped us here and we need a helicopter.” Bridget’s expression mirrored her words.

	The man on the other end of the line was mostly lost in hissing. “…no copper. Why copper? …train…next Saturd…ait, did you…rain up there…?”

	The hissing grew intense and Bridget set the receiver in the cradle. “Think the man said there’s a train in a week. I think he thinks we rode a train here. That or he’s playing a part of this.”

	“Is it fake, Mr. Ignacio?” Michael wore fawn eyes.

	Uncertain of why or how he truly knew it, Wavoka inhaled deeply and then said, “There is something here, something more. This is no hoax. We are here to experience something.”

	The passengers plucked from their flight to Anchorage held gaze with the man’s ruddy face until little Sam Anweis broke the tension.

	“Mom, I’m hungry.”

	—

	“It’s full; seems okay.” Ivy sniffed at a five-pound bundle of ground hamburger in red wax paper. “I mean, it looks good and smells fine. I don’t know.”

	There was a staircase off the rear of the kitchen. Up trudged Michael. “There’s a whole cooler down there, like dug down in the floor of the basement. It reminds me of one of those oil change places where the guy disappears and then reappears and tells you your filter should’ve been changed months ago.”

	“And there’s a pool outside,” Peggy said as she followed Michael up the stairs. “It’s so nice. I don’t know about any of this, but that pool is amazing. Are you sure it isn’t some prize from your airline or something?”

	Ivy, still holding the beef, blew through a sliver gap in her lips. “Delta would never pay for a thing like this.”

	Len stomped up the stairs, trailed by Sam. He carried a bag of potatoes and a brick of cheese coated in thick, pale wax. Sam carried garlic, tomatoes, lettuce, and onions in a wooden bowl.

	“You a cook or something?” Everett asked.

	Len scowled. “No. I’m not a cook or something. I’m a chef.”

	“All right. That settles that. What do we have here? We have a chef, a communications person, a stewardess”—Everett put his hand to his chest as he spoke—“a spokesman of sorts, uh, a TV personality. What else?”

	“He’s a psychic and a medium,” Michael said.

	“Librarian,” Elaine said.

	“Student,” Becky said, and blushed to her ears.

	“So other than a fan, what are you?” Everett asked Michael.

	“I’m an investment analyst, or will be. I’m supposed to be in Anchorage tonight with my boss and tomorrow… Oh God, they’re going to fire me. I have to be there. If one of you knows what’s going on, you gotta tell!”

	All stood silently.

	“That makes us nothing?” Peggy had found an apron and was tying it around her hips. “That’s it, right? You were thinking we were some grand scheme, like a person to do this or that or the other?” Her voice turned frantic. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

	Everett considered this. He had hoped it was a puzzle in need of maneuvering, but the woman was spot on. They were just people, nothing more than individuals stacked in a pile, bundled and tossed into nowhere.

	“If you know something, you better say it.” Michael was stern, but the worry shined through.

	Everett took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. What was to know? There was no inside man and no inside woman. They were where they were without a clue or a reason.

	“After supper, I’ll try the radio again.” Bridget put a hand on Michael’s shoulder.

	“I’m going to need help with this,” Len said, accepting an apron from Peggy.

	—

	There were too many bodies in the kitchen so Elaine, Wavoka, and Everett stepped away to explore the building. They had collected a dozen keys each from the office and headed for the stairs. On the second floor, the 100s, every room appeared to be the same, or would eventually, given enough constructive attention. 

	There was a heavy-framed queen-size bed, a full body mirror built onto a change divider, two night tables, one steel clock, one loveseat at the foot of the bed, three pieces of art, a crystal light fixture, a dresser, and plush red carpeting. There was a wide closet in each room. Clothing hung on the hangers, all items of the period suggested in the letter and what they found themselves wearing. The dressers featured dated undergarments and personal items: drugs, cosmetics, razors, and cigarettes in cartons. In the washrooms were a sink with a mirror, a toilet, a claw foot bathtub, and a cabinet of questionable toiletries.

	The trio split up after the first three rooms and Wavoka eventually stumbled onto the unfinished rooms of the floor. They were barren of paint, carpeting, art, or furniture. The flooring in the washroom had been laid, but there was no tub, cabinet, sink, or toilet. Pipes rose like grave markers.

	“Some of the rooms aren’t finished,” Wavoka said upon meeting Elaine at the stairs. 

	Everett rounded the corner with the same information. They climbed to the second floor and found more unfinished rooms. Camp Summit was ready for the test run of limited guests, but it was weeks of hard work away from a grand opening. In room 205, it appeared those working on the room gave up mid-action, dropping their tools and leaving. There were loose boards, plaster buckets, toolboxes, hammers, saws, screws, and nails scattered in a semi-organized fashion. 

	The third floor was different. There were five rooms to one side, all massive. The halls had widened and only one of the guest rooms was finished. Everett dug through the contents of a dresser and found the room belonged to Sir Charles Melville Wainwright and his wife. 

	Wavoka shivered in the doorway and then glanced into the bathroom. For a heartbeat, he swore he glimpsed a figure squatting on the toilet. He shook it away but could not shake the cold feeling inside room 301.

	“Do you really feel things?” Elaine was a natural skeptic of all things glamorously unnatural or supernatural. 

	Wavoka nodded. He felt things. He heard things. He saw things. He tasted things. It was not quite the show he put on for the cameras. There was more to the universe than what permitted itself to be touched, tasted, smelled, or seen by the average skeptic. His gifts were a bridge from entertainment to enlightenment.

	“So, what’s here?” Elaine asked.

	Wavoka ignored that the eyes on him were derisive, expecting some tangible answer or an intangible one that they might rebuff. “A fantastic hotel from a time before us all. Let’s keep moving and maybe we’ll find the answers behind the how and why.”

	They walked the long hallway until they reached a set of ornate doors, different from all others in the building. These doors were heavy and pushed inward without a great deal of trouble.

	They found themselves in the early evening light coming through the glass ceiling. There was Jesus. He was life-sized and all too realistic. He rose behind the altar only four or five feet, toes to floor. It was an accepting, offering Jesus, rather than a bloodied body on the cross. 

	Still, those eyes were sad.

	“Hey, there you are.” Michael had come up a secondary staircase next to the chapel. “Supper is ready—oh my goodness. Oh, my Lord. This is lovely.”

	—

	“This is so good.” Ivy bit into a fat burger patty sandwiched between two biscuit halves. There were no buns or bread in the kitchen, and in a pinch, biscuits took only minutes. 

	“Everything is fresh. It’s as if someone picked it or slaughtered it just for us,” Len said. He crunched down on a homemade potato chip. “The beer’s strange, but okay. This isn’t so bad, given how screwed up it all is. Booze really does help.”

	While the small team explored the upper levels, Len sent Ivy in search of proper drinks. She returned with a bucket of beer and word of a stocked bar inside a vast, white and gold, mirrored ballroom. There was a stage, but apparently no stereo, only an old timey microphone on a stand and two huge speakers. It was an elaborate set-up and brought the conversation around to who would put forth that kind of effort.

	“You think that old man?” Bridget asked.

	“It’s possible; it would explain why he—What?” Everett started to ask and Wavoka shook his head.

	“It’s not him. It’s someone, something, else. I can feel it.”

	Elaine rolled her eyes and Becky imitated her mother.

	“Who is it, Mr. Ignacio?” Michael begged like a good doggy sensing a treat available.

	Finally, the disgruntled celebrity came to surface as it had on the plane. “How the hell should I know? I don’t have all the answers. Christ! I feel something. And still it feels like nobody has been here in a long, long time.”

	“How can that be? Mr. Anweis said all the food is fresh,” Elaine said. “Are you sure you can’t pull some parlor trick and wow us with your magic?”

	Michael opened his mouth in outrage. Wavoka spoke first.

	“You people, all of you, always! Everybody wants me to bring the dead back to life. It doesn’t work that way.”

	“Isn’t that how you do it on—?” Peggy began.

	“Producers! They make it all so. You sign up for tickets in advance and the rest is information gathering. It’s fake.” Wavoka sneered. “It’s all bullshit to pay the shareholders, and I was poor and weak when they found me and now they have me under contract, but this is it. Two more months of shows and then I’m done.”

	“So, you’re not a psychic?” Ivy asked.

	Michael was agog, again holding his hands at his breast as if cupid yanked a shot arrow free.

	“I never said that. Did I say that? No.” Wavoka bit into his burger, swallowed, and calmed a few levels. “Let me tell you a story. I was a young boy and my father took me to school every morning, and every evening he brought me home. He was a very good man. He taught me things. One day my mother was furious with me. ‘Let him go! Let him go!’ she shouted at me, shaking me. ‘He’s dead! He’s dead! Your papa is dead!’ I knew he had passed, in one sense, but he was still with me.

	“While my mother screamed and cried, my father appeared and told me to tell her that he forgives her for Keeling Fortune, Fillmore Wallace, Joseph Buffalo, and Buster Walters. I told her, uncertain of what the names of the men from town meant. My mother broke down and writhed on the floor. ‘Who told you that?’ she begged me, still not understanding.

	“My father had told me that she could rest easy, that ‘she need never worry about demands,’ that I was his and when good things came, no other man could claim to be my father. There was silence and then he said, ‘And if you pull my Wavoka from classes, I’ll destroy you from the inside out.’

	“My mother wailed when I repeated this and screamed that she was sorry, sorry for everything, and that it was just a thought, just an idea to pull me from school. Money was tight and on and on. I made her explain all of this to me later so I understood. My father went on with his existence once he decided that my path was a righteous one.”

	“Your mother was a whore?” Bridget covered her mouth.

	“Technically, I think whores do it for profit. My mother was loose. If she’d been a modern college coed, she’d have been considered the norm, I should think.”

	“What about her idea about taking you from school?” Elaine asked, enrapt despite disbelieving.

	“My mother came from the Yukon. Some of her people still lived there. Many of their band saw education as a waste, and a painful one at that, and some of the elders were enterprising, taught their own version of schooling. The elders sold furs and skins to Europeans. The children worked from a young age, not long hours mind you, but there was no need for reading or writing. Simple math and oral histories. We were fortunate that no official residential schools were in our community. The teachers were racist, but nobody died, and I never heard of any molestation, not in my class.

	“My father figured I should be more than a boy that skins things.”

	“But, then…how come you called your communications fake?” Michael asked.

	“It takes time and energy. Those gone before us have lost their energy and need the energy of the living to bring them around. It takes days sometimes to contact a figure, unless it is dire of course.”

	“Is it dire here?” Everett asked.

	Wavoka turned his attention to his burger. 

	“Ah, come on, is it?” Len grinned.

	“We will see tomorrow. If someone has not come to tell us otherwise,” Wavoka said. “Until then, we need to figure out how we got here and why.”

	Those who did not cook, cleaned. Len, Peggy, Sam, and Becky sat in front of the fireplace, listening to scratchy Bing Crosby, scratchy Cab Calloway, and scratchy Judy Garland songs on a cabinet stereo with a built-in radio. After each song, the voice of a man spoke, his mouth too close to his microphone. He explained the song and the singers, and which company had the best tires, mouthwash, or cigarettes. 

	Peggy and Len both drank to forget the universe while the children further acquainted; although different in age, and from vastly different upbringings, they managed. Those in charge of cleaning the mess they’d made, joined the others and either sipped booze or quietly conversed with cups of coffee or tea.

	—

	To keep things simple, the group agreed to take the room key that matched up with the name on the licence in their wallet. Len grumbled about going along with the game, though there was little recourse to rebuff without first causing undue effort and confusion. 

	Bedtime was hours away yet and Everett and Elaine led Michael, Wavoka, Becky, and Sam on an excursion to investigate the grounds further.

	Len, Peggy, Ivy, and Bridget stayed behind to drink. It was essentially an open bar and that was not something to waste.

	—

	Into the basement, through the public bath area and into a boiler room equipped with near-deafening generators—massive things that seemed to tap a rhythm of knowledge, slowing and thumping to gain attention. It was too loud to move straight on and Everett found a second doorway. Through there, he discovered the grounds’ light switches. The sun still remained somewhere beyond the mountains. The giant posts, like those at a ballpark, rounded much of the yard and the bulbs would take time to warm. 

	The others followed Everett as far as the bath and marvelled over the dated luxuries. There was a steam room with bench seating, and beyond that, a wading pool with steamy water. Clear and inviting and disgusting at the same time. Like bath water recently used by a stranger.

	Everett pulled the heavy steel door closed and shut away the loud din still reaching them from the generators. Outside, below, four balconies of the two upper floors, was a long blue pool next to a hedge wall. The water lapped gently beneath the mild mountain breeze. The air was wonderful, clear, and vacant of manmade imperfection. Wherever the hell Paradigm Peak, Alberta was, the atmosphere was perfect. The group crossed the yard discussing little. Anything said would be conjecture. 

	A shed stood near a fence. Elaine opened the door and found it to contain an absolutely ordinary collection of lawn tools and games. Shovels, spades, grass seed. Croquette, bowling, badminton. 

	The children acted more like children, swinging mallets and kicking heavy wooden balls. The activity shook away some of the culminated rigidity. Everett and Elaine watched the children. Michael faced Wavoka.

	“When you said there is something here, does that mean you think it’s haunted?” Michael whispered, fully serious.

	Wavoka glared a moment, and then laughed until tears formed at the corners of his eyes. “If there is one point of psychic possibility to ignore, it is that of true hauntings. The dead can chatter. That’s about the sum of it. Mostly, they’re easily shut away. Typically, people can’t hear them. I find the idea of poltergeists laughable. Rarely do mediums honestly lend themselves to possession. Ninety-nine out of one hundred, the so-called medium or psychic is a fraud or mentally ill. Though some phenomena can be alarming to see, even feel.”

	“Come on, kids,” Elaine said and then turned to Wavoka and Michael. “They, whomever they are, had to drug us. I don’t recall much. The plane shook and I went fuzzy.” 

	The group continued out toward a distant hedge wall. 

	“Fuzzy, but not normal fuzzy, right?” Michael asked. It had been a hard day, an especially hard day. “I mean, not your eyes. It was that things became fuzzy, right?”

	Elaine considered this. “I guess it appeared that way…”

	“He’s right,” Everett said. “It was fuzzy as in a poor signal. Not in sight. I couldn’t touch things. Then I was in the train station. I don’t feel groggy or lost, I feel…I’m not sure how I feel. Maybe my seatmate wasn’t a complete nut after all.”

	“The Bigfoot man?” Becky’s mother had her trained well, even if unintentionally. 

	“Even fruitcakes get it right now and then. I bet he has a dozen theories about where we went and nobody will listen to him because he believes in sasquatches. That’s kind of sad if you consider all the angles of it,” Everett said.

	Aside from their voices, birds chirped a melodious soundtrack that was backed up by distant winds whistling into the mountains. As they moved, the sound of their feet in the manicured grass and the gentle push and pull of air from their lungs added to the calm. It was eerie how far from everything they were, both physically and mentally. 

	There was another gate. Wood rather than steel. Elaine swung it out. The high hedge barrier opened onto more yard. There was a long red barn and a fenced track. Beyond that, smooth mountainsides reached high into the clouds like snaggleteeth over a lip. 

	“It’s a stable,” Elaine said.

	It was a long, fresh-smelling building. Not so much as a hint of manure presided. Wavoka stood in the shadows as Everett, Elaine, and the children explored, seeking something that was not there. 

	Michael clung close by the psychic, trying to drive up the nerve to tell Wavoka about himself, and how he came to enjoy the shows, how his work had given meaning to life. He’d seen him live twice, both times in Vegas. But the words were not there, nor was the strength to admit attraction to the much older man. He sighed.

	Wavoka focused on the far end of the building where a shadow shook and stretched—a whinnying horse, rearing and speaking without voice. The psychic closed his eyes and the image fled. He opened up and from his peripheral, spotted a white cat. He blinked hard and the cat was gone. Wavoka scanned the stables for any life.

	No cats. No horses. 

	The search party followed the hedge fence to the front of the hotel. Everett suggested that they check in on the old man. “Could be behind this, somehow. I know you don’t feel it’s—”

	Wavoka lifted his palms as if to suggest anything was a possibility. 

	Dusk by the time they reached the station house. Becky and Sam ran ahead and banged on the door. The old man inside shook, startled. He glanced over his shoulder and stood. He attempted to rotate the knob. It refused him. He mouthed the word sorry and then returned to his seat on the bench.

	“He knows something; don’t you think?” Elaine said.

	“He knows that once born, we’re already dying,” Wavoka said and turned away. “That man has nothing left. He’s hardly still here.”

	Elaine rolled her eyes. Becky did the same and Sam mimicked. They headed for the hotel the way they came, never hearing the gentle scratch of rat claws stepping across the tracks. 

	—

	Ivy had appreciated the pool earlier. The place was too damn swanky to ignore it, and although none of them had suits, she suggested a dip. 

	“I can’t swim,” Peggy mumbled.

	“You’re too damn drunk to go near water anyway.” Len was annoyed.

	It happened every time she drank, and it made him furious. One thing with close friends, another with strangers. Stumbling, mumbling bitch. This shit was embarrassing. It wasn’t so damned hard to find a limit. Len had come to assume there were hidden cameras and a crew collecting footage. If true, it wasn’t a horrible idea for a show. Offer each person a bundle of money after the fact and run the footage as reality trash.

	That idea slowed his intake. Could be a good future in it. A new venue to cook, one in a place he actually wanted to be. A place where the past stayed in the past.

	Ivy and Bridget glowed, tipsy, not so far from drunk. 

	“Len, let’s go to bed,” Peggy slurred.

	“You go to bed,” Len volleyed.

	“No, Len, let’s go to bed.”

	The others laughed. 

	“I think she wants a hump,” Bridget said.

	“You hump her. I’m swimming.” Len set the long golden key with the number 201 keychain on his chair and started out toward the far end of the lobby. 

	—

	Peggy huffed and took the key. She stumbled up the red-carpeted stairs. It took longer than it should have. Up and up, staggering, she found the room. She stripped down to nothing and rolled beneath the comforter of the big bed. The sheets smelled honest fresh, not at all like faux-springtime fabric softener. Her heavy, drunken eyes rolled and drifted. The room spun. She draped a leg out the side of the bed just as the door creaked. She squinted and recognized Len’s silhouette.

	“What, forget how to swim?” A splash of acid tickled her throat. Talking was not so smart.

	“Shh.” Len approached through the dimness. 

	She could be quiet, for a few minutes.

	He pushed up the blanket and crawled between Peggy’s legs. He licked at an unsuspecting pussy. The vomit tickle departed as she clamped her thighs around his head.

	“Oh god, oh god, you haven’t…in…years…oh god!” She shivered against his hungry tongue. She tried to pull him up, but he shook her off until her body stiffened and convulsed against him. Bucking like a bronco. She came hard and panted in ecstasy.

	Len rolled out from the covers and crept through the shadows to the door.

	“Where you going?” she asked.

	“Shh.” He left the room just as he’d entered it. 

	—

	Marriage was a tired place. Seeing the women in their wet underwear drove Len crazy, enough so that Bridget called him out on it. 

	“Hey, Mr. Stiff, cool your jets, huh?”

	His semi-erect penis poked outward. The comment embarrassed him and thoughts of bashing Bridget’s face in, right after mashing his cock in her mouth danced like sugar plums. It wasn’t her body that did it for him anyway. It was the young stewardess with the milky tits and brown nipples.

	“Just thinking I’ll take my wife up on her offer,” he said playing it as cool as possible as he departed the water.

	“What a perv,” Bridget said once Len was gone.

	Ivy smiled. “I think he’s kind of cute.”

	Bridget laughed. “Probably thinking about you while he dinks his wife.”

	“Umm, compliments to me then?”

	Bridget splashed at her. “You skank.”

	 “I’m joking.”

	“Doubt it. Don’t feel guilty. He’s in the wrong, not you.”

	Len returned minutes later, finding the women floating. 

	“Is your wife happy now?” Bridget asked.

	Len grinned. “Happier than she deserves.” He made eyes at Ivy.

	Ivy volleyed the eyes. If cards unfolded right, the river might run aces. The trio swam as they chatted about themselves, their private theories, and about the others not in attendance.

	“Then I guess we’ll all see your and Peggy’s sex tape someday, huh?” Bridget spat pool water like a fountain.

	Len had just finished explaining his reality TV idea. He hadn’t considered the cameras when he’d gone inside earlier. His mind had been elsewhere, closer to home.

	Voices had carried through the doorway and Len got out of the pool in the mysterious white boxer shorts he wore that were not his, but fit perfectly, and found a towel. The search group gave a short explanation of the grounds. What they had covered so far. The swimmers weren’t overly interested. 

	Ivy and Bridget found soft red robes in a locker room and spent the evening wearing nothing other than fluffy warmth. Len took his son upstairs and put him to bed. Elaine and Becky found their room again. Everett listened to the ancient radio play, sitting by the fire as he drank two bottles of ale. Wavoka went to his room and closed his eyes, silently calling for information. Nothing came to his call.

	—

	The hotel was silent on the third floor. Michael brushed his hands along the walls inside the chapel door, but did not find the light switch. There were matches in his pocket. The paper book was green and a charcoal horse stood out over a white star; Black Horse Ale it read, with Canada’s Finest above the striking strip. 

	He lit a match and found a corner cupboard. There was a stockpile of candles. His match went out and he dropped the candle while attempting to light another. Bent over, he grasped the slim white candle and struck his head on the shelf on the way up.

	“Damn you,” he whispered.

	The next match refused to light. He tossed it to the floor, crumpled and useless. The match following took to flame and he lit the candlewick. The light was warm and welcoming, it also revealed a switch at the back of the cupboard. Michael snorted and flicked it. Three rows of hanging lamps on both sides above the pews lit as a brighter bulb pointing directly behind the realistic Jesus blared, casting an ethereal aura.

	Since there was nobody else there to see him do it, Michael strode to the front and kneeled down before the floating Son of God. He kissed the cold foot of the statue.

	“Dear Lord, it’s me. I’m scared, Lord. The others seem so strong and accepting, but I can’t…I need my job. The chance you saw fit to give me. Please Lord, don’t take this away from me. Rescue me from this place…Where am I, Lord?”

	Michael’s prayers then continued in silence for a time. Repetitive pleas. Once feeling like a scratched prayer record, Michael rose and kissed the foot of the statue a second time, a firm grip on a muscular thigh above. He pivoted, took three quick steps and heard a soft thump. Scared beyond his wits, Michael whispered, “Hello?” There was no answer and he shifted his eyes. In a slow and straight path to the steps leading to the statue, he saw, then exhaled a heavy sigh. 

	A large ivory cloth had dropped from the statue.

	Michael laughed at himself then. Touching the statue had knocked the robe from its body. Surely. The laugh continued, forced as it was, while Michael stepped forward and only stopped once he drank in the sight. Jesus was naked. Not like a doll naked, not even like ancient Greek sculpture naked. The body appeared soft but for the bone bulges rising about the ribs and hips. The emaciated figure lacked almost everywhere. 

	Though not everywhere. The Son of God wielded a magnanimous penis. It hung down obscenely, and the detail paid was disgusting, yet admirable. A brownish pink head butted against the remnants of a trimmed foreskin. Veins, blue and purple, rode below the surface.

	An image flashed and Michael imagined a gentle kiss for that penis, bringing it to life. Horrified at the thought, Michael rushed forward and held the robe against the naked figure. Too short to do anything more than cover the statue, Michael forfeited the cover momentarily to drag a heavy wooden bench from behind an organ. 

	The robe slid up the soft statue. It was difficult to keep the close up image of Jesus’ manhood from mind. Standing on the bench, it was suddenly everywhere, as if rising excitedly in the direction of his face, his lips. Michael found a hook at the back of Jesus’ neck and fastened the robe where it belonged.

	Harried, the devout man climbed down and blew out his cheeks as he sat on the bench. Everything happened for a reason, he knew as much, but had to question. 

	Steady again, he went to the room for which he held a key and rolled onto the bed; though it was many hours before sleep took him.

	—

	Len, furious with himself, relived leaving the pool with a hard-on. Forgetting about his theory with cameras was a real fuck up. If they recorded him, he would refuse to sign anything unless they kept what he did off the record. 

	Dammit. 

	His life was off course already and if the world saw him climb out of a pool with an erection, state he was off to see his wife, and then scurry into the locker room to masturbate while peeping on the swimming women, he’d feel about two stubbed toes from calling it all off and slitting his wrists. 

	“Stupid. Stupid.” He punched his thigh.

	Peggy had been a rock since he arrived in the bedroom. She stirred at his voice. “I owe you,” she said. “You haven’t been so… attentive since we were dating.”

	Len wrinkled his face. Dreaming, you stunned bitch? “Sure.” 

	She kissed his cheek and he rolled away from her. Annoyed and disinterested, he released three long, gaspy farts that smelled of beer and meat.

	—

	Percy Cecil heard scratches. It was off-putting in a way that mounted unceasingly. He began to wonder if he hadn’t made a mistake. He tried both doors again, neither opened. He lay down on a bench. 

	Yes, this was a mistake.

	He should have left the tiny station.

	Those scratches were getting closer.

	Once he heard the screechy peeps, he jumped to his feet and ran to the door leading to the platform. His hand on the knob, he screamed, “Let me out!”

	The door opened. Surprised, he stepped through. The freedom had a calming rub. Nearly as dark outside, the tracks appeared to lead to nowhere, which didn’t make sense. Tracks took you from A to B to C and back again. This track would go somewhere, had to. He walked. 

	A cornfield rose on the far side, while beyond deep ditches on either side from where he stood was silent forest and mountains. The corn rustled. Percy slowed his already cautious pace.

	“Is somebody there?” 

	Suddenly, the screechy peeps were all around him and little wet eyes glistened under the moonlight. Panicked, he froze. Cheeks glazed with fresh tears, the old man faced the peeping terrors. They were incredible, organized, black lightning. Rats climbed onto his feet, up his pant legs, but did not bite, did not nibble. It was too much; the man lifted his hands and snapped his eyelids tight. 

	As quickly as it started, the animal noises ceased, and Percy opened his eyes to the dim night. He spun, slowly.

	Alone.

	Utterly alone.

	He took three steps down the tracks.

	A new sound. There was a change behind him, like a gust of wind whipping around a flagpole. Percy jerked so quickly it made him dizzy. He waited until his eyes steadied. 

	He spun again to where he’d first set off.

	“Welcome back, Mr. Church.” A peaked shadow rose before him.

	Percy screamed and ran. The rats moved again. They hadn’t left, but only sat dormant in those too-thick trousers until the right time. 

	The right time had come, and the right time was dinnertime. The little mouths tore chunks from the old flesh. The pain was worse than anything he’d ever known. He grabbed and wrenched at the greasy bastards as they rolled endlessly up like a ravenous rat blanket. 

	It hit him then.

	Correct all along. 

	He was dead.

	They were all dead.

	The shadows sneered at him and then there was nothing else remaining but the feast.

	 

	DAY TWO

	Everett felt something like a pilgrim. He cranked a goodly pile of beans through a grinder and guessed his way through the rest. There was a bright copper urn that held water—labeled in quarts. The moments he forgot the mystery, being at the hotel was kind of fun.

	His movements echoed through the immense space of the kitchen, like ghost stories by campfire light. While his best guesses bubbled, he placed a cut biscuit into the massive toaster oven. It was half the size of a common pizza oven but featured grill racks rather than a flat surface. It did not take long for either the coffee—strong and bold—or his biscuit—charred on the top, golden on the bottom. 

	He sat at a dining table and pondered how easy it was to settle in this mystery. Too easy in fact. This itself offered subsequent uneasiness. This was a problem on a grand scale and yet it felt like nothing at all. He’d slept well and sleep came quickly as he lay on the leather couch by the fire. It was like visiting a friend’s cabin, passing out in the living room, and waking early to stumble through breakfast. Weird. Weird. Weird.

	He waved to Elaine and Becky, who’d come down next, as they passed through the swinging door into the kitchen. Elaine found the made coffee and put four eggs in a bowl, whisked them, and poured them into a pan with a chunk of bright yellow butter. Becky opened the claw-handled fridge to find a slab of meat wrapped in paper.

	“Mom, is this bacon?”

	Elaine lifted her brows. “Watch the eggs.”

	Watching eggs wasn’t exactly science. “I’ll go ask Everett if he wants some bacon, ’kay?”

	Elaine nodded. As Becky ran out of the kitchen, a breeze trailed and she heard nearby footfalls as if she were about to become it. Nobody chased her.

	—

	Mother and daughter sat eating bacon with eggs and biscuits while Everett sat across from them eating only bacon.

	“After I’m done, maybe I’ll go cut more bacon, so Len doesn’t have to and then hold it over us.” Elaine was light and easy.

	“It’s so simple, isn’t it?” Everett worked bacon out of a tooth with the tip of his tongue.

	“What?”

	“Everything. We should be screaming mad, but we’re making do and settling in. It doesn’t make any sense, I mean…” He lifted his hands, palms up.

	 “I can hardly ever sleep in a new place,” Becky said. “It’s strange here.”

	“Bet you did, didn’t you?” Everett said.

	She agreed with her eyes.

	“What do we do about it?” Elaine mopped at egg crumbs with a hunk of biscuit.

	Everett puckered his lips and furrowed his eyebrows. “No idea. I guess we figure out what we can. I want to check more of the manager’s office. This place is too…too everything to be just a gag on us. It was here before and I know that guy on the plane sounded nuts, but still, unexplainable things happen often enough.”

	“Temporarily unexplainable things. Our understanding catches up and there’s always an answer,” Elaine said.

	“Mom, do I have to play with that kid again?” Becky asked, ignoring the line of conversation.

	“You had fun yesterday.”

	“It was weird,” Becky said. “I wish everything was normal.”

	“Me too, hun.”

	Everett emptied his coffee mug and rose. “Since it was such a good idea, I think I’ll do it for you.” He headed to the kitchen to slice bacon strips.

	Elaine kept him in her peripheral as long as possible. He was handsome and she was goofy in her thick glasses and short, fit-to-manage hairdo and…why am I even thinking about this?

	Nine months earlier, Elaine’s dry marriage became a desert and blew away. Her husband—the paperwork had not yet gone through—was a good fit until the two boring sides found that life lacked excitement and neither were the type to ignite a spark. At first, he swore there was no other woman when he left, but it was clear, but it was not so hard. Becky was old enough to understand that sometimes things don’t work out and that sometimes fathers are full of shit and that people need time to screw-up before acting correctly by their daughters.

	In the thirty-eight years of her life, Elaine was never the type to ogle a man—discounting from ages ten to thirteen when William Shatner just about drove her crazy as T.J. Hooker—and yet here she was, falling into somebody else’s routine. 

	“Stay here, I’m going to help Everett in the kitchen.”

	Becky sipped highly acidic apple juice and picked at her breakfast, had to swallow before saying, “Okay.”

	In the kitchen, Everett maneuvered the quartered slab of pig, slicing pieces, never the same width twice. He listened to Elaine’s observation and blushed. It was so forthcoming that he almost missed the point. “You think this place is changing you somehow?”

	“Lulling and then molding. All this food, what do you think about drugs? We didn’t do the grocery shopping and—”

	Everett stopped slicing. “What choice do we have? I suppose we could climb onto the train track and walk, but for how long? If we are really in the Alberta Rockies, then how many days do we walk before we find civilization?”

	“I don’t know. It was something I wanted out there. Not that it makes a real difference, but I wanted it acknowledged, I suppose,” she said.

	Wavoka’s voice carried from the dining area into the kitchen. Becky explained the menu loudly enough to fill the conversational silence between Everett and Elaine. Everett set down the knife and washed his hands.

	“Probably that’s enough for now,” he said, maybe meaning the bacon, maybe meaning the line of conversation. 

	“Morning,” Bridget said coming down the stairs as Everett and Elaine exited the kitchen and Wavoka was about to enter; Becky still sitting, still picking at breakfast.

	—

	There was no key for the office door within the communication room, but since nobody asked Everett if he wanted to be a willing contestant to the experiment that was Camp Summit, he had no qualms about smashing the door handle with the base of a fire extinguisher. 

	The room was small and messy. The desk busy with paperwork. Handwritten receipts and letters, everything dated from June and July of 1944. 

	Elaine and Becky rifled through the drawers of the reception desk until Becky found the ledger. 

	“Holy crow. That is strange.” Elaine snatched the fine white book to show Everett. 

	 

	July 9, 1944

	
	- Mr. and Mrs. Raymond Bail (with child) rm 201

	- Sir Carleton Church rm 101

	- Mr. Christopher Gains rm 103

	- Ms. King rm 102

	- Ms. Lebrun rm 104

	- Mr. Leonard Randall rm 105

	- Mrs. Sargent Lawrence Rylan (with child) rm 202

	- Mr. Thomas Washington rm 107



	 

	And then on the following page,

	 

	July 9, 1944

	
	- Mr. and Mrs. Raymond Bail (with child) rm 201

	- Sir Carleton Church rm 101

	- Mr. Christopher Gains rm 103

	- Ms. King rm 102

	- Ms. Lebrun rm 104

	- Mr. Leonard Randall rm 105

	- Mrs. Sargent Lawrence Rylan (with child) rm 202

	- Mr. Thomas Washington rm 107



	 

	“It goes on and on,” Becky said, looking equal parts proud and annoyed; only one person gets to share a discovery for the first time.

	Everett sat on the luscious leather office chair. “They’ve done this before.”

	“The elusive, collective, they,” Elaine said. 

	They were never good. They did things like trading kiddie porn on the net, murdering lottery winners, raising taxes, cancelling favorite TV shows, and revealing statistics that proved every food with flavor caused cancer. They were assholes.

	The one thing that the ledger suggested was that there was only ever one set of original guests.

	“Do you think it happens over and over the same way?” Everett asked.

	Becky began to cry, quietly.

	Elaine took her shoulder. “Shh, we’ll figure this out. Let’s go explore and forget about this for a minute, okay?”

	Bridget and Ivy stepped into the small office together as the mother and daughter left.

	“I take it you want me to keep trying the radio.” Bridget spoke in a tone suggesting that she was willing, though not because he told her to.

	“Yes, please.”

	Ivy turned up her nose and said, “Anything you want from me, boss man?”

	Everett straightened. “No. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…let’s work together and figure this out, all right?”

	“Uh-huh,” Bridget hummed. 

	—

	Peggy was bubbly. She cooked for Len and Sam while Len beat dough that he’d whipped together. Sam sat in the dining area with Ivy and Bridget. Michael had just a cup of coffee before he nominated himself Wavoka’s partner in investigations.

	Len wished they’d all go away or that, at the very least, leave the kitchen alone. Nobody had deigned him master of the kitchen. It was his role, however, and he preferred to eat well. Let the others figure out the hotel. The kitchen was his. The uneven slicing of bacon was enough to make him cringe.

	Peggy inched toward her husband, rested her breasts against his spine. “Maybe after breakfast we can send Sam off and I can repay the favor.” She licked her lips while making an ovular opening while slipping her tongue like a lazy snake.

	Len had zero interest.

	“You’re nuts. I have to figure out lunch and supper.”

	“You know, this isn’t your job,” Peggy said and then whispered, “Your job is to get sucked off by your wife.”

	He closed his eyes. In high school, guys in the locker room and at parties always said things like no blowjob is a bad blowjob or not a man in the world is dumb enough to turn down head from a willing woman.

	You boys have never met my wife, he responded silently to those memories. 

	“You’re absolutely nuts, and I’m going to eat right if I’m stuck here. Plus,” he swung his arms, palms up, “I like this old stuff, doing everything from scratch.”

	Peggy pouted, then shrugged, as if his refusal did not sting. “I’m going to go be useful somewhere. These people probably don’t want to babysit.”

	—

	Wavoka and Michael walked out the front doors and to the hedge wall, edging away from the already explored section. There was a playground with swings, a teeter-totter, a slide, and monkey bars.

	Again, the weather was nearly perfect. A low cloud seemed fastened in place over the subtle valley of the resort. Michael did most of the talking and Wavoka tried to accommodate, but listening to the praise made him irritable. It was all bullshit, played up to bring in cash; benefitting from it made him queasy, thinking about how he squandered the talent on shows for greedy people who refused to face death and loss. Annoying little men like Michael Lane.

	“You really do give hope, you know? What you do.” Michael was clearly flustered. 

	“Look.” The psychic pointed to the corner of the hedge fence. There was a seven-foot wide wrought iron gate. They stepped forward and Wavoka stiffened. Through the gaps, anger rode on air. He coughed once. “Does it open?”

	Michael frowned and tried the heavy handle. Locked. “We can go for tools and—”

	“You go. I need to stay a moment. Alone.”

	Michael nodded—talk about a clear sign about psychic action. He rushed to the hotel. 

	Wavoka sighed with relief. Looking through the black iron, he glazed, letting his vision fade. The story of his father’s appearance was not common and for the rest of his life no others had come and gone so solidly and clearly as that man had. Typically, he had to invite the phenomena.  

	An old feeling rode the air like sonic shocks. Akin to a signal beyond a windstorm, he heard a faint voice. 

	It was unclear.

	Something about crawling.

	The child of a worker, crawling.

	A train’s steam whistle. 

	Stones and mortar thumped with vicious red terror and…it was gone. Only the hedge wall remained. Something in the hotel wanted him away from the area, away from the—

	“I don’t know what it is,” Michael said, drawing nearer.

	Wavoka regarded Elaine, Everett, and Michael. Over their shoulders, the two children played on the jungle equipment under the supervision of Peggy Anweis.

	“It’s the employee barracks.” Wavoka touched the iron. “You won’t break it unless it wants you to.”

	Michael had a ballpeen hammer, Elaine a crowbar, and Everett a pickaxe. Wavoka stepped away and let the trio work at the gate. Nothing happened beyond the harsh din of steel on steel and painful vibrations.

	Ting!

	Ting!

	Tink!

	Ting!

	The futile pounding screamed and not far in the distance, Becky did so as well.

	“Becky?” Elaine said and dropped the crowbar to chase to the playground.

	Everett sprinted after her, Michael hurried, and Wavoka jogged, glancing a few times to the gate, wondering if the screaming child was nothing more than a distraction to keep his mind away from the cordoned area.

	Camp Summit had unseen claws, of that, he was certain.

	—

	Peggy lay in the grass. The children were easily old enough to screw around on the swings without constant supervision, plus the grass was as inviting as any grass she’d ever touched, not that she was an expert or a grass connoisseur.  

	It was nice.

	Sam screeched and Becky shed her earlier airs of maturity. 

	“Higher, you can go higher!” Sam shouted. “Get so high you can see your house!”

	“Now that’s a thought,” Peggy said under her breath.

	Becky swung hard and Sam swung higher. The steel hooks squeaked and the children laughed, drowning out any warning.

	A short distance away, tools began meeting relentless steel. 

	“Higher!”

	“I am!” Becky kicked her legs.

	They swung all the time the tools clanked and tinked. Becky slowed, her arms were becoming sore from the pull and Sam declared himself the winner.

	“I go longer! I go long—!” 

	Sam, swung out at a fifty-degree angle, felt both chain hooks come free simultaneously, whipping him out past the sandy area into the grass. His whines were outdone from the onset.

	His whipping chains snapped against the chains rising from Becky’s seat and wrapped together, lashing her face, hands, and chest, they continued their motion well beyond reason and tightened around the screaming girl, lifting her as the chains above grew tauter, only her legs below the knees were free and she hung as if in a crow’s cage four feet from the ground, blood trickling from the gashes about her face, hands, and chest; “Mom! Help me! Help me! Mom!” she cried, eyes begging the world.

	Peggy was up. It was wild. A vision of terror. The equipment had her. The chains refused to let go. The more she pulled, the tighter they drew. Becky’s screams became wheezes as her face lightened in shade. 

	“Oh god, she can’t breathe!” Peggy pulled harder, tightening the chains further.

	Becky was going blue and her eyes bulged pink. 

	“Holy—No!” Elaine ran shouting, “Stop pulling!” 

	As a librarian, she was naturally adept at climbing shelves; she scaled the legs of the wood and steel conglomeration. Peggy continued reefing against the chains. Becky’s eyes closed. Elaine crawled onward, tugging at the hooks. 

	“Stop pulling, you idiot!”

	Everett understood the effort and crouched below the suffocating girl, bumping the stunned Peggy aside while lifting up Becky without ever coming to a stop. The chains loosened and Elaine threw the rings from their hooks. Becky slipped from Everett’s hands and thumped into the sand. 

	She couldn’t breathe. Her face had a blueish hue. Everett opened his mouth to shout, but before he could scream, the child was gasping as the rest of the chains fell away inexplicably. He fell sideways. His chest heaved as he basked in the rising color of the suddenly freed child. He rolled her into a firm hug.

	Sam stood over them. “I didn’t mean it.”

	“Not your fault,” Peggy said.

	—

	The radio was a fuzzy bust. Bridget tried better than a dozen channels and found nothing coming her way. Ivy grinned. Failure meant it was time again to treat the stay at the fabulous locale as a vacation rather than what it was. 

	They went to the kitchen and then to the bar. Tall glasses loaded with vodka, lemon, soda, and ice sweated in their palms as they rode the elevator up and down, enjoying the show, before settling on the third floor. The kookiness of the place had become fun beneath the veil of liquor. Heavy doors opened. The Jesus was way too freaky for them to stick around the chapel. Luckily, right next door was a library, of sorts. Books lined two walls and exotic animal heads jutted from the other two walls—and on two occasions, above the bookshelves. 

	“Hey there, have you seen my body?” Bridget asked, deepening her voice as if speaking for the rhinoceros bust hung above a green leather couch. “I know I put it somewhere ‘round here.”

	Ivy sniggered into her glass and then finished her drink. “To the bar!” She jogged out. 

	Bridget cast a last look around at the heads a few extra seconds. Ivy was down the hall, past the chapel doors, by the time Bridget exited. Behind her, she heard a short gust of wind, something like a snort. She popped her head into the library again, gave a cursory scan before trailing Ivy. “Wait up, you skank!”

	—

	Sick of the pointless search through files, sick of pondering how in the hell that gate was so damned impossibly solid, Everett joined the others upstairs before supper. Everyone, minus Len, sat around, listening to Elaine read. It had started as a calming effort for the children and quickly proved a decent distraction for the rest, a stopgap for people addicted to technological diversions. The Secret Adversary, an Agatha Christie detective novel, did its task until Len charged upstairs to retrieve his wife and son, and anyone else interested in eating.  

	“To answer your question,” Wavoka said as he cut through the soft lamb chop on his plate, letting his mashed potatoes take a pink hue from blood. “I don’t see that I have much choice. We are stuck until we figure this peculiarity out. We all have to do our best.”

	“But you’ll do it?” Michael was suddenly excited again. He’d come down emotionally after the gate. The fact that the wonderful man heard his question earlier, and apparently then considered it for hours, rocketed his mood to the stars. “I mean, if it’s safe and everything.”

	Wavoka looked bored. “Only the energy I offer can be of use, no more.”

	“What’s this?” Len asked.

	“A séance!” Michael announced.

	Wavoka gave a single nod. “After the children are in bed. You all may attend, but you must be silent until the time comes to question. Everett or Elaine, I would appreciate one of you asking anything pertinent once I have channelled, if there’s a willing party, the lingering entity.”

	Michael frowned, almost with his entire being.

	Wavoka rolled his eyes at this. “I need straight minds—no, I mean, I need focused, even non-believing minds. You’re too excitable, too willing to hear what might not be there.”

	“Hey, yeah, sure. It’s no big deal.”

	“One of us can manage,” Everett said. “By the way, Elaine and I were speaking this morning. Does anyone feel themselves acting queerly? Err, I mean, a bit off?”

	“Like someone plucked us out of an airplane and stuffed us in a glam hotel in the mountains?” Bridget spoke between forkfuls. “I feel a little like that.”

	“Right.” Everett held his utensils outward, almost like microphones. “How about feeling far too comfortable given the nature of what’s happened?”

	“We don’t know what’s happened,” Peggy said.

	“Being here. He means being here.” Elaine chewed as she talked. “Everyone seems to take to it well, and why is that? I think we all ought to be deeply troubled by the uncertainties around us. We’re not. Why?” 

	“When life gives you lemons, you make vodka and soda,” Ivy said and then cackled.

	Bridget also laughed.

	Everett leaned over to Elaine. “There’s your answer. By the way, how’s Becky holding up?”

	“Cuts, bruises, scarred sense of reality.”

	“I’m okay,” Becky said.

	Everett gave her the thumbs up. 

	She huffed. 

	“Are you acting differently, Becky?” Everett asked.

	Becky shifted her frame on her seat. “I feel a little funny, I guess. What’s it doing to you?”

	“You know, I’m thirty-eight and I haven’t done so much walking and exploring in my entire life. I’ve never been so damned curious either. Guess that might be the situation. I don’t think so, though.”

	Michael leaned over the large table for a roll. “Hey, do you think we ought to take some food out to that old man? I mean if the door opens, or he opens it, or whatever.” 

	“I don’t wanna go. I saw a rat last time,” Sam said.

	This was news to Everett; he’d seen only birds. The news of rats was oddly intriguing. “I’ll take some food and a hammer, see if we can’t force the door open; if the man’s unwilling or unable to open up,” he said.

	“I’ll come along with you.” Elaine wiped her face with a cloth napkin.

	“Of course you will,” Ivy said and then she made kissy lips and corresponding sounds.

	Elaine blushed.

	“I don’t have to go, do I?” Becky asked.

	“Not allowed to. I suggest you go up to the library, pick a book, and park it in our room or, better yet, somewhere everyone can see you.”

	—

	“What happened?” Peggy asked as Everett and Elaine returned to the lobby lounge after hours gone. 

	“It was impossible, like everything else.” Everett had wide eyes and paled cheeks with rosy centers.

	Ivy and Bridget were drunk; Peggy was on her way there, quickly, despite her early efforts to slow her pace. All three had wet hair that shined under the dimmed lights as flames danced high in the large stone fireplace. 

	“You were gone forever,” Ivy said, swaying slightly.

	To make room for the midnight séance, Wavoka had the furniture pushed aside, leaving a single leather wingback chair in front of the fire. 

	“That’s just it!” Elaine hadn’t fully caught her breath. They had to run to the hotel, or it seemed as if they had to.

	“I haven’t been so scared in my entire life,” Everett said.

	“Are we ready?” Michael jogged up the lobby acting as gopher and makeshift host of the proceedings.

	“I suppose we’ll have to tell you after this.” Everett turned from the trio of women drinking from tall glasses. “Is that scotch?” He spotted the brown bottle in the shadows.

	“Is Becky in bed?” Elaine asked.

	“Yes. Now which of you two will ask the questions?” Michael faced the returned pair, but Everett faced away, then made for the liquor supply.

	“I will. I want to get this crap over with and go to bed. If you were out there—” 

	Elaine stopped speaking as Wavoka’s voice bellowed, “Kill the lights and form a circle. It is time.”

	Michael rushed off to hit the switch. Everett poured a glass of scotch, retrieving three rounded ice cubes from a silver bowl. Bridget lit a cigarette and rolled the initial ash corners into a golden tray in her lap. The wingback chair cast an enormous shadow across the lobby. In that shadow, Peggy put her hand in Len’s lap and gave him a quick squeeze. He jerked away. The randy phase of her drinking had surfaced. Michael sat closest to Wavoka. 

	Elaine stood in the middle of the oblong oval. “Where do you want me?”

	“I want you sitting near me so there is no chance of disruption. And the rest of you need to tighten up. I will need to borrow the energy you naturally emit.”

	At Wavoka’s command, butts scooted. Elaine took a cross-legged seat before the psychic and master of ceremonies. The floor was a natural place for a librarian and the center of attention was a natural place for Wavoka. 

	“Quiet, everyone,” Michael said.

	The drunken tittering ceased and Wavoka rolled his head on a loose neck as if working through kinks. The flames danced behind him without recognition. Nothing magic.

	“We are here because you brought us here,” Wavoka said, his head continued lolling. “You brought us here and we want to know why. Speak to me. Speak to me. I feel you. Speak to me.”

	Wavoka’s head continued to roll but had slowed and was slowing further yet. The flames sputtered a few feet behind the big chair. “Speak. To. Me. Speeeaaak…tooo…meee. Speeeaaa…” The psychic’s head rested at a 45° angle, his eyes remained open, wet, his gaze seeking beyond naked vision.

	There was silence aside from the crackling logs. Michael nudged Elaine with his toe.

	She cleared her throat. “Why are we here?” Pause. “I said, why are we here?” 

	Ten seconds fell into fifteen seconds.

	“Why are we—oh hell, this is ridiculous.”

	She was about to stand when a frozen blanket lowered invisibly over the circle.

	“You are our guests.” Wavoka’s lips pouted. The voice was a high whisper, a voice not his own, a voice belonging to a woman or a pre-pubescent boy.

	Elaine went on despite her inclination to do otherwise. “Why have you brought us here?”

	“He worked so hard.”

	Wavoka’s eyes spilled a steady stream of tears down his face. The hovering blanket chilled by degrees and all but the psychic shivered. 

	“Why have you brought us?”

	“You are our guests.”

	“Hmm; how did you bring us?”

	“You are our guests.” The voice heightened in volume and pace.

	“But why are we your guests?”

	“You are our guests!”

	The fire danced with tall orange tendrils, reflecting against the numerous shiny surfaces about the hotel, stretching the shadow to a point along the vast lobby floor.

	“Who are you supposed to be?”

	Near silence. Only the fire and the pattering of tears on carpet offered any sounds.

	“Who are you?” Elaine was losing her disbelief and had become excited. “Who are you?”

	Nothing.

	“I asked you a question! Who are you?”

	Nothing.

	The temperature lowered further; the fire blazing helplessly against it. Peggy grabbed onto Len. Len stared, slack-jawed, completely detached.

	“Who are you? Answer me when I speak!”

	Nothing. Ten seconds passed.

	“Who are—!”

	“YOU ARE OUR GUESTS!” the voice shrieked and a cloudy goo visage leaped from Wavoka’s pores. It was an effigy of a woman’s face. It mouthed, You are our guests, you are our guests, you are our guests, you are— And then smacked wetly over Elaine’s face.

	Elaine screamed, “We are your guests!”

	The fire roared and blew from the hearth like a flash torch over Wavoka’s face and he cried out in pain as his hair took flame. Michael’s pant legs lit. He rolled, then pounced onto the baffled psychic, knocking the heavy chair aside.

	“We are your guests!” Elaine screamed again, peeling at the goo coating her face, blinding her in milky white.

	“Jesus Christ.” Len got to his feet, stood dumb as a statue.

	“Lights!” Everett shouted as he crawled to Elaine. He tore off his shirt, reeking of two days’ wear, and scraped at the viscous sludge. 

	“Will somebody get the fucking lights?” Everett roared.

	Michael whined and cooed to the psychic who had lost consciousness shortly after regaining it, though the fire on his head was under control. Bridget did not move. Ivy clung to Bridget. Peggy found the strength to chase across the room for the light switch. 

	“We are your guests,” Elaine moaned under Everett’s hands. “We are your guests.”

	“Shh, shh, it’s over now.” Everett cradled her. 

	The stuff was mostly scraped from her skin. The woman needed a shower. Everett smelled it on her, the reek of sweaty hands, like game-used basketballs. Individual odors mounted upon odors.

	“Stay away, I’m taking her to her room. Make sure Wavoka’s all right.” Everett scooped up Elaine and rushed across the lobby to the elevator.

	“We are…oh god. Did you…? I saw her. I saw her and she was on me. I felt her in my mouth. I felt her!”

	“Quiet now,” Everett said, bare-chested, running.

	“We are. We are the guests, her guests! Oh god, she was inside my mouth!”

	“It’s over. It’s over.” He set her down once in the elevator, pulled the crank to 2 and heard the loud mechanics of the ancient machine tick smoothly against gravity.

	—

	Wavoka came to off and on over the first few minutes. Michael helped him onto a couch where he nursed the wounds and provided liquid. The psychic’s expression suggested that he had something important to say or ask, but did not have the breath to do so. 

	“We should put you in your bed,” Michael said.

	Wavoka’s eyes were red-rimmed and dried out. His thirsty mouth opened and closed like a landed fish, spilling as much water as he swallowed from the red and white drinking straw. 

	Quickly, he fell asleep, and Michael found two blankets. He pulled a second couch close. Michael slept facing the older man who needed him. A chance to be a hero to a hero.

	—

	Perched around the mirrored bar, the remaining guests of Camp Summit drank stiff mixtures and rehashed the séance until there was nothing left to say about it.

	“I’m glad I’ve got Len. I couldn’t imagine going to bed alone tonight,” Peggy said.

	“Shit, either Ivy’s coming to my room or I’m going to hers. No way I’m going anywhere alone anymore.” Bridget fumbled her cigarette package. “Fuck this place.”

	Len let an image set in. Two drunk women, one a bit old for his tastes, but all right in the ancient panties and hard-lined brassiere. The pair snuggling up, perhaps having a pillow fight, getting so into it that the sweat dripped, and then they’d need a shower. From there they would…

	“Hey, Len.” Peggy shook him.

	“What, what?” The ice cubes in Len’s glass clanked.

	“You ready for bed?”

	The two halves of his most recent fantasy were on their way out of the chilly ballroom. “Oh, all right,” he said and stood. He followed Peggy up both flights of stairs. She stripped and donned the ridiculous red pajamas. He remained in his boxer shorts. Peggy checked on Sam. Asleep. It wasn’t long before Len listened to the gentle snores of Peggy and he resumed his fantasy. It got no further than last time when he heard laughter in the hallway. Laughter was good. Then there was a tiny scratching at the door. 

	“Len. Len,” a feminine voice said.

	Peggy’s sleeping face lay inches from Len’s, she hadn’t heard, didn’t even hitch a breath.

	“Len, come out,” that whispering girl said; Ivy or Bridget, it did not matter. Hell, even Elaine was someone new, someone other than the boring bitch next to him. 

	He slunk from bed, grabbed a cotton robe, and crept to the door. The latch clicked as the handle rotated, the hinges creaked, though not enough to stir his wife. Feet prattled around a corner at the end of the long, narrow, paisley-papered hall. The chase was on. The notion that he should’ve brought a pillow for the fight pitched his cock in his shorts.

	Once sufficiently away from his room, he shouted out, “Wait up!”

	Len glimpsed the feet again as they took to the stairs. Down, down, down. Oh no, he did not mind going down, now and then. Not often, and not for years on Peggy.

	The second floor appeared vacant, but he heard the laughter against the staircase. The pool. A poolside fuck. Fantastic. He rubbed at his penis while he jogged. A nice liquor buffer was just the thing with two women, no early explosions. Booze boosted fortitude.

	The floor in the basement was cool, damp cement and the room was utterly black but for the doors leading outside where a light shined over the pool. He heard splashing and ran. One, two, three steps, his front foot slipped and his rear foot chased after the front. Both feet rose to hip height and he smacked down on the cement.

	“Jesus, fuck,” he moaned, waiting for the women to come find him. Nothing. No laughter, no splashing, nothing. He rolled, pained. He looked around after crawling to a window inset in the door. Vacant. Utterly vacant. “You’re dreaming, you damned fool.” He fondled himself momentarily and then forgot about it.

	There was no rush to his room; he listened at doors on the second floor for laughing women in need of a fuck. There was snoring in one room and silence in the others. 

	—

	Peggy did not hear her husband leave, did not wake when the door creaked closed. Did not wake until she felt her pajama bottoms sliding downward. Len’s lump rose under the blanket and she was about to refuse him until that knowing tongue worked a long and tantalizing line between her lips, parting them with slick deftness. Then, pushing between her cheeks, tongue like a god-slug.

	He’d never gone there with his mouth.

	She panted and buried her face in the pillow. Her hips lifted and Len repositioned. The tongue in her ass and pussy was wonderful, a change. It wasn’t the only change. He leaned back and repositioned. He was so big, big and rigid, better than ever before. She gasped into the pillow as he pushed in and out. Her body quivered and fell helpless. Len withdrew and slid it home to finish himself in her ass hole. Usually, it was a terrible discomfort when he decided he had to have her ass, but not this time. This time, it was glorious and slick and easy because she wanted it and, as he came inside her, she came onto the bedspread. 

	Like a jackrabbit, Len hopped off. She assumed to the toilet. There was no flush of water. Seconds later, a door opened and shut. Len was cool and she cuddled up against him. The situation at the hotel was utterly incredible and frightening, despite this, it rekindled something between her and her husband. Staying for the long haul was a damned fine notion.

	“What? What?” Len said at Peggy’s touch.

	“Just…I love you so much.”

	She kissed him on the mouth and rolled over to sleep, pointing her snores—he’d complained often, so why not do this one little thing?—away from him. 

	 

	DAY THREE

	Everett had yet to visit his room. He’d spent the second night in Becky’s bed. Becky was in bed with her overwrought mother. This was not chivalry. There was strength in numbers. Being near them made them worry less and though he did not voice the feeling, it did the same for him.

	Rising before either of the Zabraskie women, Everett attempted to creep away as the safety of light had calmed the situation. The rustle stirred Elaine and she sat up, her face marred with scratches, much like her daughter’s, and kicked her legs out from beneath the blanket. Everett stopped midway to the door. The single rooms had about the same floor space of most two-bedroom condos he’d ever rented—the doubles were nearly twice that size. Big enough that a promoter of underground boxing could probably set up a ring and still have space for furniture and bribes. 

	In her pajamas, smelling like bar soap, Elaine crossed the room and hugged Everett tight. “You are a very good person,” she said into his bare, hairy shoulder and then added, “and you need to shower.”

	The hug was returned. “I’ll see you downstairs. Hopefully my room is like yours and I find a full wardrobe.”

	Elaine made space. Everett’s eyes met her eyes. The pupils wandered toward center without her glasses on. 

	“You better hope you have more pants than I do. I have two pair; mostly it’s dresses. It’s a good thing whoever owns this stuff is a horse rider and…my exact size. It’s so strange that they knew my size, everybody’s sizes. How did they do it?”

	Everett let go of Elaine. “Whatever is going on, it’s more than we thought possible. We have to admit that after last night’s séance.”

	“And the visit to the train station.”

	—

	“You never told us what happened when you went to check on the old man.” Peggy was chipper, plate and coffee mug before her.

	Len was still in bed. Everyone in attendance was happy with toast and strawberry jam. The coffee was perfect. Peggy had more experience with industrial-size coffee urns than Everett had. It was not long ago that the Anweis’ had a restaurant of their own. The public expected something different from what Anweis’ Place offered. Being of Laotian descent in a primarily white city made them unofficially Chinese, Japanese, or Vietnamese. Thusly, serving mostly French and American cuisine troubled the assumed menu. Folks expected pork-fried rice or California rolls or udon noodles.

	It took time and strife, but Len’s cooking won over the public and for the third and final year before closure, they saw a short-lived profit. They’d never been so happy together as that last year of the business. 

	Everything changed with the rats.

	The city was clearing out the sewers to work on the ancient water and sewage infrastructure. The effort scared the acknowledged, though mostly ignored, infestation into new places. And poor Sam screamed at the wrong time. “Rats! Rats!” he’d shouted on a busy Friday night. A squad of beady-eyed bastards scurried around the cellar, feasting on condiments and stored vegetables. The following morning an inspector slapped a sticker on the window: CLOSED INSPECTION GRADE 0.

	That was it. To clear out and fix up the crumbling groundwork of the foundation was too much. It was why they had to fly to Alaska to take over a restaurant in the not-so-grand city of Anchorage. The only truly positive was that semi-permanent winter was hell on rodents.

	Though he didn’t know any of this, Everett looked at Sam and said, “Maybe he shouldn’t hear.”

	“I know about stuff.” The boy was sullen. “I watch zombies and vampires all the time.”

	Peggy shrugged.

	“The door was locked. Elaine and I took turns hammering the handle and frame. Then we tried the glass. It’s cold and hard like glass, but it has to be some kind of carbon, like Plexiglas. Still it’s cold, so it’s not Plexiglas. We walked around the building and climbed the wooden foundation up to the tracks. Things got strange. We tried the other door. It was locked. We decided to walk the track.

	“We didn’t get far before we saw the scarecrow.”

	“The scarecrow?” Sam was enrapt. 

	Everett took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah. It was in a suit hanging high above the cornfield. Dozens of crows stood on its shoulders. The suit was torn and the white shirt had gone pink and crusty maroon. The face and hands were picked-over sinewy bones, but the eyes remained. Those eyes.”

	“You mean it was a real man?” Bridget asked.

	“We thought it was likely the old man. Then we also thought it was a good scare tactic. It didn’t work on the crows, but it worked on us. We tried to explain it away and kept on moving.

	“The track, in both directions, winds around mountains and into deep fog. We continued until we heard rocks tumbling down around us. Elaine spotted a huge ram on a ledge only ten feet up the side of the mountain, and we stopped to…uh, weigh this information, I suppose.

	“Then the rats came, and the wind blew. It was like a hurricane. The sky darkened in a flash. We ran to the station, hearing more rocks and squeaks from the rats coming out of the corn. 

	“The crows squawked, and you know? I was sure they were laughing at us. We had to kick away the fastest of the rats and soon we heard the clomping of hooves on steel. We leapt onto the platform, and it began to crumble beneath us. 

	“I’ve never been so certain of my death as I was then. We ran to the edge where we had climbed up; the rats, the ram, the crows, all making a horrible ruckus behind us. Then we jumped and rolled. I don’t know about you,” he looked over to Elaine, “but to me it was as if the hill was changing, getting steeper, trying to roll us down into the gully.”

	Elaine’s reflection swayed in her coffee cup, not willing to agree or disagree.

	“And then it all stopped. The rats were gone. The birds quieted. The platform was whole and the damned goat was nowhere in sight. It was also night. If I had to count, I would guess we were out there for no more than half an hour, hour at the most.”

	“That’s some tale.” Len strolled into the dining area from the closest set of stairs. “Bread good?”

	“Very,” Ivy said.

	“How you doing? Got all that cosmic jizz off your face I see.” Len patted Elaine’s shoulder on the way by.

	“I’m fine now. I was shaken. I’m better now.” 

	“We were all so worried,” Ivy said.

	Elaine finished her coffee and rose to bus her dishes. Becky followed her mother.

	“Where’s the gay and the psychic?” Len picked a leftover piece of crust from his son’s plate and popped it into his mouth.

	—

	Ivy and Bridget took toast with jam and two cups of coffee to the men sleeping on couches in the corner of the main lounge, not far from the fireplace. The séance site. Michael sat up and thanked the women for the coffee. They rehashed the tale about the train station and Michael soaked it up. The supernatural was something he’d always known to exist, nothing was a surprise, although he had yet to truly feel any of it himself.

	“There’s something bad here. A troubled soul that needs help out. I’m sure of it. Probably that woman from last night. I wish Mr. Ignacio let me ask the questions. Elaine didn’t ask the right questions. I would’ve asked how we could help, asked her all kinds of things, better things.” Michael vibrated as he spoke. The fat toast with jam on the plate in his lap was a focal point away from potential confrontation.

	“It sure was something,” Bridget said.

	“Can I get you anything else?” Ivy laughed. That was the old her, the one from Delta Airlines. “Maybe a pillow or some headphones.”

	Bridget gave her a sideways glance. The place was stressful when sober; desperate, despite its awesomeness.

	“No, but would one of you mind sitting with Mr. Ignacio while I go up to the chapel for a few minutes?”

	“I’ll sit. Ivy, go fetch us so more fruit and coffee.”

	Ivy saluted and Michael took a piece of toast and his coffee to the wonderfully old-fashioned elevator and rode up to the top floor.

	Early morning, surely, proved the grace of God. The chapel would be magnificent in the natural light, and still Michael had to imagine its potential splendor as, again, it was overcast. Grace a cloud away.

	“Lord, please help Mr. Ignacio.” 

	The burns on the man weren’t so bad. The internal trauma could be limitless. Prayer was the only hope. Prayer was always wise. Prayer was the great equalizer. If God saw fit, He could even the odds.

	Again. “God, this isn’t for me. I know I am often selfish and ask too much, but this is not for me. Please, help Mr. Ignacio.”

	Michael picked up the Bible and flipped it open. He poked a finger, hoping for a sign: The people of Judah and Israel were as numerous as the sand on the seashore; they ate, they drank and they were happy. This offered him nothing and he tried again: Who changed the truth of God into a lie, and worshipped and serviced the creature more than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen.

	Michael closed the book. God was not communicating today. 

	—

	“Oh, there you are,” Ivy said. “I’ve been all over. Was thinking maybe we can figure out how to make some daiquiris or something and sit by the pool all day stinking sauced.”

	Bridget held the receiver to her ear and listened. She’d bounced from station to station over the short-wave frequencies. It was as if they were in a lead bubble. Stuff should be out there, even the creepy number stations. Listening to nothing gave her a headache, and Ivy was not helping.

	“I think I’ll take the day off drinking. Two days drunk in a row is enough for me. I’ll work at this awhile and then take a walk or something.”

	Ivy sat down. She wore a brown dress that came to her knees and covered almost to her neck and then down to her elbows. There was a matching pillbox hat that wasn’t her style and served no purpose, so she’d left it in the room.

	Bridget wore boring slacks again.

	“Don’t like dresses much, huh?”

	Bridget had her ear to the receiver. A voice came and went as Ivy spoke. She caught none of it.

	“Jesus, can you let me listen?”

	“Sure.” Ivy picked up a copy of Life from June 1944. The cover featured navy soldiers tight in rows from a bird’s eye. She flipped through. “Einstein sure had some crazy ass hair.”

	Again, the voice came and went in Bridget’s ear while Ivy spoke.

	“Come on, woman, let me hear this.” 

	Ivy flung the magazine across the room. “You’re about as fun as tits on a man. Come find me when you’re done playing useful.”

	Ivy stomped off. Bridget listened and spun the dial, tested lines and repeated. She had begun to find Ivy annoying the night earlier. She was younger and had more stamina for goofing, but sleep was sleep. The place was scary and strange and beautiful and massive. There was a time to sleep and work. Drinking was a wasteful distraction. 

	—

	Sam and Len cut vegetables in the kitchen. 

	“We need a couple more carrots. Fetch them,” Len said.

	Sam wiped his hands on the too long apron and stepped down into the basement. It was like any old restaurant down there: dim, damp, earthy smelling. There were three doors in the room below the kitchen. One went outside, he assumed, based on the heft of the door and frame. Another went into the cellar, which was obvious as it was the only door in the floor. The third smelled like the pool.

	Sam wiped his dirty hands again and opened the locker room door to be sure. Bored with his find, he stepped to the cellar door and pulled it open. It was wooden and heavy. It moved without creaks or groans. 

	There was a light dangling on a string; he had to stretch from the third from last step to reach it. The cold, dirty room illuminated. He grabbed four long, damp carrots. Mud clung to the orange bodies and stringy roots dangled below. The carrots were better than a foot in length each and almost as big around as a baseball.

	Never considering the wasted energy, Sam left the cellar light on. He set the four large carrots on the floor and shut the door behind him. Up the stairs, Len’s expression stretched and his eyes bulged. He charged at his son.

	“Rat.”

	Sam was rigid as a statue. Len kicked the carrots from Sam’s right hand. Unglued, the boy turned to see the carrots. A small black rat clung to the roots as it slid across the kitchen. 

	Again, rats! It’s like the kid attracts them! “Don’t say a word about the rat,” Len whispered. “Not even to your mother, got it?”

	Sam nodded.

	“Good, fetch those carrots and cut off anywhere the rat touched. We have to be extra careful, okay?”

	Sam nodded again.

	—

	“So, what happened, really? What’s jizz?” Becky asked her mother.

	“Jizz is a lewd word for semen. Len is an angry man and he isn’t intelligent. Stupid people make comments like those as automatic responses to fear. As for what happened,” Elaine held a fat leather volume in her lap, Psychic Phenomenon and Historical Magic, “it appears, according to this old assumption, that some people, rare people, can gather atomic energy. The energy builds until the psychic can no longer hold it. The energy uses skin cells, perspiration, and atmosphere to create a physical representation of lingering energy. Like an imprint.”

	This was infinitely better than believing that there was a ghost. Energy makes up everything. It’s not impossible something stuck around after the original creator was gone. 

	“Oh, but you couldn’t walk and you had an accident.” Becky had her face in The Mystery of the Ivory Charm, a Nancy Drew Mystery, by one of the many authors working under the pseudonym, Carolyn Keene. “And the man stayed in our room.”

	It was possible, even likely, that the girl would understand. Elaine saw it that way anyhow. If that chain didn’t scare her in real time, then the scratches and the cracked glasses ought to serve as good reminders.

	“This place has the ability to scare me senseless. When you were on the swing, when Everett and I went down the train tracks, and then during the so-called séance. At least, I suppose, I know I’m not a coward.”

	“Do you like Everett?”

	“Sure.” Elaine had returned to the index of the book with a hunch.

	“No, I mean like like him?”

	“I don’t know. I am attracted to him. I think it is this place. Sometimes I feel like a silly damsel needing to be whisked away. Do I usually act that way?”

	Becky smiled. “No, you’re more like the one that has to rescue a big spider from shrieking kids.”

	“Oh, phew.” Elaine wiped her brow with an exaggerated swipe. “Then you see? This place is having a strange effect. I wonder if there isn’t something to this energy theory.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Elaine tapped on an open page. “Clearing Negative Energy. It’s better than doing nothing, come on. Unless you need to—”

	“Two pages to the new chapter,” Becky said.

	Understanding, Elaine waited for her daughter to reach a break in the action before pulling her away to play a game of pseudo-science.

	—

	Ivy found Peggy and convinced her to take a dip. Ivy made drinks. Peggy hardly sipped from her glass. It was almost noon and soon Len would need help with the lunch rush.

	“Fuck it, just hang out with me.” Ivy spun ice cubes in her glass.

	Peggy felt like a schoolgirl swooning over a jock who had draped his jacket on her shoulder. Len in the light was the same guy as ever, but Len in bed hit her spots better than anyone had before. She would be a soldier in his army. If he said jump, she would JUMP. She owed him that much for making the effort, making a change for the better after so many years. 

	“No, sitting around isn’t much like a vacation for me and this place feels like perfection, but I don’t think it is. You’ve seen everything happening. This place is weird and maybe it’s not so smart to get drunk all the time.”

	Ivy scrunched her face. “Geez, you don’t gotta be such a bitch.”

	Peggy rolled her eyes and climbed out of the pool. She wanted to test the sauna for a few minutes. The thick, water-logged two-piece suit was nearly a one-piece as only two inches separated top from bottoms. Heavy cotton, white and then gray when wet.

	In the basement, she opened the foreboding steel sauna door and stepped into the windowless box. It was warm and smelled of fresh water. There were two switches and she flicked both. A dull light filled the box as the floor let off a gentle vibration when the heat source below the stones kicked into life.

	There were damp footprints and a pail of water ready and waiting. Someone had tried the sauna before her. Not a real surprise. An iron ladle leaned against the wall in with the stones. The room was quickly hot and she used the heavy ladle to pour water. Steam washed over her; she waited ten seconds and repeated. The room was under a wonderful cloud. After a minute, she repeated, again. Basking in the heat, she let her mind wander to the future. Things would be so good from then on, once they got away…or settled in for the long-term. 

	More steam rose as she poured water. The door clicked, somehow opening and closing without her notice. Didn’t matter, she recognized the shape.

	“Need me for lunch prep?”

	“Shh,” that wonderful tone said, “cum for me.”

	“What?”

	“Cum. I want to see you cum.”

	“Now? Here?”

	“Shh.” 

	Len remained a steamy shadow and then she saw his arm moving like a crank.

	“Okay,” she whispered and ran her hand into her bottoms and closed her eyes. Knowing fingers danced and teased.

	A loud thump and a burst of cool air startled her and she jerked her hand from her lap.

	“There you are. Need help with lunch prep,” Sam said. “Dad’s making stew and biscuits, and the airplane lady won’t come help with stuff either. She’s real’ lazy.”

	Peggy swallowed hard and let her heart slow, let her head soak the information. So caught up in the future, she had fantasized about her own husband—how awesomely banal and yet wonderful. 

	“Don’t worry about her. Tell your father I’ll be up in a minute.” After a dozen seconds collecting herself, she followed her son out of the sauna, big goofy grin riding her face.

	—

	The book came out after they’d finished a meal of stew with biscuits. Elaine opened to the page she’d marked and gave a point form description of her plan. 

	“And you believe this will work?” Ivy wore a smirk; she’d eaten very little but drank much during the meal. “That’s such a load of shit.”

	Elaine frowned and simply looked to the next set of eyes. “I don’t need help. It appears that I have time.”

	“I’m helping,” Becky said.

	“This sounds no less ridiculous than everything else.” Everett had spent the entire morning hammering haplessly at the servants’ gate.

	“Some of you have to do the dishes,” Len said.

	“We can do this after the dishes,” Elaine said. “I didn’t mean shirking duties and we’re all grateful that you’re here and cooking. If it were me, we’d eat bacon, potatoes, and canned beans every meal.”

	“Well, I’m going for a walk. Let the dishes pile if they have to.” Ivy rose from her seat. 

	There were plenty of serving dishes, sure. The kitchen had only so many tools and utensils, however. Len opened his mouth to protest. The stewardess offered a wink that only he and Sam saw.

	“Lazy broad,” Bridget said. “I was on the radio all morning, only time I heard anything, she was yapping away and I missed it. She thinks she’s on vacation!”

	Everett sipped coffee and swallowed. “It might not be all her fault. This place was getting to me before, not so much now. I’ve come to an understanding, or something, like new medication. But maybe she hasn’t. The place has a hold until you get used to it.” That or it’s consciously after a weak link to exploit.

	Elaine flipped through the book before her and skimmed the index, frowned, and then lifted her head. “Nothing about that listed. Might be in here though.”

	“What if it’s like picking the weakest brain or something? That’s how ghosts work in movies,” Peggy said.

	Everett nodded gently—the sentiment wasn’t so crazy after all.

	“That or the most violent.” Bridget shivered. “Nope. No. Not another word about haunted house movies.”

	“Deal.” Michael had stepped away from the psychic on demands from his stomach. 

	“Any change?” Bridget asked.

	“None. I’ll help with dishes if one of you sits with Mr. Ignacio,” Michael said.

	“No, it’s fine, you get a bowl and we’ll handle the dishes.” Peggy waved him off.

	Michael headed into the kitchen.

	Once Michael was gone from view, Len lifted his arm, bent it at the wrist and spoke with an effeminate lisp, “Poor Mr. Ignacio.” Nobody laughed at the tasteless joke. Len scoffed and stood. “Think I’ll walk off this stew and figure out what’s for supper.”

	The dishes took mere minutes with so many involved in the process and three sinks. The stew pot—two more group servings left, minimum—remained in place, covered, but without heat.

	Elaine explained the first step to changing the energy. Windows and doors. Earlier, she’d noticed the long poles with brass hooks propped in a corner, partially hidden by drapes. In her library, they had the same thing, though the poles were significantly shorter and much worse for wear. Along the front of the lobby were rows of glass panels that shifted open on thirty-degree angles. 

	The second step involved plucking the flowerbed out front of the hotel and bringing it inside. Becky and Sam gathered drink pitchers and water for the flowers.

	The third step was wasteful, but it wasn’t on their dime, so they spent as if they had no pockets. 

	“You know, in Ancient Greece salt was a currency.” Elaine tossed salt about the fine carpet.

	“What a mess!” Bridget laughed, imagining the pain in the ass it would be if she had to clean it up.

	The fourth step from the book called for incense. None had seen any hippy toolkits lying around and skipped the fourth step for the time. 

	The fifth step called for crystals.

	“Those chandeliers don’t seem to be working; maybe that step’s a bust anyway,” Peggy said. “Unless crystals and crystal are somehow different.”

	“Mumbo jumbo.” Bridget crunched salt beneath her shoe.

	It was likely a bust all the way around, a silly thing to do. Still, the fresh air was nice and warm.

	The final step called for dancing music.

	“Won’t bug him, will it?” Sam pointed a finger at the unconscious psychic.

	“I don’t see how anything is going to hurt,” Michael said.

	“Could be some music will cheer us all up some.” Bridget offered a forced smile that made the very subtle wrinkles around her mouth deepen.

	The thick, heavy records came out again. All featured just one song. Benny Goodman was first. It was slow swing music, good enough. The gramophone didn’t exactly fill the room and by unanimous silent vote, they let the record cease and did not force another.

	Standing around and in a somewhat goofy mood already, Everett suggested singing Christmas music or Disney tunes that everyone knew. That did it. They sang and laughed. If felt good until it seemed pointless, too. Suddenly embarrassed, they separated to open more windows on the upper floors.

	Each sang a little to themselves as they went. 

	Bridget took the elevator to the top floor and began in the library. She opened the three windows and the air, slightly cooler than the room, wafted in with a crisp freshness that was not common to her. The mountain atmosphere was something worth canning and selling. 

	The locks remained set in the doors of the massive penthouse rooms down the hall. She glanced into the chapel. It was mostly glass, but not of the moveable sort. There was a chain fastener behind both doors. She linked the doors to the wall, let it sit wide open, clearing out the bad juju. 

	She stepped into room 302 first and snaked through the bric-a-brac of construction underway to open every window. The little bathroom window stuck at first, though came eventually. She crossed the hall and a cold front passed as if stepping into winter. She shivered. 

	Room 301 was the most lived-in of any of the rooms in the hotel. It was the general consensus that it belonged to the manager. “You here? This your room?” Bridget twisted the knob and put her weight against the door. Locked. She turned the key and it snapped straight. “Are you there?” she whispered, scared and then laughed to ease herself. It was bravado, that laugh. 

	A voice inside her head screamed for her to leave the room alone. Or at minimum, go get some company and attack the windows with people at her sides. Childish fears, like leaping over shadows on your way to bed.

	“Fuck it.” She jerked the key. 

	The lock tumbled open. 

	The door opened as quickly as she dared—slowly. She peeked through the crack and saw a room. 

	“One, two, three,” she said under her breath and froze. “Let’s have them lady balls.” Deep breath, and then again, “One, two, three.”

	She kicked open the door and half-expected to see a wailing banshee instead of a messy room, vacant besides the belongings. There was a window over the bed, three windows along the wall facing out to the front gates, and two against the wall that faced the playground. She slowed to take a breath. Around her, a wonderful sweet-smelling scent lingered. 

	“Just the toilet then.” Spooked, she jogged the vast space to the glorious bathroom. Four sinks, a double-sized tub, gold-gilded everything. The only thing missing was a bidet. “And a ghost!” She howled with laughter and swung open the final two windows.

	A door creaked open in the main room. Bridget froze.

	“Hello?”

	Footfalls on the carpet, light but steady, approached.

	“Hey, I got this room!”

	A cupboard door slammed.

	“Fuck lady balls.” She broke for the door. Her eyes took on tunnel vision, her prize thirty-feet away. The door was right there and all she had to do was go. 

	Matching her steps were the gentle press of another set of feet against the carpet. Her heart pounded as if attempting to bulldoze its way free of her ribcage. A squeak left her throat as she spun the knob.

	Locked.

	“No!”

	The key was on the outside.

	Those steps were on her and the sweet-smelling breeze flowed over her neck and arms.

	“No! No!” She twisted and jerked and twisted and jerked. The goddamn door just wouldn’t… 

	It let and sprung inward. She leapt into the hallway. She sprawled, crawling several feet before craning her neck to peer into room 301. The breeze moved the drapes, but nothing else.

	Down the hall, from the library, she heard snorting and huffing. Animalistic grunts and groans. Several loud thumps—and she was off in the other direction, not willing to mess with any of those noises. She skipped down the stairs. It seemed as if a herd of African elephants had sought her and charged from behind, ready to devour her American flesh. She ran until she came upon Peggy and Sam. Sword fighting with discarded bits of cedar strapping. 

	Nothing to fear.

	—

	Time flew while attempting to expand and progress the flirtations of a younger woman into sexual activity. It was all games. Len knew that and had played before. Peggy wasn’t so different, a million years ago.

	He followed Ivy to the stables and then wandered around behind her, checking her out, feigning an interest in the building. He hadn’t expected to find anything.

	But he did.

	There was an office full of goodies and they found the toys they’d agreed to hide.

	Hours burned, gentle touches, nothing definite and before he recognized it, it was after 7:00 PM and he had no plans for supper. Ivy laughed at his little task. Jokingly, he pointed one of the toys they’d found at the end of her nose and pulled the trigger. Click. They chuckled.

	“Next time you point your gun at my face, do you think it will fire?” she whispered. “I bet I can make it fire.”

	Stiff as a tornado’s breeze, she rushed away, stuffing a pistol into the loose blouse she wore above a knee-length skirt.

	Len shivered as if a sudden chill poured like a backwash around him. The gun he carried felt good in his palm. Any rats that stopped by the kitchen were apt to be some mighty sorry balls of fur. 

	In the dining room, he served stew again. Nobody complained. The longer the mix sat in itself, the better it became anyway. And still, Len felt guilty. He wanted the meals to impress and showcase, and here he was doubling up like some snack shack cook. 

	“I’ll handle the dishes,” Len said, “seeing as I didn’t really fix any supper, or help with…whatever this is.” He waved a hand at the tables—flowers abounded and a summer air filled the dining area from the open windows.

	“Kicking out the bad stuff.” Bridget dipped a biscuit into broth. “That finished penthouse needs endless flowers and incense, and probably a priest. It’s freaky and creepy and all kinds of ugly vibes.”

	“Maybe that woman lived in there; the one haunting the place,” Peggy said.

	Elaine cleared her throat. “I’ve been reading up on psychic phenomenon…” She explained the theory behind trapped energy—nothing ghostly about it—and how the psychic’s skin and sweat produced a shape on the energy.

	“Had you screaming.” Ivy spoke with a mouthful.

	“Yes, it did. Now it has me thinking.” She turned to Everett. “The train and everything else is just like energy stuck here and if we ignore certain things, things will go away. It seems the woman, before she died and left behind her anxious energy, was adamant that she had guests and wanted them to stay at the hotel.”

	“Right, I follow so far,” Everett said.

	“I think the rats and the scarecrow, maybe even the goat, it’s all mental scares. Like remnant static, feeding on our cells or something. It makes more sense than a ghostly—”

	“Makes more sense than what? Look around lady, you’re deluding yourself by ignoring what’s in front of you.” Michael had come along, hearing the clatter of dishes. “Just because you can’t put a nail through it and call it science doesn’t mean it isn’t happening.”

	Elaine knew better than to argue, especially when it went down the path of faith—benefactors in the clouds, Zeus and the Care Bears.

	“You hungry?” Peggy jumped up.

	“I can manage, thank you.” Michael made for the kitchen.

	—

	Upstairs, Len and Peggy did dishes and readied for breakfast. They would be impressed again, collectively. No doubt. His kitchen was going to rock their taste buds.

	“Omelets? Really?” Peggy smiled. Len was in a groove and apparently, that continued into the kitchen. 

	“Sure, why not. Fits, right? This place is nice, why shouldn’t we eat nice food?”

	She shrugged it off.

	—

	Wavoka remained asleep. Michael continued staring at him. Ivy sat behind the bar in the ballroom and hummed happy tunes, thinking up ways she could get her drinking buddies to join the party.

	—

	Supper concluded. Bridget resumed a hapless, but admirable, effort to contact the outside world. Not so much as a crackle beyond the fuzz came to ear. Everett, Elaine, Becky, and Sam ventured into the basement, seeking clues while opening more windows along the way. Becky and Sam had calmed and Becky taught Sam about detectives and evidence. She knew all about that stuff from books.

	“Hey, this is under Dad’s kitchen,” Sam said as Becky led the way through the locker room into a servants’ area. 

	At one side of the room were pool equipment and general custodial gear, and on the other was a haphazard break and supply area. A table with a deck of cards sat awaiting a dealer. There was a note on the table and Becky picked it up.

	“A clue,” she said and read the poorly spelled note aloud: “Boss say he ain’t pay ‘til guests happy.” Becky held the note as if it was the Holy Grail and ran from the room. Sam trailed.

	Elaine suggested that it strengthened her notions, then asked Becky and Sam to show where they had found the note.

	The intrigue of it all stilled at that and they mulled around for a couple hours until Everett walked Elaine and Becky to their room. It was only 9:30 PM. With all the windows open, the atmosphere had become chilly and everyone held visions of rolling in duvets. 

	“Do you think it has to do with the gate that won’t open?” Elaine asked.

	In the servants’ area beneath the kitchen, pinned next to the exit was a note: Wanrit tryn kep us to werk. Lokt the gait. Got to crall to go. I says he don pay none a us shud stay. Takin the tran bak.

	“I believe it does. First, we’ll try out your theory. Damned if it doesn’t scare the living hell right out of me.”

	“We did it once…if I’m wrong, sorry in advance.”

	“If you’re wrong, who’s going to look after Becky?”

	Elaine frowned. Wrong was to admit that something impossible was going on. She was not wrong. No magic. All illusion. “Goodnight.”

	“Back at you. Goodnight, Becky!” Everett called around Elaine and treaded to the stairs and then his room.

	—

	Ivy had consumed her fill and stumbled out of the ballroom. It was quiet all over and dimmer than during the day. 

	Drunk alone? 

	“Drunk alone.”

	They’re all laughing at you for it. They look at you. Only the cook likes you ‘cause he’s bored of fucking his wife.

	Ivy waded through the line of consideration as she roamed aimlessly until finding herself in the office, wondering how she got there and how those torn wires got into her hands. There were circuits and strange bulbs on the floor, crunched and destroyed. Stomped to death. Her grip loosened and dropped proof that she was the one who dismantled the radio.

	“Oops.” She ran out of the office, toward the stairs, cackling maniacally.

	—

	From the couch where he’d been spending the brunt of his time at Camp Summit, Michael saw Ivy go, but did not see Ivy. He shook his head and lay on his side. The statue of Jesus Christ had come to life and smashed objects in the small office. That, or he was dreaming.

	If he wasn’t dreaming…and he certainly felt awake…what he saw froze him to the core. The Lord worked in mysterious ways. Truly.

	—

	Becky awoke to the near-total darkness of the room. Only the dim light cast by the moon offered any respite from the gloom. There was a sound. As quickly as it came, it disappeared. It was like a memory and it was best to leave it at that. She closed her eyes, willing herself to be calm. The hotel was a scary place to be when there was no explanation of how they got there and when the adults all spoke of ghosts.

	“There’s no such thing as ghosts,” she whispered.

	Beneath the bed, something scratched against the floor.

	Becky’s eyes shot open, and she groped for her glasses. They were on the headboard above her but dropped to the rug with a gentle clink.

	The scratching stopped and she exhaled.

	A tapping began.

	“Mom?” she said at a normal volume.

	The tapping grew louder. Louder yet.

	“Mom?” 

	The tapping stopped.

	Becky sat up and prepared internally to set her feet in motion and break from the small bedroom to the larger room where her mother slept.

	Something thumped. It was heavy and hard.

	“Mom?”

	The bed shook.

	“Mom! Mom!”

	The bed rattled and lifted, the thumping intensified, Becky’s balance slid and the mattress teetered her onto her hip, her right hand swinging wildly off the bed, she jerked back and the thing under the bed anticipated as much, rocking with her and sending her into the air. 

	“MOM!”

	The door burst open as Becky landed hard against the floor. “What are you doing?” Elaine rushed to her daughter.

	The noises had ceased and the bed no longer moved.

	“Something under the bed.” A juvenile whine hued her voice.

	Elaine gave pause, but not for long. “Come on, quick now.” Elaine ushered Becky to the door. “You can sleep with me.”

	“Can we get Everett, too?” Becky sniffled back tears.

	“The more the merrier, I think. Here anyway. Maybe we should go get him now.”

	“My glasses are in there.” Becky pointed to the dark doorway.

	Elaine straightened, more awake. “All right.” She let go of her daughter. “Where?”

	“On the floor, they fell. Oh, Mom, maybe you shouldn’t.”

	Elaine flipped the light switch inside the door and instantly wondered why she hadn’t done that in the first place. The glasses were there on the floor. In three quick strides, she stood over them, bent, touched the frames. Darkness enveloped the world like an oil spill, the bed thumped louder than before, rattling on its legs, Elaine ran for the shrinking pinprick of light, the door slammed, she gasped and thrashed against the wood.

	“Let me ou—!” 

	Unexpectedly, the door opened, light poured, washing away the terror.

	Becky gawked at her. “Nothing happen?” She took the glasses and put them on.

	“What? Didn’t you hear me—?”

	Becky scrunched her face curiously.

	It was further proof of her theory. Quality proof that it was all in the eye of the beholder. 

	“We’ll just tell Everett in the morning. Things will be fine for the rest of the night. All right?”

	“You think? I don’t think I’ll ever go to sleep again,” Becky said. “Maybe we better get Everett?”

	I’m not walking anywhere; in bed is safe. “Not tonight. Up you get, under the covers.”

	Becky climbed and curled into the bedding. Elaine yawned and held her daughter’s warm body tight to her chest. Becky was asleep almost immediately. Elaine was not so lucky.

	—

	Standing before her room Ivy got an idea and knew without a doubt she would have the luck to follow it through, despite any illogic. She skipped to the elevator and rode back to the main floor lobby. 

	Michael and Wavoka slept. A smile came to her lips and she slunk down. Creeping, she rose a foot from the psychic, withdrew a bright red lipstick from her pocket, and painted the man’s lips, cheeks, and eyelids. She had to bite down on her lower lip to keep from laughing. Too funny.

	Only funny if she got away with it long enough for other people to see. She skedaddled. 

	Outside, she pointed the stable pistol she’d kept at the grass. She wanted to kill something. A fat, seemingly suicidal black rat scurried from the flowerbed like a planned target. Ivy fired and the top of the rat’s head blew off in a thick shower. She felt like Clint Fucking Eastwood and squeaked with pleasure, grabbed the creature by the tail, and ran the long way around the building in case Michael or Wavoka awoke.

	Through the pool doors, up the stairs from the bath, through the dining area, and into the kitchen. Slowed to a steady walk, Ivy crossed the large kitchen and lifted the lid from the stew pot.

	“Bon appétit.”

	 

	
DAY FOUR

	As if it had become his alarm clock, Michael heard the voices and the clanking of dishes and knew the others had risen. He recalled seeing Jesus and the fear that had struck him, and he laughed, his eyes closed. The psychic came to mind and his glee dwindled. Dreams were one thing; there was a reality before him that was no smiling matter. He opened his eyes, facing the back of the brown leather of the sofa where he had slept. Rolling, the material squeaked beneath him. 

	What in the hell?

	Someone had smeared lipstick over Wavoka’s face.

	“Motherfuckers!” Uncertain of whom exactly he meant, but fairly certain that it was a woman, one that was probably drunk in the night. “You motherfu—!”

	Wavoka Ignacio opened his eyes and sat up.

	Michael leapt across the gap and wrapped his arms around the man. There was a sweat stink between them that both registered though did not mention.

	“Was I out long then?” Wavoka pushed Michael away.

	“Days, days.” Michael had tears rising. “I’m so happy…you should wash. Someone painted your face when I was asleep. I’m sorry.”

	Wavoka tilted his head like a curious dog and smirked. “Has anyone figured out our, uh, plight?”

	Michael shook his head.

	Wavoka pushed down and Michael jumped up to assist the man in standing. Tight at the psychic’s side, Michael acted as if an unmentioned bond or intimacy had formed while he played nurse. Wavoka did not know Michael sat vigil.

	“I can manage. I need a shower. I suggest you freshen up too. I know my stink, it’s all over me, but I smell another stink.”

	“Right.” Michael was so relieved that the man was awake and up that he couldn’t help but grin and hop-step.

	The elevator lowered to them and dinged. They both stepped inside; the moment the doors closed, Bridget shouted a slew of obscenities from the communications office door.

	—

	“Any chance you can fix it?” Everett asked.

	“You fucking kidding me? You’re fucking kidding, right?” Bridget was furious, the mess was outrageous, intensely complicated. The equipment was not hers and she was not paid for her efforts and still, it was a purpose in the insane place. It was her hold on a life beyond. She could’ve done something or at least tried, but now…

	“Who would do this?” Elaine asked.

	Elaine and Becky had agreed to keep hush about the haunting they’d experienced, at least until others brought up something similar, making the destruction a somewhat welcome sidetrack. 

	“I’d put money that it was Ivy.” Bridget sneered. “That silly bitch thinks we’re on vacation and wants others to sit around with her doing sweet fuck all. Jesus Christ, how do we know when the train’s coming?”

	It was there out in the open. All shared that quiet hope of some damned train appearing and taking them home. Len and Sam came down the stairs and stood behind the group blocking the doorway into the office. 

	“What’s happening?” Len said.

	Peggy said, “The flight attendant broke the radio.”

	Len laughed with a monosyllabic huff. He rotated on a pivot. Turning his son after the fact, then leading him into the dining area.

	—

	There was a team meeting in the dining room, but Len was in the kitchen. He waited for the bacon sizzling in the heavy pan to crisp and opened the lid on his stew pot. There was a scent. It was too soon for anything to go stinking. If he had a proper walk-in, he would’ve left the pot to chill—too big for the icebox refrigerator; meaning taking the pot down two flights was the option otherwise.

	He took the ladle and dipped it in. Slurped, he ran his tongue over the cool stew broth in his mouth and noted a gamey taste. The ladle dropped into the pot and he stirred. The fat rat bobbed to surface and Len tossed the ladle into the air absently as he reeled in fear and surprise, showering a stew streak up the wall.

	He leaned on his knees a moment and then shook his head. “Can’t be,” he said and crept to the lip of the pot for a second peek. Only the rat’s pointed nose, a portion of the half-mooning skull, and a bit of ear floated atop the congealing surf. Again, rats. Always rats.

	“Dad, bacon’s smoking.” Sam lifted the bacon with a flipper.

	“Plate it. Hey, you haven’t seen any more rats, have you?”

	“No, no more after that one on the carrot.”

	“Did you leave that door open yesterday?” Len pointed at the door to the servant’s area below the kitchen. Open a crack.

	“I don’t think so.” Sam shook his head and spoke too quickly, too urgently.

	Len saw the truth: the boy had left the door open. The boy brought a rat to the top floor. The boy ruined the business with his rat-fuelled screams.

	 “Okay, Sam. I believe you.”

	Sam left with a glass of lemonade. Len hefted the stew pot with the remaining half-gallon of stew and one soggy rat, and carried it down the stairs and outside. 

	There was a privacy hedge between the pool and the servant’s door. Twenty-feet from the door, Len dumped the contents, rat and all, into the hedge. He would have to think of something else for lunch.

	—

	“Holy, wow, you’re awake,” Everett said upon seeing Wavoka step into the dining area.

	Everett and Elaine were about to test her theory about the tracks. They stopped to greet the man. He was pale and somewhat gaunt.

	Wavoka fell into a seat. “I am very hungry and I’m tired. I would gladly trade a palm-reading for a bit of breakfast and coffee.”

	Peggy jumped up. “I’ll get it. Cream? Sugar?”

	“Black.”

	“You feeling all right?” Elaine asked.

	Sam stared at the man. He for some reason thought the man had already died, thought that a ghost had killed him in the night.

	“Hungry and weak, it has happened before. Michael says there’s no real change in understanding?”

	“None. Good to see you alive.” Len forced a grin and sat down with his cold breakfast.

	“Good to be alive, I suppose.” Wavoka took a deep breath. “In my rest, I was not here…”

	—

	It had been a hectic month for Solomon Rhine. He was exhausted and worried. The pay to all twenty-nine of the servants and groundskeepers was barely half of what had been promised. And it was two weeks late. 

	“Man, Wainwright thinks he can push me like this, he got another thing comin’,” a young man said, filthy with coal dust. 

	Solomon clicked his tongue. The boy was being a boy, loud and quick to bury himself in pride. If the boy left, there was little for him, the war in a year or two, surely. If they hadn’t blown up the globe by then. For Solomon, there was even less than a uniform to leave off for. Born with a clubfoot. It kept him from service and likely kept a breath in his lungs. It was an unfunny joke that the government always served the dark meat first at wartimes. 

	A voice boomed down from the kitchen above. It was check-in day for the test-run. The well-to-do patrons were not the kind of people to disappoint, and the boss and his wife saw every little hump as a mountain to the stars. Even there, way up in the middle of nowhere with nothing but themselves, some birds, and some goats. And White, the cat.

	Camp Summit was to be the crowning achievement of summer splendor. In future years, Charley Melville Wainwright foresaw skiing, climbing, sightseeing trips on trails where no foot had ever fallen before.

	“You lazy, no-good whore!” Wainwright’s familiar screech filled the staircase.

	Mary Freeman, a homely woman of about nineteen from one of the Dakotas, said, “You can’t treat us like this! You promised—!” And that’s as far as she got before Wainwright threw her down the stairs. 

	“That’s it!” the coal-dirty young man said to nobody in particular. He stomped through the sweaty, busy space to help Mary to her feet and then out the side door.

	It was only hours to the guests’ arrival and Solomon hoped he didn’t have to go out and remind his fellow workers that there was an expectation. Besides, this job wasn’t so bad. He’d lost pay plenty of times, listened to bosses screech and wail. Best to keep the eyes down and the hands busy. There were worse fates.

	Besides, there was a supper planned and Solomon had offered extra help to the cook and that his hands were there if potatoes needed peeled or bread needed buttered. The constant, monotonous movement stole time. It was what kept him from noticing right away that he was alone in the room for too damned long.

	He wiped his hands; heard Mrs. Wainwright upstairs calling out for somebody, anybody. One of those girls was going to get it if they didn’t get to helping the misses.

	Solomon stretched his back and stepped to the open exit, drinking in the fresh air. There was a note pinned to the doorframe.

	“Well, I’ll be,” he said and couldn’t help but follow up. The note spoke of mutiny. “No, no, no!” He headed for the front gates rather than the side gates, given the information on the note. He’d never been one for crawling around in the grass, not even as a kid. His legs rarely cooperated with such a thing.

	The train whistled and Solomon passed curious-faced guests and the train hands lugging the fancy trunks and bags. The train hands sneered at Solomon.

	“They at the train?” Solomon begged, short of breath.

	“They on the damn train!” a boy said. The trunk he carted in his arms was bigger than he was.

	The train was not fully on Wainwright’s schedule. It would come and go where and when paid, but there were times to keep down in Banff and over in Lake Louise. Other wealthy hands had tickets and there were only so many luxury cars left on the rails in these trying times.

	Solomon raced as well as his clumsy feet allowed. The train puffed steady steam into the pale blue forever. 

	Sir Charles Melville Wainwright had his hands on a young man. The young man fought and shook. The boss had taken to pleading. It was an ugly sight, and yet it was fascinating, even endearing.

	“I’ll talk to them, Mr. Wainwright,” Solomon said, limping up to the caboose car where the servants sat on leather-padded benches. “Now, what in the hell?” Solomon stepped inside.

	“Mary ain’t wakin’ up,” said one of the misses’ girls. “We walked her to the shacks and she fell down and ain’t wakin’ up. That miserable grease ball ain’t gettin’ not another drop of sweat outta me or anybody else. Sit down, we leavin’.” 

	Solomon clenched his fists. “No, you don’t understand.”

	“Listen here, you may be older, but right is right and this ain’t right.”

	“You can’t just quit. All the guests is there and—”

	Wainwright had a final helping of gumption; it came when the train hands returned and informed him that they had a schedule to keep. He entered like a storm cloud. “You listen here, you low breed sons of bitches! You belong to me!”

	The train tooted.

	Solomon stiffened and turned to face his employer. “You don’t own nobody.”

	“I own all of you! You black-faced, black-hearted, nigger shit—!”

	Solomon was only forty-two. His father wasn’t born until 1871. His grandfather was born in 1841. Somebody had owned his grandfather and for the most part, unofficially, somebody had owned his father. There weren’t all that many choices; freedom was not the same for everybody and still, Solomon recognized a choice right then. 

	Detrimental was a word he’d learned from the radio. Detrimental was the word that went through Solomon’s head the second after his fist connected with Wainwright’s chin and knocked his jaw off kilter. 

	A train hand popped into the caboose and saw Wainwright on the floor. The front two carriages had guests drinking in the sights on their way to the west coast, mostly mothers and their daughters. One of the few men onboard was a doctor.

	“You help me get him up to the second car. You’re really puttin’ me in it. Geez, you,” the train hand said, wary himself, too many angry men and women standing around.

	Two youngish servants that had promised a fair price to the train hands for a ride down the mountain dragged the sloppy-faced tycoon to the doctor’s car.

	Six hours later, Solomon waited at the train station for the car he’d hired to come around. 

	—

	“Then what?” Bridget asked.

	Wavoka had a natural gift in holding a crowd before ever considering that the story affected all within earshot. This was not show biz.

	“Mom, the note from downstairs,” Becky said. If the psychic was actually psychic, then ghosts might exist and what happened in her bedroom the night before might be real! The entire world could unravel.

	“The energy changed while I slept,” Wavoka said, not addressing Becky. “It isn’t so thick. Has anyone noticed anything in the rooms?”

	Becky didn’t dare bite her tongue any longer. “There was something in my room last night.”

	“Becky!”

	Wavoka’s stern eyes burned into Elaine. “Let her speak, please.”

	“It was a spooky dream,” Elaine said.

	“Mom, it was not and you saw something too. There was banging and scratching and my bed shook like crazy.”

	“Anything else?”

	Becky’s jaw drooped as she said, “Uh-uh.”

	“Anybody else?”

	Michael, freshly showered, sporting a clean suit, stepped into the dining room. “I saw Jesus, just like the statue from upstairs, come out of the communication room last night. I heard smashing and saw Him leave. I just checked. I wasn’t dreaming, someone smashed the radio.” Michael was grave and anxious in telling, as if his story was so impossible that they might blame him for his faith.

	“You think Jesus broke my radio?” Bridget asked.

	“No, but that’s who I saw coming out. This place plays hell on my nerves. I’m barely holding it together.”

	Wavoka looked at the group. “Anything else?”

	“Room three-oh-one. That place had me shook senseless. It’s the owners’ room I think,” Bridget said. “You couldn’t pay me to go back in there.”

	“I guess there’s also the train station. We got in and right away started the séance, so we didn’t tell you,” Everett said. “It’s a death trap. Or, at least, it wants to look that way. Elaine has a notion that it’s all lingering, scary energy.”

	“In a manner, she’s correct.”

	Elaine straightened, beamed slightly.

	“We’re going to test her theory. What do you think?”

	Elaine’s beam sank. It was not up to the opinion of the so-called psychic where she went.

	“Your guess is as good as mine. If this place is solely lingering pent up power, then I can’t imagine who wielded or expelled such force. Is there more coffee?” Wavoka rubbed his hands together.

	Peggy snapped out of a damp daydream. “I got it.”

	“No, no. I can manage.”

	She sat and put a hand on Len’s thigh. Had to. He wiggled his leg out from beneath it.

	“What do we do about Ivy?” Bridget asked.

	“I guess we question her,” Everett said. “You can do that while Elaine and I explore the tracks.”

	“Hey, yeah. I see none of you are wearing lipstick, but did one of you get drunk last night and draw on Mr. Ignacio’s face?” Michael was grim as a homicide detective.

	“What?” Peggy whispered.

	Len had been in a world of rats, somewhere inside his head. He smirked at the idea. “What do you mean?”

	“Someone painted me like a clown.” Wavoka returned to the table with fresh coffee. “No worries, had I never woken up, it might’ve been a little more offensive. I assume it was the stewardess. I may have deserved it. I gave her a bit of shit on the plane when that old bugger bought up first-class, despite the fact that I paid for my ticket already.”

	 “Doesn’t make it right,” Michael said.

	—

	“I expect from what you’ve said that I made contact with a single figure,” Wavoka said.

	Michael and Len sat with the psychic. Elaine and Everett had gone to collect tools for the investigation and Bridget and Peggy went upstairs to gather Ivy. Sam convinced Becky to play hide and seek—okay, but not in any of the bedrooms or outside—and she had only just finished a quiet count to one hundred. 

	“I take it she used me?”

	Len laughed.

	Michael explained what he saw and heard. Len added the details of Elaine’s panic and how much humor he found in her terror. 

	“I had hoped her level head was tantamount to proceeding orderly. I recall, briefly, catching fire.” Wavoka touched his head. The only truly injured party was his pride.

	“Your jacket lit too. I put cream on your head. It seems okay,” Michael said.

	“So, you were my nurse. Thank you. Now, this woman, she didn’t give a name, but it seems as if she ran this…establishment, correct?” Len and Michael both bobbed heads in agreement. “And she wants us to stay. If my dream was indeed a vision, then it appears that the help left and, given the nature of those invited, the guests were probably not pleased with the lack of servants and attempted to leave as well. It’s almost as if we’re playing out their stay.”

	That was enough bullshit for Len, so he stood. “Have to figure out lunch.”

	Wavoka waited for his leave. Michael eyed his water glass. It was empty and he traced damp circles around the dark wooden table. 

	“I suspect some of us are following the past on the nose. If the others are wrong about Ivy, it is possible that the woman I contacted manifested for a repeat performance. The lady of the house wouldn’t like guests tempting the other end of the line for early departures. It is also possible someone in the past treated Camp Summit’s kitchen like his very own establishment. It is even possible that someone acted as a nurse to an injured party.”

	Michael softened. “I didn’t do what I did because something from the past told me the right thing to do.” Bravely, he put his hand over Wavoka’s hand.

	Wavoka snatched his hand away as if burned. Michael held his position, stood his ground, though it hurt. Wavoka shivered in revulsion. Michael caught the disgust and hardened. He’d barked up wrong maples in the past. It happened, but this stung more than normal.

	From the kitchen, three loud clanks followed immediately by what sounded like a gunshot ringing out. Before either Michael or Wavoka had time to react, three quick pops from the floor above roared and effeminate screams carried down the staircase.

	“Bridget!” Peggy shouted and stumbled backward over the final flight of eleven steps. She whined in pain.

	Michael and Wavoka raced to her side. Bridget bumbled toward them, holding a bloodied forearm.

	“Bitch got a gun!” Bridget was wide-eyed.

	A door slammed on the second floor and Michael revisited his duty as nurse; this time, he worked from the bar countertop. 

	“You’re lucky,” Michael said.

	Blood ran just quicker than a drip out of the gouge. It was a graze. Hardly enough to require stitches. Wavoka sat with Peggy—who had hit her head—where she slumped on a couch just outside the ballroom. In the chaos of the situation, all forgot that the first blast had come from the kitchen.

	—

	Drawn to the hidden tool as if magnetized, Len pulled the bundle out from next to the pots and unravelled the rags. He held the weapon and felt empowered, imagined firing at a fat rat. He stretched his arm and aimed at the floor.

	A ballsy rat scurried by his sightline, daring him at the worst possible moment.

	“Sonofabitch.” He darted after the tiny black shadow. 

	His toe caught the foot of the cutting table in the center of the room and he tumbled forward, falling into a shelf of pots and bowls. The rat stood before him on its hind legs, as if urging Len closer. Len pointed the weapon. The rat used it like a cue and bolted below a closet door. Kicking bowls and fallen utensils as he crawled, Len made a constant racket until he opened the closet door and saw the mother of all rats. It was incredible. Horror film fodder. 

	No time to think, he fired once and instantly, his heart dropped into his gut.

	“Jesus,” he muttered.

	Beyond the kitchen were shouts and cries. There was no time to delay—the scene demanded action while everyone was busy elsewhere.

	—

	Gravel crunching under his steps, Everett held the wider end of the forty-foot ladder with his right hand. Lightweight ladders came around much after the construction of Camp Summit. In his left hand, he carried a croquet mallet. At the slightly tapered end of the ladder, Elaine managed in a similar manner: ladder in one hand, mallet in the other. They were so far apart that they did not speak for the entire distance from the games shed to the station house.

	The gulley that ran between land and track was deep and steep. Both were terribly uncertain about the situation. The words what if I’m wrong? played on Elaine’s tongue but never exited her mouth. Instead, she asked, “Ready?”

	Everett had sweat running down his cheeks, part of it from the weight of the ladder, but mostly from sheer nervousness and stress. The ladder stretched like a plank over the ten-foot, foggy abyss between land and track. Elaine, since it was her plan, crawled across first. The rungs dug into her knees and were difficult to center—ovular rather than rectangular. She made it across and Everett then followed. A wider shoulder base made the journey easier for him. 

	The scarecrow, though apparently removed from the scene, was clearly a warning. 

	“Let’s try the other way this time,” Elaine said.

	There was no argument. If somehow he could discover a true answer and run away from those tracks and the memories they triggered, he would do so. There was no hope of that and he followed the smallish librarian as if she was Pocahontas and he was a hopeful colonizer. After only a half-dozen steps, the skies darkened with black clouds and the fog thickened. Rocks tumbled not far in the distance and Elaine slowed to put her within quick reach of Everett. Everett was happy she had found his hand as he was that he had found her hand.

	They walked with baby steps into the grayness. The gentle tumble of stones was a constant until the wind grew to such a strength that no sound was heard above a whipping din. Made nearly senseless, they strode farther, both scanning the edges for creature movement, certain it was on its way.

	But it’s not real, Elaine reminded herself internally.

	Everett’s confidence dropped with each half-foot they passed on the tracks. The rails were shiny and new and horrible for it. All around, louder stones dropped with crashes that seemed to shake the world.

	She was so sure and it sounded right! It sounded so right and plausible! Everett’s mind whined like a sickly child. The wind carried a high-pitched mystery and the fog cleared slightly. See! See! She was right!

	The wind began to slow if only to reveal the mystery until the sounds were chorus enough to outweigh any breezy song. Everett slowed further, recognizing the voices in unison, sounding as if their numbers went on infinitely. Rats.

	The peeping of the rats came in a wave and above them, crows screeched. Behind them and to their left—the mountainside—loud snorts and huffs echoed.

	“It feels awfully real!” Everett shouted, as if he’d been reading Elaine’s mind.

	Cold wind whipped them hard and swallowed any further words. The rats circled their feet. Elaine let go of Everett’s hand to clench her mallet in the ready stance. She swung and landed the mallet head on a soft target. 

	Not real, Elaine demanded within.

	Everything was utterly real and absolutely there before her and Everett as he swung a swooping arc at three rats moving in a line, he struck the first two. The third got to him and latched onto his pant leg. Tiny claws and teeth pierced the heavy wool of his trousers.

	The wind buried a cry of terror that rose in his mouth. Behind him were dozens of rats. Through the fog were the long circling horns of a mountain goat. Taking no more faith in the possibility of mental trickery, he shouted, “Run!” 

	Again, the wind ate his voice and he grabbed for Elaine’s arm, dropping his mallet, he tugged her and she continued to swing with one hand at the little black monsters quickly finding their legs, the fog thickened despite the blustery wind, the rats amassed into a blanket, the crows dive-bombed and pecked at human targets; Elaine recognized the stupidity of her notion as blood ran down her forehead: hot, red, and sticky. 

	Everett jerked his face aside for a breath and saw the dipped chin of the horned beast as it battered him, rocking him forward into a stumble. The rats were like a second skin, refusing to be shaken away. 

	“Ow!” Everett screamed helplessly. 

	The rats on his legs transformed into decaying grey-green abominations. Their eyes resembled bubbling pus deposits aching to pop. Elaine closed her eyes as she peeled into a full-out sprint, into the fog. 

	“Elaine?” Everett said, the word coming out in a croak as the beast’s rounded horns punished his lower back once again. It was too much. Like Elaine, he closed his eyes and stumbled against the wind. Crows landed on his head and pecked while the rats chewed his pants into rags

	Eventually the power ran out of him and he tripped, landing on something equally hard and soft at the same time.

	There was laughter.

	“They’re gone!” Elaine cackled. “I knew it! I was right! All we have to do is make it through the lingering energy and we’re free from it!”

	It was still foggy up the mountain, but less so. The rats had all vanished and so had the wind. Before them, the track wound around a rock face. Everett was so happy that he latched onto Elaine, jumping up and carting her to her feet with a bear’s grasp. His laughter joined her laughter and he kissed her on the cheek. He then noticed the blood drying on her forehead. Fingers traced his own forehead. There was a smear like jam with a side of crimson crumble. 

	“I still don’t understand. How could it hurt us and be fake like that?”

	Elaine, still beaming, said, “That, dear friend, is a problem for later. Come on. Let’s figure out where we really are.”

	They strolled as if about to take a corner and find a public oasis or a convenience store—Paradigm Peak’s very own 7-Eleven. The fog dissipated more. As it had before, time seemed to play by different rules while on the track. The setting sun was all around them as if their spot in the mountains harbored a cast of massive mirrors tilted to face them. The fog was unwilling to let up totally and they didn’t see much farther than a dozen feet. They walked for several minutes, around one corner and then another, always finding more track and fog.

	“What if there’s nothing, only more fog?” Everett asked.

	Elaine stopped dead then. “No. It can’t be.”

	The haze cleared before them. To their left were the cornfield and the scarecrow. To their right was the mountain, ten-feet up was an overseeing mountain goat. Further ahead, also to their right, was the station house and just beyond that, the ladder. 

	“No!” Elaine stamped her foot like a surly child.

	Everett was no better. He dropped down onto his backside and sulked, sitting on a track, tossing gravel. There was no answer and the situation was utterly, impossibly real.

	“What do we do?” Elaine asked after a time.

	“Go back, I suppose.”

	“Think they’ll be up there? The rats and things?”

	That was a thought. Safe where they were, or so it seemed, they could wait out eternity or face the possibility of rats. Elaine saw the weak question rising in Everett’s eyes.

	“I have Becky. It doesn’t matter if they’re there.” She stormed away, bloody mallet ready in hand.

	“Can’t live on rat meat alone,” Everett whispered and caught up to Elaine. “As rat meat alone,” he amended. 

	The rats emerged up the tracks as they had previous, and behind them, rocks tumbled as a mountain goat skidded the slope. Elaine’s feet quickened as Everett’s did. As did the rats’ paws and the goat’s hooves. Centralized hail began to pelt their heads and shoulders, slowing their pace and bending their spines for cover. The rats were unaffected by the hail and continued at a steady sprint, Elaine swung at the creatures at such an angle that it did nothing more than slow her down further. Everett tugged on her arm. She dropped the mallet. Almost there. He skidded to his knees latching onto the ladder. Ice balls had slickened the wooden framework. The crossing was slow. Elaine pushed onward with her head against Everett’s ass, unable to help herself as the rats coated her legs below the knees.

	“Hurry! Hurry!” Fat ice stones smashed down everywhere. “Hurry! Hurr—!” Her right hand slipped and she flopped onto the wet ladder. The mountain goat clamored behind her, planting its wide head against her back and shoving her over the edge of the ladder. “Everett!”

	The man kept moving and Elaine swung off the ladder, grasping with only the tips of her fingers. Her feet pressed against a dirt wall.

	“Everett!” she screeched again. Above, Everett laughed. A great belly laugh. His foot lifted for a stomp onto her fingers. “Don’t!”

	Relieved to have made it, Everett lay in the soft grass. It cushioned him and beckoned his rest, cradling him. Then, as if a million miles away, he heard his name on the breeze. It took a moment before he recalled Elaine. She was somewhere under the same moon, in fact, she should’ve been… Despite the temptation to do otherwise, he rolled to the edge and scanned for his friend. She had slipped and then clung. Shocked into motion, he crawled to the lip of the abyss and latched onto Elaine, under her armpits. He pulled as she screeched nonsense into his face.

	In a snap, it was all gone. The comforting grass was just grass. The hail had never really been. The animals disappeared and the two luckless seekers sat beneath an overcast evening. Battered. Beaten. Hopes dashed. Plans mocked.

	—

	Bridget, patched up, alongside Michael and Wavoka, took her turn calling out for Ivy, though more often than calling out Ivy, Bridget called out don’t shoot. The woman had disappeared from her room and there was no trace of her since the incident. 

	On the floor above, woozy, Peggy lay amongst the fluffy feather pillows. In her panic, she’d managed to injure herself more than Ivy injured Bridget with the shot. Michael suggested that she stay awake, if she could help it. It was a notion they all knew to be true—don’t let a concussed person sleep. Still, sleep took her away within minutes. 

	She awoke at a silk belt wrapping over her eyes. Hands, tender and firm, manipulated her form.

	“Len, this is too much,” she said and let her husband tie her wrists to the bedposts with matching silk strands. 

	Her thighs separated and thus began an on and off marathon. She would cum, feel Len cum, and then hear Len’s devilish laugh and sexy whispers. “Cum again, soon enough.”

	“Len!” Peggy shouted as the key rotated in the lock.

	Chilled and naked, she still found a way to sleep until Len opened the door.

	“Len, I have to pee.”

	In a strange voice, he replied, “Okay, prisoner.” He then laughed and untied her hands, then retied them behind her back before leading her to the toilet.

	Blindfolded, she peed. As she finished, she recognized a familiar shape poke at her lips. There was something so different and exciting about it all that she willed herself to play along. Naked, sitting on the can, Peggy worked her mouth and tongue into a rhythm over Len’s penis until a hot splash gagged her. It was no worse than ever before and she swallowed what hadn’t jumped out from between her lips. 

	“Don’t go too far,” he whispered.

	The tie behind her was tight and surprisingly efficient. It didn’t budge. She shuffled to the bed and grinned at the absurdity of the game. Face down she slept until the door opened again.

	—

	“Have you seen Ivy?” Bridget asked Len in the kitchen.

	Len wore a white apron saturated in blood. His complexion was ashen. His eyes were wide.

	“Not all day.”

	“Oh… What are you cooking?”

	“Nothing, why?” he snapped.

	Footsteps echoed up the stairs leading from basement to kitchen. Michael popped his head out. “Nowhere. I checked everywhere.”

	The frantic action an hour earlier proved enough. The meat was packed in waxy paper, tied with twine, and stacked in the sub-basement’s meat locker.

	“Did you check the stable?” Len asked, anything to take them out of his space. It was his kitchen; they had no right to be snooping.

	“Not yet, maybe we ought to grab lunch before we head all the way out there,” Michael said.

	“No! Just—I’ll have lunch ready for you when you get back.”

	Wavoka squinted at Len from the doorway like he saw something untoward, perhaps only just below the surface.

	“Cool your jets, buddy,” Bridget said as she felt her pocket for the cigarette pack.

	Len reached over to grasp the counter island in the center of the room for balance as the group milled toward the door. His mind zoomed wildly, swirling into denial, guilt, anger, and then returning to self-preservation.

	“Mr. Anweis, have you seen Sam?” Becky asked.

	Len jumped at the sound of her voice. “What? No! No, of course not. Go away. The kitchen is no place for a child.”

	—

	Becky, suddenly afraid of the chef, ran from him. The game had gone on for hours and she couldn’t find Sam. The rule was, no bedrooms, no outside, though it didn’t seem necessary to add the latter. Short fearful discussions about the world beyond the walls pushed them onto a single track about that one.  

	And still… 

	The little jerk probably went outside, she thought and kicked her feet down the stairs to the pool. Tentatively, out the back doors, she had an idea. He was trying to figure out what the note meant without her and then he’d get to tell everyone that he found out how to crawl around the gate. 

	You sneak!

	It was a long walk from the pool to the servant’s gate. Becky did her best to keep her eyes averted from the playground that had tried to kill her. Before, her mother had her convinced that it was all bad luck; a chain-reaction she had joked. It wasn’t, there was power there and it was evil. It demanded that she keep attentive to the entire landscape and assume nothing was really safe. 

	“Sam? Sam? Sam!” she called out upon reaching the gate.

	She inched her fingers close to the iron, worried that the sinister power might work like live wires. Nothing happened when she touched the cold metal. She shook hard and it did not budge a millimeter. 

	“Sam, are you over there?”

	She bent, hands on knees, and explored the grass. There were lessons in those old mysteries and everything always unraveled from the point of an initial clue. Nowhere was mussed or tamped down. But it was there somewhere, the clue. It had to be. She returned to the gate and tried to imagine her body or even Sam’s body sliding under. Not likely. The gap was no more than five or six inches.

	“Crawl to go.” 

	On TV and in books they always mused aloud. Her father let her watch as much television as she cared to on the days when he still wanted to be part of the family. At home, they got rid of the cable when he left. That was okay, books were good too; and everybody was so impressed by a girl who read on her own.

	She dropped to her knees. 

	It was a trick, that’s what the note had suggested. Someone locked the gate and the author of the note stated that crawling was the way out. If the person who had locked the gate did so to keep people inside, then they did not know how people crawled out. 

	“Maybe through.” 

	She crawled along the hedge again, her dress filthy with dirt and grass stains. Her palms ran over the prickly needles of the thick fence. It appeared hopeless. There was so much hedge to cover. Still, she continued.

	No further than five yards from the gate, her palms found a thinning of flora. She squeaked and crouched closer. Like peeking between curtains, she pushed aside the hedge and saw a gap. 

	Worry revisited. 

	“Sam?” 

	Hands pushed against the hedge as she peered beyond the greenery, willing herself to move on for more answers to the questions of the hotel. 

	But what if there’s bad stuff?

	She leaned in a few inches, her crown breaching as if being reborn a hedge baby.

	The ghost stuff is true and Mom’s wrong.

	“Is not,” her voice argued with her mind.

	Dad says Mom’s wrong plenty, she just won’t ever admit it.

	“So? Doesn’t mean there’s ghosts.”

	Doesn’t mean there’s no ghosts!

	A cold breeze wafted up Becky’s dress and down her neck. She shivered and decided she had explored the note’s description as far as she would without an adult present. Anxious, rearing out, that chill stiffened her muscles. The hedge grew new vines from its branches and coiled around her tiny wrists like hungry tendrils.

	The root grip had her. There was a scream on her tongue, but before she let it go, the cold air disappeared and the hedge released her arms.

	To her feet, she ran all the way to the poolside. She hoped that her mother had returned and that she could tell her of the discovery, possibly tell her about the hedge’s grip. The woman wasn’t exactly a willing listener when it came to anything that didn’t fit easily into an explicable statement. 

	Things were due for a change in that aspect.

	—

	Ivy heard them before they arrived and it gave her time to climb into a haymow. That feeling inside had been right all along. They were always going to blame her and then they’d be at her. She was the prettiest and youngest—of the adults—and they’d always be jealous and actively blaming her, for everything that went wrong. She had no recollection of destroying the radio and though she had been there shortly after it happened, it didn’t make her guilty.

	But they wanted her, she knew it without a doubt. They wanted to place blame and get rid of her. The beauty she wore pointed out their ugliness and faults. The wrinkles, the blemishes, her existence was a reminder that better was possible and they would always be inferior. 

	“Next time I see him, I’m gonna fuck him and then laugh in his face and your face,” Ivy muttered, thinking of how Peggy had barged into her room, accusing her.

	She and Bridget both dared to suggest that she go with them, suggested that she didn’t have a choice. They knew she was above them and yet there they were ignoring their class. She was regal compared to these riffraff!

	It was their fault that she fired on them. Bridget’s grubby fingers trying to touch her. It was bad enough that the woman tricked her into bed once, into that worker’s bed. They shivered together in fear and drunkenness and the memory made Ivy gag. 

	“Ivy, are you in here?” Michael shouted into the stable, wisely keeping his body behind the door. “We just want to talk.”

	“I know we scared you or whatever. I’m barely even hurt.” Bridget touched her arm as she spoke.

	“And don’t worry about me,” came a voice from the other end of the stable. “I deserved the makeup. I know I can be a pain.”

	Ivy aimed the pistol at Wavoka, poking it between two square bales of hay.

	“I’m not sure if I’d walk around in there,” Michael said.

	Wavoka sniffed the stalls—a Clydesdale, white with greenish splotches, eyes so black they were like bottomless wells—and stumbled backward. That had been a vision. No horse stood in any of the stalls. What he’d seen was a magnificent beast; what he felt was a putrid vampiric creature with an insatiable appetite.

	“You’re right and if she stays in the barn, then we don’t have to worry about her.” Wavoka looked over his shoulder. “It can stay too,” he added in a whisper.

	Michael stepped into the center of the room. Ivy locked on and changed target. Bridget came in, and again Ivy switched her aim. She imagined pegging them off with three quick shots like Annie Oakley. A ridiculous thought hit and she had to bite down on her arm to stifle a laugh. 

	Bouncing from head-to-head like a conductor hitting notes, she imagined the many ways to die by bullet. Gushing face wounds. Quiet little holes that leaked souls. Great gashes that split bone and flesh into wet meat valleys. 

	Do it!

	She tightened her grip and aimed.

	Do it!

	Bridget first. That bitch pretended to be a friend, a woman of equal class. She was a lying bitch and a lowly negress.

	Do it!

	The sewn gash beneath the bandage was just a start, but what about the queer one?

	Do it! Shoot the fruit!

	She inhaled and closed one eye to spy over the short barrel.

	Shoot the fruit! Shoot the fruit! Do it!

	Wavoka considered the haymow and Ivy froze. His scrutiny ceased and she shifted her aim.

	Some psychic! Doesn’t even see the bullet coming!

	She licked her lips.

	Do it!

	Such a glorious shower of blood, these commoners…

	Yes! Yes!

	That settled it. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths, considering which to topple first. The psychic, has to be. Seeing herself the bringer of pain offered a rush. 

	It felt so good to imagine the act that Ivy missed her chance to carry it through. “Oh, piss,” she whispered as they moved on from the stable.

	Once they had gone from view, Ivy climbed down and brushed off her riding pants and jacket. She picked arrant bits of straw and hay from her hair. On the third stable door among a row of nine, the nameplate read King Gauvin. “Where did you hide?” she asked. The massive white horse with subtle greenish spots about its face stood where she’d last seen it standing. “They’re all so stupid they didn’t even see you, did they?”

	She reached in and patted the tuft of mane budding from the top of its head.

	—

	On the way to the hotel, Becky’s thoughts shifted from her mother to Sam. What if he isn’t out beyond the hedge? 

	She picked up the pace. She had to tell somebody Sam was gone. The things Ivy had done, although nobody told her directly, sounded crazy. The woman had gone cuckoo and had a pistol, there was no denying that much.

	The path from the hedge wall moved directly toward the servant’s door that opened below the kitchen. Not wanting to disturb Mr. Anweis, Becky crept through and ran hard across the employee area to the opposite door that led to the locker room. Once there, she continued her pace, feeling a perverse sense of attraction emitted by the walls. Up the stairs, only slowing once she made it to the main floor. 

	Across the vast room, the front doors opened. The creak was a peep. It was enough that it set her motion alight again, hoping for her mother. The childish voice calling out Mom fell away on a whispery breath. It was the search party trio, not her mother and Everett Adams.

	“Did you see Sam outside?” she asked.

	The psychic blinked hard and straightened, as if suddenly recognizing a scent or understanding a distant memory. He cleared his throat. “No. Have you seen Ivy?”

	Becky shook her head.

	Wavoka put out a hand. “You had best stick with me until your mother returns.”

	—

	Popping out through the kitchen’s swinging door to the dining room, Len slid his weapon into his waistband below the loose apron. He’d seen that girl run through his space, rats following her. All children attracted rats. It was difficult to understand how he had missed such a vital fact for so long. Someday, he’d run a restaurant where the vermin-gathering sub-humans were not permitted.

	He’d gone down to grab meat and vegetables for lunch and found an infestation in both the meat locker and the produce cellar. His son first brought the trouble and the girl was only going to add to it. He wasn’t about to lose another kitchen.

	Others in attendance meant that he couldn’t repeat his performance, not yet, but he would get her. Instead, he fell back on something expected and shouted like everything in the kitchen was running smoothly, “Lunch in ten minutes!”

	They ate club style sandwiches with thick and slightly tough slabs of bacon and fresh mayonnaise, tomatoes, and lettuce. Yet another fine meal.

	“We have to keep watch at the doors. Lock them, and if Ivy tries to get in, we have plenty of time to subdue her that way,” Michael said.

	Wavoka agreed with a nod. His mind was elsewhere, finding cognition. 

	“How’s Peggy?” Bridget licked her right index finger. “Does she know Sam’s gone?”

	Len, eating the same meal as the others, spoke with a mouthful, “How the hell should I know?”

	“She is your wife,” Bridget said.

	“I guess I’d better find out. Hadn’t I?” Len tossed his napkin on the plate.

	“Right. So who wants which door?” Michael looked around amongst his housemates once Len moved beyond earshot—why he waited, exactly, was a bit of a mystery to him.

	“Becky and I will take the front,” Wavoka said.

	“That puts us at the back then?” Bridget said.

	“What about the other door?” Becky asked, wearing a glob of yellowy mayonnaise on her chin like a bad gotee.

	“Yes, the third door. The one under the kitchen,” Wavoka said. There was something special about that door and he couldn’t quite place it. “For some reason, I don’t think she will use that door, but safety first.” 

	He smirked.

	Becky did not.

	“We could barricade it,” Bridget suggested.

	“That might be wise,” Wavoka said.

	“No!” Becky slammed her fist on the table.

	The trio offered curious expressions. 

	Wavoka’s bushy eyebrows lifted. “She’s probably right. Better not limit our exits or entryways, just in case.”

	Bridget and Michael spied the girl crookedly.

	“We can lock the doors from the inside anyway,” Michael said. “The one under the kitchen is the only heavy one, Ivy might break glass to gain her way, but she’s never getting through a solid old door like that.”

	Never is a strong word, Wavoka thought, but did not say.

	—

	Peggy swooned at the heat pressing against her. Still tied at the wrists, arms slung behind her. Lying face down. Len had come for more. There were patches of cool dampness where their prior entanglements lingered on her body, like drying mud puddles. She had had a headache from the fall, but the wonderful new touch of her husband cleared it away as if by magic. He lifted her legs, pinning her upper-half like she was a wheelbarrow and slid into her vagina with a stiff cock.

	“You’re an animal. Oh, oh, oh, oh, yes, harder!”

	This penetration was all that mattered in the universe. 

	She used her face to keep balance and the silk blindfold began slipping. Pumping in from behind while her cheek dragged along the bedspread. For the first time in several hours, she saw the world. It was her room at the strange and wonderful Camp Summit. There was the bathroom and dirty clothing about the floor amid the heavy white towels. There was the great art, originals, probably worth a bundle. 

	A kink in her neck forced her head to rotate. The silk blindfold fell away completely, clearing her vision. Len moaned and she bucked against him, sensing the impending splash and then throbbing ooze. 

	At the other side of the room were windows. There was more art, truly fine pieces. More clothes. There was the full-length, tri-panelled mirror. Another mirror that stood on a dressing divider. 

	There was dried cum on her cheek that had dampened with sweat and she licked out absently, letting her eyes trail onto the next panel. A pale, greenish hand, scabby with pus-crusted sores dug into her thigh. Two ivory eyes set deep in gloomy sockets ogled their reflection. A tuft of bright orange hair sat atop a balding, tissue-thin layer of scalp. Shadowy bones stood prominent through the draped flesh of this near skeleton pounding into her.

	“Peggy? You up?” a voice carried from just outside the door. “It’s locked, open up.”

	Peggy screamed and the dead thing in her, on her, holding her, stiffened as his frozen load spat into her. The truth of the sudden, wonderful change battered her with instantaneous revulsion.

	Len pounded on the door. “Peggy!”

	Peggy’s breath jumped and twittered as she began gasping. The taste was in her mouth from licking her cheek. The thick ooze was inside her, swimming for a dead-thing’s chance at the future. The soggy member pulped out of her and the cold dead body leaned down on her, kissed her back and neck.

	“Maybe the lady will let me out again, but I doubt it, so think of me whenever you breathe,” he whispered and yanked the slipknot binding Peggy’s wrists. 

	Her arms fell to her sides and she fought to scream. Gasps made this impossible. She rolled onto her side and spread her legs, digging and clawing at her insides. It was in her and it had to leave, that horrible stuff could not stay.

	The lock clicked open.

	Peggy had her ass poked toward Len and was visibly wet and inflamed at points where her fingers had dug in. 

	“What in the fuck are you doing?” 

	Peggy continued to pant and dig.

	“Get it…out…of…me! Len…get…it…out…of…me!”

	Len stepped to the bed and grabbed her shoulders. She began hyperventilating. Her hands bunched the sheets; her feet slipped over the damp mattress. She launched herself, thumping heavily onto the floor.

	Len picked her up. “Dumb bitch,” he mumbled, tucking her in.

	—

	Wavoka and Becky went to the library to select a book. The plan was to let Becky read aloud—to let reality fall away—while Wavoka monitored the front doors. Many of the books were in puffy leather volumes, famous titles of stuffy classics from long-dead authors. First printings, first translations.

	Becky was uneasy in the room. It seemed almost as if the dead things mounted on the walls recognized her presence and followed her movements. Quickly, she grabbed at a worn, red cloth volume of The Hound of Baskervilles and a like-new, blue leather-bound edition with gold gilding: The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes. 

	Wavoka let Becky guide him away from the room and a sense of nearby otherness. Sherlock was, as always, a suitable distraction. From the couch nearest the front doors, Wavoka listened to Becky’s sweet little voice recount the old tales of mystery and intrigue. He built up the fire and read aloud when she needed a break. They drank water and sugary lemonade made from lemons retrieved from the bar and sugar handed out by request from Len.

	Becky hardly listened while the psychic read, her eyes darting continually to the doors and windows. It bothered her to lock them, but there wasn’t much choice thanks to Ivy.

	Partway through the fourth story of a dozen in the Case-Book, Becky stopped reading. She heard a screaming woman and footsteps race nearby. She clenched the book tight and waited.

	Peggy Anweis had blood running down her thighs and on her cheeks and neck. “He’s inside me!” she screeched over and over. Her hands dug, one inside her vagina as if cut-off just above the wrist, the other at her face. “Get him out of me!”

	She stumbled into the front lobby and approached the kitchen. Blood also trickled from the woman’s anus leaving little red drips like map markers.

	“Len, help me! He was you! I was sure he was you! But he was so much better and he fucked me and came everywhere! And I liked it, Len!”

	“Is she okay?” Becky whispered to Wavoka.

	“You’re crazy!” Len’s voice carried as easily as the wailing woman’s had through the mostly empty hotel. 

	“Becky, stay put.” Wavoka rushed away.

	Becky glanced from the dining area to the door. She stood and whispered, “Mom, where are you?” 

	From where she was, Becky took in that it was overcast and quickly dimming. The giant horse statues faced outward at the bottom of the steps leading up to the front doors. A cold wind blew around the door and the stone statues shook off dust and spun, rearing and snorting, showing their giant horse teeth. Becky gasped and jumped back.

	They were coming, any second now, and they would break the barrier. She knew this.

	Peggy continued to scream in the distance.

	Becky waited, moaning pleas.

	Peggy’s voice was hoarse and pained.

	Becky crawled to the door again. The cold air continued through the cracks but the statues were nothing more than statues. There was movement out on the path. 

	It wasn’t those horses, but it was a horse.

	Snatching looks, she peeked around the wall and saw a blonde woman in a dress blazing out the gates. The white cat she saw when they first arrived trotted behind the horse.

	Becky returned to the couch and held her arms tight around her sides. “Mom, you can’t be gone anymore.”

	—

	Michael heard the noise upstairs and ran from his post. He cast a glance at Bridget who observed without understanding. 

	“What’s wrong with her?”

	“Where you found the salve for my burn, was there medicine too? Something calming?” Wavoka shouted over Peggy, who buzzed frantically.

	“He’s inside me! I can feel his cum! It’s alive! It’s dead! It’s inside me! Everywhere inside me!”

	Michael pattered away into the servant’s area by the locker rooms. On the wall was a steel first-aid box. He flipped it open and snatched at the little boxes lined in rows. Solution of Morphine Tartrate.

	He took three boxes and sprinted out.

	“What’s going on?” Bridget asked as he flew past.

	Michael presented his find. “Peggy’s having some kind of fit!”

	Wavoka took the morphine from the box, popped the cover from the needle, and stabbed it into Peggy’s shoulder while Len held her arms so that she couldn’t scratch anymore. It was only seconds before she slowed physically, but the terror remained in her eyes.

	“Do another,” Len said. 

	—

	Huddled close together, Elaine and Everett began the trip to the hotel grounds. There were noises all around them and once Elaine thought she heard a horse whinny from the trees behind them. If they had the energy to run, they would have. At least there was no carrying a ladder this time.

	“Did you hear that?” Everett whispered.

	Elaine wanted to shout that of course she’d heard it, I’m not deaf! I know something’s out here with us! Rather than shouting or even whispering, she nodded and draped herself against Everett. He pulled her tight. Sounds filled the air again; this time Everett had to accept that it was indeed a whinnying horse. It came from the thick forest on their left. It appeared black amid the trees. To their right, there were little crackles, like a rodent scurrying. Alone it was nothing, but along with the place’s infestation of terror, it was more than enough to heighten the atmospheric horror. 

	Behind and ahead, they cast whiplashing glances. 

	“Look who it is,” a voice said, followed by four loud stomps into the gravel and a heavy snort.

	Everett sighed. “Oh. Just you.”

	Elaine wasn’t so quick to relief. Ivy’s eyes had an off-putting glare and where in the hell did she get a horse? Elaine squeezed Everett’s hand, trying to remind him of the broken radio and whom the consensus suggested performed the task.

	“Just me?” Ivy grinned.

	Her lips were bright red under the distant moonlight shining through the thin cloud cover. She had straw and hay in her hair and on her dress. And yet, it appeared as if she fit the horse somehow. There was something imperial about her atop the beast.

	“I just figured that…” Everett trailed as Ivy turned the horse away and rode the path toward the station. Everett then asked Elaine, “Should we tell her it’s bad at the station?”

	There was no time to answer. The crunches quickly became a gallop and there was nothing left to discuss on the topic. 

	“Do we still think the train’s the only way out?” Elaine asked. A train coming for them rarely entered her mind. Unless there was a track switch they had missed amid the fog, the entire situation had come to feel pointless.

	“It might be our only hope. What if there’s something here in the tree path? I guess we could check that out in the morning. No matter what, if nothing else works first, I want to be at the station day after tomorrow, just in case…maybe feels like destined salvation.”

	“Are you religious? You said thank God before and—I should probably mind my business.” She let go of Everett and yet stayed within inches.

	“I was, I guess. My parents were Presbyterian and, by extension, so was I. So, for a long time I was, but once I moved out and went to college it all went away. I try not to think about it. Michael up there seems to be—”

	“Riffraff!” Ivy’s voice carried, echoing up the path. 

	The heavy thump of hooves on gravel neared at a tremendous clip. The pistol blared impossibly loudly against the quiet world. Everett was dumbfounded, shocked still, and Elaine tugged at him as she ran for the gates that presumably hid somewhere around a bend.

	Ivy pointed as she bounced and her second shot was not nearly as wild as the first. With enough practice, anyone could become a sharpshooter. Ivy thought, You’re nothing but a pair of cunts! She said, “Low-bred filth!” She took aim as she bounded to within twenty feet. This time she’d get them, but then a shadow danced in the corner of her vision. The horse reared as the shadow dashed onto the path and Ivy fell sideways. The pistol flew from her hand, landed a foot from Everett.

	Surprised, he screeched childishly and burned through the wrought iron gates and between the staring stone horses. Together, he and Elaine climbed the steps. Elaine touched the door first. Locked. 

	“Let us in! Ivy’s got a gun!”

	The locked flipped and Wavoka let Elaine through. Becky saw her mother and sprinted, arms wide. Everett stepped inside after her and bent at the waist to catch his breath.

	“Why didn’t…you…take the…gun?” Elaine asked over Becky’s shoulder.

	Still bent, catching his breath, Everett said, “Guns terrify me.”

	Elaine squeezed Becky. “Are you certain you’re Texan?” 

	Everett waved the comment away.

	“What happened? Where were you?” Tears rolled down Becky’s cheeks.

	“Sit down. I’ll get you water,” Wavoka said. “Becky, no matter what, don’t unlock that door, and if Ivy comes up with her gun, run to the basement.” To Bridget and, or, Michael, he said, “Take these two with you.” 

	Once Wavoka returned with water, he found Everett already gone to seek whiskey and ice. In minutes, all settled and Elaine began the tale of the train station, sparing Becky nothing. They were in it together—age was not a disqualifier for this horrifying ride and information was a tool of survival.

	By the end of the story, Becky’s stomach rolled and grumbled and, as if awaiting a cue, Len called out, “Suppertime!”

	—

	“Lock the door and if we hear glass, we’ll know someone has broken in. I want to explain something and I’m not sure it is going to make sense.”

	Bridget frowned at Wavoka. She was hungry and glad when the late supper call came and even gladder that she was to be included and not stuck by the window like some poolside pervert.

	It wasn’t easy for Len, but there wasn’t much choice. All the meat in the meat locker had nasty bites and scratches in it, shit nuggets as garnish. Tainted, every morsel. That left only the fresh cuts, the ones that hid his necessary accident. The vegetables were in a similar state, but after he cut away the scratches and bites and boiled the food soft, he was mostly comfortable plating it with leg of Sam. Peeled from the bone, of course.

	As they ate—meat, veg, and biscuits under steamy grey gravy—Wavoka tried to explain the layers existing on the air at Camp Summit.

	“The first contact was the strongest, a welcoming committee and subsequent jailor of sorts. So it seems from what you tell me of the séance and what I saw during my vision of the past. But the woman is not alone. Since we arrived, I’ve experienced stratums. They come and they go. They linger in rooms and around the grounds.”

	“Like ghosts?” Len asked. “Did you… I hope you didn’t… You can’t mean Sam, right?”

	Wavoka was stunned. “No, not your son. You shouldn’t jump to that conclusion so quickly.”

	Len blushed. “I’m so worried, and with Ivy out there with a gun, and whatever happened to Peg, it’s all got me thinking the worst.” This was only partly acting. There were no positive angles to the boy haunting them. 

	“Maybe he’s still hiding,” Becky said.

	Nobody spoke. 

	“Talk about the levels you feel,” Elaine said.

	“Right. What I’m thinking is that they’re on different portions of time, stacked and yet, somehow, amassed at one moment and trapped, in a sense.”

	“Like us?” Michael picked up his fork. “Like this place, we’re all from twenty-sixteen and this place sucked us into whenever the hell this is. Does that mean if we die here, we’re stuck forever?” 

	It did seem that way. “I can’t know that and neither can you. All I’m saying is that there are multiple levels to the lingering spirits. I can’t say more than that definitively without further contact.”

	“You want to do another séance?” Elaine’s eyebrows rose.

	“Not yet. Perhaps not ever. I am seeing the layers without giving my body over. They are feeding on our energies, taking shape.”

	“Is that how Ivy got a horse?” Bridget asked. “There was nothing in the stable, you saw that, but they said she had a horse.”

	“There’s much we haven’t explored.” Wavoka folded his hands before him. “I think we need to find our way into the servant’s quarters.”

	Becky cleared her throat. “When I was looking for Sam…I thought maybe he went out there to get more clues. But when I didn’t find him, I still tried to figure out… I found a hole in the fence, like how the note kind of said. It was spooky in there and the hedge is weird, and fast growing, like from a rainforest in a bad horror movie. But maybe I imagined everything.” She put her head down. 

	Elaine placed her palm on her daughter’s back and gently rubbed circles with her index finger. “It probably was spooky and maybe harmful. You didn’t go through, though?”

	Becky shook her head emphatically. 

	“That was smart, I think,” Elaine said.

	“I get it,” Everett said. “Remember that nut on the plane? The sasquatch guy? He said something about Canada’s Bermuda Triangle, people disappearing off flights and the cover-ups and all that crazy crap. What if this is what he said and the layers are people sucked into this place, year after year? What if every once in a while, Camp Summit needs guests to accommodate the list. So, it plucks people away in some kind of…” He trailed as he did not have the words to finish the sentence.

	“Like a time vortex!” Len wore an ugly grin. “Like science-fucking-fiction!” He brushed his hands and stood. “Pudding for dessert, Mr. Spock?”

	Chocolate pudding cake and it was fantastic. For a long time, only the sound of spoons against bowls filled the dining area. Michael finished first and rose.

	“Can someone else stick by the kitchen supply door? I’ve been sleeping on that couch too much and need a proper bed. And…I need to go up to the chapel.”

	Everett agreed to do so.

	Michael slugged away, walking as if carrying an invisible burden.

	—

	Ivy and King Gauvin came to an agreement. She collected the pistol and remounted the massive beast. Assistance demanded quite an effort, but the lunatic woman managed. She saw the scurrying shadow again. There was no time to take aim.

	“Home, horse.” She gripped a wad of mane.

	The horse broke into gallop and rushed past the hotel unnoticed. Ivy and the horse entered the stable. She locked the doors from the inside with hook and eye latches. Side-by-side, woman and beast slept in a straw pile at the corner of King Gauvin’s stall.

	—

	“How can you let it?” Michael wore sad eyes, regarding the fantastic and beautiful Jesus. “Souls trapped, how can you let it be?”

	Checking his anger, Michael broke into a whisper, begging for forgiveness. Once through with that portion, he moved onto praise. There was a method to any askance of favor and, as it did with the tangible world, it took buttering.

	Sore knees sent him from the carpeted floor to a pew. He picked up a Bible, flipped it open, and stabbed a finger, seeking guidance via holy messages.

	And ye shall eat the flesh of your sons; ye shall eat the flesh of your daughters.

	Michael tried to connect this, but didn’t see how it could help. “Please, Lord, I need a sign. I need to know that this will be all right. I need Your love and Your light.”

	He flipped and poked.

	For he hath said, It profiteth a man nothing that he should delight himself with God.

	Michael shivered and cast a glance at the Jesus obviously designed to be a perfect man. Sick guilt pervaded the moment as he recognized the human attractiveness in the carved Son of God. 

	Again, he flipped the pages and pointed. 

	Come, let us make our father drink wine, and we will lie with him, that we may preserve seed of our father.

	Michael snapped the book closed. It was no help. It was late enough and he wasn’t up for sleeping in a chair or on a couch again. The Lord could find him anywhere, should he decide to offer hope. 

	Michael went to his room and flopped onto his bed. The covers warmed quickly. Sleep was immediate, though brief. 

	A voice awoke him: “This is not your room.”

	Michael sat up and flipped the lamp switch, casting a soft yellow glow out from his bedside. The drapes moved gently.

	“Who’s there?”

	There was no answer. Michael sat up on his elbows staring at the drapes for several minutes. They did not move again. He switched off his lamp.

	“This is not your room,” repeated the voice and a chilled air whipped a cyclone around the walls, barreling down at the center over the bed.

	Michael refused to sit up.

	“You’re not supposed to be here; go to the light.”

	Shivering, Michael grasped the covers.

	Silence ensued. For long minutes, Michael clutched at cotton shields. Shaken by any perceived sound or motion. Sleep eventually took him away. The ghosts in the room piled into the bed with Michael. Snuggling up.

	—

	“Want to be my friend?” whispered a voice in the dark night. 

	Becky straightened. The room was so dim, Elaine had suggested that they leave the bathroom light on. Everett did not argue as he took up the smaller room of the suite. 

	The light created a dozen new shadows.

	“Mom,” Becky whispered. “Mom?”

	Elaine groaned.

	Becky touched her shoulder and Elaine shrugged away.

	“Want to play? Oh, won’t you?” the voice asked.

	“Mom?” Becky grew louder, touching her mother’s shoulder once more. “Mom, come on.”

	A violent hiss rode on the air, followed by a loud pop. The bathroom bulb burst into a shower of hot glass.

	“Mom!” Becky screeched, shaking her mother.

	The main light flicked on and illuminated a room full of playful mothers with their playful daughters. All dead and decaying. Eyes bulging and milky like liquid pearls. Skin tinted blue, green soars marring their sticky, naked flesh. Elaine wagged a tongue and then said, “Go on, play with them forever. I’m done with you.”

	Becky screeched. This time, out into the real world beyond her dreamscape. Elaine shook her daughter awake. The terror became tears. The bathroom light remained lit. Everett ran from his portion of the room in only his boxer shorts and an undershirt.

	“She had a nightmare. It’s okay now. Isn’t it?” 

	Becky nodded in her mother’s arms.

	The watch on Everett’s wrist suggested that it was nearly 4:00 AM. This was close enough for his shift to stand guard. “I should go down now.” He dressed in the items he’d collected from his room. The light poured from around the doorframe and created additional shadows as it mingled with the bathroom light. Moments later, the light switched off and Everett moved through the bedroom.

	“See you in the morning,” Elaine whispered.

	“Sure thing.”

	The door opened and closed. Becky listened to all of this with her eyes shut tight, trying desperately to forget the dream she had escaped.

	Drifting, Becky let exhaustion pull her away.

	“Don’t you want to play with us?” That voice.

	Half-asleep, just in my head, Becky reassured her addled thoughts. A piece of a dream, surely.

	“You can bring your mom.”

	Becky bit down on a pillow, knowing it was all in her head. 

	“Come on, play with us.”

	There was nobody in the shadows and—

	“All right, who’s there?” Elaine said, sitting up.

	—

	Peggy awoke at a little after 1:00 AM and recalled the dead sludge inside her. It was too much. It had to go. That horrid jism was no longer welcome. Len snored as she rolled from bed. She didn’t think about Sam. 

	The bath was the place to find cleanliness. Naked and marred with scratches and scabs, Peggy left her room and scooted along the hallway. The elevator was next to her door and she rode it down. A package within a shaft, once inside, she wished she’d taken the stairs. It reminded her of the devilish, dead sperm surrounded by her tubal walls. Down her throat. In her anus. In her vagina. Swimming, taking all the roads and routes available. 

	The elevator dinged and she dry-heaved, gagging on the nothing that wanted so badly to be something. Staggering, she crept in the dark to the stairs. There were footsteps in the lobby, but she needed privacy.

	The psychic called out, “Is there somebody there?”

	Peggy had already broken into a run, the soles of her bare feet smacking lightly on the cold stone floor. As a girl, for a time, she and her mother had stayed with her grandparents in an old cottage an hour northwest of Seattle, on Whidbey Island. It was cool and damp. Her grandmother used to send her to bed with a rubber water bottle, hot to the touch. She used to keep the bottle between her thighs. Heat snaked inside through her fleshy gates and warmed her as if it seeped into her core. 

	That was the plan. 

	Destroy the bacteria at the core.

	Her mother used to say after waking her daughter and finding the water bottle tight between her thighs that she was lucky. Mom used to give us a hot stone, too hot for what you’re doing. Her mother was a hippy woman who didn’t believe in scolding or rules, saw boundaries differently, and wanted her daughter to be happy and experienced.

	Peggy did not consider her mother as she prattled down the stairs into the lightless bath area. The work overtook all thoughts.

	Past the door, barricaded with wooden benches, and through the sauna’s heavy steel door, Peggy took several labored breaths. “Steam.” She flipped the switch that controlled the lights and the heat source. The rocks warmed. Before they grew too hot, she snatched one up and held it tight between her legs. It was hot and somewhat pleasant, but not cleansing. She dropped the stone and grabbed for a smaller rock, twice as hot as the first, and shoved it inside.

	It hurt terribly. It smelled like greasy charcoal briquettes after a fish fry. It was so good, almost blessed, to feel that heat inside, cleansing and burning away the seed traces. 

	She poured two ladles of water over the ever-heating stones and steam blasted. She inhaled deeply, trying to destroy what loitered in her throat. In and out, she breathed long, slow breaths.

	She wiggled on the wooden bench, standing in a squat. Cooling to her body temperature, she tried to grip the stone. It slid further away, as if afraid of her touch.

	“Come on.” She squatted lower, reaching inside, but the rock snaked upwards, deeper. She pushed as if giving birth. The rocks in their cage on the floor came alive with vibrations. They were black and then grey. She grunted and pushed. From grey they paled to ash white. The rock inside her took heed of its brethren.

	“Ow, ow, ow!” Her hands came away. The burning was a good thing and that rock was doing just as she’d asked.

	The rocks in the cage shifted to a bluish tone and Peggy lost her balance, kneeling against a bench, fighting hard not to dig the hot rock from inside her.

	“It’s inside. It’s inside,” she chanted as the pain grew.

	The rocks were a pinky blue tone. Sparks jumped and Peggy smelled the blackening of her internal organs—cooking, Cajun-style. She touched her fingers to the rock so deep up inside and jerked them away with blisters already forming. Internal workings did not have the same sensitive nerves as the skin.

	She pressed against her pelvis and pushed a wheeze of steamy gas from her pussy. The rock grew hotter and she saw light through her flesh. She screamed with pain and terror as her blood boiled in her veins, not so different from water ladled over the rocks in the basket on the floor.

	Flames sucked at the air as the once smooth stones in the sauna began to pop like corn kernels. Peggy tried to stand, but couldn’t and slid down onto her ass. Flames jumped from her vagina like an open incinerator set to maximum burn. 

	“It’s inside! Inside me!” she screamed, almost gleefully.

	The flames charred her legs as the skin blistered and her lungs shrank like cellophane next to heat.

	“Burn, you nasty fuck, burn,” she wheezed, black smoke puffing on her words.

	The skin of her pelvis and just below her bellybutton burst open like a mouth hole carved into a mountaintop, a lava crisis aching to happen. Blood hissed and sizzled about the room, but Peggy was already gone. Cleansed. Dead.

	 

	DAY FIVE

	“Sam hasn’t come around either, huh?” Michael asked.

	All sat in the dining area minus Wavoka, Everett, and Peggy. Len mentioned that his wife was missing now, too. There were no suggestions as to where she could’ve gone as all the doors remained locked from inside. 

	Everett stalked the perimeter, again checking the barricaded doors, while sipping a fresh mug of coffee. Wavoka was still in bed after his late shift.

	“I hope they’re off together somewhere,” Len said, trying to seem sad. 

	Her death would be a blessing. There was life insurance, six figures reaching two-thirds of the way to seven, but more importantly, there was freedom. He’d married too young. He did not have the experience he wanted. There was a noticeable lack of notches in his belt. Men ought to have more than a handful. Smart men get that pussy while the getting is good.

	“Terrible,” Michael said, working up nerve. “Uh, did anybody else hear voices last night?”

	Becky squeaked and huddled her arms tight to her sides.

	They had pancakes on their plates, but only Len seemed enthusiastic about eating. After the voices visited the Zabraskie family, neither mother nor daughter caught enough sleep. Bridget had lain in bed on the floor below and listened to a tinny tapping against pipes, a tune, almost. Michael had slept, but uncomfortably; it was as if he’d been crowded to the edge of an empty bed and dreamed the voices of dead people. Len slept for ten hours without waking.

	“We heard something. I guess they were voices.” Elaine moved a fluffy chunk of pancake around in thin, exceptionally sweet syrup.

	“Should we ask the psychic about all this? It’s his field of expertise. Ain’t it?” Bridget had also played with her food, then forced the delicious wads of cake into her mouth, swallowing before she continued. “I mean, I heard tapping, but I don’t expect anyone here to have an idea, just…why even bother with it when he isn’t here to explain stuff?”

	Len pushed his emptied plate forward. “I’m still banking on this being a reality show that we didn’t agree to.” His smile faded at realizing that if he was on television, then candid video of him pulling his pudd was the least of his worries.

	“We kind of are, all the time anyway. God sees everything,” Michael said.

	Too stressed for political correctness, Elaine snorted. Michael glared at her as if attempting to light her hair with his faith in God. 

	“Should we look for Sam?” Becky’s voice was meek and childish, more so than usual. Camp Summit had drained much of her confidence.

	Everett had come around the room, heading again to the poolside doors and the servants’ door. He crossed the dining room and overheard Becky’s question. “We need to check out the area beyond the gate. The servant’s area. Becky, we’ll need you to show us where to crawl through.”

	“Do you really think you’re much of a security guard?” Len asked. “I mean, if Ivy’s waiting for you by a door with her pistol pointed, you can’t even fire back at her.”

	 “If she catches me unawares and shoots me, my having a weapon will do nothing. I don’t think I could shoot a gun at another person anyway. Shooting a human being is some cold stuff.” Everett looked over his shoulder at the sprawling hotel floor. “I’m going to do one more round, then hit the sack.”

	Len made a face at the man, poking his lips forward and furrowing his brow, glaring at Everett as he walked down the steps toward the pool doors.

	“I’m going to spend extra time in the chapel,” Michael said. “We need help, all of us. I will pray for you and your daughter.”

	Elaine rolled her eyes but said nothing. Self-righteous zealots were always doing someone the grand favor of prayer.

	“Ah, geez!” Everett’s voice carried into the dining area. Footfalls slammed up the stairs; Everett reappeared, his expression painted in agony. “Len, it’s Peggy.”

	Happiness did not touch his lips, but did glint in his eyes. Everett straightened upon seeing it and then hoped the man misunderstood.

	“She’s dead.”

	Warmed and ready, he jumped to his feet to offer the proper reaction. “What? Where?”

	“The sauna. For a second I wondered if Sam might’ve locked himself in or something. You’d never hear anything if he had. But only Peggy. At least, I’m fairly certain it’s Peggy. I left the door open to air it out, the heat and the…smell.”

	Len had to see this for himself and chased down the stairs like a boy excited for Christmas. The image in the sauna was grotesque and he did not have to falsify his reaction. Her hair had thinned and was scummy against her skull. The skin of her face and arms was tight with greyish wrinkles. The mask she wore was a skewed and aged version of the woman he carried to bed the afternoon earlier. Her belly and between her legs bore through, charred and dried out. It was very much like a long overdone turkey. The fat of her thighs had spilled and ran onto the floor in a pink puddle, like the pork hunk in a can of beans. It smelled like salt water and spit-roast.

	“Jesus fuck.” Len backed away. “Something lit her up, Jesus!”

	Everett turned away.

	“Fucking hell, that’s awful.” Len flipped the switch on the light and heater. He closed the door. “Guess I’m the last Anweis… If we don’t find Sam.”

	The chef lowered his head to appear gloomy and walked away. 

	Everett watched him closely. Once back to the dining area, the rest of the group spied the chef as well. It had hardly fazed him. All saw it. Len then gathered the breakfast dishes and stated that he’d keep doing them from then on. After that, he filled everyone’s coffee. Nobody tried to enter his kitchen.

	—

	Wavoka sat down shortly after 9:00 AM and the whispers abounded. So far, only Everett and Len had seen the body.

	“Do you think he did it?” Wavoka whispered, wondering if the coffee he sipped and the fat ham slices that he ate were safe—physically, not yet questioning morally.

	Everett pouted his lip and shook his head. “It’s more as if he expected, or at least, hoped for it. It’s as if he feels like he’s winning some kind of game.”

	“I don’t think he’s all there. Not how he was when we got here,” Bridget said. “Just like Ivy. This place has teeth.”

	“Can you talk to any of the lingering things?” Elaine was sheepish and kept her eyes to her hands. “Perhaps they can tell us how to get away.”

	“I’ve tried on the top two floors and I tried here on the main floor while you all slept. I feel them, but they are lost souls, remnants of pressed insanity. I’m speculating. They won’t speak directly. It’s similar to the type of figures lingering around prisons and mental wards.”

	“Ivy?” Michael asked.

	“Could be something has contacted her.” Wavoka gave a slow nod. “I’ve felt and caught glimpses almost everywhere. This place oozes energy, and yet it never quite has enough.” There was a brief pause and Wavoka jumped to his feet. “That’s it! How do the lights run?”

	“Generators downstairs,” Everett said, then yawned.

	“Right,” Wavoka said. “Where would you like to try first? The servants’ quarters or the basement?”

	Just as he finished the question, beyond the high gaping windows, the sky cracked open and hail fired down like bullets from a Gatling gun.

	“That answers that!” Bridget shouted over the din.

	“From here out, we need to stick together!” The psychic finished his coffee and then led the gang into the basement. It was quieter there—scarier for Becky. She held her mother’s hand as well as Everett’s hand. 

	“In there, then?” Bridget pointed to the sauna. She stepped toward the door. “You said you can’t tell if Len did it? But you don’t think he did.”

	Bridget swung open the door and Elaine tugged Becky away, toward the long bath. They had to witness the horrors for themselves. One gasp led to another. They drank it in like an especially bad car wreck. 

	Everyone had an opinion. 

	“You don’t want to see her, trust me,” Everett said rubbing a palm on Becky’s shoulder.

	“I do trust you, Mr. Adams.”

	Despite the tenseness of the situation, Everett laughed. Fear and upbringing gave her some heavyweight manners for a girl on her way to the testy teen years. 

	“Everett is good with me.”

	“I know, but I’m so scared.”

	“You’ve seen and heard too much and I’m sorry about that, you’ll probably see and hear more. I’ll be here for you though. You get that, right?”

	She squeezed his arm. The group stepped out of the sauna and tugged the heavy door closed. 

	“She did it to herself. I think she put those hot rocks up inside.” Bridget half-mimicked spreading her legs, pointing almost. “Remember yesterday, she was basically fisting…and the clawing—shit.”

	Michael was pale and jerked away to vomit his pancakes, ham, and coffee.

	“I can’t be down here. I have to pray, please…I’m sorry. I can’t be…” Michael stumbled in reverse.

	“So much for sticking together,” Bridget said. “At least if he’s going to the chapel, he has some protection.”

	“God’s power rests in the hearts of men…and women,” Wavoka said.  “We know where he will be once we figure this out. Perhaps that is enough that we will all be safe.” Wavoka sometimes seemed a much older man than he was.

	The group fell into silent reverie. Above them and behind them by the poolside entrance, hail tapped cement and thumped a constant patter against the glass.

	Through another door, the bath was thirty feet in length and steam rose steadily from the water. The room was muggy and silent besides the rubbery skids of their shoes. At the end of the pale, khaki-colored room was a steel door painted grey. A sign hanged from a thin chain between the heavy rivets rolling in triplicate rows: SERVANTS ONLY. 

	Everett yanked the steel latch handle and the heavy door slid open a crack, enough that the tremendous din from the generators vibrated the entire bath. They stepped through the door into the room. Three steel panel doors a foot off the ground emitted an orange glow around their edges. The room was hot, nearly unbearable. 

	“Find a light switch!” Everett shouted against the sound of the fire, the boiling liquid, and the turbine overhead.

	“Mom!” Becky screeched covering her ears.

	“Come!” Elaine turned her daughter. They stepped out into the quieter bath and pushed the door closed behind the others. “Better?” Elaine forced a semblance of a hopeful expression for Becky. 

	She accepted it for what it was.

	—

	“If you can hear me, stop this!” Wavoka held his arms wide, face pointed to the black ceiling. 

	The volume was obscene and if they didn’t dim it at the very least, they would gain nothing at all and lose much more. The power generation continued to blare as Everett and Bridget felt along the walls for light switches.

	“Stop this and speak to me!”

	The generator wheezed and every light in the hotel slowly reduced potency.

	“Who are you?” Wavoka said, knowing it was best to start with the easy questions. The ones with the tight ends and short answers. “Will you help us?”

	There was no answer. Bridget stepped toward the psychic in the pure black of the room. Everett felt his way to the door and opened the latch.

	“You still out there?” 

	“Yeah,” Elaine said quietly, as if afraid to scare away the ghosts of the power supply.

	“Okay, just making sure. Don’t go anywhere.”

	“Not a chance. We can’t go anywhere like this, can’t see more than a couple feet.”

	“Will you help us?” Wavoka continued as the group waited in the silent black room. “I know you’re here; will you help us?”

	One of the cast iron panels thumped dully, twice. If it was as he assumed, this was not good. Not liking an answer was the second leading cause of asking a question twice.

	“Will you help us?”

	Again, the door thumped, twice.

	Wavoka gathered a deep breath. “Are you thumping once for yes and twice for no?”

	A single thump echoed the vast, hot room.

	Bridget moaned gently.

	“Can you help us?”

	There was silence for a time and then thumps, two of them.

	“Do you want to help us?”

	Nothing.

	Bridget whispered to the psychic from only inches away, “Ask about the train.”

	Wavoka nodded. “Is the train coming?”

	Immediately, a single thump echoed louder than ever before. 

	“Is that the route away?”

	Nothing.

	“Is it coming day after tomorrow?”

	After a short pause, one thump and then another pause and two more thumps. Yes and no.

	“I don’t understand. Will you help us if I can help you?”

	Wavoka was desperate and making deals with ghosts wasn’t so different from making deals with a god. 

	There was a long silence before the steel door of the generators opened with jarring crashes. A gentle light paraded within and Wavoka stepped forward, Bridget not far behind him. He leaned. Those flames were incredible, swaying dancers. Bridget crept to his side and leaned as well. The flame glinted, grew, and began to spin.

	Wavoka and Bridget inclined.

	“What’s happening?” Elaine asked.

	“I don’t know. The others are looking into one of the generators,” Everett said and stepped away from the door.

	Wavoka and Bridget fell to their knees and the psychic reached his hands into the spinning flames of the massive, empty container. Everett quickened his pace sensing something untoward afoot.

	“No!” He grabbed onto the shoulders of both Bridget and Wavoka.

	Whatever spell had overtaken them broke on a wave of bright red flames that leapt from the open door like projectile vomit, forming the shape of a man. Wavoka and Bridget dropped down. Breathlessly, the crimson glow of the figure cast a tint over the room.

	“Oh, shit,” Everett said as the figure leapt back into the generator. It was just one of dozens of flaming figures trapped. As if on cue, the figures moved in unison, stepping around the perimeter, speeding up, running quicker and quicker until they were a blinding blur. “Jesus!”

	The generator’s loud function filled the room and beyond the door, two shrill screams fought for attention. Everett bolted toward the light. Wavoka flopped onto his stomach. Bridget tugged him to his knees. They had to get away. It was simple.

	Everett broke for the door. Elaine held Becky to her chest. Everett spun for a second time, drinking in the vision. On every wall and on the ceiling, written hundreds of times were two phrases: Don’t miss your train and Wainwright’s coming. The water of the bath had become a thick scarlet and the corpse of Peggy Anweis sat in the far corner. Most of her wounds dipped below the blood-filled surf. Her eyes and mouth remained open, throwing a demonic glow that seemed to pierce their flesh.

	Wavoka stumbled out into the bath, recognizing that he’d nearly encased himself with the other luckless hotel guests. Peggy seemed to see right through him.

	“What the hell?” Bridget begged, trotting carefully around the edge of the pool. 

	The others moved behind her. Elaine continued to hold Becky’s head to her chest. They made it to the door and found the handle unmoving. The blood began to splash and the corpse rotated her head all the way around on her neck, the bones and tendons crackling and snapping like fresh cedar in a bonfire. She pushed up and the rush of blood drained from the hole in her belly. The sauna stone dropped from between her legs and plopped into the shallow pool of blood. Her head jerked like a chicken before donning a wide smile.

	“Keep her away!” Elaine shielded Becky behind her.

	Peggy stepped out of the pool. Her legs were skinny and bending at askew angles, her knees like seaman’s knots beneath her scarred flesh. She took one, two, three steps before slipping, then pushing upright anew, coming closer and closer and closer, hands outstretched like a Romero-era zombie. 

	All pressed tight to the wall while Bridget yanked at the handle as if attempting to tear the heavy steel door from its frame. 

	“Don’t miss your train!” Peggy blew a whistling wind that reeked of cooked flesh. “Wainwright’s coming on the first. Don’t miss the second!”

	Wavoka left the others and locked eyes with Peggy. Those pink-tinted, blue bulbs bore into him. He said, “I will help you, if I can.”

	Peggy tilted her head and laughed. Her laughter echoed and her head further bent backward until it pointed directly behind her on a boneless throat. The flesh creased like melted rubber.

	Wavoka said, “I won’t let this rest.”

	The head snapped, neck elongated and thinned. Peggy leapt forward with open arms. Wavoka didn’t have a chance and the bloody woman blanketed him.

	“No, git!” It was as if he was speaking to a dirty dog saying hi. “Off, git!”

	Peggy extended her jaw and placed it over Wavoka’s mouth and chin, her tongue stretching like a thick grey slug beyond her lips. The psychic screamed, but the sound was lost in the rubbery tunnel of her long, long throat as she inhaled his terror. 

	Disgusted, Bridget turned from the door and flung a well-aimed fist into the center of Peggy’s forehead. Bridget’s knuckles shattered bone. The corpse fell and Bridget squealed as she shook the murky brain matter from her hand.

	The door opened behind them, and they got the hell out of there.

	—

	What remained of his son had become of manageable use. He was so neat in the stacked, wax paper cubes. It was a quality he’d never seen in the boy before cutting him up. Another pot sat atop the great range, stew brewing. Len leaned his hip against the center island cutting board and started into ideas for the coming days’ meals.

	A whisper floated up from behind him. “You’ve pretty well lost your goddamn mind. You know that, right?”

	The lights went out and the room suddenly chilled around Len. He closed his eyes, felt a great rise and fall in his guts, making him think of the time he rode The Wicked Twister at Cedar Point, back when he was young and happy.

	He opened his eyes, finding that he now stood just above the meat locker sub-basement. That voice behind him whispered, “Only if they see what you did.”

	Len was not startled and did not seek out the speaker. If there was someone or something behind him, they did not matter. The voice spoke the truth. Len indeed needed to make his kitchen and the supply area off limits to those nosy buggers. Let them worry about trains and ghosts; he’d worry about running a successful business.

	—

	Michael kneeled before the statue of Christ, pleading under his breath. Tears carved paths down his cheeks. Overhead, the hail tattooed the thick glass ceiling with constant dull thumps. There was a fresh Holy Bible on the floor next to him. Until then, when he’d visited the chapel, he’d used the same copy. With the same sense of hope and luck, he took a different copy with him as he approached the statue. 

	“Why is this happening? Lord, please, hear me!”

	The power went out and the hail stopped. Michael lifted his face from his hands, astonished, almost gleeful. Shadows bombarded the chapel. Clouds remained overhead and offered barely enough light through the thick glass ceiling to give the shadows shapes. 

	The door opened behind him and a frozen wind flowed up the aisle. A ghastly figure wearing only torn dress slacks, no shirt, and a white aura that emitted a gentle glow neared the pulpit. A shake rode out from Michael’s core.

	The ghostly man was quick about his movements. He crossed himself and took a seat at the front left pew. The door creaked open again. Another man entered. This one wore a suit and a wool cap. He took off his cap and kneeled down before the statue. Again, the door opened. This time a small woman in a puffy, flowing gown rushed along, curtsied, and sat on the left. They were silent. Michael sat still as the Jesus statue, frozen, baffled. 

	A child ran in. Her dress was in tatters and illuminated drips of blood trailed behind her like burned oil skid marks. The terror in her face was palpable. She flopped down before the statue and pounded fists against the carpet. Michael’s mouth stretched wide without voice. The door opened again. Four men strode along the aisle like Jesus’ bodyguards; they bowed and collected the girl.

	The procession sped up. More small groups entered and took seats in the left pews and once full of smoky ghostly entities, bodies began filling the seats on the right side. Michael stretched himself over the steps, his ass on the floor. The mass surrounded him as if he was about to be wed.

	“My sons and daughters,” a smooth voice bellowed over the chapel from behind the only living member of the congregation.

	Michael knew that voice from the ears of his heart. It was the Lord and Savior of all humanity. He closed his eyes and prayed.

	“My children.”

	Michael wept.

	“My children.”

	At the second call, every set of feet but for Michael’s and those of the statue behind him thumped a march on the floor, working in unison. The sound startled Michael. He looked around, terrified, confused, but hopeful. All those dead eyes had changed sightlines and settled upon him. The feet continued to thump while they sat. Stamping in rhythm. Awaiting marching orders.

	“My children!” Jesus shouted over the raucous footfalls.

	The congregation rose.

	“My children!”

	They spun on a pivot to face center, like soldiers on parade.

	“My children!” 

	They high stepped from the shining pews into the aisle and toward Michael. Michael shook, vibrating in dread until his body tensed. He tried to stand.

	“My children!”

	The congregation marched until circling Michael and the statue above him. With no better option, Michael covered his face with his palms and pleaded nonsensible mash-ups of words as they came to him: “Pledogetno! OhLorhelnohelno!”

	“Children.” Here, the voice dimmed and there was warmth on the words.

	The marching feet silenced and waited. A cold palm touched his shoulder as a chilled breath brushed his neck and ear.

	“What you seek, you shall have,” the Son of God said and then kissed Michael’s cheek.

	The hail resumed, slowly at first.  

	Michael rose and opened his eyes. The statue remained hanging, feet from ground and cloaked in its pale robe. The congregation of ghosts was gone. The hail quickened and rattled torment against the glass.

	Jesus had come and promised him. Or as well as promised him. Jesus had come.

	“What you seek, you shall have,” Michael whispered and cried tears of joy. “I am to be free of this hell!”

	Michael picked up the Bible and began reading. 

	—

	“I’ve never seen it hail this long,” Bridget said as she squeezed and rolled tobacco from an unlit cigarette, onto the shining stone floor. “Usually comes and goes, doesn’t it?”

	They reached a fairly calm state of raised voices. The thump of the hail’s report was duller in the dining area, so that was where they’d settled.

	“I think so, until a storm blows it over.” Everett had a coffee laced with whiskey on the table before him. 

	After the horror in the basement, those who needed it rinsed and then changed into clean clothes. They went room to room, starting with Wavoka’s since he wore more Peggy than the rest. All waited outside an open door, standing on guard as a pack. They then stood outside Bridget’s room, took a corner, and awaited a quick rinse and change from Everett. Upstairs, Elaine changed and Becky quietly swapped for fresh underwear. It wasn’t much, a wee frightened leak. Neither mother nor daughter mentioned it. They then checked on Michael, but he refused to leave the chapel. He wore a wide, but exhausted smile and spoke of his salvation. 

	Salvation was the A-typical cackle of madmen.

	But what could be done?

	“You think a different storm is coming?” Elaine said.

	Her typically thick skin and long patience had thinned and waned after the living dead presentation and gore bath. Having the substance on which she placed all beliefs shaken, raked her sense of tangibility over glowing coals.

	“We would be best to think something like that, it seems.” Wavoka had slowed some, his years and all the attentive walking had begun to weigh on him. “We may have to brave the hail to get out to the fenced off area. I am uncomfortable here—those remaining here stir.”

	“Say it in English, old man.” Bridget drank from a laced cup as well, but with creamy liqueur rather than a hard shot. 

	“When I was out, seeing what the universe thought apt to reveal to me, I sensed the pecking order. The woman that borrowed my mouth was not the top of that order.”

	“Stew’s on!” Len shouted from the doorway of his kitchen. He’d set a table with bowls, a basket of fresh buns, and the covered pot of boy meat mingled with rat-nibbled vegetables. He also put out a pitcher of lemonade and bottles of Coke he’d found downstairs. “Get it while it’s hot!”

	“We can carry pretty much anything over our heads to protect ourselves.” Everett stood from the lounge table. “So long as the weather doesn’t get any worse.”

	Becky gave a worried moan.

	The group moved together to the service area. Nobody mentioned the change in Len, though all saw it—they also saw what was missing: grief, worry, confusion. The dude was at home. 

	Elaine dished out a bowl for Becky and a glass of lemonade. Becky grabbed two buns, her bowl, a spoon, and her glass. She sat. The brownish liquid smelled wonderful. On the sheen, the light from the bulb above reflected at her. She ripped and dipped her bun. The broth was magnificent. She dipped again and then chewed the soggy bun. In her bowl, the reflective sheen shivered around the bobbing veggies and bits of meat. As if drowned and rising to surface, the lower half of a face bulged from the liquid. 

	“I don’t mind if you eat me. Don’t feel bad,” the mouth said to Becky.

	She screamed and covered her eyes, sending her spoon straight up in the air before it fell with a splashing clank, back into the bowl, destroying the embossed face.

	“What? What happened?” Elaine asked.

	Wavoka had eyes on his bowl and thought for a heartbeat that he saw the fluid rise, and as if underwater, heard the same phrase. He accepted a psychic message better than anyone else in attendance. He exhaled a deep breath and flopped loosely on his chair, understanding.

	“I know where Sam is.”

	“Where?” Everett chewed.

	Bridget slurped.

	“Len has been feeding his son to us.” Wavoka ran his tongue over his teeth. “Sam is one of the lingering now, with his mother and likely the old fellow that did not want to leave the station house.”

	Bridget spat and gagged. Becky continued crying, but no longer had Elaine’s comforting hand bringing her tight. Elaine forced the burning moisture tickling at her throat in reverse. Everett blinked and saw the meat was floating fingers and toes, and there was an eyeball. Like some damn horror flick. He blinked and it became meat chunks again.

	“It did not start with this bowl,” Wavoka whispered and took his bun. “Eat the bread, dump the stew, we cannot afford another enemy in our midst. Try to act normal around Len.”

	Everett straightened. “He knew! He did this and then ate next to us, the very same bowls.”

	“Shh, come now.” Wavoka looked at his bowl. “We will try to sneak other food if we have to and, if we must, we will subdue the chef, but until we figure this out, play normal.”

	One by one, they dumped their bowls back into the pot and ate the thirty-six rolls sat out for them. There was no hanging around the kitchen to congratulate the baker of a fantastic batch of buns.

	“These will do,” Everett said and then burped. He’d forced in six buns to bury any Sam still in his belly. 

	They had to move on. There was a job to do.

	Everett bent over a leather couch cushion and cut two slits a few inches apart. He lifted the cushion over his head and held it by the slits. 

	“See, like this, and we can put on an extra layer for the hail coming in sideways.”

	There were sufficient couch cushions to shield a dozen more people than necessary and that was in the lobby alone. Ready, they stepped down the stairs toward the poolside doors. The hail was loud and they didn’t bother speaking, despite their amazement at the volume that had fallen and the way the layout had transformed. 

	Into the locker room, it was quieter.

	“Did you see that?” Bridget asked.

	No one answered. They all saw it.

	Wavoka pushed against the door leading to the servants’ breakroom and pantry storage area. It was solid. Everett tested it and cocked a hand to slap against the door. Elaine caught his wrist before he could.

	“The man that locked this door is not right. We can take a different door,” she said.

	She was correct. However, if it were anyone but Elaine, Everett felt as if he might explode. He was a man made of all the things to build and maintain bridges. It was his job and his life. Right then, he wanted to set fires and let what could, burn to ash.

	Bridget led the way to the poolside doors and the hail suddenly changed direction. It no longer thumped and mounded on the ground, it fired at the glass as if flung at a target. Wordlessly, following the lead of the unnatural nature of the place, they headed for the main entrance. They carried their cushions at their sides and stopped before the doors. Some hail had come in through the open windows above and melted on the stone floor. The temperature inside was a comfy twenty degrees, according to a brass thermostat in the lounge; in small numbers around the centigrade ring were the Fahrenheit equivalents: 68°.

	“Ready?” Bridget spat a cigarette from her lips and crushed the butt with her toe. She lifted the cushion over her head and offered a single nod to the others.

	The others lifted and covered the same and she pushed open the door. It was freezing, ugly, even dangerous looking. Then, as if by magic decree or improbable good luck, the hail ceased and the temperature rose on a slow breeze. They stood dumbly, the cushions still over their heads.

	“Holy crow, what are the chances?” Bridget turned her face to the sky.

	They stepped out onto the stairs. The crackle and thump of a horse galloping came as if from nowhere and then was gone again. After that was nothing and they waited warily, unsure if they ought to trust the weather. 

	A steely crack echoed through the air and Bridget spun sideways, screeching pained vowels. The echo of the gunshot seemed to play on forever. Elaine rushed Becky to the doors. No second shot came. Wavoka and Everett dragged Bridget inside.

	“Shot me again!” Bridget screamed holding her arm. “That rancid cunt!”

	The bullet connected only inches from the first shot. This one, however, did real and painful damage. Her arm below her elbow dangled and blood crept out from the hole where the two halves used to attach. White, white bone poked free from the back of her arm and the shiny steel hunk remained caught, coated in blood. It had deformed along its journey from pistol to victim and through victim, mostly. 

	“Ooh, fuck me! That kills! Ooh!”

	“Get the morphine,” Wavoka said.

	Everett took off for supplies and water. Michael had left the single serving injections he hadn’t used on Peggy sitting on the check-in counter. They were where they should be and he grabbed two. As he ran, he unwrapped the needle and vile conglomeration. The others gave room for him as if he knew what to do. Briefly, he considered the torn sleeve, the ragged skin, and mess of oozing blood. This was not his forte. 

	Bridget held the pained arm at the bicep. Everett noticed a single ropey vein running between her knuckles and stabbed the needle home. Bridget hardly noticed.

	“Now what?” Elaine said.

	Wavoka sat down on the floor in front of the couch. Bridget held her arm and began to ease once the magic of the delightful dope made its rounds. 

	“We have to get to the servants’ area. I’m sure of it now.” Wavoka gazed out the windows of the entry doors, as if looking to a future they’d need to wrestle into submission.

	A steam whistle echoed over the land and through the open windows.

	“It’s early,” Bridget moaned. “Jesus, I need a smoke.”

	There was a second whistle less than a minute after, echoing away. The train had come and gone without really stopping. 

	“What the heck!” Becky said, sniffling. “The train.”

	“Not our train,” Wavoka whispered, but said no more for a time, eyes trained hard on the world beyond the doors. A gravely knowing expression darkened his brow.

	Becky huddled into herself. Sam’s face rippled into view for less than a second on a puddle and said, “He’s right. Not the right train anyhow.” Becky screamed and stole the collective attention of the group.

	“I…there was—Sam! Again, Sam! He…he…”

	 Out the window, a white cat climbed the small hills of quickly melting hail and then ran out of sight. Like Sam, only she saw the cat. Though for different reasons. The others missed the cat as only Becky was not enrapt by Becky. 

	“Sam…again…it was Sam.” She broke into sobs.

	Elaine cradled Becky’s subtly greasy head to her chest. “Come now. It’s here, once we get…”

	“We missed the goddamn train,” Everett said.

	“…out of here, there won’t be any ghosts.”

	“It wasn’t the right train,” Becky said into her mother’s chest.

	“Are you agreeing with me, or did Sam tell you this?” Wavoka finally turned his attention from the doors.

	Elaine held her daughter at an arm’s length.

	“Sam said that wasn’t the right train.”

	“It wasn’t the right train?” Elaine said.

	A red-hot gust broke into the hotel. The doors slammed and as if a set of dominoes pushed aside, every window snapped closed. Frames pounded glass into homes.

	—

	It was quiet, eerily so. Wavoka closed his eyes to focus his ears. “They’ve gone silent,” he said more to himself than to the others. “They’re here, but they’re quiet.”

	Everett stepped to the door and looked out. A great fog wafted in from the mountains, and in seconds, a white blanket buried the hotel like bleached cotton candy. Everett tried the handle. It did not budge a millimeter. Pushing and pulling, he twisted his wrist, right to left, right to left.

	“Locked.”

	Annoyed, he slammed a fist against the glass, half expecting to need stitches as a result. The surface accepted his hand as if he punched tough, layered leather, solid and yet soft. It was nothing like glass. 

	“Open up!” He slammed his fist on the wooden door. The report was similar to the glass. There was nothing natural in those surfaces anymore.

	“What is it?” Elaine asked, rising.

	She pounded once against the door, but stopped at a single strike, confused by the feeling. She fingered and then scratched at the surface. Under a normal touch, the elements felt as they should. Like wood. Like glass. It was as if the barrier reacted to them in relation to how they touched it.

	Overwrought, Everett stomped to a small table sitting next to the couch were Bridget floated on a magic carpet in her head. The table was heavier than expected, but the tabletop slid to the floor and the weight decreased—marble top and gold-tinted steel frame. The shining frame swung over his head, he ran at the door, bringing it down in a battle-axe arc. 

	Thump.

	He reared, cocked, and swung a second time. Elaine, Becky, and Wavoka drew away from the activity. After the third strike landed and the door remained firm, Wavoka said, “That’s enough.”

	To Everett, there was never enough. He swung the steel base over his head—the legs designed to hold the heavy marble top had begun to curl—and slammed it again. And again. And again. His breath came out in great wheezes as he teetered against the door, ready to break down into tears.

	“I can’t—it has to open!”

	From the floor next to the couch, the dropped marble tabletop slid on its own, rolling the carpet as it went, moving on invisible hands. It rose into the air and launched at a window. The marble burst into dusty slivers and crumbs. The targeted window did not rattle, did not crack, did not dent. A second table slid across the floor, catching and tripping over a rug. The marble top lifted and fired. Around them, other tables began sliding, as well as ashtrays and chairs.

	Elaine ducked and covered Becky’s head while running toward the check-in desk. Everett laughed, overexerted. The hotel furniture and bric-a-brac proved the futility of his attempts, of his existence. He laughed until he bawled into his palms like a broken child. 

	Hunched, Wavoka gathered Everett away from the doors as the frantic poltergeist action ensued. As they shuffled from the bombardment’s targets, the psychic shouted, “We get it!”

	Bridget remained on the couch, asleep.

	—

	Len did not hear the ruckus coming from beyond his kitchen. That was another world out there and the only reason he had to be among the others was to reveal his good work. 

	It was not that the sound did not penetrate the walls and the locked kitchen door, because it did. Len was elsewhere, in his head and focusing on a pot of stew, mostly untouched, wondering why the patrons of his kitchen ate the bread and little to none of the stew. He took a spoonful. It was barely warm, almost tepid, but remained delicious. With every new meat, there was a learning curve for the pallet. Not this time, not with Sam. It was as if the genes shared with the meat’s father gave a recipe roadmap. It was lovely meat, once spiced properly.

	Still, they didn’t want the stew.

	No voices offered opinions. There was enough swirling around his head and he saw the impending fallout racing at him. 

	The others, they knew. 

	Dammit, they knew.

	They knew about the rats. They knew and refused to eat. Soon they would be home and calling newspapers, updating blogs, leaving Yelp reviews, and telling any ears willing to listen. It was his ruination all over again.

	While he pondered the next move, he dumped flour on the counter island to more dough. There was a window above the sink where he filled a water jug. Outside, a white cat scampered around the grassy yard. The cat bobbed and bounced as if showing its hunting skills. 

	“That’s what you need. Cats. People hate rats, but rats hate cats.” He shook his head. This sounded like a stupid children’s story. He returned to the flour. The mound had smoothed out flat and in a neat finger scroll, he read, This isn’t you, Len. The hotel will never let you go if you do as you’re thinki—

	A cool breeze met the warm air of the kitchen and created a miniature cyclone. Before Len had a chance to read the entirety of the message, the powder spun, swirling, blowing into nothingness.

	It wasn’t the first time he’d received a message in flour.

	I love you

	We’re so proud of you

	People will line up around the block for you

	Peggy the encouraging, and, at hard times, the mental crutch, was no longer in his mind. There just wasn’t room. He had rats and half-assed food critics to deal with.

	The cyclone dropped and he mounded the cool flour as if building a sandcastle. He always did the flour first, the way his home economics teacher taught in the ninth grade. Have the flour ready and you won’t muck everything up with wet hands. The yeast went into water, water and milk together on the stove, butter, salt, and lard mixed and so on. He worked while pondering an offensive stance. There had to be a way to keep those pricks from talking. 

	“Poison? No. Then you’ll have made something worth a bad review.”

	Not poison.

	“Feed them and shoot them in their sleep.”

	A better idea.

	“How do you know they aren’t ready for that?”

	His fist jammed into the soft dough cocoon.

	“Win them over, then kill them when they’re too full to move.”

	Happy with this, a tune came to mind. He danced as he worked, rhyming the words he knew, mumbling those he didn’t, of Gang Starr’s You Know My Steez. It was the perfect plan, so long as they ate what he fed them.

	—

	There was little choice—they had to leave Bridget where she was. The foursome moved down to the poolside door to test it. They assumed one thing and hoped for another. The basis of most smart planning was in the making. Their assumption was correct. The door was solid and yet forgiving.

	There was one final door. 

	The locker room opened into the kitchen service, when unlocked. None had a key. Wavoka recognized a possibility. The hinges were on the outside of the door. Nine bolts held the hinges to the frame and all it would take was a ratchet and a strong arm. 

	There were two places likely to find tools. The first place was hopelessly beyond the heavy door and the second was in the electrical room beyond the generators. That meant they had to cross Peggy’s corpse again.

	“I don’t have to, do I?” Becky asked.

	“We can’t break up. Successful hunters from every level of existence understand the divide and conquer theory. Sex and war is how species last as a whole. We’re endangered here and need to stick together.” Wavoka spoke as if to an adult.

	“And here I hoped you’d go in alone and find the tools,” Everett said.

	“If it makes any of you feel better, everything has hushed. You can feel it maybe, Becky?” Wavoka asked.

	“What in the hell are you talking about?” Elaine held Becky tight to her side.

	“Becky feels it, and there is a bridge with Sam. It takes a certain receptiveness to receive, an intimate string. You and Sam weren’t married in a past life, were you, Becky?”

	Becky’s eyes bugged.

	“Just kidding. We ready?” Wavoka held his hands against the door, ready to squeeze the handle and push.

	“No, first explain this to me,” Elaine said. “You do this to trick people, I think, to get them on your side so you can run the show. Let the little people think they have something special. Do you do this when you perform?”

	“I have, on many occasions, done what you’re suggesting. But your daughter doesn’t need puffing up. She needs to understand that communication might come to her, whether she likes it or not.”

	“You’re such a fraud…”

	“Mom.”

	“…I can’t believe anyone buys…”

	“Mom.”

	“…into your breed of garbage!”

	“Mom!”

	Elaine cast angry eyes on her daughter. “What?”

	Becky cringed. “He’s right. It’s different. Sometimes it feels like I’m floating, but only inside. I can move normal and I feel like I’m floating in cold water and that’s what I felt like since…” she trailed.

	“Since what? Spit it out!” Elaine was red-faced, almost panting.

	“Since I went away on the swings, before you brought me back. From the feeling when I didn’t need to breathe anymore. The feeling’s coming more and more. It’s okay, Mom.”

	“How is this okay?” Elaine looked around as if an answer might appear on air.

	Everett put his hand on Elaine’s shoulder. “Elaine, please. We need to keep it together, all right?”

	 “Says the man who had a fit against a wall! You’re all just trying to confuse my daughter.”

	Wavoka offered a bemused expression. “We are doing nothing. Your daughter was partly gone and you brought her back. Sometimes, things tag along.”

	Elaine sent laser sights into Wavoka, but they melted in anguish. It was all impossible and yet likely, she saw it coming, there would be a time when she had to face the facts. She was losing, or had already lost, her mind. None of the things around her were of tangible reality; they were the makings of a harried psyche. A hysterical woman.

	“I’ve gone mental.” She hung her head.

	Becky clenched Elaine’s arm. “Please, don’t let anything happen to her,” she said, looking to Everett.

	The man lifted his hands, an agreement of sorts.

	“That it then?” Wavoka pushed open the door and immediately caught a whiff of dampness and death. 

	Peggy’s guts and bone fragments had spackled the walls, but had since streaked down on the sweat of condensation. Soon enough, the entirety of Peggy’s shed figure was due to run into the bath. 

	“Don’t look,” Elaine said to Becky. 

	It was too late. What she saw had lost most of its muster. Stains were scary only because she knew the source. She hadn’t seen it before, and seeing it as they moved toward the room where everything banged like angry gorillas made the fear she cradled in the meat of her heart breakdance through her veins. She squeezed her mother’s hand. Elaine squeezed back.

	“No matter what you hear, keep your eyes from the generators and follow me,” Everett said. “I don’t hear it like our psychic hears it, but I think it called for me the first time I came. It’s a bad place.”

	“It’s a prison.” Wavoka kept his eyes down. “It’s calling for us, one and all.”

	Everett opened the door and the generator’s roar forced them backward a step as if pushed by a stiff wind. Everett reached and took the first hand stretched to meet his. Becky held onto Everett, as well as her mother. Wavoka brought up the rear, his hand in Elaine’s hand. 

	The generator doors did not thump or flare, and almost immediately, Everett found a light switch that had managed to elude them on their first visit. With the lights lit, the room was not scary, just loud and drab. Their hands remained connected and they crossed the room with quick, shuffling steps. The next door was the same as the door into the generator room—steel, heavy, foreboding. Everett shook his hand free of Becky’s—she was reluctant to let him—and he pulled the heavy door open. The lights were still on from his last visit.

	The electrical room resembled a mad scientist’s lair from a cheesy silver screen horror. Wires roped and giant steel boxes rose from the cement floor. Everett pushed the door closed and the volume dropped considerably.

	“So loud.” Becky touched her right ear. 

	In the corner of the room was a steel locker. Inside the locker was a toolbox: big, black, and heavy. There was a second toolkit, and rather than make the excursion twice, should they need anything from the smaller, red box, Wavoka grabbed it. 

	They settled for a few extra seconds before Everett opened the door and let the sound in. Only the Zabraskie pair held hands. The men hadn’t forgotten the danger of the generator room. The weight of the old boxes demanded two-handed effort. Even the small one must’ve weighed more than forty pounds. 

	None saw or heard the heavy door to the electrical room creep closed behind them. The overhead lights died again. Panic was quick and jarring. Everett pushed on to where he assumed the light switch was. Wavoka stopped dead still and Elaine closed her eyes and imagined a straight line, inching through the blackness.

	The steel doors on the generators pounded, but differently, as if their knocking had lost its will. Suddenly, those ghosts banged, as if on a whim, like in-house specters rattling chains. Bored, but there, so why not? 

	Everett continued his quick pace until he found a wall. He put a hand out and jumped back. The sizzle of flesh against immense heat was painful. Somehow, he’d gone the wrong way. 

	The gentle glow of the center generator enticed Wavoka. It was good to be wanted. He took three steps forward before light showered over the room. Elaine had opened her eyes and the door.

	Everett spun and ran, carrying the immense toolbox before him with both arms. His right hand held a corner while his left hand bounced helplessly under the box, palm up and in terrible pain. Wavoka blinked away mental cobwebs and followed the light out of the loud room.

	There was no discussion while in the bath and they crossed quickly before Peggy had a chance to re-animate once again. 

	—

	Ivy awoke next to the big pale horse and straightened. A woman like her had no business in a stable. She was a lady…a lady and something else. 

	A flight attendant?

	No, that can’t be right.

	The trepidation was sudden. She swung open the gate and King Gauvin rose and followed her out. A chill rode Ivy’s spine. In her dress, the hard bulge of steel reminded her that enemies were close. 

	The horse nudged and she stumbled.

	“Hey!” she screeched, a terribly unladylike sound. “Get away.”

	The horse nudged her again and she spun around and punched the horse. A terrifying image struck home. This horse was a man horse and it had a penis, a giant horsey cock that it wanted to stick into any old Catherine the Great it could find. 

	Those big black eyes waded into her depths. The beast whinnied and snuffed. Creeping away, Ivy bumped into the wall behind her as if it had instantly erected. To die by horse was one thing. To die by horse rape was something else. Fear froze her legs but let her bend at the hip to peek around the side of the beast. There was no rocket needing a launch pad and for a brief glimpse, she saw a bloated belly and coat of flies, a very dead thing. The image pushed her beyond the pause and she slid along the wall.

	The horse blocked her and then latched onto the shoulder of her dress with its fat yellowy teeth. The tongue in its mouth was like a cold slug against her skin. A shock danced from the wet maw into Ivy and suddenly she knew everything she needed to, feeling much better about King Gauvin and the heavy piece of steel lingering within the folds of her dress.

	Using his long mane as a rope, Ivy struggled onto the beast. The horse knew the way. They trotted and she passed the lush woods and the fanciful gate. It was here that the horse stopped, and she climbed down.

	Camp Summit loomed before her where she sat in the bushes. King Gauvin settled in next to her, resting on his abdomen, feet beneath him, ready to spring. Time they had. It was of no issue and her mind never wandered. The pistol was out and ready. And then there it was. That fucking cat again. It strolled the front of the hotel and then between the stone horses. She took aim and the horse nudged her.

	Pay attention! that nudge demanded.

	The cat danced and taunted. It knew she had better things to shoot. The cat moved across the yard and into the trees before it plunked down on the manicured lawn. It yowled as if in heat. Unwilling to give up, it scampered closer and Ivy took aim. She glanced at the doors, surely, there was time to shoot the cat and then anyone that stepped out before the train arrived. 

	The horse snorted at her, but she held target on the cat as it crept closer. The cat swayed and Ivy swayed. The cat blinked and Ivy blinked. The cat lowered its chin and Ivy lowered her chin.

	King Gauvin bit Ivy’s shoulder. The hotel door opened. The horse popped up and stomped ten heavy steps to a war cry rhythm with its front hooves.

	“Ow, you stupid thing!” Ivy looked at the horse and then up to the hotel. “Dammit.” She lifted the pistol.

	The cat had already sprinted away. She aimed. Never questioned how many shots she had or if she could hit one of them from fifty feet out, or where she had learned to shoot. Bridget stepped forward and Ivy grimaced, that woman pretended to be her friend. That woman needed another shot.

	Pointed at Bridget’s head, Ivy squeezed the trigger. The pistol jerked and cried out. Bridget dropped and shouted, the others scurried, and suddenly Ivy had no more ability to shoot that distance than a toddler had. She fumbled with the heavy toy in her hands and laughed nervously. King Gauvin nudged her again and reared his head as he bent his knees. Get on. She accepted the offer and rolled onto the lowered hindquarter. The horse lifted. Twigs pricked against Ivy’s neck and cheeks, clinging to her hair.

	Backed out of the trees and onto the lane, the horse trotted. Ivy held the mane with her left hand. In her right was the pistol. As the station came into view, Ivy let herself believe that she might go home. Home was where she wasn’t a lady, just another woman, a pretty one, but just another woman nonetheless. It was a welcome notion. 

	“Okay, then. Okay, now.” 

	King Gauvin refused to stop moving to let her off. By the passing second, she lost more confidence on the horse. The lady-feeling drained as if someone pulled the plug in her mind’s bathtub. There was a loud cry from a steam whistle. Ivy glimpsed the white puffs above a rusted hulk of iron. There was only one car. The paint peeled and chipped. Rust seeped like onion roots, the box gold against a mountainous backdrop. 

	The horse button-hooked away from the station.

	“No, I need the train! Stop!” 

	The train slowed to a crawl but never stopped. Its whistle cried once again and continued rolling by.

	“No! Stop!”

	King Gauvin jerked to his right, spinning around to again face the station house. He broke into a gallop, forcing Ivy to pinch her knees and grab hold of the mane with both hands—the pistol bounced painfully against her index knuckles. Never had she moved so fast in the open air. Like a historical motorcycle, she thought, numbly, her last thought before the horse stopped and reared its hind legs. Ivy took flight. The wall of the station came at her so quickly that she had no chance to put her hands up. 

	A wet wheeze escaped Ivy’s bloodied mouth from where she came to lay in the grass. Her body wailed like a Frank Zappa guitar riff.

	A loud crack echoed a moment before the doors of the station house opened on an invisible force. King Gauvin spun and lowered as if to let the unseen figure on. The horse rose, accepting its payload and master. Dust and stones skipped silently as the beast and the lingering Sir Charles Melville Wainwright booted up the path.

	Ivy’s breath stopped for a short time but resumed before long. She remained unconscious for many hours. The crack in her head had clotted and the open flesh from the multiple snapped bones of her legs would soon do the same.

	The pistol lay two feet away in the grass.

	—

	Bridget awoke alone, with a dull pain that seemed to throb from her veins like liquid electricity. She was groggy and dry. A tremendous spike raked her shattered elbow when she tried to roll over. On the floor was a familiar paper packet. That packet was a fine old packet.

	“Help.” Her mouth felt full of frothy cotton.

	Her tongue stretched and roved over her lips. Dry and sticky everywhere. The others had left her. It was an awful feeling to be so thirsty, a torture, and there was nobody there to help.

	“Come now,” a voice said in her ear. It was a woman’s voice. Unfamiliar. “Sit up and we’ll get you a taste.”

	From the lobby near the check-in, a strange grinding sound approached. Bridget worked her way vertical above the waist and pushed flat against the sofa. The sound drew closer. It was formed glass gliding against stone, like a Heinz 57 bottle slid across a granite diner counter.

	The sound slowed before it stopped altogether. There before her was a glass of water. She bent, felt the awful painful sting, but willed through it. She drank half the glass. Her head spun, her guts swirled. For thirty seconds, water tried to creep up her throat. 

	“That’s a girl, hold it in.”

	There was nobody there and she wondered if one of morphine’s side effects was hallucinations, maybe telekinesis.

	“Now, we’ve got to do something about that elbow. First, though, we ought to get you to a proper bed.”

	“I ain’t moving,” Bridget said and then took a sip.

	“Not until you get another dose, sure, but you need a bed and some nursing. It just so happens that one of my girls nursed in the War. She came back and told me all about it. Lousy with stories she was.” The voice lowered. “Especially all the gory stuff and all about the ones with kidney-prodders.”

	“The hell you talking ‘bout? Who are you anyway? Come where I can see ya.”

	“No. Now, drink up and then we’ll get you another shot.”

	She drank and felt a pinch.

	The needle jerked from her arm and slid away on the floor.

	“Don’t need a full dose or you’ll never get to bed. We need to fix you up.”

	Bridget sneered. “I ain’t moving.”

	“There, there, dear.”

	Blink.

	The floor moved under Bridget. She was in the elevator. The walls cradled her.

	Blink.

	Her legs moved as if pushed on a breeze.

	“Now, don’t become difficult.”

	Blink.

	Bridget walked past the chapel and glanced in. Michael was on the floor, bowing before the creepy Jesus statue.

	“You know, you’re only our seventh dark guest,” the voice said. “We’ve had so many guests over the years, but only recently did we start having all the different coloreds. We’ve had umpteen Indians, too, and a few China people, the cook and his family, they look like China people. I’m not prejudice, there’s lots of things better done by your type.”

	Bridget lifted her feet drunkenly. The Anweis family wasn’t Chinese; she was fairly certain of that. “They’re ‘Mericans, none of them even have an accent.”

	“Of course, now they are… They’re old China people though, like you’re old Africa people and then your ancestors moved to America and now you’re all American. Or were, now we’re all Canadians living in the mountains. It’s awfully glamorous.”

	“Pfft, I hardly put where my ‘cestors come from on a map. I’m just as damn ‘Merican as you!” The stoned slur thickened as the morphine mingled in her bloodstream. “Not no damn Canadian neither!”

	“No need to get all flustered. You negroes can get so uppity sometimes.” The voice forced a laugh. “I was just saying I’ve worn a dark skin before. I like to wear different coloreds. Makes it feel like All Hallows’ Eve.”

	Bridget scanned the hallway. There was nobody there to focus her attention, the annoyance, the curiosity, the rage.

	The door to room 301 swung open before her.

	“No way, that’s a bad room.”

	“Oh, come now, just a room and last time you visited, you didn’t even knock! I could’ve been in my nickers. Or shaving my unsightly hair. I have so many dresses, you know, for the balls. Many of them don’t have sleeves, imagine, if my mother had worn such a dress, her armpits would be the laugh of society.”

	Bridget closed her eyes. “I can’t go in there!”

	Blink.

	“In where, dear? Now, hush.”

	Bridget’s feet rose and her back lowered. The ceiling was white and the bed was comfortable. The morphine made the universe a cloud and she closed her eyes, reminding herself that as soon as she awoke that she had to leave room 301. It was a bad place.

	Madam Beatrice Wainwright wrapped Bridget’s elbow in cotton and built a sling. It was for cosmetic purposes only. Once she took over, there would be no pain. Still, she had to keep her ability a surprise. Folks got so excited about dying and seeing others die. 

	“But I’ll have my skin for the ball, won’t I?”

	—

	“Oh my god, why are these so tough?” Sweat dripped down Elaine’s neck, armpits, the backs of her knees, and her butt crack.

	As a group, they’d managed to get eight of nine bolts from the hinges. One last bolt threatened to topple the entire plan. It had taken hours, and they worked one at a time until exhausted and switched off. 

	After the first bolt came away, there was a brief discussion on rushing into the kitchen, but memories of Ivy hinted that Len might have a gun. The theory that he couldn’t take them all with just a single weapon batted around a moment or two, but taking one was enough. Once the group broke down and each member faced mortality, one was plenty. 

	So, they wrestled with the bolts. 

	After the fifth bolt, they held a brief discussion on attempting to bring Michael down for a few spins, but the man had skinny little arms, chicken arms Wavoka called them, and they’d be of no help in the brute force department. Assumedly, that was if he even agreed to depart the chapel.

	“My go,” Everett said and relieved a thankful Elaine.

	Elaine drank water from the fountain only feet from the door. Becky took all of this so well. It made Elaine proud as a mother and grateful that, although the marriage fell through, Becky had a good man for a father even if he was absent for the last bit.

	The bolt turned a hair and Everett’s sweaty hand slipped and crunched hard against the wall. “Christ sakes,” he muttered through clenched teeth. 

	“Take a rest.” Wavoka did not get up to take a turn.

	Becky, bored, had waited for success via the sweaty adults for hours. They’d been busy and she’d been up to nothing much. The liveliest part was when she had to pee and her mother made her pee in one of the stalls across the room. It was horrifying and not so exciting at all. She stood, picked up the pliers from next to Everett and had a pickle jar moment. The bolt resisted for only a grunt and then revolved.

	“Oh, hun, just sit,” Elaine said.

	Becky did not. Her tongue came out between lips and she bit gently and spun the slow-moving bolt. It continued to rotate. Becky was nearly euphoric when it clanked on the cement floor.

	Three heads popped up on crooked shoulders.

	“Well, look at you,” Wavoka said.

	Everett picked up Becky and kissed her square on the mouth. “Thank you, little Hercules!”

	From the toolbox, Everett selected a small crowbar. He pried it into the crack between the door and the frame. This step moved with ease by comparison, but still proved to take a few minutes. Once the door swung, it swung all the way, bending the latched bolt arms on the inside of the door.

	What they saw was unspeakable, for a few breaths at least.

	“Guess we have to get in through the kitchen,” Elaine said.

	Everett and Wavoka had the same idea—to hell with caution—and pushed hard against the stacked items before the door. The wall of bric-a-brac laced together like woven wicker. It was heavy, heavier than they’d ever push, and spanned well beyond what they saw. It also rode higher than the door’s frame. 

	“How do we even know it’s not locked?” Everett demanded. “Everywhere else is locked, why wouldn’t that be locked too?”

	“The guests never got away, but the help did. It’s the only hope I see. There’s no sense getting angry until we know for certain,” Wavoka said.

	Beyond the wall of kitchen things, a door creaked. The foursome quieted and listened. 

	Len hummed a tune and muttered words in intervals. “Think you can stop me?” he asked through the piled items at the door.

	Those in the locker room froze.

	“No ra…” Len’s voice trailed as he moved away from the door and to the pantry.

	“That man suddenly scares the hell out of me.”

	Becky turned to Everett and frowned. “He fed us Sam. Seems like a reasonable feeling.”

	“Power and wit, you’re going to whip some nice man into submission one day.” Everett meant for it to sound like a joke. 

	“There’s no reason to stay down here,” Elaine said. “Come on.”

	—

	Len heard them outside the door and then came a small thump followed by a knock. He’d obviously locked the door. There were only two things those people wanted. One, to find proof of infestation or two, to leave via the side door.

	He held certain that it was the only door out. The other doors weren’t options anymore. There was no way to explain how he knew, he just knew.

	Behind him, he held his pistol and stepped to the door. “Uh, yeah?”

	“Hey, Len,” Elaine said, bubbly, lighter than normal—a noticeable act. “We were wondering if there was a chance we could grab a snack. We could come in and make it ourselves. No trouble to you.”

	“You didn’t eat the stew! You should’ve eaten your lunch. Besides, supper will be ready in an hour.”

	There was a mumble beyond the door.

	“Len, we need in for drinking water and other supplies, like, medical stuff from the basement. For some reason, the door’s locked from the inside. Let me in and I’ll scoot down and open it,” Everett said.

	“Hey, asshole, I’m trying to work here. You’re wasting your time.”

	“Mr. Anweis, Bridget has been shot, again. Ivy shot her, don’t you find that odd?” Wavoka asked. “Don’t you find it odd that a flight attendant is shooting at people and destroying equipment?”

	This question was unexpected. What did it have to do with his kitchen? “Uh, maybe, but look, I’m busy.”

	Wavoka continued, “Isn’t it strange and scary how your wife acted and how she died? There’s something sinister about it, don’t you see?”

	“What’s this got to do with me?”

	“Everything. You’re not being you. You’re being who this place wants you to be. A week ago, I very much doubt you would feed people what you’ve fed us. Can’t you see, it’s this place that wants you to lock us away from that door?” Wavoka spoke with eyes closed, hoping against hope.

	Len faced the whitewashed knots of the door and considered the words. “Nonsense. I fed you prime meals, more than you deserve. Supper in an hour.”

	Len had found a good deal of edible vegetables buried under the stuff the rats had touched. Unfortunately, he had only one meat source and it wasn’t enough to last for the foreseeable future, unless a train did come to drop off goods. Fresh meat would be nice; if not, there was always the little girl. 

	—

	“We’ll take him while we’re eating. Somehow,” Everett said.

	As a group, they’d retreated to the lobby office within the radio room. The plan was to search for clues. Only Becky searched. The others lazed with sore arms and backs. 

	“We should find Bridget. Probably should check on Michael, too.” Elaine stretched on the floor, giving space to her vertebrae.

	“We’ll all be millionaires if we can somehow get away and, once away, somehow prove that this place exists. I very much doubt you can stumble upon Camp Summit during a mountain hike. Imagine that.” Wavoka rubbed his forearm.

	“Imagine getting sucked out of a plane and finding yourself here, in old clothes, playing a part in some sick history lesson,” Everett said.

	“How can you be so certain this happened?” Elaine asked. “I mean, beyond that first day and what you saw?”

	Wavoka, eyes closed, feet on the ground, horizontal on a red leather couch, tightened his lips. The discussion went nowhere. 

	Becky was too busy for chatter.

	The desk drawer squeaked a gentle report when she pulled it open. Mostly papers and other typical desk contents: pencils, pens, a ruler, paperclips. Becky’s smallish hands felt around the edge and at the rear. The desk was big and old, just like those special desks on Antiques Roadshow. She watched PBS with her father sometimes, other times the show came on a BBC station. He always liked the BBC one better because the things were much older. She liked PBS better because it was usually American and occasionally, she knew a bit of the history from school. 

	Just like on Roadshow, hands grazed a flip switch on the base of the top drawer. A false bottom popped and Becky grinned. Hastily, she tossed aside the papers and dug for the edges of the popped sheet of wood. 

	“What have you found?” Elaine sat up. A few of the sheets had fluttered close to where she was.

	“I don’t know.” There was a vast collection of three-inch steel tubes. “Benzedrine Inhaler,” she read from one of the labels. 

	There was also a cigarette pack, a fancy gold lighter, several wasted morphine needles, a few fresh ones, and a half-dozen empty screw-top bottles marked: Bayer. Heroin. Hydrochlor. 

	“A regular junky,” Everett said.

	Elaine offered a librarian’s tidbit: “There was a real epidemic of addiction and overdose right up until a decade or so after the Second World War.”

	The stupidity of the find frustrated Becky and she grabbed a handful of tubes and pitched them at the wall. In the books, there was always something to find. Some damned thing that led to the next step and that led to an eventual answer. She slammed her fist into the drawer and then flopped, folded arms over the tubes.

	“Don’t get so worked up. It never gets us anywhere,” Elaine said.

	Becky wanted to snap, but didn’t. What if the key was there in those drugs somehow? She tapped gently on a paper packet, there was a needle inside and the tab hadn’t been ripped. She tested seals on a few tubes and couldn’t tell either way. Three tubes and one needle went into the pocket of her dress as she rose from behind the desk. Never know.

	“Don’t we have to find Bridget?” she asked.

	Briefly, Becky led the group. Once they got to the staircase, Elaine took her hand and Everett passed them. Becky pondered her score of dope and immediately second guessed the plausibility of use. Still, she kept it, just in case.

	They made a quick search on the second floor and found nothing. Wavoka worried that somehow the generator called her down and sucked her inside. If that was the case, they were really down to five; four, if Michael had gone cuckoo for Christ puffs. 

	On the third floor, they popped into the chapel and found Michael on the floor, kneeling before the statue of his lord. 

	“Oh, hey there. Did you figure this out?” Michael wore a goofy grin. “No, how could you? The answer is where it has been all along.” Michael tossed a leather bound Bible at Wavoka and Wavoka caught it. “Go ahead, flip it open and seek guidance.”

	“Michael—” Wavoka started.

	“Humor me.”

	Wavoka opened the Bible, put a finger down and read, “Thus saith the Lord, thy Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel; I am the Lord thy God which teacheth thee to profit, which leadeth thee by the way that thou shouldest go.”

	“And?” Elaine loved freedom of religion, but loved when people kept religion behind closed doors even more. “The whole book is about obeying and denying thought and discovery. According to that book, humanity damned itself when it sought knowledge. Think about that!”

	“Mom,” Becky warned.

	“No, really, follow me and never ask questions or you will burn. Oh, and don’t forget to leave half your earnings in the dish on Sunday!”

	“Elaine,” Wavoka said.

	“It’s okay. Try it again.” Michael’s grin brimmed with condescension.

	Wavoka flipped the Bible open. “But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come.”

	“Hello?” Bridget’s voice carried into the chapel from the doorway. The woman appeared weak as she brushed against the heavy wooden door chained to the wall. “There you are.”

	Everett ran to her. She had her arm in cotton batting and a makeshift sling—a lacy ivory-colored bra that held her elbow bent slightly less than a right angle.

	“Where did you go?” Elaine asked, catching up, Becky at her side.

	“I woke up alone and I needed to get my arm up…I took a needle and then I went to my room, I think. It’s so hazy. I’m hurting bad.”

	Becky reached into her pocket. “I got these.”

	Bridget’s eyes went wide. “Oh, look at that!” 

	With her good hand, she snatched a steel tube from Becky’s palm, twisted the cap and held it to her nose like a regular. After a quick, deep intake, she tossed aside the tube and snatched another. She repeated and then eased.

	“That’s better; where did you find that?” A tiny smile played at the corners of Bridget’s lips. It then seemed as if the woman recalled herself and collected her emotions. “Oh, goodness, I’m so whoozy. These medicines, goodness me.”

	“I think she needs food,” Everett said.

	Wavoka stood back. There was something peculiar wafting from her. It was minimal—he suspected that the hotel played games, attempted to get at his sensibilities. He handed over the Bible.

	Michael frowned. “Where are you going? We must pray. Soon enough, the Lord will deliver us.”

	“We’ll be back. God created man a living organism in need of food. That much you can’t deny.”

	Michael’s eyebrows lifted. “You go. I’m not hungry.”

	“That’s just fine. We’ll be downstairs if you need us.”

	They rode the elevator together. Wavoka kept his distance from Bridget. The others did not notice this and mooned over the injured woman who clutched an amphetamine inhaler like a lifeline.

	—

	Len loaded a cart with fresh buns, decanters of water and of wine, an enormous gravy bowl with thick gray sludge, and platters with pre-ripped meat swimming with loads of vegetables—beans, carrots, onions, and potatoes. 

	It was all there as the group stepped into the dining area. Len had pushed two tables together and sat at the head, his shoulders to the kitchen door. 

	Wavoka stepped away from the others without mention and approached the kitchen. Len spun in his seat.

	“If you want to see tomorrow, you’ll turn around and sit.”

	Wavoka kept walking. Len fired over the psychic’s head.

	“One warning. Now, come on back.”

	One warning was enough. Wavoka moved to the table. In fact, he sat as close to Len as possible. Len grinned at him. Everett made to sit down on the other side of Len.

	“No, no. You all think I’m stupid; you think I’m going to let you trick me? Bridget sits there.” He pointed with the pistol to where Wavoka had sat. “And the little girl sits there.” He pointed to the chair under Everett’s hand. “I’m playing it safe until I know you have it through your heads. Now, sit.”

	Elaine sat next to Becky, Everett sat at the foot—supposing where Len sat was the head—and Wavoka sat between Bridget and Everett. 

	“Since my hands are full and my family isn’t here to help, I’ll need you to serve.” Len pointed the pistol at Elaine.

	“Pass over your plates; it’s getting cold. Some of everything for all the dishes. Don’t fill up on bread like you did at lunch.”

	The plates came forward and Elaine ladled the meat and veg mixture from the platter. Luckily, it had been an overwrought day for disgust, passing around bits of boy did not make her gag, did not make her too queasy. 

	“Gravy,” Len said.

	Elaine took it from the cart and sat it on the table.

	“Come now, eat!” Len shouted.

	Bridget poured gravy while the others reached for buns, taking their time, mouths watering at the scent. Bridget stabbed her fork into meat and carrot, popped it in her mouth and savored.

	“Divine, divine.” She stabbed for more.

	“Come now, if you all do as Bridget does, I’ll let you into the kitchen. You know why I’ll let you? It’s because I know how good this is and you couldn’t possibly say a negative word about my food after that. Now eat!”

	Everett poked a bean onto his fork and slipped it into his mouth, recognizing that the au jus lingering about the soft green morsel was that of a little boy named Sam. Wavoka took a bite of bun. Len shook his head. The psychic stabbed for a carrot and then an onion. Popped both into his mouth. 

	“Good. Now, you.” He pointed at Elaine with the pistol. “Try the meat; she says it’s divine.”

	Elaine stared at her plate. She’d eaten it before, but before she did not know. Purposeful cannibalism was infinitely worse than accidental cannibalism. 

	The seconds mounted.

	“Do it or I’ll blast this girl’s brains out of her head.”

	Elaine poked the meat and lifted it. The pistol moved from Becky onto Elaine. Seeing the situation unfold, Becky’s fork flipped as if by its own volition, from the table, landing on the floor.

	Len shifted his attention. “Pick that up, you clumsy cunt.”

	Becky dropped from her chair.

	“Now, eat!” 

	The fork had landed next to Len’s foot. His pants rose up from his veiny ankles. Becky grabbed the fork. It seemed glued to the floor.

	“I said, eat the meat, now. Yes, there you go.” Len celebrated as Elaine chewed meat. “Swallow it down. Wonderful right? Absolutely perfect, yeah?”

	Becky tugged and slipped, losing grip. The contents of her pocket spilled. Clues and helpful objects, just like in the books.

	“Sonofawhore!” Len shouted and fired the pistol in surprise. The bullet whizzed through Everett’s left ear. “That little bitch bit me!”

	Len jumped up and stumbled away from his seat. Bridget howled and slammed a palm against the table above where Elaine and Wavoka had both ducked beneath. Everett was frozen, shocked, his ear spewing a red trickle.

	“What the hell’d you do?” Len felt as if he was swimming in marshmallow. He squeezed his fist toward the table and shot the floor. Bits of stone showered around Becky’s legs and butt as she crawled toward her mother. “You bugger bitch!” He still had his wits, but his body wanted nothing to do with cooperation. He went down.

	Bridget cackled and Everett suddenly came to when Wavoka tugged on him. They hunkered down. Another shot fired, hit the ceiling. Running as if avoiding snipers in no man’s land, the pair circled to the chef. Once close enough, Wavoka stomped on Len’s head.

	Len was surprised, but unhurt. Everett dropped a knee on Len’s chest and the pistol tumbled to the floor. Wavoka kicked twice more at Len’s skull. The man was out before another strike landed. 

	Becky tugged Elaine to her feet. They ran through the kitchen and to the stairs without word. Down the dark stairs, a cool breeze wafted at them as if someone left the backdoor open. And that was the hope, that’s what they planned on, oh, yes indeed. Once in the basement, Elaine took the lead and made for the door. Seeing the junk piled before the access to the locker room was intense. It took time and effort, bags of grains, rice, flour. Not the usual everyday portions either. Each bag read 50 kg. Better than one hundred pounds. Then there was furniture, a locker, and around the base, a dozen readied mousetraps. 

	Len had lost whatever marbles he’d had when they arrived. Every. Last. Marble.

	It was much cooler down there and that offered more hope. Elaine put a hand on the door paddle and pushed with her shoulder. 

	It was only seconds before Wavoka and Everett were there with them. Elaine had her head in her hands and Becky rubbed her shoulders.

	“What is it?” Everett said, frantic with fear.

	Elaine lifted her head. “The same. It’s not real, just like the doors upstairs. Like the windows. The hotel is locked and we’re stuck.”

	Everett didn’t want to believe it and started into a repeat performance of the morning. Slamming and banging, but to no avail. Right then, that door was nothing more than a mirage in the desert.

	Upstairs in the dining room, Bridget ate and complimented the chef often. Wavoka had tied him to a chair with a torn tablecloth twisted into a fat rope. 

	It wasn’t long before the deflated foursome returned. Wavoka added a real rope to the tie around the chef, then sat and ate a bun. The others did the same. Only Wavoka cared enough to consider that Bridget, although high, had cleared her plate, even sopped the juice. 

	—

	It had been a long day together and ended only when hopelessness seemed poised to conquer. Everett went to his own room after offering to stay with Elaine and Becky—it was a relief when Elaine waved him off. Wavoka stayed up and wandered, feeling his way around, seeking new information. Bridget revisited the finished penthouse suite. Len remained tied to a chair. Michael smiled until too tired to smile anymore and fell asleep on the floor, using a table drape as a blanket.

	The night was quiet as if those lingering within the hotel wanted to conserve energy. Needed to conserve energy.

	 

	
DAY SIX

	Already well into the morning, the hotel had grown hot, fetid and balmy in some areas, and with the windows and doors sealed tight, it wasn’t going to change. Everett flipped onto his back with an idea, sending sweat bubbles streaming into his hairline. Prior to the idea, he had no reason to push from bed, but a hope was a hope.

	The chapel. 

	Michael felt good in the chapel. The hotel itself was evil. Perhaps it did not touch the chapel, something like a spooky vampire or demon ideology. Did Christianity hold true weight in a place outside time? If the evil didn’t touch the space, then it was possible that those windows were nothing more than glass. Regular, breakable glass.

	He got as far as his door and smelled himself, turned back. He washed with water from the bathtub. There were products and powders in the medicine cabinet, a straight razor and soap foam. Having never used a straight razor, he succumbed to an odd and yet suddenly urgent whim to do so. 

	The soap foamed in the sink and he spread it around his cheeks, a big goofy expression on his face. The man in the mirror was almost belonging, topless in suspenders, fine whiskers sprouting sporadically about his chest. The sound of his whistling mouth crashed down on him. A stream of blood trickled from his throat. His stump of an ear collecting no sound. He looked at his face. 

	Really looked at his face. 

	“Damn you,” he whispered and hastily finished shaving. It was a trick, the place wanted to slow him, keep him busy. He was onto the secret way free and the place wanted to trap him, delay him, and change him. Permanently. 

	Everett splashed aftershave on his face and pits, donned a shirt, and rushed out of his room. In the toolbox downstairs, left in front of the inaccessible door at the rear of the men’s locker room, was a twenty-four-ounce ballpeen hammer.

	Closer to the stairs than the elevator, he opted to run. If the place really was keeping him, then the elevator would be a good, time-consuming cell if an unfortunate malfunction happened to delay him, possibly forever. 

	Onto the main floor, he hopped the last three steps. His black-soled shoes left long rubbery skids on the stone. He ran past the dining room where Len sat tied to a chair, observing. Then down the next set of stairs, toward the room. The ozone scent of the humid bath came at him on a great wet wave. The basement was much hotter than the upper floors, everything wept, sweat rained from the high ceiling.

	Everett broke into the locker room, the heavy door nailing a steel trash can full of soiled linens. He spun jerkily where he stood in the middle of the space, scanning. There were no toolboxes.

	“Where did they…? Where the hell did they go?”

	His hands went to his face. He stumbled to his left, almost drunkenly, his shoulder connecting with a wall. His hands came down and his eyes opened. On a bench behind the door was the toolbox. Someone had tidied. 

	Everett straightened, leaned to look out into the landing that led to the locker room. Empty. Nobody had witnessed his dramatics. He grinned a sickly expression a moment, then got back to it.

	He dumped the contents of the large box on the floor and amid the other loud, clanging, heavy tools, was the biggest hammer of the bunch.

	Returned the way he came. There was a brief consideration put to checking on Len. He forced this aside as a potentially foreign whim. Up to the third floor by way of the stairs, he slowed, hoping for the power of God within the open doors at the end of the hallway. 

	The place was mostly windows, nearly everywhere, windows. 

	“What are you doing?” Michael sat up. He was on the floor just before the alter steps, a little nest made around himself. 

	“If this place is really protected by God, then the windows aren’t like the others, and I can smash my way onto the roof.”

	Michael opened his mouth to protest. Everett reared and swung the hammer. It thumped against the glass—similar to the doors and windows on the floors below. He tried again on a different pane. Same result. He screamed and roared, swinging like a rabid designated hitter with a Louisville facing off against a haywire pitching machine. 

	He was doing no damage, and that wasn’t enough.

	The fury rose, a fury he never knew before he arrived at Camp Summit. Moving like a bee checking for pollen, the hammer smashed at pews with heavy thuds and cracks. Bibles and hymnbooks fell from the seatbacks.

	“Stop this!” Michael was on his knees, hands supplicant.

	Everett sneered and powered across the room, straight at Michael, the hammer raised and poised to strike. Michael covered his head. With a great leap, Everett cleared the man on the floor and lashed out against the pulpit, tipping and cracking three jagged, round holes through one side of the wood.

	“Everett, please!”

	“There is no God!” Everett hopped atop the dropped pulpit and eyed the next focus of destruction. That soft-eyed Jesus didn’t stand a chance. “Ahh!” he groaned through clenched teeth and swung at the head of the statue. He grazed the shoulder and connected with a steel clasp holding the chains that ran from the ceiling. Jesus tumbled. “Shit!”

	“God, no more! Please, no more!”

	Everett cast a sideways glance at Michael as he strode past, pent rage spent. “You’re wasting your time in here.”

	Everett departed, leaving behind Micheal, a puddle of a man. He did not hear the snapping of the little chains holding the door open; he did not hear the door close on Michael.

	—

	Bridget (Beatrice Wainwright) heard this hammering and tutted. Guests were so understandably rowdy before a big event. Every year their little ball grew larger and larger, even those reluctant visitors had a good time on the dance floor.

	“It’s going to be a grand event this year, don’t you think?” she asked the room.

	It was quiet and calm.

	“Oh, you’re always so mysterious about this.” 

	In the closet, she touched the fine items. It was going to be another splendid event, this she knew in her bones, or rather, the bones she had borrowed.

	—

	“Mom, what are we gonna do?” Becky asked. 

	Elaine was already up and sitting on the edge of the bed. There she was in the finest hotel room she had ever seen firsthand and parts of her were terrified, confused, and exhausted. It was a strange sensation—even with so much beauty around, all she could think about was leaving. 

	“I don’t know, honey. You have any ideas?”

	Becky wanted to talk about Sam. Sam was somewhere helping them and maybe he knew a way to get them out. It only seemed fair that answers revealed themselves after death, that is, since it appeared her mother was wrong and there was indeed some form of afterlife. 

	“I guess we could look for clues, the way they do in books.”

	“Ah, books to the rescue, huh? And where ought we look for clues?”

	Becky was not certain, but sensed her mother was not happy with the idea, instead humoring her before she unleashed something nasty. Camp Summit was like morning breath.

	“Where Sam and I found the note, I guess.”

	“Where you and Sam found the note, huh?” Elaine said this in a taunting, nasally tone, and then sighed. “I’m sorry. That’s a great idea. Come on, get up, wash, brush your teeth, and we’ll have some toast. Then we’ll check the basement.”

	“Mom, are we going to be okay?”

	“I sure hope so. It isn’t looking good, is it?”

	Becky bit her thumbnail.

	“Don’t do that. Get up and let’s crack this nut.” 

	Downstairs, Len was where they left him, awake. Surveying without speaking, even when Elaine offered to feed him a slice of bread and a glass of water. His fury was plain on his face. Rather than stare down those icy, son-murdering eyes, Elaine sat with her back to him at a table several feet from where Len hosted his dinner party. 

	A quick meal and a cup of coffee each. The bread had gone crusty, but was tasty nonetheless with the sugary jam spread. Finished, they went into the basement and began a search that seemed hopeless from the very beginning. Through drawers and lockers, into the pile Len had made before the door, they found stuff. Things that ought to be there, personal items, cigarette packs, clothing, heavy work gloves, dirty boots, playing cards, bottles of liquor, and so on. The ghosts of breakrooms past. 

	Up the stairs, they heard singing and stopped the search. It was a strange thing. They found the source: Bridget, in the kitchen. The song choice was unusual as well. Still, Bridget had a nice voice that carried well as she buttered the bread.

	“Ma, he’s makin’ eyes at me. Pa, he’s—oh, hey there.” Bridget said, nodding.

	“Hello, I guess your arm doesn’t hurt anymore?” Elaine asked.

	“Sure, it does, but this little thing makes a world for the better.” Bridget lifted the tube from her sling. “You say you found this in the office? Whereabouts?”

	“In the desk, under a fake bottom,” Becky said. 

	There was clearly something wrong with Bridget.

	“Ooh, that sneaky Peter!” Bridget popped a bit of bread into her mouth, slick with butter and jam. “Mmm, that’s wonderful.” She chewed, closed-eyed, and then hummed the strange tune.

	After a few steps from Bridget’s side, Becky whispered, “Mom, she’s not right.”

	“No, but she’s been shot, twice, and she’s on ancient drugs,” Elaine said. “Do you want to keep on in the basement or try someplace else?”

	Becky shrugged; the answer was down there, but it had yet to reveal itself. 

	“What if we think on it, distract ourselves, and let what we saw down there bubble up?” Elaine said. “How about we go up to the library and try out some Dashiell Hammett? I’ve always meant to read him. Your great grandfather had a thing for crime and detective novels.”

	Becky reluctantly agreed. Mysteries did not solve themselves, though letting stuff bubble maybe wasn’t the worst idea.

	For the next hour, until they heard the screams and rushed to the locked door of the chapel, it was trouble in Personville (Poisonville) within the pages of a shiny, unread, seemingly brand-new copy of a book inching close to its ninetieth birthday.

	—

	A band in full swing rocked on the stage and folks cut up the dance floor. Shucking and jiving and decaying. Under the dim lights, Wavoka caught only glimpses of the true shades of death. His body swayed in tune as he stumbled amid the dancers. 

	There was a direction, someplace he needed to be, and his feet knew where. At a round table of ghosts, clad in dated formal attire, he tapped a finger against a slender shoulder and the exploded head of Peggy Anweis turned and smiled with the remaining portion of her lower lip. Her tongue stretched out and Wavoka leaned in and took it into his mouth.

	“This place is Hell!” he screamed, shaking free of the nightmare, soaked from head to foot with sweat. 

	He’d spent hours roaming for connected feelings and found nothing of consequence. Later, when he’d retreated to his room, it took time to fall asleep. The dream, when it finally arrived, proved a result of spending too much time sitting in the ballroom, a manifestation of imagination meeting witnessed terror.

	So he hoped.

	His body ached as he stood at the toilet. The large bathtub called out for his tired and worn being and he accepted the invitation. The steaming water ran for several minutes, until a foot from the top. Wavoka slid down inside. He put a cloth over his face and let the steamy cradle take away his trouble. 

	The water bubbled from beneath as Wavoka moved his leg. Or possibly just before. He waited, resting pleasantly. Eyes closed, he dipped the cloth into the water. Re-saturated, he placed it on his face. Liquid ran down his cheeks onto his lips and he knew before he tasted it, that it was blood. His eyes opened into the red cloth and he jerked up. The cloth fell and flopped into the tub. 

	The feeling was gone. The bathtub was no longer a comfort. He pushed down with his arms and lifted his body vertical. A cold and familiar breeze wafted in and settled. Wavoka felt hands on his ankles.

	A slick and heavy squeak called from below him as his feet shot out. He splashed hard, knocking his head against the lip of the bathtub, pulling against the strain, and got his upper-half straightened. An invisible palm struck his throat and he gagged and dropped, this time his head sinking beneath the water, and he swallowed and convulsed, up, UP! 

	He rose, coughing tub swill from his mouth. Panic ensued, legs kicking, water splashing, and, in an instant, the pressures fleeted as if imagined.

	Cautious and wary of the water, he lifted himself out of the tub. Pulling the plug was not worth the risk. 

	—

	Michael prayed and cried and prayed some more after the door slammed shut. He did so until a hand touched his shoulder and a voice soothed his ears.

	“My child.”

	There was the statue of Jesus. Come to life.

	“My child.”

	“Lord!” Michael grabbed the man around the knees. He was soft and alive. “Oh Lord, I wish he didn’t do it!”

	“My child.”

	The hand stroked Michael’s head. The touch was as perfect as the hand of the son of God ought to be. Fingers carved paths in Michael’s hair and he found himself nuzzling against the feeling.

	“My child, you must seek the answers.”

	Michael opened his eyes. There was a Bible on the floor before him. “Now?”

	“Yes, my child.”

	Michael let go of Jesus’ legs, although it was so utterly wrong to do so, and flipped open the book. He read the only words on the page that still made sense: “And he said, Now also let it be according unto your words: he with whom it is found shall be my servant; and ye shall be blameless.”

	His spirit lifted.

	“My child, are you blameless?”

	Michael clasped his hands around the living statue’s legs. “Oh, yes, my Lord. I am a faithful servant.”

	A fist came down on the top of Michael’s head. “Wrong! Read, child!”

	Shocked, pained, and terrified, Michael took up the Bible and the pages flipped themselves. Ink ran for all but the chosen quote. Michael read: “Regard not them that have familiar spirits, neither seek after wizards, to be defiled by them: I am the Lord your God.”

	Wavoka, a wizard. It was true. Michael was guilty.

	The fist came down on the top of Michael’s head again. “Read!”

	The pages flipped and Michael read: “But the men of Sodom were wicked and sinners before the Lord exceedingly.”

	But that wasn’t right. This was out of context. Jesus, as an extension of God, loved one and all, just as all of humanity was.

	Michael opened his mouth, but cowered before the calm face of Christ. There was a godly fist drawn, ready to abuse. Eyes settled on the book, pages flipped and words swirled. It was a favorite quote of those who decry against nature and love.

	Michael read aloud, tears dropping to the pages: “If a man also lie with mankind, as he lieth with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination: they shall surely be put to death; their blood shall be upon them.”

	“Blameless?” 

	Michael shook his head, not at the question, but of what he knew of the Bible and the love of Christ.

	“For your sins, I suffered! Man is at blame where man is deserving.” The cold hard hand of the statue grabbed onto Michael’s shirt collar and tore it away. Buttons popped and rolled along the floor, settling into the shadows beneath the pews. “Blameless!”

	A new terror, the son of God held a whip. Michael’s legs kicked, toeing the carpet for grip, and he crawled toward the door. The first lash struck; pain spread like cracks on a window. 

	“Please,” he whispered as he jerked into a fetal cower. 

	The whip lashed again, across Michael’s arm, middle, and leg, tearing the fabric of his pants. He cried out. The wail stayed within the walls of the chapel. The house of God was, by design, a place of pain.

	A third lash flared. Michael closed his eyes on the smiling man in the robe above him. 

	“No more, no more.” And when no more came, he peeled his lids open.

	“My child.” Calm and forgiving once again, Jesus kneeled down, emptyhanded. 

	“Lord!”

	The living statue flashed black eyes and tore Michael’s pants where the whip bore holes. 

	“Sodomite, a blameless Sodomite?” 

	Michael wailed. “No, Lord. It can’t be. I was…I was born—No, please!”

	“Blameless, it is.”

	The robe Jesus wore dropped. The engorged penis jutted nearly two-feet from hip to tip. The veins crawled like fat tree roots. The head spied Michael with a single puckered eye.

	“My child,” the voice seethed. 

	Hands clamped around Michael’s calves. Christ pulled and spread. Michael’s survival instinct abandoned his faith and he kicked, freeing his legs.

	“Blameless?” 

	The voice boomed and seemed loud enough that it might shatter the glass ceiling. Michael crawled and then ran. He got to the door and tugged. It refused him. The cold pressure was against him like a bullet. His feet were kicked apart and a fat-headed snake prodded at his ass cheeks.

	“Help me! Please!” he shouted to the crack of the doors.

	“My child! Sins are forgiven after punishment served,” the voice wheezed into Michael’s ear, the cold hard thing stabbing at him.

	The diameter was something like a football, sticky at the tip, ready to lubricate with a trickle of the Lord’s primordial syrup. It blasted again. Michael’s ass cheeks spread, accepted the light of his lord.

	“No! Please! Somebody!”

	The door pushed against him. He skidded and toppled clumsily, screeching and naked from the knees up. Elaine stood over him. 

	The room was as it had been.

	The damage Everett had done was apparent. 

	The statue lay face down on the floor at the front of the chapel, fully robed.

	—

	“What happened?” Elaine bent down and put her hand on Michael’s arms. 

	Blood bubbled up out of the long gashes running the course of his nakedness. Becky tried to keep her eyes on her mother or at very least Michael’s wounds, but genitalia was nature’s bull’s eye. She’d never seen a penis with pubic hair before. It was so slug-like, stalled in a half-coil, slithering from of the bushy shrub of coarse black hair. The crack of his ass had a fine red separation of flesh riding above. Blood smeared his legs and thighs.

	“Becky. In the kit downstairs, in the lobby, near the fireplace, there’s a first-aid box. Get it and bring it up to the library,” Elaine said in a calm, urgent tone. 

	It was good to be of use.

	Elaine’s attention returned to Michael. He had begun sobbing and abusing himself in short, absent-minded utterances. 

	Becky ran to the elevator.

	The doors closed and she pulled the lever to Lobby. The box chugged along much slower than was typical and then it stopped prematurely. 

	“Hello?” Becky called out. “Did somebody hit a button up th—?”

	The elevator chilled drastically.

	“Mom?”

	Becky pulled the lever upward and yanked it down. Nothing.

	“Somebody! The elevator’s stuck!”

	The lights died and Becky backed up against the rear wall. She heard a sniffing. A sour breath exhaled on her collarbone. A squeak left her mouth and she squeezed her eyes shut and stiffened her body. The sniffing continued. A cold damp nose brushed against her arm. Along her stomach, to her naval. There were fingers on her legs and the nose pressed up against the dress she wore. The unseen creature sniffed long extended breaths at her crotch. Inhaling her, and exhaling the putrid rotten smell from its core.

	So badly, she wanted to push the thing away.

	“Get out of there.” This came as more of a plea than a demand.

	The thing snorted and clawed at Becky’s thighs, pressing its nose hard between her legs. She flattened again to the wall, as far as she could. 

	Short sips of breath as if panting, the thing in the box continued. It dug lower and managed to separate her legs. 

	“Help me!”

	The sniffer was right under her and was not aimed as Becky originally assumed. The thing was like a dog. Once it was fully below her, her legs almost riding its shoulders, the snuffing went at her ass crack. 

	She hadn’t taken a proper shower in days, so who knows what it really smelled like that close. The sniffing continued and its disinterest in her front, along with the resemblance to a dog—if only in her mind—gave her some confidence. She punched downward as hard as possible with both hands.

	“Git!”

	The sniffing ceased for a moment and the thing beneath her let off the pressure. It was but a brief reprieve. A loud snort, more like a warthog than a dog, roared in the box. The head and hand of the thing were beneath her, lifting and bucking her sideways. She fell to the floor.

	“Mom!” she screeched. “Mom, help!”

	The thing pounced on her and sniffed at her more. She cried and blubbered disjointed pleas. The pressure was on her chest and that cold nose was near her mouth. The horrid scent was much worse close up.

	It was seconds before doggy teeth tore through the flesh of her throat and feasted on a blood bath. She couldn’t look, even in the dark, did not dare face the end of her days with open eyes. 

	The elevator dinged and the sound of the door opening rocked away much of the fear, trading it for hope. The pressure on her chest was gone and there she was, facing the lobby floor, alone. 

	Insanely, she almost pulled the lever to take her to the third floor, to Mom. Instead, she crawled out of the elevator carriage, got to her feet, and stumbled toward the fireplace. 

	—

	Wavoka and Everett co-played the role of cook. Both chanced into the dining area around the same time, and both had experienced things they’d rather not explain. Len remained where he was. He smelled of piss. There was an obvious conclusion to draw from that. Wavoka attempted to speak with the man but it was fruitless. Everett had attempted the same moments earlier. 

	The psychic gave up and joined Everett in the kitchen. 

	“I found Sam, I think. It doesn’t say human or anything on the packaging, but it’s packaged differently from the meat downstairs. I think our only safe bet is that leg. It’s goat or something, too big for a sheep. Plus, there are eggs.” 

	Having a task to take his mind from the humbling weight of the situation was nice.

	“Very good. So, you’re taking over the kitchen?” Wavoka asked.

	“For lunch, I suppose. With help.”

	“If you see anything out of place or alarming, remember that it’s just a step. This place is trying to ruin us from the inside out, quietly.”

	“Maybe.”

	“We can’t be alone at any time anymore. Something has come, something new, and I need to find out what it wants. The lingering are very much like the living, but are doubly selfish. They’re dire in death.”

	“Hm. I’m not trying to doubt you, but it seems like you’re trying to sound like you know more than you do. Since you’re here, I was thinking cheese, meat, and eggs, you can cut some of the meat. We’ve eaten all the bread and Len won’t tell me how to make it. Not a damned cookbook in here either.”

	“Worry about that if we can’t find a way out tomorrow,” Wavoka said. “Probably a cookbook up in the library.”

	“Still banking on the train coming for us?” Everett was almost prodding with his words.

	 “It appears to me that this entire place is stuck in its ways. A loop. We play along until our chance comes and we take the scheduled train. If there is no train, then I suspect we won’t have to worry about a cookbook anyway.”

	“And why is that?”

	“We’ll be dead, and all this effort was only delaying the inevitable.”

	Everett ran his tongue against the inside of his cheek, staring into the old psychic’s eyes. “Choo-choo.”

	They worked together until completing the prep’ and then left the kitchen, covering what they’d readied for later. The plan was to gather everyone for lunch and wait out the storm as a united front. They considered Len a danger and discounted him from their ranks. He was already dead; neither Wavoka nor Everett came out and said as much, but it was the shared notion. Another shared notion guided them to a set of stairs rather than to the elevator. 

	They changed directions when they heard the elevator door ding upon arrival and then the frantic squeak of shoes on stone. Everett and Wavoka jogged across the lobby to the girl. 

	There were no words from Becky beyond her explained need. “First-aid kit.” She said it twice, spotted the kit and went for it, leaving behind the two men. They followed her around like marshals trailing a bloodhound. Up one flight of stairs and then another. Through a hall and around a corner. As Becky rushed toward the voices coming near the chapel, the elevator dinged and the doors opened. Empty. A chill rode Everett’s spine. The elevator wanted to eat him—eat him above all others—that was obvious, even if that gaped maw did not express it in words.

	“Ah, hell. What happened?” Wavoka asked upon seeing Michael stretched on the floor. 

	He lay face down on pillows, a blanket over his lower half. 

	Elaine took the glass bottle of alcohol from Becky’s haul, then whispered to Michael, “This is probably going to sting.”

	Michael tightened against the pillows. Once the grief and hysteria passed, he explained what had happened. Elaine listened and worked through the ideas.

	“Do you mind if I tell them?” Elaine asked Michael as she put gauze and padding against his wounds.

	He whispered, “It’s okay.”

	Elaine glanced heavily at Becky. She started into the explanation of the abusive Jesus and the beginning of a rape. “It’s definitely using us against us.” 

	Wavoka wondered what his weakness was. Perhaps his ability. Likely that. In the pure sense, not in the showy sense he sold to the masses. 

	“So, if you’re reading a book and it has anything strange in it, then it’s probably crap from the hotel,” Elaine said to Becky.

	Becky opened her mouth to explain what happened on the elevator and cried into her palms instead. There had to be a reason behind all of this, there had to be some clue out there. The girl flopped onto the floor into her mother’s arms.

	“The elevator had a thing in it,” she said finally.

	“Jesus, don’t take the elevator!” Everett was shocked, fear heavy in the reaction. “Take the stairs—don’t take the elevator!”

	“Did the dog-man get you too?” 

	“What? What happened?” Elaine cradled her daughter.

	Becky explained.

	“We need to make contact again,” Wavoka said. 

	Becky’s tale was enough.

	“Can we do it after we eat?” A grumble left Everett’s gut and then he said, “Where’s Bridget?”

	—

	Everett and Wavoka went to Michael’s room for clothing. The key remained in the door and the room was strangely warm. The psychic took this as a positive sign; living things exuded heat and dead things sucked it away. They gathered fresh garb from the classic 1930s-ish collection and made their way to the library. Michael was sore, but able to walk—and hopefully run, should the need arise. As a tight group, they opened every door and yelled into the rooms. Bridget was not on the third floor. Down a flight of stairs, they repeated the search and came up with the same result. Again, they took the stairs and walked the lobby and then the dining room. Len spat at Elaine when she asked if he’d seen Bridget. He missed. Into the kitchen and below, nothing. They cleared the doorway to the locker room, mostly, and stepped through. The water scent hit them first. It grew stronger as they walked into the locker room and the open area by the poolside doors. Everett tried the door again. No change. He shrugged when the others gave him a what did you expect? look. Into the sauna. There she was, taking a bath in the dry heat. She did not douse the stones and therefore the room was clear of steam. But hazy with the incredible temperature. Bridget sat on the top row of seating near the ceiling. 

	“In or out, but close the door.” She opened one eye. “Kidding.”

	She wore a robe with nothing beneath and, from where they stood, an uncomfortable amount was revealed. 

	“We’re sticking together, for safety,” Wavoka said.

	Bridget climbed down, her arm still in a brassiere sling. “Good idea.”

	“We’re going to attempt contact,” Everett said.

	“We?” Bridget cast a curious smirk.

	“Wavoka is.” Everett corrected himself. “After lunch.”

	“Oh, good, I’m a might peckish.” Bridget tightened the belt on her robe. “I’ll just go change. It isn’t easy with this thing. Perhaps someone could do a better job of wrapping it for me?”

	Elaine agreed. Side-eyeing the woman.

	—

	After lunch, there was no reason—not as of yet—to move anywhere else to attempt contact. Everywhere he’d been was responsive to the supernatural touches. Wavoka rolled his head on a loose neck as if working through kinks. 

	“We are here because you brought us here.” 

	The circle included Len by extension, but rather than wearing a serious, ominous expression, he grinned. Bridget hid a smirk the way one does during a church service or at the funeral of an enemy. 

	“Speak to me. Speak to me. Speak to me.”

	Len tilted his head, lifting his chin, and opened his mouth. “Ah-la-la-la waw-waw-waw-waw moo-moo-moo-moe!”

	Wavoka said nothing, opened his eyes, and walked over to Len.

	Len smiled up at him.

	“You are already dead, and you can’t even see it.”

	Len’s smile faded. “So are you.”

	Wavoka pivoted and spun. “Let us try elsewhere.”

	“The office is a good spot to try. I should think,” Bridget said.

	There were no arguments and in an even tighter circle, the group sat on the floor. Michael gasped at recollections now and then as he tried to focus on the situation before him, but it was not easy. 

	Hapless. Calling to spirts worked only to make the medium look ridiculous unless the setting was right. Wavoka’s requests for an audience went unanswered. Bridget made sure she was last to leave the office. Knowing the touch by weight, she found two more tubes in the desk containing wonderful smells. 

	Michael was just outside the door. The others stood near the staircase to give him time. The man was on his knees, sucking hard for air as if drowning on memories. Bridget handed down the tube she’d all but emptied.

	“Take a few good sniffs.”

	He spied her as her skin shifted from a medium brown to a pale creamy white, her hair from a short, wavy black mop, to long, fiery locks streaming down below her skinny chest. Her teeth were yellowy and crooked, nothing like the Bridget he’d seen for the past six days. Her breath reeked of decay, like gutter leaves over a rat’s corpse.

	It was momentary, the vision of a wrought mind, surely. He accepted the tube and unscrewed the cap. One eye squinted, he measured the shadowy tunnel. He put it to his nose and inhaled. From there, Michael trailed behind the group as they moved, swapping his gasps for sniffs. The group then settled for a wide point in the second floor hallway. Wavoka did not mention seeing legs running in the corners of his eyes or that he smelled flowers there.

	“Speak to me!” he demanded. “Speak to me.”

	He shook his head after several long minutes. All followed without question, soldiers in the resistance. 

	Rather than taking the same set of stairs to the third floor, Wavoka led the group like a blind man following his other senses. The place brimmed with essence, more than ever the lingering presences filled the landscape of the hotel. They were silent and mostly still. Now and then, he thought he saw a face in the wallpaper or in the reflection of a door handle. They remained unwilling to meet him. 

	Through the long narrow halls, Wavoka reached the second staircase. There was an additional purpose to taking this route. It was the furthest distance on the third floor from the chapel. Taking the longer path would give Michael more time to reconcile and, more importantly, more time to snort up dull amphetamine. 

	The key to room 301 was no longer in the door. Everett tried the handle, attempting to be useful, but it was locked.

	“Did one of you take this key?” he asked. “Bridget, you were in there once, right?”

	“Yes, it is a room like the rest.”

	“You said it was bad,” Becky said. 

	“I did?”

	“Yeah, and that there were bad things in there.” Becky scowled. 

	“Oh, I spook now and then. Could be it is only sticky. Give it a good jerk.”

	Everett did and the door opened. He shrugged and stepped inside, followed by Wavoka and then the others. The familiar cold air circled Bridget before departing the room.

	“Speak to me,” Wavoka said, his enthusiasm waning. There was nothing in the room, nothing more than any of the hallways or rooms prior. “Speak to me.”

	They left room 301 and traveled toward the library. Everett opened the other penthouse door to inspect, opened two closets as well. He didn’t have the same feeling and did not know for what to seek. And yet, he sought, growing angry with his inability. 

	“Elaine, Becky?” Wavoka slowed to let the pair catch up to him and then walked at their pace. “This is much to ask, but Becky has something and I need her. The library is a comfortable place for her and her strength will be at its greatest therein. I need her.”

	“Need her to what?” Elaine already knew there was no way she wanted Becky to be a bigger player in this crazy game.

	“She must ask with me.”

	“Absolutely not!”

	“I’ll do it,” Becky said.

	“Like heck you will.”

	“Mom, if we don’t figure this out, we’re all screwed. That includes me. Protecting me won’t help us,” Becky said, her eyes pointed away from her mother.

	“Nope!” Elaine said.

	“Yep!”

	“I’m your mother and—” Elaine began.

	“Mom, it’s okay. I mean, we need to know and if we don’t, then we’re dead as Mrs. Anweis and Sam.”

	Checkmate. Wavoka nodded to Elaine. She focused an expression that said something along the lines of if you hurt my kid, I’ll slice open your chest and remove your cold black heart. He gathered she was in her rights and within expectation to make such an expression.

	The group formed a small circle in the middle of the library. They sat on a fine rug featuring a series of diamonds and squares set in red, blue, and black. 

	“Speak to me,” Wavoka said.

	“Hold up, last time it worked at night.” Everett pulled heavy drapes over the windows, immediately darkening the room. Only the glow from the hallway and the little gas flame within the fireplace remained lit. “Oh, better cover this too.” He stepped to the end of a heavy sofa. “Michael or Elaine?”

	Michael stared at his hands.

	Elaine stood and helped Everett flip the large sofa onto its side in front of the fireplace. They then returned to their spots and closed their eyes.

	“Speak to me,” Wavoka said and squeezed Becky’s hands.

	“Speak to me,” she said.

	Elaine groaned quietly.

	“Speak to me.”

	“Speak to me.”

	“Speak to me. Tell us why we’re here.”

	“Speak to me. Tell us why we’re here.”

	A breeze shifted and settled over the room. Cool but not cold, not yet.

	“Come to me and speak!” Wavoka demanded.

	Becky repeated this, but without the emphasis.

	The air cooled further and Wavoka registered the change. He rushed his questions and squeezed Becky’s hands tighter.

	“Speak to me!”

	“Speak to me!” she squeaked, pain running from cramped fingers.

	“Speak to me!” 

	It was cold, icy cold.

	“Speak to me!” Wavoka yanked on Becky’s arm.

	Something struck his face. It was solid, of his world and not of another. He opened his eyes and glanced down. Eyeglasses.

	He snapped his eyes tight and gave another squeeze to Becky’s hands. “Speak to me!” 

	She did not repeat. He reopened his eyes. This time to her. Her head rested on a tilt and her eyes remained open, seeping. She had lost her glasses.

	“You…can’t…miss…the…train,” Becky said, her voice more childish. Her lips jumped and shifted like rubbery worms about her face. “Help me! They’re in me!” her usual voice said.

	“Becky!” Elaine fell on a blast of cold wind that emitted from the girl.

	“How can we get outside?” Wavoka asked.

	Becky’s lips continued their freakish dance. “You got to make it through the night to see the morning.” This was a deep, mannish voice. Becky’s lips then worked like a fish in fast-forward, a deep, hideous laugh coming from below. 

	“What’s happening in the night?” Everett crawled forward, finding an icy wall between him and Becky.

	Bridget wore big, concerned eyes.

	Michael prayed into his hands.

	Elaine punched at the rug and wailed, pinned by cold arms.

	Wavoka winced in pain. Becky reversed the squeeze and clamped on him like a machine shop vise. 

	The door slammed shut and all light left the room but for a blue hue emitted from within Becky.

	“Help! Help! Help! Help! Help!” Her words popped and her eyes gushed. “Can’t miss…the…train!” the smallish voice said. “Enough!” Here was a deep, strong, angry voice. Becky’s head remained tilted, but her lips had stopped moving.

	The lingering woman wearing Bridget recognized this voice and her heart soared.

	“Enough what?” Wavoka managed his body, twisting against the clamps on his hands. 

	“You are my guests, behave as such!” 

	Becky’s lips widened and several long streams of white string emitted from within. It then came from her eyes and her ears. Her neck and her scalp. The string floated straight upward and began winding tethers.

	“Let us go.” Wavoka felt the pain in his hands release. It was not exactly what he meant, but the release was a relief.

	The binding strings overhead formed a rope. That rope flipped and tied. A noose lassoed over Wavoka’s head and lifted him to the ceiling. His legs kicked and he clawed at the plasm rope. On the walls, the animal busts came to life, snorting, growling, howling, and whining. 

	Becky shouted in her own voice, “Get out!” 

	“Becky! Becky!” Elaine pushed against the invisible power keeping her from her daughter.

	Becky’s face twisted and her head rocked back. Books flew from shelves and swirled on the air above her. Wavoka continued to kick. He was losing the battle with the lack of oxygen. He flailed, his legs sucking toward the ever-growing vortex of books above Becky.

	Becky’s tears flowed against gravity like reversed rain. The noose snapped. Wavoka’s body slipped into the vortex. Becky’s limp body rose. 

	The vortex sucked her within. 

	The animal busts continued their frantic cries. Elaine sounded right in place alongside them. Michael moaned into his palms, for God rather than for Jesus. Everett watched, helpless. Bridget clapped merrily, despite injury.

	The vortex tightened and flew on the air, smashing through the heavy sofa. Wavoka and Becky appeared to fly into the chimney and a mountain of books fell behind them, blocking access like a rockslide over a cave.

	Elaine screamed for help and began digging through the massive pile of leather and cloth and paper. Everett swung open the curtains. The beasts fell silent.

	Bridget helped Elaine where she could. But she was wild inside with excitement. Nothing like that had ever happened before. Then again, they’d never had psychic guests stay with them. It was all so exhilarating. It would add real fun to future openings for future guests.

	—

	Covered in sooty residue, Elaine pounded her fists on the carpet. No longer in the library, as a group they’d travelled in search of possible places for the pair to come out. In the lobby, she attempted climbing up into the chimney. It shrank drastically. It didn’t make sense, there was no way Wavoka could’ve made it through the gap, maybe Becky if she was especially pliant and possibly somehow slickened. Without mention, all questioned the likelihood of a worst-case scenario.

	“Where are they? Becky! Becky!”

	Everett attempted to comfort her. She tried to shrug him away, but he held steady. Eventually, she permitted his embrace. From her pocket, she withdrew Becky’s glasses. They were cracked and bits of white scum clung to the lenses. She cried and the tears paved highways through the soot on her cheeks, down over the ridge of her jaw.

	“We’ll find her. We will,” Everett said.

	“We never found Sam, did we?”

	“No, well maybe, but that was his father and we know it wasn’t him or Ivy. Ivy’s outside and Len’s tied up in the dining room. This place needs a body to do its work for it.”

	“Or a statue.” Michael sniffed at the dried tube. He threw the tube on the floor as it no longer offered any value.

	“Are there any chimney’s we haven’t checked?” Elaine wiped her face on Everett’s shoulder.

	“The generator room, maybe,” Bridget offered. It was a mystery even to her and that was all good and fun. History could be tedious if there wasn’t a tweak now and then. 

	Elaine jumped to her feet and stomped off with a slim hope and a distraction. 

	“Wait up!” Everett wanted nothing to do with the basement, but Elaine wasn’t going down there alone. “We have to stick together.”

	Bridget skipped to catch up. “Come along, come along,” she said, as if speaking to a dog. 

	He rose from the couch where he had sunk, and followed. 

	The basement was hotter than before and the generator seemed louder. The steam rising from the bath moistened the walls and floor, taking the liquid portion of Peggy with it. Beneath the bath water, there was murky pink sediment. The bones and flesh had paled on the floor above—steam-cleaned like a suit jacket.

	“Ready?” Everett had his hand on the open door to the dim generator room. He touched the wall for the light switch. Elaine rushed past him and toward the loud furnaces. All had their doors closed. 

	“Wait!”

	She didn’t hear him. A handle seared her palm and she overcame the natural urge to jerk away. Tugged and swung, the door opened and revealed flames swaying on steel, impossibly alive. She did not see the shapes in the flames. The only supernatural point of the pyre was its continued burn.

	Everett followed behind her and, to his surprise, he did not see them either. They had lost all the psychic clarity offered first by Wavoka and, to a much lesser point, Becky. 

	The pain in her hand dictated that she kick at the handle of the second generator. It let after three upward swings and revealed the same as the first. She offered a sting of angry cussing that nobody heard. The flames were ultimately intriguing. Everett swayed with the motion. The third door opened and it was more flames. Furious, Elaine stomped toward the exit. Behind her, all three steel doors snapped closed of their own volition, startling Everett from reverie. 

	Bridget closed the door behind them. The hotel’s former guests had indeed been in those flames. Many of them would be ready to boogie later, when the lights dimmed and the music roared. 

	“Wait! Is there a fireplace in the kitchen? I mean, does the chimney attach to the stove vent? Do you think?” Elaine broke into a haggard sprint. 

	Through the bath, to the locker room, and into the servant’s area and pantry, the others followed her up the stairs into the kitchen. A stone chimney opened above the massive steel stoves. A tin guard connected the stone to the vent system.

	She picked up a wooden meat mallet and swung. The tin rattled and dented. Not the right angle, she climbed onto the stoves and swung from there. She worked, the others watched helplessly. Bridget picked at bits of cheese leftover from lunch. 

	The cover started to give way and then in one great clamor, it fell. Elaine kicked it aside, dropped the mallet, and pushed her head into the darkness. Cold air blew from the chimney. 

	“Becky?” she called into the shadows. 

	When no reply came, she reached up, feeling for a ledge. “We expect the best from our guests,” a voice whispered, then grabbed her around the wrists.

	“Help!” Elaine said, trying to reef herself free.

	Everett took a step closer, but Elaine disappeared up into the chimney. “What the!” He jumped onto the stove. It was pure black above him.

	“Everett,” a tiny voice squeaked.

	“Elaine!”

	“Help.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t like tight spaces. Everett.”

	Everett surveyed the kitchen. He needed light.

	“Hurry.”

	“What do you need? Can you see her?” Bridget asked, almost playfully.

	“A light.” He reached into the darkness and felt nothing. “Find me a light!”

	“Everett. Please.” Elaine panted between words.

	Everett jumped with extended arms into the darkness of the chimney and touched a soft object.

	“Tell me that’s you. Tell me!”

	“It’s me,” he said and bent down and flipped Len’s stew pot, spilling Sam and vegetables all over the stovetop and down to the floor. The pot became a stool and he reached up the chimney. 

	“Pull me, I’m stuck.”

	He took a firm hold and lifted his weight as if doing chin-ups. He had no chance to react. Whatever held Elaine in place let her go and they crashed to the floor. They sprawled, soaking up stew and feeling the first moments of bruises to come.

	Bridget leaned over the pair. She popped a piece of cheese into her mouth. “Did you find the Indian or the child?”

	Elaine was dirtier than before. Grease and soot mingled like tar. Elaine cried and Everett scowled. He cradled Elaine to his chest and they sat for a time, trying to ignore the sly lilt to Bridget’s grin.

	—

	They rinsed away filth in the large kitchen sink while Michael stood back, gasping at memories and shaking his head. Bridget continued munching bits of food like a lackadaisical mouse. 

	“Fuck!” Elaine shrieked upon stepping into the dining room.

	“Ah, hell,” Everett said.

	—

	Len dipped his face to the plate set in front of him. The others had left him again and he couldn’t fight the hunger any longer. The hunks of dried meat were not of the Sam variety and he knew that they’d fed him meat that rats had feasted on, surely, they’d noticed. But, he was hungry and it was there. Once finished, he straightened and tried again to squirm free of the ropes.

	“If I untie you, will you sit still?”

	“Sure… Hey, who are you?” Len liked the idea of someone new. A fresh judge for his quality eats.

	“That’s not your concern, yet. Not until we understand one another.”

	The voice remained behind Len.

	“Hey, yeah, but untie me and I can get back to my kitchen. Those idiots are screwing everything up.”

	“Actually, everything is on schedule. Guests can be a bit testy until they learn the realities of their situation.”

	“Sure, they can. I know all about customers, man. Now untie me.” Len shook in his seat.

	“Not yet, you’re too lively. I need you pliable. Pliable, but not quite dead.” 

	A chill blossomed fully around Len. 

	A tiny, two-pronged dessert fork turned on the table and the teeth pointed toward his face. It slid on an invisible force. Close, right next to his water glass with the red and white straw poking out.

	The voice came at him from the front. “A couple years ago—well, I suppose that’s not right; many, many years ago, by your time—I met a man who knew a doctor. This doctor fixed this man’s cousin’s wife. I know, stretching the source thin. Though the story intrigued me still, as the woman went from constant hysteria to complacency. Suddenly a good woman. I had to meet this doctor. And I did. The man disappointed me, but Dr. Freeman’s method has served me well over the years. Like with him, it was trial and error, history isn’t easy to repeat, not exactly. Actually, I find that it might be impossible. It’s best to take it close and then improve.”

	“Where are you?”

	“Shh, don’t interrupt. Dr. Freeman’s little method was stolen and molded for easier access. It’s hardly even science. I suspect a motivated chicken could perform this task.”

	The fork rose on air.

	“You see, your dead body is heavy, but if we share the load, I can wear you like a suit.”

	“What are you talking about? Who the fuck is Freeman?”

	The fork approached Len’s face; he tilted away from it.

	“Dr. Freeman makes this out to be complicated, but it’s really quite easy.”

	“No, come—” The word died on Len’s lips as the fork fired upward, cutting through flesh and driving until only a quarter-inch of handle remained in view beneath his eye socket. Len’s mouth fell open and invisible fingers retracted the fork from the right orbital foramen. Blood dripped. Sir Charles Melville Wainwright worked at the knots holding Len until they let. Len’s arms dangled freely. The lingering proprietor passed into the lobotomized Len through his mouth in a silent gust. After a single shiver, Len rose from his seat.

	“We’ll need a bath before the big event; filthy.”

	Len stepped across the lobby and called for the elevator, using the handle on the wall. He rode up to his penthouse, bathed and began readying himself for the ball. He’d already secured the entertainment; things were about ready to kick and swing all night long.

	—

	Len was in the penthouse when Elaine first spotted him gone. She immediately jumped to the idea that Len had stolen Becky and Wavoka, and planned to serve them up. 

	She was not completely incorrect.  

	“There’s blood,” Michael said regarding the empty seat at the head of the table. 

	The white tablecloth had a red, sneeze-like spray pattern. Michael imagined Jesus taking the elevator to collect the man from the table, demanding payment for Len’s sins.

	“You don’t think he’s got her? I’m just being crazy. He couldn’t have her…the hotel has her,” Elaine said.

	Where Michael imagined a vengeful Jesus, Elaine imagined a chef sharpening knives. Everett wasn’t sure what to think—the possibilities made no difference if Len was free. 

	While the others fell over themselves with worry and speculation, Bridget snuck upstairs. 

	“What do we do now?” Elaine said, begging.

	Everett put his arm around her and brought her tight. He rested his chin on her scalp. Together, they rocked until her emotions levelled.

	“Hey, where’s Bridget?” Everett asked, gently taking leave of Elaine’s side to look around the lobby.

	“Do you think the hotel got her?”

	Michael flopped into a dining chair. “The hotel already had her. She’s not her, I saw it, just a glimpse, but I saw it. Oh, God, how can you let this place be?”

	“Not God. God has nothing to do with this place. Camp Summit is a modern marvel, taking luxury into the ‘forties and beyond!” Bridget stepped with slow emphasis down the stairs. Draped over her arms were suits and a dress. She herself wore a massive gown. “We are the pinnacle.”

	“Who are you now?” Everett said, sneering.

	“Mrs. Charles Wainwright, Beatrice. Now put those on.” She flipped the piled clothing onto the floor. In her right hand was the pistol that Len had snatched from the barn. “Quickly now, we can’t be late for the party.”

	Michael asked no questions and stripped down to his socks and underwear. Everett did not. He stared daggers into Beatrice.

	“What the fuck you going to—”

	Beatrice jerked her arm up and fired, silencing Everett. He touched his good ear tenderly, then looked at his fingertips.

	Elaine was slow, but cooperated, an absent expression upon her face. Did anything matter without Becky? She unveiled silky white underwear and a matching bra, cups cone-like, and then stepped into the gown. It was plain in comparison to the gown Bridget wore.

	“Are you going to kill us?” Elaine asked and then added, “Is Becky alive?”

	Bridget grinned. “Eventually, and in all likelihood, yes, but this is a new play.”

	“How did we get here?” Everett sensed it was now or never for questions.

	“You’re our guests and you came on a train, you know that. You always know that. Now, march! Into the ballroom. We’ll be right on time if we go now. Oh my, I do love to dance. I’m giddy as a schoolgirl.”

	Michael turned and walked. Elaine and Everett paused a second longer. Elaine considered testing the bitch’s aim. Everett had her arm and brought her along. They walked as if dates attending a class reunion. Michael entered the empty ballroom and strode directly to the bar. His mind was a mess and the only fix was a new mess to cover the old. Behind the bar, he calculated the type of drunk he needed to attempt in order to forget his existence. The bar featured soft yellow lighting and Michael basked in it. 

	A cold air sucked away the heat on the dance floor, leaving the space with an autumn feel. Footfalls filled in around them, echoing. Everett and Elaine stopped a few feet inside the door and Bridget rushed past them, no longer concerned. She got them there and that was all that mattered.

	In a blink, the remaining lights died, the doors slammed, and a gentle hum rode the airwaves. 

	“What’s—?” Everett stopped speaking as the spotlights of the stage warmed slowly. 

	A figure stepped forward. 

	Len in a tuxedo.

	“Welcome to the Camp Summit All Night Soiree! I know one and all will have a good time. War might pain the rest of the world, but there’s nothing to say we have to feel it here. And for a change, we have some special entertainment. The dancing duo, Injun Joe and Rosie Cheeks!”

	The spotlights warmed further and lit the entire stage. A nine-member band started playing a jazzy tune from long into yesteryear. White figures suddenly surrounded Elaine and Everett. They danced like the dead, arms swaying, feet hardly lifting. 

	“Look at them!” Elaine gripped Everett tighter.

	He gripped her tightly back.

	More lingering figures filled the ballroom by the second. Michael settled on absinthe. He was already seeing the impossible; anything the bottle offered could do no worse. He plunked behind the bar so as to ignore those faces, some of which he’d seen earlier in the chapel.

	“Look at them all,” Everett said, just loud enough that Elaine heard him over the music.

	The faces were sad and tired. Yet they moved. Lazy swaying motions. Len and Bridget danced hand-in-hand, swinging through the crowd.

	“Why aren’t you dancing?” Bridget wore a huge smile, the smile of a Wainwright.

	“Dear, they’re waiting for the special dancers, my bet.” Len took a hand from Bridget’s hip. He put two fingers between his lips and whistled. The band drew to a stop and then a drumroll rumbled. “This year is one for the days, one for the days, I tell you!”

	A spotlight followed two sets of shoes drifting down from the ceiling. The figures swaying in the vicinity, stepped aside and the pair was steady on the floor. The spotlight rose from their feet to their faces and the band kicked in fully.

	“Becky!”

	Becky and Wavoka wore matching outfits: blue borders on white cloth with gold piping, almost like sailor costumes—although Becky’s was a dress. Wavoka wore a headdress of feathers and Becky had big gaudy circles painted on her cheeks, red lipstick most likely, and her hair pulled tight in short, greasy pigtails. They tapped out a mighty rhythm to the beat of the band. 

	“Becky!” Elaine yanked on her daughter’s arm.

	Becky spun and showed Elaine milky bulbs where her hazel eyes had been. She never ceased moving. Elaine let go of her daughter to bring her hands to her face. Becky turned to Wavoka and swung on time as if they’d practised for months leading up to the event.

	This dumfounded Everett.

	Bridget and Len danced up behind the only pair on the dancefloor not dancing.

	“I expect all guests on the dancefloor to dance,” Len, Wainwright, said. “Do not test my will, I can make you beg. I can make your daughter feel it.”

	Elaine turned from Len to Becky. Sweat had begun to bubble on her brow and glistened under the spotlight.

	“Don’t you dare!” Elaine jerked forward.

	Len closed his eyes and stiffened. Seconds later, his eyes widened. He tipped his chin to Becky and Wavoka. They danced double-time. Kicking feet, swinging arms, bouncing rubbery middles.

	“Stop this!” Tears spilled down Elaine’s cheeks.

	Bridget laughed and many of the lingering around them laughed. It was a cosmic joke that never ended. Len closed his eyes, did what he did, and opened them again. The main attraction slowed and danced to the tempo of the music. “Now, dance!” he shouted.

	All picked up pace. Everett grabbed onto Elaine and began a slow shake to the rhythm. This made the masters of Camp Summit smile through the skin they’d borrowed.

	“Can we help them?” Elaine cried on Everett’s shoulder.

	“I don’t know.” He was on the verge of breaking down and running to the bar to wash it all away.

	—

	“Becky, Becky, come on,” a smallish voice said. 

	The wind whipped a cloud of dust. It was fresh and chilled. It didn’t exactly feel cold, but she recognized that it was cold. Something had changed about how she experienced the world around her. The moon was bright overhead and there was a vibrant speckling of stars against the black mat of space. And there was Sam. She did not exactly see him as a person, though he looked mostly the same. Nonetheless, she knew without a doubt that he meant her no harm.

	“I been finding clues. Just like we did before. Follow me.”

	They stepped amid the rubble of cement, climbing away from the silenced generators. Portions of the wall loomed next to them as they walked weightlessly up over the mess. 

	“The others are away, they’re real’ scary. Even Mom is scary now.”

	“Where are we?”

	“Still at the hotel. I can show you the sign, but it’s way out at the front. Just believe me, okay? You’ll see it anyway.”

	Becky did believe him. Where they walked was just like the bath, but as if a bomb dropped and blew everything away or an earthquake toppled the building sideways off its foundation. They crawled through the locker room into the servant’s area below the kitchen. The door stood askew in its frame, closed. They stepped around the door and climbed up into the long grass. In the moonlight, Becky saw the playground several yards away. It had aged and fallen to the elements. Only the teeter-totter appeared functional, but would probably creak like crazy if tested. 

	They walked slowly, steadily, the uneven grass causing Becky to stumble. The hedge fence loomed. Sam knew the spot that Becky had found earlier and he led her through. To look at it so close, she feared the other side. It was no more than a blink of worry. So much was suddenly so different. 

	Before them were five dark cabins. Sam led Becky around the back toward the biggest of the bunch. They stepped in through an open door. The roof had a large hole in it and the moonlight shined within. Sam shimmered as he pointed at a piece of paper hung on the wall.

	A hand-written train schedule. 9:25 Friday was circled.

	“Bet that’s the train you got to take. And look at this.” He pointed at a wall of keys on hooks. There were four names written above the hooks. The hook beneath E. Carmichael was empty. “I betcha he had a key. If you can find it.”

	It really was a pretty good clue. There was just one problem.

	“But we’re not there anymore?”

	“No, but we got to go back. I only snuck out again when everyone started dancing. You’re dancing too and so is the magic man. I’m not dancing ‘cause my dad made you all eat me and now nobody pays attention to me. But it’s okay. I don’t feel too bad when I can get away.”

	“I’m not dancing. How am I dancing?”

	“Your skin is dancing. I don’t know why. I think you can sneak back, the magic man, too. He’s just a sleepin’.” Sam laughed at this.

	“We better wake him up. He might know what to do,” Becky said.

	The night was already somewhat lighter than it had been

	“Hope so.”

	They returned to the generator room the way they’d left. Wavoka was asleep inside, leaned against a steel wall. It seemed impossible from the outside, but once within, the chamber was massive.

	“Mr. Ignacio, wake up, wake up.” Becky reached down and spoke. Her touch connected, though not exactly in a solid sense. It was eerie and she touched as little as possible. She hadn’t honed any ghostly skills to really manoeuvre, a big part being that she was not exactly a ghost. “Wake up!”

	Wavoka opened his eyes. “Becky? Are we dead?”

	Sam stepped forward. “Not yet! Well, I am, but not you guys.”

	Becky was sorry for Sam. He had no way out and it was obvious having people to talk to excited him, especially since he didn’t get along with the others. 

	“What then?” Wavoka asked.

	“We need to get back to our bodies, I think.”

	Sam gave a childish, wide-eyed, slow-motion nod. “Yep, first we’re gonna have to really get the mean ones not lookin’. Come on, I’ll show where you are.”

	Sam stepped to the corner of the chamber and reached up into a shadow. A ladder fell and he climbed. Becky and Wavoka followed. Sam opened a hatch, shifting the world on its head, and then climbed down a ladder, his scalp pointed to the floor. It was an identical chamber, just much, much newer. They’d returned to the trapped past.

	“Kinda neat, huh?”

	From there, they walked in a line and Sam led them to the locked doors of the ballroom.

	“In there, but we have to go in the other way.” He led them to the second floor and into an unfinished room. “See?”

	The room was directly above the ballroom. Sam pointed into a vent. It led to the men’s washroom and into a stall.

	“Wait, how do we distract the bad people?” Becky asked.

	Sam shrugged. “How should I know? You’re just dancin’ away. The man said you’re like the big show, he called you Rosie something and you Indian Joe.”

	“Hmm,” Wavoka said. He looked so tired. Ready to give up. 

	Like in Nancy Drew, it was a mystery needing a girl’s touch. In the books, things revealed themselves to come in handy later on. What did I find?

	There was a note and the drugs in the desk. The note gave clues that linked together with what Wavoka had witnessed, but it didn’t help. It was just the desk and the drugs then.

	“Can you grab things?” Becky asked Sam.

	“Not heavy things. I don’t know, why?”

	“Come on, you can come too...or you can stay.” 

	Wavoka slid to the floor and closed his eyes.

	—

	Elaine’s chest wanted to cave as her legs weakened. She didn’t dare move away from Becky and thusly, she had to keep dancing. The poor girl had sweat running all over. Her hair had flattened to her scalp like a greaser ‘do. Her dress was shadowed with dampness wherever it touched skin. Those empty eyes had Elaine biting back screams.

	Bridget and Len bounced around together on a limitless reserve of energy, laughing like newlyweds, swinging and swaying. The others in the ballroom continued their slow, sad movements. Both Elaine and Everett foresaw a potential future and began to fathom eternity as faces in the crowd.

	After several long hours, Michael bounced up from behind the bar. He wore his bowtie on his head and his boxer shorts rolled into something like a thong. He kicked out his bare legs—bare but for his socks and sock garters—to the music while tears dripped from his face. He screamed and vomited. Once out of energy, he crawled to the bar and drank more. The ballroom had begun to reek of rubber and sweat. It was hot and even hotter under the lights.

	“You two are just the cutest pair…second cutest,” Bridget said clinging onto Len.

	Len was about to say something when a silver tube flew as if out of thin air at his face. After that, two fresh morphine needles in paper packages and a half-full bottle of Bayer goodies struck his leg. He spied into the crowd of lingering dancers. There was no answer as to how or why.

	“Party treats!” Bridget dropped to her knees, stretching out her functional arm to gather the goodies. The bandage held her broken elbow together. Poor motion did not hinder her fingers. They worked dandily. She presented Len with the heroin tablets. “Your favorite!”

	He took them into his hand and then scanned the room again. He closed his eyes tight and a sour expression formed on Len’s face. Sir Charles Melville Wainwright was not a happy man.

	“They’re out!” He closed his eyes again.

	Wavoka and Becky both trebled their speed, blurring under the light on the frantic motion. 

	“No!” Elaine tried to cradle Becky. 

	Becky’s backswing struck Elaine and sent her sprawling and then sliding down on the billows of her puffy dress. 

	Bridget fiddled with a morphine packet while Len scanned the crowd, searching for the escapees. Michael had another wind and was surly and disappointed about the absinthe. It was supposed to be a magic high. He felt drunk and partied out instead of finding unicorns and pink elephants. These feelings found direction when he stared at Bridget across the crowded floor. He stumbled out, that face he glimpsed flashing on his mind. Once within spitting range, Michael charged at the preoccupied hosts and tackled both simultaneously. Liquid courage. Liquid abilities. Liquid insanity.

	Len’s mouth opened in a roar. Hands latched onto Michael and began slamming his head down against the dancefloor. Bridget laughed, riding a familiar and wonderful high. It was the craziest dance they’d ever had, by far. 

	While Michael lost consciousness and then a considerable sum of blood, Everett helped Elaine to her feet. They stood in time to see the star-attractions fall into heaps on the floor.

	“Becky!” Elaine rushed to her daughter and looked into the tired blinking eyes of the fallen girl. It was her Becky. “I thought you were gone. I thought you were gone.”

	“Mom, we got to get out and find the key,” Becky wheezed these words, her body had never been so sore or tired.

	“Wavoka? Wavoka, can you hear me?”

	Wavoka nodded to Everett, but did not attempt to rise, despite the helpful tugging. The psychic felt he’d witnessed his two-hundredth birthday. 

	“Mom, we need to get out of here…the men’s bathroom.”

	Elaine spoke from the corner of her mouth, over her shoulder, “She says we can get out through the men’s room.”

	“Up, up,” Everett said to Wavoka.

	“Leave me, take the girl away from here.” Wavoka’s eyes closed.

	Everett glanced back to see Michael’s body slam against the dancefloor. It was no use sticking around to convince Wavoka. They had to go. Immediately. Too bad about Michael.

	Elaine’s dress made everything a little bit harder, and she relinquished her hold of Becky to Everett as he ran toward the washrooms at the end of the ballroom. While she jogged behind Everett, she prodded at buttons and hooks. Once she had enough of them open, she ran straight out of the uselessly puffy dress and continued in her knickers. 

	The dead guests surveyed in curious awe.

	“Last stall, there’s a ceiling vent,” Becky whispered.

	It was quiet in the toilet. The music was barely a hum through the thick walls. Elaine heard Becky and rushed past Everett, startling him. He hadn’t expected her wardrobe change. She stood on the toilet seat and climbed onto the hanging tank above. From there, she reached the vent and yanked away the cover. It fell with surprising ease and she almost lost her balance. She pulled her body up through the two-foot gap of insulation. It would be a tight space for Everett.

	She bent down. “Hand her to me!”

	Beyond the bathroom: “Where’d you go?” the voice boomed from Len’s lips.

	Everett began to scramble, shoving at Becky’s ass and legs, trying to stuff the girl into her mother’s arms. 

	The door slammed open. 

	“Thankless guests!” 

	Everett turned. Len was running at him. Everett had a slight size advantage, but everything else went to Len and the thing inside him. With a kick, Everett slammed the stall door behind him. Becky was out of the way. He reached up while jumping from the toilet seat. He grabbed the ceiling and Elaine grabbed onto him.

	As did Len.

	“You’ll do as you’re supposed to, Mr. Washington. I invited you because you’re a gentleman; act accordingly!”

	“I’m Everett Adams. There is no Washington. Let me go!” Everett kicked out, sometimes at Len and other times at the wall for leverage. “Let! Go!” Cocked like a donkey, Everett released and connected with a wet smack. 

	Freedom.

	Elaine tugged him topside as his feet, then knees worked against the unfinished construction between floors. Light had begun coming through the windows and revealed a room of tools. There was a long and slender claw hammer under the window. Elaine rushed to it, scooping it up and cocking it back. Ready.

	Steady.

	Len didn’t come.

	Elaine remained in the prepared position. Becky was in a small heap next to Everett; she looked beyond exhausted. Elaine sneered at the sight and the memory of what had happened to the girl, and she crouched over the hole; so badly she wanted to smash that hammer on the bastard’s head.

	“Elaine?”

	Elaine shifted her angry eyes.

	A head popped out of the hole. Elaine reeled and swung.

	It was Sam, she saw him for a second before he faded away.

	“Come on, we have to move,” Everett said as he cradled Becky.

	“I can take her,” Elaine said.

	“I’ve got her.”

	Elaine conceded. She was more than exhausted, running on fumes. Testosterone, the great builder of arms, won out. She brushed at Becky’s hair as they both leaned over the girl.

	“We need to get the key. Carmichael’s key.” Becky nuzzled into Everett’s chest.

	“Where?” he asked and lifted.

	“Under the kitchen, I think.”

	 

	DAY SEVEN

	Elaine led the way into the hall, every step reminding her just how long they’d been on their feet. Behind her, Everett carried Becky. Suddenly, the girl seemed as if she was made of marble slab.

	“I don’t know,” he said from behind.

	“You don’t know what?”

	“It was a long night and my arms… Christ, I’m tired.”

	They hadn’t made it more than a dozen steps from the door to the unfinished room above the ballroom toilets. They had to get downstairs. They had to get to Carmichael’s key.

	Around a corner, Everett turned a sweaty shoulder against a wall as he walked and carried Becky. Straight ahead, the staircase leading up and down was in full light. It was not until they got to within a dozen steps that they heard the racing footfalls approaching.

	It was Len, as expected. He leered and his eyes bugged wide. “Are you ready for the real fun?” He ran toward Elaine.

	Elaine cocked her hammer just as Len’s hands latched onto her shoulders. She brought the tool down with a great wet thunk.

	“Ha! You’re almost there! You’re almost there!”

	The hammer came down again and blood splashed. Len’s face shifted. The devilish smirk remained. Elaine shook under his grip.

	“Soon we’ll have some real fun. This is when it starts.”

	Elaine smashed the hammer down four more times before it seemed like beating a dead dog. Len’s arms fell away from Elaine’s shoulders as he dropped to his knees.

	“Now we have the real fun.” Blood poured from his lips, bubbling on his words. His forehead dipped with a disgusting alley that gushed from face to scalp.

	Crimson droplets speckled Elaine. Everett and Becky sat on the floor, both dogged out.

	“What are we going to do?” Elaine said.

	She was in shock. Beating Len was horrible. The dance was horrible. Knowing without doubt that spirits lingered at Camp Summit—real fucking spirits!—was horrible. All she wanted to do was give-up and take a nap.

	In that, she was not alone. Elaine slid down the wall and nuzzled in next to Everett and Becky.

	“We have to get to Carmichael.” Becky tried to force open her eyes.

	“Shh.” Elaine stroked the girl’s brow.

	“The train’s coming soon.”

	“Shh, I know. I know.”

	Everett opened his eyes. “I can’t carry her any further. I thought I could, but I can’t.”

	On the verge of suggesting that she could, Elaine recognized her rubbery arms. Adrenaline gave her the power to batter Len’s brains. Slow strength was different. Slow strength demanded real energy.

	Still, Becky wasn’t so heavy.

	“Don’t move,” Elaine said.

	She crawled across the hall to room 211.

	—

	Elaine did not recall a softer bed. There was no fresher smelling place or pleasantly warm and peaceful atmosphere. She faced toward Becky, who dented the mattress next to her. The girl was tired but recovering, from what, Elaine did not exactly remember. There was something bad and difficult about the place. That was before the door slammed on the gust of wind trailing behind her. 

	“Are ya sleepy?”

	Becky nodded.

	Elaine stroked her hair.

	“You found your glasses.”

	Becky nodded again.

	“I thought I had them, in my dress before I changed. I picked them up after you…you went away for a while?”

	“I’m here for good, now.”

	“I know, but where did you go? And why did I change my dress?”

	Becky grinned. 

	“Doesn’t matter, does it?”

	Becky’s expression changed as did her voice—she sounded like a little boy. A familiar little boy. “It matters! This place is tricking you to waste time! Run, you gotta run!”

	Around her, the warm and fuzzies began to melt. The ambience left and the room was cold. Becky melted into a long-decayed mass of tissue and bone. Two deep dark holes for eyes faced her. Not Becky.

	“You little Chink!” a gruff voice said.

	The bedroom door swung open. Out in the hall, Everett slept while Becky sat next to him wide-eyed. 

	“Run, Sam!” Elaine shouted at something she could not see. 

	Everett startled awake. He’d been fully asleep and felt much better—relative as that was.

	“Mom! Come on, we have to go!” Becky’s voice was weak but growing stronger.

	Elaine recalled why she had gone into the room and tugged the sheet off the bed. The dirty little skeleton flipped in the air and over the opposite side of the mattress. She rushed into the hall, kept her eyes off the lifeless puddle that had become of Len. She doubled-up the sheet, keeping the spot that touched the corpse to the outside and said to Everett, “I can carry her like a backpack. Help me put her in.”

	To Elaine’s surprise, she had more energy than when she last considered carrying Becky. How long was I in there?

	“I slept, I think…I can carry her,” Everett said.

	“So did I. Now, put her legs around my back and the sheet under her butt.”

	Elaine kneeled. Everett picked up Becky who was loose and flimsy and placed her on her mother’s back. The sheet rode from under her butt and thighs all the way up to her head, like a backpack.

	“Now twist the excess and hand it up over my shoulder.”

	Becky really had become something of a backpack, legs out at Elain’s hips, two straps for grip over Elaine’s shoulder, and the girl’s weak arms reaching around Elaine’s bare stomach. 

	“Ready?”

	Elaine grinned fiercely. She was stronger than she hoped or Becky was lighter than she remembered. This was going to work.

	“Lead the way. To the supply room under the kitchen, right?”

	“Yeah, Mom.” Becky closed her eyes.

	Through the window of room 211, gentle morning light streamed. It looked like a nice day. Sunrise had come and gone, putting it after 7:00 AM, most likely. It was not easy to tell in a new place, especially so far north.

	They made it to the platform above the staircase and the lights flickered and then died, as if drained rather than snapped. It was pure black within three steps, not even the courtesy glow of an emergency strip. 

	“Shit,” Everett said. 

	He continued forward, a hand on the railing, his feet hardly lifting. It was much harder for Elaine. She tipped her head and elbow against the wall to be certain that she did not lose contact. Her feet shuffled.

	Everett said, “At least it’s cooler.”

	It was cooler and cooling yet. Becky buried her face for fear of what she might see around them. Sam came to mind, and she jerked her head up. 

	Sam was not there. 

	Peggy, Len, and Michael were all there, among the dozens of others crowding the stairs. Their expressions scolded in translucent blue moods. Some reached out to touch Becky and Elaine, mostly Elaine. Being in underwear had something to do with that. In death, these lingering figures had set aside their humanity and settled into base, coarse tendencies. 

	Elaine sensed itches and tickles, nothing more, not the kind of horror she would feel if she saw the truth around her. Becky wondered if the whole world was like that, ghosts over your shoulders at all times, watching television with you, following along with the books you read. Ghosts owning every mysterious tickle and itch you ever felt.

	She certainly hoped not. They could be everywhere all the time and only a few would ever know.

	“Jesus, it’s freezing, now.” Everett shivered.

	Elaine cleared her throat. “Just some ghosts wishing us well, I’m sure.”

	“How you doing back—ah, shi—!” Everett shouted as his feet tumbled and he skipped until his head pounded into the wall at the midway platform. 

	“You okay?” Elaine lifted her head from the wall.

	Becky peeked down. The psychic illumination of spirits showed things her mother did not see, things Everett did not see, obviously.

	“Mom, three steps down, there’s something on the stairs. It tripped Everett.”

	“Can you see?” Elaine was baffled. The dark was so full and thick it was as if she had gone to a place beyond blindness. “What do you see?”

	“Just be careful in two steps.”

	The ghosts sneered and hissed at Becky. 

	“Wait for us; Becky can see the steps.”

	Everett didn’t answer.

	“Everett?”

	Elaine put her foot down gently and toed the bundle of laundry on the step, and still nearly fell. 

	“Everett? Do you see him?” 

	“Umm, I see his foot.”

	Elaine took another step.

	“I see him, he’s on the floor. He’s smiling, kind of, and his eyes are open.”

	Becky wanted to add that two blue figures bent over him. One had reached into his pants and the other had its finger in Everett’s mouth. Both figures moved their arms in sexual rhythms. 

	“Everett!” 

	“Again,” Becky said.

	“Everett!”

	“Again, Mom, they’re touching him!”

	“Everett!”

	Her voice had no effect. 

	Many hands and faces reached out for Elaine, going practically unnoticed. And yet, they had no trouble touching Everett. There was something about opening up to things that Becky was beginning to understand. After Everett fell, he must have decided to close his eyes and rest, and that gave the dead ones an opening.

	“Everett!”

	He moaned. Elaine took that as a sign. It had nothing to do with her. Both the figures focused on Everett’s genitals. He bucked hard, front and behind, against hands.

	“Mom, keep calling. He’s ahead, one more step and you’re on even floor for a bit.”

	Elaine shuffled forward. 

	“Everett! Everett! Everett!”

	Her foot touched his foot and he dropped his raised pelvis to the floor. Made a small, grateful moan. The darkness was again everything and he touched the front of his pants.

	“Everett!”

	He coughed. “I’m here… Are we on the stairs still?”

	“Thank goodness. You have to get up.”

	“I fell asleep and I, oh Jesus, what a dream.”

	“It wasn’t a dream. It was the things in the hallway. Don’t let them make you sleep, it lets them touch you and trick you.” Becky scolded him as if he were to blame. 

	“Let us go ahead of you. Becky can see.”

	“Right.” Everett felt Elaine’s thigh against his leg and her elbow in his rib. He moved quickly. He faced the wall to keep the wet patch from touching the nearly naked woman or her daughter. “Behind you now.”

	“Mom, there’s steps again.”

	“Are there many of them?” Elaine asked.

	The scene was undeniably horrid, but seeing them made it a little better than not seeing. Not seeing them and yet knowing of them would make it significantly worse.

	“A few, but they don’t like us,” Becky said.

	Both grave understatements. 

	Natural light showed in the distance from the ground floor and Elaine exhaled a heavy breath. Becky tried to hide a gasp. The dead ones were thick and angry.

	“Is that the main floor?” Everett cackled.

	They stepped out of the stairwell and Becky closed her tired eyes. She hoped that if the need did arise in the next little while, that she would have the energy to do some real moving. She knew she couldn’t actually sleep. Yet, she had to keep as still as possible without falling away. 

	—

	Footfalls echoed through the dim lobby. Quick and nimble. It was Bridget, but not Bridget. Beatrice Wainwright stepped from the shadow of a pillar and lifted Bridget’s arm to point a pistol at them.

	“You’ll wait!”

	“Whoa, no,” Elaine said. 

	“Mr. Wainwright likes the chase, but it bores me. You will stay put until he comes back. That little pest is running around here somewhere, doesn’t know his natural place.”

	Becky tightened her eyes. “Sam.”

	“What is this all for?” Everett stepped into the light.

	Bridget nodded at the moisture stain at the crotch of his pants. “You have an accident?”

	“Answer me!”

	Bridget moved forward and held the pistol against Everett’s head. “One of us can shout. One of us can demand. You’re our guest and you can’t leave until we’ve decided. This is the greatest hotel on the planet, why should anyone leave?”

	“Greatest hotel, my ass,” Elaine said.

	Bridget swung her arm. “Says the whore with no clothes.”

	That reminded Elaine that Becky didn’t have her glasses. They were in the pocket of her dress just outside the dining room. Hopefully the dress remained where she had dropped it. If not, it wasn’t entirely important, especially if they never made it away. 

	“You know, I ought to give you each a little pop. Forget about Charles and get this over with, it’s so tedious. Which of you wants to die first?” The pistol glided between the two adults. It was as if Becky did not matter. “Now, now. Eena meena mina moe, catch—”

	A loud, hollow pop sounded and Bridget dropped. The pistol flung from her hand. Elaine dodged and fell backward onto Becky, knocking the wind from her chest, sending her into a whooping, gasping fit.

	“Becky!” Elaine rolled sideways.

	Wavoka stumbled over Bridget’s body with a two-foot brass fire extinguisher in his hands. He paused a moment, one leg on either side of her. A deep breath steadied him. He lifted the extinguisher high, then pistoned the base into Bridget’s skull. A lump of grey matter slurped free of a crack, so Wavoka dropped the extinguisher. He then looked at Elaine and Becky. Elaine was already struggling to rise with the child strapped to her back.

	“Come, we need to get downstairs quickly. Time is short and we still need to find the key.” Wavoka limped toward the dining room. 

	Along the way, Elaine scooped up her grimy dress and felt in the pockets for Becky’s glasses. 

	—

	Everett carried Becky to give Elaine a break. Though, by comparison, both seemed spritely next to Wavoka’s slow and exhausted pace. The stairs down from the kitchen were black, but the trip was short and the walls were tight. The temperature dipped below freezing at times, Wavoka muttering often, “Get away. Get away.”

	Becky did not dare look until she had to—many ghosts, but none seemed nefarious. Under the kitchen, the slow search began. Becky and Wavoka both sat on the floor. They knew better than to sleep. Wavoka had slept enough after coming to on the dance floor. This place gained strength, but still needed an open door. What he saw was so falsely wonderful that he recognized if he let sleep take him again, it would take him forever.

	Elaine had a second task that she did not mention. Before, while snooping, she’d seen boiler suit coveralls hanging in some of the lockers and knew they’d do the chore of coverage—possibly protection—and wouldn’t limit maneuverability. At some point, she’d slip one on. There were six small lockers under the kitchen and dozens more in the bath locker room. She’d seen the grey boiler suit in one of the skinny lockers under the kitchen, possibly in the locker room. The ones under the kitchen had combination padlocks. 

	Becky spied her mother’s movements and, when her mother stepped away from the small lockers, she tried to call out. Her voice choked and she coughed instead. There was a girl standing by a locker. 

	“Anything?” Everett slammed at doors in the dim locker room.

	“No, nothing. I’ll check the pantry drawers, I guess.” Elaine popped into the much brighter kitchen.

	“Mom?” Becky whispered.

	Elaine tossed a drawer onto the floor. No keys.

	“Mom.” Becky cleared her throat. “Mom!”

	Elaine regarded her daughter, really beginning to accept. Wavoka opened his eyes. Everett continued clanging away at steel doors.

	“What is it?”

	Becky observed the little girl standing before the second skinny locker from the left. She tilted her head and approached the pair on the floor. This icy blue being touched Becky. Wavoka gasped.

	“Which one?” Becky asked.

	The little girl looked over her shoulders, fear in her face, she cupped her hands around her mouth to whisper, “Second.”

	“Second locker, Mom!”

	Elaine no longer questioned anything the girl said. The universe was beyond her grasp, or at least her vision.

	“No, the other second one.” Becky propped up on an elbow, watching.

	The little girl whispered again. “Four.”

	“There’s a lock—”

	“Four!”

	Elaine gave the lock a cursory rotation and on the second pass stopped at four, clockwise.

	Becky listened and then shouted, “Twenty-two!”

	Counter-clockwise, she stopped at the number. 

	“Twenty,” the little girl whispered.

	“Twenty!” 

	Elaine spun the face to 20 and popped open the lock. Inside the door, a strip of masking tape had the name Waters painted onto it.

	It was another trick. The hopes were so high that the end seemed within grasp. Still, there was a grey boiler suit hanging and Elaine took it down. She patted at the pockets, empty. Behind it were a few personal items and clippings from newspapers. Wartime propaganda. Cartoon Canadians kicking German asses. There were boots on the floor and she picked them up and flipped them over, hoping. Nothing. 

	She frowned at Becky.

	The little girl held Becky’s gaze. This was no trick. 

	Elaine flicked the coveralls wide and put her right foot through the leg—slipper and all—and then the left. She pulled the bulky outfit over her shoulders and cinched the belt tight around her waist. As she bent down to roll up the legs, her eyes fell onto an embroidered patch over her breast.

	Eugene C.

	As she bent further, she came to feel something stiff prod at her thigh. She reached a hand down into the wildly deep pocket. There was a tear and she reached much deeper. There it was, cool in her fingers.

	“Got it!” She pulled the iron key free. 

	Everett burst through the door and raced toward Becky. In the locker room, every door smashed open and then closed as if raining down applause. 

	A terrified little face rushed through the open door, followed closely by the very same asshole Wavoka saw take a punch. Wainwright. The proprietor loomed larger; the lingering in the room all cowered away from him. The little girl burst from Becky’s side. Elaine sensed the urgency and leapt to the door. The key slid home and the door opened with no resistance. It was a beautiful morning outside, the mountain air cool and refreshing.

	“Come on!” She reached to take Wavoka’s hand as he started to rise from the floor. “Hurry!”

	Everett burst past her with Becky held tight to his chest. To his left, he heard stone crumbling. Wild snorts and whinnies echoed over the open yard. 

	“Got to crawl through the hedge by the helper’s fence,” Becky said while she bounced in the clutching arms.

	There was a privacy hedge that pinned them next to the hotel wall and Everett had little choice but to obey Becky’s limited direction. Wavoka slammed the door shut behind him and tried to keep up to Elaine while she tried to catch up to Everett and her daughter. Above them, the sky cracked and howled. Hail pelted down, battering their heads and shoulders. Behind them, the door broke open and a horrible scream filled the air, like ten thousand crows squeezed to death simultaneously. 

	The sound was singular and ceased abruptly as the grass beneath them began stretching and reaching. Everett stumbled. Did not fall. Elaine stumbled. Did not fall. Wavoka stumbled. Fell. The grass snapped and whipped at him. He cried out as blood bubbled from lash points. 

	He was through. Done. Trapped for eternity.

	“Get up, damn you!” Elaine tugged on the man as the grass nicked leather and cotton. As she’d hoped, the boiler suit acted as a guard against the unnatural attacks. “Don’t lie there!”

	Wavoka’s tired body again rose and the pair high-knee jogged through the grass.

	“Holy shit!” Everett stopped. 

	The playground equipment quivered and shifted. The legs of the swing set tugged free of the soil one at a time.

	“Keep running,” Becky said into his ear.

	He didn’t hear her. The crooked slide crawling toward him had his full attention. He stood frozen in terror until Elaine came along and bumped into him. She hadn’t been paying attention, instead covering her head from the fat hail. It didn’t fall as it had before, but there was still time to remedy that if they hung around longer than necessary.

	“Move it!” she said. 

	Everett matched her pace. 

	The equipment was sluggish. The grass was weak. The hail was thinner. There was hope in all of this.

	“Camp Summit is a one-way ticket!” a voice boomed impossibly from every direction. “The destination to end all other destinations!”

	Elaine and Everett gave looks over their shoulders. At the front of the building, the ghastly Sir Charles Melville Wainwright sat atop an enormous horse, galloping in their direction, swinging a polo mallet over his head.

	—

	The closer the horseman drew, the thinner the hail became. Suddenly, he was so close that it had stopped falling on them altogether.

	“Hurry!” Everett shouted over his shoulder. 

	Becky spoke into his ear, guiding him toward the hole in the hedge fence. The ten-inch grass continued its whipping slices as he dropped the girl onto her back. Grass found her hands and cheeks and neck. Instantly, flesh bloomed a flowerbed with dozens of red papercuts. She screamed. Everett felt the same stings she had and pushed her through the hole.

	Her screams stopped.

	“Leave me.” Wavoka stumbled.

	He and Elaine were better than a dozen feet away from the wall. Elaine glanced over her shoulder and finally listened to the man. So hard, her sunken-fit glasses bounced as she sprinted away.

	Sir Charles screamed maniacally, a mix of laughter and war cry.

	Everett crawled through the hole and poked his head back out. Vines tickled his neck, slowly sliding for a hold. He jerked away when he was certain Elaine knew where to go.

	“Ow, damn you!” she shouted at the grass.

	She gave a final glance over her shoulder. 

	Wavoka jogged until the swung mallet cracked his head and he rolled forward. The grass sliced at him, but he was out, blood oozing from his nose and mouth. King Gauvin made a circle and rotated around Wavoka.

	“My guests never leave!” Sir Charles cackled and back-swung. King Gauvin lifted and thumped his forelegs twice, and the polo mallet came down hard against the psychic’s shoulder. Cracks and groans were the soundtrack.

	At the station house, a steam whistle hissed.

	“Damn you!” 

	The rider yanked and twisted King Gauvin in the direction of the hotel and then up the lane, the locked gates flung open as if controlled with electricity. The hail was gone and the grass no longer battered Wavoka. 

	—

	Elaine poked her head through a second time and saw the mallet come down on Wavoka. That was enough. She had a daughter to think about and she’d made the difficult decision. Again.

	Everett labored to the gate at the far end of the servants’ compound. There was a lock. He eyed climbing its twelve feet. It was impossible—he’d never get Becky so high. “Do you know what to do?” His voice croaked, so used to yelling against the din of chaos around them, that he hadn’t modulated for the sudden calm.

	Beyond the gate, a steam whistle sounded.

	“It’s here! Becky, do you know what to do?”

	Becky shook her head.

	Elaine pushed toward them. Everett saw her alone and couldn’t help but ask.

	“Is Wavoka dead?”

	Elaine didn’t answer the question. “Is it locked?”

	“What about your key?” Two had the power to ignore questions.

	Elaine pulled the key from her pocket. She had made sure to take it with her. Why she took it, she was uncertain. It was apparent now. It had to be the hotel’s skeleton key. 

	She slid it home and turned. 

	Or rather, didn’t turn. 

	The key was not the key for the gate.

	The train gave a second holler with its whistle.

	“No. No,” Elaine moaned.

	Becky closed her eyes and let Sam’s image float to mind. If she could reach him… He was not there. The little girl was not there. They were alone with the cabins.

	“I’ve been here!” Becky opened her eyes. 

	She tried to get up from where Everett had sat her down and still had too little energy. 

	“What is it?” Everett lowered.

	Elaine dropped the key into the dirt and did the same.

	“The big cabin, at the back. It has a desk and papers and things.”

	Everett spotted the double-sized cabin and raced away. 

	“Help him, Mom.”

	“I can’t leave you, not alone out here.”

	“This is a safe place. We need to get out of here or we’ll be here ‘til we die.”

	Elaine made a third hard decision and chased after Everett. She ran and ran and charged up the two steps and through the door to look upon a dim, dingy office.

	The light switch did nothing beyond take up wall space. Everett gave up flicking it as Elaine entered and found the desk. He began exploring the drawers for a key. Frustrated, he banged a fist on the desktop. 

	“Anything?” Elaine said, spinning.

	The train’s whistle blew a third time.

	—

	The second blown whistle did nothing to rouse the pained man. The cat licking his closed eye did, however. Wavoka reared in agony. His harried muscles relaxed once he recognized that it was only a cat. 

	On tender feet, the cat pranced toward the hedge fence and sat down. It bathed its face with a paw. Recognizing that he wasn’t dead and he was close to escape, maybe, he thought better of spending eternity in the grass. Especially since the playground equipment stalled only a handful of yards away and might return to life at any moment. He rolled and winced. On his knees and left elbow, he crawled toward the hedge fence. His face lowered and he pushed.

	Close to the fence, he lifted his head and saw the white cat gone. Part of him assumed that the cat was going to lead him through. It appeared not. 

	Once at the fence, he crawled back and forth in search of the hole. It was a perfect route, if you knew it. Hidden in plain sight.

	“Damn you.”

	Three feet to his left, the cat popped out of the hole, yowled at him, and took off out of sight. That was enough. Wavoka rushed as well as he could to where he saw the cat and forced his way through the fence as the weakened vines snagged at his wrists, hips, and feet. Once through, the third whistle sounded and motivated him to labor to his feet. Becky pressed against a stone pillar next to a gate across the yard. 

	It took a great effort to stand straight and step. The pain rolling out from his chest and shoulder was the type of pain that would floor him on any other occasion. This was different, of course. He cried out a string of pained vowels and focused where he planned to land. Wavoka began to cross just as he saw Everett and Elaine run from the side of the squat cabins.

	—

	“How many times does it do that before it leaves?” Elaine asked.

	“No idea. Hey, hold that door,” Everett said and Elaine abided. “Ah, to fuck with it!” he said and attempted to flip the large desk but managed only to rock himself against the wall.

	The wall jangled behind him. 

	The light from the door did not reach the shadows that cloaked the two hooks holding the hefty keychains. The two larger rings had six keys each. Twelve chances to get the gate open in time.

	The pair burst from the cabin and ran toward the gate. Neither saw Wavoka trailing behind them. Every key fit, though only one would move the tumblers within the lock. One through nine, the keys did nothing. On the gentle breeze, the trees beyond the gate swayed and the light chug of the waiting engine filled the gaps. 

	“Why don’t they ever mark these fucking things?” Everett shouted and inserted the tenth key. Click-click-click, it turned and the gate swung outward on gravity’s pull. “Thank fuck!”

	Elaine bent to pick up Becky.

	“Mom.” Becky’s eyes were hardly open, her little finger pointing beside Elaine’s face. 

	“Everett, help him,” Elaine said. 

	Wavoka was only a few feet away by then.

	Strength: equal parts mind and body. Sensing time whisking away much faster than the psychic could move, Everett scooped Wavoka up as if to carry him over a threshold on their wedding day. Through the gates, Elaine led the way. The trees around them were thick pines and almost all at once, cones began whizzing.

	“Geez—fuckers!” Elaine shouted, startled by a cone that skimmed her lip. She put her head down and charged forward slightly faster than a brisk walk.

	Things were slower behind as Wavoka was about the same weight as Everett. It took a similar effort as running against waves while a surf lapped about chin deep. Cones bounded and battered, the ones not yet bloomed doing the most damage. Elaine peeked up now and then to be certain that she followed the path. Her arms burned and every strike was a chance to drop her daughter. 

	The one upside to carrying a full-sized man was that he absorbed a good number of cones. Everett hoped this made up for the sluggishness of his legs. There was only so much time.

	“There it is!” A pinecone pegged Elaine in the mouth, cutting her lower lip. She hardened her eyes at the wondrous black machine huffing and puffing thick white smoke. “There it is!”

	Elaine stopped dead on the path as King Gauvin and Sir Charles charged at them. The mallet stretched way back in the rider’s hand.

	—

	Ivy had been in and out for some time. She recognized that. She also recognized that her legs didn’t work and that her left collarbone was in pieces. Only a few feet away, she spotted that fucking cat, taunting her again. 

	There was noise all around her. The cat was her only care, that cat and the pistol she’d dropped somewhere. 

	And there it was, right under the damned cat.

	Uncertain if she could move, she attempted it, tugging with her good arm. Clumps of grass came loose in her palm, and still, she made ground, inches at a time.

	The din around her grew louder and that damn screaming whistle went off again. The cat scampered a few feet from the pistol as Ivy reached. So solid and cool in her hand, she laughed and twisted her upper half to aim. 

	The cat ran down the path and Ivy unloaded rounds from the ghostly weapon. She shot without seeing. The effort cleared the clotted injuries, those grimy and clogged drains. A bright light flashed over her mind and let her soul twist down the pipes. The shots ceased at eight. Ivy lay dead in the grass, finally living up as an ambassador of the service industry.

	—

	The train blew its final boarding call.

	Sir Charles leaned to the side of King Gauvin as if to wack a ball, but shots rang out, quickly, one on the echo of the last. Someone was doing them a favor. The horse stumbled and roared a toothy scream as Sir Charles Melville Wainwright grimaced and fell from the toppling beast. Everett bumped into Elaine and she carried on toward the station house, skirting the kicking animal and its stunned rider. 

	Not far, but so far. The train featured nine cars trailing behind the engine. The first two had already rolled past the platform.

	“Come on!” Elaine pulled out a fresh burst of power.

	The fallen hotel proprietor gawked around stupidly, dazed from the crash. Things had never gone so far; this was untested territory. “You are my guests,” he mumbled and tossed out a hand, reaching for Everett’s foot, but missing.

	Everett did not notice. He wheezed and breathed in the sweat of the man he carried. Life was strange sometimes. 

	Into the station house.

	Through the rear windows, Elaine saw the cars speeding up. Third and fourth had already gone by. Number five was passing as she clamped down on the door handle. 

	Moving at no more than a few miles an hour, Elaine readied at the edge of the platform and stepped onto the moving train. It was difficult to comprehend. So much she’d thought about the train and it had actually come. And Becky was tired, but alive, and on the train!

	She set Becky on the floor and spun toward the rear doorway. The station house behind them, she raced up the aisle of the car. Heavy, bare bench seats inside little cordoned compartments and open spaces for cargo—this was not for first class passengers, not back here—she blew by everything without consideration and came to a door with a brass handle, she swung it open and saw the gravel and the tracks below her as the train rolled. Rats flung themselves at her feet as she stretched across and opened the connecting door.

	The next car appeared the same as the last and she ran to the door and stood out, reaching. 

	They were there. 

	The rats were there. 

	The rats clung. 

	The men howled. 

	The men kicked. 

	The train rolled. 

	The fog seeped.

	Sir Charles was back and chasing, the horse blew wads of snot from its nostrils as it charged. Wavoka was on his own two and took a single look back and shouted before throwing himself. He caught Elaine’s arm. Elaine fell back, reeling him in. 

	Everett jumped onto the rolling car as the fog began to eat the train. He wrapped his arms around wrought iron railing and began pulling himself the rest of the way in. 

	Sir Charles leapt from King Gauvin, appearing like a phantom from a fog bank. “Never! You’re my guests!”

	Everett’s grip slipped and he was tugged out. He fell to the gravel of the tracks.

	“No!” Elaine hooked an arm around the railing of the caboose and leaned into the fog. Drifting farther, grey on grey on grey. A hand latched and she tripped forward. Sir Charles’s face peered at her through the haze.

	“My guest.”

	“No!” Elaine’s fingers slipped and then it was all air. 

	Elaine’s hand snapped back as the woman tipped at the man’s pull. Becky stumbled to her mother. “Help me,” Becky whined, latching around Elaine’s waist.

	Wavoka was on the floor bleeding from various points, but most notably from the wound in his guts. He crawled. Becky leaned and wailed. Sir Charles began grunting, gathering more of Elaine in his massive hands. Wavoka grabbed Becky by the back of her dress. Instantly, threads began snapping. He slid two feet and pinned his knees against railing and wrapped himself around the girl in a bear hug.

	“Don’t let go!” Elaine said.

	“My guests!” Sir Charles jerked to look over a shoulder. “No! Get back to the hotel!”

	A grumble and a war cry carried over the dulled thumping of steel on steel and the whistling wind. Everett was suddenly on Sir Charles’ back and climbing him. Up to his shoulders, he threw a punch to the back of Sir Charles’ head. And another. And another.

	Like the tail of a kite, Wavoka held Becky, Becky held Elaine, Elaine tried to free herself from Sir Charles, and Everett…leapfrogged. The space around the train had become a smoky vacuum. Sound evaporated and the sense of motion depleted. The human tail began flopping, weight shifting and lessening. Wavoka reefed Becky back. Elaine and Sir Charles followed while Everett remained airborne for nearly a second. His shoulder punched into Elaine as his feet planted into Sir Charles’ stomach.

	They toppled in a heap, into the caboose. 

	Everett rolled off Elaine and Becky and looked up at the flowing air. He began screaming. “I can’t believe it! I can’t believe it!”

	“Come on.” Elaine would cheer once they were back in the real world where ghosts lived in books and movies. Where haunted motels kept to themselves unless disturbed by looky-loos or winter caretakers. 

	Wavoka gave one last look. Nothing. As a battered group, they made it through the caboose. “Look.” Becky pointed at the doorway that had no business on an old-timey passenger train. Together, they approached the curtain. It was navy blue and all four had a pretty good idea where it led.

	“Ready?” Elaine asked.

	Wavoka had his hands over his stomach and Everett waved to go ahead. Becky leaned. Elaine pulled the curtain and revealed the shaky Delta flight and the wonderful, Alaska bound, passengers. Becky went through first, then Elaine, Everett, and finally Wavoka.

	From behind them, a voice scolded. “The seatbelt sign is on! Please return to your seats!” The attendant sat in the attendant’s seat at the rear of the plane, and next to her was the locked drink cart. “Oh my, what happened? Are you all right?” She finally saw all there was to see.

	Everett laughed and started up the carpeted aisle. He strained to reach the man who believed in yetis and Bermuda Triangles and probably vampires. The man wore an awed expression, his jaw hung agog.

	“How’d you do that?” the man said.

	The passengers that heard, glared at the foursome. They all had little scars and dried blood on their necks and cheeks. 

	“We’re a magic act!” Everett shouted at him, tugging at the neck of a shirt he’d purchased at a Target department store, one he’d been wearing a week earlier on that very flight.

	“I’m sleeping for a week,” Becky said, ignoring everything and everyone.

	“I’m there with you, you wonderful little psychic,” Elaine said as they eyed the impending chance to do so.

	A horrid scream echoed from behind them and Wavoka and Becky turned their heads. They were still several rows from their seats. Sir Charles Melville Wainwright, gilded with a blue glow, charging at them.

	“You’re my guests!” He cocked the mallet.

	Wavoka and Becky both tensed at the sight. 

	It should be over, all over!

	This was all wrong!

	“You’re mine! Nobody leaves Camp Summit!”

	Sir Charles swung the mallet and Becky sensed a cool gust pass through her hair and over her head. Undeterred by the fact that his strike did nothing, the man swung again. The gust caused Wavoka to blink.

	“Go away.” Becky turned and sought her seat once again.

	The plane shook and Elaine guided Becky around the tucked knees of an annoyed woman. The Koontz and the Campbell were on the floor.

	“My guests.” Sir Charles was backing away.

	Wavoka did not watch him go, holding his gut wound. The attendant at the rear called up, “Sir, do you need help getting to your seat?”

	The plane smoothed out and Wavoka shook his head. Everett sat in his seat and was about to tell one hell of a tale to the only man who might believe it.

	“What the fuck is happening!” a voice roared from the first-class area. The seated attendants jumped into action, all but one. One had disappeared.

	There were other screams as people recognized the people that flickered in the seats ahead of them, next to them, had also disappeared. Wavoka labored forward and dropped into his assigned spot while chaos ensued.

	“I didn’t notice you get up. Seatbelt sign is on. You shouldn’t—What’s going on anyway? Holy shit, what happened to your face?” The man next to Wavoka looked like he’d just seen a duck pick up a trombone and belt out some Nina Simone.

	“Seems some folks couldn’t handle the turbulence and checked out, or is it checked in?” Wavoka shook his head gently and closed his eyes wondering if he would ever not think about those on permanent vacation at Camp Summit.

	“Don’t worry, I’ll remind you,” the ghost of Sam Anweis said from an otherwise empty seat across the aisle.

	Wavoka opened an eye. “I bet you will.”
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