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“‘My name is Detective Howard Blake, and this is the story of my death.’” The driver scoffed as he read aloud.

“What’s this garbage?” Detective Franklin “Frankie” Monroe leered at his partner. He swayed with the motion of the car as it hit a pothole and rattled the vehicle. He kept his eyes trained on the back cover of the dust jacket and scanned the fine print blurb of a too-hastily published indie novel.

“It’s called a book,” Detective Hugo Munoz replied with a grin. “If you open it up, there’ll be more little words inside.”

Frankie read more text aloud. “I couldn’t put this book down… Maybe there is more to this world than the evidence suggests. Maybe we're just not looking at the right evidence… A supernatural detective novel without parallel.” He gave his partner a cynical glare.

“What?” teased Hugo, “You have a problem with reading?”

“I have a problem with over-inflated mumbo jumbo advertisements.” Frankie flipped the book over as the car jostled through another set of ruts. The novel’s cover art was decent, he noted, although the construction felt flimsy. Frankie was the analytical one of the pair, always looking at the clues, trying to piece evidence together in his mind.

By contrast, Hugo tended to operate more on gut instinct. He watched as his partner’s eyes scanned the title.

“‘The Esurient Killer.’ Let’s look inside, shall we? What does this, ‘supernatural detective novel without parallel,’ have to offer?” Frankie read the opening line of the story, putting on a slightly mocking, gruff noir detective voice to highlight the absurdity. “‘My name is Detective Howard Blake, and this is the story of my death.’ Well, at least the author didn’t waste such an amazing one-liner on
just the back page.”

Frankie gave Hugo a skeptical look, eyebrows raised. Hugo caught the expression and laughed.

“All right already. It’s a little cheesy, but come on. We need a little escape from the horrors of the real world.”

The thick horror novel was a bit over the top. On the illustrated cover, a demonic monster loomed over the main character; blood spelled the word “hunger” on the wall on the shadowy background. Frankie raised his eyebrows again.

“Well,” Hugo offered, “It puts it all in perspective, anyway. It could always be worse, right?”

“It ain’t that the horrors of the world are all that bad—it’s the duldrum of it that gets to me. And, no it can’t… be worse, that is,” Frankie said. “Not this bad,” he pointed to the cover. “I’ve looked at a lot of evidence; nothing has ever led me to believe that there’s anything more out there than what we’ve got right here.” He cut the conversation short before it could travel down the same old path. Despite the fact that he was born and raised Catholic, he didn’t like discussing matters of personal belief.

“Maybe the reviewer is on to something. Maybe we’ve got the wrong evidence on the table.”

The car slammed through another crack in what barely passed for a road and jarred the car. The noisy clatter was loud enough to change the subject.

“Where in the world are we, anyway?” The question came out as rhetorical, but it seemed as if they’d entered a foreign land in the rugged countryside. Trees walled the road in on both sides as they crept up the Appalachian hillside nestled beneath that verdant canopy.

“Well, the old woman’s minister said that her house was out in the sticks; I guess he really meant it. It looks like we’re in the old mining country—there isn’t much out in this area accept abandoned mines, Indian burial mounds, and little clearings where rowdy kids occasionally sneak into to drink stolen beer and hook up. We should be there any minute, though,” Hugo replied as he scanned the atlas they’d earlier retrieved from the trunk; GPS was useless out here.

Frankie reviewed the case notes. The old lady, Ms. Woodson, had died almost two months ago. Nothing was unusual about her death; her advanced age had finally caught up with her is all. The welfare division, though, found a gap in her paper trail; Ms. Woodson was responsible for a seventeen-year-old foster child—the two month lapse was actually a quick find as far as DCS usually went. The girl had not been heard from in a long while but she remained a loose end that needed to be tied up in the legal system.

“No contact at the house. No mail or anything, and no telephone signal on the landline; no cell listed. None of the local schools or hospitals have reported the presence of,” he checked the file again for the foster girl’s name, “Kayla Adams.” Hugo tapped the paper sheets thoughtfully. “Weird, though, the last time Law Enforcement was in contact with her, Old Lady Woodson reported that her brother had gone missing; that was almost four months prior.”

The Child Services case had been ignored until after Ms. Woodson’s death; her home address proved difficult to locate. An oversight in the tax record updates omitted her updated information since the redistricting and updates for a 9-1-1 fire number address system. Nobody was eager to search out Woodson’s information and put in the extra legwork required to locate an old woman who lived out in the Appalachian boonies.

Frankie took the information in stride as he idly fingered an old key and scanned his notes. “Funny,” he said, “this doesn’t look like your typical door key.” He examined it a little further. It was ornate; weathered and worn. It still bore engraved markings reminiscent of an old-time style. The old, southern-fried preacher who’d performed Woodson’s funeral had given it to them following their visit.

“Maybe,” said his partner as they rounded a corner, “it’s because this isn’t any ordinary house.” As the car cleared the grove of wild trees, a massive, old mansion spread before them. The sprawling, wooden Mansard boasted a wing on both sides and the expansive grounds stretched around it. It must have been resplendent before the whole place had fallen to crap.

Gravel crunched as the car came to a stop in front of the building. Cedar shingles that had slipped from the roof lay crumpled and waterlogged near the eroded foundation. Overgrown, thorny shrubbery crept up against the house’s warped and dilapidated siding and vines crawled even further yet. Leaf-sized sheaves of salmon-colored paint peeled away from the house like pustules, making it look like the entire structure had contracted leprosy.

The two detectives emerged from the car and traded an uneasy, silent glance in the somber air. An eerie deadness rolled off of the house like an eldritch wave. The only motion came from the front door which hung ajar and stirring ever so slightly in the faint breeze.

“Well, I guess we won’t be needing this.” Frankie tossed the key to Hugo who slid it into a pocket as they walked up the steps of the front porch.
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Underfoot, the floor groaned with the threatening creaks of rotted lumber. A distant crow cawed, trying vainly to warn the detectives away.

Together, they ducked through the doorway. The house was dead inside; silence reigned.

Items and décor that hearkened back to an era long since passed adorned the walls and dusty tables. Dust clung to everything; a musty smell permeated the air. Only the sounds of their own footsteps on the moldy, hardwood floors breached the silence.

“Hello?” Frankie called. His voice echoed back.

Broken beer bottles lay in the dust. Hugo nudged them with his toe and they clinked together. The lifelessness of the place only seemed to amplify the noise.

“You think the old lady was a big fan of MGD?”

Frankie scowled and shook his head ever so slightly.

A shadow shifted nearby, drawing the attention of the detectives. They stepped into the next room and flies seemed to explode into existence; they blinding and harassed the two men as they entered, bouncing off their eyes and mouths.

Frankie batted his way through the cloud, spitting as the insects swarmed his face. Something crunched underfoot like wilted celery. It was a dead animal. A trio of slaughtered cats was stuck to the floor, their tails tied together and skin peeled back. The rancid odor of decayed, maggoty flesh permeated the room.

The flies seemed to dissipate, clearing the view of the room. Empty cans of black spray paint sat abandoned against the room’s baseboard. Pentagrams and other crudely satanic symbols emblazoned the walls.

“What was it the old preacher told us?” Frankie put clues together, like puzzle pieces. “She’d fled her home months ago because of harassment?”

“Not quite,” Hugo clarified, touching the dry paint. Words were scrawled in krylon and written backwards upon the plaster walls that cracked with age. “The preacher said she complained of ‘demonic harassment’ but that didn’t make her leave.”

“Looks like someone a little more real was harassing the old lady. Probably some local punks; I guess they vandalized her house pretty good.” Frankie nodded his head to the windows. The heavy, leaded glass windows had wrought iron bars installed over them to prevent intruders. “Maybe she had a history of problems with vandals?”

“Yeah, but that kind of harassment is… different. She complained of something supernatural but told the minister that she couldn’t return to deal with the teenagers. She differentiated between the two.”

“I’ve never met a teenager that wasn’t a harassment.”

Hugo peeked into the next room. “I think these teenagers she mentioned are all dead,” he said flatly and pointed. Three corpses lay on the floor. They were about as long gone as the feline sacrifice in the neighboring room.

The detectives swallowed and entered the ghastly scene, cupping hands over their noses to try and dispel the putrid stench. Spiders had webbed the bodies to the floor with draped silken canopies. Hard lumps of black wax pooled where candles melted long ago. A dusty, opened copy of a book lay among them, next to an overturned ouija board and an antique bronze pot.

Hugo leaned in and examined a corpse. The deceased was young, judging by his trendy clothing and low-ridden waistband. His body had dried and his lips shrunk back revealing braces still on his teeth. The detectives searched through the dead’s belongings which included a necklace with a pewter pentagram pendant.

Frankie found a wallet containing a student ID card and recognized the name. “It’s those boys that disappeared early spring.” He examined one boy; the ouija board’s planchette, the part with the reader crystal, was buried deep in his skull. The cause of death was obvious, and yet curious.

“But there were four of them.” Hugo said.

“I bet we find the other one here, somewhere. One thing’s for sure, this case suddenly got much bigger than one missing girl.”

“I’m going to call this in,” Hugo said. He took the cell-phone from his hip and explained the situation to the dispatcher as his partner continued examining the teens’ pockets.

Proudly wagging his old, cellular flip-phone, Hugo grinned; the newer “smart” phones had lots of features, but none had the signal strength of his old dinosaur—it came in handy on days like this, even if his co-workers harassed him for it. “Forensics oughtta get here in a few hours,” he guessed. A loud bang interrupted him, suddenly, echoing through the mansion as the front door slammed closed as if by an angry force.

Reacting instantly, the officers had each drawn their weapons and trained them on the doorway. They covered each other as they worked back to the main entrance.

The heavy wooden door was shut. Hugo had left it open.

The two traded glances and cracked up. “It’s like some kind of horror movie,” Hugo chuckled. “I bet it’s even locked.” He shook his head and chuckled through the adrenaline rush.

“Wait,” said Frankie, very seriously. “Do you hear that?”

Hugo paused in silence.

“It… it sounds like a chainsaw!” Frankie laughed. “Come on. This is ridiculous.” He reached out and opened the door. “Must’ve been the wind.”

“Wind?”

“Yeah, you know, it’s air that moves.”

“Touché. But it’s not windy.”

As if on cue, a strong breeze suddenly blew through the house, kicking up dust eddies and scattering random detritus through the halls. Frankie smiled smugly. “See, a rational explanation for everything...” the detective trailed off.

“What is it?” asked Hugo.

“Something’s going on here,” Frankie intently stared at a decorative planter stand holding a dead fern. “I could swear this fern was over there when we came in.” He pointed to the other side of the room.

Hugo raised an eyebrow, at his skeptical friend. “You think that’s more odd than a a sudden wind inside a house when it’s not windy outside… and the doors and windows are closed?”

His partner shrugged. “Central air? Malfunctioning forced air system?”

Hugo rolled his eyes and didn’t argue, even though he knew most homes of this age and size were more likely to have boilers.

Frankie crouched like a catcher behind home plate and examined the pile of dried leaves opposite the planter’s current location. He nudged leaves aside with his stylus. In the dust he found three marks that matched the stand’s feet.

“Interesting,” he said to his partner. But Hugo was already looking at something else.

“Was this painting upside down when we came in?” Hugo asked.

Frankie stood to join him. A giddy knot twisted in his gut. A true mystery was unfolding in front of him and it thrilled him. Frankie lived to solve puzzles and discovering each clue excited him as he tried to make sense of them, finding the common thread that linked each together.

“Let’s get to the bottom of this… gather some more details before anyone else gets here.” An excited tone bled into his voice and Hugo knew it was futile to disagree when his partner got like this.

They meandered through the old home. Graffiti covered most walls and empty aerosol cans littered the floor near a spread of ancient, thick baseboard. Few areas of the house had not been damaged by vandals; they’d obviously indulged every whim with epicurean fury.

Entering the kitchen at the rear of the house, they found the fridge door ajar; fuzzy, gray mold spilled outwards and down to the floor, seemingly cementing the refrigerator to that spot. Against one corner, cookware and other appliances had been thrown against the wall covering the area from floor to ceiling.

“That’s a little weird.” Hugo dug through the pile inquisitively. “There’s a door under here.” With two hands, he dug the pile down, scattering pots and pans across the tiled floor. They clattered with an empty, resonating sound.

Hugo stopped and cocked his head, listening.

“What is it, Hugo?”

“Nothing, I guess. I thought I heard a girl’s voice.” He shook after a long pause and then dismissed his uneasiness. “I must be hearing things.”
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Frankie helped him clear a path. The door was locked firmly. Slightly smaller than a standard door, it looked like a cellar access, or perhaps a servant stairwell. Whichever, it firmly barred their way.

Frankie opened a cabinet door and examined the contents. Except for a key, it was empty—all of them were. Apparently, everything in the kitchen had been strewn about the room.

He unlocked the narrow door that had been blocked until now and it yawned wide open to reveal an old root cellar hollowed out from the bedrock. A pair of dress shoes lay at the bottom of the sagging stairs. The leather had a lustrous sheen suggesting a relative newness compared to the rest of the aged items inside the house.

Hugo peered down and noticed the same thing. “Go check it out?”

“You have a flashlight?”

“Heck no,” he laughed. “Nobody carries those anymore. You’ve all got those new-fangled mobiles with built in apps for that kind of stuff.”

Frankie glared at his partner who shrugged in response.

“Yeah… maybe
that’s
why I refuse to get one of them. So I don’t have to go into the scary, dangerous basement,” Hugo laughed guiltily.

With a scowl, Frankie turned and grabbed the door. He noted that the antique mortis knob had been broken off the inside of the door so that it could not be opened again from the inside. “It ain’t gonna be funny if you close that door on me,” he warned.

“Something else about this place seems to have sucked all the humor out of the air,” Hugo assured him. Neither had much intention of joking around.

Frankie went down the stairs, stepping gingerly on the wood planks that were spongy with aged elasticity. In the light of the doorway he retrieved an old shoe and held it up to examine it.

“A Dr. Scholl’s loafer.”

“That’s an old man’s shoe,” Hugo said from the top of the stairs. “Maybe Woodson’s brother fell down the stairs?”

Frankie pulled out his phone. The remote location made the device constantly cycle in a search for useable signal and the battery life had already drained significantly. He thumbed on the flashlight feature even as he thought he heard a low growl in the darkness.

Blazing illumination ripped through the blackness. He didn’t see any threatening animals, just an all-but devoured cadaver and a furnace system the size of an old Volkswagon bus. The crumbled fieldstone foundation walls looked as jagged as the remaining bits of leathery flesh remaining on the corpse.

“Pretty sure it’s Woodson’s brother,” Frankie called up the stairs as he bent low and concentrated the light upon the body; he nudged a tuft of white near the skull which might have been a tanned piece of scalp with an attached wisp of patriarchal hair. “Body’s the right size for a mature male. Bones exposed: barely anything left. Some kind of wild animals have been into him—there’s hardly anything left.”

An animalistic snarl roared in the darkness as Frankie stared at the carcass. Frankie tried to bring his light to bear even as he reached for his sidearm. Whatever this beast was that defended its territory, it knocked the cell phone aside and connected a second blow against the detective’s cheek.

Frankie screamed as jagged claws grazed his face and he snapped off two quick rounds into the darkness. With another guttural snarl, the beast was gone and Frankie scrambled back into the light beam, gun raised against the darkness. “Some kind of animal scratched me!” he shouted, pressing his free hand to his cheek. It pulled away bloody.

“Ah crap,” Hugo trotted halfway down the stairs to join him as Frankie picked up his phone and moved the beam back around the large room again. Several crumbling holes in the foundation stone revealed access points where feral creatures could have crawled burrowed into the building from the outside.

Frankie turned his head so his partner could look at the wound.

Four long claw marks opened up the skin, but the wound was not too deep. “Might need stitches—maybe just butterfly bandages. But you’ll definitely need a rabies shot.”

“Crap,” Frankie spat as he holstered his pistol. They climbed back into the kitchen and left Woodson’s brother to the animals and the forensics team.

Stepping back into the kitchen, Hugo’s nose twitched. He sniffed and turned a large, inquisitive circle.

“I smell gas,” Frankie said to Hugo, his statement actually a question seeking corroboration.

“Yeah, me too.”

Walking to the stove, Frankie found it turned on, though the burner was unlit. “That’s weird. It couldn’t have been on when we came in. We’re out in the sticks so there must be tank on the property; it woulda run out a long time ago. I musta bumped it when we came in.”
There’s a rational explanation for everything.

Hugo gave him an apprehensive nod. He said he agreed, but his expression was not so sure. Things were getting weird in this creepy old house and Hugo, the more open minded of the two, didn’t want to risk believing that the hairs rising on the back of his neck might be right.

Frankie turned back to the mess. “Wait, did I close that cupboard door?” He was sure that he hadn’t.

When closed, as it now was, the door hid an empty shelf space. A culinary knife protruded from the cupboard’s door at a forty-five degree angle.

Frankie pulled his gun and looked around the kitchen. His expression was deadly serious.

Hugo drew his own gun. He trained a standard issue Glock 22 at the kitchen doorway and muttered a prayer to Mary as he placed the rest of his faith for protection in the forty caliber handgun.

“It must be the other missing teen,” Frankie argued against his instincts, desperately trying to rationalize the weirdness. “Somebody’s messing with us. Something’s going on here.”

“I don’t think so,” Hugo said.

Frankie pointed at the stove. The burner glowed with a steady azure flame that had suddenly lit. “This doesn’t add up. Somebody’s got to be messing with us.”

Hugo holstered his gun and made eye contact with his partner. “Something is odd, but that doesn’t mean we’re in danger.” He went to peer at the stovetop, turning the burner off and snuffing the flames. “The burner could have a delayed igniter?”

“Yeah?” Frankie put his gun away. “Maybe. There’s got to be an explanation for everything.”

“Well, let’s keep looking around.”
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The two men followed the path of least resistance and walked into the next room. A spacious, well-appointed living room sprawled open before them.

Frankie exhaled. The wide-open space felt cold to him, sub-arctic. He exhaled and watched his breath crystallize around him. He shuddered and hugged his arms to him. Just about to panic over such a well-known supernatural phenomenon, it suddenly didn’t seem cold at all. The vapor was not his breath, but rather the dust kicked up by their presence.

I must be going crazy… maybe fumes or something… making me hallucinate.
The gas—something in that, maybe?
Frankie shook his head, trying to rattle whatever had dislodged inside his brain back into place again before Hugo could think his partner was slipping.

He looked around. The room was lavishly furnished, fine leather furniture and oak fittings adorned the beautiful, regal setting. A crafted stone fireplace sported a burning cedar log, which cast off warmth and light.

Slack-jawed with frustrated conjecture, Frankie did a double take. There was no fire. There were no fine fixtures. Only dusty, wooden chairs occupying a darkened room, arranged in a semicircle. His partner was in the middle of them, examining them.

“Everything okay?” Hugo asked, noting the confused expression on Frankie’s face.

“Yeah. I just don’t feel so good, that’s all.” Frankie stated, taking care to annunciate each word. It helped him feel like he’d reasserted control over his body and senses as they’d clearly, momentarily revolted.

Frankie shook the fuzz out of his brain again for good measure and looked for clues in the graffiti on the walls. Words and symbols reminiscent of Satanist-dabblers and misguided youth revealed nothing new. From the corner of his eye, one word blazed upon the wall—it dripped red, like blood:
Kayla Adams.

Frankie turned to it, but it wasn’t there. Instead, a poorly painted brimstone symbol, an infinity sign bisected with a double-barred cross, adorned the grimy wall. The detective shook his head and muttered for the millionth time about misguided youth who probably didn’t know what they played at.

Hugo joined him and stared at the symbol. “Probably saw it on a heavy metal album cover. You know, one of those with some font so jagged and illegible that it looks like a pile of tree branches.”

“I gotta get some air,” said Frankie. He rubbed his eyes and walked back to the main entrance.

Hugo caught up with his partner a couple minutes later. “Feelin better?”

“Is this really happening? I mean, am I awake here?”

“As far as I can tell,” replied Hugo as he regarded his partner apprehensively.

Frankie stuck his head out the front door and sucked in a deep breath of fresh air. The whole place still smelled musty, but the air cleared his head. “Okay. I feel better; let’s crack this case. Gimme the details.”

“We have three dead bodies. Dead a long time, we expect to find a fourth male at some point. We’re looking for a girl, or at least some evidence of her. She was last seen two months ago and the old lady has been dead at least a month.”

Frankie paced back and forth through the foyer as his partner ran over the details for him. He knit the facts together in his mind, putting together a plausible chain of events.

“Special circumstances?”

“Ms. Woodson complained about demonic disturbances and wild teenagers. Those dead boys look like they were performing some kind of séance when they died, but nothing suggests they were anything more than punks with an Ozzy Osbourne fetish.”

Frankie paused. “The old preacher at that snake-charmer church said that an incident involving a bunch of teenagers had rattled her enough to abandon her family estate. Do you think she witnessed their deaths?”

“Maybe,” said Hugo. “Another possibility is that the vandalism scared her off. My money is on one of these boys having a relationship with the girls, Kayla Adams, and getting too big for his britches—he and his buddies scare off the old lady who’s afraid of their heavy metal voodoo so they can drink her booze and screw like rabbits in rut.”

“Well, old lady Woodson was purportedly a person of great conviction; perhaps she let her imagination ran away with her.”

 
 

Hugo raised an eyebrow. “You mean my idea has merit? She could have been fooled, or even misconstrued the vandalism as demonic activity?”

Frankie nodded slowly, but then shook his head to the negative. “No. That doesn’t work. She did differentiate between the two types of harassment. The preacher said that the demonic disturbances didn’t bother her too much.”

“Her faith must’ve been dauntless.”

“Something
scared her away, made her leave everything behind—including the girl the state was paying her to watch.”

“We need more clues,” said Hugo. “That, or to find the girl and get more information from her.”

“I’m going to go look over those boys again. We didn’t do a thorough examination of the room.”

“I’m going to look upstairs,” quipped Hugo as he ascended the rickety staircase. “Maybe I’ll find another corpse.”

Frankie found the bodies and laid all their belongings together, searching for anything to help him make sense of it all. Mostly, it seemed a collection of cheap, satanic themed junk-artifacts: trinkets and jewelry the teens had likely bought at heavy metal concerts or from the advertisements in cheap magazines sporting
Charlie Loves You
t-shirts and the like.

The detective noted an old book lying nearby and flipped it over; he rifled through the aged pages. Amongst their black-arts possessions, it was the only thing that appeared authentic. Embossed upon the leather spine was the title,
Lemegeton Clavicula Salomonis. Inside the cover was the plain title,
The Lesser Key of Solomon.
A piece of parchment paper slid from the pages and fluttered to the floor.

Scanning the written page, it looked very old. Printed in faded lettering, Frankie recognized the writing as a Native American dialect, one of many dying languages that few persons knew much about. Because of the proximity to Black Peak Indian Reservation, his job required a minimum number of cultural training hours for continued education credits. Right now, he wished he’d had more—but at least he could identify the origins.

Frankie struggled to piece together the letters at the top from a Native American alphabet he’d been forced to memorize. He wrote the letters down on a small notepad he kept in his breast pocket. Letter for letter he wrote the apparent title down into something he might be able to read.
Anaye.

“Anaye?” he read aloud, remembering an entry from his nephew’s AD&D Monster Manual he’d thumbed through one boring Christmas afternoon. “Demon?”

A strained growl, like the sound of a distant, wounded animal seemed to answer as he spoke. Startled, he whirled around, looking for the source.

A long, tense moment passed. The room seemed to stretch and contract as he held his breath, searching the room with hungry eyes, but he found nothing.

“Frankie!” He heard his partner calling from upstairs. “I think I found something!”

Frankie took one more look about the room to reassure him that he’d been imagining the noise. He closed the parchment back inside the book and took it with as he searched for his partner.

Climbing the multi-tiered staircase, he found Hugo standing at the top, waiting for him. High overhead, rose a three-story chapel ceiling. Frankie’s eyes fixed on the massive, carved granite plaques of the Ten Commandments; the monument was suspended on a shelf high above, where the large, stained glass windows could shed light upon it.

“Not that,” Hugo said. “This. I found the fourth missing teen.”
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Hugo led Frankie to a nearby room off the main hallway. As they neared it, the stench gave away the hiding spot.

On the floor, face down, the body laid ripped open. His back shredded and torn apart, his broken bones were exposed to the air. Scattered like an exploded bag of beef jerky, his dried entrails contributed to the macabre scene. A rusty axe lay just behind the cadaver.

“Whaddaya think? Wild animal or something?” The wound looked more like claws, obviously not from the axe. He offered the first suggestion, more to eliminate possibilities than nail down the exact cause.

“I think the coroner’s gonna have a long day, marking each of these nuggets with tape. But yeah, any animal powerful enough to do this would’ve made some noise; it wouldn’t have struck him in the middle of his back, either. It would’ve gone after softer tissue, and the boy would’ve turned in surprise at the noise or size of the thing.”

“Unless he was doped up on something stronger than that ditch weed circulating through the nearest high schools these days.”

Frankie shrugged and conceded the point, although they hadn’t seen evidence of anything harder than a little booze.

He rolled the stiff corpse over. It made a distinctly sticky, shuffling noise as the body pulled away from the floor. “No signs of struggle or other damages from the attack.”

“This here is even more interesting,” Hugo pointed out. He stood and drew his partner’s attention to the wall. It was damaged and splintered in very specific areas. “It looks like the kid tried to bust through the wall.”

“Yeah, I see it.” He and his partner examined the wall intently, poking and prodding at the damaged plaster and lath board. The discovery of the bodies was overshadowed by the unfolding mystery of this house; the missing boys were merely a sideshow to the rest of this freaky carnival that was the Woodson house.

Pushing at the studs, Frankie noted, “Looks like there’s some kind of access here.” It appeared to be a half-sized door, “Maybe some kind of crawlspace entrance?”

“You know,” Hugo nervously stated, “we don’t have to keep exploring. We can wait for coroner and forensics team. We found the fourth missing teen.”

Frankie shot back a glare. “And the missing girl?”

Hugo sighed. “Yeah. I know.” He knew it was more about solving a mystery to Frankie than it was about completing the original task of locating a DCS runaway.

Tracing his fingers along the thin outline of the hidden door. He came to a stop where a decorative, wooden plaque engraved with Ten Commandments broke the contour. He took it from its hook and looked at it. Two of the commandments were scratched off, but the detective could still make them out. He would’ve known them anyway; his catholic upbringing guaranteed that. “Thou shall not steal. Thou shall not commit adultery.”

“What?” asked Frankie. “Oh.” He took the decoration and examined it, then looked at the wall where it came from. “Lookit this. It was hiding a lock.”

Hugo bent over to inspect the keyhole. It was old with distinct markings. Excitedly he began rummaging for the old key. He pulled it from his pocket and said, “It looks like—”

Suddenly, Hugo was gone. With a deafening crash, his body erupted in a cloud of dust and splintering wood; the key flinged across the room. The momentum knocked Frankie backwards and to his rump as a massive granite slab smashed through the floor, crushing his partner underneath. An overhead bracing had given way releasing the stone to plummet through the floor, all the way down to the cellar, tearing his partner to pieces as it went.

Frankie laid there in stunned disbelief, wordlessly working his jaw. He sat there for long minutes, mind reeling from the near-miss and sudden loss of his long-time partner. His brain didn’t know how to process it except by cold indifference and matter-of-fact logic.

Finally, Frankie inched his way to the edge of the hole. Hugo’s shoe had been thrown nearby. Trembling and in shock, the detective picked up the shoe, not even noticing that his partner’s foot was still inside it, and cradled the bloody stump against his chest.

His thoughts skewed irrational.
He had a family! They might need this.

He peered over the edge and down into the wreckage; the mangled sight confirmed that Hugo could not have an open casket, provided they could even find all of him.

Darkness crept in at the edges of his sight. Emotion replaced the robotic detachment he’d been trapped within and overcame his senses, but Frankie didn’t know whether to scream in rage or cry with anguish. All he could manage to do was shake his head, bewildered.

He slumped like a sack filled with grief. Everything stopped in that moment. And in the stark silence that followed came a lilting voice. “Father? Is that you?”
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The faint words broke the detective from his painful reverie. It was the voice of a girl; the sound came from behind the wall.

“You have sent me what I’ve prayed for?”

Frankie pressed his ear to the wall, trying to make out her words. Grief fueled him. “Are you there? Can someone hear me?”

There was a skittering noise, like the sound of knees crawling on the floor. It ended with the thump of a body against the secret door.

“Kayla? Kayla Adams?”

“My father! You have saved me! Just as you promised me you would.”

“No. I’m not your father. My name is Detective Franklin; I came here to find you.”

“Did you bring God?” the voice asked matter-of-factly.

The question slapped Frankie in the face. He didn’t understand. “What? What do you mean?”

“How did you survive this house if you have not God?”

“I managed,” he said sourly, eyes downcast into the bloody hole where his partner met his grisly end. His friend had been the religious one—for all the good his faith had done him. “But for now I’ve got to find a way to get you out of there.”

“The axe,” she said bluntly. “There is an axe.”

“How do you know about that?”

“It was the last thing Casey told me about. He tried to save me, to get me out. I slid him and Jeff the Anaye parchment. But I wish I didn’t; they’re all dead now. Casey told me he’d found an axe. I heard him chopping on the door, and then… I heard screaming downstairs. Then Casey screamed. And it was quiet. So quiet… for so long.”

Frankie retrieved the key from where it had landed and inserted it into the lock. It fit perfectly; with a full turn, it released the mechanism.

Creaking, the door swung inwards. Kayla scooted back to let the door hang open.

The detective ducked through the door. Inside, he found a girl, wild eyed and emaciated. She wore ratty shorts and a t-shirt. Her knees were either calloused or skinned depending on the part; Frankie quickly realized why. There was not enough room to stand and so the detective bent, doubled over.

“Kayla?”

“Yes?” She brushed the long, snarled hair away from her face, revealing prominently Native American features that softened around her cheekbones and suggested only one parent had tribal heritage. “You brought Jeff’s Grimoire.” The girl noted the book that he’d taken from the dead boys; Frankie still held it in his hand.

Frankie recognized her from the outdated photo in the county files. “Are you strong enough to walk?”

“I think so, but I’m so hungry,” she complained.

“Well, let’s get you out of here.” The detective dropped the tome and scooped her up in his arms; he slid to his knees so he could carry the girl out.

“Where are we going?”

“Away from here,” he replied, confused.

“Father?” she questioned the air.

Frankie looked at Kayla. She had obviously lost a part of her sanity in that tomb-like confinement.

A cold breeze rushed through, blowing from the rear of the room. It gave Frankie a disconcerting chill; suddenly the door slammed shut. It gave an ominous, distinct ‘click’ when it closed

“No!” he screamed. He put the girl down and scrambled to the hatch. He gripped around the edges, finding the seams to the portal, nearly breaking his fingernails trying to pry at the edges.

With one hand he grasped the key, with the other, Frankie took his cellular phone from his hip pocket. He opened it and used the LED glow to look at the door. There was no lock on this side, only deeply grooved scratches from where Kayla had clawed at the wood during her confinement. He couldn’t get a telephone signal, either.

“No! No, No!” Frankie screamed hysterically. Panic took him and Frankie pulled his gun; he fired the entire contents of his magazine at the door, hoping to break the lock. The blasts deafened those inside the chamber and filled it with the pungent smell of gun smoke.

Frankie scrambled around frantically, trying to open it, but the barrier held tight. He rammed himself into it; he kicked it; but there was no way to put enough force into his blows. For a long while he examined it, scratched at it. Finally his phone beeped and its battery died. He was without light, except for where dim illumination seeped though the bullet holes and through a tiny crack under the door.

Kayla merely sat still and watched him. She moved listlessly, and only seldom. Having been trapped for nearly two months, her patience was resilient.

Eventually, Frankie collapsed against the door in defeat. Despondent, his eyes focused on the areas where miniscule light crept in; it revealed few details about the room that contained them. It was small, and painted red. The old latex covered everything with red: the floors, the ceilings, and walls.

Finally, his sanity took hold again. Eventually, he would be rescued; their department had already been notified. It might only be minutes: hours at the most.

“Kayla? What happened here?” he finally asked. He could piece the mystery together while he waited.

“Screaming… Lots of screaming. I am his daughter. He is my father. The old woman once told me so.”

“She told you… Ms. Woodson?”

Kayla nodded.

“Why you were locked in here? Ms. Woodson did it, didn’t she?”

“Yes. Ms. Woodson. That was her name. She caught me, me and Casey. I faked the flu… skipped the church services that morning. She’d only leave me behind if I was ill—but she came home early and found us in bed. ‘Spawn of the Devil,’ she called me. That was the first time she punished me. The old woman made me paint it scarlet—locked me in until it was done. But I found the tunnel, Father’s tunnel.”

“She locked you in here more than once?”

“I don’t know for how long. I heard Casey argue with her outside. Eventually she let me out. Casey and I wanted to run away. I stole money from her so we could escape and move to Vegas; we got caught again and she locked me in. I went to the tunnel right away and found
him.”

Frankie raised an eyebrow. He was back in full detective mode. “Wait. Show me this tunnel,” he said, ignoring anything else she tried to tell him.
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“Follow me.” Kayla said in her sing-song voice. She crawled to the back of the room where she slid between some old, vertical ducting and the wall. Stony, plaster lips exposed themselves as they neared. She squeezed between the old lathe strips; the rough underbelly of interior walls clearly visible.

With his larger frame, the detective barely made it through. Plaster caked him with dust as he rubbed against the inside of the walls, breaking little plaster ledges away as he wriggled down the trellis pattern of lathe which the old plaster adhered to. Frankie pushed against the wooden strips, trying to break through the wall, but it was too strong and he didn’t have enough leverage to do anything more than crack the plaster and cake his face with more pulverized fragments of the stuff.

After pressing on for several more feet, another path yawned open. It was low and flat, but spacious enough to accommodate the larger man’s build. A tiny ventilation grate allowed a little light in. Frankie looked through and saw the kitchen below. The burner was lit again, flames licking at the air. With an uneasy feeling in his gut, Frankie kept moving. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but he wanted nothing more than to get this girl out of the hellish old mansion which had claimed his best friend and her innocence.

Kayla led him to another opening. This one led down again. The girl showed him a pattern of lattice-like boards that made a kind of ladder.

He clambered over the edge and went after her. On the way down, he noticed a change from wood slats to fieldstone. They had moved below grade and entered some kind of chamber that ran parallel to the foundation.

The mason-laid stone ended and they continued going down, below the house, now. Wriggling stiffly through the fissure in the bedrock they went lower, yet.

They came to a rest in a cave deep in the earth. Moisture trickled through, pooling in muddy deposits. It was tall enough that Kayla could stand, albeit hunched-over. She pointed down the crooked corridor. “That is where I met him: my Father.”

Frankie peered into the distance, his eyes had adjusted and he was able to see surprisingly far despite the lack of light. He meandered through the subterranean tunnel until it ended.

A narrow shaft of light poured through the ceiling, cutting across the burrow at a slight angle. At ground level, a tiny crevice allowed a small amount of light into the channel.

Looking around, Frankie sank to his knees. Early American artifacts were piled against one wall. The wall was a sheet of bare brownstone, which had been carved down to make a flat panel. It was an early cult’s tapestry.

Frankie sat and took the mural in, examining it for a long while. The cave drawings depicted the coming and preaching of early puritan settlers. In graphical form, it showed the conversion of droves of the Natives and the banishment of their early gods. They were driven back to their master, depicted as a demon with a bison head and man’s body.

He picked through some of the items nearby. Mostly, they were more writings similar to the Anaye one he found inside the
Key of Solomon; another parchment had a relatively newly scrawled word in the header,
wendigo.

The detective glanced back at the mural, then more closely at the walls. They were pocked with the sorts of tunnels he’d just come through—the same kind that emptied into the old cellar where old lady Woodson’s brother had been devoured.

As he turned, Frankie touched his cheek which stung from the wound. “Kayla? Let me see your hands.”

He only caught a fleeting glimpse of her as she stepped backwards into the darkness. Her fingers on the right hand ended in jagged, bloody claws sharpened for months against the secret doorway. A chill ran down his spine and then he heard Kayla speak.

“Don’t you see my father, Detective Franklin? He is right there.” Only her arm was visible in the beam of light; a ragged, clawed fingertip pointed to the cave drawing.

He looked back at the mural, his eyes drawn to the central, demonic figure. About to turn and ask her a question he felt a blinding pain at the back of his skull. Otherworldly laughter and the sickening, echoing thud of stone impacting bone filled his ears. Pain flashed against the back of his eyes and Frankie toppled over.

He rolled to his belly and drew his gun, pointing it into the darkness. The barrel wavered as he searched for her silhouette. “Kayla! I came to help you. Where are you?”

The gun was empty, but he’d reracked the action and hoped she didn’t know any better. Panic ratcheted his heart tight and his legs felt cold.

“You will be of service,” the darkness replied in Kayla’s voice—but altogether not hers, too. “Only my father helps me, now.”

Despite the numb sensation, he managed to stagger to his feet. Another painful blow struck his cheek, just below the eye. A smaller rock this time.

“Don’t make me shoot you!” Adrenaline made him shake, adding tremolo to his voice.

“Oh, please. If you had any bullets left, you would have kept using them on that door.”

Frankie cursed as she called his bluff. Targeting her voice, he clutched the barrel and swung a desperate roundhouse. Kayla screamed as the side of his Glock cracked across her the temple in a pistol-whip. She reeled into the shadows.

Frankie lunged forwards and  tackled her, taking her down by the legs.

The girl screamed and snarled like an animal—that same hungry sound he’d heard in the basement. Kayla wriggled one leg free and kicked the detective in the face with her heel.

Frankie held tight, but she continued kicking, over and over, until he relented, falling limp and blacking out.

A sense of the surreal dogged him as his consciousness returned in spurts like arterial bleeding. The world seemed cloudy and he winced against the pain that came back to him as a side-effect to regaining cognizance. He tried to reach for his head and brush away the tickle where blood leaked from his brow and made a rivulet down the side of his face. He couldn’t move!

“Thank you, Father Anaye.”

He could barely make out Kayla’s words. He heard a plinking noise: rocks clicking against each other.

Pain. Hot pain in his head, stiffness in his extremities, he immediately recognized it as paralysis. Panic overcame him! No—not paralysis: restraint. She’d piled rocks on top of his arms and legs and pinned him down!

“Thank you, my father. I prayed for food, and you provide it. You alone have shown me love and given me the power to overcome my enemies.”

Frankie shouted. It only came out as a groan. “Kayla! Please don’t. It doesn’t have to be this way!”

A flash and dull cracking noise—more pain as the feral girl broke his jaw with a large stone. Hot sticky fluid trickled down his neck line.

“Do not interrupt me when I commune with my father. He is the only one who cares for me!”

Tears accompanied a sense of finality. He was powerless. He did not possess the faith of the old woman; he could not endure. He could not free the girl: she didn’t want it. She saw no salvation in this man.

The detective heard her ranting, communicating with an unseen entity, begging that her meal would make her wendigo—a true child of the Anaye. Through ringing ears, disembodied laughter haunted the edges of his hearing.

Frankie strained against his bindings, trying to isolate the sound of the laughter—trying to pray, but he did not know how. Futility flooded him. He felt the sharp, ripping pain as the cannibal tore into his midsection, shaking his broken body like a crazed hyena.

His mind chastised him and a futile sense of irony blazed through his brain. His internal voice took on the same tone he’d teased Hugo with earlier in the car.
Some detective I was… refused to examine the relevant evidence… dismissed too many conclusions, refused to look at all evidence. So many holes in a mystery that I’ll never solve.

As the teenager ripped through him, ate him alive, his pain receptors stopped firing and he could only think of his story being written as a terrible dime-store novel.
My name is Detective Franklin Monroe, and this is the story of my death…
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