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(SLENDERMAN) WHEN CHILDREN disappear and citizens are murdered in a Lake Michigan resort town, will a citizen reporter and her quirky sidekick cousin be able to stop what witnesses describe as a faceless, tall skinny man in a black suit before grief and death touch everyone in town?

(Hornet) A citizen reporter must stop hummingbird-sized hornets from destroying a resort town before the government unleashes its own devious scheme to eliminate them.

(Wolf) Join Pacie, Irma, and their friends as they face their greatest challenge yet, in a battle that will test their courage, their loyalty, and their very humanity. Will they emerge victorious, or will they succumb to the darkness that threatens to consume them all? Find out in "Wolf", the third installment of Pacie Rose Mysteries, a spellbinding tale of bravery, love, and the indomitable human spirit.
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NINE-YEAR-OLD MORGAN Rafferty sat the white plastic grocery bag filled with hot dog buns on top of the park’s picnic table. She rubbed the goosebumps on her arms, wondering why her hairs prickled. It was not cold outside, in fact, it was a sweltering Saturday morning. It gave her a creepy feeling, like something bad was going to happen.

Morgan tucked a few strands of her long brown hair behind an ear. “When do we get to eat?”

“It won't be long,” her mom, Mary said, setting the cooler next to the buns. “It'll take a little while for the coals to get hot. You can go play with the other kids, just don't wander off.”

Morgan glanced at the dozen tables under the roof of the open pavilion. “Where's Jerome's birthday cake?”

“Cassandra's bringing it. She's waiting for Jerome to finish setting up his project at school so that it's ready for the science fair tomorrow.” Mary watched the growing number of kids fill the park; some she recognized, like Jerome's grandparents and aunt and uncle, and others she did not. Then she saw Cassandra and Jerome get out of their car. “They're here now. I'm going to help them carry things for the party. I'll be right back.”

“Let's go swing,” Morgan said to her younger brother, Tyler.

“Okay,” he said as he raced toward the swing set.

Sugar Sand Park in Black Water was Morgan's favorite place to play. Not only did it have swings but also a wooden fort to climb into and slide out of, a merry-go-round, and teeter-totters. There was even a path that led into the woods. She had walked the trail before with her dad. They would follow it to the fork; one way went to the beach and the other way led deeper into the dark mass of trees. They never went that way; she was not sure why. Maybe it was because of wild animals, or maybe they would get lost; he never really said. But going to the beach was the best choice anyway because there were sand dunes, smooth stones to toss in the water, and sugar sand to build castles with.

“I beat you,” Tyler said, sitting on his favorite swing, one of the smaller ones that hung closer to the ground.

Morgan sat on one a few seats down and swung. Swinging too high was a little scary because the park sat on top of a hill and looked out over Lake Michigan. Sometimes it made her feel like she was on the roof of a skyscraper and if she would swing too high, she might fly off the seat and soar over the edge and out of sight, landing in a soft pile of sand or possibly be scooped up by a passing seagull where she would ride on its back like Harry Potter on a broom. Morgan knew that could not happen; she was fairly sure of it. Nevertheless, she gripped the chains so tight that her hands ached.

“Hey, guys,” Jerome said, running up to them. He wiped the perspiration from his brow and sat down on a swing between the two of them. “Can you believe I'm eight years old now?” 

“I'm older than you,” Morgan said, slowing her swing. “I'm nine.”

“I'll be eight next year,” Tyler chimed in.

The sun was bright, and the air felt wet on the summer day. The wind gusting off the lake kept blowing Morgan's long hair over her eyes. She should have let her mom pull it back into a ponytail. The swing’s arc was now a gentle undulation as Morgan looked over at the pavilion. There were lots of people, mostly kids running around, laughing, and screaming. “Do you know all these people, Jerome?”

Jerome looked around. “Nope, not all of them. I know Grammy and Gramps and Uncle James and Aunt Sue and all my cousins. I think there's a ton of people here for the science fair tomorrow.”

Morgan was not sure of that logic. “Maybe. Or it could be because it's hot as hell and people want to go swimming.”

“Awe, you just swore,” Tyler said. “I'm telling mom.”

“I'm just stating a fact.” Morgan glared at Tyler. “Okay, it's hot as heck. Is that better?”

Jerome laughed as he rose to the skyscraper height.

Morgan dragged the toes of her shoes in the sand, bringing her swing to a stop. She stood up and walked toward the trail.

“Where are you going?” Tyler shouted.

“I saw a little bunny rabbit.”

Tyler brought his swing to a stop. “You're not supposed to go in the woods without mom or dad.”

“I'm not going in the woods,” she shouted back.

“Looks like it to me,” Tyler said.

Morgan stopped in front of the path. A cute little rabbit was nibbling on some grass along the trail's edge. She looked back at Tyler and Jerome who were watching her, then crossed the line from the mown lawn into the tree shadows. It was cooler than being out in the open and the wind was calm, calm enough for an annoying mosquito to buzz around her face. As Morgan approached the rabbit, it hopped farther down the path. She would take a couple of steps and it would take a couple of hops, drawing her deeper into the darkness.

Morgan was not afraid. She knew the fork was ahead and that if she did not go left, things would be fine. But the silly rabbit led her to the fork. She looked back, way back, and saw that Tyler and Jerome had followed her and were now standing at the cutoff point, the point between light and dark. They shouted at her to turn around, but the bunny was almost within her reach. When she caught it, she would take it back and show them the cute little animal. It would all be worth it.

Now at the fork in the path, she groaned. The bunny turned left, but it was so close. What would it hurt to go down the left fork and into the depth of the forest for just a little way? That is all she must do to catch the cuddly little thing. So she did.

Then she heard someone say, “I can get the bunny for you.”

There before her was a tall man, taller than her dad and skinnier, way skinnier. He wore an old-fashioned black suit with a black tie, and when she looked at his face, she had difficulty telling if he was smiling at her because the gloomy shadows obscured its paleness. She knew she was not supposed to talk to strangers, but he must be someone important, someone who could be trusted because he was dressed up in a businessman's suit. She nodded.

The man reached down and picked up the rabbit. “I will give him to you if you come and get him.”

Morgan watched him pet the bunny. It surprised her that it was not trying to jump out of his hands. She stood still. “Who are you?”

“I am no one to worry about, Morgan. I live down this trail in a palace where there are candy cane trees, cotton candy flowers, and a playhouse made of gingerbread. And I even have a little white pony that you could ride. Its mane is braided with pink ribbons and bows. Have you ever ridden a pony?”

Morgan was not sure she saw his mouth move when he spoke, or even if he had eyes. But it was dark, she reasoned. She nodded; she wanted to visit the magical place, but how did he know her name? “Do you know me?”

“Of course, I know you, Morgan.” His voice was nonthreatening. “I am friends with your father. He speaks of you often. I have even been to your home, but I do not think you saw me. Your father would surely approve of you visiting me. You can trust me.”

Morgan knew she should run away, run back to where Tyler and Jerome were, but there was a part of her that, to her surprise, was sure it was safe to go with this strange man.

The man extended the rabbit toward her. “You can come and get the cute little bunny, and then I will show you my magical home. I am sure you will enjoy it. Later, I will invite Tyler and Jerome to visit. That would be a lot of fun, don't you think?”

And so, Morgan did as the odd man said.

***
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“MOM, MOM!” TYLER YELLED as he and Jerome sprinted to the pavilion.

Mary had just finished putting a sailboat adorned tablecloth on a picnic table. She looked up as she smoothed out the fold marks. “What's going on?” 

Tyler was gasping for air. “A man took Morgan.”

“A tall skinny man in the woods,” Jerome said without hesitation.

Mary drew in a convulsive breath. “Where? Where is she?”

“On the trail, she was chasing a rabbit. I'll show you.” Tyler waved for his mom to follow him as he raced back toward the trail in the woods.

Cassandra, who was standing next to Mary, was about to place the birthday cake on the clean tablecloth when it dropped from her hands, splattering on the concrete floor. “I'm calling the police,” Cassandra shouted after them. Her trembling hands almost made it impossible to pull the phone from her back pocket.

“Morgan, where are you?” Mary cried out as she ran with the boys to the trail.

“She was down there.” Tyler pointed toward where he had last seen Morgan. “Back by where the trail turns.”

“Which way did she go?”

“She went left, that's where the man was.”

Panicked, Mary trotted down the path as other parents ran up behind her. “Morgan, answer me. Where are you?”

One dad looked down the path and then back at the boys. “Are you sure she went that way? I don't see anyone.”

“Tyler's right, the man took her that way,” Jerome said. “I saw him. He was super tall, not fat at all, and wore clothes like the guy who buried my Grandpa Wilson.”

Mary's breaths did not come easy. She stopped and looked at the boys. “You two, go back to the playground.”

At least a dozen adults were now in the woods. Some followed the trail to the left, while others went right. Several parents scoured the forest outside the path, looking for any clues to the disappearance.

Then a horrifying scream pierced the desperate shouts for Morgan. There before Mary was a dead rabbit, its neck twisted in a way that made its head face backward. It lay motionless in the center of the trail so as not to be missed. Mary knew in her gut that the man did this gruesome act as a sign. A sign that he had Morgan and could do as he pleased. 

Morgan was not found that day.
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PACIE ROSE STOOD UP in the lower garden and groaned as she brushed the soil from the knees of her blue jeans. She put her hands on her hips and stretched side to side as she looked up at the cloudless late afternoon azure sky and then back down at the June-bearing strawberry patch. “Next year I'm putting everything in raised beds. This bending over and crawling around on my hands and knees is getting old.”

“First you have to build them,” her daughter Amanda Booth said, putting strawberries into her half-full plastic bucket. “You should get Johnny to do it for you.”

“He's pretty busy running the antique shop.” Pacie paused, then said. “I can probably do it myself. I helped with a lot of the house renovations.”

Ever since Pacie's husband, Patrick Rose, drowned in Lake Michigan several years ago, she has lived alone in her Black Water home—an 1879 British Palladian-style three-story mansion on the shore of Lake Michigan. A long-deceased ancestor who made his fortune building railroad cars built it. Fortunately for Pacie the home and land were paid off, and investment accounts from the family fortune paid the taxes. 

Pacie lived in a small part of the three-story home. As finances and time allowed, she worked on renovating the nearly fifty rooms inside the Indiana limestone exterior. She and Patrick had done a lot of the improvements themselves, adding a kitchen, bathroom, and garage on the north side of the mansion. Fortunately, the slate blue roof and cupola were finished before he vanished, preventing further water damage.

Johnathon Armstrong, the owner of Good Old Days Antique Shop, became her significant other. She knows he wants to marry her, he has said so, but she just cannot cross that bridge. Not yet, anyway. Although presumed dead, the body of her husband has never been found. What if he came back? What if mobsters had taken him and he is still alive somewhere? He did work as a detective and most certainly gained enemies along the way. The authorities said that a rip current had pulled him under the water and away from the shore; but because Patrick was an expert swimmer and familiar with the Great Lakes, she had difficulty believing that explanation. Without a body, there was a tiny bit of doubt in Pacie's mind.

“I can help make the raised beds, Grandma. I want to keep having the yummy jam every year,” Charlotte said. She looked at her mom, Amanda. “I know what we can do. Next year you and I can pick the strawberries and grandma and Irma can make the jam.”

“I don't have a problem with that,” Amanda said. “We just have to get our cousin Irma away from that police scanner and stop finding investigations for her and mom to do.”

Charlotte laughed. “Yeah, she's a gray-haired old lady who acts like a little kid. A little kid obsessed with Black Water's weirdness. And with being Grandma's sidekick.”

“It's not nice to talk about people behind their back,” Amanda said. “Even with all her quirks, she has helped the people of Black Water. Without Mom and Irma, we would never have found out what caused that virus to spread around town a while back.”

Charlotte laughed. “I remember we helped them disguise themselves as janitors so that they could snoop around the hospital and figure out what was going on. It was fun finding wigs and janitor clothes from the secondhand store.”

“Ah yes, I remember that. We were almost recognized, but Irma faked a minor medical problem, and we were able to get out of there before they escorted us to the emergency room—or to a waiting police car,” Pacie said, rubbing her aching neck. “As far as Irma, her heart is in the right place.”

Pacie enjoyed these times when her family came over and they worked on a project. Today it was both canning and freezing strawberry jam. This fall everyone will come to her pumpkin patch and pick out their own pumpkins and carve them. And soon after that, it will be making Christmas wreaths to hang on front doors.

Black Water, Michigan, was the perfect town to live in, not too big, not too small. As a resort town on the shore of Lake Michigan, it had much to offer—a lighthouse, sandy beaches and dunes, quaint downtown shops, and homes with yards large enough to grow those darned strawberries.

Pacie's phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket and looked at the number. “Hi, Irma, what's up?”

“I have another case for us. I'm a little late on this, but I heard on the police scanner that a child was abducted from Sugar Sand Park earlier today. The description two other kids gave the cops was that some tall creepy guy in a suit snatched her.”

“A tall, creepy guy? When is Black Water going to stop having so many strange problems?”

“I don't know.” Irma coughed. “But I still say it's the nuclear power plant causing it. As soon as they began building that thing outside of town in the late nineteen-sixties, weird things began happening. You know that.”

“I know. But weird things have been happening in this area for a long time before that. I think the Bulwark Nuclear Power Plant just made it worse.”

“So, can we do it?”

Pacie looked at her family, quietly picking strawberries. She could tell they were listening to her conversation. She watched her red-headed granddaughter pop a ruby red strawberry into her mouth. Now old enough to drive, she hoped Charlotte was wise enough to not fall victim to a child abductor. But wise did not always have much to do with it; these psychos were cunning. God forbid it could ever happen to Char.

“You know I have a soft spot for kids—and the creepy.” Pacie paused. “Let's do it.” She heard her daughter say: not again.

Irma squealed like a child who had just been handed a wrapped gift to open. “I know the kidnapping happened earlier this morning, but we should head over there soon. Haley might still be there. You know she helps us, at least sometimes.”

“I'm on my way.” Pacie disconnected the call. 

“What is it this time?” Amanda asked.

“A child has been abducted.”

“Who?”

“I don't know the details. I'm heading over to Sugar Sand Park.” Pacie watched Amanda and Charlotte put down their buckets. “Can you guys finish up here?”

“Not a problem,” Amanda said. “By the time you get back, we should have the jam made.”

“Can't wait,” Pacie said, noticing the bright blue sky now looked dull, and the air was no longer crisp. It felt as though the air was a sponge, pulling in and squeezing out any surrounding moisture. She walked from the lower garden, through the circle driveway—past a sundial that sat in the center of the circular patch of grass—and toward the side door that entered the butler’s pantry and finally into the study.

When Pacie got inside, she washed the red stain of strawberries from her hands and slung her satchel over a shoulder. Inside she kept a handheld voice recorder, small notebook, pens, flashlight, Swiss army knife, and more.

As glorious as living in a mansion was, one of its drawbacks was the long walks to get anywhere. Pacie spent most of her time in the north end of the mansion where her study and the additions were built. Even her bedroom was easily accessed by a secondary staircase off of the study that allowed easy access to the second floor and the master suite. She lifted the car keys from the hook in the kitchen by the door leading into the garage.

A feeling of dread was making a subtle entrance into her chest as she climbed into the silver SUV. An image of a tall, creepy guy entered her mind as she drove down the driveway and onto the street. He would be fairly easy to spot, but she could think of no one who matched that description. Strike that, she could think of a couple of tall creepy guys, but they were not child abductors. One was the high school principal, who has lived in Black Water all his life, and the other was the undertaker in town. The only one of those two that wore a suit was Adam Cully, and she had a hard time believing this family man who has been the director at Black Water's funeral home for years could do such a thing. It made no sense.

Several minutes later, Pacie pulled into the parking lot behind Good Old Days Antique Shop. She smiled when she saw Johnny's pickup parked near the backdoor. She was not there to visit him, but instead to pick up Irma, who lived in the apartment above it. Irma was coming out of the first-floor door with her backpack. Pacie drove up to her.

“I'm sorry I pulled you from the garden, but I thought this was more important,” Irma said as she climbed into the vehicle. The portable scanner was squawking from inside her pack.

“You're right, this is more important than some strawberries,” Pacie said. Then she saw Johnny walk out of the shop's backdoor and toss a trash bag into the dumpster. She rolled down her window and waved.

Johnny walked over to the car and leaned on the door. “What are you ladies up to today?”

“We have a new case,” Irma said right away. “We need to stop the tall creepy guy who's abducting kids.”

“I heard that on the radio.” He smiled at Pacie. “I think I know the answer, but do you have time to grab something to eat?”

“No, we're already running late. We have to get over to the park and see what's going on before everyone leaves.”

Johnny kissed Pacie, then whispered in her ear, “I miss you.”

His breath felt warm on her skin. She did not want to leave. “I'll call you later when I find out more.”

“You ladies be careful,” he said, backing away from the car. “Don't forget to let the police do the dirty work.”

Pacie waved goodbye and drove out of the lot. One reason they had good luck solving cases was that, as citizen reporters, they did things they were not supposed to do, like sneaking into places important to the case. Johnny did not know all their shenanigans. Pacie told him about some of the more innocent mischiefs that they got themselves into, but the more questionable details were better left unsaid.

When they arrived at Sugar Sand Park, what appeared to be search team members were walking out of the woods, past the empty playground, toward the parking lot where police officers and reporters were gathered. 

“There's Haley,” Irma said, vigorously waving her arms as she got out of the car. 

“I think she saw you,” Pacie said, putting her satchel crossbody as she sized up the situation. 

“She's coming,” Irma said. She switched off the police scanner before taking her handheld video camera from the backpack.

“Hi, ladies,” Detective Haley Wanat said, approaching them. “I'm not surprised to see you here, but you are a little late to this crime scene. They're just finishing up the grid search for this area.”

“Good to see you, Detective,” Pacie said, extending a hand. “I hear a child was kidnapped. Are you able to tell us anything?”

Pacie's husband was Det. Wanat's partner. The presumed death of Patrick was almost as hard on Haley as it was on Pacie. Ever since Det. Wanat delivered the eulogy at Patrick's funeral, Pacie and Det. Wanat had become good friends. Even though they were on a first-name basis, Pacie addressed her formally in public. Mostly because Haley would tell them more information about cases than she should, and Pacie did not want to get her friend into trouble. It was an unspoken agreement that both Irma and she would never reveal their source. For that reason, Irma turned on her camera and began recording with it facing the ground, capturing their feet. Onlookers did not need to know what they were talking about. Sometimes Pacie would slip a hand into her satchel and turn on her recorder without witnesses knowing. For all anyone knew, the three of them were talking about the weather.

“A nine-year-old girl, Morgan Rafferty, was abducted. The woman talking to the officer over there is her mother, Mary, and the little boy is her brother, Tyler. Tyler, and the other boy, Jerome Cushing, standing by that car with his mom, Cassandra, are both witnesses. The boys saw the perp, albeit from a distance.”

“What did they see?” Pacie asked, watching Irma step closer to the detective.

“Their stories are the same. They were here for Jerome's birthday party and went to play on the swings. Then Morgan saw a rabbit hopping around on the trail that goes into the woods. All three kids knew they were not supposed to follow the trail into the forest without a parent, but Morgan insisted on following the rabbit. The boys went to the trail and stood at its mouth, watching Morgan. That's when, and this gets kind of weird, they saw a tall man, around eight to ten feet tall, appear on the trail leading deeper into the forest.”

“Appear? Was he walking from a certain direction?”

“Apparently, the perp was suddenly there.” Detective Wanat looked around, then said, “Not only was he really tall, like Bigfoot, as one of the boys said—”

“That's right,” Irma interrupted. “Bigfoots are that tall. Did it look like Bigfoot?”

“No, it looked like an extremely thin man. He wore an old-fashioned black suit with a tie, like the guy who buried Jerome's grandfather, they said.”

“Did they recognize him as someone from town?” Pacie asked.

“No, they said his face was colored like white milk and they could not see eyes, a nose, or a mouth. And one boy said there appeared to be octopus arms coming from behind it. Doesn't sound like anyone I know.”

“Sounds kinda spooky,” Pacie said. “Do you have a description for the little girl?”

“Morgan Rafferty was last seen wearing a white blouse and shorts. She has long dark hair with loose waves and of average weight and height for a nine-year-old.”

“Did you find any physical clues?” Irma asked.

“Not yet. People from the park began searching almost immediately, but it was like the girl and the man just disappeared. I take that back. There was a dead rabbit, probably the one the girl was chasing, lying in the middle of the trail with its head twisted around. Likely done by the perp as a show of power and control.”

Pacie saw the moms and kids getting into their cars, sobbing. “I don't think they're up to an interview.”

“I doubt it. Besides, I just told you everything they told me. We've been searching the area by land, air, and water. And we have a bulletin out. Keep your eyes open because abductors often return to assist in the search,” Det. Wanat said. “The team will search extensively for a few days.”

“Why do kidnappers do that?” Irma asked.

“They often want to monitor the progress of the case and to mislead the search effort,” Det. Wanat said. She turned when she heard Officer Branden Kline call her name. “Gotta go. You two be careful, I don't think we're dealing with an ordinary man.”

“Do you need help with the search?” Pacie asked.

“We have it covered,” the detective said, walking away.

Pacie's shoulder muscles tightened. “I've seen no one that matches that strange description around town.”

Irma turned off her camera. “Me either. It has to be someone new to Black Water.”

Pacie and Irma walked toward the pavilion as officers finished barricading the trail with yellow tape, telling the curious—like Pacie and Irma—POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS. 

“Everyone's leaving,” Irma said as they walked into the pavilion where birds were pecking away at the spilled cake on the dirty cement floor. Paper plates, cups, and other trash were scattered around, indicating people were in a rush to leave a chaotic scene.

“When we're alone, we'll check out the trail before it gets dark,” Pacie said. She stood there listening. She heard the waves along the beach, a crow's harsh caw, and the clanking of swings banging into each other from the wind. No screams or cries for help.

Irma was video recording the park as Pacie walked toward the swings. She felt so bad for the little girl. Where was she and, more importantly, was she all right? 

“It sure is humid,” Irma said, momentarily pulling the fabric of her flowered blouse away from her skin. 

Pacie looked back at the parking lot and saw the last patrol car pull out. “They're gone. Let's check out the trail.”

They walked up to the police tape and stopped. When they were sure no one was watching, they ducked under it and walked into the cool dimness of the forest's edge. Pacie slowly walked down the path, looking around for anything out of the ordinary.

“I see lots of footprints,” Irma said, still recording. Vague indents in the sand of varying sizes showed a well-traveled path. “None look like Bigfoot, though.”

“I've never heard of Bigfoot wearing a suit.”

“I'm just saying.” Irma stopped recording and walked next to Pacie. “What are you thinking?”

Pacie took her cellphone from her back pocket. “My battery is at ninety-eight percent.”

“Are you going to call someone?”

“No, well maybe, if I have to call nine-one-one.” She put the phone back in her pocket.

When they reached the fork in the trail, they stopped.

“Where’s the dead rabbit?” Irma asked.

“I think that way,” Pacie said, pointing to the left. “Haley said the guy was on the path that went deeper into the forest. The other way goes to the beach.”

“I wonder if we should split up?” Irma said, looking down the path that led to the lake.

“The guy is probably already gone, especially since the area has already been searched.” Pacie began walking down the left fork. 

“I changed my mind; I'm going with you.” Irma followed behind Pacie as they ventured deeper into the thick trees. She stopped when a loud snap of wood came from the forest floor, about thirty yards away. She whispered, “What was that? It sounded heavy.”

Pacie stopped, too. She looked in the sound's direction but saw nothing. “A deer, maybe.”

“Or the guy,” Irma said, raising her camera in the sound's direction. She zoomed in and then sighed with relief. “You're right, it's a deer.”

The white-tailed deer bounded away.

Pacie looked back at the trail entrance. “I don't think the boys can see much farther than this, so the little girl must have been abducted in this area.”

“Do you see the rabbit?” Irma asked.

“There it is”, Pacie said, pointing just off the trail where it had been pushed aside.

They walked up to it and bent over to take a closer look.

“Poor little thing,” Irma said, snapping a shot. 

Pacie took her phone and looked up a map of the area. “This trail doesn't go out to a road for what looks like several miles. It seems to go to a river that runs behind the power plant and then stops. It picks up again further away.”

Irma looked up at the sky through tree boughs. “It's getting cloudy, I wonder if it's going to rain.”

“Rain isn't in the forecast,” Pacie said. “Let's keep going before we run out of daylight.”

And so they did. It grew darker the deeper into the forest they went. Up and down hills for over an hour. Then they reached an eight-foot-high chain-link security fence that kept them from going any farther.

“I guess this is the end of the line,” Pacie said, looking through the steel wire mesh of the fence. “You can tell the trail used to cross that river, probably before Bulwark was built.”

“Yeah, and there's no way that guy could've crossed here because it would be impossible to get over the fence,” Irma said, looking up at the three strands of barbed wire that ran along its top. “But he was ten feet tall.”

Pacie looked at her phone again. “I don't know how accurate this map is, but there aren't any nearby roads that a car can travel, other than what leads to the power plant. So where did they go?”

“I don't know.”

Pacie looked left and right along the boundary. “There's no footpath along this side of the fence so if they followed it, it would've been tough going with all those prickly raspberry bushes.”

“There's no sign of anything being disturbed,” Irma said. She looked at the hills around them and the backside of a dune. Past the treetops, foggy clouds of steam billowed from the nuclear power plant's cooling towers. “It's as though the ground swallowed them up.”
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“LET'S HEAD BACK,” PACIE said, turning around. “I don't want to be out here in the dark.”

“Any ideas on who you think it is?”

Pacie shrugged. “No, I don't.”

“But what about how the kids described him—ten feet tall, no face, and stuff?”

“I don't think they were lying,” Pacie said. “They must have misinterpreted what they saw; they weren't that close to it.”

“It? You said it.” Irma was excited. “What else are you thinking?”

“Well, if what they were seeing is correct, then it's not a normal human.”

“If not Bigfoot, then what?”

“I don't know.” Pacie looked around. She had the uneasy feeling that someone was watching them. “But I'm sure it's not Bigfoot. It could be someone with that hormone disease that makes them extremely tall. I think it's called gigantism.”

“And no face?” Irma said. “Maybe it's an alien. That's a possibility.”

“We have no tangible evidence yet, only eyewitness accounts.”

They crested a hill and began walking down into a damp gully before climbing the hill on the other side. The mosquitoes were thick and deer flies were being their usual aggressive selves. They swatted the biting insects as they landed on the top of their heads.

“Quiet.” Pacie focused on an area in the thickets. 

“What?” Irma whispered, trying to swat the bugs as quietly as she could off her shoulders.

Pacie saw movement from a dense group of bushes. She whispered and pointed. “Focus your camera over there, about thirty or forty yards away. I saw something.”

Irma focused her camera where Pacie was pointing. She zoomed in as a mosquito landed on her hand. “I smell something awful, but I'm not seeing anything yet.”

Pacie felt like she was in a Bigfoot video where someone claims to see the creature. But all the camera picks up are shadows, blurs, and something that might be in the shape of a bulky body. “Do you see anything?”

Deer flies bit Irma in the part of her hair and the side of her face. She smacked them, causing the camera to lose its focus. “I can't take this, Pacie. I've got to get out of here.”

“No problem,” Pacie said, turning on her phone's flashlight.

Pacie and Irma ran up the hill and as far down the trail as they could until they had to stop and rest. While they caught their breath, they could see subdued light spilling in from the open yard of the park farther down the trail.

“Did you see something with your camera?” Pacie asked.

“No, it was too dark. Did you see something?”

“No. I guess we just freaked ourselves out.”

They laughed as they began walking toward the fork. When they reached it, they turned and look back where they had run from. 

“I don't think I'm ever walking back down there again,” Irma said.

“Come on,” Pacie said, jogging down the trail toward the entrance. “Let's record the video for the website and think about what we have so far.”

“So far, not so much,” Irma said, keeping pace behind her.

They ran out of the woods and into the diminishing sunlight, still trying to scorch the landscape.

“I don't know what's worse,” Pacie said, wiping her brow. “Being in there with the biting bugs or out here in this heat.”

“Being in there with the bugs,” Irma said. “Plus, there's no monster lurking out in the open.”

“That we know of,” Pacie said, grinning.

Irma held up her camera and turned on the light. “Stand in front of the trail so that we have it as a backdrop.”

Pacie ran her fingers through her hair, trying to look more presentable for the camera. She never enjoyed making the videos, but thanks to Irma's prodding, and the community's need to know about any danger that could befall them, Pacie learned to almost enjoy it.

“I'm ready if you're ready,” Irma said, bringing Pacie into focus.

Pacie cleared her throat. “I'm Pacie Rose, citizen reporter here at Sugar Sand Park in Black Water, Michigan. It is late Saturday, June fourteenth. A nine-year-old girl was abducted while walking on the trail behind me. The eyewitnesses describe the perpetrator as being an extremely tall, skinny man wearing a black suit with a tie. If you know about the incident or have seen anyone matching the description, please contact the authorities. This is Pacie Rose, citizen reporter. Stay tuned for further updates.”

“It was short, but it'll work for now,” Irma said, putting the camera into her backpack. “I'll get this uploaded to the site and let the paper and WBLA know we have a video ready.”

“Sounds good,” Pacie said, walking toward the car. “The town has such trust in me. I hope I don't let them down.”

“You haven't yet. Besides, they love you and want to see your take on these situations. The news reporters do a superb job, but it's the personal investment that you put into the research we do that makes the paper and the TV station keep using our stuff as a supplement.”

“Or filler.” Pacie looked at her watch; Johnny would be closing the shop soon. “I'm giving Johnny a call.”

“Hey, babe,” Johnny said. “Are you done for the day?”

Pacie unlocked the SUV. “Yep. I'm heading over there now.”

“Great, I'll see you in a bit.”

Pacie and Irma got into the car. Pacie looked out over the empty playground. “It's so strange seeing that police tape here.”

“I'll be on the lookout for someone matching the tall creepy guy description,” Irma said, looking toward the woods. 

“Don't go down that trail alone,” Pacie said, backing out of her parking spot. “I get the feeling this guy would harm adults, too.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about that,” Irma said.

As they drove to the antique shop, they could not help but scan every sidewalk, every yard, and every alley for someone who matched the crazed man's description.

“Everyone I'm seeing looks normal,” Pacie said.

“The paper has a picture of the nine-year-old girl.” Irma held up her phone for Pacie to see. “I'll email it to you.”

“We need to find her fast before it's too late,” Pacie said, slowing for a stop sign. “I heard that seventy-four percent of abducted children who are ultimately murdered are dead within three hours of the abduction. And we're past that window.”

“So, what's the plan?”

Pacie drove into the downtown parking lot behind the shop and parked near Johnny's pickup truck, complete with a cap over the bed so that he can easily hall the antiques he collects. “Besides scouring Black Water for the perp and the little girl, and asking a lot of questions? I'm not sure.”

Irma opened her car door. “I'll be in my apartment.”

“And I'll be talking to Johnny.”

They got out of the car. Irma went into the building's backdoor leading to one of two apartments above Good Old Days Antique Shop. The second-floor apartment belonged to Irma, and the third and final floor apartment was Johnny's.

The shop door's antique shopkeeper's bell jingled as Pacie walked in the backdoor. She walked down the short hallway, flanked to the right with three doors: one leading to the basement, another to a storage room, and the third was another way to reach the staircase leading to the apartments. She saw Johnny speaking with an elderly couple who appeared to be interested in an antique hand mirror and brush.

Pacie loved walking around the antiques in the shop. Rather than being a hodgepodge of furniture, toys, and books, he had items organized by room. She walked into her favorite room, the library. To the right was a decorative walnut bookcase where Johnny kept the latest books that he would add to the various collections. She browsed through the fragile hardcovers, but as much as she enjoyed looking at them, she was not a fan of really old things. It seemed to her that there was too much history connected to them. It felt as though they held the memories of other people who they had once belonged to; the people who once held them and kept them close by. But that was her. She knew it was silly. Nevertheless, it bothered her. Johnny would sometimes joke with her about items being haunted, especially old dolls. But truth be told, some items did bother him, but he rarely admitted it. On more than a few occasions, he admitted to being relieved when certain items had sold and were no longer in the shop. One such item was a doll from the late eighteen-hundreds. Its bisque doll head had cracks scattered over its face. Johnny said that it seemed to walk around the shop when it was closed, and no one was around. When he opened the shop in the morning, he would find it in another location. At first, he thought Irma was coming downstairs and playing a prank on him, but she always denied it. Pacie remembered him being so unnerved by the events that he sold the doll at a loss to a collector in town; he did not want to take the chance that a parent would come in and buy it for their child. He called the doll Jezebel, the bad girl.

Pacie heard goodbyes echoed and saw the couple leave with the carefully wrapped antique mirror and brush in hand. The decorative clock near the counter said eight o'clock. Johnny turned off the open sign and walked to Pacie. He embraced her and kissed her on the lips. “Are you hungry?”

“I'm starving.”

“I have some leftovers upstairs that I can heat for us, if that's all right.”

At first, she thought he was going to take her out to a restaurant. “Sounds good.”

“Great.” Johnny locked the exterior doors and grabbed a set of keys from under the counter. Then he opened the door leading to the staircase and motioned with his hand. “After you, my lady.”

The automatic motion sensor light turned on as they walked into a small foyer. Inside was an elevator and the staircase near the door Irma had used to enter the building. “When are you going to get that old elevator fixed?”

“One of these days,” Johnny said, making sure the other exterior door was locked. “Actually, it does work; I just don't trust it until it's been inspected. And it's past due for an inspection.”

The wooden stairs creaked as they ascended. They passed the landing to Irma's apartment, complete with a brown welcome mat on the floor and a wreath made of seashells on the door. It was the wreath Irma had made during their first day of a spring party at Pacie's house.

“Did your cousin come home with you?” 

“Yeah, she's in there.”

They climbed one more level to Johnny's nondescript landing. He unlocked the door, and they walked inside. The two apartments were large, both with open floor plans. Three large, tall windows faced the downtown street. The woodwork and hardwood floors were original, but the kitchen, bath, pipes, and electrical wiring had been updated a few years ago.

Johnny took a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc—tastes of juicy citrus and the scent of fresh-cut lemongrass—from the built-in wine rack and uncorked it.

“I have to drive home,” Pacie said. “Do you have iced tea or something with no alcohol?”

Johnny poured two glasses of the light green wine. “You have no excuse. You live alone and you don't have any pets to tend to like Irma does. And speaking of Irma, she's darn lucky because she's the only person I'll let have pets here.”

Pacie smiled and took the glass he handed her and sat on a stool at the bar. She took her notepad from her satchel. “All she has is a cute little Staffie.”

“Mr. Dibble is so ugly he's cute.” Johnny took a casserole pan covered in foil from the refrigerator. “Does a hamburger and noodle casserole sound good?”

“Sounds tasty,” Pacie said, jotting down notes about the case. 

Johnny spooned some casserole onto a plate and put it into the microwave. “So you're working on an abduction case?”

“Yeah, a nine-year-old girl named Morgan Rafferty was abducted at Sugar Sand Park this morning by some super tall, skinny guy in a black suit.”

“A tall and skinny guy in a suit could be a lot of people.”

“You’re right, but it gets weird.”

“Your cases are always weird.”

Pacie nodded. “The kids who saw him said he was as tall as Bigfoot, which means around seven to ten feet tall. And they said he had pale skin with no eyes, nose, or mouth.”

The microwave dinged. Johnny took out the dish and placed it in front of Pacie. He put another plate in the microwave. He handed Pacie a fork. “You're right, that's weird. It doesn't sound like anyone I know.” He laughed. 

“That's what we all said.”

“I'm sorry, I didn't mean to laugh; this whole thing is awful. I'll keep an eye out for a strange slender man roaming around town.”

“Hmm, slender man. That sounds vaguely familiar.” She took a bite of the beef and noodles. “This is good. Did you make it from scratch?”

“Surprised it's not Hamburger Helper?”

“Actually, yeah.”

“I'm disappointed that you have little faith in my culinary skills,” Johnny said. He took his heated food from the microwave and sat down next to Pacie. 

“I'm joking, you're actually a very good cook.”

“So what's your next move?”

“I'm not sure. We did a video; Irma is probably processing it now.” Pacie took her phone from her pocket and found the picture that Irma had sent her. “Here's a picture of the little girl.”

“She's pretty. Send me her picture and I'll watch for her.”

They chatted about the heatwave, going to the beach, all while avoiding further talk of the abduction as they finished their food and moved to the living room couch. 

“Another glass of wine?”

“No, I have to get back home. Mandy and Char were going to finish picking the strawberries and make jam. I just need to make sure they locked the house door, and that nothing was left out to spoil.” Pacie looked at her watch. “It's getting late. I should probably leave now.”

Johnny ran a hand along Pacie's cheek. “You're beautiful, Pacie.”

She smiled. “You're wonderful, Johnny.”

“Wonderful? That's all I am is wonderful,” Johnny teased, pulling her close.

“Sorry, I didn't mean it that way. I love you, Johnny.” And Pacie meant it.

They smooched until Johnny said, “Pacie, you'd better leave now before I refuse to let you go. I'm getting a little hot and bothered.” And Johnny meant it.

Pacie laughed, then whispered in his ear, “One of these days, my dear prince, we will be united. Together for eternity.”

“If you're leaving, you'd better do it now,” Johnny said, keeping her close to his body.

Pacie backed away, and when he finally loosened his hold on her, she stood up. “I'm not saying I want to leave.”

“You don't need to explain, I understand.” Johnny stood and walked her to the door. “Call me if you need anything. It worries me that some psycho is running around town and you live there in that big old mansion all alone. Not to mention all the doors for an intruder to try and break in through.”

“Don't worry, I will. Besides, I check the doors periodically and make sure they’re locked.” Pacie kissed him and opened the door. “Oh, and thanks for the leftovers.”

“Not a problem. Anytime you get a hankering for a microwaved casserole, you know where to go.” Johnny took his keys from a not-so-old glass ashtray he kept near the door. “I'll walk you out.”

Johnny walked behind her down the old creaky steps. When they reached the bottom landing, Pacie stepped aside so that he could unlock the door. They walked into the off-white lights of the parking lot. “It feels muggy out here.”

“It's been muggy all day,” Pacie said, walking next to him in the light's quietness. “I haven't been in the luxury of air conditioning all day like some people I know.”

“Do you really think it's fun staying indoors all day in the nice cool temperature?” Johnny nudged her with his elbow.

“Days like today? Yes.” She unlocked her car and opened the door. “I'll call you tomorrow.”

Johnny kissed her. “I'll talk to you then. Drive careful.”

“I will,” Pacie said, slipping into the SUV. She turned on the ignition and watched Johnny walk to the backdoor. He looked back over his shoulder and waved as Pacie drove from the parking spot. She waved back and rolled down her window as she drove onto the street. She wanted to hear sounds, sounds like someone in distress, as she drove slowly home. Several minutes later, she pulled into her driveway without hearing or seeing anything abnormal. She clicked the garage door opener as she drove up to her house. The windows were dark; no one was there. She veered to the right and pulled into the garage, closing the door behind her.

Nervous from the events of the day, Pacie hurried to the house door and tested it. They locked it. Not that she did not trust Mandy and Charlotte to lock the doors, it was that she wanted to be absolutely sure no one had entered her home while she was away. She had this fear that someone could be hiding in her closet, or God forbid, under her bed. Not to mention the 49 rooms, most of which she did not enter. Totally irrational, of course.
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Chapter 4
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IRMA UPLOADED THE VIDEO they had taken at the park to both YouTube and their website. There they not only posted videos but articles and pictures of the cases they had done. It was a lot of work, but Irma enjoyed maintaining it.

“I wonder if the camera picked up something that I didn't see.” With her camera still connected to the computer, she scanned through the extra clips until she came to the one where they were in the gully on the trail and Pacie wanted her to zoom in on something. Frame by frame, she began going through it. Then something caught her attention. It was a shadow, a dark black shadow, darker than what surrounded it, near a tree trunk. She heard herself say something stunk. 

“What is that?” Irma said, zooming in on the figure. It looked like a man, a tall, thin man. It would move behind the tree trunk and then poke out its head and body as if it were watching them. Irma shivered. There really was someone watching them. Was it the kidnapper or just some guy walking in the woods? Maybe someone from the search party, but why didn't he say anything.

Irma looked at the clock. It was late enough that she thought Pacie was sleeping; she would call in the morning. She did a few screen grabs and emailed them to Pacie and Det. Wanat.

Mr. Dibble whimpered. Irma turned around and saw the Staffordshire Terrier standing at the door. “Do you need to go out, Mr. Dibble?”

Irma grabbed a flashlight, the keys, and then put the leash on the prancing dog. 

“Let's go,” Irma said, walking out of the apartment. They walked down the steps and out the door to the parking lot. She did not want to travel far from the building because what she saw on the video made her think someone could be stalking her, but she had no choice, Mr. Dibble needed grass.

Every sound made her jump—the slamming of a distant car door, something rummaging through the dumpster, even the sound of her footsteps. If that figure in the video was that creep, then where was the little girl. Dead? That would be what the statistics say. She doubted he would want to take a wrinkled old woman like herself, but who knew how this pervert thought. 

“At least I have you, Mr. Dibble, to protect me. People see your muscles and they cower in fear,” Irma said to the dog. “But I know you're just a cuddly little baby.” 

When they reached the large strip of grass that followed the sidewalk that ran along Inky River, Mr. Dibble sniffed every tree, trying to decide where to do his business. Mr. Dibble led Irma toward the lake.

Irma stopped walking when she heard shuffling behind nearby bushes. Was it the kidnapper or someone watching her? More than likely it was a cat, or squirrels foraging for nuts or berries. Nevertheless, the sound gave her the chills, especially since Mr. Dibble was interested in it and tugged on the leash, wanting to investigate it.

“This is far enough, Mr. Dibble.” She gave a gentle tug on the leash and began walking back to the apartment. The Staffie trotted alongside her until he finally found the proper spot to urinate.

“Took you long enough.” Irma looked back at the bush from where the noise had come and saw a cat walking down the sidewalk. Relieved no one was watching her, she and Mr. Dibble rushed back to the building. 

Irma went inside and tested the exterior door after she locked it. It was secure. As she and Mr. Dibble walked up the steps, she realized she had never taken her cellphone with her. What if she had needed to call for help? She would have to stop being so careless.

Mr. Dibble was first through the apartment door. Irma unhooked his leash. The pooch lapped water from his bowl and then proceeded to the couch where he curled up in a ball, ready for sleep. Irma patted his head and went back to her computer. Pacie had not replied to the pictures she emailed earlier. She yawned. “I'd better go to bed, but I don't want to.

Irma had a sleep study scheduled at Black Water General Hospital in a couple of days. She had recently begun sleepwalking, something she had never done before. The first night she woke up in the living room, sitting in her computer chair at her desk. The computer monitor was on a strange website that cycled through images of numbers, symbols, and dead animals. It horrified her. Then another night she woke up early because her feet felt cold and wet. When she looked at them, they were muddy with pieces of grass clippings attached. She thought it was from going barefoot at the beach earlier in the day, but it was too fresh. When she got out of bed to wash her feet, she saw the apartment door wide open. This was proof she had sleepwalked and had in fact left the building.

Terrified by the events, Irma made an appointment with Dr. Plum. He did a neurological exam and suggested the sleep study; he said it would help diagnose a sleep disorder. He thought it was possibly a condition where a person physically acts out vivid, unpleasant dreams. A dream-enacting behavior, the doctor said.

Irma had told Pacie none of this for two reasons. One, she did not want to concern Pacie with her problems, and two, she kept forgetting. But after more thought, she wanted Pacie to know and to go with her to the sleep study appointment. She wrote on a sticky note to call Pacie about it in the morning and stuck it on her desk calendar.

But now it was time for bed. Irma feared what could happen if she fell asleep. If she forced herself to stay awake all night, she would want to sleep during the day tomorrow and there was too much work to do on the recent case. Just because it happened before does not mean it would happen again, she reasoned, but she would need to take safety measures.

Irma put on her best pajamas just in case she was found wandering around outside. It was kind of like wearing clean underpants with no holes in them so as not to be embarrassed if someone were to see them if she were in an accident. She brushed her teeth and made sure the front door and windows were latched. Then she turned the air conditioning down a couple of degrees cooler and went into her bedroom; Mr. Dibble was at her heels. 

Irma closed the bedroom door and locked it. “It's a little ridiculous to lock all this stuff, don't you think, Mr. Dibble? After all, I know how to unlock them. I need one of those pads that they put on a confused patient's bed in nursing homes that alert staff with an alarm if they were to try to get out of bed. That way the alarm should wake me up before I do something stupid.”

“Ready for bed, Mr. Dibble?” She turned off the bedroom light and climbed into bed. Mr. Dibble jumped up next to her. With only a light sheet over her body, she closed her eyes. 

One thing that Irma did not reveal totally to the doctor was about the nightmares she had been having. She told him she had been having bad dreams, but she did not mention the man. He would speak to her and tell her awful things, and things that she should do for him. If she carried out these grievous acts, he would reward her with riches beyond imagination, and a luxurious room in his palace. Mentioning these things would make her sound crazy. Mentioning thoughts of murder would buy her a locked room on the psychiatric floor of Black Water General.
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IT WAS ALMOST MIDNIGHT when Christine Jameson parked in her driveway where muted streetlights cast a dull light. She took her wallet from the glove compartment and placed it in her work bag next to a pair of safety glasses, gloves, and a box-cutter. She picked up the grimy bag from the passenger seat and carried it into her Black Water home. The air was sticky outside and even more so on the inside. She sat down on the bench near the door and took off her steel-toe work boots and sweat-soaked socks. 

“That feels better”, she said, wiggling her toes that were wrinkled like prunes. 

The house was quiet as she walked into the kitchen. Her fourteen-year-old daughter Dora must have made a salad before going to bed because chopped pieces of onion and celery were scattered on the cutting board next to a chef's knife. After drinking a partial bottle of cold water from the refrigerator, she went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. 

While in the shower, she heard the bathroom door open. “Is that you, Dora?”

There was no answer. Christine moved the shower curtain enough to peer out. The door was open, but no one was there. Dora must have wanted to use the bathroom and then changed her mind. Christine doubted her daughter had anyone spending the night because she would have told her.

After drying off, Christine donned a light cotton pajama top and shorts. Even with the bathroom window open, steam lingered in the air longer than usual. She quickly left the sauna and went upstairs to check on Dora, guided by nightlights to her daughter's room. The bedroom door was open, allowing the light to spill into the hallway.

“Dora, are you awake,” Christine said as she nuzzled the door the rest of the way open. A journal lay on her unmade bed, but Dora was not in the room. Christine was surprised she had not seen her daughter. Normally if Dora was awake when she got home from work, she would have been greeted at some point before she went to bed.

Christine wanted to find Dora and say goodnight before falling asleep. She walked back down the hall and stood at the top of the steps, listening for a sound that would tell her where Dora was. Other than the tick of a clock, it was silent. She looked down the staircase into the darkness, now worried that Dora might not be in the house. But she had to be there because someone had opened the bathroom door while she was taking a shower.

“Dora, are you here?” Christine turned on the bright staircase light and walked downstairs. The television was turned off in the living room and Dora was not sleeping on the couch. 

She walked to the kitchen and switched on the overhead light. Dora was not there, either. Christine turned off the light and then back on. She looked at the cutting board. The knife was missing. Now she was paralyzed with fear; someone was in the house, and it was likely not Dora. 

Then Christine heard a scratchy squealing sound coming from the downstairs office. It sounded like the computer was malfunctioning. She turned and looked down the hallway, past the bathroom, toward the office. The door was to the left, so she could not see inside. She would need to walk down there. But first, she needed her cellphone because something was wrong. More than likely there was a simple explanation for what was happening; Dora was probably absorbed in a computer game and had the knife to cut an apple. 

Christine retrieved the phone from her work bag and walked down the hallway until she reached the office door. When she looked inside the room, lit only by the light radiating from the computer screen, she almost dropped the phone. There were two people inside. One looked like Dora, sitting at the computer, but she could not tell for sure because the hood of the sweatshirt she was wearing hid her face. But more disturbing was the tall, dark figure in the room's corner. She told herself that it was nothing more than shadows playing tricks on her eyes, making her think it was a man. The moonlight coming in through the window was forming shadows on the walls from the trees outside. But that was not what was causing what she was seeing. It was a man whose head almost reached the ceiling, and it was black—inky black. It moved like a person who was shifting his weight from one leg to the other, watching her.

Christine's throat was tight and her voice shaky. “Dora, honey, are you okay?” 

The person at the computer kept staring at the monitor. 

Christine brought her phone up from her side and touched the dial pad icon. That simple act caused Dora to look at her with eyes that appeared to glow yellow from the computer screen's light. She had dark circles around her eyes. It was as though she was wearing a mask, but she wasn't.

“Give me the phone, mother.” Dora's voice was not her own; it was deep, like a man's. She stood up and began walking toward Christine.

That was when Christine noticed the knife in Dora's hand. “Put the knife down; we'll talk.” Christine's hands quivered as she backed into the hallway. She could feel an icy coldness radiate from her daughter's body. What kind of sickness was this?

Dora swatted the phone from Christine's hand before she could complete the call to the police. Then she forced her mother against the wall with the strength of two men.

Christine felt the tip of the knife's blade press against the side of her abdomen. The shadow man was now right behind Dora and fully formed. She saw the faceless man's dark suit and the gray skin that clung to the bones of the emancipated thing. Terrified, she could barely speak. “Why are you doing this?” 

“Because, mother, it is what we must do.”

At that moment, she felt the sharp blade break through her skin and penetrate her organs. She screamed. But before another scream could exit her throat, the bloody steel sliced through it. Red blood was pumped through the severed artery and sprayed against the white wall.

Dora let loose of the body as it collapsed to the floor. 

As the body lay on the carpet, dying, Slenderman spoke inside Dora's head. “Well done, child. Your reward is close at hand.”
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PACIE BIT INTO A SLICE of her morning toast, smothered in the homemade strawberry jam and sat it back down on the paper plate next to her computer. She wiped her sticky fingers with a napkin and then clicked the button on the screen that sent the kidnapping article that she had finished writing earlier that morning to Irma who would then edit it before posting it to the website and sending it off to the local news, complete with images. 

She turned on the television in her office and tuned to WBLA. The early morning news talked about a new K9, a two-year-old German shepherd named Leo, the latest member of the Black Water Police Department; and illegal salmon fishing at a dam, the next county over. Pacie knew that just because there were no other reports of abductions did not mean the guy split town. 

Pacie was about to take another bite of toast when her cellphone rang. It was Irma.

“Pacie, I know it's early, but we have to go to a house.” Irma seemed frantic.

“What's going on? Are you all right?”

“No, not really.” Irma's voice trembled. “I had a nightmare. No, not a nightmare, a vision. I saw a woman being murdered and I think the kidnapper who took that little girl from the park yesterday had something to do with it.”

Pacie did not know what to think, other than Irma certainly believed what she was saying. “It sounds more like a nightmare.”

Irma huffed. “Pacie, it was real. I saw it and I also saw the house and I'm sure I'll be able to find it. We should go over there right now and call the police.”

“Ah, maybe we should see if your vision is real before we call the police. But I'll be right over and pick you up.”

“Hurry,” Irma said, disconnecting the call.

Pacie sat there a moment, staring at the open Word document on the computer screen. What was going on? Irma saw a real-life murder in a dream? How could she know that?

“I sure hope you're wrong, Irma,” Pacie said aloud as she retrieved her satchel from the bedroom. She slung it over her shoulder, rushed downstairs, and walked out the door leading to the garage, locking it behind her.

The SUV's clock read 5 a.m. as she backed out of the garage and drove onto the street. The sun would rise in an hour. 

Pacie was the only car on the road that hazy Sunday morning. Past the car's headlights, a gray mist obscured buildings and street signs. She felt isolated and alone as she drove cautiously down the streets; half expecting a dog, a person, or something else to run out from the fog and into her path.

When she arrived at Irma's, she was already standing outside waiting for her, smoking a cigarette. Pacie stopped next to her. Irma dropped her cigarette into the steel outdoor ashtray before getting inside the car with her backpack.

“Head toward Sugar Sand Park,” Irma said, unzipping her fanny pack. She partially pulled out a pack of menthols, making sure she had them and then re-zipped it. “I'm gonna need these.”

“I take it your no-smoking plan isn't working,” Pacie said, driving out of the lot. “I thought you were going to switch to e-cigs. They have to be better than those.”

“I haven't gotten around to it yet. But I'd be doing all right if it weren't for all this stressful stuff going on and the fact that I haven't had much sleep lately.” Irma looked ahead. “Turn right on Walnut when you get there.”

“So what exactly did you see in your—vision?”

Irma looked at Pacie. “I haven't told you yet, but I've been sleepwalking. I have a sleep study scheduled for Monday night at the hospital. Can you go with me?”

“Of course I can. How long has this been going on?”

“Not long, just the last week or so, but something is happening to me.”

Pacie stopped at a flashing red light. She looked down the damp street where a light fog obscured the streetlights. The town was so empty of life it looked like a scene out of a horror movie. She drove on. “Tell me about this vision that we're going to check out.”

Irma paused, then said, “I was sleeping, partially sleeping like sleep paralysis, but it wasn't. I was looking through the eyes of a young teenager. It was all fuzzy, but I saw her pick up a knife and then . . .”

Pacie glanced over at Irma. “And then what?”

“And then stab her mother to death.” Irma looked away.

Pacie stopped the car and stared at Irma's shaking head. “Oh my god. That's horrible.”

Irma looked at Pacie with wide eyes. “I also saw the man. No, not a man, the thing. The tall, dark creature that seemed to tell the girl what to do. He wore a black suit like the witnesses said and was always standing near me, I mean, near her. The girl.”

Pacie pulled the car back on the road. They drove past Sugar Sand Park. It was as dismal as downtown. “I sure hope that what you saw was just a dream.”

“Me too, but it was too real. I mean,” Irma took a cigarette from the pack and held it in her hand. “I was there. How and why, I don't know.”

“Did the entity say anything?”

Irma looked ahead at the road. “It was in the girl's head, and in my head. Its garbled voice was hard to understand, but it talked about what must be done to gain a reward.”

“What had to be done, the murder? And what reward?”

“It's all fuzzy, but I think the girl was partly, more like completely, under its control. And I also remember seeing her writing in a journal.”

Pacie slowed the car. “This is Walnut.”

“Drive slow. I'm hoping I'll know which house it is.”

Houses lined the road on both sides, most of which had darkened windows.

Irma looked left and right, then blurted out, “Stop.”

Pacie stopped in the road. “Which house?”

“That one there with the lights on,” Irma said, pointing to the left.

“You mean the one with the pointed arch over the front door?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

“There's a car in the driveway, so someone's home.”

“A dead someone.”

“Can you tell if that thing or the girl is still inside?”

“No, but I get the feeling they're gone.”

Pacie pulled along the side of the road. “We're going to make complete fools out of ourselves.”

“I doubt it.”

“At least since there are lights on, we won't be waking anyone up.”

“Your right, we won't be waking anyone up.” Irma put the cigarette back in her pouch.

They got out of the vehicle and stood there. It was so silent, not even a dog was barking. It was as though a slumber had befallen the neighborhood.

Pacie put her satchel on crossbody and took out a small flashlight. Irma removed the video camera from the backpack on the floor.

“People are going to think we're thieves?” Pacie said as Irma walked around the front of the car and stood next to her.

The sky above them was lightening as the sun neared the point of raising its rosy head above the horizon. 

Pacie took her phone from her back pocket and zoomed in on one of the lighted windows. “The curtains are closed; I can't see inside.”

“Let's get closer,” Irma said, walking across the street. 

They walked up the driveway. Pacie shined her light inside the car; so far everything looked normal.

“We'll need to walk around the house,” Pacie whispered. “We might be able to see in a window on the backside.”

They walked through wet grass, past hip-height evergreen hedges, stopping when they saw a kitchen window with open curtains.

“I'm feeling like such a peeping Tom,” Pacie said. “We'll be in such trouble if your so-called vision is wrong.”

“I don't think it is,” Irma said, walking up to the window. She stood on tiptoes and peered inside.

“What do you see?”

“Nothing. Just some dirty dishes.”

Pacie took her turn looking in the window. There were no signs that a disturbance had occurred—like a murder. She listened. No sounds were coming from inside.

They stumbled over a garden hose as they walked through the shadows next to the house. When they rounded the corner, they saw a backdoor that opened onto a deck. The deck light was off, leaving distant streetlamps to light the backyard. A strong breeze caused shadows, cast by tree limbs, to dance like rubbery silhouettes of people, unable to move past the picket fence. 

Pacie had no problem letting Irma take the lead. She followed her up the deck steps to the backdoor. When Irma yelped and held her hands over her mouth, Pacie knew she had seen something that scared her. She rushed up and looked in the backdoor window. The dimly lit hallway had an object lying on the floor next to a room that cast a flickering light out its door.

“That's a body,” Pacie said, not believing what she was looking at.

Irma turned on her video camera, opened the backdoor, and walked inside.

“You didn't put your gloves on,” Pacie said, donning a pair of disposable gloves she kept in her satchel. 

“Oh, yeah, I forgot.” Irma took a pair from her fanny pack.

“We should call the police before we contaminate things.”

“Wait. I need to see,” Irma said, wiping the doorknob as she entered the home.

“See what?” Pacie said, rushing up to the bloody body. She knelt and felt for a pulse in the wrist, avoiding the cut neck. “She's not breathing and there's no pulse. She's dead.” Pacie stood up. “I smell that same stench from the trail.” 

“I knew it.”

Pacie watched Irma walk into the office. “What are you doing?”

Still recording, Irma walked around the desk so she could see what was playing on the computer. Her hand shook as she lowered the camera and pointed toward the monitor. “I, I . . .”

Pacie walked next to Irma. Freaky images flashed onto the screen every few seconds; images that portrayed death in its various forms. The oddest thing was that they looked like real pictures of real events that someone had taken while watching a person perform the deviant act. A young boy next to a kiddie pool holding a kitten under the water. Feminine hands strangling a woman in bed. And most disturbing, an image of the woman in the hallway being stabbed. “What the hell sick kind of shit is this?”

“I saw this?” Irma looked away from the computer.

Pacie took a picture of the URL on the screen. “In your vision?”

Irma looked reluctantly at Pacie. “It was one of my sleepwalking events. I woke up to find myself looking at these images on my computer. I didn't remember going to my desk, let alone going to this website.”

“Did you see these exact images?”

“Similar images with strange symbols and things.”

“I'm calling the police,” Pacie said.

“Not yet,” Irma said. “There's still the journal I saw in the vision. It's probably upstairs in the girl's bedroom.”

The pair walked out of the office, stepping hesitantly over the body. They moved like stealthy cats as they walked past the kitchen and living room to the staircase. They nodded at each other, then climbed the steps to the second floor. One room had a light on. 

Pacie grabbed Irma's arm, stopping her from moving any farther, and mouthed to her that the killer could be in there. Then her jaw dropped when she thought of the dead woman downstairs. Pacie whispered, “I don't remember seeing the knife that you said was used to kill the poor woman. So where is it?”

They both looked at the room. Pacie took a jackknife from her satchel and unfolded the blade. They crept, inch by inch, toward the room, listening for the slightest of sounds.

Irma reached the doorway first. She poked her camera slowly around the doorjamb and looked inside through the viewfinder, but she could not angle it enough to see much. Then she walked through the door and into the room. 

Pacie pulled the ill-fitting gloves tighter on her hands and continued gripping the blade handle.

“No one's in here,” Irma said, walking to the bed where a book lay on the covers. 

Pacie knelt and shined her light under the bed; board games and a teddy bear were all she saw. Then she stood and looked at the closed closet door.

“This is the journal,” Irma said, recording its pages as she flipped them one by one.

Pacie did not want to open the closet door. If someone was hiding in there, that's where she wanted them to stay. “Hurry up.”

“Look at this,” Irma said, holding the journal so that Pacie could see the page with a hand-drawn figure of a tall, skinny man wearing a black suit. “She drew the kidnapper.”

Pacie agreed; it looked just like the witnesses' descriptions, and this teen, whoever she was, gave it a name—Slenderman.

“Slenderman. I think there is an actual creature called Slenderman,” Irma said, closing the journal, leaving it as she had found it. “Now it's time to call the police and get out of here.”

“I'll call as soon as we get back in the car, just in case the cops get here before we're out of the house.”

They walked down the staircase and to the hallway. The body lay as it had been. They stepped over it and walked back out the door they had come in.

The morning sky had brightened, yet the fog still hung over the neighborhood. They walked at a pace that would not draw attention as they made their way back to the car. They took off their gloves before getting inside and placed them in a plastic grocery bag that Pacie used to collect trash.

“I'm ready to call,” Pacie said. “We didn't leave anything inside, did we?”

“No, everything should be just as we found it. Except for the doorknob that I wiped,” Irma said, taking the cigarette from her pouch. She cracked her window. “Do you mind?”

Pacie shook her head and called 9-1-1, giving only the information needed to send the police to the house to investigate the murder.

“Are we waiting here?” Irma asked.

“Yeah, I want to talk to Haley, if she's one of the people that respond.”

Within minutes, they heard sirens approaching.

“I'm glad they know your car,” Irma said. “That way we don't look like suspects lurking around the murder scene.”

“Right, they probably think we're here because you heard the call on your scanner.”

“Which could so totally be true.” 

Pacie looked down at her phone and searched the term Slenderman while Irma looked at the recording on her camera's viewfinder.

“According to this,” Pacie began, “Slenderman is a fictional supernatural character that originated as a creepypasta meme. He's described as a thin, unnaturally tall humanoid with a featureless head and face, wearing a black suit. He’s known to stalk, traumatize, and abduct people, particularly children. Oh, and this is weird; sometimes he has tentacles.”

“Yeah, totally freaky. But,” Irma said, tapping cigarette ashes out the window, “I think there are some authentic murder cases based on Slenderman. I'll have to do some research on it.”

Now surrounded by police cars and officers, they could not leave if they had wanted to.

“There's Haley,” Pacie said, waving at her as she walked toward the house. “I don't think she saw me.”

“Look at that guy,” Irma said, pointing toward a man who was standing on the sidewalk, several houses down.

“Who?”

“That guy way down there. He's extremely tall and is wearing black.”

Pacie saw the man watching the commotion. “Are you thinking he could be the killer?”

“We should talk to him,” Irma said, opening the car door. “I'll keep my camera facing away, or toward the ground so that he won't know that I'm recording him. Can’t have too much research material, ya know.”

“I'm coming with you.”

They got out of the car and walked down the sidewalk toward the lanky young man. 

The man seemed to ignore them as they approached, but he did not walk away. 

Pacie cleared her throat as she and Irma stopped near him. “We don't get much excitement around here. Do you know what's going on back there?”

The twenty-something wore sunglasses even though the fog had not completely lifted. “Nope.”

“I don't think I've seen you around here before,” Pacie said, fishing for information. “Are you new to the neighborhood?”

He shrugged. 

Pacie could tell he did not want to talk with them. “Well, have a good day.”

He nodded and walked down the sidewalk toward the crime scene.

Irma leaned toward Pacie and whispered, “He's acting a little suspicious.”

“Yeah, maybe.” 

They stood in place, watching him. Irma raised her camera and recorded him as he walked away. “He's over six feet tall.”

“That's not nine or ten feet, plus he's not wearing a suit. And he has a face.” Pacie grinned.

“His clothes are black. The kids gave a poor description.”

“I don't know,” Pacie said.

“Killers do hang around where they committed the crime.”

“I thought you were all convinced that the kidnapper was a Bigfoot.”

“Don't make fun of me,” Irma said, lowering the camera. “I'm just looking at all the angles.”

Pacie laughed. “I know, I'm just giving you a hard time.”

“He's walking past the crime scene.”

“Let's go back to the car.”

“I've only scanned the girl's journal,” Irma said, walking next to Pacie, “but it appears she was obsessed with Slenderman and that demons were tormenting her.”

“I wonder if a satanic cult found its way to Black Water.”

“It's a possibility.”

“Look, Haley's coming back out of the house,” Pacie said. “Let's see if she'll talk with us.”

Detective Wanat saw them as she walked toward her car. “May I ask you ladies, how you knew about the murder? I have a hunch that it was you two that called it in.”

“I saw it in a dream,” Irma said, walking up to the detective.

“Really?” Det. Wanat said as she opened her car door.

“It was like a vision—so real. I called Pacie, and we went looking for the house I saw in the dream.”

“If I didn't know you two, I'd be taking you downtown for questioning because you seem to know too much.”

“Glad you know us.” Pacie smiled.

“Did you both go inside the house?” Det. Wanat waited for their answer.

“Ah.” Pacie was not sure how to answer the question without lying.

“I saw the whole thing in my dream,” Irma said again. “But we might have looked in a window . . . or something.”

“I knew it.”

“Is there anything you can tell us?” Pacie asked.

“Not currently, other than it is a murder scene. Besides, I think you guys know as much as I do right now.”

“Is the body the only person in the home?” Pacie asked.

“Yes.” Det. Wanat said.

“Did you find the knife?” Irma asked.

“You two look guilty as hell,” Det. Wanat said.

“I saw it in my vision,” Irma said.

Detective Wanat shook her head. “Not yet.” 

“I know who killed her?” Irma blurted out.

Detective Wanat's eyes widened. “Who?”

“The daughter.”

“How do you know this?”

“My vision, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Do you think the murder has anything to do with the kidnapping at Sugar Sand Park?” Pacie asked.

“I don't have enough information yet,” Det. Wanat said. “It's possible, but I'm not seeing a connection.”

“I see a connection,” Irma said. “The daughter's journal—”

Detective Wanat interrupted, “The journal? How did you see the journal?”

Irma did not answer as she looked over at Pacie.

“Irma has a sleep study on Monday because of her nightmares,” Pacie said, deflecting an answer with a truth.

“You two know I love you both and I want to help you out because the community adores and trusts you, the same as I do,” Det. Wanat said as she looked down at their feet. “My gut tells me you both have been inside the house. I'll help you out, just don't disturb the crime scenes.”

Pacie looked down at the wet grass clippings stuck to their shoes and then back up at Det. Wanat, who was staring back at her.

Neither Pacie nor Irma admitted to going inside. Instead, they stood there as if they had not heard the comment.

“You both be careful,” Det. Wanat said. She reached inside the car and took out a box of disposable gloves. “If it is the same guy, he just might come for you two next.”
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