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 CHAPTER 1

The Boy


In his dream the boy stretched out on the dock, warmed by the late-summer sun. He debated whether to jump in the lake one more time. The water would feel cool and silky, and would wash away the beads of sweat which had formed on his forehead. On the other hand, his bathing suit was almost dry and had finally become comfortable. A breeze cooled him down enough that he could delay his decision. Somewhere, a crow barked out an unnatural metallic screech. The boy's forehead wrinkled, sending sweat rolling down into his ears. He fought to stay in the dream, but it had already started to fade. He wasn't lying on a dock; straps held him to a stainless steel table.
The clank of an instrument on a metal tray pulled the boy completely from his dream. He smelled stale straw and felt itchy fabric against his cheek. The boy opened his eyes, but burlap covering his face filtered the bright light. He wanted to push the burlap away, but his hands were tied at his sides. He didn’t need to kick his feet to remember that those were bound as well.
“Awake at last,” said the man.
The boy didn’t respond. He held his breath and prayed that the man would go away.
“There’s nothing wrong,” the man said. “No need to be nervous.”
The man moved closer.
“It'll take a while, but you may forget all about this day. You wouldn’t believe how resilient children are. They can grow accustomed to almost anything. This incident could fade to just one small scene in the story of the man you’ll become. Trust me.”
By the end of the speech the man had moved within inches of the boy’s exposed neck. The boy felt the man’s warm breath.
“You know,” the man said, “you could wake up tomorrow and have no evidence that this day ever occurred: nothing to regret, no loss.”
The man inhaled and let his breath out slow, tickling the boy’s neck.
“Unfortunately for you, your tomorrow is about to change.”
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 CHAPTER 2

Jack


Jack sat near the front of the school bus, oblivious to his raucous classmates. The other kids were bursting with excited energy; they only had three days left until summer vacation. Jack stared out his window. When the bus slowed to its last stop, he waited for everyone else before heading for the door. He had few friends at his school, and none on this bus. In this neighborhood the public school kids generally didn't place into the advanced classes, and the smart kids, like Jack, usually went to private academies.
“Take it easy, Jack,” said the bus driver.
“Thanks Mr. Shields, see you tomorrow,” said Jack.
Jack remained serious as he walked away from the bus and headed down the suburban street. His neighborhood was the last outgrowth of sprawl, encroaching into the surrounding forest and farmland. Earlier that week a crew had staked-off the shoulder of the road for future sidewalks, and Jack weaved between the orange-painted sticks, but kept a quick pace. Over the blocks Jack walked, the roads narrowed and houses sat farther back. He turned up the walk of a neat, two-story colonial: beige with cranberry shutters. Climbing his porch stairs, Jack's shoulders finally fell, releasing his tension.
“Hey Mom,” he bellowed.
“On the phone,” his mother yelled back from upstairs.
Jack pawed through the mail on the hall table and found a letter addressed to him. He kicked his shoes next to the staircase and then bounded upstairs as he shucked his backpack from his shoulders.
His room occupied a back corner of the house. He threw himself crossways on his bed, so he could look out the window. He grabbed his field glasses from the windowsill and spied across his side yard. Training his attention on a modest ranch across the side-street, Jack alternated his view between the two side windows and the back deck. The screen door was still propped open. Jack spent several moments looking at the gas grill; it hung halfway off the deck. The events of the previous night replayed in his head: the neighbor, owner of the ranch, father of Gabe Vigue, had burst through the screen door and kicked the gas grill with tremendous force. Jack had been lucky enough to catch this drama through his window.
“Whatcha looking at, Bub?” his mom asked from directly behind him.
“Nothing!” Jack exclaimed, startled. “Jeez Mom, you scared me.”
“Well maybe spying on people makes you jumpy,” she replied. “Where’s your jacket?”
“I left it at Mark’s house. I told you.”
“Tell him to bring it over this weekend then — I want to get all your school clothes cleaned and put away.”
“Mark’s gone already,” Jack reminded her.
“That’s right. Did you get the letter from your grandmother?” his mom asked.
“Oh yeah!” Jack rolled off his bed and grabbed the forgotten envelope from his backpack. He skimmed the letter and said, “They want me to visit at the end of the summer.”
“Oh, that sounds nice,” his mom said as she leaned against the door jam. “Why, what’s wrong with that?”
“It’s just that me and Ben are going to camp out and stuff. Like we talked about?” said Jack.
He took every opportunity to reinforce this point. It had taken Jack weeks of negotiations to achieve this agreement about his summer plans. Usually, summer brought a list of scheduled activities designed to engage him and, in his mind, extend the school year to fill all twelve months. This year he had convinced his parents that he and Ben could keep themselves busy by camping in the back yard and working through the chapters of his survival book. Jack's proposal had coincided with his mom’s concern that kids today don't have enough unstructured play time — she had relented and helped him sway her husband too.
Jack's dad tried to take Jack and Ben camping at least once a year, but the trips always seemed too short. Although only in the backyard, this would mark Jack and Ben's first solo camping trip.
“Ben and I,” said his mom. “And I know you, Jack. Halfway through July you’ll be dying for something to do. Tell your grandparents you’d be delighted to visit and we’ll talk about it in a few weeks.”
“Okay, I guess.”
“Love you,” she said.
“Love you too,” he agreed.
“Okay then,” his mom said as she turned to leave. “It’ll be fun,” she called back over her shoulder from the hall.
Jack turned his attention back out the window — fixated once again. Nothing had changed at the Vigue house, not in the last five minutes at least. The previous nine months had been packed with action for the Vigue family: their son Gabe had vanished from his pre-school’s playground. All the neighbors had hung on every piece of news for weeks, and kids as old as Jack were suddenly chaperoned to and from school. As the weeks turned to months, care turned back into complacency, and life had mostly returned to normal.
He put down his field glasses, got up from the bed, and sat down at his computer. Looking at the clock he granted himself one hour of hacking before he would turn his attention to his homework. Jack had been working for a week to break the copy-protection on the accounting software his Dad used for his home business. After upgrading the machine, his dad’s bookkeeping program had suddenly decided not to work. His parents were lost without the software — it handled all of their invoicing.  The attention he focused on this task was familiar to both his parents. Jack was a bulldog — when he set his mind to a problem, nothing could stop him from finishing.
Forty-five minutes later, Jack remotely unlocked the program on his dad’s machine. Twenty minutes after that he completed his light load of homework. In this last week of school, all the assignments felt like a teacher’s afterthought.
**********
Jack and his parents sat at their kitchen table. His parents enjoyed the dinner, but Jack's thoughts remained on the Vigue house. One of Jack's hands propped up his head as the other pushed his fork across his plate. His gaze wandered through the picture window to the dusk spreading across the back yard.
“I had good news this evening,” said his dad. “Our invoicing is back up. I decided to try it once again before switching to that other thing, and it just popped right up. What would cause that, Jack?”
Jack answered without looking at his dad: “Dunno, maybe an update from the Internet?”
“Well, you’re the expert,” his dad smiled.
Jack felt his mom’s eyes, but continued to look out the window. The urge to return her glance was starting to become overwhelming when the phone rang.
“I’ll get it!” exclaimed Jack as he jumped up from the table and crossed the room. He grabbed the phone and said, “Hello?”
“You figured out how to use the phone — I was worried the ringing would scare you away.” It was his best friend, Ben.
“Yeah, right. Your mom dial for you?” replied Jack as he smiled.
“You still got school?”
“Yeah, three more days.”
“It’s like a prison over there — how do you stand it?” asked Ben.
“Well they actually expect us to learn things. Must be a weird concept to you,” Jack laughed.
“Hey, so what’s going on this weekend? You ready for camping?”
“Well yeah, of course,” said Jack, “I got the tent laid out already,” he exaggerated. He had at least thought about getting the tent out.
“Sweet,” said Ben.
“How long can you stay?” asked Jack.
“I got nothing else this summer, my dad’s out west,” replied Ben.
“Really? Cool!” said Jack, surprised.
“Yeah, definitely. But oh, there’s uh… Stephen is coming,” Ben said.
“Oh yeah? When?” asked Jack.
“July… He’ll be here three weeks. Only three.”
“Good. I mean, why don’t you ask him to come along?” asked Jack. He tried to sound enthusastic, but he tried too hard and it rang false.
“Sounds good, I’ll tell him. We’ll hang out. It’ll be cool.”
“Yeah, that’s cool.”
“It’s going to be an awesome summer. Remember the goal?” asked Ben.
“How could I forget? It’s all you talk about,” replied Jack.
“They’re going to be spectacular, I guarantee.”
“Yeah, yeah, we’ll see. Can’t you just get that stuff online like everyone else?”
“Not like these my friend, not like these,” said Ben.
“I gotta get back to dinner — I’ll see you soon.”
“See ya,” said Ben, and they hung up.
When Jack got back to the table he could tell his parents had discussed something weighty. His dad was the first to break the silence.
“Hey Bub, who was that?” asked Jack’s dad.
“Just Ben.”
“He still coming next week?” asked his mom.
“Yeah, he said he can stay all summer because his dad’s out west,” replied Jack. “Is that okay?”
“As long as you mean all summer except when you’re going out to see your grandparents, right?” asked his dad.
“Oh, yeah right. Except then,” said Jack. His face flattened.
**********
On Thursday, Jack finished middle school.
“Have a good summer, Jack,” Mr. Shields, the bus driver, said.
“Thanks, you too!” replied Jack.
Jack rushed home. He was on a mission. He looped his thumbs into his backpack, pulling himself home. Rushing up the porch stairs, Jack threw open the screen door and almost ran into the door. It was locked; he dug out his key. Casting off his pack in the hall, he headed immediately for the garage. He was surprised to find his mom’s car in there; that meant she was somewhere close enough to walk. Another oddity, but Jack wasn’t concerned.
On the far end of the garage, a makeshift ladder was nailed to the wall. His dad was too heavy for this ladder, so Jack was quite familiar with the loft area in the eaves. For several years Jack had been responsible for fetching gear from the garage loft. He climbed with confidence.
Jack kept all his camping gear stowed in a neat pile. He had a small section of rope to haul up the large items. He tied this to the tent and lowered it to the floor. It took a lot of time and effort to climb down to unhook each item, and then back up to lower the next. He repeated the process until he had a good-sized pile moved including tent, folding chairs, cooking equipment, and all the other comforts. He and Ben would camp no more than thirty yards from the house, but they wanted to feel completely independent.
Jack had one more trip to get the cooler. He had saved it for last because it was light and already close to the edge. Jack always saved the easy stuff for the end. When he bent for the cooler, the plywood floor of the loft cracked sharply and he heard debris hit his mom’s car below. Jack shuffled his feet, trying to get more solid footing over the joists, but he slipped on the dusty plywood and tumbled over the edge of the plywood floor.
Jack raised his arms to cushion his fall and had just enough time to squeeze his eyes shut before he hit the floor.
**********
Jack was having a bad dream. He tried to roll over and felt a stab of pain in his left arm. He couldn’t seem to focus his eyes, but he figured out that he was in the garage. The fall from the loft started to leak back into his thoughts, although he saw it from behind, as if it had happened to someone else.
“Honey?” he heard his mom calling from the kitchen.
“Here…” called Jack.
The next twenty minutes were a flurry of activity.
**********
“What did he land on?”
Jack awoke to see an older man with a clipboard talking to his mom. A long wait in the emergency room had lulled him to dozing.
“Um, camping gear? I guess. Well he was right next to it when I … sleeping bags and stuff,” stammered his mom.
“Huh,” said the man. “Well, it could have been a lot worse. Oh, he’s awake.” They both looked at Jack.
“How are you feeling? I’m Dr. Lambert — please follow the light.” The doctor shone a bright light into Jack’s eyes.
“Okay.” Jack’s tongue felt weird — soft on one side.
Dr. Lambert turned back to Jack’s mom. “Not much obvious trauma. A mild concussion. What do you remember Jack?”
“I fell out of the loft. I tried to miss the car.”
“Oh, Jack!” his mom interjected.
“Any pain when I do this?” asked the doctor.
“Yes!” exclaimed Jack as Dr. Lambert extended Jack’s left arm.
“Are you left-handed?”
“No,” Jack and his mom answered simultaneously.
“Another piece of good luck. A sling for three to four of weeks should help the arm heal up, but we may want to keep him for observation tonight. Depends on the results of those tests.”
“But Ben’s coming!” cried Jack, turning to his mom.
“It’s okay Jack, he’ll be okay without you for one day.”
“He can still come?” asked Jack.
“Of course,” Jack’s mom turned to the doctor. “Are there any activities he shouldn't do? He was going to go camping.”
“No, no, he’ll be fine,” replied the doctor. “The sling will isolate the arm and let it heal.”
An hour later, Jack felt very lucky when the test results came back — he would return home that night.
**********
Jack and his mom pulled into the garage sometime after eight. Jack struggled to unbuckle his seatbelt with his right hand. His mom watched him for a minute and then reached over and helped him get untangled. He opened the door and stepped carefully out of the car. Jack’s camping gear was still in a pile near the wall.
As soon as they reached the door, Jack could smell fried chicken. He looked at his mom and they shared a smile. Whenever he was called upon to provide dinner, Jack’s dad made an emergency trip for fried chicken.
Their big kitchen was normally very organized. Tonight, trash littered every counter. Jack’s dad, Greg, sat at the table surrounded by containers of food.
“Let me see,” said his dad as they walked through the door.
“It’s just a sling and an isolation thing — not a real cast,” said Jack.
“Purple, though. Suits you. It brings out your eyes,” said his dad as he cupped Jack’s chin. “What’s wrong? I’m sure you’ll break it next time.”
“It’s just totally going to screw up my vacation,” whined Jack.
“You’ll survive. You won’t even notice after two days,” interjected his mom.
Jack was relieved that his mom was starting to look more in control. She had looked frantic all afternoon.
“Well let’s eat already. Can’t let all this effort go to waste,” his dad ushered them to the table.
They sat down and passed around each container.
“You seem in good spirits, all things considered,” Jack’s mom said to her husband, Greg.
“I had a particularly good day. We got the civic center contract again, and it includes all the out-buildings this year.”
“Greg! That’s wonderful!” Kate said and squeezed her husband’s hand.
Jack could tell when his dad was about to launch into an excited rant. He never paid attention when his parents talked about their contracts.  His parents had started the business together, and remained the only two employees six years later. They had a language all their own.
Jack’s thoughts turned back to his inventory. Ben would arrive the next day, and he wanted to make sure that he had found everything they would need. The cooler would have to wait for Ben, but Jack thought he could move the rest of the stuff with his one remaining arm.
If Ben showed up by noon, they could set up by four, and then have plenty of time to walk to the store. Then they would get back in time to cook their own dinner outside.  Making their own meals seemed crucial to their independence during their back-yard camping.
Soon his parents were starting to clear the table.
“You hardly touched your food. What’s wrong with your appetite lately?” his mom asked.
“I don’t know. Just tired I guess,” replied Jack.
“Why don’t you go curl up in front of the TV and we’ll be there in a sec,” said his mom.
“Okay,” said Jack. He sensed they were going to talk about him.
Jack couldn't find anything better than nature shows. His mind had been wandering a lot lately. He wondered if he was thinking too much; was there such a thing?  As soon as the lions started stalking their prey, Jack started to really pay attention. He was engrossed by the time his dad came in a few minutes later.
“Everything okay, Jack?” his dad asked.
“Sure, well, except for this,” Jack said as he gingerly raised his left arm.
“Yeah, but even before that — you seem a little preoccupied lately. Have you been thinking of Gabe?”
Jack flinched a bit at the mention of the missing neighbor kid.
“I don’t know — not really,” Jack lied.
“It’s okay. It certainly was quite a shock. Nothing like that ever happened when I was a kid.”
“What do you mean ‘was a shock’? It’s not over yet, is it?”
“Well no, no, of course not. It’s just that, well there’s a period time where they really want to find some sort of lead. I think it’s forty-eight hours or so, but the odds of finding something after that,” his dad said. He slowed down as the sentence progressed. “Nobody is giving up on Gabe, but we do have to be realistic. It's been several months and from what we know there hasn’t been any information.”
“Maybe they’re not thinking about it right,” said Jack. “Did they try to think about it backwards?”
“They have the best possible people working on it. You’re right — it’s a puzzle, but this is what they do, and I’m sure they’ve thought about it every possible way,” consoled his dad. “Just don’t fixate on it, Jack. Sometimes things happen that we can’t control.”
Jack hadn’t realized that he had been thinking about Gabe until his dad brought it up. Now it was all he could think about.
“Get some rest, you’ve got to get healthy for your vacation,” said his dad. He settled into a chair next to the sofa. “What are you watching, anyway? Gross!”
**********
When Jack got up the next morning, he had barely slept. It was early — Jack was still on his school schedule — but it was already hot, and Jack’s father wouldn’t run the air-conditioner until it got even hotter. Jack normally didn’t mind, he preferred the windows open, but this morning the heat added to his discomfort. He had lived the same dream over and over all night. In his dream he was on the Vigue’s deck when Mr. Vigue burst through the screen door. Instead of kicking over the grill, he came right at Jack.
“You’re a sick fuck, you know that?” dream-Vigue screamed, inches from Jack’s face. “What are you, stupid or something?”
His dream ended with Mr. Vigue lifting him up by the front of his shirt. The neighbor’s dream-breath smelled like sour milk, ammonia, and dirt. His eyes were bloodshot and blank. They weren’t focused on Jack, which was unnerving, but his eyes also seemed to be missing the spark that would make them look human. Jack’s shirt was giving way under the armpits as the angry man held him up with no effort. It was the most realistic dream Jack had ever experienced.
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 CHAPTER 3

The Boy


Something tugged at the boy's sleeve. Scissors pulled and then sliced the fabric. The cold metal touched his arm briefly when the scissors opened, and then they sliced again. When the cut came around to his armpit he raised his arm as much as he could. He could imagine the tip of the scissors poking his sides and he wanted to give them as much room as possible.
Soon the cut around the sleeve was complete and the scissors made a journey down his arm. The shirt-sleeve couldn’t be shed normally because of the restraints.
During this process, he heard no sounds from the man except the slice. He detected no breathing. The cutting seemed to continue for hours. Each garment went through the same careful extraction until the boy believed that he was completely naked except for his underwear and the burlap hood on his head.
He smelled paint. His house had smelled the same way for weeks after his parents had remodeled the bathroom. The man brushed cold paint onto the boy's chest. The smell was incredibly strong, but not unpleasant. It smelled clean and orderly.
This touch was much more delicate than the scissors.
“What a strange sensation,” he thought as the liquid on his skin began to dry. It was tight and itchy. He squirmed in his restraints.
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 CHAPTER 4

Ben 


By breakfast, Jack’s outlook was improving. Getting showered and dressed had helped him wake up and forget the dream. His mom cooked a feast and Jack ate everything set before him.
“So what’s on the plan today, Bub?” his mom asked.
“I gotta get everything ready — Ben will be here at noon,” Jack said through a mouthful of food.
“I heard about that. Stephen’s coming too?”
“Not yet, he’s he’s gonna come later,” replied Jack.
“Good. That should be good for him.”
“Uh-huh,” Jack said. He was hardly listening.
When he had scraped the last of the egg from the plate to his mouth, Jack jumped up and carried his dishes to the sink. With one hand, he started to clean his plate.
“Never mind that, I'll take care of it,” his mom said as she shooed him away.
**********
When Ben arrived, Jack was methodically taking inventory of the camping gear in the garage. He set down the camping chair and walked over to the car.
“Hey,” said Jack.
“Hey yourself” replied Ben. “Pretty sling you got.” Ben nodded to Jack's purple soft-cast.
“Three weeks — does that suck?”
Leaning in Ben said softly: “You're the expert, you tell me.”
“Very funny,” said Jack.
“Was the hospital awful? I hate the hospital,” said Ben.
“Jeez, get over it,” said Jack. “You were there like five years ago.”
The boys paused their conversation as Jack’s mom came out of the house to greet the visitors: “Sheri, hi!” she said to Ben's mom, just getting out of the car.
“C'mon, let's go around back,” Jack said to Ben.
In the back yard they started to plan their first day.
“Let's go over to the store. Get supplies,” suggested Jack.
“Man, we got all day to do that. Let's go check out the local talent first,” replied Ben.
“What do you mean?”
“You live in the neighborhood of hotties, and you don't even know it. Open your eyes my friend, don't you get out?” said Ben.
“You're obsessed!” exclaimed Jack.
“So what? Who isn't?”
“I don't even think anyone around here is home. Don't those rich kids all go away to fancy camps and stuff?”
“Clearly not all of us do.”
Jack's neighborhood had plenty of kids his age, but they all went to private school, as Ben did. Jack knew very few of his neighbors, but Ben knew most of them.
“Well what are we going to do, just knock on doors?” asked Jack.
“No, we just hang and see who's looking.”
“Just hang? Where?” asked Jack.
“Chill, my man, chill. Let's go hit the street.”
“Can we at least bring some money? In case we end up in the vicinity of a store?”
“Roger that,” said Ben, and led Jack back around to the front of the house.
**********
Out front, the boys found their mothers saying goodbye. Ben’s mom was younger and shorter than Jack’s mom. They stood close to each other. Jack and Ben couldn’t hear what they were saying. Sheri returned to a normal tone of voice as she broke away and moved towards her car.
“I'll talk to you soon, let me know if you need a break,” Ben's mom said as she climbed back into her car.
“Don't worry, they take care of themselves,” said Kate, Jack's mom.
“You're wonderful — thanks again!” said Sheri. “Come give me a kiss, Ben,” his mom beckoned him.
Ben kissed his mom on the cheek. “Bye! See you soon,” he called over his shoulder. Sheri shrugged at Kate and backed out of the driveway. Jack and Ben started down the street towards the more densely-packed houses.
“Be back soon, Mom. Going to the store,” said Jack.
“Are you two outdoorsmen going to eat a civilized dinner tonight?” Jack’s mom asked.
“No, we’re going to cook outside.”
“There’ll be extra, just in case,” said Jack’s mom as she turned to go inside.
Jack caught up with Ben who had started to wander down the street, with his hands thrust deep into his pockets. When Ben’s mom had driven away, and Kate had closed the front door, Ben stopped and turned to Jack.
“You gotta stop walking like a townie and get a little strut going, Jacky,” said Ben.
“Do you even hear what you sound like anymore?” asked Jack very seriously. “It’s like one of those teen reality shows with you around.”
Ben shot back a quick hurt look and then saw that Jack was close to cracking up.
“You’re such a dork,” said Ben. “No wonder you don’t know anything about the ladies.”
“Shortcut!” yelled Jack as he took off running through an empty lot between two houses. Ben quickly caught him as Jack cradled his sore arm. They continued along a narrow path through a strip of woods that made a lush barrier between the back yards of the neighborhood. They were just deep enough in the woods so that they could barely see the houses they passed. Ben and Jack crept noiselessly and spied on the neighbors.
The path followed a creek for a few hundred yards and the boys spent nearly an hour looking for frogs and fish in the shallow water. When the path passed into a dark area they sat in the underbrush looking through the trees at a very large house.
The house was an odd combination of styles — brick and clapboards, balconies and dormers. It was tan, with off-white shutters. The yard between them and the house was perfect. Neither boy could have described why the house looked out of place and ostentatious, but they both sensed that it was.
“That place is a mansion,” said Jack.
“I don’t know, it’s not that big,” replied Ben.
“Who do you think lives there?”
“Hmm, well, probably Heather Brecker and her family, I’m guessing,” said Ben.
“Heather Breck-what?” asked Jack. “Where exactly are you getting your information?”
“Mostly from her.” Ben pointed at a girl their age who was reclining on wicker chair near the house.
“Oh. Duh.”
“C’mon,” said Ben as he started towards the house.
“Wait, what?”
“Hey Heather,” called Ben. Heather sat up, shaded her eyes, and squinted.
“Ben Palmer? What are you doing here?” asked Heather.
“Me? I’m just hanging out with Jack.” Ben cocked his thumb over his shoulder. “You know Jack Randolph? He lives down the street.
Heather glanced past Ben to Jack who was just struggling out of the woods and starting across the yard. Jack had a vine stuck in his hair and was trying to untangle himself.
“Never met him,” said Heather and turned back to Ben. “You guys shouldn’t be sneaking around through those woods. My dad gets pretty mad when he sees boys trespassing back there.”
“Hey, who’s trespassing? We’re just going to the store,” said Ben. “Besides, Jack’s dad owns all of these woods behind here.”
“I seriously doubt that,” said Heather. “I have to go in now. I have gymnastics in an hour.”
Heather turned away and strode back to the patio doors on the back of her house. Ben turned and intercepted Jack just as he was catching up. When they had taken a few steps back towards the woods Ben leaned in and whispered to Jack: “Isn’t she hot?”
“Who? The mean one?” asked Jack.
Ben punched Jack lightly on this shoulder.
“Ow — watch that shit!”
They looked at each other, laughed, and trotted off back into the woods.
**********
After spending most of the afternoon meandering through the neighborhood, Ben and Jack finally reached Christy’s, a convenience store about a mile away from Jack’s house. Jack hadn't been there on his own in a while, since before Gabe had disappeared. Back then, Christy's marked the limit of how far Jack could travel alone.
Back before Jack and Ben were toddlers, Christy's was also a gas station. It still had an island, but no longer had pumps. The boys arrived from the back and hopped the low fence. Inside, they found the typical convenience store offerings: chips, soda, beer, small boxes and cans of this and that. Everything was more expensive than the IGA down in Thomkinsville, but not as bad as the chain stores that specialized in lottery tickets and cigarettes. A string of Christmas bells announced their arrival.
A fifty-ish woman behind the counter greeted them as they entered: “Hi boys!”
“Hi,” said Jack. He and Ben turned left and headed back to the refrigerator cases along the back of the store.
“Hey, we forgot money,” hissed Jack.
“Don’t worry about it,” said Ben as he pointed to his back pocket. “I got it covered.”
Jack wrinkled his brow and paused. Ben always had better toys and clothes, but Jack usually brought the cash.
“What about these?” Ben was holding up a box of Twinkies.
“Yuck! You know I can’t stand those things.”
“They’re good for you — put hair on your chest,” taunted Ben.
“You can keep it,” shrugged Jack. “We better get stuff for tomorrow morning too.”
The boys collected everything they would need for their campground dinner and breakfast and headed up to the front of the store loaded with supplies.
“Wow, stocking up?” asked the woman behind the counter. She recognized Jack from being from the neighborhood. Her name tag identified her as “Sally.”
“We’re running away,” smiled Ben.
“Oh! In that case, you’re not going to get very far,” she said.
“We’ll be back when we get hungry again.” Ben was never afraid to banter with adults, Jack looked on with admiration. He had always been shy around Sally.
Sally finished ringing them up — “Today is going to cost you fifteen-sixty-seven, we’ll see about tomorrow.”
Ben reached for his wallet and carefully fished out a bill. He slid a one hundred dollar bill across the counter. Jack looked on with wide eyes. Sally reached for it and paused with her hand in mid-air.
“You got anything smaller, big spender?” her tone was no longer as jovial.
Ben turned red and hastily drew back the bill.
“Um, yeah, I think so.”
A few seconds later he pushed a twenty across the counter.
“Sorry.”
“No harm done,” replied Sally. “If you need to break that hundred, Bill is here until noon. He doesn’t like me to take anything above a fifty.”
“Thanks, Sally,” said Ben, still looking down.
Sally gave Ben his change and he shoved it into his front pocket. She collected the groceries and handed each of them a bag.
“Enjoy those burgers,” said Sally as they headed out the door.
As they walked through the parking lot, Jack looked sideways at Ben, wondering if he should ask about the money. Ben seemed to know what he wanted to ask.
“My dad only had hundreds,” said Ben and then paused. “I wanted to break it so I would have smaller bills. My mom only gave me one twenty.”
**********
“I hereby dub this the first official hamburger of the summer!” Ben said as he pulled a charred lump of beef from his stick.
Jack clapped his right hand against his leg with approval: “Bravo! Well done, well done! Here, take a bun for that.”
“Burgers are awesome over a fire. They should always cook them like this,” said Ben.
Jack hunched down a little and squinted through the bushes so he could spy at the house. Their campsite was on the edge of the woods, just about thirty yards from the back door. They had a tall maple and some thick bushes to give their campsite some privacy.
“Looks like my parents are having chicken again,” said Jack.
“You can't see that from there,” said Ben.
Jack laughed. He balanced his burger on his knee so he could get some chips and poke the fire with his stick.
“So what do you want to do tomorrow?” Jack asked through a mouthful of chips.
“Whatever the day brings, Jacky,” replied Ben. “Oh, I know — we should go hunting.”
“Nothing’s in season. Besides, you’ve never killed anything.”
“Man… It was just an idea. You don’t have to freak out about it,” replied Ben. He tied a plastic grocery bag on the end of his hamburger stick and waved it over the flames, until it caught. “What about fishing then?”
“You're burning that bag,” said Jack. “I like mine rare.”
“You're just pissed because I thought of it first,” said Ben. “First official garbage torch!” he exclaimed, waving the stick over his head.
The boys laughed.
“Seriously,” said Ben. “What about fishing?”
“We’re not going to catch anything around here,” said Jack. “We could hike over to the old quarry. There’s no fish there, but it’s only a couple miles, and we can go swimming.”
“I’ll go over there, but I don’t know about swimming. It’s probably still pretty cold,” said Ben. He smiled — “Maybe we should drop by Heather’s on the way.”
“What’s with you and that girl?” asked Jack. “She’s barely hot, and she’s a total bitch.”
“Whatever. Someday you’ll understand.”
“Yeah. You know? That’s true,” said Jack as he looked up to night sky. “Eventually, I’ll grow up. But you know what? You’ll still be mostly retarded.”
A piece of meat bounced off of Jack’s forehead. “Hey!” yelled Jack. “Don’t waste it.”
Jack stood up and started collecting trash while he was still chewing on his last bite of hamburger.
The boys finished their dinner, cleaned up their site, and hoisted the cooler with the remaining food up into a tree. They built up the fire and stretched out as close as they could comfortably get. The night was damp and cool for June, and the warmth was welcome.
At the edge of the neighborhood, the house was isolated enough that the boys had very little sound or light pollution to contend with. The woods at their back began to come alive with the sounds of the night. They were both accustomed to camping and paid no attention to the routine noises. They didn’t last long in the warmth of the fire before they began to fall asleep.
**********
Jack awoke in the night and held himself perfectly still. He felt there was something right outside the tent and he didn’t want it to know he was awake. He remained clenched in fear for several minutes before he began to speculate as to why he had woken up. Still convinced that he was being scrutinized, he began to think about Gabe Vigue. He wondered how long a little kid could have survived alone in the woods. Was it possible that Gabe was outside his tent? Jack’s eyes were well adjusted to the dim moonlight filtering through the tent, and he could see that Ben was deep asleep.
Jack slowly reached out with his foot until it hit Ben’s sleeping bag. He nudged Ben’s leg. No response. Jack pushed harder — right into Ben’s kneecap. Something brushed the front of the tent. Jack pulled back and gave Ben a swift kick.
“Hey — what are you doing?” slurred Ben.
“Shh,” said Jack in a barely audible whisper. “There’s something out there.”
Ben sat up, rubbed his eyes, and then sat very still for several seconds. “Nothing,” Ben said as he flopped back down. Ben appeared to be back asleep within moments.
Jack waited and waited. He could barely let himself breathe as he listened for any sound. Jack’s head was still, but his eyes darted around the tent, looking for any shadow. He began to feel eyes on his back. As noiselessly as he could muster, Jack turned his head around to see the wall of the tent behind him. As he guessed, there was the outline of a small person silhouetted on the side of the tent.
Jack wanted to whisper to Ben, but he couldn’t seem to figure out how to make any sounds with his useless mouth. Finally the shape moved and brushed lightly on the side of the tent again. When he couldn’t follow the shape anymore, Jack turned back to Ben. He was surprised to see Ben’s eyes wide open, although he was still breathing deep and slow, as if he were asleep.
“Did you see that?” whispered Jack.
Ben nodded and mouthed “Yes.”
They sat looking at each other without speaking for an eternity.
**********
In the morning, Jack didn’t even think about the night’s visitor until he exited the tent. The cooler of food they had carefully lifted into the tree was lying on it’s side a dozen yards from the tent. What remained of their food was strewn about their site. Jack followed the rope from the cooler back to the big maple tree. The rope ended with a frayed end, as if it had been gnawed through. Jack picked up the garbage while Ben remained asleep in the tent.
Jack took the bag of trash into the garage, and met his mom on his way to the bathroom.
“How is roughing it treating you?” she asked.
“Great! Everything is perfect,” he replied.
“Your dad wanted me to remind you that you had an agreement about keeping a clean campground,” she chided. “He said there was a bit of a mess this morning?”
“I’m sorry. It’s all cleaned up now. Don’t worry — it won’t happen again. I guess we were just a little excited last night.”
His mom studied his face. Jack looked away and then continued to the bathroom.
“Don’t forget about dinner on Friday, and you have to take a shower at least every other day.”
“Okay. I remember,” Jack called as he walked away.
**********
The boys ate a quick meal of Pop Tarts and half a carton of chocolate milk. The milk had a puncture in its side and leaked as they drank. They organized their site, put on their hiking gear, and decided to head for the quarry. They talked only of the mechanics of the trip — no idle conversation, or discussion of the previous night’s events.
Jack was able to navigate them out of the neighborhood through vacant lots and undeveloped strips of woods. Although they passed close to several houses, they ignored the buildings and pretended they were in the wilderness — far away from civilization. Where the path was ill-defined, they took time to cut back brush and make it passable. They dragged thick branches to lay across the creek to make rudimentary bridges where they needed to cross. In places where the path split, they back-tracked and stomped down the wrong path to throw off imagined stalkers.
After a couple of miles, their path broke out of the woods and followed a power-line cut. Central Maine Power had cut a neat strip through the woods about fifty yards wide. The path they followed meandered through this strip, back-and-forth, under the power lines. Their pace increased as they didn’t have to do any maintenance on the trail.
“Hold up — I think it’s around here,” said Jack.
“What’s around here?”
“There’s a little side trail that goes over to the quarry. I think it’s right around here,” replied Jack.
“Is that it?” Ben pointed back down the trail a few yards.
There was a small break in the blueberry bushes that looked like it was once a path.
“Could be. Let’s find out,” said Jack.
They followed the modest path back into the woods where it soon petered out.
“I don’t think this is anything,” said Jack.
“Boy, you give up too easy — look,” pointed Ben.
Following Ben’s outstretched arm Jack saw what Ben saw: there was a tiny amount of sunlight coming from between the trees.
“Try to keep up,” said Ben as he worked his way through the woods.
When navigating the close branches Jack was at a significant disadvantage with only one working arm. He ducked and dodged, trying to to keep up with Ben. Overhead they could see blue sky between the branches, suggesting a clearing up ahead. At their level, even Ben had a hard time pushing through the dense underbrush.
“Hey, I think I… Whoa!” yelled Ben.
Jack saw Ben overbalanced and disappearing quickly through a gap in the thick bushes. He recognized the scene — it felt like he was watching himself from behind as he fell from the garage loft. All that was left of Ben was his legs at waist-height, and they were slipping away. Jack threw himself forward and grabbed for Ben’s shoe. He knew that if the quarry were on the other side of this bush, Ben could be falling into a deep pit.
Jack managed to get a handful of shoe, with his fingers hooked in next to Ben’s ankle, but Ben’s momentum carried them both forward. Digging in his knees, Jack stopped himself and Ben’s shoe popped off in his hand.
“Ben!” Jack screamed as he thrust his face through the bushes.
“Hey, what are you thinking?” asked Ben — inches from his face.
“Oh man, I thought you fell.”
“I was going to, until you stole my shoe,” replied Ben.
Ben helped Jack through the bushes where he could see that they were on the lip of a small sand pit. Ben grabbed his shoe from Jack and sat down to put it back on.
“I think there’s a path over there,” Ben nodded towards the far side of the pit.
They made their way around the sand and found a four-wheeler path that led through a brief stretch of woods before opening up to a large dug-out area. They carefully slid down the side, to the bottom of the quarry. Four-wheeler tracks all around them suggested the pit had heavy recreational use now. They explored the different areas and worked their way around to a flat rock next to a big pool of water. The water was a strange shade of blue-green.
Protected from the wind, it was quickly becoming very hot on the rock. The boys took off their shoes and socks and dangled their feet in the cool water. They balled up their shirts, and leaned back on the hot rock, using their shirts as pillows as they laid in the sun.
“Do you come over here much?” asked Ben.
“Nope, not very often. My friend Mark showed it to me one time. His dad used to work for the sand and gravel place.”
“Jeez, I’d be down here all the time, this place is neat,” said Ben.
“Well we haven’t really had the chance. I mean, I’ve only lived here a couple of years, and that stuff with that Vigue kid. I couldn’t even leave the house for like two months,” said Jack.
“Yeah, I know what you mean. I had to go everywhere with my brother. Doesn’t that kid live right near you?”
“Well, he did. Just a couple houses away,” replied Jack. “My dad used to do some stuff with his dad, but not anymore. Now that guy is really angry all the time.”
“How old is he — the kid I mean?” asked Ben.
“I don’t know, maybe six or something. He was just a little kid,” Jack said and paused, then asked “Hey, what do you think got into our food last night?”
“You know, I’ve been thinking about that a lot, and I think there’s only one answer… The ghost of Gabe Vigue,” Ben laughed.
“Yeah, real funny,” said Jack.
“Wow, lighten up already.”
“Seriously though — that was something big that took down that cooler,” said Jack.
“Probably just a raccoon or something,” replied Ben.
“Have you ever heard of a raccoon figuring out how to break into a food stash hung fifteen feet up?” asked Jack. “How did it know to chew that rope?”
“We’re not talking about any old raccoon here, dude. If you haven’t noticed, that’s one nice neighborhood you live in. You probably have some well-educated animals patrolling those yards,” joked Ben.
They laid in the sun for several minutes without talking.
“You know, I’m starting to get hungry — maybe we should get out moving,” said Ben.
“Yeah, let’s get wet first,” replied Jack.
They deemed the water too cold for full immersion, but decided to dip their heads and splashed around a bit before heading back to the path. On the way out of the pit they found a proper trail back to the power lines and marked it with their swiss army knives — peeling a small amount of bark from selected trees.
The trip back was significantly shorter than their trip out. They made it back to the house a little after noon.
**********
Their raided cooler didn’t hold much in the way of appealing lunch material, so they relented and decided to visit the kitchen. Inside, Jack’s mom was doing laundry.
“There you are — Jack, can I talk to you for a minute?” asked Jack’s mom.
“Just a minute, mom, we’re making sandwiches,” replied Jack.
“Now, Bub,” she said. His mom directed him into the laundry room while Ben busied himself with his sandwich and pretended to ignore the conversation.
“Jack, do you remember the conditions you agreed to when we said you could camp out this summer?” she asked Jack. Her voice was gentle, but her face stern.
“Yes, we had to keep a clean site, no fires after ten, dinner with the family twice a week,” Jack slowed, “um, shower every other day.”
His mom cut him off — “And you’ll check in if you’re leaving the property? Ring a bell?”
“Oh yeah, check in.”
“Where’d you go this morning?”
“Oh, I’m sorry — we didn’t even think of it. We went to the power lines,” said Jack.
“Jack! You need to check with me before wandering off like that — that is not acceptable.”
“Yes, mom.”
“Okay, yes, but I need to know you’ve gotten the message,” she said.
“Yes, I got it,” he replied.
“Just to be sure — you’ll stay here the rest of the day. You’ll have your shower today, and then you’ll have dinner with us tonight.”
“Okay,” said Jack. He looked at his feet — there was no use arguing with his mom.
“It’s not the end of the world — you can put your stuff away in the rec-room while you’re here. Then you won’t have to worry about that for the rest of the summer.”
“Okay.”
“Okay, then,” she said. “Go eat your sandwich.”
He started to leave, and she called him back. “Jack, one other thing — I put fresh sheets on the guest bed. Tell Ben he can sleep there tonight.”
“We have to sleep inside? Aw, mom!” Jack whined.
“Just tonight. You can go back to your camp tomorrow.”
“Alright,” he moaned.
He returned to the kitchen with his shoulders slumped. Ben had a mouthful of sandwich. He looked at Jack and raised his eyebrows.
“I got in trouble because we went for hike without letting her know. We have to stay here tonight,” Jack said.
Ben swallowed. “Big deal — just one night, right?” he said and picked up his sandwich again. “I miss TV anyway.”
They both laughed.
**********
After eating and getting cleaned up, the boys spent a couple hours in the basement rec-room. Jack knew the minimum amount of effort he would have to show to get his mom’s approval that he had attempted to clean up his stuff. Ben spent most of the time laying on the couch and reading a bicycle magazine he had found.
When they were finished downstairs, they headed up to Jack’s room. They played video games, watched TV, and talked until they were completely bored. Eventually they invented a game where they shot rubber bands at each other until one of them got hurt. After pausing for a few minutes they would be back to shooting.
“So what’s your dad doing this summer?” asked Jack.
“He’s representing some tribe suing California,” said Ben.
“Huh. For what?”
“Who knows. Ow! You got me right in the eye,” said Ben. They both laughed as Ben rubbed his eye.
They said simultaneously — “It’s only fun and games if someone gets hit in the eye.” That had been their mantra the summer before last.
“Remember the forbidden race?” asked Jack.
“I remember who still holds the world record,” bragged Ben.
They had invented a race in Ben’s basement during a week of rain, two summers before. It had involved rolling an office chair through all the rooms of the basement while gripping the arm rests. The floor was tile and they reached improbable speeds — pushing off against walls and furniture. The race had become “The Forbidden Race” when Ben had knocked over a bookshelf. A crash of books had summoned Ben’s mother who had banned the game. After that they had to race very quietly, and only when they were sure she wouldn’t hear.
For Jack, that had been the last fun week that summer. The following weekend Stephen had shown up. Stephen was the son of friends of Ben’s parents. Apparently, they had played together when they were four, so the parents all assumed that the kids should still be best friends. Jack considered himself Ben’s only legitimate best friend and resented the intrusion.
To make things worse, Stephen felt the need to brag about everything and devise ways to drive a wedge between Jack and Ben.
“Dinner time,” Jack’s mom called from downstairs.
The boys raced down the stairs.
**********
Jack thought his dad would be angry, but dinner went very well. His dad gave him only a little bit of a hard time to enforce his mom’s punishment. It seemed that all was forgiven. After dinner they all watched TV in the family room and then the boys went back up to Jack’s room.
Soon after it began to get dark outside, Jack realized that they had left some food improperly stowed at their campsite. Getting permission from Jack’s parents, Jack and Ben headed out in the dusk to collect their food. When they were almost finished, Ben looked up at the trees.
“Look at that,” Ben pointed to a blue flashing in the leaves overhead.
“Cops,” said Jack. Their eyes followed the light back to its source a few doors down.
The boys dropped their food at the back door and crept around the side of the house to get a better look. Down the block and across a side street, four police cruisers were parked around Mr. Anderson’s house. He was an older man who lived next to the Vigues. Jack crept a bit closer in time to see the police leading Mr. Anderson out of his house and towards a police car.
The Vigues came out of their house and looked on for a moment before Mr. Vigue ran towards his handcuffed neighbor.
“You sick fuck — I’ll kill you,” Mr. Vigue screamed as he ran towards Mr. Anderson. Police quickly restrained Mr. Vigue and attempted to lead him back to his own house. Other officers were setting up yellow tape around Anderson’s house and a state police vehicle, a big van, pulled up in front.
Ben came up behind, and Jack nearly jumped over the bush he was hiding behind.
“What are they doing? What did that guy do?” asked Ben.
“That was Mr. Anderson they’re driving off with. The mad guy was Mr. Vigue — Gabe’s dad,” replied Jack.
“You think that was about Gabe? Wow, must have been,” said Ben.
“I don’t know. Could be,” said Jack. He couldn’t take his eyes off the white-suited police donning gear from the big van. Three of them, with coveralls and masks made their way with big white cases towards Anderson’s house.
“Totally cool,” said Ben.
“Okay boys, back inside.” They both jumped at the sound of Jack’s father.
“Jeez Dad, you scared us to death!” said Jack.
“Just go up to your room, and quit sneaking around.”
“Okay, but why did they take away Mr. Anderson?” asked Jack.
“I don’t know, son, but I’m sure the police have the matter under control,” said his father.
Jack and Ben went back around the house, grabbed their food, and went back in the house. Back upstairs, they stretched out on Jack’s bed and watched through the side window. They could see the Vigue house — every light was on and several figures moved around inside. They couldn’t get a clear look at Anderson’s place though — it was dark in comparison with all the bright lights from Vigue’s house and the police cars.
“I bet he did it,” said Ben. “Snatched that kid. Well at least they caught him.”
“Yeah,” said Jack. He turned away from the window and grabbed one of his puzzle books from his nightstand. Ben continued to look out the window as Jack concentrated on a crossword.
**********
In the morning, Jack paused on his way to the bathroom. He could hear his parents talking in the kitchen so he crept down a few stairs to listen to their conversation.
“Jones said they had the blood team in there,” said his dad.
“So they think Bill had Gabe back at his house?” asked his mom.
“I guess so. They showed up at Vigues at the same time. Had a psychologist talking to Andy while they led Anderson out. Guess they knew he has a temper.”
“Can they do that?” she asked. “He hasn’t been convicted of anything yet.”
“Who knows. Andy Vigue has a lot of relatives who are cops, maybe they gave him special treatment or something.”
“I just can’t believe Bill would do something like that. He was the sweetest guy,” said his mom.
Jack crept back upstairs to catch Ben up on what he had heard.
**********
Later that day Ben and Jack were allowed to return back to their freedom of camping out. They were subdued though — they couldn’t shake the implications of what they had seen the night before. The reality of what had happened to Gabe Vigue, or what had likely happened to Gabe Vigue, was fresh in their minds. What had been a fairly light subject at the quarry the previous day had a new gravity.
Ben tossed out a couple of half-hearted ideas for activities, but nothing captured their imagination. They spent a while trying to devise a way to guarantee their cooler would be out of harm’s way, but in the end decided it would be easier to just store it in the basement at night. They both knew this was a lame concession; it destroyed the spirit of being independent from the house.
Jack suggested they rig up a tarp over the tent in case it started raining and that sparked a review of the entire campsite. They evaluated the likelihood that their tent was going to “swamp out” and debated moving it uphill. But there was no motivation to undertake that amount of effort. Their mode of living had moved from adventure to chore. By evening they were downright dejected and they decided to see what Jack’s mom had for dinner. Jack’s parents had a sense of why the boys had given up on camping, and encouraged Ben and Jack to return to the tent for the night. They were up late, talking and looking at the shadows the moonlight cast against the walls of the tent.
“So you think he got him?” asked Jack. Ben knew what he was talking about.
“They have to have some proof to show up and take him away like that,” replied Ben. “They must have something.”
“My mom talks to that guy all the time. He always seemed so nice.”
“You never know about people,” said Ben. “I heard my dad talking about this guy one time, he murdered a whole family and everyone thought he was the best guy in the world. He had all this money, and a perfect job, but he just snapped. Like nothing, then he killed a bunch of people and nobody could believe it.”
“Stop talking about it. You’re freaking me out,” said Jack.
“Yeah, but they got him — your neighbor, I mean,” replied Ben. “So what’s to worry about?”
“I guess,” Jack said and paused. “But if he could do that, somebody else could be the same way. Do you think people are born that way?”
“Nah, it doesn’t work like that,” said Ben. “Something bad has to happen. And the odds are crazy that you would have two of those guys in the same area. You ever heard of two sets of guys running around killing people in the same town? No way.”
“I guess,” said Jack.
“That’s weird that it was right down the block like that,” said Ben. “When I heard about it I knew it was over this way, but I didn’t think it would be right there.”
“Let’s talk about something else,” said Jack.
“Good point. Did I tell you what my dad’s new girlfriend said?” asked Ben.
“You didn’t even mention he had a new girlfriend — what happened to Ms. Broyhill?” asked Jack. Ben’s father always insisted that adults be called mister or Ms. He had dated Ms. Broyhill for six years, but the boys still called her Ms.
“He never said, but my brother thinks she was sleeping around.”
“Wow!” said Jack.
“Yeah, she was okay, but she was always making all that crazy food that nobody could eat,” said Ben. “She would make us eat snails, and dandelion greens, and then meat for desert.”
“Get outta here,” said Jack.
“Seriously, she got really weird with food. I’m sorta glad she’s gone even though I only had to see her once a week,” admitted Ben. Jack held his tongue — he despised Ms. Broyhill, but had never said as much to Ben.
“I think you’ve got the only together parents I know around here,” said Ben.
“Yeah, that’s true,” said Jack. “But they fight sometimes.”
“Not like other parents,” said Ben. “Trust me, your parents are like totally perfect for each other.”
“I bet.”
“Really,” said Ben.
Eventually their conversation trailed off and Jack felt very settled. He was starting to have a real sense that he was lucky to have the summer and his best friend. Each time he saw Ben he could tell they had less and less in common, but they could still share a summer.
**********
A week and a half passed and Jack and Ben established a solid routine. They would go on pre-approved walks each day, go for food every two days, make their own meals, and submit to the mandatory dinners and hygiene enforced by Jack’s parents. The weather was mostly good and on the one really rainy day they caught a ride to the mall with the big movie theaters. As Jack showed more responsibility, his parents became more apt to bend the rules and allow the boys to go on longer hikes. Working through Jack’s book on survival techniques and they practiced foraging for edible plants and making rudimentary tools.
One day they managed to kill a small squirrel with a deadfall made of sticks and big rock. They imagined that they would eat their kill to prove their ability to live off the land, but the dead squirrel was pitiful and unappealing. Ben ended up digging a small, respectful grave for the rodent and they interred it while apologizing.
Aside from their rainy day, each day was warmer than the last. At the apex of this heat wave they would go early to the quarry and spend the morning in and out of the water. A hand-lettered message on a rock read “Swim at your own risk.” but Ben was able to wipe away the “y.” They talked about everything from what high school would be like to what kind of car they would drive when they were adults. Ben wanted to get a new German convertible, and Jack preferred the idea of a restored muscle-car.
On any subject, after about twenty minutes of debate they would both relent and take the other’s position. Soon they would each be defending the position they had previously considered “retarded.” This mechanism allowed them to express strong opinions and know they could reconcile quickly and completely.
Their perfect summer routine ended early one afternoon on a Tuesday.
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 CHAPTER 5

The Boy


He awoke alone in the dark again. At least he assumed he was alone. Divorced from time, he had no sense of how long he had been tied to the chair. Frantic to establish what was happening, he tried to piece together recent events. All he could remember was waking in the dark, hearing the man come in, seeing the lights come on, and then what? He had flashes of imagery in his head, but at the same time he was certain that he had always been hooded.
The boy didn’t even think about life before this place. Some distant, idealized house played at the edge of memory, but seemed unimportant. The voice, the man — that was important.
“Awake again?” a voice startled the boy from directly behind his left ear. “You probably don’t remember much, do you? It’s a side-effect of the drug.”
The boy realized he could feel the man’s breath on his shoulder. That helped him remember when the man had cut off his clothes. But what had happened after that? He couldn’t remember. He took a deep breath. His lungs felt full of water — like he had been swimming at the lake all day.
The lights came on and the boy could see — the burlap bag had been removed. He blinked frantically to clear his vision. He didn’t know when he had last used his eyes, but they felt brand new to him. At that moment he would have given anything to be able to rub his eyes — they were sticky and uncomfortable.
The room came into focus all at once — at first the cinder blocks looked impossibly close and then his eyes adjusted and his perspective was restored. He didn’t recognize his clothes. Seconds later he realized he wasn’t wearing clothes.
When he wiggled his toes, the illusion was shattered. Every part of his body that he could see was painted. Tendons and bones adorned his feet. Muscles were painted up his legs. A clear tube protruded from his penis, dotted with a caterpillar of yellow liquid inside. His abdomen displayed pictures of what he guessed were internal organs. On his arms the illustrated muscles were drawn back to show the bones down to his hands. Another clear tube entered the vein in his right arm and travelled to a bag with clear liquid.
The boy took inventory of his restraints — wrists, waist, and ankles were strapped to the chair. All of these observations took place in the course of two shallow breaths and a gasp. As he slowly exhaled, the movement of his stomach brought a new reality. Some of the internal organs were indeed painted, but some were his actual insides, visible through the missing skin and muscle of his gut.
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CHAPTER 6

Stephen


“Hey Jack, just in time,” his mom said as he walked in the basement door.
“Yeah? For what?” Jack asked.
“I just got off the phone with Mrs. Alexander,” his mom said. Jack caught his breath; it was a few seconds before he put together who she meant: Stephen’s mom.
“She said that Stephen should be here in two hours,” she continued. “I don’t know what she would have done if we weren’t home.”
“So, four o’clock?” Jack asked as Ben walked in.
“Yes, or a little before,” she turned to Ben. “Stephen will be here around four.”
“Oh, okay,” Ben said.
“I’ll be right back,” said Jack as he headed back outside. He wanted to make sure the campsite wasn’t trashed. Jack needed to look at their home with fresh eyes to see where Stephen would find fault. He came around the bushes and saw the tent, cooler, chairs, and fire-pit. Everything looked good to him so he tidied up and then headed back to the house.
Ben had gone upstairs for his shower when Jack came back in the house.
“You guys okay? You seem out of it,” commented Jack’s mom.
“Sure, yeah,” replied Jack.
“You like Stephen, right?”
“Yeah, of course. I don’t know him that well though,” said Jack.
“That’s true,” his mom said. “You spent some time together two summers ago, right?”
“Yeah, he came to Ben’s house for a couple of weeks,” replied Jack.
“Well good — you can pick up where you left off,” she said.
Jack hoped not — where he and Stephen had left off was close to a fist-fight. He knew he would have to make the best of this situation, but he dreaded having to hear how much better Stephen’s house, family, and life were.
**********
That afternoon at three-thirty the boys went out and sat on the curb. All summer they had tracked the progress of the sidewalk construction crew moving through the neighborhood. They had decided long before to try to get their names in the wet cement when it was laid in front of Jack’s house. Based on their observations, they guessed their opportunity was still weeks away, but they hadn’t deciphered the order of the streets.
A few minutes after four a cab from several towns away pulled up.
“He must have taken a cab from the airport,” said Jack.
“Expensive,” said Ben.
Stephen didn’t get out of the cab right away, but seemed to be having a conversation with the driver. Eventually Stephen handed a wad of bills over the seat and started to open the door. Jack and Ben took a half-step towards the cab, but just then Stephen closed his door and engaged in fresh discussion with the driver. The boys couldn’t hear what Stephen was saying and they stayed back, waiting for his next move. Eventually Stephen opened the door again and stepped out.
“Ben, my son, my son, how are you doing?” said Stephen. He was three months older than Ben and four months older than Jack, but he tended to act like he was an old man compared to them.
“Hey Stephen,” said Ben.
Jack looked on, wondering if Stephen would address him.
“Jacky — how they hanging?” said Stephen as he finally turned to Jack.
“Good, thanks,” said Jack.
“Well I am stiff — all-day travel from the Big Apple,” said Stephen. He walked around the rear of the cab and on cue the trunk popped open. Stephen fetched a large suitcase and a big, expensive-looking backpack.
“Be a guy, will ya?” Stephen said to Jack as he handed him the suitcase. Jack could barely lift it with one arm, but was determined to not show weakness. Stephen put on the backpack and buckled it around his waist, as though he were beginning a long hike.
“So what’s going on here — catch me up,” Stephen said to Ben. Jack started off towards the house with the suitcase and Ben and Stephen followed behind. Jack’s mom opened the front door as they approached.
“We’ve been camping out, out back. Jack’s got a great backyard and we’re all set up,” said Ben.
“How much land?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know — Jack, how much land do you have here?” asked Ben.
Jack wanted to answer, but couldn’t remember the figure — “Um, a bunch of acres, but I don’t remember how much.”
Jack’s mom overheard the question and interjected an answer: “It’s just under an acre, Stephen.”
“We used to have a house that looked a lot like this,” said Stephen.
“I’ll leave you boys alone now, but don’t forget — dinner with us tonight,” Jack’s mom said.
“Okay, mom. Thanks,” said Jack.
Jack began to take Stephen’s suitcase up the stairs one at a time.
When they reached the second floor, Stephen spoke up — “You know, most of that stuff should just go out to the campsite, if we’re camping.”
“I’ll grab it, you’ve got a bad arm,” said Ben as he took the bag from Jack.
“Thanks,” said Jack and followed Ben and Stephen back down the stairs.
**********
Out at the campsite, Stephen didn’t seem to pay any attention to how Jack and Ben had laid out their gear. Stephen dropped his backpack, sat down in one of the two chairs, and propped up his head with his interlaced hands. Ben set Stephen’s suitcase down at the entrance to the tent.
“What did you do to your arm?” Stephen addressed Jack.
“Fell out of the garage loft,” replied Jack.
“Man, Darwin awards, huh?” said Stephen. “Just kidding, son. You guys have a decent setup here. Do you cook out here?”
“Yeah, most of the time,” said Ben.
“We should get takeout sometime soon — what delivers around here?” asked Stephen.
“I’m not sure if anyone does — I doubt they would,” replied Jack.
“Wow, all this and no delivery?” chucked Stephen.
Jack looked at Ben, who looked up at the sky. Stephen looked back and forth between the two.
“Hey, let’s kick the ball a while,” said Stephen after a pause.
Stephen dug into his backpack and pulled out a clean soccer ball. He dribbled it around the tent and then passed it to Ben.
“Go deep!” Stephen called to Ben.
Ben took the ball to the other side of the yard and passed it back to Stephen. Jack had backed up against the edge of the woods, but Stephen passed the ball back to Ben. When Ben got the ball back, he passed it on to Jack.
Jack fired the ball back to Stephen who stopped it easily. This time Stephen kicked the ball back to Jack, but sent it past him into the woods. Jack carefully retrieved the ball and passed it on to Ben. Over the next few minutes Jack and Ben exchanged the ball easily, but Stephen consistently forced Jack to chase the ball into the woods.
“it’s nice and quiet out here — you should count yourself lucky,” said Stephen to Jack.
“Yeah,” replied Jack.
Ben reversed the direction of the ball, and Jack found himself kicking to Stephen. Jack resisted the urge to send the ball past him, and instead kicked a controlled shot directly to him. After a while the boys got tired of passing the ball and returned to the tent. Stephen directed the conversation.
“Do you guys have independent-studies classes?” Stephen asked Ben. Stephen and Ben talked about their classes and Jack could barely track the conversation. Their school-life was fundamentally different than Jack’s.
Like most of Jack’s neighbors, Ben attended private school.  The free-form curriculum of the private school catered to its diverse and creative students. Jack’s parents had offered to send him to private school, but Jack felt like his father respected the public school education more. The same way his dad avoided anything elitist. Still, he missed going to school with Ben. He missed not being his best friend all the time, like they were back in third grade.
“Where do you go next year?” Stephen asked Jack. Jack was startled to be included in the conversation and he had to take a second to process the question.
“Oh…. Um, Pembroke high,” said Jack.
“You sure?” asked Stephen. “Doesn’t seem to have made much of an impression.”
“Ha ha,” said Jack.
“Easy, son — just a joke,” said Stephen.
Stephen turned back to Ben and they discussed drama club for a while. They had acting in common, too. Stephen appeared in some commercials, and Ben had acted in several school plays. Jack busied himself inside the tent, moving the sleeping bags around to accommodate another person.
**********
The three boys prepared dinner, ate, and then turned in. It seemed to Jack that he and Ben hadn’t said one word the entire time. Stephen tended to fill every gap with stories about his amazing life. Occasionally, he would engage Ben in some conversation about one of their mutual acquaintances, but even then Ben barely spoke. The next morning was more of the same.
Ben and Jack typically woke up soon after dawn and listened to the sounds of the nearby woods. Stephen slept a little longer, but as soon as he awoke he started talking.
“Damn it’s cold up here — what are you guys, eskimos?” asked Stephen. Ben chuckled and Jack was silent. He suspected Stephen only lived a couple hundred miles south and doubted the climate was that much different.
“What’s the big plan? You guys get over to the beach much?” asked Stephen.
“Nah, too far,” said Ben.
“What? It’s like forty-five minutes, tops,” said Stephen.
“We don’t have a ride,” said Jack.
“Never heard of a bus, or a cab?” asked Stephen. “I go everywhere by cab these days. So convenient. I gotta hit the head. Be right back.”
When Stephen had crawled out of the tent and been gone for a minute Jack looked at Ben. Ben didn’t meet Jack’s gaze, but said “It’ll be fine,” and slid out of his sleeping bag to go outside.
That morning Jack and Ben fielded dozens of suggestions from Stephen. Everything he brought up required both transportation and money that the boys didn’t have. He seemed to be gearing his comments to point out the deficiencies in their life. Jack was starting to get fed up.
“What are we doing for fireworks?” asked Stephen. “Tomorrow is the fourth and all.”
“They’ve got a thing at the grade school,” replied Jack. “My dad said he'd take us over.”
“That sounds like a million laughs — you ever see the fireworks in Boston?” asked Stephen. “They’re spectacular.”
“Yeah, they’re pretty small here,” said Ben.
“What about bikes? You got bikes?” asked Stephen.
“I saw a couple in the garage,” said Ben.
“Two,” replied Jack. “There’re two bikes in there and one of them is my dad’s. Plus, I’m not exactly able to ride a bike right now,” Jack motioned with his injured arm.
“Well Ben can ride yours and I’ll ride your dad’s,” said Stephen. “I’m taller than I look… Long legs.”
“What am I supposed to do?” asked Jack.
“How should I know — I’m not your cruise director,” said Stephen. “Jeez, can’t you be alone for a while?”
“Hey man, if it’s not something we can all do, then we’re not going to do it,” said Ben.
“Relax friend,” said Stephen, “that’s what I’m saying.”
“No you weren’t!” Jack burst out. “You just said I should stay here alone!”
“That’s not what I meant,” countered Stephen. “You are tightly wound, son.”
“Fuck this,” said Jack. He turned away and stalked to his house. Jack went inside without looking back.
“Wow, what do you suppose that was about?” asked Stephen.
**********
Inside, Jack went right to the kitchen where a calendar was posted on their cork-board. Friday, July sixth was circled and his mom’s handwriting announced “J — Dr.” Jack was instantly relieved; he hadn’t realized his freedom from the sling was so close. Bolstered with this new knowledge, Jack was able compose himself and go back outside.
When Jack came back to the campsite, Stephen and Ben were nowhere to be found. Jack looked in the tent and took mental inventory of their gear. Nothing seemed to be missing, it was unlikely they had gone far. Unwilling to seem needy, Jack grabbed his knife and a branch. He squeezed with his knees to hold it. He proceeded to carve the branch into a spear. After a few seconds, Jack was interrupted by a distant voice.
“Help!” It sounded like Ben, but it wasn’t an alarmed call — it was almost matter-of-fact.
“Ben?” shouted Jack.
“Help,” he heard. Jack started off in the direction of the voice. When he crossed from the yard into the trees, a figure burst out from behind a large maple. Jack spun and defended with his right hand. Until he saw it reflect the leaf-dappled sun, he had forgotten that he still held the knife.
“Holy shit! Watch it!” yelled Stephen. Ben appeared directly behind Jack an circled around him at arm’s length.
“Jesus, he’s trying to stab someone,” accused Stephen.
“I’m so sorry, I forgot I had the knife out,” stammered Jack.
“Sorry, my ass. You’re a psycho,” replied Stephen.
“It was just an accident, could have happened to anyone,” said Ben. “Serves us right for tricking you, Jack — sorry.”
“That’s okay, no problem. I really didn’t mean it,” replied Jack.
“I know — no problem,” said Ben. “Right Stephen?”
“Yeah, yeah, just kidding man,” said Stephen.
“How’d you do that anyway — sound so far away like that?” asked Jack as they walked back to the campsite.
“What do you mean?” asked Ben. “Sound like what?”
“I heard you yelling ‘Help’,” said Jack.
Ben slowed down and looked at Jack — “Yelling? Jack, we weren’t yelling anything.”
“Seriously?” asked Jack. “Guys, I seriously heard someone yelling for help. It sounded like you, Ben, but not you.”
“Jack, I’m totally serious — we didn’t hear a thing,” said Ben. Jack looked back and forth between Ben and Stephen and shuddered slightly.
“True story, Jack,” added Stephen. “We didn’t hear a thing. Unless… Wait a sec, did it sound like ‘Help Me!’?” Stephen reproduced the voice perfectly and he and Ben started to crack up.
“Oh, you guys are assholes,” said Jack. “Both of you, total assholes.”
“Man, you really bought that,” laughed Ben. “Bought and paid for.”
Their laughter was infectious and Jack started to smile.
“Help! Help!” Jack mocked and began to really join the laughter. “It’s funny, all you have to do is try to sound like a girl, and you sound just like Ben,” he said to Stephen.
“Good one, son,” laughed Stephen.
Ben pretended to be offended, but couldn’t keep a straight face. Finally having something in common, they replayed the event dozens of times; laughing and cracking each other up as they sat at their campsite. Jack dug some cokes out of the cooler and they sipped soda and talked about what to do with the day.
They all agreed that they should check the weather and then plan a big hike if the weather was favorable. Ben and Jack gave Stephen the rundown of the places they’d been and where the unexplored trails were to be found.
“I should’ve brought my laptop,” said Stephen. “Do you get wireless out here?”
“Yeah,” began Jack, “but we have a pact.”
“No internets,” decried Ben. “Not at the campsite.”
“Whoa, really?” Stephen was surprised. “What’s with that?”
“We tried that once,” said Ben. “What’s the point of camping if we all just sit in the tent all day and surf?”
“It’s true,” added Jack. “It’s really all or nothing. We just check email like every two days when we have dinner with my parents, and cellphones don't even work in this area. We're in a valley or something.”
“Well, that’s gonna be tough,” said Stephen. “Sounds downright retarded if you ask me, but I guess it can’t be that bad. So how are we gonna check the weather then.”
“We can do that,” replied Ben. “But then we just get in and out.”
“That’s right,” added Jack. “On and off.”
“You guys are like those Pennsylvania Dutch people — I saw them on a field-trip,” said Stephen.
“Ya,” said Ben.
**********
After some more discussion and a weather-check, the boys packed sandwiches and headed into the woods. Ben and Jack had been making small improvements to the trail each time they hiked and it was a well-groomed path all the way to the power-lines. Ben took the lead and pointed out all the false turns and dead-ends they had created to throw off imagined pursuit.
Stephen thought they should add some traps to the path, but was vetoed by Ben and Jack.
“We thought of that, but little kids sometimes come out here,” said Jack.
They gave Stephen the grand tour of the woods bordering the neighborhood and popped on to the power-line cut at the top of a small hill. The clearing stretched east and west and the hill afforded them an excellent view. A large rock was selected as their picnic table. They opened their packs and unloaded provisions for lunch.
“Oh man, that’s good,” said Stephen through a mouthful of sandwich.
“The best,” agreed Ben.
“Remind me to thank your mom when we get back,” added Stephen. Jack focused on Stephen. “No, seriously,” he continued, “it was nice of her.”
“Yeah, okay, that’s cool,” said Jack.
Ben pointed out thunderheads building to their west.
“What happened to hot and dry?” asked Jack.
“They’re only right like half the time,” said Ben. “As long as it’s nice tomorrow. I like fireworks.”
“There’s hardly any bugs here, we were getting killed by them down south,” said Stephen.
“It’s been a good year — not too many bugs at all,” Jack boasted.
“Well, there was that one up your mom’s ass when we went hiking that time,” chuckled Ben.
“Hey!” said Jack. “Not cool. I told her we would keep her up-to-speed is all.” He paused. “That was when that guy was still out there.”
“What guy?” asked Stephen.
“One of the kids who lived down the street from Jack got abducted,” said Ben. “We saw the cops come and get the guy who did it though.”
“Seriously? That’s crazy!” exclaimed Stephen. “Where did he live?”
“Right next door to the kid,” said Ben. “We were right outside when it happened, and we saw the whole thing.”
“I still can’t believe it. Mr. Anderson was really cool,” added Jack. “He used to take care of that kid sometimes, when his parents couldn’t find a sitter and stuff. Just seems weird.”
“Yeah, but didn’t your dad say they had lots of evidence?” asked Ben.
“You guys need to back up a piece — what happened to the kid?” asked Stephen.
“Well, he went missing a couple of months ago,” explained Jack. “I don’t remember exactly when, but everyone was looking for him for a long time. After a while they just stopped. Not his dad though — that guy was really mad. We hadn’t heard anything about Gabe in weeks and weeks and then they showed up and took away Mr. Anderson.”
“Wow — where’s he now?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know. We haven’t been watching the news or anything, but I think everyone thinks Gabe is dead by now,” replied Jack.
“And where did this kid live?” asked Stephen.
“Just down the street,” said Ben. “We’ll show you when we get back.”
“Wow. You live down the street from a dead kid,” said Stephen. “That’s trippy. But I think you’re right: it doesn’t make that much sense. I would think those guys wouldn’t grab a neighborhood kid. Too risky. They’d go for a kid who lived really far away so nobody would know.”
“Yeah, but maybe Gabe trusted him,” said Jack. “He grabbed him from pre-school, so maybe he just said he’d give him a ride or something.”
“That’s cool they caught him and all,” said Stephen. “My mom would probably freak if she thought there was a kid-toucher around somewhere.”
“Yeah, well we’ve been dealing with that for weeks,” said Ben.
“I think it’s getting better now,” offered Jack. “She didn’t even really ask where we were hiking today. Just told me to bring sunscreen.”
“Which you didn’t put on,” said Ben.
“Hey, leave him alone,” said Stephen, defending Jack. “He really needs a tan.”
Jack threw an empty can at Stephen — “You’re just as pale as me, buddy.”
“Yeah, but I just got here,” countered Stephen. “You and Ben have been nature-boys for weeks.”
“That’s actually a pretty solid point,” agreed Ben.
“Get bent,” said Jack. “Which way did you guys want to go, anyway?”
“You tell me — what’s where?” asked Stephen.
Ben pointed off to the west. “If we go that way just past that second hill we can take a right and get to the quarry. Over that way,” he pointed behind himself, “you can see that little river down there. It’s not that wide, but looks really deep and it moves fast. We’ve never gone across cuz it’s so cold.”
“We could make a raft or a bridge or something,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, that might be cool,” replied Ben.
“Did you ever follow it downstream to see how far it goes until there’s a real bridge?” asked Stephen.
“No, but we looked online,” said Jack. “The only bridge that way is the highway,” he pointed north.
“And back that way you’re all the way back to Jack’s house,” added Ben, pointing south.
“Yup,” said Jack.
“Well I guess there’s plenty of directions to go before we get desperate about that river anyway,” said Ben. “We still haven’t really gone much north from here, or west past the quarry anyway.”
Jack was digging through his bag. “Oh wait, check this out.” He pulled out a topographic map. “I forgot I had this.”
“Oh, nice. Thanks,” said Stephen as Jack handed him the map.
“So we’re about here,” Jack pointed. “And this is the quarry.” His map had all the local features. “It’s a little old, so it doesn’t have a couple of the newer roads, but it’s pretty accurate about this area.”
“What’s this here?” asked Stephen, pointing at the map.
“Looks like a little pond or something,” answered Ben.
“Don’t these lines mean that it’s uphill?” asked Stephen.
“Depends on the numbers, those are the height above sea-level,” said Jack. “They should be marked every fifty feet on the darker lines. Are they going up?”
“Yeah, look, five-hundred there, and five-fifty up here,” replied Stephen. “So that little pond is at the top of a hill. That sounds cool.”
Ben agreed — “Yeah, like a volcano or something.”
“Could be — we should go check it out. How far is it?” asked Stephen.
“Let me see,” said Jack. “Well, looks like a mile from here. Could be hard-hiking though, so maybe about an hour each way.”
“Do we have time?” asked Ben.
Jack cautioned: “We might, but it wouldn’t leave us much time to explore and stuff. I think we should plan a whole day around it.”
Stephen was the first to capitulate — “Yeah, let’s do that. Then we don’t have worry about getting right back,” said Stephen. “Actually, I think we might have to think about getting back before those clouds come.”
“Hey,” said Ben, “let’s go over to the quarry and see if we can get wet before we get wet.”
“Sounds like a plan,” said Jack.
**********
The boys packed their trash back into their packs and headed down the hill to the west. Ben was in the lead and Jack pulled up the rear. Jack moved somewhat slower down the hills — his balance was affected by his immobilized arm. He managed to catch up on the flats though, and kept pace with Ben and Stephen.
Shielding his eyes and squinting, Stephen looked off to the woods often. When a plane would pass overhead, he would look up frequently until it had passed. He seemed to be focused on everything except the trail in front of him.
They walked in silence for almost twenty minutes before Stephen broke in — “These trails are really pretty cool. We don’t have anything like this.”
Ben turned around and walked backwards to answer — “Yeah, we’ve been exploring almost every day, and we still haven’t nearly seem them all. The quarry is just up here.”
Stephen and Jack followed Ben’s lead to a narrow trail through the woods. Soon they had emerged at the edge of a clearing, on the lip of sandy slope that led to the quarry floor. Half-running and half-sliding, Ben descended first. Stephen followed and Jack came down a bit more gingerly. The floor of the pit was mostly hard-packed sand with a few large rocks strewn about.
“You gotta make sure nobody’s shooting down here before you come down — that’s the only thing,” said Ben. “There’s a target right there.”
“We’ve only seen them once though,” said Jack.
The three boys headed around the corner following four-wheeler tracks from pit to pit. Aside from the occasional broken bottle, the area was fairly un-littered. Soon they approached the quarry-pond, dumped their packs, and sat down to peel off their shoes and socks.
“What do you think — you going all the way in?” asked Jack.
“I’m just going to dip my feet,” replied Ben. “I don’t want to get all wet.”
“I’ve got to at least dip my head in — I’m burning up,” said Stephen.
After they had dipped and splashed, they climbed one of the rock walls and looked down at the quarry.
“You think we could jump off here?” asked Ben.
“Looks dangerous,” said Jack. “You first.”
“This first,” said Stephen as he chucked a large rock down to the water. He was rewarded with a giant splash.
He was ready to throw another when Ben stopped him — “Wait, hold on.” Ben pointed to the east side of the pond where two shapes were coming around a large rock.
Jack whispered — “They look pretty old, seniors maybe.”
As the two figures got a little closer, the boys could make out two older kids wearing jeans and t-shirts. One was smoking and the other held a brown paper bag. Working their way around the far side of the pond, the older boys passed out of sight.
“C’mon, let’s get our stuff,” said Jack.
Nodding in agreement, the boys started down the rocks. Lack of shoes hadn’t seemed like much of an issue on the way up, but on the descent they were hampered by their bare feet.
“Jeez, get going!” ordered Stephen. He was slowed by Jack picking his way down.
Jack shook his left arm out of its sling so he could use both hands to assist his climb. He didn’t put much weight on the arm, but used it to steady his balance. In a couple of minutes Jack and Stephen had made it back to their shoes and packs, but Ben was lagging behind.
“Why are we running?” hissed Ben.
“Why not?” answered Stephen. “Should we just hang around and ask them what good they’re up to at the quarry?”
Ben caught up with them and asked in a normal tone of voice — “What are weup to?” he spread his arms and looked around. “They’re probably just here to swim or target-shoot.”
“Just get your shoes on,” said Jack who was already tying his left boot.
Ben looked off to his right. “Hey guys,” he said.
The boys they had seen were emerging from around a rock.
The smoker was about six-foot two, and wore a black tee shirt that could have been comfortable if it were two sizes larger. Well-worn boots were mostly covered by his frayed jeans. A half-step behind, the guy with the brown paper bag was about as tall, but much thinner.
Smoker took a drag — “Hey. You guys seen a dog here?” he asked. Bag Man chuckled at the question.
“Nope, not today,” said Ben.
“You see one, let me know,” said Smoker. “We’ll be over there,” he pointed to the adjacent sand pit.
“Yeah, no problem,” replied Ben.
When Smoker and Bag Man had walked out of earshot, Ben gloated: “See, what were you guys freaking out about? They were nice enough.”
A shot rang out. Jack, Stephen, and Ben turned to see Smoker pointing a pistol at a target mounted to a rock.
“See? Target shooting,” Ben said.
“Just get your shoes on — let’s get out of here,” said Jack.
Smoker fired again, and the sound was followed by laughter. They could hear Smoker barking orders at Bag Man.
“Yeah, okay,” acquiesced Ben.
Denied their normal exit, the boys had to debate how to exit the quarry. They knew there must be a trail or road on the other side of the pond because the older kids had come from that direction. Stephen headed off and Jack and Ben followed. When they had reached the far side of the pond, they found a path that wound through some scattered brush and led to a dirt road.
“Let’s check the map,” said Stephen when they had reached the road. They moved a few dozen yards past the car they assumed belonged to Smoker and Bag Man. Jack bent over to dig the map from his bag and Ben looked down the road.
The map showed a dotted double line. They assumed it was the road.
Stephen suggested a route: “Looks like if we follow this for a while we can take the train-tracks back to the power lines.”
“Yeah, but that’s kinda far,” said Jack. “Maybe we should go back and try to find a way around those guys.”
“Stray bullets are not my bag,” said Stephen.
Ben was now back towards the car. “Hey guys,” he said. “Come here.”
They approached and saw what he was looking at. In the brush next to the car was a fly-covered dead dog. It was big, a labrador-cross, and it reeked.
“Oh man, I’m gonna hurl,” said Jack. “Is that the dog they were looking for?”
“I don’t think so,” said Ben as he pointed, “look.” Following his line, Stephen and Jack saw that the dog had several bullet-holes in its side.
“They shot it!” said Stephen. “Sick bastards.”
“Seriously, let’s get going,” said Jack.
They turned and headed down the road. Occasionally they heard a shot from the direction of the quarry. Before long a well-traveled path appeared on their left. A quick check of the map and they were confident that it would lead them back to the power lines.
**********
The next morning they rose early and fixed their breakfast in the house so they could be ready to pounce on Jack’s dad. Eager to know the plan, the boys watched television and waited for him to come down the stairs. About nine o’clock, Jack’s dad descended.
“What are you guys doing inside on a day like this?” he asked.
“We’re waiting for you, dad,” said Jack. “We wanted to ask about the fireworks.”
“Well those aren’t until nine tonight. I think we have plenty of time to plan,” his dad replied.
“Yeah, but we just wanted to make sure,” said Jack.
“Okay, well how about this: we’ll go over to the fair at six, get some food there for dinner, and then we’ll go see the fireworks. Sound good?”
“Yeah, I guess,” said Jack. “Can we go over earlier than that though?”
“Sure. Five then?”
“Okay,” said Jack.
“Okay,” His dad continued through the living room and out to the kitchen.
“That went well,” said Stephen. “What now?”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “Want to play games downstairs?”
Too excited to plan anything extensive, they boys killed time in the rec-room playing video games and watching television. The day was long and it seemed like a chore to have to wait for the evening’s entertainment. Jack’s mom passed through several times and suggested constructive activities that would help them pass the time, but the boys weren’t interested in any of them.
**********
One hundred feet in the air the ride stopped. The boys were packed in, strapped down, and looking up to see the ground.
“Oh, I don’t think I can take another round,” said Ben.
They were on a ride called “Sky Master,” and in the front row. They had spun in big looping circles — faster and slower. The ride would occasionally stop when their car was at the top of the arc and upside-down.
“Seriously, tell that guy I have a hundred bucks if he’ll stop the ride,” pleaded Ben.
“They don’t take hundreds,” laughed Jack.
Ben laughed a bit and then cut himself off. “Don’t make me laugh, or you’ll both be wearing used hot dogs.”
“Gross!” said Stephen. “Who let this guy on?”
“Let me on?” yelled Ben. “You practically begged us to get in. This is your fault.”
Ben reached across Jack to get to Stephen.
Jack held up his hands. “Stop! Stop, it will be okay. I’m sure they just forgot about us,” he giggled. “They’ll be back in a couple of hours and then I’m sure they’ll let us down.”
“Real funny,” said Ben. “You just made the list, buddy.”
“List of what? Guys you’re going to date next?” asked Stephen. “Cuz you’re acting somewhat like a woman.”
The three of them laughed at that and then screamed in unison as the ride began to move again. When the “Sky Master” had finally come to rest, the boys piled out and veered off in separate directions. Ben doubled over and looked at his knees.
“Oh man, you guys should kill me now,” said Ben. “I’m not going to make it.”
Jack grabbed his arm and dragged him back to the crowd. “C’mon, you weakling,” Jack said.
In the midway the sounds of the games and booths were deafening. The boys were jostled by the shifting crowds and blinded by the flashing lights. Stephen led the way to an attraction that housed a game of skill. He set down a dollar and attempted to move a small metal ring down a slowly-spinning contorted metal rod. He missed his mark and his loop touched the rod. A buzzer sounded and his game came to an end.
“Tough luck kid. Next time,” the operator counseled.
“I want to try again,” said Stephen.
“Sure thing,” said the man, and took his dollar.
Stephen was a quick study. He moved the loop confidently down the length of the twisted, spinning rod and didn’t hesitate when he got to the point of his previous error. He made it through the hardest turn and was making the home stretch.
“Hey!” Stephen shouted as the buzzer went off and the game stopped. “I didn’t touch anything! You guys saw.”
“Game doesn’t lie, kid. Next time,” said the attendant.
“Bullshit — that’s bullshit!”
“Hey — watch your mouth, rich-bitch,” said the man. “Take a hike.”
“C’mon, Stephen,” said Ben as he grabbed his friend’s shirt.
“What? He cheated me,” retorted Stephen.
“Whatever. You don’t want those prizes anyway,” said Ben.
Jack started to move away and then returned to grab Stephen’s other arm. Leading him on either side, Jack and Ben escorted Stephen away.
“This whole thing is a fake!” said Stephen. “I’m going to get these guys!”
Moving away from the games, the boys found themselves back near the rides. They compared ticket prices and line lengths and decided to go in the haunted house. The ride was about the size of a double-wide trailer, and had tracks that small cars travelled.
The line moved quickly. At the head of the line, they handed over their tickets to a disinterested attendant. Once on the ride, Stephen hatched his plan.
“You guys know that big box that was next to the expo building?” Stephen asked.
“Yeah, where I put my soda down and that guy yelled at me?” asked Jack.
“Yeah, that’s it,” continued Stephen. “I think that’s the junction box for the power for this side of the fair. Probably the whole midway is run off that.”
“How would you know?” asked Jack.
Ben surprised Jack by answering for Stephen: “His dad is an electrical engineer. He’s always inspecting that kind of stuff.”
“That’s right,” said Stephen. “And I bet if we throw the breaker we kill the power. Then, while the power’s out I can go get my prize from that guy’s table. He’ll be too worried about getting the power back on to even notice me.”
“That’s like the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” said Ben. “Why would that ever work?”
“I bet it will,” said Stephen. “Besides, if the power goes off and the guy’s not distracted, then I just won’t do it.”
Ben wasn’t buying it — “Or, everything looks cool, but everyone in the whole fair sees you trying to steal something because they have nothing better to do. I mean, if the power’s off, everyone is going to be on guard and you’re not going to have any chance. You’re better just watching the guy until he’s not paying attention.”
“That’s a pretty solid point,” agreed Jack. “Or you could just say ‘Hey, I got ripped off for one dollar and didn’t get my fifty-cent prize.’” What’s the difference?
The ride ended and the boys realized they hadn’t seen any of it. They were too busy arguing about revenge.
“I’ve to to take a piss,” said Stephen when they were out of the ride. He went off towards the expo building.
Jack and Ben were alone, and Jack turned to Ben — “You don’t think he’s serious, do you?”
Ben answered quickly — “I don’t know, he’s pretty stubborn. He might just do it.”
Wandering towards the midway the boys were caught completely off-guard when the lights and sounds suddenly shut down. A swelling group-scream rolled through the crowd and was accompanied by both cheers and boos from the startled mob. Most stood still, but a small contingency started a rough move towards the exit.
Stephen jogged up through the sea of people.
“Come on, let’s go see if he’s distracted now,” Stephen said, smiling.
Pushing their way towards the midway, the boys were moving upstream against a growing exodus. Their fellow fair-goers were getting rowdy and vocal about the darkness. Stephen turned abruptly and pushed Ben and Jack towards a gap between two displays. Trailers on either side, they had to step carefully over cables and tie-downs that filled the makeshift alley. When they popped out behind the trailers, the boys found themselves in an area of solitude amongst the chaos.
“Where are we?” asked Jack. “Have we gotten back to the Plinko yet?”
Stephen answered: “I don’t think so. We can go this way.” He pointed to a small space between tents and trailers. Ben and Jack strained to see what he was pointing at — it was incredibly dark behind these structures. Out in the midway their way had been partially lit by all the people holding up their cell phones and keychain flashlights.
Carefully picking their way, they were getting nowhere. A flashlight clicked on behind them and threw their shadows ahead of them.
“What are you boys doing there?” demanded a throaty voice from behind Jack.
“Run!” yelled Stephen and he attempted to dart off to his right. Ben and Jack plunged behind him when Ben suddenly stopped.
“We passed him,” hissed Ben. Jack looked back to see that Stephen had tripped and was tangled in the ropes of a tent. Soon they could see every detail as the man with the flashlight caught up with Stephen and hauled him to his feet.
“C’mon kids, game’s over,” said the man. “Warren?” he called over his shoulder. “Get over here.”
The man had a firm hold of Stephen’s shirt and pulled Stephen to a small courtyard between a food wagon and the Bingo tent.
A voice sounded from inside the Bingo tent. “What you need?”
Stephen’s captor replied — “I caught a kid sneaking around,” he directed his next comment at Jack and Ben. “You two come over here and things might go easier on your friend here.”
“Okay,” said Jack and he started walking towards the man holding Stephen.
Mouth open, Ben watched his friend close the distance to sure doom. Ben thought that if he could get away, he could go find help. He was becoming certain that the man holding Stephen and soon-to-be-holding Jack should not be considered trustworthy. The man was tall and skinny and his bare arms looked like they could hold back an elephant if need be. Ben was sure of one thing — he didn’t want to submit to this man in any way.
Ben was just getting his nerve to run when Jack came to within arm’s length of the man. As the man’s sinewy arm looped down to scoop him up, Jack ducked and lunged forward. The man had no way to block Jack, with a handful of Stephen taking away one of his hands. Unencumbered, Jack drove a hard uppercut to the skinny man’s crotch.
“Go!” Jack yelled at Stephen as the man dropped his shirt. Stephen ran to the right as Jack tried to escape left. The man, now doubled over, managed to trip Jack up, but with flailing legs Jack stayed upright and kept moving. Ben was the last to bolt, watching the whole scene as if it were happening on television.
The boys went their separate ways, but instinctively made their way back to where Jack’s dad had parked. Arriving simultaneously, Jack and Ben high-fived to celebrate their safety.
“Oh man, where’s Stephen?” asked Jack.
“Right here,” Stephen called from around the other side of the car. The joy Stephen felt was transparent in his step — he fairly glided around the car.
“Guess what I got?” boasted Stephen, holding up a glow-in-the-dark frisbee.
“Good job — you risk all our necks for a stupid toy?” said Ben.
“Relax — everything is under control, isn’t it?” said Stephen.
“As long as you don’t mind ruining the fair for thousands of people,” said Ben. “They’re all going home.”
As if on cue, the lights around the midway came back on at that instant.
Stephen laughed — “See? No harm done,” Stephen turned to Jack. “Jack, man, you’re the best — thanks for saving my ass.”
“No problem,” Jack replied. “You would have done it for me.”
“No way!” exclaimed Stephen. “These hands do not touch dudes down there.”
With the tension broken by Stephen’s joke, the boys laughed for several minutes. They recounted their exploits to each other, exaggerating their roles.
Jack finally put a stop to their reminiscence — “Hey! It’s nine, the fireworks!”
With that, the three jogged off to the hill beyond the football field. Earlier in the day they had debated the optimal viewing location and decided on this hill. Their opinion was shared by most; and the hill was packed with spectators. Once they had located a empty space on the dark hillside, they settled in to watch the show and slap at mosquitoes.
Mid-way through the display, Stephen remarked: “Man, these fireworks are awesome.”
Jack and Ben agreed.
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 CHAPTER 7

The Boy


The boy squeezed his eyes shut and tried to forget what he had just seen. He didn’t want to know how the edge of his severed muscle would shimmer in the light. It had almost a metallic look, like gasoline floating on the lake in the sun. His skin had been seared, and smoothed at the edges. His internal organs looked wet and shiny.
He took a deep breath and held it. Then, he moved his stomach in just a bit, to see how painful it would be. It didn't feel numb, but there was no pain at all. He felt okay — imprisoned by a crazy man, but otherwise okay.
How had this happened?
Keeping his eyes shut he took further inventory — he couldn’t hear anything, and he only smelled a subtle musty smell.
The boy remembered waking up, seeing the new incision, and then closing his eyes again. Was the man here now?
He flexed his leg muscles and decided his left leg felt weird. Something about the angle when he flexed his calf. The boy opened his left eye half way. He tried not to look at his stomach and forced his gaze down to his toes.
He closed his eye immediately, but couldn’t forget the image. His foot had been semi-transparent. The bottom was fine — ankle, heel everything looked normal. About half-way up his foot it turned bad: nothing left but bone.
When did that happen? Shouldn't it hurt?
“It’s the acid,” the man said.
The boy’s eyes flew open. He now saw the man, clear as day, standing near his devastated foot. The man looked odd. He was a normal crazy guy wearing a white lab coat until you got to his neck. From the neck up, the “dissecting man” had a bull’s head.
The boy’s mind reeled. Bull Man examined the boy's half-foot, and the boy remembered something about acid.
He wondered:  had Bull Man burned away his flesh with acid?
“Lysergic acid diethylamide,” said the man. “It’s a hallucinogen.”
The boy wondered if Bull Man could hear his thoughts.
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 CHAPTER 8

Rescue, July 5


Emboldened by their exploits at the fair, the boys grew hungry for adventure. They kept each other awake until late, talking of Stephen’s larceny and Jack’s rescue. Ben interjected occasionally, but allowed Jack and Stephen to dominate the discussion. When they woke, they got excited about what this new day could bring.
“What do you think we should do today?” asked Jack.
Stephen replied first, “What about that pond we saw on the map?”
“Or we could try to get across that river and see how far we can get that way,” suggested Ben.
“I think we should do something bigger — like build something cool,” said Jack.
“Like what?” Stephen asked.
“I don’t know, maybe like a big tree fort or something?” said Jack.
Ben dampened the idea — “You need tons of lumber and junk for that. It would be easier to find some other kid’s tree fort and take it over.”
“That’s true — my Dad’s always talking about how much lumber costs,” said Jack. “I can’t think of any other kids who have a good fort. Well there’s one a couple of streets over, but it’s right next to the house and it’s pink.”
“That would be awesome,” laughed Stephen. “They look out their window and we’re right there in their girly tree-house. We’d be all playing house and making tea and stuff.”
“Hey, why don’t we just break into that guy’s house?” said Ben. “You know, the one who the cops hauled away.”
Jack paused before commenting — “No, that’s crazy, that’s a crime scene. You can’t just break in there.”
“Yeah, besides, they would have already taken all the good stuff out of there,” said Stephen. “All the torture stuff and everything is probably down at headquarters already.”
Ben said, “But what if there’s a like a secret door or something, and that’s where he keeps his victims. Cops are always missing that kind of thing, and then the guy gets off and goes right back to killing.”
“Sure! That happens all the time,” mocked Jack. “Oh yeah — in the movies.Bad movies at that.”
Ben pretended to be offended — “Man, that’s just not nice. I just had an idea, and you had to make fun of me like that. Why do you have to be like that.”
“Seriously, Jack,” said Stephen. “Now he’s going to go off and make a secret torture-chamber and hide it from the police in a pink tree-house. See what you’ve done?”
They all laughed.
“You know what we ought to do?” asked Jack. “We ought to find out if those stupid guys shot that dog.”
“How are we going to do that?” asked Ben.
“Well, if you find the bullet that killed that dog, then you could probably get the cops to match it to their gun and stuff,” answered Stephen. “But that would be really gross, because you’d have to cut up smelly dead dog. The best way would be to catch them shooting another dog.”
“Oh, you think they’re going to do it again?” asked Jack. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
“Why do you think they were looking for that other dog?” asked Stephen. “They were trying to find it so they could shoot that one too. Those types of guys always come back for more.”
“Hey — I should bring my camera,” said Ben. “It’s in my bag somewhere. It’s got an awesome zoom on it.”
“How are we going to know when they’re going to do it again though?” asked Jack.
Stephen answered — “We just go over there and stake it out. It's too bad you don't get any cellphone reception around here. I've got zero bars and we need communication — do you have any walkie-talkies or anything.”
“Sure, but they’re probably not charged,” said Jack.
“Let’s get everything together,” said Stephen.
**********
Planning and plotting absorbed most of their morning. When they headed out, the boys each carried a pack with provisions for their stakeout. Exchanging excited banter, they made their way through the hot midday sun, taking their favorite trails. Still twenty minutes from the quarry, they started to plan their approach. The west side seemed safest — they could come up through the woods and be high on the ridge with the sun at their backs all afternoon.
Stephen brought up the possibility that the older kids were already at the quarry, so they decided to check the parking spot before trying to approach the pit. This detour added significant time to their hike, but they all agreed that it made sense to be cautious.
They found the road empty, and found no sign of the dead dog from days before. Moving through the woods to hide their tracks, the three climbed to the western lip of the large pit. They agreed on a spot mostly shadowed by a maple tree, but with clear line-of-sight.
To pass the time they started naming the areas of the pit below them. Passing the binoculars, they took turns attaching monikers to the various rocks and describing how to locate them.
“Okay,” said Stephen, “I’m betting they come around the side of ‘Big Rock’ and then pass by ‘Digger’s Corner’ before settling into ‘The Big Open Spot.’”
“No way!” said Ben. “They have to be coming out from behind ‘Jack’s Pillar’ because their car will be parked back there.”
“It is the best way,” added Jack.
Within an hour they had lost their energy for the stakeout and dug into their lunch supplies. Chewing on sandwiches, and drinking sodas, a shot, fired down in the pit, interrupted lunch. They dropped their food and scrambled to the edge of their lookout.
Down in the pit they saw a solitary man on one knee, pointing his gun off to the right. He looked older than the two men from the other day. Using the binoculars, Ben described the shooter to his friends.
“He’s got big earphones and yellow glasses on,” Ben reported.
“Yeah, ear protection, and those are shooting glasses, I’ve seen those before,” said Jack. “What’s that target look like?”
“Hold on a second,” said Ben. “It’s got three black rings and then the center ring is white. It’s got a yellow spot on it.”
“I bet he’s sighting-in his scope,” said Jack. “That target turns yellow where it’s been hit so he can adjust.”
The man shot again and the boys flinched.
“Could he hit us up here?” asked Stephen.
“If he wanted to,” said Jack. “But I bet he’s okay though. He’s just target shooting.”
“Hey look!” said Stephen, pointing back to the ‘Big Rock,’ “I told you they’d come that way.”
At the far end of the pit they saw the two older boys from the other day. The one they referred to as “Smoker” swaggered ahead of his companion. He approached the crouching shooter and stood behind him as the man was lining up his third shot. Ben couldn’t tell if the target-shooter knew the Smoker was behind him.
“That guy has another brown-paper bag with him,” said Ben, referring to the man hanging back.
“I wonder what they’re talking about?” asked Stephen.
The target-shooter took his third shot, set the safety, placed his gun down on a case at his feet, and removed his earphones while turning to Smoker. They talked and pointed in the direction of the target. Smoker put his hands in his back pockets and tilted his head, while the shooter crossed his arms. The boys were dying to hear the conversation, so they peppered Ben with questions he couldn’t answer.
“What does it look like they’re saying?” asked Jack.
“How should I know?” countered Ben.
“Shut up!” hissed Stephen. “They’re going to hear us.”
Stephen, Jack, and Ben were all silenced by sudden action below. Smoker reached back and pulled out a large pistol from his waistband. The shooter’s arms came up and he took a half-step backwards. Smoker extended his pistol at arm’s length and took aim at the target. The boys saw the gun jerk and then an instant later were buffeted by the sound of four shots in rapid succession.
“Whoo!” yelled Smoker below. He put his arms up in a “V,” pointing his gun to the sky.
The target shooter removed his yellow glasses and took a careful step backwards. He knelt next to his case, but never took his eyes off Smoker. While he stowed his gun, he watched Smoker trot down to the target and hold it aloft. Smoker yelled something back to Bag Man, but the boys couldn’t discern what he was saying. Smoker threw the target up in the air and then started walking back to the careful target-shooter’s position.
Still kneeling, the target shooter was closing his gun case and latching it. He had tucked his ear protection into a bag and slung it on his shoulder as he stood. Taking a path angled away from Smoker, the targt shooter exited the pit at a measured pace.
“That Smoker guy’s a psycho,” exhaled Jack.
“No shit,” whispered Stephen.
Back at the floor of the pit, Smoker had been joined by the guy carrying the brown-paper bag. They were huddled close together and gesturing slightly towards the retreating target shooter.
“Maybe we should get out of here,” said Ben in a low voice.
As if he could hear them, Smoker suddenly turned in their direction and shielded his eyes with his hand. Ben lowered his binoculars instinctively.
“The sun’s in his eyes,” said Stephen, barely audibly. “He can’t see us.”
“Quiet,” said Ben.
Smoker continued to look in their direction for three long seconds. Turning back to Bag Man, he pointed down-range to where the shooter’s target had been. Cradling his bag, the other guy headed off. When he was about forty paces from Smoker, he set the bag down and pulled a length of rope from his rear pocket. He tied one end of the rope around a large, watermelon-sized rock, and tested his knot by hefting the rock.
A second later, the guy was reaching into his paper bag. Smoker had taken a cigarette from behind his ear and smoked it as he waited for his target to be set. Shuffling backwards, Bag Man had tied the other end of his rope to an orange and white cat, wearing a harness.
“Say what?” said Ben he lifted the binoculars. “That cat is tied to the rock.”
“Oh man, gross,” said Jack.
When Bag Man reached his friend, he took the proffered cigarette so Smoker could concentrate on his aim. The cat pulled on the harness briefly, but then crouched, facing the boys.
Smoker took his time, aiming carefully this time. The boys saw the smoke from his gun at the same instant that a plume of dust rose near the cat. They heard the echoing report an instant later. The cat jumped forward and doubled back, trying to pull the rock. Both arms extended, Smoker dropped to one knee and reset his aim.
The next shot nicked the cat along its neck and it jumped straight in the air — legs every direction. Bag Man pointed and said something to Smoker. After glancing between his friend and the cat several times, Smoker handed over the gun. Throwing away his inherited cigarette, Bag Man extended one arm confidently and shot.
The cat rolled from the impact of the bullet into its flank. It ran in slow circles. Smoker grabbed the gun back from his accurate friend. Ben reported that Smoker appeared to be reloading the weapon.
“Do you think they have more animals with them?” asked Stephen. “Like back in their car?”
“We should find out,” said Jack.
“Maybe that other guy went to call the cops,” offered Ben. “Shit, I forgot my camera.”
“I don’t think these guys are going to rat each other out,” postulated Stephen. “They might all get in trouble then.”
“We can’t let them shoot another animal,” said Jack. “I’m going to go see if they have one in the car.”
“No way, Jack,” said Ben. “Your arm is going to slow you down.”
“I don’t even need this thing,” Jack held up his sling. “It comes off the day after tomorrow anyway.” Jack removed the sling and threw it next to his pack.
“Here,” said Ben as he handed a walkie-talkie to Jack. “Make sure the volume is low and we’ll call you if those guys head towards the car.”
“Cool,” said Jack as he crept off.
“Turn the volume down on that one too,” Stephen advised Ben.
Ben adjusted the handset and then pushed the button: “Jack?”
A voice came back from the device: “Yeah?” asked Jack.
“Just checking,” said Ben.
Back in the pit, Smoker moved closer to the injured cat and took aim again. His next shot dropped the cat to the ground. Bag Man hailed Smoker and held up a small rock. Smoker nodded and held the gun at the ready. After a pause, Bag Man tossed a rock into the air. Tracking the rock with his gun, Smoker loosed a shot when the rock reached eye level. The rock dropped unharmed. The pair repeated this game until the gun was empty again.
Smoker and Bag Man sat down — using a large rock as a bench — to reload.
“How long do you think it will take him to get there?” Stephen asked Ben.
“He’ll let us know when he’s there,” answered Ben. “I just hope those guys stay put.”
Smoker produced two more cigarettes and handed one to the Bag Man. He lit his own and then handed his lighter to his friend. Half-way through his smoke, Bag Man strode over to the dead cat. He rolled it over with the toe of his boot and then knelt to remove the harness from the body. He held it up and yelled something back to Smoker. Stephen and Ben heard Smoker laugh. Bag Man returned to his paper bag and opened it carefully. He pulled something out and dropped the harness back in. Bag Man then walked back to Smoker. They talked for several minutes.
“Hey,” said Jack through the walkie-talkie.
“What’s up? Any dogs or cats?” Ben pushed the button and asked.
“I’m still pretty far away from the car,” crackled Jack. “I think there’s someone guarding the car.”
“Really?” asked Ben.
“Hey,” said Jack, “I’ve got an idea.”
“Yeah?” asked Ben.
“Listen — wait exactly five minutes and don’t make a sound,” said Jack. “Then yell to the guy while I sneak around the other side.”
“Okay, I get it,” said Ben.
“Okay, I’m turning the volume up after you say okay. Then you give me exactly five minutes.”
“Okay, five minutes starting now,” said Ben.
Stephen and Ben both alternated between looking at Ben’s watch and the guys in the pit.
“Hey, what if they leave?” asked Stephen. “How are we going to tell Jack without accidentally calling the guard?”
“I didn’t think of that,” said Ben. “But I think he’ll have time. It takes more than five minutes to get back to the car from down there.”
**********
At the parking area, Jack walked a wide circle around the the guy at the car. He left his walkie-talkie in a thick bush just out of the guard’s view. Jack crept across the road and dashed into the brush on the other side. When he started to creep towards the car from the opposite side, he heard Ben’s far-off voice. Jack thought it obvious that the voice was coming from a radio — something artificial about the sound — but he hoped the effect would be the same.
The man leaning on the car stood up when he heard Ben's voice. Jack saw him take a half a step away from the car. When the man rose, a dog started barking from within the car.
“Shut up,” commanded the man.
The dog continued barking until the man slapped the car window. Moving a little closer, Jack saw the dog appear in the window on his side. Jack froze. He hoped the dog would stay quiet. Ben continued to call through the walkie-talkie, but Jack couldn’t hear exactly what he was saying. The man took one more glance back at the car and then headed off towards the scratchy voice of Ben.
Bracing his nerve, Jack rushed through the thick woods and reached the car as the man disappeared on the far side of the road. The dog watched Jack open the rear passenger door.  Jack thought he recognized the yellow labrador retriever. The dog wore a black collar and panted and wagged as he pushed his way out of the car. Jack paused to think; he gently brought the door back to the frame without pressing it fully shut.
He glanced in the direction he had last seen the man, and then Jack ran back into the woods on the far side of the road. He wanted to move quietly, but focused more on getting quickly out of sight. The dog bounded alongside Jack. The bushes became thicker and harder to navigate while the ground squished under their feet. Jack stopped to consider the best way to make it through this marsh.
“Jesus, fuck,” Jack heard a voice far behind yell. He stood perfectly still and heard a car door slam. Moving to his left, he tried to skirt the wet area as the dog plowed through the mud. He shushed at the dog to no avail. When he reached a dry spot, Jack started to run. He figured he was moving approximately parallel to the road.
**********
Ben lifted his finger from the “Send” button and looked at Stephen.
“Do you think that’s enough?” Ben asked. Stephen was poking his head over the lip of the pit, watching Smoker and Bag Man.
“I guess so,” Stephen replied. “There’s really know way to know, unless the guy answers back.”
“Let’s wait a minute and see if anyone picks up,” said Ben.
They both turned their attention to the guys with the gun. Bag Man was arranging the dead body of the cat. A second later, he trotted away and joined Smoker again. They watched intently until a small explosion lifted the dead cat from the ground. They laughed and ran over to see the damage.
“Those guys are like movie-evil,” said Stephen. “It’s like a gag — I mean who would be that sick?”
“Look!” said Ben.
Down in the pit, Smoker and Bag Man broke off their game with the fireworks and dead cat and made their way towards an approaching man. They met up at the spot the boys had dubbed The Salt Flats, and had a lively conversation. The older guy was gesturing and pointing back towards the parking area. Smoker nodded and tucked his gun back in his waistband. The three then stalked off in the direction of the car.
“Do you think that was the guard?” asked Stephen.
“Must be, but why would they even have a guard?” asked Ben.
“We should get ready, in case we have to make a quick getaway,” said Stephen.
Ben and Stephen worked quickly to pack up their supplies and don their backpacks. Ben carried the walkie-talkie, and Stephen carried Jack’s pack. The two headed down the hill.
“You know, we’re just as likely to miss him if we move — maybe we should stay put,” said Ben.
Footsteps coming up the hill made them stop. They were joined by the exuberant yellow labrador whose muddy tail slapped at their legs. Following close behind, Jack met up with them next.
“They had this dog in their car,” said Jack. “We should get out of here.”
“Are we taking this dog with us?” asked Ben. “Your mom will shit.”
“We’ll figure that out after we get away from here,” said Jack.
“Yeah, let’s get gone,” agreed Stephen.
The boys consulted briefly on direction and then jogged off into the woods.
**********
Back at the tent, Jack examined the collar on the dog.
“He’s got a rabies tag, and a state registration,” said Jack. “No address or anything. I thought I'd seen him before, but now I'm not sure.”
“There must be someone we could call,” said Ben. “We’ll just say he wandered up to the house.”
“What if he belongs to one of those guys though?” asked Stephen.
“Jesus, would someone do that to their own dog? Nobody would do that,” said Ben.
“You never know,” said Jack. “Maybe we should think about it.”
“Well, even if it is connected to those guys, would they know that we grabbed the dog?” asked Ben. “You said that you left the door cracked — maybe they just thought the dog got out by accident.”
“Shit! The walkie-talkie! We should have grabbed it,” said Jack.
Stephen shook his head — “No way, we’ll go back for it. They might already have it, but either way, we should wait until night or something to go find it.”
The boys played with the dog and discussed their options for the rest of the afternoon. They settled on a secret night-trip through the woods and planned their assault. Leaving the dog at the tent, they went inside to use the computer to check on the moon rise and weather information.
Armed with notes on the time and date to make their next trip, the boys were about to head outside when Jack’s mom interrupted them. She had found the dog nosing around the back door.
“Do you boys know anything about this dog?” she asked.
“What dog?” Jack played dumb.
“There’s a big dog sitting outside the back door, and I don’t even have to get close to you to see dog hair all over your shirts,” she countered.
“It showed up this morning. We just played with it for a little bit — it didn’t have any name or address on its collar,” said Jack.
“Well is it registered?” she asked.
“I think so.”
“Then we’ll call over to the town hall,” she said. “I’m sure its owners are looking for it. You can help me by looking on its collar for a registration number.”
“Okay,” said Jack.
**********
Dinner that night was one of the mandatory family dinners. Jack, Ben, and Stephen sat uncomfortably at the table with Jack’s parents. They ate quickly and quietly — anxious to be away from adult supervision.
“Tell your dad the exciting news of the day,” said Jack’s mom.
“Huh?” asked Jack — a little panicked.
“The dog,” prompted Ben with a whisper.
“Oh, yeah, a dog showed up here today.”
Jack’s mom took over the story: “His name is Buddy. The town hall sent over animal control because the Harrisions are out of town. It’s their dog, but they had dog walkers while they’re on vacation. At any rate, he’ll be staying with the Harrison’s vet until they get back.”
“How did he get over here? Don’t the Harrisons live on the other side of the highway?” Jack’s dad asked. Jack's parents knew everyone in town because of his father’s business and his mother’s former association with the town hall.
“Well, Linda said that Buddy sometimes wanders,” said Jack’s mom.
“Who was walking him? They must have been embarrassed.”
“She didn’t say,” Jack’s mom replied.
**********
That night the boys stayed inside — spreading out sleeping bags on the floor in the basement. They scheduled their nighttime mission to recover the walkie-talkie for the night after next so they could have the right moon and clear weather.
**********
Without his sling, Jack felt free. All three boys were nervous and excited, but Jack was beyond excited, he was beside himself. Unable to sleep, they engaged in scattered conversation that roamed easily from subject to subject. They kept the lights off so their eyes would adjust to the dark. The moon illuminated the walls of the tent, and the shadows of trees danced. The night was warm but comfortable, with a slight breeze.
A little after midnight Jack poked his head from the tent. He crept around the bushes between their tent and the house and studied carefully, looking for any sign that his parents were still awake. When he was satisfied, he summoned Ben and Stephen.
The beginning of their trip was very slow as they dodged from shadow to shadow. They wore their darkest clothing and carried little: Ben had their remaining walkie-talkie, and Jack and Stephen carried flashlights that were turned off. They picked their way along the path by the moonlight.
Having started out tentative and silent, they adjusted quickly to the hike. Jack led the way and he soon began to trust his ability to move down the path without being able to fully discern the way ahead. Stephen followed Jack, and Ben followed Stephen.
“Hey, you guys ever hear about that snake last summer?” asked Ben.
“Are you just trying to scare everyone?” asked Jack.
“No, seriously, you didn’t hear?” said Ben. “Last summer this guy’s six-foot boa got out of his house and lived in the woods for weeks.”
“Shut up!” said Stephen. “That’s the oldest story ever.”
“Whatever, you don’t have to believe me. Some guy almost hit it driving down Kirkpatrick Road.” maintained Ben.
“Oh, wait — I heard about that,” said Jack.
“You guys are full of shit,” said Stephen.
“Really. I saw the picture in the paper,” replied Jack. “The worst part was that when they caught it, it got upset and disgorged.”
“Yeah, that’s the one,” agreed Ben. “Snakes get scared and throw up so they can run away.”
“Well I do know about that,” said Stephen, “but I still say you’re full of shit.”
“Anyway,” continued Ben, “what they didn’t say on the news was that it disgorged a whole baby.”
“No way!” said Stephen.
“Yup, a baby,” said Ben. “The thing had eaten the girlfriend’s baby just before it got away.”
“Now you’ve gone too far,” said Jack. “I remember the snake, but there’s no way it ate a baby.”
“Hey,” added Stephen, “you know what they call it when someone tries to scare their friends at night in the middle of the woods?”
“What?” asked Ben.
“It’s a rare condition,” said Stephen. “It’s called ‘douche-ism’.”
“Yup,” said Jack. “You’ve got the douche-ism, Ben. Worst case I’ve seen in years.”
“You might be in luck though, looks like we’re out of the woods for now,” said Stephen.
The sky opened up as the path led to the power-line cut. They were suddenly surrounded by a full dome of stars. The sky was so black and deep that Jack almost lost his balance. Out in the open, with more light from the moon, they talked less and walked faster through the night.
When they got to the quarry where they had witnessed the shooting, Stephen convinced his friends to go to the floor of the pit. They peered around carefully into the darkness and then dared to use their lights. Stephen combed the ground where they had seen Smoker and bag-man cavorting. His prize was four shell-casings — one small and the other three large. Pocketing the casings, they headed towards where the car had been parked.
Rounding a sharp corner of the quarry, Ben, in the lead, stopped abruptly.
“What?” hissed Jack.
Ben pointed and Jack could barely make out a dim red glow ahead. They stood stock-still for minutes, taking shallow breaths and collecting all the sensory input they could. Ben began to move again. When Jack and Stephen began to follow, Ben turned and held up his hand, signaling them to stop. Ben continued alone. He returned several minutes later.
“Campfire,” Ben said. “It’s almost out.”
The three approached cautiously and found what Ben had described. The few pieces of wood left were scattered. Someone had attempted to put the fire out some time before. Silent, they continued cautiously until they found the parking area empty.
“So where’s the walkie?” asked Ben.
“Hard to say,” replied Jack. “Try yours.”
Ben triggered the call button on the walkie-talkie and they were rewarded with a faint ringing off in the bushes. The boys had to search carefully — rationing their battery power on both the walkie-talkies and the flashlight — before finding the lost radio.
“Awesome,” said Jack. “Now let’s get back before my mom catches us.”
With renewed purpose, the boys headed back on the long trip to the tent.
**********
When they left the power lines and were back on the path through the woods, they had spread out. Ben led the way, and Jack followed a good twenty feet behind. Even further back, Stephen brought up the rear.
Stephen startled Jack and Ben: “Hey, guys, get over here,” he said.
“Did you find a giant baby-eating snake?” asked Jack.
“Funny,” said Ben.
“You have to see this,” said Stephen.
Jack and Ben back-tracked to find Stephen crouched in the middle of the path and studying the bark of a large tree. Almost at ground-level, a red dot of light glowed on the bark.
“Check that out!” said Ben. “Where’s it coming from?”
Stephen put his hand over the dot and the dot responded by lighting up the back of his hand. Jack bent to get a better look and then began to turn his head.
“Don’t look into it!” ordered Stephen. “It might not be safe for eyes.”
“Good point,” said Jack.
Jack put his hand in front of Stephen’s and then began to move in the direction of the source.
“Oh shit!” said Ben. “Wait, guys! That might be one of those laser-sights for a gun. Get your hand out of the beam.”
The three stood back. Jack spoke first: “Nah, that doesn’t make sense. Why would it be pointed at a tree and be that still. I don’t think someone could hold gun that still.”
Stephen picked up a stick. “Let’s follow it.” He adjusted the stick carefully to center the beam on the end and then began to walk into the woods away from the path. He lost the beam often at first — it rose slowly as he moved away from the tree — but once he guessed its approximate path, he was able to follow it faithfully.
Jack’s eyes were trained on the stick as he backed up, ahead of Stephen.
“Hey,” said Ben, “I’m going to stay here so you don’t get lost.”
“Oh come on,” replied Stephen. “Check your compass, and come with us.”
“You guys have the flashlights,” replied Ben. Jack and Stephen were now about thirty paces from the path, and they kept moving away.
“Shit,” said Ben as he headed into the woods to catch up.
Ben reached his two friends; they were tracking the laser at about knee level.
Crouching ahead, Jack made an observation: “The trees are really thin in this direction. Looks like it opens up to a clearing up ahead.”
“Where are we, anyway?” asked Ben.
“I think this is the spot where the path gets close to Route 203,” answered Jack. “But it’s hard to tell. We’re definitely going to have to check this out again in daylight.”
“Wait — what happened?” asked Stephen. He was looking at his stick, which no longer carried a dot of light.
“Did you move?” asked Ben.
“No, it was right here.”
They strained to look into the night.
“Hold still,” said Jack as he moved in front of the stick. “Do you see anything?” he asked Ben as he looked down at his own body.
Ben studied Jack for signs of the dot. “Nope.”
“Let’s start again,” said Stephen as he dropped his stick and headed back in the direction they started.
Jack dug around in his front pocket and produced a knife. He moved to the nearest sapling and took a small strip of bark from its side. Jack followed Stephen and Ben — he marked their track back to the path. Jack arrived at the path to find Ben and Stephen on their knees.
“This was the one,” said Stephen. “I’m sure of it.”
“How can you tell?” asked Ben. “It’s too dark to see anything.”
“This tree is way bigger than the rest though, and it’s right next to the path,” said Stephen.
“I’ll mark it,” said Jack. He moved around to the side they would first see when approaching the next day. At about shoulder height he scraped a section of the tree. He couldn’t make his way down to the tree’s flesh, but flicked on his flashlight to verify that his mark was visible.
“Let’s get going,” said Jack.
“Let’s wait,” countered Stephen. “Maybe it will come back on, or maybe a little tree or something just blew in the way.”
“I’m tired,” said Jack.
Ben agreed — “Yeah, let’s go back and we’ll come back in the morning.”
“Shit,” said Stephen. “This is really cool though.”
“We’ll figure it out tomorrow,” said Jack.
They hiked back to their tent and barely spoke the whole way. The night’s exploits had taken their toll, and the boys were dog-tired by the time they got in their sleeping bags.
**********
Every few days, Jack’s mom would break the privacy of their back-yard campsite and check in on the boys. This morning she found they were still fast asleep in the tent, so she quietly gathered their laundry and the few pieces of trash scattered around the site. She was trying to top off a load of light clothing, but she found mostly darks around the sleeping trio. The pants were wet around the cuff, but she explained to herself that they must have been playing in a creek.
**********
They awoke late, and very hungry. Ben looked at his watched and announced that it was Sunday, July 8th — 9:30 am.
“Nine days,” said Stephen.
“What’s nine days?” asked Jack.
“I go back on Tuesday the seventeenth,” replied Stephen.
“That sucks,” said Jack. He surprised himself, realizing that he meant it. Just a few days before he would have relished the realization that half of Stephen’s time had passed.
“Ah, don’t think about it,” said Ben. “Time only passes quickly if you think about it.”
“Isn’t that like the opposite of true?” posed Stephen. “You know, like, a watched pot never boils.”
“Whatever. Let’s get something to eat,” said Jack.
They were greeted with a gray day outside the tent. And, rummaging through their supplies, realized they had neglected to keep their larder well stocked. Desperate for a warm meal, they headed into the house. In the the kitchen, they began noisily producing a breakfast. Jack’s mom appeared from upstairs.
“Jack — your dad wants to see you. His office,” she said.
Jack handed his spatula to Ben, who took over on the pancake duty. He followed his mom through the living room to the addition where his dad had an office. His dad was sitting at the computer.
“Jack — what are these?” his dad pointed at four shell casings sitting atop a file folder on the desk.
“Bullets? Or casings, I mean. We found them at the pits,” said Jack.
“Which pits?” his dad asked.
Jack looked back over his shoulder. His mom was standing in the doorway with her eyebrows raised. “The quarry, past the power lines,” he paused. “We hiked over there the other day.”
“Are you allowed to go that far?” his father asked.
“Yeah, you guys said yes — remember?” asked Jack.
“We talked about you guys going as far as the power lines,” his mom corrected. “That’s what I remember.”
“But the pit and power lines are the same thing. I mean, they’re connected,” said Jack. He was confused. He knew his parents must have realized their all-day hikes were taking them at least that far. He decided to push back — “Mom, we check with you before every hike. You know when we’re going and when we’re coming back.”
“Yes, that’s true,” she replied. “But it’s more than that, Jack. There’s a difference between walking on trails in the woods and getting into some old quarry where people are shooting.”
“That’s right, Jack,” his father continued. “We talked about the things you would do this summer if we let you and your friends set the agenda, and I don’t remember guns being on the list.”
“We weren’t shooting or anything,” countered Jack. “We just found those. We never did anything.”
“Jack,” began his mom, “you’re going to face a lot of decisions in life, and more often than not, what happens to you will be the result of those decisions.”
Jack looked down.
“If you’re in the wrong place at the wrong time,” she continued, “it doesn’t much matter if you were doing the right thing. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” he answered too quickly. He knew instantly that he should have waited.
“I don’t think you do,” she reprimanded. “If you’re out walking and you see something that you know is dangerous, you turn around and come home. Then, you immediately tell me or your father.”
Jack nodded.
“Go get your friends, we want to talk to all of you,” said his mom.
Jack opened his mouth to protest and then closed it. He looked to his dad and back to his mom, they were not going to bend. He dragged himself back to the kitchen where Stephen and Ben were making breakfast.
“We started to make you eggs, but then we had to throw them away,” laughed Ben.
“Hey, come on, my parents want to talk to all of us,” said Jack.
“About what?” asked Stephen through a bite of toast.
“My mom found the shell casings, and they’re pissed,” said Jack.
“Oh shit — where were they?” hissed Ben.
“My pocket,” said Stephen. “God, what is she a psychic?”
“Just come on,” said Jack.
The three boys trudged back to the office. Jack’s mom and dad were standing together at the far end of the room. His dad waved them closer.
“Boys, listen up,” Jack’s dad began. “You’ve been pretty responsible this summer, but we’re afraid that you’re not displaying the best judgement. Most kids your age are having a very structured summer — camps, sports, volunteer work. We were skeptical that you could keep yourselves occupied all summer, but we were willing to let you try.”
Jack’s mom broke in — “We won’t — we can’t — have you wandering into trouble without even knowing it. We just heard yesterday that some older boys were shooting animals over in that quarry and today we found out that you boys were over there too. I know you weren’t a part of that, but you still could have been hurt.”
She paused to composer herself. “So, no more wandering around. You can play in our yard, and sleep in the house at night.”
Jack couldn’t contain himself anymore — “Mom, you can’t be serious. We didn’t even do anything.”
“Jack,” she said, “you’re not hearing. You don’t have to do anything wrong to be hurt. All you have to do is not do something right. I have a whole book of summer activities upstairs if you’d rather I sign you up for something.”
“No,” Jack pleaded. “But why do we have to stay in yard? Can’t we just not go to the pits anymore?”
“This is not a debate, Jack,” said his father. “Our job is to keep you safe so that one day you can make your own informed decisions. This is not yet that time.”
“Where will we even sleep — we can’t fit three in my room,” asked Jack.
“You can have the basement rec-room,” answered his mom. “Get your sleeping bags set up down there.”
The room was quiet for several moments. Jack didn’t want to look to see how Stephen and Ben were taking the news so he looked at the floor. His shoulders slumped, weighed down with the punishment.
“Okay? Go finish your breakfast,” directed his mom.
They turned and shuffled out. Back in the kitchen they cooked and ate in silence.
**********
They laid out their gear in the basement. Trouble settled on the three boys.
Stephen tried to lighten the mood — “Hey, only nine more days for me.”
“Very funny,” replied Ben.
“Don’t blame me, they were looking for an excuse to take away our privileges,” said Stephen. “That was not based on those shell casings.”
“I wonder how they found out about the kids shooting those animals?” pondered Jack.
“Probably that target guy,” said Ben.
“Yeah, but he wasn’t even there when they shot the cat,” reminded Stephen.
“Maybe Smoker threatened him and then the cops staked it out,” said Ben.
They sat down and turned on the television. Outside the gray morning had turned into a drizzly afternoon.
“What if we told your dad about the dog. Maybe he would realize we were doing the right thing,” said Ben.
“That’s dumb,” said Jack. “He would just be more pissed that we were there and didn’t tell anyone. Plus, it’s my mom we have to worry about.”
“That’s true,” said Stephen. “She’s definitely calling the shots there.”
“Hey, shut up, dumb-ass,” said Jack.
“Douche-ism,” said Ben. “It’s contagious.”
“Who are you talking to?” Jack turned to Ben.
“Both of you,” replied Ben.
“What the hell?” asked Stephen. “What did I do?”
Ben raised his hands — “Who are you guys pissed at?” He turned to Jack. “Your parents? Big deal. So we find stuff to do inside for a while. They’ll calm down.”
“But there’s still tons of stuff we should do,” said Jack. “I just got my sling off.”
“And what about that red light?” asked Stephen. “We should be out there right now, finding out what was going on with that.”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “Besides, we didn’t do anything.”
“Wait, wait,” said Ben. He lowered his voice and leaned towards Jack and Stephen. “Why don’t we just wait until night and we’ll look for the light again.”
“We’ll never find it,” said Jack.
“No way — it’s easier to find it at night,” said Ben. “Besides, isn’t the moon going to be full soon? There will be plenty of light.”
“That’s true,” said Stephen.
“Oh, man. You guys are insane. My mom will kill us,” said Jack.
“We’ll be careful,” said Ben. “How did she catch us before? Laundry? All we have to do is check our clothes really carefully when we come in. If they’re wet from dew, we’ll just hide them until they’re dry.”
“And we’re in the basement, and they’re all the way upstairs,” continued Stephen. “We can sneak out this door and they’ll never know.”
“What if she checks on us?” asked Jack.
They were silent as they considered this possibility.
“Fort. We’ll build a pillow-fort with these two couches,” said Ben. “We take all the cushions and put them parallel, like this,” he demonstrated. “Then all we have to do is stay in one night and the second night she’ll just figure we’re in there. If she comes down tonight, we’ll all be in back and when she looks to see where we are we just make a big deal about it.”
“Yeah,” said Stephen, “you just go ‘What’s wrong? Mom? Is that you?’ and then we’ll all be up and she’ll feel bad.”
“I don’t know,” said Jack, furrowing his brow. “Maybe we should just play it cool.”
“Give it a day,” said Stephen. “You’ll change your mind.”
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 CHAPTER 9

The Boy


This time, searing pain woke the boy. His eyes opened on a world of shiny metal instruments, bright lights, and wisps of smoke. The pain came from his right thigh and coursed through his body, making him pull at his restraints.
The crazy man with the bull’s head hunched over the boy’s thigh, concentrating fiercely. The man was dressed like a surgeon — covered in blue cotton garb, with a cap, mask, and surgical gloves. His left hand held extra-long tweezers and in his right something that looked like a pen on the end of a mechanical arm.
The man wore glasses with magnifying lenses so that when he looked up at the boy, the boy was startled by the giant eyes set into the bull’s head. That hallucination gave way, and the boy saw him with a man’s head once again.
“If you jerk around like that, I’m going to put you under,” said the man.
The boy looked at his thigh, trying to discover the source of his pain. The man had cut away a portion of his skin and was holding it back with his tweezers while he operated on the muscle below.
The boy gathered his nerve and spoke — “Please stop.” he said.
“Oh, that’s unfortunate,” said the man. “You had been so good until now. But I despise anything illogical, and you’ve just said something remarkably stupid. Do you know why it was stupid?”
The boy was afraid to speak. He was desperate to not compound his mistake.
“I asked a question,” said the man. He stared into the boy’s eyes.
The boy struggled for the right answer, but he was beginning to panic and couldn’t form a complete thought.
The man, now frustrated, held up the device in his right hand — “This is a medical laser. It’s meant to cut and cauterize to reduce scarring. I’m using it because I like the smell. That,” he pointed a finger towards the boy’s crotch, “is one of the most sensitive parts of your body. Would you like to experience a laser burning your privates?”
“No!” said the boy.
“Then answer — do you know why it was stupid to say ‘Please stop’?” he asked again.
“Yes,” the boy stalled.
“Why?”
“Because you don’t want to?” the boy asked.
The man paused, considering, “You know, that’s pretty close. You’ve redeemed yourself a little. The real answer is a little more complex.” The man sat back and lectured. “It was stupid because I have the power, and I clearly don’t have your interests in mind. You would like me to stop, but I’ve demonstrated no concern for what you want. And, because I’ve shown you that I endeavor to maintain control, the idea that your request would succeed suggests you feel you have some ability to direct my actions.”
The boy was trying to follow the speech, but was captivated and horrified by the device in the man’s right hand.
“So,” the man continued, “your request had no chance of eliciting a positive result for you, and had a significant chance of ending disastrously. That’s why it was stupid and offensive.”
All the boy could think to say was — “Thank you, sir.”
“Ah,” said the man, “definitely a smarter thing to say, but I found it a little patronizing. Let’s see how well you understand this — if you move again, or feel the need to say anything more coherent than a primal scream, I will cut off your entire leg and feed it to you. Do you understand?”
The boy began to nod and then stopped himself, fearing that it would violate his orders. Instead, he closed his eyes and braced himself for the next wave of pain.
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 CHAPTER 10

The Hotel


The next day, Stephen’s prediction came true. The boys could hardly focus on anything except waiting for the night. They bounced between activities, nervous and killing time. After dinner, they put on a boring movie and attempted to fall asleep early. Ben set his watch’s alarm for three a.m., and by ten p.m. they thought they would never get to sleep. Eventually, they dropped off and Ben’s alarm woke them up.
They were alert instantly, and none wanted to call off the trip. They crawled carefully out of their pillow-fort and uncovered the hidden stash of dark clothing.
Jack felt his heart was about to burst as he tried to silently open the back door. He could hear his breath and held it to control his twitching hands. Once outside, they crept between the bushes until they were out of sight. On the path they nearly hovered with excitement.
“This is the best,” said Jack.
“Yeah,” said Ben. “Where’s the mark?”
“Almost there,” said Jack.
They moved through the woods without lights. The moon was bright and the clouds had mostly disappeared. They were right to worry about wet clothing. By the time they made it to the tree, they were wet from rain hanging on the leaves.
“Do you see it?” asked Jack.
Stephen bent down — “Nope. Let’s wait for a second and see if maybe a leaf is in the way.”
They backed away from the path a bit and hunkered down behind some brush. Each stared at the spot on the tree until they could almost hallucinate anything there in the bark. After almost ten minutes in silence, they were rewarded by the red spot flickering back into existence.
“There it is!” said Stephen.
“Are you sure that’s not just my eyes?” joked Ben.
“Then it’s my eyes too,” said Jack.
“Come on,” ordered Stephen.
Stephen rushed over to the light and thrust his hand in its path. He strode confidently into the woods, following it. Jack and Ben trailed close behind. They made it farther than the previous night, but the light flicked out when Stephen’s hand was almost shoulder-height.
“Let’s just keep going,” said Stephen. “It’s got to be coming from this direction.”
“What’s through these woods again?” asked Ben.
Jack replied — “As far as I could tell, it’s Route 203. There are houses and a couple of businesses.”
“We’re about to find out,” said Stephen. “Look.” He pointed up to a small sapling. On a leaf, at about eye-level, the dot of light shone. “See, if it turns just a tiny bit, the leaf doesn’t block it.” He reached out and tore the leaf from the tree.
“There’s a clearing,” Jack was looking back in the direction they had been traveling.
“Let’s go carefully,” said Ben.
The three spread out and crouched down into the brush. They made their way with all the stealth they could muster. On the edge of an over-grown field, they stopped. The grass was about a foot high.
“What is it?” asked Stephen.
Across the field they saw the back of a long building — three stories high. Immediately ahead of them, the gabled roof was adorned with three small windows, but to the left there were many windows on each floor. A swing-set off the to right looked half-collapsed in the moonlight.
“Must be a business or something,” said Jack. “Too big to be a house.”
“Could be the back of an apartment,” offered Ben. “I’ve seen an apartment building almost like that.”
“Whatever it is, it’s deserted,” said Stephen. “Look, those windows are boarded up.”
Straining to see across the field, Jack and Ben could barely make out that the windows indeed looked boarded up. They also noticed a couple of bare spots on the roof where the shingles had blown away.
“Let’s go check it out,” said Ben.
“When did you grow a pair?” asked Stephen.
“We should skirt the field over to that ditch,” said Jack. “That way we won’t leave any footprints in the tall grass.”
Jack led the way. They circled the clearing until they came to a drainage ditch lined with big rocks. Only a small amount of water trickled down the rocks, and the boys made it to the corner of the building without getting more wet.
“How are we going to figure out where that beam is coming from?” asked Jack.
“I already know,” said Stephen.
“What? How?”
“Right after I tore down that leaf I turned around and saw this building. The light hit my eye a little bit,” said Stephen. “Anyway, it’s coming from right over that porch.” He pointed to the side of the building.
About ten feet up, a small back porch roof protruded from the building. They approached and saw the porch covered a cracked concrete pad.
“Looks sturdy enough to me,” said Ben. He climbed the rickety lattice-work that ran up the overhang’s support.
“Jeez, be careful,” said Jack.
Ben paused — “Thanks, that’s helpful.” He crested the top of the porch-roof and turned to look back over. “It’s sturdy — come up.”
Stephen and Jack deliberated and Ben disappeared. When the other two boys had gathered their nerve and made it up, Ben was studying a small hole in a clapboard.
“It comes out here,” said Ben. He waved his hand in front of the hole and angled it so Jack and Stephen could see the red dot on his hand.
“Man, that thing goes a long way, doesn’t it?” asked Stephen.
“Who’s got the smallest flashlight?” asked Ben. “I don’t want to ruin my night-vision.”
Jack produced a key-chain light and they clustered around the hole while Ben illuminated the wall. The red beam danced on Stephen’s chest as he breathed in and out.
“There’s a line,” said Ben.
A faint gray line descended from the laser hole an pointed straight down. They had to get their faces within a foot of the wall to trace its progress. The arrow ended five clapboards below the hole.
“Check it out — it’s only this wide,” said Jack. He pointed left and right, showing his friends that the arrow terminated on a clapboard that had end-seams only sixteen inches apart. “It’s a really small piece.”
Stephen felt the seams of the clapboard and then pressed on the center. It moved slightly. He tried the corners — the board seemed loose, but stayed put. Finally, he pressed hard on the bottom-center of the board and the three boys heard a loud click.
“It’s a latch!” exclaimed Stephen. As he removed his hand, the bottom of the clapboard came loose and then dropped off.
The boys had found a four-inch-tall, sixteen-inch-wide hole in the side of the building.
“Holy fuck,” breathed Ben. “What’s in there?”
Jack bent down to look in the hole. He had to get down on his belly — the hole was just above the surface of the porch roof on which they crouched.
“Give me the light back,” said Jack. Ben handed it down to his upturned hand.
Jack moved with the measured pace of someone defusing a bomb. He swept the light from side to side and focused it back to the middle of the hatch.
“Okay,” he began. “There’s a button and an envelope.”
Ben and Stephen knelt down to look over Jack’s shoulders.
“Let’s see what’s in the envelope,” said Stephen.
“What if it’s a trap or something?” asked Jack.
“Trap? It’s a letter in a hole,” said Stephen. “Don’t be so paranoid.”
“I don’t see anything attached to it,” said Ben. “Just move it a little.”
“Okay,” said Jack, and he put his hand near the hole. He took a deep breath and let it out.
Stephen whispered: “The suspense is killing me.”
“Shhhh!” ordered Jack.
The hatch in front of Jack was extremely simple. Framed in old wood, it was unadorned and dusty. The wood, dark with age, carried stains and drip-marks. Just beyond the envelope, a black button — bigger than a doorbell — was screwed into the back wall of the hatch. Two coiled wires led from the left side of the button to a small hole in the top of the hatch.
His fingers stiff, Jack nudged the envelope a half inch. It moved easily. He withdrew his hand about an inch and then moved his fingers forward. This time he brushed the envelop back towards himself.
“This is just weird — why would there be a letter in this hatch, up on a porch roof, under a laser?” asked Jack. “Doesn’t that just seem like a bad thing to be messing with?”
Neither Ben nor Stephen answered, they just waited. Jack reached in quickly and pulled out the envelope.
“Cool — now open it,” said Stephen.
“Let’s get out of here — we can open it back at the house,” said Ben.
“Yeah, I like that idea better,” agreed Jack.
“Okay, let me get this back on,” Stephen acquiesced. He fumbled the hatch’s cover — the clapboard — back into place. He tried several times before he got it to latch. Satisfied, they made their way back down to the ground. The boys retraced their steps through the drainage gully and walked fast. The trip out had taken them almost thirty minutes, but they made it back in fifteen.
**********
Jack stashed their wet clothes in a plastic bag and the boys gathered in their pillow fort with a flashlight and the envelope. Ben examined it carefully: it was sealed and yellowed, and showed a history of faint wrinkles.
“Should we rip it?” asked Jack. “Maybe we should steam it open.”
“What, are going to put it back?” asked Stephen.
“Too much thinking,” said Ben. He slipped his finger under one corner of the flap and tore down the side. He squeezed it open and peered in. Satisfied it contained papers, Ben slid the contents of the envelope down onto the sleeping bag.
They boys saw several hundred-dollar bills and a folded sheet of paper drop out of the envelope.
“Wow,” said Jack. He picked up one of the bills. “Series 1978. That’s almost as old as my dad.”
Stephen counted the rest of the bills — “Five, six, seven-hundred. Wow, what are you going to do with your cut?”
Jack laughed — “Same thing you’re going to do with yours: nothing. We can’t just suddenly have extra money. My parents will be a little suspicious.”
“What if we buy something and hide it?” asked Stephen.
“What good is that?” asked Jack. “Besides, you don’t know my mom. She finds everything.”
“Actually,” replied Stephen, “I’m kinda aware of that.”
Ben began to unfold the paper and noticed two words in neat, cursive script on the outside fold: “Thank you.”
“Why are they thanking us?” asked Ben.
“It’s probably payment for something,” said Stephen. “Why else would someone leave money in a secret hiding place?”
Jack held the flashlight as the three boys read the letter together. It was written in the same elegant script as the “Thank you” on the outside.

July 19th, 1991



Dear Traveler,

0. I’m sure you’re curious as to why this letter encloses money. And I’m also sure you’re wondering why a beam of laser light signals this location. My motivations will become clear if you read this letter carefully. But I caution you — don’t take my benevolence for granted. Any breach of my rules will lead to dire consequences. All loyalty will be rewarded. Let me now answer your questions.

0. In my youth, I assembled a wealth of specialized knowledge. Around the same time, I achieved financial wealth. Money hasn’t been a problem for quite a while. Because I had time and means, I was able to build this hotel. After it was completed, I realized that I wouldn’t always be around to protect my treasure; and I can’t keep pouring money into this place without getting anything in return. Also, I realized that there was no one person I could trust and I’d love to see this place stand for half of fifty years. Little by little, I developed this plan.

0. I’m offering this money as a bribe to you. All you need to do is press the button before July 19th and come collect each year — a private trust provides these funds and pays all the taxes. Money, and a copy of this letter, will appear in this location: your reward for this small puzzle. But you need to take care that nobody sees you coming here. Across the field behind you, the woods provide good cover. Approach the hotel from those woods, if you would. Like me, you would be best served if nobody saw you at the hotel.

1. If I tell you a bit about my life, you may have a better understanding of my motivations. About ten years ago, I lost my wife. May she rest in peace. Bereft, I set my mind to assembling a definitive library of my experience. Avocation became determination, and I focused my energy. Almost to the exclusion of everything else, I concentrated on documenting and preserving my knowledge. Limited health forced me to rush at the end, and there are several areas I need to expand to make my opus complete.

0. In case you’re wondering — there’s nothing in this hotel that anyone besides me would find valuable. Although the documents I’ve assembled are incomplete, I did take the precaution of encrypting the information so only I could understand it. Maybe that will discourage you from doing something inadvisable. Betray my trust at your own risk. After a while, you’ll see the value in taking my bribe. Ask no questions and you’ll be enriched for doing almost nothing. Life hardly ever presents you with such an easy decision.

0. I can imagine what you’re thinking — “Is this a test?” Assuredly, it’s not. Many have tried and failed to discern the true meaning here. But don’t let that stop you from trying. Avarice will betray you. Aim high, but be ready to start at the bottom. Look to your heart when at the depths of despair.

1. I’d like to offer you some more advice — it may be shocking to you that while on that first step to a higher plane it was in fact the light itself that caused me pain. And that pain contained great power. My resolve told me to climb again until I could make my way back to my feet. Backwards is never the answer, I found. Awake in this new life I feel more alive than ever. And, as my wife would have said, “Only the first King’s Bishop treads without fear.” Live and let live.

1. I hope you’ll take this bribe, and my small bits of information. Any other questions you might have will have to go unanswered. My sincerest apologies for the cryptic nature of this letter. But, take solace in the fact that at first, level heads have patience while their hands part and meet again. A patient man can find his way out of any situation. A hasty man is almost never correct. Let’s consider this you r Job.

Signed,

The Management
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Jack spoke first: “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever read, except for maybe these numbers at the end.”
“Why? It makes sense to me,” said Stephen.
“But think about it — why would he set up a light, and power for the light and then aim it into the woods?” asked Jack. “So that some random person like us would see the light and then come looking? Why not just have no light, no money, and hire someone to guard the place.”
“Well a guard would cost a lot more,” said Ben. “And a guard also means there’s something valuable, so it might have the opposite effect. People wouldwant to break into a place with a guard.”
“Okay,” said Jack, “but still, why lure people to find your money, when you could just leave the place boarded up. If a guard is suspicious, isn’t a light and this weird letter even more suspicious?”
“Yeah, that’s true,” said Ben. “But, we’re supposed to press the button. What if that does something else too?”
“So we have to assume this guy is lying?” asked Stephen. Jack and Ben nodded in agreement. “Well, then it’s simple — if he’s lying then we shouldn’t believe anything in the letter unless we confirm it ourselves.”
“Makes sense,” said Jack.
“So, we push the button and then wait until the 19th and see if more money appears?” pondered Ben.
“Right,” said Stephen. “And we also see if the place really is empty.”
“How are we going to do that without wrecking the place?” asked Jack. “Besides, maybe it’s just good enough to get seven-hundred dollars each year. That’s pretty good money for doing nothing.”
“True,” said Ben. “But he really must be hiding something good in there. Why does he want it to stand for half of fifty years?”
“I don’t think that has anything to do with what’s inside,” said Stephen. “But I still think we need to know what’s in there.”
“Hey,” said Jack, “you’re only going to be here until the seventeenth. Can you change that?”
“I don’t know.” answered Stephen. “I can call my mom tomorrow. What time is it? I guess I mean later today.”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “We should get some sleep — it’s way late.”
Exhausted, they put away the letter and money, and turned off the flashlight. For almost fifteen minutes they lay in silence, but couldn’t sleep. Eventually, Ben dug around and found the flashlight again. He opened the letter and began to re-read it.
“I think it has something to do with the land,” said Ben. “There’s something he’s trying to hide on the land — and he covered it with a hotel.”
“Could be,” said Jack. “It’s almost dawn, we should really get to sleep before my mom gets up.”
They could have slept until noon, but Jack’s mom woke them up for breakfast a few hours after they had finally gotten to sleep.
**********
They caught a huge break later that morning — Jack’s mom had to go out to run errands. Jack politely declined when she offered to take the boys along. She wasn’t concerned that they would get in trouble while she was gone. They hadn’t really stirred from the couch since breakfast. Ben wanted to go back to sleep after eating, but Jack convinced him that going back to sleep would arouse too much suspicion. With his mom leaving the house, Jack thought it would be perfectly safe for them to put their damp clothes in the dryer and take a nap.
Later that day, after they rested, they talked about the hotel again.
“Are we going back tonight?” asked Stephen.
“Damn right,” said Ben.
“I’d like to know what he meant by putting up the laser and this small puzzle,” said Jack. “Did he mean the puzzle was the laser, or did we miss another puzzle?”
“Maybe the arrow and the hatch was the puzzle,” said Stephen.
“I guess,” mumbled Jack. He was trying to remember every detail of the previous night, but it seemed too much like a dream.
**********
Leaving the house that night, they were more nervous than before. Jack paused at every noise as they put on their dark clothes and made their way to the back door. He even went back once, convinced he heard someone coming down the stairs. Once out the door, they were fine. They moved with confidence through the woods.
At the hotel, they had an argument over their next step.
Stephen said, “We still don’t know if we can trust anything from the letter. We should look through one of the windows and see if it really is empty.”
“But if we mess with the place, we might not get another delivery of money,” said Ben. “Let’s just press the button and get out of here.”
They reached a compromise: press the button, see if anything happened, and then explore the perimeter of the hotel. The porch roof creaked and seemed less stable. The laser was still on, and they found the hatch right where they remembered. It was a strange feeling — confirming their surreal memories.
“Okay, so press it,” said Jack.
Ben peered at Jack — “I thought you were going to press it.”
“Wait!” said Stephen. “What if it’s a bomb or something?”
“This is a weird time to think of that,” said Ben.
“I can’t help it,” said Stephen. “It just seems like it could be a bad thing.”
“Well then tell my mom goodbye,” said Ben as he reached out and hit the button. He pressed it all the way in — it sank more than he expected. A loud “CLICK” made them jump. Ben felt the click through his switch-finger as well.
“Hey, the laser’s out,” Stephen noticed.
“I know it was on when we came up here,” said Jack.
“Probably turned off by the button,” offered Ben.
They paused, not sure what to do next.
“Press it again,” said Jack.
“Why?” asked Ben.
“Just do it.”
“Okay,” said Ben.
Ben pushed the button again. There was no click this time so he held his finger in for a moment and then released.
“Wait,” said Stephen, “did you hear that? Do it again.”
“Hear what?” asked Jack. Jack and Ben turned to Stephen.
“I heard something behind that wall,” answered Stephen. “When you held the button in, there was a sliding noise or something.”
“I didn’t hear anything, but whatever,” said Ben. He pressed the button a third time and held it. They all held their breath and listened with all their energy. After a few moments, Ben’s shoulders slumped and he began to remove his finger from the button. Then they all heard it.
A scraping sound began somewhere inside the hotel. Jack pressed his ear against the side of the building and Ben cocked his head to try to focus the sound. It sounded like a heavy piece of metal being dragged across stone or rough concrete. After about five seconds, the sound stopped and a the same “CLICK” repeated itself.
“Sounds done, whatever it was doing,” said Ben. “But maybe we should try again?”
“Not yet — let’s think about this,” said Jack. “It really did sound like something was opening or closing in there. And I get the feeling that it was completed.”
“Yeah,” said Stephen, “it moved and finished.”
“Let’s see if anything changed,” said Jack.
The three of them poured over the section of wall they could reach from the porch roof. Inside the small wooden compartment, where the laser used to come out, and around and above — they could find no more holes, latches, or compartments.
“Now what?” said Stephen. “Are we missing something?”
“I wish we had the letter with us,” said Jack. “I think there’s more to that than we saw.”
“Let’s go see if we can look inside,” said Stephen. “I think we’re done up here.”
The hotel had engaged them now — captivated their attention. No longer tentative, they stalked around the back of the hotel looking for a way to see inside. One of the boarded up windows had a corner that was slightly exposed. Each took a turn pressing their eye up to the hole and shining a flashlight in. It was so dark in the hole that it took Ben several minutes to realize that they were only seeing a dozen inches.
“There’s concrete inside that window,” said Ben. “Check it out — there’s nothing to see.”
By holding the light up to another gap in the opening, Ben illuminated the gap between the plywood and a solid concrete wall on the other side of the window.
“What the hell?” asked Stephen. “Let’s find another.”
Along the back wall they found two more holes and confirmed the story of the first window. As far as they could tell, the windows opened to nothing more than a solid wall.
“Does this make any sense at all?” asked Jack.
**********
Eight the next morning they were up.  They figured Jack’s mom would get suspicious if they had too many mornings of sleeping late, so their plan was to get up and dressed by eight-thirty. Groggy, Jack tried to force himself to act normal. His dad was working at home that morning — catching up on paperwork.
Ben and Stephen sat at the kitchen table and poured cereal. Jack stood near the refrigerator and debated what to have. His mom walked in and sat a bag of newspapers on the counter.
“Oh, hi boys, you’re awful quiet — I didn’t know you were in here,” said Jack’s mom.
“Hey mom,” said Jack.
“Hi Mrs. Randolph,” said Ben.
“Good morning, Ben,” she said. “Do you want something cooked for breakfast?”
“No thanks. Cereal’s good,” said Ben.
Jack’s dad materialized from the door to the office. “Hey,” he said, “everyone’s here!”
“Hi dad,” said Jack.
“Jack, Ben, Stephen, I’ve got a favor to ask of you this morning,” said Jack’s dad. “I was talking to the sheriff yesterday afternoon.”
Jack studied his father for a sign of trouble and, sensing none, tossed a look of caution to Ben and Stephen who had stopped breakfast mid-chew.
Jack’s dad continued: “He’s very interested in the shells you found at the pits. He said they match the type used by the boys he suspects of killing dogs. He’d like to talk with you this morning.”
“Okay!” said Jack. “When?”
“Hand me a glass — would’ya Bub?” said Jack’s dad. “He’s coming by this morning some time, so just stay in the house until he comes by.”
Jack handed him a glass from the cabinet and his dad filled it from the sink.
“No problem, dad. We’ll just hang out in my room,” said Jack.
Jack started to head out of the kitchen towards the stairs.
“Aren’t you going to have any breakfast?” asked his mom.
“Oh yeah,” said Jack as he turned and went back to the kitchen table.
**********
Sheriff Kurtwood sat in the big chair in the living room. Rather, he sat on the edge of the big chair. When Jack was a kid he used to curl up in that chair sometimes and take a nap so he could hear his dad working in the adjoining office. The sheriff hunched forward over the coffee table, where his notebook and day-planner were open — he was flipping through his calendar.
Ben, Jack, and Stephen sat on the couch opposite the sheriff.
“So,” the sheriff began, “you said you were hiking on the fifth?”
“Yes,” said Jack. “July fifth — it was the day after we went to the fair.”
The sheriff flipped backwards to the previous page of his notebook. “Huh,” he said. He scanned down the page with his finger and tapped the page. “Your dad said your mom found the casings when she was doing laundry on Sunday. But you found them on the fifth.”
“Yeah,” reiterated Jack, “it must have been before the sixth, because I still had my sling on.” He pointed to his right arm.
“That’s right,” said Stephen. “He reached for the casings, but couldn’t get them because of his arm, so I had to get them.”
The sheriff studied Stephen during his interjection, and then looked back to Jack: “How long were you wearing a sling?”
“Three weeks. It smelled like cheese,” said Jack, wrinkling his nose.
“I bet,” he smiled. “And you were still reaching for things with your bad arm after three weeks?” asked the sheriff.
“Yeah, I guess,” said Jack.
“So, did you see who was shooting?” asked the sheriff.
“Nope,” said Jack.
Sheriff Kurtwood wrote a note on his ledger and then turned to Ben. “You’re quiet.”
Ben simply looked back.
“You boys aren’t in any trouble with me,” said the sheriff. “Your dad said he grounded you for being over at the quarry, but I don’t think you kids were up to any harm. You can tell me exactly what happened over there — I’m not going to be angry. You may just do something good; those are bad guys.”
“Honest, Sheriff, we just found those casings,” said Ben. “There wasn’t anybody there but us when we found them.”
“Okay then,” said the sheriff. He wrote a few more notes and then looked up. “You can go. Send your dad in here please.”
**********
Downstairs Jack and Ben grabbed a soccer ball and headed outside. Stephen was on the phone talking to his mother about extending his stay. Outside, Ben and Jack congratulated each other on surviving the pressure of talking to a sheriff without cracking.
“Don’t know yet,” said Stephen as he caught up with his friends.
The three boys sat down in the grass. They had settled about halfway to the woods so Jack’s parents wouldn’t hear them talking. In a rough triangle they rolled the ball to each other while they talked.
“What’s the problem?” asked Ben.
“She’s got to get the flight changed,” answered Stephen. “And I was supposed to have a swimming class.”
“Hey, you know what’s weird?” asked Jack.
“What?” asked Ben.
“When that sheriff was talking I had an idea about the letter,” answered Jack. “He asked me why I was still reaching for things after three weeks.”
Stephen had the ball; he tried to twirl it on his finger. “Yeah — that was dumb of me to say that,” he said.
“Yeah it was,” agreed Ben.
“Well anyway,” continued Jack, “why would that guy set up a trust to pay the taxes, but say he can’t keep pouring money into the thing without getting anything back?”
“Nothing about that letter made sense though,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, but this guy is so intent on protecting that place, but he gave up and moved away?” continued Jack.
“And there’s clearly something going on with that button,” said Ben, joining the conversation.
“Do you think there’s concrete behind all the windows?” asked Stephen.
“How would you get in?” laughed Jack.
“Maybe that’s the point,” said Ben. “It’s like full of zombies and shit — he doesn’t want people to get eaten.”
“Sounded like grinding concrete when you were hitting that button,” said Stephen.
“Hey!” said Jack. “Maybe it was opening one of the windows.”
“Maybe a secret door or something?” asked Ben.
“We’re never going to get any sleep again, are we? We’ll just keep waking up at three o’clock to try to figure out that stupid empty building,” joked Jack.
“How often do you get seven hundred dollars and a crazy empty hotel to figure out?” asked Ben.
**********
That night rain ruled out any adventures. They curled up in their fort, with special viewing holes to see the television. The sound was turned down, and they only payed attention every ten minutes so they could see the local radar on the weather channel.
Huddled beneath their blanket ceiling, their conversation rambled and turned through a variety of subjects while they passed the time, but the subject kept returning to what their lives would be like when they were older.
“I think I’m going to live in southern California mostly, but I’ll have a place in the mountains too. Maybe the Rockies,” said Stephen.
“My dad says it’s a terrible time to buy real estate,” said Ben. “You should think about getting an RV and driving back and forth.”
“No way — I’m not living in a tin can,” sneered Stephen.
“I’ve seen some cool RV’s, but I don’t know if I’d want to live in one,” added Jack.
“Yeah,” said Stephen, “plus land always increases in value. It’s the best investment.”
“You know, I think it’s more important to figure out what you want to do for a living, and then decide where you’re going to live based on that,” said Jack.
“I’m going to retire early anyway,” said Stephen. “But I still want to live someplace I like.”
“Definitely,” said Ben. “But if you’re mobile, you can live anywhere.”
“That’s retarded,” said Stephen. “I’ve got to have a big place, so I can spread out.”
“I’ve seen your house now. It’s not that big,” countered Ben.
“Exactly,” said Stephen. “I’m tired of being cramped.”
“I think I want to be a scientist or a professor,” said Jack.
“Ugh. That sounds awful,” said Stephen. “Don’t you want to be a baseball player or something?”
“I’m being realistic,” said Jack.
“Realistic doesn’t have to be boring,” said Ben. “Least you could do is hope to be like the most famous scientist ever, or something. You know, like invent teleportation or something?”
“Maybe I will,” said Jack. “But as long as I’m working on something I like, it doesn’t need to be cool.”
“You’ll never get premium tail being a scientist,” said Stephen.
“What do you mean?” asked Jack, completely naive.
“Are you serious?” laughed Stephen. “I’m talking about tail, you know poontang? Pussy?”
Jack was slow to understand.
“Is your boy serious?” Stephen asked Ben. He turned back to Jack — “You’re not a homo, are you? It’s okay if you are. Are you?” he snickered.
The expectant look on Stephen’s face gave Jack the appropriate answer. “What? No way — screw you,” said Jack.
“I think you just might,” said Stephen, still chuckling.
“Whatever,” interjected Ben. “I don’t see you with any girlfriends.”
“I’ve had my moments,” said Stephen, suddenly defensive.
“I just think it would be cool to be a scientist and get paid to figure stuff out,” said Jack.
“I’d like to be an actor, or a musician,” said Ben. “Maybe both.”
“Yeah, that’s definitely the way. You don’t have to work much, and you get paid a ton,” agreed Stephen.
“Well you better be a really good actor if you want to have two houses,” said Jack.
“I already am, son. Already am,” confirmed Stephen. “Besides, my dad’s got more money than he needs. I’ll just get some from him. Plus I’ve got my share of seven hundred dollars per year.”
**********
The full night’s sleep was welcome, but made the boys anxious to return to their adventure. It was still raining in the morning when Jack’s mom offered to take the boys on her errands.
“Where are you going?” asked Jack.
She consulted her list: “Grocery, hardware, and card store.”
Jack conferred with Ben and Stephen — they agreed a trip would be a good diversion. The clouds would clear in the afternoon and they had high hopes that the weather that night would be conducive to another hotel visit. Once they made the decision, the day dragged.
“We’ll go, but can we hang around the stores while you’re at the grocery?” asked Jack.
“You can go as far as the pet store. Deal?”
“Deal,” said Jack.
**********
“Okay, you got money?” Jack asked Ben.
“Yeah, what are we getting?” asked Ben.
“Stud finder,” said Jack.
They were walking down the aisle of the last remaining small hardware shop in town. After the Home Depot came to town, the other hardware store and lumber yard had closed. His parents still came to this small place because it was close and they knew the owners.
Stephen was testing the measuring tapes. “Doesn’t your dad have one of those?” he asked.
“Yeah, but this one has a deep scanning mode,” answered Jack. “He told me he was going to buy it so he could find power cords in walls before he drilled. I was going to get it for him for Father’s day, but then I forgot.”
“So why do we want it now?” asked Ben. “That thing’s like forty bucks.”
“We can use it to find out what that button’s hooked up to,” said Jack. “Besides, I’ll pay you back — I’m going to give it to my dad for his birthday.”
“So it finds power cords, and you think we can follow the power coming off of the button?”
“Yeah, why not?” asked Jack.
“It just doesn’t sound like something that would work,” replied Ben.
“Well then maybe it will be able to tell if there’s concrete behind every window,” said Jack.
“That would be cool,” said Stephen. “Would it really do that?”
Jack paused — “I don’t know, but the plastic comes off without ripping, so I can just put it back in the package and give it to my dad in August.”
Ben laughed — “Good enough for me.”
They paid for the stud finder and made their way outside where Jack’s mom was waiting.
“What did you buy?” she asked.
“Birthday present for dad,” Jack replied.
“A little early, isn’t it?”
“I didn’t want to forget again,” said Jack. His mom smiled.
**********
Late that night at the hotel, they huddled again on the porch roof and tried to decipher the nature of the button. Jack’s deep-scanning method was only slightly successful. He would get a firm idea of the direction of the wire and then lose the signal.
Pressing the button yielded much better scanning results, but after the grinding sound stopped and the button clicked, it stopped showing up on the detector.
“This is pointless,” said Stephen.
“You heard the noise,” reminded Ben. “There’s got to be something going on when it makes that noise.”
“My grandmother used to have a doorbell that sounded like dogs barking,” retorted Stephen. “Do you think there was something going on with that as well?”
“You know,” started Jack, “the more I think about it, he can’t be hiding something valuable. If what he’s hiding was worth anything, he wouldn’t spend money to build a hotel, set up a trust, and then give up. It’s got to be something bad he’s hiding.”
Ben sat down on the roof with his back to the wall and looked out into the night. “Like what?” he asked.
“Maybe he buried bodies here,” said Stephen and sat down next to Ben.
“Yeah, like that,” said Jack. “He was pouring money into this to keep a secret that would have hurt him.”
“Must be a really bad secret,” said Ben.
“Yeah,” Jack said as he sat next to his friends, “maybe it is bodies. Well, whatever it is, it looks like he might have sealed the place up with concrete to keep…”
“Shhh!” ordered Ben. “Listen,” he whispered as he pressed his ear to the wall.
All three pressed their ears to wall and listened carefully to the same grinding sound they had heard earlier. It continued for several seconds and then ended with a thump and a loud click.
“That click is coming from up there. It sounds like a latch or something,” said Ben as he pointed up. He shone his light on the wall about seven feet up from where they stood.
“We have to get up there,” said Jack.
“Yeah,” agreed Stephen, “do you have a ladder?”
“Of course,” said Jack. “But we can’t carry it all the way out here.”
“See — there’s a secret door up there,” said Ben. “I told you guys.”
“Maybe,” said Stephen. “Hard to prove without a ladder.”
“Hey,” said Ben, “don’t you have a step-ladder in the garage?”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “Do you think that would be tall enough?”
“We can find out,” said Ben. “Let’s go.”
“Tonight?” asked Jack. “You want to go back to the house and come back here tonight?”
“It won’t take that long,” said Ben.
“Yeah, but by the time we back here we won’t have any time even if we do find something,” said Jack.
“Come on,” said Stephen, “we have hours until dawn.”
“Less than two,” said Jack. “The sun rises at 5:10 today. And it takes us twenty minutes to get back to the house from here.”
“We’ve got to get that restriction lifted,” said Stephen. “Then we could be here all day.”
“We doing this or not?” asked Ben.
“We’d have to jog the whole way,” said Jack. “And we have to leave here by quarter of five. And we have to bring the ladder back with us.”
“Let’s go,” said Ben, “what’s stopping us?”
“Just sanity,” laughed Stephen.
**********
“What do you see?” asked Jack.
Ben got to go first up the ladder. The folded ladder leaned against the building for support. Ben was on the next-to-last step while Jack and Stephen held it in place.
The mission to retrieve the ladder had gone almost perfectly. To avoid using the noisy garage door, they used the back door of the garage which was very close to the neighbors house. When leaving by the basement door they had the advantage of a hill that blocked the neighbors view and a deck that shielded them from above.
With the ladder in-hand, they felt naked crossing the yard. The neighbor’s dog barked. Jack kept his calm and moved at an even pace which forced Ben to suppress his urge to run. Even moving slowly, they had a couple of sketchy moments where they almost crashed into objects in the yard.
Now, at the hotel, Ben stretched up to determine if the wall had a hidden door build into it.
“Press the button,” said Ben.
“Hold on,” said Stephen. “You got it?” he asked Jack.
“Yeah, I can hold this,” answered Jack.
Stephen reached through the bottom steps of the ladder and pressed the button. After an initial click, the grinding sound began almost at once.
“Hey!” said Ben, “I can hear it — it’s right here. Keep pushing.”
“Like I was going to stop?” asked Stephen.
As before, the grinding stopped after several seconds, and Stephen felt and heard a loud click.
“Oh shit!” yelled Ben, atop the ladder.
“What? What is it?” asked Jack, trying to see around Ben in the night.
“The wall moves,” answered Ben. “It swings inward. It looked completely solid until that last click and then it gave way.”
“Open it!” said Stephen.
“Okay,” said Ben. He braced his knees against the building and pressed the section of wall he had been leaning on. The left side stopped after pushing in an inch, but the right side swung inward until it was perpendicular to the wall. The door measured two feet high and three feet wide. The top and bottom of the hatch were aligned on the edges of clapboards and the right and left sides were tight enough that the seams barely showed until Ben pressed the door open.
He swung the door inward until it stopped, revealing a rectangular hole in the side of the building. The bottom of the hatch was even with his stomach.
“Hand me a flashlight.” Ben extended his right hand down and beckoned.
“You’re going to have to grab it,” said Stephen. “I can’t reach.”
Annoyed, Ben reluctantly descended a few steps to grab the proffered light. Shining the light into the hole he was surprised.
“Wow,” said Ben. “It’s deep.”
“How deep?” asked Jack.
“I don’t know — I can’t see the bottom,” said Ben.
“What else can you see?” asked Stephen.
“Come down so we can have a chance to see,” said Jack.
“Jeez, give me a minute,” said Ben.
They took turns surveying the hatch and the hole it revealed. Their first glimpse inside the hotel showed them a vertical passageway that was about four feet to the opposite wall. The column was only as wide as the hatch — about three feet. Jack was the first to gauge the depth of the hole by shining two flashlights down at once. He reported that it looked about twenty feet deep, which put the floor at ground-level below the porch roof. Jack also noticed that the sides of the passage disappeared halfway down, suggesting a larger room below.
When it was Stephen’s turn atop the ladder, he immediately stuck his head through and looked up. “Hey,” he said. “There’s the concrete thing we keep hearing.”
Above the hole, a block of concrete was poised above the hatch door. Stephen surmised it would slide back into place when the hatch door was closed. His next discovery astonished the boys.
“There’s a switch!” said Stephen. The passage was capped about six inches over the hatch door, and on that ceiling, was mounted a single light-switch.
“Should I flip it?” he asked.
“Hold up,” said Ben. He went over to the edge of the roof and climbed down rapidly. Jack stood, holding the ladder, and Stephen waited up at the hatch. A few seconds later a stick landed at Jack’s feed.
“Hand that up,” said Ben, climbing back on to the porch roof again.
Jack handed Stephen the stick. Balanced on the ladder, holding the flashlight in one hand and the stick in the other, Stephen tried to flip the switch with the end of the stick.
“Got it,” said Stephen, several tries later.
“Anything?” asked Jack.
“Don’t know yet. I’m going to lean in,” said Stephen. He looked up at the concrete block hanging over the doorway. He poked his head through and looked around. “Wait — there’s a light down there.”
“Awesome,” said Jack, “what else do you see.”
“That’s about it,” replied Stephen. “You can see the bottom and some light, but it must be around a corner or something.”
“Hey guys,” said Ben, looking at his watch. “It’s quarter of.”
“We’re going to need a rope or something anyway,” said Stephen.
Jack climbed down first; Stephen and Ben handed the ladder down to him. Exhausted, they managed to get back to the house right at dawn. The neighbor to the north, with the dog, should have seen them — he was leaving his house for a jog while they hustled the ladder back into the garage. But he seemed intent on his radio and didn’t glance their direction.
Sleep, it turned out, was not an option that night. Weary, they climbed into their fort and got into sleep positions, but their minds raced with the implications of what they had seen. They whispered ideas back and forth. Jack was focused on how to make it in and out of the building safely. Ben wondered when they could get back over there, and Stephen wanted to guess what they might find. They were just beginning to doze when they heard parents stirring around upstairs.
**********
At breakfast, Jack’s mom could sense something was wrong.
“You boys look like death warmed over,” she said. “Aren’t you sleeping well downstairs?”
“I guess so,” said Jack. His head was propped up with one arm as he lifted cereal to his mouth.
“I think you should move upstairs,” she said. “Ben, you and Stephen can sleep in the guest room and then you’ll all have beds.”
“It’s okay mom, we sleep fine downstairs,” said Jack. He was beginning to get alarmed at the trend of this conversation.
“What are we talking about?” asked Jack’s dad as he entered the kitchen. He crossed to the refrigerator and pulled out a cup of yogurt.
“The boys aren’t sleeping well,” his mom said. “I thought they might want to switch to upstairs.”
“They probably aren’t getting enough exercise,” his dad said. He turned to face the three boys — “you’ve just been sitting around the house all week.”
“But we’re not allowed to go anywhere,” said Jack. He was about to continue, but his dad cut him off.
“Hold on, let me finish,” he paused to open his yogurt. “I was going to suggest that you could resume short hiking. Nothing out of the neighborhood.”
“Really?” said Jack — he looked to Ben and Stephen.
“Yes, really. You’ve had five days, I hope that’s enough to impress upon you the importance of avoiding trouble,” he continued.
The boys were riveted.
“You can go as far as the power lines, but not past them,” he said. “And if you see anything suspicious or dangerous, you’re to let us know immediately.”
“Of course!” offered Jack.
“But, we also want you to sleep inside at night, and put away the camping gear,” he added.
“And, you need to keep a journal of your trips,” said his mom. “No less than two hundred words apiece.” His mom had always been big on writing and had pushed Jack in that direction every chance she got. Jack wasn’t bothered by this condition, he knew he could knock out two hundred words in no time. Ben and Stephen looked nervous at the proposition.
“I’ve got to get to work,” said Jack’s dad. “You boys be good. See ya, honey,” he said to his wife and then strode from the kitchen.
**********
Outside, the boys dove into the task of dismantling their campsite. They buzzed with excitement at the idea of being able to regain some freedom.
“I was just starting to like being nocturnal,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, well we’re going to have to be extra careful,” said Ben.
“I’ve got an idea about the hatch, and the drop on the inside,” said Jack.
Ben looked up — “Yeah, what?”
“We’ve got an emergency fire ladder,” said Jack. “It’s in the chest in the guest room. It’s one of those rope things that you hook to the window-sill.”
“Can we get it out of the house?” asked Stephen. “Let’s go right now.”


“That would be too suspicious,” said Ben. “Let’s say we’re going to plan a trip for this afternoon and then we’ll have plenty of time to figure everything out.”
“Good plan,” said Jack.
**********
They were scared to approach the hotel in daylight. The day was still and hot — the boys sweated as they huddled in the woods behind the building, watching carefully. In the distance, they could hear the occasional car on the road that bordered the other side of the hotel, but nothing stirred near them. Jack felt they were being watched.
Ben was the first to dare into the field — hunched over, he trotted up the drainage ditch to the corner of the building. He wore a backpack containing the rope ladder. Briefly looking down the sides of the building, he gave Jack and Stephen a thumbs-up.
Jack and Stephen followed Ben’s path to the hotel, carrying the stepladder between them. When they got to the back of the hotel, they propped the ladder against the side of the building and Ben climbed up on top of the back porch roof. The other two followed and Jack reached over the side and managed to haul the ladder on the porch roof with them.
With no discussion, they took their places. They had planned these steps all morning. Stephen held the ladder, Ben pressed the button, and Jack climbed up to open the hatch as soon as he heard the click.
“Okay, hand me the rope-ladder,” said Jack.
Ben opened his backpack, withdrew a jumble of rope and plastic rungs and handed two hooks up to Jack. Setting the hooks on the lip of the entrance, Jack fed the ladder inside the building. He peered into the darkness, trying to see how far the ladder extended.
“Hit the switch,” said Stephen from below.
“Oh yeah,” said Jack. He reached up and flipped the switch mounted to the ceiling of the hatch. “I think it goes almost all the way down.”
“Come back down for a second,” said Ben.
When Jack reached the porch roof the three stood in a circle, eye-to-eye. “What’s up?” asked Jack.
“Okay,” said Ben, “this is where it gets serious. We could get into real trouble for going in here, and not just being grounded. There could be really dangerous stuff ahead — we don’t even know what.”
“Anything is possible,” said Stephen, “but we’ll just take it slow and we’ll be fine.”
“Who’s going down?” asked Jack.
“I want to,” said Ben. “But I’m just going to go down the ladder, look around, and then we’ll figure out what to do next.”
“Okay,” said Jack, “but I get to go second.”
“And I get your video games if you don’t come back,” added Stephen.
“We should have brought the walkie-talkies,” said Jack.
“You’ll be able to hear me,” said Ben. “It’s not that far.” He started up the stepladder. When he reached the top, he turned around and lifted his leg backwards through the hole. Jack and Stephen watched as he disappeared into the hatch. When his right hand let go of the edge Jack went up the ladder to look over the side. Ben was about halfway down the ladder.
“Can you see anything yet?” Jack asked.
“Nothing yet,” said Ben. He paused and leaned back and to his left. “Well, there’s a room down here.”
Jack held the hooks attached to the edge of the wall. Ben dropped the few feet from the bottom of the ladder to the floor and then took a couple of tentative steps away from the wall. His head turned for a few seconds, like he was scanning the room, and then he turned back to the ladder.
“Coming back up,” Ben said. When he was at the top, Jack cleared out of his way and they reconvened on the porch roof.
“It’s not very big,” said Ben. “Maybe a little smaller than your room,” he pointed to Jack. “Three of the walls are blank — kinda white or gray. There’s a picture of a man on one wall; like a biology picture or something. No doors or anything, but on the right wall there’s a ladder attached to the wall and a hole in the ceiling. I couldn’t see up there because it was dark.”
“Any vents, or outlets, or anything?” asked Jack.
“Nope, just blank walls,” said Ben. “I think the floor is concrete.”
“What kind of ladder?” asked Stephen. “Would it hold us?”
“Yeah, I think so,” said Ben. “Looked real sturdy.”
“We’ve got lights — let’s go,” said Jack.
“I think only one of us should go all the way in,” said Ben. “What if the hatch closes behind us, or something else happens. We need someone to go back to your house and tell your mom.”
“That sucks though,” said Stephen.
“Well, look,” said Ben, “you guys can go and see the ladder and I’ll stay here for now.”
“Yeah, and we’ll come back when we figure out where the ladder goes,” said Jack.
“Just make sure one of you stays close enough so I can hear if you yell or something,” said Ben.
“Okay,” said Stephen, “I’ll stay at the bottom this time.”
With that agreement, they took their places. At the bottom of the rope ladder, Jack and Stephen were impressed with Ben’s understatement. Three walls were blank, but the fourth wall was an amazing depiction of the inner workings of the human body. The painting was life-sized and stood about six-feet tall. The left half mostly showed skin and the right was a collection of muscles, bones, and organs.
“Wow,” exhaled Jack.
“This thing is creepy,” Stephen yelled up the chimney to Ben.
Ben didn’t meet Stephen’s gaze, but replied: “I know.”
“Okay,” Jack said to Stephen, “let’s check out this next ladder.”
They reviewed the ladder that was attached to the side wall. It was wooden and nailed together. Made sturdy by its attachment, it didn’t look like it would stand alone. At the ceiling the ladder passed through a hole cut into the drywall — the ceiling was about a foot thick and the sides of the hole were framed with lumber. Jack shone his light and realized that the ladder went just higher than the ceiling, stopped for a few inches, and then another section of ladder continued. The darkness above swallowed their lights, but it looked like there was a room up there.
“You ready?” asked Stephen.
“Don’t rush me,” said Jack.
“Want me to go?”
“No way.” Jack tucked his flashlight into his back pocket and started up the ladder — testing each rung. When his head was level with the ceiling, he paused and pulled out his light. He swept it around the space above him.
“Can’t see much,” said Jack. “There’s definitely a room, but it must be pretty big — I can’t see the walls.”
Jack put the flashlight in his mouth and climbed another rung. He was twisted away from the wall so he would see what was in the space behind him.
“Anything?” asked Stephen.
From just outside, Stephen heard Ben — “What’s going on?”
“He’s looking — there’s a room,” answered Stephen.
His left foot up to the next run, Jack prepared to rise into the room above. He looked around one last time and reached past the gap with his left hand. As Stephen watched, his impatience grew.
“What do you see?” Stephen asked.
Jack’s mouth was full of flashlight, but he began to answer as his left hand grasped the rung that was in the room above — “Huuu oy” he said and then several things happened at once. Jack bit down hard on the light, his body went rigid, and a panel began to seal the hole in the ceiling — closing at a measured pace towards Jack’s hand. He fell from his perch on the ladder, letting go of the rung just as the panel sealed shut above him. Stephen’s jaw fell open at the sight of Jack in a pile at his feet.
He rushed to Jack’s aid — “What happened?” he asked.
Spitting out the flashlight, Jack raised his hand to look at it. Stephen was now staring up at the ceiling — the panel fitting nicely into the gap in the ladder.
“It shocked me,” Jack finally announced. “Hey! Go back up there,” he yelled at Ben who was descending the rope-ladder.
“Okay, whatever,” Ben said and started back up.
“Let’s get out of here,” said Jack.
The two climbed out, pulled up the rope-ladder, and joined Ben on the porch roof.
“Maybe it’s not safe to hang out here,” said Jack. “Let’s go in the woods.”
“But what happened?” asked Stephen.
“I’ll tell you away from here,” said Jack.
**********
They collected their gear and crept back to the the path in the woods. Just out of sight of the hotel, they formed a small circle to discuss the event.
“It was some kind of shock,” said Jack.
“Like electrified?” asked Ben.
“Yeah,” said Jack, “when I touched the rung above the ceiling, I felt it in my fingers. I think the backs of the rung had metal or something. At first I couldn’t let go and I thought that door was going to crush my hand.” Jack rubbed his left hand.
“What door?” said Ben.
“It was like a trap door that shut off the hole,” said Stephen. “It must have been triggered when he touched that ladder; it was moving fast.”
“You have to be grounded to get shocked,” said Ben.
“Maybe the other part of the ladder was electrified too,” said Jack. “All I know is I started to grab that rung and when my hand closed on it, I got shocked.”
A branch cracked behind Stephen and their heads snapped around. When they saw no threat Jack sighed and they all relaxed a bit. For a moment they were silent as they collected their thoughts.
Ben spoke first — “Do you think you could get it open?” he asked.
“What?” Jack was astonished. “You want to go back there? It’s a trap.”
“It’s not a trap,” said Stephen. “He doesn’t want us getting in, but he didn’t try to trap us.”
“But it’s dangerous,” argued Jack. “Even if we do get the panel open, who knows what else is there.”
“We’ll have to be careful,” said Ben, “but what you found just makes it even more likely that there’s something worth hiding in there.”
“Look at my hand.” Jack held up his palm to Ben and Stephen. A line of blisters stood out across the top of his palm. “This guy is not afraid to hurt us.”
“But it could have been worse,” countered Stephen. “I think he wanted us to get scared off, not hurt.”
Jack tried a different tack — “We just promised my parents that we would run to them the second we found anything dangerous. Don’t you think this qualifies?”
“The first thing they’ll ask is ‘Why didn’t you tell us about this before, Jack?’” said Ben. “I mean, we’re really deep in this now. No way we’re telling them we’ve been trying to figure out how to break in this hotel for days.”
“You gotta admit, this is the coolest thing you’ve ever seen,” said Stephen.
“No way — we’re not going near that place again.”
“Oh, come on,” said Ben. “We have to go back in a week, to see if anyone puts money there.”
“Yeah, they’ll probably figure out we broke in and shoot us,” said Jack.
“Oh please,” sighed Ben.
They argued all the way back to Jack’s house. His mom was out so they had no problem sneaking the ladder back into the garage. They had a late lunch of peanut-butter sandwiches while Jack put ice on his fingers.
Stephen was the first to bring up the hotel. In a hushed tone, he said “Look, we have to go back.” he looked at Ben. Turning to Jack — “You don’t have to go if you don’t want.”
“Yeah, right,” said Jack. “I’m not letting you guys get yourselves killed.”
“Hey!” said Ben, brightening. “What if we cut power to the place?”
“How are we going to do that?” asked Jack. “That’s probably more dangerous than the traps.”
“Besides, the hatch must be powered,” said Stephen. “We won’t be able to get in if we cut the power. Why don’t you just grow a pair, Jack?”
“Look,” said Jack, “this is simple — we’re not going back, and if you guys try, I’m going to tell my parents. It’s just too dangerous.”
The boys were silenced by the impasse.
**********
When Ben awoke Saturday morning, he was in a good mood until Stephen reminded him of Jack’s threat. Their room shared a wall with Jack’s parents, so they conspired quietly.
“You gotta talk to him,” Stephen said to Ben.
“Yeah, I guess,” said Ben. “He seemed like his mind was made up.”
“There’s probably something really cool in there though,” said Stephen. “I gotta know.”
“Okay,” said Ben. He threw off his covers and checked the clock. It was seven in the morning. Cracking the door, he looked down the hall and noted that all the bedroom doors were closed. Ben slipped into the hallway and closed the door silently behind him. Tapping once on Jack’s door, he let himself in. On his bed, Jack studied the letter they had found.
“Hey,” said Ben.
“Hey,” Jack replied. “I think I figured part of this out.”
“Oh yeah?” said Ben.
“Yeah,” said Jack. “It has several riddles in it and there’s a code to it, too.”
“Yeah?”
“And he makes direct reference to the trap I hit, as well as others,” said Jack.
“Really?”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “Anyway, if I’m right, it means there’s another trap in that room.”
“Why would he tell us about the trap though?” asked Ben.
“I don’t know — maybe it’s an invitation, or maybe it’s an even bigger trap,” said Jack.
“Well I just wanted to tell you that Stephen and I will stay away, if that’s what you want,” offered Ben.
Jack studied his eyes. “Okay,” said Jack. “But I think we have to check it out a little more.”
“What made you change your mind?” asked Ben.
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “I guess I figure since he warned us here, and since we know we have to be more careful, we can probably stay safe enough. Besides, it’s a really cool letter, once you figure it out.”
“Cool,” said Ben. “I’ll go wake up sleeping beauty.”
“Oh, I bet he’s already awake,” said Jack.
“Huh?”
“He wakes up early to watch you as you’re still sleeping,” said Jack. “I saw him do it in the tent about a million times.”
“What?” said Ben.
Jack chuckled — “You’re dumb.”
“Very funny.”
Ben crept back to the guest room where Stephen was looking for clothes to put on.
“What did he say?” whispered Stephen.
“We’re on,” answered Ben. “He has seen the light.”
“You the man!” said Stephen. “Let’s keep moving so he doesn’t change this mind.”
**********
After they boys cleaned up and had breakfast, they went back up to Jack’s room to plan. Huddled around the letter, they tried to predict what they’d find and how to counter it. Jack was keeping a list of the supplies they thought they would need.
“So, here’s what I think,” started Jack. “You see this code at the bottom that says ‘6C 1B 7F 80 0D 5F F6 CB?’”
“What the hell does that mean?” asked Stephen.
“It’s hexadecimal,” said Jack. Ben and Stephen looked for further explanation. “It’s a computer numbering system — base sixteen.” he continued, but they still looked at him blankly. “Don’t they teach you about computers at your fancy schools?” he taunted.
“Anyway,” started Jack, “Each of these digits is like four pieces of information. A zero or one — it’s called ‘binary.’”
“What does that have to do with the letter?” asked Ben.
“Well, see how each paragraph begins with a zero or a one? That was my first clue that it was binary. There’s eight paragraphs and, after the first digit, seven sentences. I think he’s telling us which sentences are true and false,” said Jack.
“Get out,” said Stephen.
“Check it out.” Jack pulled out a highlighter. “If you take the ‘6C’ and apply it to the first paragraph, it says that we should find a zero, two true sentences, and one false one.” He highlighted the first and second sentences. “Then you get true, true, false, false — see”
The paragraph now showed the pattern he had described:

0. I’m sure you’re curious as to why this letter encloses money. And I’m also sure you’re wondering why a beam of laser light signals this location. My motivations will become clear if you read this letter carefully. But I caution you — don’t take my benevolence for granted. Any breach of my rules will lead to dire consequences. All loyalty will be rewarded. Let me now answer your questions.


“So, he knows we’re curious, and we’re wondering about the light. Umm, he’snot going to make his motivations clear. Don’t take him for granted, and don’t break his rules. But, he doesn’t reward loyalty and this letter won’t answer our questions,” said Jack. “See?”
“Are you sure?” asked Ben. “Couldn’t it mean something else?”
“Well, it could,” responded Jack, “But the ones and zeros that start the paragraphs line up exactly with the first bit of all these numbers at the end. That doesn’t seem like a coincidence. Odds are one in two hundred and fifty-six.”
“Now you’re just making shit up,” challenged Stephen.
“No, seriously!” said Jack. “Haven’t you ever heard that there are eight bits in a byte?”
“Not really, no,” said Stephen.
Ben added, “True story — never heard it. But Stephen, you know that Jack is a serious hacker guy. He’s always breaking into stuff.”
Jack blushed — “That’s only with simple stuff. And this is not that difficult. Maybe back in ninety-one this would have been stuff that nobody knew, but today a lot of people would figure this out.”
“You weren’t even born in ninety-one. What do you know about it?” asked Ben.
“I read stuff,” said Jack. “And I have classes. You guys don’t even go to school, do you?” he joked. “Oh, but that reminds me — there’s another thing. If you look at the ones and zeros at the beginning of each paragraph, you see 00010011, right?”
“Yeah,” said Ben.
“Well that’s hex for nineteen. See, it’s got a sixteen, a two, and a one. That makes nineteen.”
“So?” asked Ben.
“Well it’s just that there’s a bunch of nineteens in the date here. July nineteen, nineteen-ninety-one.”
“I guess,” said Ben.
Stephen was more convinced — “Okay, okay, so what else does it say?” he said.
“Well, for one, it makes sense of why he contradicts himself about the money. It’s because this sentence where he says ‘I can’t keep pouring money into this place,’ is false. But before he says ‘Money hasn’t been a problem,’ and after he says ‘a private trust provides these funds and pays the taxes.’” Jack pointed rapidly from sentence to sentence, a complete graph of the true and false sentences in his head. “Those are both true, so it’s not a contradiction.”
“I didn’t follow any of that,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, really,” said Ben. “Jack — why don’t you just highlight all the true sentences so we can follow what you’re saying.”
“You guys can’t see the pattern?” asked Jack.
“No!” said Stephen.
“Okay, whatever,” said Jack. He skimmed through the letter and had the “true” sentences highlighted in less than a minute. Huddled around the paper, Ben and Stephen read the letter from the top.

July 19th, 1991



Dear Traveler,

0. I’m sure you’re curious as to why this letter encloses money. And I’m also sure you’re wondering why a beam of laser light signals this location. My motivations will become clear if you read this letter carefully. But I caution you — don’t take my benevolence for granted. Any breach of my rules will lead to dire consequences. All loyalty will be rewarded. Let me now answer your questions.

0. In my youth, I assembled a wealth of specialized knowledge. Around the same time, I achieved financial wealth. Money hasn’t been a problem for quite a while. Because I had time and means, I was able to build this hotel. After it was completed, I realized that I wouldn’t always be around to protect my treasure; and I can’t keep pouring money into this place without getting anything in return. Also, I realized that there was no one person I could trust and I’d love to see this place stand for half of fifty years. Little by little, I developed this plan.

0. I’m offering this money as a bribe to you. All you need to do is press the button before July 19th and come collect each year — a private trust provides these funds and pays all the taxes. Money, and a copy of this letter, will appear in this location: your reward for this small puzzle. But you need to take care that nobody sees you coming here. Across the field behind you, the woods provide good cover. Approach the hotel from those woods, if you would. Like me, you would be best served if nobody saw you at the hotel.

1. If I tell you a bit about my life, you may have a better understanding of my motivations. About ten years ago, I lost my wife. May she rest in peace. Bereft, I set my mind to assembling a definitive library of my experience. Avocation became determination, and I focused my energy. Almost to the exclusion of everything else, I concentrated on documenting and preserving my knowledge. Limited health forced me to rush at the end, and there are several areas I need to expand to make my opus complete.

0. In case you’re wondering — there’s nothing in this hotel that anyone besides me would find valuable. Although the documents I’ve assembled are incomplete, I did take the precaution of encrypting the information so only I could understand it. Maybe that will discourage you from doing something inadvisable. Betray my trust at your own risk. After a while, you’ll see the value in taking my bribe. Ask no questions and you’ll be enriched for doing almost nothing. Life hardly ever presents you with such an easy decision.

0. I can imagine what you’re thinking — “Is this a test?” Assuredly, it’s not. Many have tried and failed to discern the true meaning here. But don’t let that stop you from trying. Avarice will betray you. Aim high, but be ready to start at the bottom. Look to your heart when at the depths of despair; you’re looking into my deepest vulnerability, and it’s the Truth.

1. I’d like to offer you some more advice — it may be shocking to you that while on that first step to a higher plane it was in fact the light itself that caused me pain. And that pain contained great power. My resolve told me to climb again until I could make my way back to my feet. Backwards is never the answer, I found. Awake in this new life I feel more alive than ever. And, as my wife would have said, “Only the first King’s Bishop treads without fear.” Live and let live.

1. I hope you’ll take this bribe, and my small bits of information. Any other questions you might have will have to go unanswered. My sincerest apologies for the cryptic nature of this letter. But, take solace in the fact that at first, level heads have patience while their hands part and meet again. A patient man can find his way out of any situation. A hasty man is almost never correct. Let’s consider this your Job.

Signed,

The Management

6C 1B 7F 80 0D 5F F6 CB


“Wow,” said Ben, “this whole paragraph in the middle is false?”
“Yup,” said Jack. “All that stuff about his wife and why he built this.”
They read on further and then Ben remembered what Jack had said to him earlier — “Hey, where’s that part about the trap you were telling me.”
“It’s here,” Jack pointed. “He says ‘it may be shocking to you that while on that first step to a higher plane it was in fact the light itself that caused me pain.’ Well I was shocked when I took the first step to the higher level.”
“That’s a little dumb,” said Ben.
“Hey, screw you!” smiled Jack. “If I’m right, then we can test it out easy enough.”
“How’s that?” asked Ben.
“Because he says the light caused the pain,” answered Jack. “I bet that means that if we turn off that switch at the beginning, the door in the ceiling won’t close and we won’t get shocked.”
“True — that’s easy enough to test,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, but there’s more important stuff to figure out,” said Jack. “Like here,” Jack pointed, “when he says that there’s nothing valuable, it’s a lie.”
“Well,” said Ben, “how do we find out for sure?”
“The light thing will confirm it somewhat,” answered Jack. “But we’ll also have to keep watch for anything like a ‘King’s Bishop,’ or his ‘deepest vulnerability.’”
“Bishop like chess?” asked Stephen. “Let’s look that up.” he said as he moved over to Jack’s computer.
“Good idea,” said Jack.
“Hey,” said Ben, pointing at the letter, “why does he capitalize ‘job’ here at the end?”
“I don’t know — but this other sentence has a capital ‘truth’ in it,” said Jack.
“Oh,” said Stephen, “I’ve seen a capital truth before. My mom has a thing on the wall that her mom made, and it says ‘I am the Truth, the only light that must shine in your life because I am your Salvation.’ I memorized it for school one time.”
“What does it mean?” asked Ben.
“I don’t know,” said Stephen. “We just had to memorize a poem and it was really short.”
“That might make sense though,” said Jack. “What if he means look in his vulnerability to see light?”
“That’s just as bad as before though,” said Ben. “It doesn’t exactly make anything clearer.”
“I found something,” said Stephen. “Here’s the white King’s Bishop. He can only move on white squares.”
“Why the white ones?” asked Ben.
“Because white moves first, and he said first,” answered Jack.
“That’s right,” said Stephen.
“So if ‘Only the first King’s Bishop treads without fear,’ then walking on white things must be safe,” said Jack.
“And that’s one of the true sentences?” Stephen asked.
“Yup,” Jack confirmed.
“Great,” said Ben.
“Hey, put something on that list to prop open that hatch. I don’t want to get stuck in that place,” said Stephen.
“Okay. Let’s go tell my mom that we’re going out to the woods,” said Jack.
**********
“Nope. You need to stick around the house this morning,” Jack’s mom said.
“Aw mom!” protested Jack. “But it’s beautiful outside.”
“It’s not going to kill you to stick around for a few hours,” she said. “Your dad is out running errands, but he said you were to stay here until he got a chance to talk to you.”
“When’s he coming back?” asked Jack.
“He’ll be here at noon,” she said.
The boys spent the morning checking clocks and watching out the windows. Minutes before noon, a sheriff’s car pulled up at the curb, but the sheriff didn’t get out of his car. Stephen watched him from the living-room window while Jack and Ben went upstairs to make sure the letter and money were well hidden under Jack’s bed.
When they came back downstairs, the situation outside hadn’t changed.
“He’s just sitting there,” said Stephen. “Looks like he’s writing something.”
Jack’s dad pulled into the driveway at that moment. Instead of heading towards the door, he met the sheriff at the sidewalk. They shook hands and talked for a minute before coming inside.
“Boys?” yelled Jack’s dad as he came in the front door. “Oh, there you are.”
“What’s up, dad?” asked Jack.
“I was talking to the sheriff again this morning, and I want you to talk to him again. You three have a seat,” he pointed to the couch.
“Sure, Dad,” said Jack.
The sheriff sat down in the big chair again. He flipped through his notes for several moments before looking up at the boys. Jack’s dad stood behind him and to the left with his arm’s crossed.
“We had two young men in custody for shooting local pets,” Sheriff Kurtwood said, eyeing each of the boys.
Jack, Ben, and Stephen remained quiet.
“I said ‘had’ because they’re out on bail now,” said the sheriff.
“Oh,” said Jack.
“But,” the sheriff continued, “they were nervous and one of my deputies overheard them talking one night. They must have thought they were alone. This deputy is very quiet.”
Jack looked up at his dad who returned his gaze and held it.
“It seems that the two young men we had in custody seemed to think they had been witnessed by three boys,” the sheriff continued. “They also mentioned a man who was target-shooting, but I’m guessing that one wasn’t you.”
Jack looked at Ben and Stephen. His face pink and the tips of his ears red, Ben looked only at his own feet. Stephen, the complete opposite, looked comfortable and possibly even a little amused.
“We didn’t see anyone,” said Jack.
“You’re not going to be in trouble, Jack,” said the sheriff. “Not from me at least, and not from your dad. But, if these men think you turned them in, then that will be trouble.”
“Jack, if you saw something, then tell Sheriff Kurtwood — he’s here to help,” said Jack’s dad.
Ben looked up — “He’s telling the truth, he didn’t see anything,” he blurted out.
Everyone was silent, waiting for Ben’s confession.
“I got ahead of Stephen and Jack when we were hiking, and I saw two guys with a gun. I wasn’t sure if they saw me or not, but I really don’t think they saw Stephen and Jack, so maybe they were talking about some other kids.”
“What did they look like?” asked the sheriff.
“They were about six feet I guess,” said Ben. “One was skinny and smoking all the time. He had long side-burns and had a handgun tucked into his belt in back. The other one had long hair and carried a brown paper bag around.”
The sheriff wrote in his notebook and then asked “What day was this?”
Ben looked up and away, and said “Uh, the day after fireworks, so the fifth I guess.”
“Okay,” said the sheriff. “And where were you?”
“The pits, or quarry,” said Ben.
“And Stephen and Jack were?”
“Behind me somewhere. I got ahead.”
“And where did the older boys go?”
“I don’t know,” said Ben. “They were leaving when I saw them, so I just hid behind a tree.”
“And then you found the shells?” asked the sheriff.
“Well, yeah, I mean Stephen and Jack actually found them,” replied Ben.
“And you told them about the older boys?”
“Yeah, I mentioned it,” said Ben.
“And none of you thought to mention this last time I was here?”
“We didn’t want to get into any more trouble, sir,” said Stephen. “We didn’t really see anything important.”
Jack’s dad broke in — “It’s not up to you to decide what’s important. You three need to keep that in mind. What you were in trouble for was hiding something that would have been important for you parents to know.”
“I know dad,” said Jack, “I’m really sorry. We were really scared.”
“Okay,” said the sheriff, standing up. “I’ve got what I need. I suggest you boys be careful.”
Jack’s dad showed the sheriff out and they discussed the situation on the porch for a few minutes.
“Why did you do that?” Jack whispered to Ben.
“Shhh, he’s coming back,” said Ben.
Jack’s dad came back into the living room and sat down in his big chair.
“Anything else I should know?” asked Jack’s dad.
“I’m trying very hard to not overreact here, boys,” he continued. “You just have to understand that this is a difficult time for a parent. You’re trying to be independent and make your own way, but there are a lot of things in the world that can hurt you, and you’re not equipped to recognize them all yet. Most kids your age are having a very structured summer of activities, but you’ve asked to entertain yourselves and all your parents agreed that it was okay.”
“Thank you, Dad,” said Jack.
“Yeah, thanks Mr. Randolph,” said Stephen.
“Okay,” he continued, “but the burden on us is to somehow make sure you’re safe, without imposing so many rules that you’re hamstrung in what you can do.”
Jack’s dad took a deep breath. “I think you’ve done okay so far this summer, and learned that you need to maintain boundaries. So, you’re not in any trouble over this, but remember — we’re here to help you. No secrets.”
“Okay — thanks,” said Jack.
“Stephen,” Jack’s dad said, “call your mom.”
“Okay,” said Stephen.
**********
Jack and Ben waited in Jack’s room for Stephen to get off the phone. He walked in with a big smile and closed the door behind him.
“End of the month!” said Stephen.
“Nice!” said Jack.
“What about swimming class?” asked Ben.
“She moved it,” he said. “There’s a new class that starts on August first, so I’m going to take that.”
“So are we going to confirm your theories about the letter today?” Ben asked Jack.
“I guess,” Jack said. “My dad said we weren’t going to be punished or anything. You almost ruined it with that confession — what was that about?”
“I had to do something,” said Ben. “I was totally blowing it ‘cuz I was so nervous. I knew the sheriff knew I knew something.”
“All in all, it was a pretty good lie,” said Stephen.
“What?” exclaimed Jack. “It was totally lame.”
“No, seriously,” started Stephen, “it completely explained why we were clearly covering something up. I think it worked great. Did you see the way the sheriff just dismissed everything after that?”
Jack thought about it. “I guess. You think he really bought it?”
“Oh yeah,” said Stephen. “Good job, Ben.”
“Do you think my dad is right — we should be telling him everything?” asked Jack.
“That’s retarded,” said Stephen. “He’d lose his mind!”
“Yeah,” continued Jack, “but what if he’s right? What if that place is really dangerous and we’re being stupid?”
“We’re not going to do anything dangerous,” said Ben. “We’ve already talked about that. We’ll be completely careful.”
“Yeah,” said Stephen.
“Okay,” Jack acquiesced.
“Let’s get going,” said Ben.
**********
“Got it,” said Stephen. He had propped a piece of two-by-four in the hatch in the side of the building. The bottom of the board rested on the sill and the top was wedged against the sliding concrete door they suspected blocked the hatch when it was closed. Ben was already waiting down in the room they now called the “drawing room,” named for the anatomical drawing on the far wall.
Jack held the step-ladder for Stephen as he swung over the ledge and stared down rope-ladder to bottom of the passage. Next, Jack headed up the ladder.
“Okay,” said Jack, “lights on. I’m turning off the switch.”
When they first arrived and opened the hatch they had found the switch on. After some debate they believed that they had accidentally left it on. It had made them quite nervous to think they were not the only ones using this doorway, but after reassuring each other, they believed they had done it themselves.
Jack joined his friends in the “drawing room” as they looked around with their flashlights.
“Does the letter say anything about this room?” asked Ben.
Jack dug around in his backpack and produced the letter. “I don’t know. We’re supposed to start at the bottom. This room is definitely at the bottom. Is there a heart on that drawing?” Jack pointed at the drawing on the wall with his light. “If there is, it may be his deepest vulnerability.”
Stephen was closest to the drawing on the wall. He walked over and inspected the drawing. From top to bottom, he held his light close to the wall and examined the artwork. “There’s a hole in his heart,” he said.
“What?” asked Ben as he joined Stephen at the drawing. “Incredible.”
“Here — look,” said Stephen.
When Jack caught up with his friends the were looking at a quarter-inch hole in the wall. Just below the surface of the painted drywall, they could see a glass lens filled the hole.
“Looks like a peep-hole,” said Stephen. “Like in an apartment door.”
Stephen pressed his face to the wall and looked into the drawing of a heart.
“No way,” he exhaled.
“What? Let someone else see.” Ben pushed Stephen aside and looked into the hole.
“There’s a room in there, with three doors at the end,” Stephen told Jack. “The one on the right has light behind it.”
“How can you tell — about the light?” Jack asked.
“You can see it coming out from underneath,” Ben answered. “It’s the only light, but you can see the whole room.”
Ben backed up and let Jack have a look. The room through the peephole appeared narrow, with just enough space on the far wall for the three doors. Jack saw black walls and ceiling, and a floor covered in a grid of alternating black and white tiles.
When he pulled his eye away from the hole, Jack was confused — “I think it’s small — like a dollhouse or something.”
“No way — what makes you think that?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “It just does. Hey — is that his ‘deepest vulnerability?’”
“Oh yeah — his heart,” Ben answered. “That makes sense, but what does it tell us.”
“That’s the line about the ‘Truth,’ right?” Stephen asked.
“Yeah,” said Jack. “So, do you think the truth is the light?”
“Is that one of the good sentences, or the lies?” asked Stephen.
Jack pulled out the letter and reviewed his highlighting. “Yeah, that’s one of the good ones.”
“We haven’t proved that yet,” said Ben. “It’s just a theory.”
“Easy enough,” said Jack as he moved towards the ladder. “Stand back.”
“Shouldn’t you just not grab that rung?” said Ben.
“No, we have to prove that the letter is giving us clues,” Jack replied.
Stephen had gone back to looking through the hole in the drawing’s heart. “I think maybe it is a model,” he said.
“Okay — ready?” asked Jack. His head was even with the ceiling and he was about to grab the next rung.
“Sure, we’re ready — you’re the one who needs to be ready,” said Ben.
He moved with confidence until his hand was about an inch from the shocking rung. For a microsecond his hand touched and then he drew it back.
“Did it get you?” asked Ben. “Is it on?”
“I don’t think so,” said Jack. He brushed the rung twice more and then actually grabbed it for a split-second before letting it go. “Nope, I don’t think it’s on.”
“Cool — so what’s up there?” asked Stephen.
Jack pointed his flashlight to reveal that the rungs continued for another six feet or so. He pulled himself up, looking back at the hatch that had closed automatically the day before.
“Hey, this panel is back open — I didn’t even think of that,” said Jack.
“Oh yeah, that probably reset or something,” said Stephen.
“Where was it?” asked Ben.
“Right above the ceiling there — Jack’s probably clearing it now,” Stephen answered.
“Hope it doesn’t close now,” said Ben.
Moving fast, Jack descended back through the hole in the ceiling, jumping the last few feet. “Hey — I think I just figured out the next piece,” he had a broad smile.
“What, the letter?” asked Ben.
Unfolding the letter, Jack trained his flashlight on the writing. “Look here, it says ‘Only the first King’s Bishop treads without fear.’ right? Stephen, you said the white King’s Bishop only touches the white squares?”
“Yeah,” said Stephen.
“That room up there has a black and white floor, like a chess board,” said Jack.
“Like the model?” asked Ben.
“Huh?” Jack was surprised.
Ben pointed his light to the anatomical drawing of the body. “The model.”
“Yeah, yeah — like the floor on the model,” said Jack.
“I want to go see,” said Stephen.
“Only step on the white!” ordered Jack. Stephen was already halfway up the ladder.
Gingerly, Stephen climbed through the hole in the ceiling and when his feet disappeared, Jack climbed up after him. Alone in the drawing room, Ben watched Jack disappear. He was about to move towards the ladder when Jack’s face reappeared.
“Come on!” said Jack.
Ben emerged on the next floor to find Jack and Stephen with their feet spread and planted on white tiles. He followed suit and stepped off the ladder onto white, not letting his feet hit the black tiles. Each tile was twelve inches square, so it was easy for the boys to fit a foot on a single tile, but they had to spread their feet awkwardly to plant both feet. The tiles were laid out in an alternating pattern, like a chess board.
Stephen shone his light at the opposite end where they saw three doors. “This is the model,” he said.
“There’s no light,” said Ben.
“That makes sense,” said Jack. “He wanted us to know the correct door from the model. We were supposed to figure out that clue.”
“You really want that to be true, don’t you?” asked Ben.
“It is true,” replied Jack.
“Well I don’t think we should try either of the other doors, just to prove the point,” said Stephen. He began to walk towards the doors, only touching the white tiles.
Jack looked at Ben and then followed Stephen.
“We really ought to figure out a way to jam this panel, in case it decides to close again,” said Ben.
“I think it’s off because the switch is off,” Jack said as he stepped from tile to tile.
Bending down as much as he could, Ben examined the panel. It was metal and enclosed in a metal shell, bolted to the floor. Ben looked around, but didn’t see anything he could use to block the panel from closing, so he followed his friends over to the door.
“It opens in,” said Stephen. “Should I try it?” he asked.
“Go ahead,” said Jack.
With no hesitation, Stephen turned the knob. The door swung inward forcefully and pushed back on Stephen’s tense arm. He lost his balance and stumbled, placing a foot directly on one of the black tiles.
“Watch out!” said Jack.
The three froze and exhaled relief after a few seconds with no apparent repercussions from Stephen’s errant footfall.
“So much for…” Ben was cut off by a grinding sound behind him.
The boys spun around to see the panel sliding shut, blocking them from the ladder.
“Shit!” exclaimed Ben — he ran back over the white tiles to the ladder just as it was traversing the last six inches to the wall.
“I don’t think you need to worry about the white tiles now, Ben,” said Jack.
“I think we do,” said Ben. “Seriously, get back on white,” he pointed his flashlight at Stephen’s feet. When Stephen had retreated, Ben looked at his watch — “We were here almost fifteen minutes before we totally screwed that up.”
“Well I think we need to be worried about what’s past this door — it’s our only option now.”
“Just stand still for a second,” said Ben. “Jack, what else does the letter say?”
“Hold up,” Jack dug out the letter again. “Uh, well there’s some junk and then it eventually says ‘take solace in the fact that at first, level heads have patience while their hands part and meet again.’”
“And that’s a true one?” asked Ben.
“C’mon, we should just be going through the door,” said Stephen. “There’s bound to be another way out somewhere.”
“Who knows how many more traps there are,” said Ben. “I’m not going anywhere until we figure out how to get this panel back open.”
“We should have brought a pry-bar or something,” said Jack. “We knew that panel was…”
Jack was cut off by the sound of the panel sliding again.
“It’s opening,” said Ben. “Jesus, I thought we were trapped in here.”
“How long was it shut?” asked Jack.
“I don’t know for sure — about a minute?” said Ben, checking his watch again. “Maybe we should get something to jam this door too.”
“Seriously?” said Stephen. “Can’t we just see what’s down here?”
“No,” said Jack, “Ben’s right — we need to make sure we have a clear path out.”
“Okay,” Stephen gave in. “But I think that the door probably resets by itself anyway.” He started to make his way back across the tiles.
From white to white, Jack carefully crossed the tiles. When they had joined at the ladder, Ben started to make his way down through the hole.
“Hey — can you hold this for a second?” Jack asked Stephen — he held out his flashlight. Stephen took the light and pointed it at Jack’s hands where he was neatly folding the letter to put it back in his pocket. “Thanks,” he said.
Jack reached back for his flashlight. Stephen handed it over and Jack botched the transfer. The light fell to the floor, landing hard on one of the black squares.
“Shit!” yelled Jack. “Ben get through.”
“I’m through!” Ben called up from below.
“Check your watch!” said Stephen as the panel began to shut again.
Jack reached down and tried to halt the medium pace of the panel, but its speed was unchanged by his effort. He withdrew his hand and the panel finished its travel.
Stephen yelled at the panel — “Tell us when a minute is up.”
A muffled reply came from below: “Okay.”
They waited in silence. Stephen pointed his light over towards the open door on the far wall. Joining with his light, Jack looked at the door as well. The hallway beyond the door seemed to swallow their lights — the floor, ceiling, and walls were all flat black.
Their eyes were glued to the black rectangle and they both flinched when Ben’s voice floated up from below — “One minute!”
“Hmmm,” said Stephen. A second later the panel began to open again.
“Let’s get out of here,” said Jack.
**********
Jack’s dad cooked on the grill. The boys gorged — after returning from the hotel they had worked up an appetite planning and assembling all the tools and materials they thought they would need. For the first time, they had left the stepladder in the woods near the hotel. Jack decided that it was risky to constantly move it in and out of the garage. But, for now, all the preparation was forgotten and the boys focused on dinner.
“This is great, mom,” said Jack.
“Tell your dad, he did the cooking,” she replied.
“Thanks, Dad.”
“What did you do today?” his dad asked. “You certainly have an appetite.”
“Nothing much,” Jack responded. “We played outside, and then messed around up in my room.”
“Did you talk to your mom?” Jack’s mom asked Stephen.
“Yes,” he began, “she said I should ask if it’s okay that I stay ‘til the end of the month.”
“Oh, of course, that’s fine,” Jack’s mom replied.
“And Ben, are you moving in for good?” she asked.
“If that’s okay,” smiled Ben.
“Hey Dad,” said Jack, “I heard a riddle today.”
“Difficulty?” his dad asked.
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “I thought easy, but I don’t know the answer. It’s definitely not a brain-buster.” Jack and his dad had always enjoyed solving puzzles and riddles together. Jack was good at the math and logic problems, and his dad excelled at the language and historic references. When they wanted a good challenge, they would turn to Jack’s “Book of Brain-Busters.”
“What would you consider the key line of the riddle?” his dad asked him.
“It was ‘Level heads have patience while their hands part and meet again,’ I think,” recited Jack.
“How old?”
“Um, not sure. Maybe fifteen or twenty years.” Jack didn’t want to reveal too much information.
“Well, patience suggests a time-reference, and it’s modern, so I would suspect that the hands are on clock. Could be minute-hand against the hour, or second-hand against either.” his dad replied.
“Oh, so it could mean have patience for a minute?” asked Stephen, joining the conversation.
“Or an hour,” said Jack.
“A bit more than an hour, actually,” corrected his dad. “If a minute hand travels around, it doesn’t catch the hour hand for sixty-five minutes.”
“Oh, right,” said Jack.
Stephen looked up at the clock on the wall and studied it until he figured out the extra five minutes.


“Not very hard for someone my age,” said Jack’s dad. “But you boys have probably never had a watch with hands.”
“Well, no, but we had to learn to tell time anyway,” protested Jack.
“No offense intended, sir,” Jack’s dad joked.
**********
“It’s closed again,” announced Stephen. He was the first up the ladder and into the “Bishop’s room.” The boys had carefully agreed on names for all the locations they had seen during their discussions the night before. Now it was Sunday morning and they each carried a backpack with lunch and water.
“What, the door on the right?” asked Ben — he was heading up the ladder.
“Yeah, it must be spring-loaded, or motorized or something,” Stephen conjectured.
Picking his way, Ben stepped off the ladder onto the harlequin floor. Jack was right behind.
“It’s not surprising,” said Jack. “Everything else here resets.”
“Kinda like us,” said Ben. “We just do the same thing every day.”
“Wait a second,” said Jack, inflamed, “you convinced me that we had to keep going on this.”
“Me?” asked Ben. “I went to talk to you about it and you had already decided to keep going because you liked figuring out the clues in that letter.”
Ben turned away from his friends and started studying the wall with his light. A crack extended from the ceiling to about halfway down the wall; it was covered in black paint. By leaning over Ben was able to reach the crack and he picked away some of the paint, leaving a small white spot of gypsum exposed.
“What are you saying?” asked Jack. “You don’t even want to be here?”
“It’s not…” began Ben. “It’s not how I pictured spending my summer is all.”
“Don’t you even want to see what’s down that hall?” asked Stephen. He pointed his light at the door on the right at the end of the room.
“I don’t know,” Ben answered. “I guess so.”
“Look,” said Jack, “we have all day. Let’s just keep going a little while, have lunch, and then we’ll figure out what to do.”
“This place is creepy though,” said Ben. “How can you want to have lunch in here? I keep expecting to run across rats or dead bodies.”
“It’s just dark,” said Stephen. “We haven’t even seen anything unusual.”
“You don’t think that painting down below is unusual?” asked Ben. “I wouldn’t be surprised if some murderer painted that.”
“The guy’s gone though,” protested Jack. “The place is empty.”
“How do we really know that?” asked Ben.
Stephen and Jack looked at each other. For a moment they ignored Ben. They sized each other up to see if Ben’s idea had any resonance. Jack was the first to speak — “We’ll just see what’s past the door.”
Defeated, Ben agreed by moving across the tiles towards the door. Stephen led the way.
“Careful this time,” said Ben.
The door stood closed at the edge of Stephen’s reach. Leaning forward, he gingerly turned the handle and let the door force itself open. Jack circled to the left to get another angle on the doorway. When it banged open, Stephen moved towards the door. Once again, they saw a long, dark hallway. Its walls were painted the same black as the Bishop’s room. The floor was solid black.
Stephen stepped on each white tile on his way to the threshold. “Guess it doesn’t matter where I step,” he said as he passed a foot through the doorway and willed his body to follow. He brought his other foot across, turned around to face Jack and Ben, and then pointed his flashlight up. “I think we caught a break.”
“What is it?” asked Jack.
Stephen was facing him and looking up above the door-jam from the hallway side. “I don’t know,” said Stephen. “Something bolted to the wall up there. Looks like it could be bad news for people coming through the door, but it didn’t do anything to me.”
“Oh wait.” Stephen traced his flashlight down the right-hand side of the door. “There’s a wire that looks like it goes to the floor here. You guys should come through just like I did.”
Jack crept up to the door and waited for Stephen to get out of his way. He mimicked Stephen’s one-leg-at-a-time style of crossing into the hall without incident.
“Maybe one of us should stay behind,” said Ben. When he saw that Jack and Stephen were about to protest, he quickly rescinded — “Just kidding.” Ben stepped through and joined his friends.
“Okay,” said Stephen, getting ready to head down the hall, “I’ll look down. You guys look left and right.” He pointed at Jack to look left and Ben to look right.
“What about up?” said Jack.
“Both of you look up,” Stephen responded.
It didn’t take long for Stephen to sound the alarm. About ten feet down the hallway, he put up his arms to physically stop Jack and Ben from proceeding. “Check it out.” Stephen trained his flashlight on the floor a couple of feet ahead of himself.
Barely visible in Stephen’s beam of light, a thin wire was stretched across the hall. Ben got down on his knees and got close to the wire. He found impossibly small holes in the walls between which the wire was strung.
“I bet it sets off something awful,” said Stephen. “What does the letter say about it?”
Jack didn’t have to consult the paper to quote the letter. “Nothing — it ends with a thing about a hasty man and our job.”
“Okay,” said Stephen. “Keep going then?”
“We should be looking for another letter,” said Ben, looking up and around. “We’re going to need more clues.”
“I think we know what to look for,” said Stephen. “He didn’t get us with this.” Stephen stepped over the wire and continued down the hall.
A few more feet later they found a turn in the hallway.
When they came to the end of the hall, and could see around the bend, they were greeted with a dead-end. After it turned, the hall went only a few feet.
“Which side of the building is this?” asked Jack. He moved his light all around, the ceiling, floor, and walls were all black and offered no clues. The wall in front looked the same as the ones on either side.
“Well, we came in the back, went to ground floor, the ladder was on the right and then we doubled back.” Stephen thought through the steps that had gotten them to their current location. “I think we must be on the north end of the hotel.”
“So, looking at the hotel from the back, this would be the left side?” asked Jack.
“Yeah, the corner of the building should be there.” Stephen pointed to the left end of the corridor.
“No way,” said Ben. “We took the right-hand door, and plus, the chute we came down when we first entered. There's got to be at least ten feet to the corner; assuming we've got far enough to make it to the corner.”
“Yeah,” admitted Stephen, “you're right, I guess.”
“So that means that there's space this direction.” Jack looked at the wall opposite the dead-end.
“Right,” said Ben, “you probably would get to it through one of the other doors that we didn't try from the Bishop's room.”
“I thought we all said that those doors were no good?” asked Stephen.
“If you believe that model,” said Ben. “But maybe there's just a dead-end that way too.”
“Hey — turn off your lights for a second,” said Jack.
“What for?” asked Ben.
“Just do it,” answered Jack.
Stephen and Jack turned off their lights and waited for Ben to follow suit.
“You guys have really gone nuts,” said Ben. He turned his light off. “What did you expect to see? Dancing dingle berries?”
“Just wait,” said Jack.
They waited in silence and dark. At first they heard nothing, then Ben's breathing became noticeable.
“This is dumb,” said Ben. He started to fumble with his light.
“Just hold on a little bit,” said Jack.
A distant noise made Stephen gasp. Goose bumps jumped up on Ben's neck and arms. Jack tensed with excitement.
“Here it comes,” said Jack.
At last Ben was able to identify the noise they were hearing. It was the door at the end of the hall closing under the power of an electric motor. The buzzing and churning reminded him of a garage door opener, but much quieter. It finally clicked home and stopped.
“Great, so now we have to figure out how to get that back open,” said Ben.
“Oh, I get it, where's the light?” asked Stephen.
“Right,” said Jack. “The model showed a light coming from under the door, so maybe there's supposed to be light back here.”
As if on cue, a crack of light appeared in front of Jack. He was facing the left side of the hall they had initially traversed. The crack expanded as a portion of the wall drew back to expose a hidden way. Momentarily blinded, the boys could see nothing but bright shapes ahead. In the lead, Jack raised his arm to shield his eyes.
“Wow,” said Stephen, awed. “What's in there?”
“I can't see yet,” said Jack.
When his eyes had adjusted more, Jack saw an extremely well-lit room, painted white. Poking his head in, he could see that the room had no windows and stretched off to his left. The walls and ceiling had no adornment. The floor was the same nondescript tile, but in this room it was all white. It was blinding — the bright lights reflected off all the white surfaces.
“Look up,” said Ben.
Jack — still leaning his head through the secret doorway — twisted his neck to look above the opening in the wall. He saw nothing but more white surfaces.
“So, did that open because we turned off our lights?” asked Ben.
“I think so,” said Jack. “I think that you have to be in the dark before it lights up.”
“How did you ever guess that?” asked Ben.
“It makes sense, if you think about it,” said Stephen. “The model showed us there was supposed to be light coming from under the door. But the door was open and we had lights.”
“That actually makes no sense at all,” said Ben.
“Do you think it's safe to go in?” asked Jack. He braced himself against the wall and leaned farther. “It goes on for quite a bit that way.” Jack pointed with his chin.
“Look for wires,” said Stephen.
Jack crouched and put the side of his face near the floor. “I don't see anything.”
“Could be pressure sensitive,” said Ben. “Like the Bishop's room.”
“I'll try just one foot,” said Jack. He pushed back. When he had recovered his balance he gingerly advanced one foot. Jack touched a toe to the floor, ready to pull it back at the sign of any trouble. Nothing happened, so he put more weight on the foot.
“I'll go in,” said Stephen.
“It's my turn,” said Ben. He was resigned, not excited.
Jack stood aside and let Ben pass. He poked his head in, looked side-to-side and then Ben entered the room. “I call this the White Room.”
“Very original,” said Jack.
“I guess this is the Black Hall then?” asked Stephen.
“No,” began Jack, “we should call it the Tripwire Hallway, so we don't forget.”
“Good point,” said Stephen. “Too bad we can't mark it with something. Later, I guess.”
“Are you guys coming?” asked Ben. He had moved into the center of the White Room. Ben was still training his flashlight in the direction he was walking.
Jack and Stephen entered behind him.
“No windows, no outlets, no switches,” said Ben. “Just these lights.” He pointed to the ceiling — it was a drop-ceiling but instead of acoustic tiles, the entire ceiling was composed of the diffuse plastic panels covering fluorescent lights. “I wonder if these lights were on before the door opened.”
“What's that buzzing?” asked Jack.
“Probably just from the lights,” said Stephen.
“I don’t think so,” said Ben. “I think it’s coming from down here.” Ben was walking to the far end of the room and pointing with his unnecessary flashlight.
When Jack and Stephen reached Ben he was hunched over with his ear near the wall at about stomach height. “There’s a thing here,” said Ben, touching one finger to the wall. Jack looked closer and saw a rectangle cut into the drywall. While Jack and Stephen looked on, Ben poked at a corner of the rectangle and the piece of drywall came loose. Once a corner was protruding, Ben was able to pull it away. The resulting hole was nearly ten inches tall and five inches wide.
Inside the hole, was a life-size diagram of a handprint. “Put your hand on it,” said Stephen. “I bet it opens something.”
“No, don’t,” said Jack.
“Yeah, not about to,” said Ben. “Looks like it grabs your hand. These plexiglass parts probably close together and clamp around your wrist.”
“I think you’re right,” said Jack. “Maybe we can press it with something else.”
Ben still had the flashlight in his hand, so he centered it on the palm-print and pressed it firmly.
“Nothing,” said Ben.
“You probably have to touch the whole thing,” said Jack.
“Or maybe it only reacts to skin,” offered Stephen. “My dad used to have a stereo like that.”
“Really,” said Ben. It sounded more like an accusation than a question.
“Seriously,” said Stephen. He made his hand narrow, squeezing together his fingers, and pushed against the center of the palm-print. The diagram was recessed behind the plexiglass a couple of inches, and when his fingers touched the switch a loud buzzer sounded. Instantly, the two halves of plexiglass snapped together. They encircled his fingers, but didn’t trap his stretched hand.
“See?” Stephen said.
Nobody answered as they listened to yet another distant, rumbling sound.
“That’s coming from the hall,” said Jack. He started off in that direction and Ben and Stephen followed him. When Stephen’s hand released the switch the sound stopped and the plexiglass reset.
“I think you have to keep holding it,” said Jack.
“Okay,” said Stephen, “but you have to tell me what you find.”
Jack and Ben went to the doorway through which they had entered the white room and Stephen manned the palm-panel.
“Ready?” asked Stephen.
“Go,” said Ben.
Stephen pressed the panel again and this time his hand wasn’t exactly centered. “Ow!” he exclaimed as the collapsing plastic pinched his hand.
“You okay?” asked Ben.
“Yeah,” said Stephen.
“Hey,” said Jack, “it’s another ladder.” He and Ben were looking through the doorway to where they had found the dead-end in the tripwire hall. The rumbling sound was a ladder descending through a disguised hole in the ceiling.
“Who would go to all this trouble?” asked Ben. “What is this place?”
Jack ignored his questions. “Try letting go,” he said to Stephen when the ladder had stopped descending.
“Okay,” said Stephen. He removed his hand from the panel and the plexiglass withdrew.
“Huh,” said Jack. “The ladder stayed here.”
Stephen joined Jack and Ben. “So why the hand trap?”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “I was just wondering that.”
“Maybe he didn’t finish something, or he was just sloppy,” said Ben.
“There’s something written,” said Jack. He turned on his light and shone it into the dark hallway, but none of the boys seemed eager to cross from the well-lit white room, back into the tripwire hall. “Go look,” he said to Ben.
“You go look,” replied Ben.
“Fine,” said Jack. He walked the few feet across the hall to the dead-end they had found earlier and peered at a middle rung of the black ladder. He crossed back to the white room before announcing his find: “It says ‘Level 2.’”
“This is like a video game,” said Stephen. “We’ve finished level one and now we’re going on to the next level. But isn’t there usually a ‘boss’ at the end of a level?”
“What do you mean?” asked Jack.
“You don’t play the shooter games,” explained Ben. “When you play a shooter, there’s always a big, bad creature you have to defeat at the end of each level. Like that Mario game — you played that one.”
“So we should be looking for a boss?” asked Jack.
“Could just be a really hard thing to get past,” replied Stephen. “Who knows, maybe there’s not one — we’re not exactly playing a video game here.”
“Better safe than sorry,” said Ben. He shone his light up through the hole in the ceiling. “How come we didn’t see this hole earlier?”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “I wonder how long it stays open, too.”
“Maybe the boss thing was that hand-trap back there,” said Stephen.
“Seems kinda easy for that,” said Ben.
“Yeah, but maybe we just got lucky — figuring that out.”
“Well, even if it had trapped your hand, couldn’t you just pull back enough to break contact?” asked Jack. “I mean the trap is only on when you touch the thing, right?”
“Another solid point,” said Ben. “And yet another thing that doesn’t add up.”
“Settle down, son,” Stephen said to Ben. “Just because we haven’t figured it out, doesn’t mean it’s not logical.”
“Why are you so convinced this place has to make sense?” said Ben. “I’m serious — I’m realizing what a really terrible idea this whole thing is.”
“I’m pretty sure this whole thing was your idea,” said Jack. “And what terrible things have happened?”
“All right, fine,” said Ben. “You need something horrible to happen? Let’s keep going then.”
“Roger that. Too much talking, anyway,” said Jack as he approached the ladder.
They each took a turn inspecting the ladder from all angles and shining their lights up through the new hole in the ceiling. Producing the letter once again, Jack compared the handwriting to that on the Level 2 sign. “I think it’s the same,” he pronounced.
Jack put the letter away, and then started up. He reached for each new rung cautiously — ready for a surprise each time. When he got within reach of the ceiling, Jack paused and pulled his flashlight from his pocket. He slowly extended it past where the ceiling started and waved it around.
“I think it’s okay,” said Jack. He tucked the light back in his pocket and reached for the next rung. Remembering the first ladder, he lightly touched the rung before committing to grabbing it. No shock was forthcoming, so he gripped the rung and pulled himself up. The rung shifted in his hand and dropped a quarter inch when he pulled. Jack released the rung and pushed away from the ladder to drop to the floor.
Before he could get away from the ladder a cascade of liquid rained down on Jack from above. Stephen and Ben were confused by all the sudden movement and stepped back. Unable to avoid the liquid, Jack was soaked. Ben’s light was trained on his face, and Stephen’s light showed his hands. Jack’s hands, face, and shirt were all bright, angry red.
“What happened?” asked Stephen.
“Gross. What is it? Blood?” asked Ben.
“Nope — I don’t think so,” said Jack. He sniffed his hand. “I think it’s just dye.” Jack was covered from head to toe. “The rung triggered it. I’m sure of it.”
“Holy shit,” said Stephen. “Does it come off?”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Yeah, sure,” said Stephen.
Jack wiped dye away from his brow and tried to clear it from his eyes. He held his arms out, away from his body and looked at his clothes. The dye had soaked in and covered almost every square inch of his shirt and pants.
“Maybe that’s the boss trap?” said Ben, smiling.
“Just lead the way,” said Jack.
They retreated down the trip-wire hallway and gingerly stepped through the Bishop’s room. Jack left faint red footprints on the tile. Down in the drawing room, Jack and Ben headed for their rope ladder, but Stephen studied the artwork.
“C’mon, man,” said Ben.
Jack was the first back in daylight. Ben and Stephen followed soon after. Accustomed to the routine, they quickly stowed the rope-ladder, reset the hatch, and hid the stepladder.
**********
“How’s it look?” Jack held up his dyed shirt.
“Better,” said Ben.
Jack was washing his clothes in the creek. He stood ankle-deep in the cold water, wearing only his underwear. Stephen was wringing out Jack’s socks.
“We should hide clothes over there,” said Jack. “In case something like this happens again.”
Ben was sitting on a rock, eating a sandwich from his backpack. They didn’t have to ask him his opinion of this plan — it was clear from his silence and his body-language that he disapproved of all their recent plans.
“You should wash your hair,” said Stephen.
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 CHAPTER 11

The Boy


The boy woke with a clear head. He could tell the difference, and it was a tremendous relief to not feel drugged. He knew that he had to act now; he couldn't survive just by waiting for the crazy man to let him free. His next realization brought a warm glow to his neck and cheeks — he had hope at last: his wrist was loose and he could move his right arm.
He looked feverishly around the room and saw no trace of the crazy man. No lurking lab coats or bull’s heads were in sight. The boy clenched his teeth and pulled back on his right arm slowly. It was caught. Of course, he realized, it would never be that easy.
He lifted his head to look at his wrist, and hope dawned again. The strap that should be holding his hand in place was just caught on his thumb. Rotating his hand he quickly shed the strap and had his right arm free. His hand flew to his face and he swooned as he looked closely at his withered hand.
Instantly, he understood why his hand was free — he had lost so much weight that the straps had become loose. His hand danced across the strap on his chest until he found the buckle. Unlatched, he could lean over to work on the strap holding his left hand. At first his hand was trembling too much to grasp the strap, but he took a deep breath and unhooked it.
With both hands he removed the strap from his waist. A jab of pain shot through his left arm as he leaned forward to work on his feet. The port in his vein was being pulled back at a severe angle by the intravenous tube. The boy bit his lower lip and removed the tape from the inside of his elbow. He grasped the shaft of the port and pulled back quickly. He shuddered at the ease with which it slid out of his vein.
Back on task, he leaned over and freed his legs and ankles. The drug-fantasy of abdominal surgery and a half-skinned foot now seemed foolish. He had a bruised incision on his right thigh that was a bit swollen, but it didn’t look nearly as bad as he thought it would. Only now did it occur to him that he wasn’t painted with pictures of organs.
The last thing holding him down was the catheter, taped on. He cringed and closed his eyes as he removed it.
The boy turned his body and slid his legs over the edge of the chair. He could finally see behind the chair and he turned quickly, expecting the man to be standing there. There was nobody there.
He released a sigh — so relieved he felt light-headed. He attempted to stand.
His legs had never felt that sore. He had difficulty straightening them. He settled for an upright hunch and staggered away from the chair. When he got to the wall he turned to lean against it. The chair he had been strapped to all this time was blue — he had known that already. What he was seeing for the first time was how much like a body the chair looked. It had a head, torso, arms and legs, with straps for each part. He pressed away from the wall.
He had to find a way out.
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 CHAPTER 12

Ben


“You don’t seem too hungry,” said Jack’s mom at dinner.
“We ate lunch late,” said Jack. “We’ll probably be starved later.”
“That’s right,” said his mom.
“You boys want to earn some money?” asked Jack’s dad.
“I don’t know, Dad. What would we have to do?” Jack asked.
“I’m doing a big installation up the road,” said his dad. “I thought you guys could wrap pipes.”
“Jeez Dad. We don’t want to have to be inside all day,” protested Jack.
“Hey — no big deal,” said his dad. “I’m sure we can get someone interested in easy money.”
“Don’t forget — you all owe me another two-hundred words tonight,” his mom said.
“Okay, mom,” said Jack.
**********
Upstairs, each had a notepad and pencil.
“What did you put?” Stephen asked.
“I said we trespassed, broke in, and got painted by a boss-trap,” said Jack. “What did you put?”
“I can’t think of anything,” laughed Stephen.
“Just write about a frog or something,” said Ben.
“I know,” said Jack, “write about the puzzles, but say they were in a book or something.”
“We all have to write about the same thing, or we’ll get busted,” said Stephen.
“Nah, I don’t think we’ll get busted,” said Jack. “But, just in case, we should come up with something we were doing.”
“I know,” said Ben. “We’ll just write about that field-guide we were using before. We just need to figure out what pages to say we read, so we’ll all agree.”
“I’ll get it,” said Jack. He walked over to his bookshelf to retrieve the book.
“I can’t stop thinking about that dye,” said Stephen. “Maybe it was a warning.”
“Of what?” asked Jack and Ben in unison.
“Maybe it means that if you go up there, you’ll get covered in blood,” said Stephen.
“Jesus,” said Jack. “I hope not.”
“Could be the next rung, like, triggers a blade or something,” Stephen offered.
“How are we going to test for that?” asked Jack. “I mean, it could be really hard to detect that kind of trap.”
“Exactly,” said Ben.
“We should definitely bring a long stick next time to try to push on things before we go touching them,” said Jack.
“That’s a start,” said Stephen. “Do you have any night-vision goggles or anything?”
“Are you crazy?” answered Jack with questions. “Why would we have those?”
“I don’t know — just asking,” said Stephen. “Our flashlights aren’t helping us much.”
“I can’t wait to see what’s on level two,” said Jack.
“I can,” said Ben, getting up and stretching. “I’ll be back.” Ben went down the hall to the bathroom.
“Hey,” whispered Stephen when Ben was out of earshot, “I found this on the painting.” He handed a small memory card to Jack. “Check it out when Ben’s not around.”
“Why don’t you want Ben to know?” Jack asked.
“He’s already freaking out about the hotel, I think you should look at it before we let him know about it,” Stephen replied. “He’ll probably want to tell your parents or something. He’s really freaking out.”
“Yeah, I guess,” said Jack, putting the card on his desk, next to his keyboard.
**********

July 15, 2007

By Jack Randolph



Today is Sunday, July fifteenth, and my friends and I went into the woods. We were trying to see if we could find some of the plants listed in my field guide that I got for my birthday. I started out looking for the Ostrich fern. In the spring the Ostrich fern can be picked and they are called fiddleheads. My mom picks fiddleheads down near the creek so I thought she would like to know where else they grow. It is very difficult to find Ostrich ferns because they look so much like all the other ferns this time of year. The guide says that you have to cook fiddleheads because otherwise they could make you sick. While we were looking my friend Ben saw an Indigo Bunting so we checked that off the list of birds we have seen this summer. We also tried to find some Lady Slippers but I think it is too late to find those. You should not pick Lady Slippers if you see them because then they won’t come back. I would like to find those next year because I read that they can be found in the same spots as the fiddleheads.


**********
After Ben and Stephen had gone to the guest room, Jack powered on his computer and inserted the memory card. He made sure his machine was not set to automatically execute anything it would find on the card and then began to explore its contents. It appeared to be empty.
Jack poked around on the device, but couldn’t find any files. Unconvinced, he used some of his recovery tools to see if there were any hidden or deleted files on the card. He was startled by a light tapping on his door. Stephen let himself in.
“Hey,” whispered Stephen.
“Ben’s asleep?” asked Jack.
“Yeah — find anything?”
“I think so,” said Jack, “check it out. There’s a couple of spots with data.”
“What kind of files?” asked Stephen.
“Not files,” answered Jack. “Just data.”
“What do you mean?” Stephen asked.
Jack was accustomed to having to explain computer stuff to his friends and parents. He had an innate understanding of how things worked — it was like a puzzle to him. When he saw something interesting, his brain would keep working at it until he figured out how he would accomplish that same behavior. When he had devised a methodology, he discovered that he could predict behavior and verify his assumptions.
“Think of it like a bookshelf. All the books are really there, but someone has removed all the covers from the books,” explained Jack. “So, if we pull down pages, we can look at what they contained, but they’re not exactly books anymore. And, some might have been partially replaced by other books, so what we find might not make sense anymore.”
“So can you see anything that does make sense there?” asked Stephen.
“Let me look,” said Jack.
After a few minutes, Jack had found something he could recover. “This one looks intact, and I think it’s a PDF file.” Jack extracted the file to his computer and opened the file. His PDF reader launched and they saw a window filled with white pages and black lines.
“Looks like building plans,” said Jack.
“Hey,” said Stephen, “scroll down.” Stephen pointed to the label on the bottom of the page. It read “Level Zero.”
“So, if this is the hotel, then this must be the drawing room,” said Jack. He pointed to a small rectangle on the left side of the drawing. The line describing the right-hand wall had a small star affixed to it. “See, if this is the drawing, then the star shows where the card was.”
“Yeah, that seem about right,” said Stephen. “What’s the next page? Is it level one?”
Jack advanced to the next page of the document, but he and Stephen saw nothing but white. “There’s nothing there,” said Jack.
“Good job, captain obvious,” said Stephen.
“Hold on,” said Jack. He highlighted the page and the background of the area turned a light-blue color. Superimposed on the highlight, white lines showed them the next floor of the building and the words “Level One” at the bottom.
“Ah,” said Stephen, “white lines — tricky.”
“There’s the bishop’s room,” said Jack. “And the tripwire hallway.”
“Holy shit,” said Stephen. “Look at that.” He pointed on the diagram to where the hallway took the short right-hand jog. “That’s where the level two ladder is.”
Above Stephen’s finger the drawing was adorned with a skull and crossbones.
“That can’t be good,” said Jack.
They studied the drawing. The only rooms shown on the floor plan were the ones they had seen. It depicted the bishop’s room, the tripwire hall, the ladder, and the white room, but the rest of the floor was blank.
“Looks like a closet or something in the corner of the white room,” said Jack. He pointed to the lower left-hand corner of the depiction of the well-lit room. “Do you remember seeing anything there?”
“Naw, but I was trying to not get my hand chopped off by that switch thing,” replied Stephen. “I probably wouldn’t have noticed. What’s on the next page?”
“That’s it,” said Jack. “Just the two pages.”
“Any more data on that thing?” Stephen asked.
“Not that I can recover. I don’t think,” said Jack.
**********
The boys set off the next morning into the cool woods. Their backpacks felt heavier with the extra supplies — more clothes, a broken broom handle, chalk, duck tape, a box-cutter, fishing line, and a small mirror. Single-minded, they hiked through the woods silently and quickly. All three stopped and looked up at the sound of distant voices. Jack pivoted and looked back at Ben and Stephen. The voices sounded like they were moving their direction.
Stephen pointed to their right and the boys scurried off the path into a dense cluster of pines. A little rock wall offered them shelter — they crouched behind and watched the path. The people approaching were loud, but the boys couldn’t make out what they were saying.
Finally, the owners of the voices came into view — Smoker and Bag Man. Hunched and tense, the boys watched the two young men pass down the path.
“Did you hear what they were saying?” asked Jack.
Ben replied — “All I could get was ‘They have to live down here. It’s the only neighborhood.’ or something.”
“Do you think they were talking about us?” asked Jack. “Didn’t the sheriff say those guys thought we ratted them out?”
“Yup,” said Ben.
“They could have been talking about anything,” said Stephen.
“Well, still best to keep out of sight,” said Jack.
“No shit,” said Stephen.
“I guess we can find our way through the woods,” said Jack. “It’s not that far from here.”
Jack took the lead and made his way carefully through the crowded pine branches. When they found their way into taller hardwoods, the going was easier, but they had to pick their way through several marshy areas by jumping from frost heave to frost heave.
“This sucks,” said Ben. “Can’t we go back out to the path.”
“I think we’re almost there,” said Jack.
Minutes later, Jack’s prediction came true. A bright spot up ahead marked where the woods gave way to clearing. Pushing through the last of the underbrush, they saw the hotel from a new angle.
“We have to go back to walking up the gully again,” said Jack. He pointed at a worn down path in the grass. They had resorted to this shortcut when they started carrying the stepladder.
“How many times have we been here?” asked Ben. “When did we find this place — last week?”
“Um, today’s Monday and we first found the hotel last Monday,” said Jack. “So about a week. But we haven’t been here every day.”
“And we didn’t get inside until like Thursday or something,” said Stephen.
“So do you think that stomped-down path is just from us over the past week?” asked Ben.
“Sure,” said Jack, “I think so.”
“Yeah, why not?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know,” said Ben. “Seems like we wouldn’t have made that whole path in just a week. Besides, we went up the gully the first couple of times.”
“Let’s put up something on the path to see if someone goes through there,” Jack offered.
“What, like a camera?” asked Ben.
“I was thinking just a piece of fishing line across the path or something,” replied Jack.
“Oh — yeah, that’s easy,” said Ben.
They circled the clearing and retrieved the ladders from the hiding place. Stephen and Ben carried them up the gully while Jack went up their old path to set the fishing line. He pushed two small sticks into the ground on either side of the trail and then strung the line. He made sure that it was easily dislodged and hoped it wouldn’t be noticeable. When he arrived at the hotel, Stephen and Ben had already climbed onto the porch roof. Jack joined them and they hauled the step ladder up to reach the hatch.
“Did we leave the panel like this?” asked Stephen. The panel that hid the switch was not quite settled, and a little askew.
“Who knows — I was covered in red dye,” said Jack. “I think we might be getting a little paranoid.”
“We have to stay careful,” said Ben. “We can’t get sloppy.”
With that admonishment, they repeated the steps required to make it back to where Jack had been drenched in red dye. Through the hatch, down the rope-ladder, through the drawing room, up the shocking ladder, through the bishop’s room, and past the tripwire hallway — the boys moved with confidence. A blotchy trail of dried dye on the floor marked their hurried exit. They weren’t surprised to find that the ladder had receded up into the ceiling, but disappointed they didn’t know exactly how to get back in the white room.
“You just made us turn off our lights and then the door opened,” said Ben.
They had been sitting in the dark for over five minutes, and wall remained closed — no doorway had appeared.
“Did we do something else, and not realize it?” asked Stephen.
“I think we were standing more over here,” said Jack. He turned on his light and pointed over towards the dead-end of the hall.
“That could be it,” said Stephen. He and Ben joined Jack, and Jack extinguished his light again.
“Maybe someone let us in last time,” said Ben.
“What do you mean?” asked Jack.
“I’m just saying — someone may be listening to us talk and then they opened the door,” Ben replied.
“That’s creepy,” said Stephen. “I don’t think there’s anyone here.”
“You hope there’s not,” said Ben.
At that moment, they heard the garage-door sound and the crack of light appeared before them.
“See?” said Ben.
“Coincidence,” said Jack. “We just don’t know what we’re doing to trigger it.”
“Or maybe it just happens every ten minutes or something,” said Stephen.
“Whatever,” said Ben.
Through the door first, Jack walked over to the corner that he and Stephen had seen on the drawing. He stood close to the wall and looked at it from several angles.
“What’s over there?” asked Ben.
“I thought I saw something,” replied Jack.
“I’m going to hit this button,” said Stephen. He reached with stretched fingers and pressed on the center of the palm-shaped button again. The plastic scissored closed, encircling his fingers again.
“Who’s got the box-cutter?” asked Jack. He was tapping with his fingertips on the wall near the corner. The wall sounded hollow.
“Right here,” said Stephen, pointing over his shoulder to his backpack.
“I think there’s something behind this wall,” said Jack. “Or not something — see the studs stop here.” He pointed to a spot a few feet from the corner.
“Shouldn’t we be trying to figure out that ladder?” asked Ben.
“I think the ladder’s a trap,” said Jack.
“What?” Ben asked, surprised. “Why do you think that?”
“I don’t know — just a feeling I guess,” said Jack.
“We saw plans,” interjected Stephen.
“What plans?” asked Ben.
“On the computer — when you were asleep last night,” replied Stephen.
They explained the memory card and its contents.
Ben was confused and angry: “I can’t believe you guys didn’t tell me.”
“We’re telling you now,” Jack said. “And I’m sorry.”
“Screw you guys — I’m leaving,” said Ben.
“Oh man,” said Stephen, “don’t do that. It’s my fault. I told Jack that you were too scared and you would be freaked out.”
“What the hell?” asked Ben. “I’ve been here the whole fucking time. I’m not scared of shit, but you guys are being totally stupid.”
“But this makes it safer,” said Jack. He crossed over to where Ben stood. Stephen still had his hand on the button. “We know not to use that ladder now, and we can find the real way to level two.”
“What did the plans say?” asked Ben.
Stephen and Jack looked at each other, but neither spoke.
“Seriously — what was on there? Why don’t you want to use the ladder?” asked Ben.
“It was a skull and crossbones at that ladder,” said Jack. “But there’s another ladder back here.”
“Oh great,” said Ben. “So now we know that there’s a deathtrap here and you still want to go to fucking level two?”
“But we know about it,” said Jack. “We’ll be okay.”
“But why?” pleaded Ben. “What do you expect to find, and why is it worth risking your neck?”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “It’s cool.”
“Yeah,” added Stephen, “and it’s got to be something good.”
“You guys go up to level two,” said Ben. “I’m staying here.”
“Shit,” said Jack. “Don’t do that.”
“Right here,” said Ben. He lowered himself to the floor and leaned back against the wall. “Give me a walkie-talkie and I’ll stay right here.”
“C’mon,” Stephen said to Jack. “Let’s get through that wall.” He pointed to the corner and pulled off his backpack. He rummaged around and pulled out a walkie-talkie, which he handed to Ben. He handed the box-cutter to Jack.
“Okay,” said Jack. He cut a small hole in the hollow part of the wall. The box-cutter moved easily through the drywall, and soon Jack was peering into the gloom on the other side of the wall. “There’s a ladder back there,” he said with triumph in his voice.
“Cool,” said Stephen. “See if you can pull that panel.” He reached past Jack, put three fingers through the hole and pulled. The panel was loose from floor to ceiling, only held in place by tape and paint. They pulled the panel away from the wall enough so they could squeeze through.
Jack turned back to Ben and asked, “You coming?”
“No,” Ben replied.
Stephen was already halfway through the hole. When his feet disappeared, Jack followed along -dropping to the floor and squeezing between the wall and the loose panel. He found close quarters inside the wall, but the space contained a ladder.
“Help me push this out,” said Stephen. Together they pressed on the drywall and pulled the rest of the tape holding the panel in place. It popped away from the wall after a few seconds of pushing and they exposed the full entrance to the ladder.
Jack looked back to Ben once more. Ben stared down at his own knees.
“Careful,” said Jack, turning back to Stephen.
Stephen had climbed to the point where his head was about level with the ceiling.
“Be careful with the rungs,” said Jack. “We’ve had two traps that involved grabbing the rung of the ladder just above the ceiling.”
“Well what do you want me to do?” asked Stephen.
“Hold up,” said Jack. He got out the broom handle and taped the mirror to the end at an angle. “Look with this.” he handed up the makeshift periscope to Stephen.
“It’s hard to see,” said Stephen. “But I don’t think there’s any traps.”
“Is there anything on the floor, around the ladder hole?” Jack asked.
“Nope, just plywood,” said Stephen. “I don’t see anything.”
“Maybe you can pull yourself up without grabbing the ladder,” proposed Jack.
“Yeah,” said Stephen, “I think so. Let me try.” Stephen reached up to either side of the hole and grabbed the floor of the next level. Pushing with his legs and pulling with his arms, he ascended.
Jack saw Stephen’s light moving around above him — “What’s up there?”
Stephen’s face appeared in the hole. “Just another room — and there’s nothing attached to this ladder, so you can just climb up it.”
Jack followed up the ladder and pulled himself up the same way Stephen had. Jack blinked and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark. A significant amount of light was coming up from where the ladder came through the floor, but it only illuminated a small radius. They stood on an unfinished plywood floor, and overhead they saw joists stuffed with insulation.
“Is this the attic?” asked Jack.
“Nah, can’t be — the ceiling isn’t slanted,” replied Stephen. “It would slope up.”
Stephen pointed his light at the floor and walked cautiously away from the ladder. The wall he encountered was framed, but not finished. He was looking at bare studs, through which ran power and water pipes.
“It’s like we’re inside the walls,” said Stephen.
“Thick walls,” said Jack. He had headed the opposite direction and discovered the room was about ten feet wide.
“Let’s try this way,” Stephen pointed.
The room turned out to be significantly longer than wide, and they walked thirty feet before they reached another wall.
“Should we break through?” asked Jack. “Feels pretty solid.”
“I think it’s like brick or something behind here,” said Stephen.
“How about the other direction?” asked Jack.
They headed towards the ladder and then past it. In this direction, the room continued for while and then took a ninety-degree turn right. After rounding the corner, they stopped in their tracks. Ahead of them, just in view of their flashlights, they found the top of the other ladder and the mechanism to lower it down. The whole apparatus looked sticky with red dye. The ladder didn't draw their attention though — their eyes locked on the shiny blades affixed to the ceiling.
“That’s the deathtrap,” said Jack slowly. “Those things would have swung down and cut me in half.”
“I think you’re right,” said Stephen. “Good thing you turned around.”
Approaching carefully, the boys gave the blades a wide berth.
“Jeez, that is pretty dangerous,” said Jack.
“Only because we didn’t have the plans then,” said Stephen. “What triggers those things?”
“Hard to see,” said Jack. “We shouldn’t leave Ben alone downstairs. I’m going to go get him.”
“I’m going to keep looking up here,” said Stephen.
“Be right back.”
When Jack got back down to the white room, Ben hadn’t moved an inch.
“Hey man,” said Jack.
“What’s wrong?” asked Ben, not looking up.
“We found the trap on the other ladder,” said Jack. “Look, I think you should come along. It might be dangerous alone.”
“What makes you think it’s less dangerous for us to be together?” asked Ben.
“Because we’ll help each other out,” said Jack. “Plus we have more chance of seeing something.”
Ben didn’t answer.
“I said I was sorry we didn’t tell you about the map,” said Jack. “Sorry,” he repeated and paused. “But I think together we can figure this thing out. And I really want to figure it out.”
Jack started to walk away, back to the ladder, and then he turned around — “Can you just come with us this time and then you don’t have to come back?”
Ben looked up and studied Jack. “Okay — just this time though.”
“Cool,” said Jack. He reached out to help Ben up, but Ben got up on his own.
When they caught up with Stephen he was past the death trap and sitting on the floor. Jack’s eyes registered only black beyond Stephen.
“There’s a hole,” said Stephen.
The floor was missing just past where Stephen sat. The boys couldn’t see the bottom of the hole. It spanned about eight feet.
“Oh wait,” said Jack. “I’ve got a penny. I’m going to drop this. Ben, can you time it? Everyone be quiet and listen for it to hit.”
Jack held the penny over the hole and waited for Ben to set up the stopwatch on his watch. “On three — one, two, three!”
When Jack released the penny, Ben started his stopwatch. They barely heard the penny hit below. Ben stopped his timer right when they heard the sound.
“One point five-seven seconds,” said Ben.
Jack dug through his pack and pulled out a paper and pencil. “Let’s see, it’s one point five-seven times itself, then times thirty-two point two and divided by two.” he said.
“What the hell are you doing?” asked Stephen.
“Don’t you have physics down south?” asked Ben.
Jack looked up. “That’s weird — it’s almost forty feet deep. I would have thought the whole building was shorter than that.”
“I could have been a little slow with the timer,” said Ben. “Or maybe the foundation goes underground.”
“Well I don’t think you were late — at least not by much,” said Jack.
“Couldn’t you just lower down fishing line?” asked Stephen. “That would tell us how deep it is.”
“How are we going to measure the length of the line?” answered Jack. “Besides, there’s nothing wrong with this method.”
“Well, it’s not that far across anyway,” said Stephen. Without consulting his friends, he removed his pack, swung it back and forth and then pitched it across the hole to the other side. It landed heavily and skidded to a stop. “Hold my light” said Stephen.
“You’re crazy,” said Jack.
“I long-jump father than that in gym class,” Stephen protested. He retreated fifteen feet from the edge and waved Jack and Ben away from the center. “Look out.”
Stephen started to run and then stopped himself. “Hey Ben, point your light at the edge, and Jack, you point yours at the other side.” When the lights were arranged to his satisfaction, Stephen backed up again. This time he accelerated and launched.
Jack held his breath as Stephen flew past him. Stephen landed easily on his feet on the other side.
“You in?” Jack asked Ben.
“I guess,” said Ben. “You first.”
“Hey — catch,” Jack threw his pack over the edge and Stephen caught it on the other side. He looked once more over the edge and then underhand-tossed his flashlight to Stephen also.
He backed up to about where Stephen had started and then Jack ran at the edge. He was nervous and almost didn’t jump at the right time, but he willed himself across the gap and landed on one knee.
Ben followed Jack, executing his jump impulsively with a very small running-start, but easily clearing the gap.
“That wasn’t too bad,” Stephen paused, and then joked “For us — you seemed a little challenged, Jack.”
“Shut up,” laughed Jack. “I made it, didn’t I?”
“Barely,” Ben stated.
“Let’s see where this bitch takes us,” said Stephen.
They headed down the dark passage. It still had a construction look — stud walls and plywood floor. They moved slowly and silently. There was a lot of detail to take in and they didn’t want to miss any potential clues.
Ben finally broke the silence, “Did you guys name this section yet?”
“Nope,” said Jack, “not yet.”
“What about ‘The Attic,’” Ben offered.
“Good,” said Stephen, “but we were talking — it doesn’t have a sloped ceiling, like an attic.”
“Still reminds me of an attic though,” said Jack.
“Okay, then it’s the attic,” said Stephen.
“Looks like the end of the attic is coming up,” said Jack. He shone his light to the end of the room where a wall impeded their progress. On the left side, a doorway-sized hole led to stairs going down. The stairs continued down for five steps, had a landing, and then turned right. There’s was no railing and the treads were made of the same plywood as the floor on which they stood. Above the stairs, the ceiling wasn't sloped, so it didn’t look like a normal staircase — it looked like the stairs descended impossibly deep.
“After all this — these stairs give me the creeps,” said Jack. “You ever see that movie — ‘The People Under the Stairs?’”
“Yeah,” said Ben. “Where the stairs flatten out and they’re like a ramp.”
“Exactly,” said Jack. “I guess we could get back up by climbing those boards like a ladder.” Jack waved his light at the unfinished stud-wall.”
“Unless they just drop through to something,” said Ben.
“Maybe we should link arms in case we fall through,” said Jack.
“Ugh,” said Stephen. “How gay is that? Why don’t you guys hold hands and I’ll just go by myself,” he laughed.
“Yeah, whatever,” said Ben.
Stephen took the lead and headed down. He paused when he got to the landing and waited for Ben and Jack. They all three descended without incident and then Stephen started down the next section. After turning at the landing the stairs continued another fifteen steps uninterrupted. At the bottom, Stephen waited again and inspected the room.
The plywood ended at the stairs — the floor of this new room was black and white tile, like the bishop’s room, but not in a regular diagonal pattern. Ben arrived next and they cast their lights about the room. It wasn’t very big — only about ten feet square — but it was the most decorated room they had seen. With chair-rails, wainscoting, and crown-moulding, the room would have looked elegant under normal lighting. But lighting was not something they could find in the room. No switches, outlets, or fixtures were installed.
The pattern on the floor was a spiral. A line of black tiles directly in front of Stephen was followed by a line of white ones and the lines curved around the room and swirled into the center.
“Jack — what do you make of this?” asked Stephen.
Peering over Ben’s shoulder, Jack assessed the room. “I can’t see any way out.”
“Do you think there’s a booby-trap with the floor again?” asked Stephen. “it does have the same tile as the bishop’s room.”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “We haven’t seen the same puzzle twice, but could be.”
“I’ll try it out,” said Stephen. “But keep back — I may need to get out of there in a hurry.”
Jack and Ben kept their place on the stairs in case Stephen had to flee. Stephen gingerly stepped into the room; he started by only stepping on the white tiles, but quickly decided to be bold, and stepped on a black one. When nothing happened, he decided to ignore the tiles and walked around looking at the walls.
He tapped occasionally and ran his hands over the walls and wainscoting. Giving up on the walls, he circled the room once with his light trained on the ceiling. After five minutes he hadn’t turned up a single clue. He got down on hands and knees to look at the floor.
“Nothing?” asked Jack.
“Nope,” said Stephen.
Ben and Jack looked at each other and then joined Stephen in the room. They set their lights on the floor, pointing up, and sat in a semi-circle, looking at the stairs. Jack scooted over and knocked on the wall.
“It all seems so solid, like the walls are lined with concrete,” Jack said.
“Yeah,” said Stephen. “I really think they might be.”
“Maybe there was another turn upstairs that we missed,” said Ben.
“I think the floor is supposed to mean something,” said Jack. “What does this pattern mean?”
“Looks like a spiral to me,” said Stephen. “It all comes together here in the center.” he patted the center of the floor. “In China, the spiral is supposed to represent the sun.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” asked Ben.
“I’m just saying,” said Stephen.
“In cartoons,” Ben aped Stephen, “the spiral makes people hip-no-tized.”
Jack laughed and Stephen shot him a cold look. Still smiling, Jack said — “I read this book once where people would gain power by ‘Walking the Pattern’ which was like a spiral. At least that’s how I pictured it.”
“That actually sounds pretty stupid,” said Stephen.
“Naw,” said Jack, “it was cool. You had to be descended from the right family or it would destroy you, and it got harder as you went. But, if you finished it, you would have all kinds of powers.”
“I think I read that book,” said Ben.
“I probably loaned it to you,” said Jack. “I was really into that stuff a couple of years ago.”
“Well, this ain’t no pattern, and I don’t think you’ll get any magical powers by walking it, but knock yourself out,” said Stephen.
“Maybe this whole place is like ‘The Pattern,’” said Jack. “You know — thiswhole thing.”
“Oh god,” said Ben. “You keep trying to make this some kind of big, important adventure. Like sticking your leg in a bear trap and calling it a puzzle.”
“You just don’t get it,” said Jack. “This place is a test, and if we pass then we get the reward.”
“I don’t know where you came up with that,” said Ben.
Stephen interjected — “It doesn’t matter. Who cares if it’s a test or a trap. The thing is — it’s cool and we can beat it if we try. And it’s the most interesting thing to do.”
“Yeah,” said Jack.
“Oh wow — I just figured it out!” said Ben. He sat up straight and his face was serious. “You guys have become retarded.”
“Whatever,” sneered Jack.
“Seriously,” Ben continued, “I think it’s contagious or something, but somehow you’ve both caught ‘tardiness’ at the same time,” he laughed.
“Get real,” said Jack.
Stephen started laughing despite being the butt of the joke — “You know, he might have something. What time is it?”
Ben looked at his watch “It’s a little after noon.”
“I gotta go to the bathroom,” Stephen announced. He started giggling — “Anyone seen a men’s room around here?”
“Why don’t you take a shit in that hole we jumped over?” laughed Ben.
“That would be sick,” Jack coughed. “Can you imagine if someone was down there? That turd would be moving pretty fast.”
“I wonder if anyone’s ever died of that?” said Stephen. “Getting hit with pooh. Oh man, I seriously need to go soon.”
“We better start heading out then — I’m not standing around while you drop a deuce,” laughed Jack.
“Ditto that,” agreed Ben.
“Come on then,” said Stephen. He got up and headed for the stairs. Jack and Ben followed. “Oh, I don’t know if I’m going to make it.”
The boys made their way quickly through the halls and traps they had discovered. They decided to make a list of all the things to avoid — it was getting hard to remember all the tricks along the way. When they got to the stepladder they weren’t sure how to proceed.
“Are we coming back today?” asked Jack.
“No way — I’m not,” said Ben. “I told you, I’m all done.”
“Let’s leave the ladder here,” said Stephen. “I’ll come and hide it if we don’t come back. I just want to go.”
They closed the hatch and laid the ladder on the ground next to the building. Stephen led the way, taking long, careful strides.
“Why didn’t you think of that before we left the house?” asked Ben.
Stephen turned around with his face full of panic. He shot a hand up and pressed his index finger to his mouth — “Shhh!” he mimed. Stephen crouched down — they were still several yards from the main path. Jack and Ben dropped down and listened. Soon they all heard it — they recognized the voice of Smoker and he was just ahead.
Smoker’s voice carried well in the woods and didn’t seem to be moving — “I told you she was a slut,” he said. The boys didn’t hear the response, but then heard Smoker resume: “All the time. It never even happened that much back at the house, but I did it anyway.”
Stephen motioned for them to back up — they headed towards the hotel. When they were out of earshot of Smoker’s conversation, Stephen spoke first — “What are we going to do?”
“We have to go around — I think they’re hanging out on the path,” said Jack.
“I’m going to go in the woods,” said Stephen.
“If it’s really that bad, then go ahead,” said Ben. “It’ll probably take us forty-five minutes to get back to the house if we have to avoid the path.”
“Shit,” said Stephen.
Jack laughed at the unintentional pun. “Just do it. The pilgrims probably did it a thousand times right over by that tree.”
“There were pilgrims here?” asked Ben.
“Well then the Native Americans. Whatever,” said Jack.
“Okay — hold my bag,” said Stephen. He handed his bag to Ben and hiked off towards a thicker area.
Jack sat down on a large root and leaned back against a maple tree. “You’re really not going back in?” he asked Ben.
Ben looked around and found a different tree to lean against. “I don’t think so. It’s really not that fun and I think it’s going to end badly.”
“Yeah, I hear you,” said Jack. “I didn’t want to say this the other day, but I think I was hoping that we would find Gabe Vigue in there.”
“In the hotel?” Ben was surprised. “Why would he be there?”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “I just thought that it’s probably not someplace the cops would look and if we found it then maybe he did too.”
“But wasn’t that kid like five years old?” Ben asked.
“He would be six now,” Jack answered.
“How would he get out here — or get in there?”
“I don’t know. I thought maybe the guy kidnapped him or something,” said Jack.
“So you do think someone’s around?” Ben questioned. “I thought I was the only one who thought someone was pulling the strings.”
“I’m just saying,” said Jack, “that I could imagine that the kid is still in there, and I thought we might find him. I don’t necessarily think that the guy who set this up is still around.”
“Well, wouldn’t that mean that your neighbor set all this up?” asked Ben.
“I guess so, sure,” said Jack. “And he’s in jail now.”
“That’s true. And it would support my ‘One nut-bag per town idea,’” said Ben.
“Anyway,” said Jack, “I just had this feeling that somehow Gabe might still be okay, and this is the only place I could think of where he’d still be around.”
“Yeah,” said Ben. “But it’s been a long time. He would have to have a bunch of food and water down there to still be alive.”
“They guy who set this up didn’t seem to have any problem planning things,” answered Jack.
Stephen shuffled back out of the woods. “Either of you got any toilet paper?”
“You seem less panicked,” said Ben.
“Yeah, and about five pounds lighter,” said Stephen.
“Gross!” Jack exclaimed. “Let’s go back to the house for a bit.”
**********
Back at the house, the boys split up. Stephen went upstairs to clean up, and Jack and Ben settled in the kitchen where Jack’s mom had her paperwork spread out on the kitchen table.
“How’s it going, guys?” she asked.
“Pretty good,” said Jack.
“Did you eat your sandwiches?” she looked up and took off her glasses.
“Not yet,” said Jack. “We were playing at the creek and Stephen had to go to the bathroom.”
“That’s nice — thanks for sharing that Jack,” she replied and smiled. Jack’s mom turned her attention back to accounting.
“You want to go upstairs?” Jack asked Ben.
“Sure,” said Ben.
“Oh, Ben,” Jack’s mom called out. “I had a note from your mom — you should probably give her a call. She said that you and your brother might need to go away for a week or so.”
“Really?” asked Ben.
“Yes, but give her a call. The note was vague.”
“Okay — thanks,” said Ben.
Jack looked at Ben and then nodded towards the door way. On the way upstairs, Jack became curious. “What do you think that’s about?” he asked.
“I guess my dad’s got a break and wants to do something,” said Ben. “He said it might be a possibility.”
“That sucks,” said Jack. “I mean, cool to see your dad, but sucks that you might have to go.”
They reached Jack’s room and went inside.  Jack turned on his ceiling-fan; the breeze cut the heat and made the room comfortable. Jack sat back on his bed and Ben slouched in Jack’s computer chair.
“Somehow I don’t think you’d be that disappointed,” said Ben. “Then you could play at the hotel all day and not worry about me.”
“Hey,” said Jack, “keep it down.” Turning around on the bed, Jack reached over and pushed the door most of the way closed. “That’s just dumb. We’ve been best friends forever.”
“Well usually we both decide what we’re going to do,” said Ben.
“Usually I don’t have an opinion, and we do what you want,” Jack said.
“Fair enough.” Ben smiled. “But isn’t it just better that way?”
“Maybe sometimes,” laughed Jack. “But this thing is cool. It’s like something from the movies.”
The door swung open and Jack sat up.
“What’s cool?” Stephen asked as he walked in. “Nothing up here, that’s for sure. It’s like an oven. I thought you said your dad made air-conditioning or something.”
Jack laughed and Ben replied — “You can forget about that. His dad won’t run the AC until the carpet melts.”
“True story,” added Jack.
Stephen laid down on the floor directly below the fan — “Ahhh, that’s the stuff. I feel like a million bucks now. So what’s going on?” He kicked the door most of the way shut again.
“Well, we still got sandwiches in our packs, Ben might have to leave, and you smell of ass,” said Jack.
“And the fan’s doing a great job of pushing around that fabulous smell,” said Ben.
Stephen propped himself up on his elbows and looked at Ben — “Where do you have to go?”
“I don’t know yet. I’m supposed to call my mom,” said Ben. “But I bet it has something to do with my dad.”
“Well I’ve got two more weeks until I have to be anywhere,” said Stephen. “What are you doing in August, Jack?”
“I’m supposed to see my grandparents,” said Jack. “They sent me a letter, but I haven’t answered it yet.”
“Yuck,” said Stephen.
“They’re actually pretty cool,” said Jack. “I’d just rather be in Maine than Massachusetts in August.”
“Hey, you can come visit me!” said Stephen.
“Wait, I thought you lived in New York City?” Jack asked.
“No way. I live in Boston,” Stephen replied.
“Didn’t you say you were from the ‘Big Apple’? That’s New York,” Jack stated.
“What? No way,” said Stephen. “I think it just means any city. You know, the ‘Big Apple’ like it’s a big place.”
“God, you’re such a retard,” Ben chimed in. “It’s New York.”
“Well what’s Boston then?” asked Stephen. “Are you sure you hicks know what you’re talking about?”
“Ummm, I think Boston is like ‘Bean Town’ or something,” said Jack.
“Bean town? That’s stupid,” said Stephen. “Jesus, who’s the retard now?”
“Hmmm, let me check.” Ben mimed typing on the computer. “Yup, still you.”
“Well that’s good to know,” said Stephen. They all laughed.
A light tap on the door quieted them. Jack’s mom pushed the door open. “You forgot your lunch,” she said. She entered with their bags in one hand and juice-boxes in the other. She set them on the floor next to Stephen.
“Thanks mom,” said Jack.
“Yeah, thanks Ms. Randolph,” said Stephen.
“After you eat, there’s a craft-fair down at the middle school,” she said. “You could show your friends around your old school, Jack.”
“Aw mom,” Jack moaned. “A craft fair?”
“Relax. Just a suggestion,” she said. “I’ll leave you to your important activities.” She backed out of the room and shut the door.
Stephen whispered to Jack — “How come your mom doesn’t work? What’s she doing here all the time?”
“She and my dad own the HVAC business,” said Jack. “She does all the office stuff, accounting, and all that stuff. So, she works here.”
“That must be a drag — always having her around,” said Stephen.
“Nah, it’s cool,” said Jack.
“I like your mom,” said Ben. “She’s nice.”
“Yeah, I guess,” said Jack.
“Well she’s better than that new girl my dad is seeing,” said Ben.
“What happened to Broyhill?” asked Stephen. “My god, she had big tits,” he added.
“That’s old news,” said Ben. “She’s been gone for a while. You know, now that I think of it, you two guys are the only guys I know whose parents are still together.” Ben said to Jack.
“Amazing, isn’t it?” said Jack.
“So if you don’t have to go, are you going to come back to the place with us?” Stephen asked Ben.
“You mean the hotel?” asked Ben in a loud tone.
Stephen looked away from Ben and rolled his eyes at how Ben was trying to sabotage their secret. He raised his hands and shoulders in question and looked at Jack.
“Douche-ism,” said Jack. “It is catching.”
“That explains it,” said Stephen.
“I don’t know,” said Ben. “I guess I’ll go back with you guys. But I have to call my mom first.”
“Well get to it, son,” said Stephen.
Ben rummaged around in his backpack and got out his cell phone.
“That won't work around here,” said Jack.
“Yeah, I know, but I don't have everyone's number memorized,” said Ben. He searched through his contacts as he left to go use the phone in the guest room.
Stephen picked up his own pack and handed the third over to Jack. They found their sandwiches and began eating. Stephen opened a juice box and tossed another one over next to Jack.
“I hope he doesn’t have to go,” said Jack.
“Well, either way,” said Stephen.
“Oh man, how can you say that?” asked Jack. “Ben’s the best.”
“He’s normally the best,” said Stephen. “About this, he’s only fair.” Stephen tilted his hand back and forth.
“I think he’ll come around,” said Jack.
“Hey — what’s this thing?” Stephen had picked up a cuttlefish bone from the shelf. Jack began to explain it’s origin. A few words in and Ben came back in the room.
“What happened?” asked Jack.
“No answer,” said Ben. “Can’t get my brother either. I left a voicemail for my dad though.”
“Sounds like we’re on for this afternoon,” Stephen said through a mouthful of ham and cheese.
“If so, we have to get around Smoker,” said Jack.
“We ought to stay off the path completely,” said Ben. He grabbed his bag and pulled out his sandwich.
**********
“We should check the fishing line,” said Jack. They sat in the woods near the edge of the hotel’s clearing. It took a lot of effort and time to reach the hotel and stay away from the normal path.
“Go ahead,” said Stephen. “We’ll wait.”
“Okay.”
Jack crept off to their left and, keeping his head down, made his way up the gully. From the corner of the building, Jack began down the old path and then bent over to look at the ground. A second later he stood up and flashed an “Okay” sign to Ben and Stephen.
Ben grabbed the ladder and Stephen helped him lift it into position. They got it against the side of the porch and then heard a distant ringing. Ben dropped his end of the ladder and pulled out his phone.
“Huh,” said Jack, surprised the phone worked.
“Hey Dad,” said Ben, trying to sound normal. He listened for several moments. “She said that we have to…” he continued. “I just thought…” Throughout the call, Ben never finished a sentence. “What about…” Finally, Ben said “Ok, thanks,” and hung up.
“Was that your dad?” asked Stephen.
“Who else?” asked Ben. “He doesn’t know what my mom’s up to, but he thinks it’s no good.”
“How’s his trial going?”
“Good, I guess.”
“But you’re not going to see him?” asked Jack.
“Nope — I guess not. Must be something my mom wants me to do then,” he said.
“I hope you’re here on Thursday,” said Jack. “That’s when we’re supposed to get the new envelope.”
“Oh yeah,” said Stephen. “We’re going to have to think of a way to watch the place all day.”
“Why day?” asked Ben. “What if they deliver it at night?”
Jack answered — “You’re right, it would be best to start watching Wednesday night, but I don’t know how since we’re sleeping in the house.”
“Do you have a video camera?” Stephen asked.
“Yeah, but we can’t leave it out all night,” said Jack. “Besides, the batteries and tapes only last a few hours.”
“Let’s get inside,” said Stephen. “We can figure this out later.”
**********
On the way in they stopped at each room and Jack wrote down what they knew in a little notebook. Their goal was to document the tricks and traps so they wouldn’t forget anything. It didn’t take them long to write a sentence or two about the rooms — but they still couldn’t figure out a reliable way to trigger the door to the white room. When they reached the end of tripwire hall, they extinguished their lights and waited. For nearly ten minutes they debated possible solutions to inspiring the door to open.


Finally, the sound began, the crack showed and the door swung open to the blinding, white room. Jack wrote “?” in his notebook under “Open door to white room.”
In the attic section, Ben had an idea to solve their problem with the white room — “Why don’t we just figure out how to disarm this trap and lower down the ladder? Then we won’t have to go through the white room at all.”
“I don’t like the idea of breaking this trap,” said Stephen. “Seems like cheating.”
“You guys already broke through the wall in the white room — what are you worried about?”
“I’d be afraid that we wouldn’t be able to trust that ladder,” said Jack. “I mean what if we thought we had the trap disabled but it turned out it was still set?”
“Good point,” said Ben. “At least we know this way is safe.”
“Come on, let’s go down to the spiral room,” said Stephen. “I’ve got an idea about that.”
Stephen jumped across the pit and then they tossed their packs over to him. Once the gear was safely across, Ben and Jack followed.
“So what’s your idea?” asked Jack.
“It’s that people under the stairs thing — I’ll show you,” said Stephen.
They walked through the attic quickly and descended to the spiral room.  Stephen explained his theory as soon as they had all reached the spiral tiles.
“See, we checked all the walls in here, but we didn’t check the stairs,” said Stephen.
He walked over to the narrow stairs and set his light down on the floor. Starting with the bottom stair, Stephen tried to lift the tread and pressed against the riser.
“Look at that,” said Jack as he crossed to the stairs to join Stephen. “Look at the wall there.”
Jack pointed his light at the wall above the third tread. There were faint scrape marks up the stud of the bare wall. He reached out to touch the scrape as Stephen lifted on the third tread. His hand was nearly pinched against the stud as a section of the stairs rose easily at Stephen’s push.
“Wow,” said Jack.
“Hold this open, will you?” Stephen asked Jack. He was holding the stairs up with his left hand.
The section stood five stairs high and it pivoted on a hinge at the top. By stepping over the bottom few stairs, Stephen was able to duck through the hole created. He reached back over the stairs to grab his light.
“I think it’s weighted or something,” said Jack. “I don’t have to hold it up — it just stays here.”
“Probably a spring,” said Ben who had come up behind Jack. “Do we have something to prop it open with so it doesn’t close behind us?”
“I think I’ve still got that piece of broom handle,” said Jack. He pulled the piece of wood out of his pack. It was about eighteen inches long. Jack wedged it between the exposed studs and the bottom of the raised section of stairs.
Ben looked at the arrangement with his flashlight. “Oh, look,” he said. Ben was pointing at a latch build onto the underside of the hinged stairs that extended out and engaged a stud. “I think we’re supposed to use this.” He moved the mechanism and it locked against the stud, holding up the stairs.
When they caught up to Stephen he had shuffled down the passage. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all plywood at only five feet high, requiring the boys to hunch over and shuffle their feet.
“Watch where you’re stepping,” said Ben. “Could be another pit or something.”
“Ben, can you set your alarm?” asked Jack. “I want to make sure we start back to the house at four so we’re not late for dinner.”
Ben paused and set his watch while Stephen roamed ahead. Jack waited for Ben and then the two of them moved quickly to catch up. The hall was full of turns and the boys became disoriented; not sure which direction they were headed.
“Man, this is small,” said Jack.
They came to a four-way intersection.
Stephen had stopped, blocking the hall. “Which way?” he asked.
Ben had an idea — “My brother’s friend goes in caves all the time and he said they always put arrows to mark the way out. Anyone got a marker or something.”
“I’ve got a Sharpie,” said Stephen. He pulled it out of his pack and handed it to Ben.
Ben leaned down and drew an arrow on the floor. It pointed back the way they had come. “So, if we have to get back out, we just follow the arrows,” said Ben.
“That’s cool,” said Jack.
“But which way do we go?” asked Stephen.
“I guess it doesn’t matter,” said Ben. “But if we find a dead end or something, at least we won’t get lost.”
“Let’s keep going straight,” said Jack.
For almost an hour they walked hunched over through the corridors. They marked many more intersections, and plenty of dead ends. When they came to a dead end they would back-track to the previous branch and then put a small “x” on the floor. Eventually they came to something new: the passage took a vertical jog. The ceiling opened, but they faced a wall about five feet high.
“This maze is in ‘3D,’” said Stephen. “Awesome — help me up.”
“Wait, how are we all going to get up?” asked Ben.
“Two will go up and then help the other,” said Stephen. “You go up — I’ll show you.” He laced his fingers together and held out his hands. Ben put a hand on Stephen’s shoulder and then stepped up on to his hands. Stephen lifted him a couple of feet and Ben pulled himself up to the next level.
“You go now,” Stephen said to Jack.
“Nah, I’m lighter than you two. I should go last,” Jack said.
“Makes sense,” said Stephen. “Give me a boost then, would ya?”
Jack boosted Stephen up and Ben helped from above. Then they both leaned over the edge and held out their hands for Jack to pull him up.
“Let me try something first,” said Jack. He handed his light and pack up to Ben.
The passage measured only five feet wide and Jack went to the far right side. Gripping the lip with both hands, he walked his feet up the left-hand side of the wall until he got a foot over the edge. Pulling himself most of the way up, he shot out his left hand at the last second and Ben rolled him onto the edge.
“Pretty good, son,” said Stephen. “I don’t think you even needed help.”
“I need to work on the end-part,” said Jack. “I was stuck.”
Down the corridor they took a left turn followed by right. Another thirty feet along and they faced a five foot drop. Stephen crouched, about to jump down, when Ben stopped him.
“Hey, we only have five minutes until four. Maybe we should head back,” said Ben.
“I just want to see what’s down here,” Stephen said. “We’ll head back when the alarm goes off.”
“We’re just going to have to climb back up though,” said Ben.
“I vote for going until the alarm,” said Jack. “That’s why we set it.”
“Okay,” Ben relented.
They jumped down and found that the hall turned right almost immediately. Six feet later, it ended with a door. Diminutive, but perfectly proportional, the door had an oval-shaped brass handle.  It was set into the plywood wall, and it was painted blue with a blue frame.
“Can we even fit through that thing?” Jack asked.
Ben’s alarm sounded and the boys jumped at the sound.
“Let’s go,” said Ben.
They retraced their steps and came to where the corridor jogged up again. Stephen tried Jack’s technique and Ben had to push him over the lip when he could go no further. Ben suffered a similar fate and Stephen grabbed his belt loop and hauled him up.
After handing up his pack, Jack tried a new idea. He used the same positions for his feet and hands, but trotted up to the wall and executed his climb in one smooth motion. Like a high-jumper, he let his momentum pull his weight up and over the edge. Ben and Stephen clapped and whooped approval as Jack made it up on his own.
**********
“You boys are only half awake,” said Jack’s mom at dinner. “Rough day?”
Jack’s had his head turned to the side and propped up on one hand. Ben and Stephen both slumped over their plates.
“We were trying to track a deer,” said Jack. “But it ran too fast.”
“Elbows, Jack,” said his father.
“Hey mom, can we write our diaries in the morning? I’m tired,” said Jack.
“Sure, but they better be done before you go out,” she replied.
The trips back and forth to the hotel had taken their toll. Normally, they could hike that distance with no problem, but they had expended extra energy moving through the woods to avoid Smoker and Bag Man.
“So what’s the most interesting thing you guys have learned this summer?” asked Jack’s dad.
“Ummm, we learned that you can find yellow and black morel mushrooms starting in July,” said Jack.
“It’s easiest to find them four to ten days after a good rain,” said Ben.
“You’re not eating these, I hope?” asked Jack’s dad.
“No, of course not dad,” said Jack. “Oh, and we learned that mosquitos grow in vernal pools.”
“Interesting,” his dad replied. “What are vernal pools?”
“They’re temporary pools that start from springs or spring snow melt,” said Ben. “But they don’t have fish. So salamanders, and frogs, and stuff can live there without being eaten.”
**********
Later, upstairs in Jack’s room, Stephen expressed his disappointment with his friends. “You guys totally wasted all that vernal pool stuff — now what are we going to write about?”
“Relax,” said Jack. “There’s tons of stuff to write about.”
“Yeah, but we had that all worked out,” Stephen sighed. “What a waste.”
“Well what are we supposed to say? ‘Oh no, dad, we didn’t learn anything interesting. Might as well sign us up for soccer camp or hauling trash at one of your work sites,’” said Jack.
“It will take us less time to look up something else, than to argue about it,” said Ben. He was sitting at Jack’s computer and he began to search for another topic. “Hey, you might want to check this out. Looks like it’s going to rain pretty hard tomorrow.”
“What time?” asked Jack.
“Pretty much all day,” said Ben.
“Shit,” said Jack. “The hotel is out then.”
“Why?” asked Stephen. “We can make it inside and then it’s all indoors.”
“My mom thinks we’ll be outside all day,” said Jack. “She won’t want us out in the rain. Plus, we’d have to come home soaked to make it look realistic.”
“Damn,” said Stephen. “I was really looking forward to seeing what’s behind that door. That maze was cool.”
“That reminds me,” Ben got up, “I’ve got to call my mom again.” He walked out of Jack’s room and went to the guest room.
“So what’s the plan then?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “I guess we’ll have to find something else to do tomorrow.”
“What was your dad talking about yesterday?” Stephen asked. “Some job?”
“Wrapping pipes,” Jack said. “I’ve done that for him before. It means he’s working at a place with a bunch of heating pipes and you have to put these covers on all the pipes to keep the heat in.”
“Ugh. Sounds awful,” said Stephen.
“It’s not too bad, but I’d rather just find a way to hang out,” said Jack. “Probably best if we just get up a little late, after he’s gone, and then hang out in the basement.”
“Your mom won’t kick us out?”
“Maybe, but if we’re quiet she might get into her work and not notice us,” said Jack.
**********
The next day, Jack’s plan worked and they spent the morning in the basement, alternating between television and video games. After lunch, they were tired of videos, so they went up to Jack’s room to do their diaries. Ben had the idea of getting ahead on their assignment so they wouldn’t have to worry about it for a few days. He argued that as long as they were stuck inside, they might as well get something out of it. Jack was the fastest writer and had four night’s work done while Ben and Stephen were still wrapping up their second.
Sitting on his bed, Jack was the first to notice the commotion at the Vigue house through a lull in the rain.
“Whoa, check it out,” Jack slid on his bed and pressed his forehead to his window.
Ben and Stephen joined him on the bed and the three of them looked out. Just past the Vigue house they could see several men in jumpsuits carrying furniture and boxes out of Mr. Anderson’s house. Mr. Vigue sat on a folding chair in his lawn, watching the parade of movers.
Jack grabbed his field-glasses and focused on Mr. Vigue. He could make out that Vigue had a beer in his right hand and had his left leg crossed over his right. While Jack watched, Vigue finished his beer and tossed the bottle into Anderson’s yard.
“His furniture is going to get all wet,” said Stephen.
“Who’s that over by the tree?” asked Ben.
Just beyond Anderson’s walkway a tall oak grew in his front yard. Jack could make out the legs of someone leaning against the tree. The legs wore jeans; Jack couldn’t see the anything above the waist — a branch from the tree obscured the top half of the figure.
“I can’t see who it is,” said Jack.
“Is it that guy who lives there?” Ben asked. “The guy the police picked up.”
“I don’t think so. Looks too skinny,” Jack answered.
The boys watched men go back and forth, moving items from the house to the van. The back of the van faced away from them, so its contents were a mystery. The legs beneath the tree came towards the path. Just before the person left the shelter of the oak branch, the movers crossed Jack’s line-of-sight with a couch and the jeans stopped. Jack craned his neck in a useless attempt to see past the branch. Finally the movers had passed and the person continued walking.
Jack nearly dropped the field glasses.
The person walking across Anderson’s yard and heading toward Mr. Vigue was Smoker.
“It’s him,” said Jack. “Smoker.”
“Get the fuck out,” whispered Stephen.
“Shhh!” said Ben. “Watch that fucking language in the house,” he giggled.
Smoker walked up to Mr. Vigue and crossed his arms, standing with his feet spread confidently. He tiled his head to the side as he listened. From the back of his head, and the way his arms moved around, Vigue spoke to Smoker with great animation. A few moments later, the Bag Man appeared from under the oak tree and crossed the yard to stand next to the pair.
“The Bag Man,” said Jack. “And he’s got another bag with him.”
“Is it moving?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t think so,” said Jack. “But this one looks heavy.”
As they watched, Vigue handed something to Smoker and then the Bag Man handed his bag to Vigue. Smoker nodded and then walked off towards the street with the Bag Man in tow.
“Are they selling drugs?” asked Stephen.
“Maybe. But I can’t imagine Mr. Vigue buying them,” said Jack. “Although he’s been pretty upset since the Gabe thing.”
“Oh, that’s the guy who had his kid abducted?” Stephen asked.
“Yeah,” said Ben. “That’s Gabe’s dad.”
“Holy shit,” said Stephen. “He must be pissed. Maybe they sold him a weapon or something.”
“What for?” said Jack. “The cops already have Anderson.”
Ben got up from the bed and went over to the computer. “I’ll check online. Maybe something happened.”
Jack and Stephen continued to watch out the window. The movers carried mostly boxes at this point and the occasional lamp or chair.
“Can I look through those?” Stephen asked Jack, and Jack handed over the field glasses. “Looks like that one guy is filling out a form or something,” he reported.
A man, his jumpsuit unzipped to the waist, stood about halfway down the walk. He studied the clipboard propped against his belly and then waved to his co-worker. The man then went back to the house and closed the front door.
“Looks like they’re done,” said Stephen.
One mover climbed into the cab while the other was working behind the truck. The other movers piled into a pickup the same color as the bigger truck.
“Yup, definitely taking off,” said Stephen.
“I guess it’s not a crime scene anymore,” said Jack.
“This is all I can find,” said Ben. He read the headline: “Durham man held without bail for Gabe Vigue disappearance.”
“That’s all?” asked Stephen.
“Yeah,” said Ben, “but it’s from June twenty-third.”
“I bet my mom would know more,” said Jack. “She reads the paper every day.”
“So ask her,” said Stephen.
“I guess,” said Jack. “But she was pretty upset when they took him.”
“There’s nothing better to do. Go ask,” said Stephen.
“Okay, I’ll be right back,” said Jack. He got up off the bed and left his room, closing the door behind himself. He found his mom downstairs in their home office.
“Hey mom?”
She looked up from her papers — “Hey Bub, what’s up?”
“What, um, what ever happened with Mr. Anderson?” Jack asked.
“Oh honey,” she began, “don’t worry about that.”
“I’m just wondering because they’re taking away all his furniture,” said Jack.
“Well that’s probably for the best,” she said.
“Do you think he did it?”
“I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out. But, either way, I don’t think he was going to be able to live next to the Vigues anymore.”
“How come?”
“Well, regardless if he’s found guilty or innocent, I think that the Vigues would always have their suspicions, and it would be uncomfortable for them to live next door,” his mom said.
“How long has Mr. Anderson lived in Maine?” asked Jack.
“Um, let’s see, he moved here in nineteen ninety-eight,” she replied.
“Oh,” said Jack. “Where did he live before that?”
“He was in Europe,” she said. “France mostly, I think.”
“What was he doing there?” asked Jack.
“Why are you so curious about Mr. Anderson’s history all of a sudden?”
“I don’t know — just curious,” said Jack.
“Okay. Well I don’t really know that much about Mr. Anderson before he moved in there. I think his work sent him overseas.”
“Thanks mom,” Jack turned to go.
“Hey Bub, did I get your essay yet from yesterday?” she asked as he walked away.
“Oh, I’ll go get it,” said Jack.
“Don’t worry — give it to me with tonight’s,” she said.
Back upstairs, Ben and Stephen discovered the website of a local newspaper. They searched for information about Anderson, but they didn't turn up anything new.
“What’d you find out?” Stephen asked as Jack entered.
“Not much, but she did say that he was living in France before nineteen ninety-eight.”
“Really?” asked Stephen. “Why France?”
“Who knows,” said Jack.
“So she doesn’t know why he’s moving?” asked Ben.
“Nope,” said Jack. He opened the second drawer of his dresser and moved his shirts aside. The drawer-liner hid the letter they found at the hotel. Jack took it over to the bed. “This was supposedly written in nineteen ninety-one.”
“I wouldn’t trust that thing,” said Ben.
“Yeah,” said Jack, distracted. “He talks about a trust for the taxes and stuff. Really sounds like he’s planning to not be around. Maybe that’s because he was going to France.”
“So you think that this Anderson guy set up the hotel? If he did, wouldn’t he start looking after the place himself when he got back?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know, maybe he wanted to be anonymous,” said Jack.
“Well I don’t think the hotel guy is Mr. Anderson,” said Ben. “I’m not sure if Anderson snatched the Vigue kid, but I think that the hotel guy is still at the hotel.”
“That’s super sketchy — what makes you think that?” Stephen wrinkled his nose.
“It just feels planned. Like he’s there and waiting for us,” said Ben.
“You know, one thing makes sense about Anderson being the manager of the hotel — this kind of creepy stuff has to be really rare. I mean, what are the odds that one town would have a crazy hotel and a kidnapper?”
“Yeah,” said Jack, “that’s why I keep thinking they’re connected.”
“You just want everything to tie up neatly,” said Ben.
“Well I guess it doesn’t really matter much,” said Jack. “If they are connected Anderson is in jail anyway, and if they’re not, there’s no reason to believe that the hotel guy is still around.”
“Except that’s exactly what I believe,” said Ben.
“Yeah,” smiled Jack, “but aside from that.”
“You think it’s a joke,” said Ben. “We’ll see.”
“Hey, that reminds me, we have to do those essays,” said Jack.
**********
Wednesday was sunny and the boys told Jack’s mom that they were going to catalogue the species of reptiles near the creek. They had already written essays about it and hidden them in Jack’s shirt drawer. They planned to set out after breakfast.
While Jack and Stephen did the dishes, Ben tried to reach his mother on the phone. He came back to the kitchen to find his friends just wrapping up their chores.
“What’d she say?” asked Jack.
“I still can’t get her,” said Ben. “At the house the answering machine picks up, and her cell phone is off.”
“What about your brother’s phone?” Jack asked.
“Nothing,” replied Ben.
“I bet she lost her cell again,” said Ben. “That’s all I can think.”
“Yeah, but why wouldn’t she get your message?” asked Jack.
“She hardly ever checks it,” said Ben. “Whatever. I’m sure she’ll get back to me soon.”
“We ready?” asked Jack.
“Why not,” said Ben.
They grabbed their packs, put on sunscreen so Jack’s mom wouldn’t worry, and headed out. Since it was fairly early, they decided to risk the path, but they didn’t talk to one another so they could listen for Smoker. Jack took the lead and paused every hundred yards, to hear if anything was following them. They verified Jack’s fishing line still stretched across the path, and were unsurprised that the new envelope hadn’t arrived.
Jack led them rapidly through the hotel’s passages, checking his notebook at each room to be sure they remembered each trick. They had grown accustomed to waiting for the white room, so they talked and sat in the dark for over fifteen minutes.
“This sucks — it’s not going to open,” said Jack. He turned on his light.
“Maybe it’s us,” said Ben. “Try turning off the light again and let’s all just be quiet.”
“You think someone is listening?” asked Stephen, dubious.
“It could be simpler than that. Maybe it’s just a motion or noise sensor,” answered Ben. “I’m pretty sure the light has to be off, but maybe we have to be still and quiet too.”
“Worth a shot,” said Jack.
After they had extinguished their lights and sat quiet for two minutes, the door began to open.
“See?” gloated Ben.
When they arrived at the spiral room with the door under the stairs, the scene jogged Jack’s memory. “Hey Ben, set your watch alarm for eleven a.m., would you?”
“Sure,” said Ben. “Why? You want to turn around then?”
“Not necessarily, but I want to make the decision then,” said Jack.
“Okay,” said Ben.
Today the maze was no challenge. On the way out on Monday they had added to their markings. Each time they reached a new decision point they had marked the way out, but when they followed those markings, they also marked the way they had come. This gave them a series of indicators that showed both the way in and out.
“This is awesome, Jack,” commented Ben. “I’m going to tell my brother about marking both directions.”
When they reached the ledge none of the boys wanted a boost. They wanted to try Jack’s method of vaulting up to the next level. Stephen had to try several times, but Ben was a natural once he watched Jack accomplish the jump.
Soon the door stood before them. Jack approached it first. He hunched over; it only came up to his stomach.
“This thing is tiny,” said Jack. He ran his hand over the panels. The hinges were visible, so he guessed that it would open towards him. Jack got down on the plywood floor and tried to look under the crack of the door. He saw only black.
“Let’s just try it,” said Stephen. “What’s the worst that could happen.”
“Plenty,” said Ben.
“I’m going to try it,” said Jack.
Ben retreated a step and Stephen moved to Jack’s side as he reached for the ornate handle.
“I wonder where you even get a door handle that size,” said Jack, stalling.
Jack knelt and put his hand on the door knob. His grip swallowed the small brass knob. “Won’t turn,” he said.
“What?” asked Stephen. “Let me try.”
Jack backed away and let Stephen try the knob. Failing his first attempt, Stephen handed back his flashlight and tried with both hands.
“It’s not like it’s locked,” said Stephen, grunting. “It’s like it’s stuck. If it were locked, I think this handle would turn. I mean it has a separate hole for a key — so it’s not the deadbolt. Anyone got a credit card? My dad showed me how to open a door with one.”
“Can’t you just take the hinges off?” asked Ben. He pointed at the exposed hinges on the left side.
“Maybe,” said Jack. “Who has the screwdriver?”
“Right here,” Stephen pulled one from his pack and handed it to Jack.
Kneeling, Jack started with the bottom hinge. The pin was stubborn, but Jack got it started by wedging the blade of the screwdriver below its head and pounding the handle with his palm. The first inch was difficult, then the pin popped out. Jack moved on to the middle one.
“Lousy security,” said Ben. “Almost too easy. Maybe we should think about this for a second.”
“Could be anything,” said Stephen. “Poison gas, a shotgun pointed right at us, a midget with a hatchet — what’s the point in worrying about it? Wouldn’t he have killed us by now if he wanted to?”
“Didn’t he just try to kill us with the level-two ladder?” asked Ben. “Why would he stop now?”
“Bah,” said Stephen. “Seriously, don’t worry about it.”
“I’ll be back here,” said Ben.
The top pin was giving Jack trouble. “I think the door is sagging,” he said.
Stephen pushed up on one of the left-hand panels in the door to take the pressure off the hinge. One more hit from Jack and the pin flew up and out of the door.
“I think it’s going to fall open,” said Stephen. “Back up a little,” he said to Jack.
Gradually, Stephen let go of the door and it stayed upright. Jack came forward and used the screwdriver to lever the door from the hinge. Groaning and creaking, it fell off the hinges with a loud thump, but stayed upright. Jack and Stephen scrambled back.
“Hey — don’t worry about it, guys,” mocked Ben from several feet away.
“Go open it,” said Stephen.
“You do it,” Jack countered.
“Fine,” said Stephen. He approached the door and gingerly grabbed the middle hinge. Stuck against the floor and latch, the door wouldn’t budge. He grabbed it with both hands and had to rock it several times to pull it away from the frame. “Jesus, that thing is heavy as fuck,” he said. With one final tug the door came loose and slammed to the floor at their feet.
Jack and Stephen stared down. Still keeping his distance, Ben couldn’t see what was going on. “What’s there?” he pushed between them. Instead of looking through the doorway, his friends were studying a map painted on the door. The door had fallen towards them, so it was upside down, but so was the painting.
At the bottom of the drawing a yellow star was labeled “Go.” A Network of lines branched out from the yellow star, twisting and sometimes crossing one another. Where they came to a stop, most of the lines ended with a skull and crossbones. Some were just an oval with two eye-dots atop a wide “X” in white.
“Looks like more traps after all,” said Stephen. “Lots of them.”
Jack was counting under his breath — “Twenty-two traps. It’s going to take forever to get through here. I can’t see any pattern at all.”
“Start writing it down,” said Stephen.
“Yup,” said Jack. He pulled out his notebook and sat cross-legged next to the door.
Stephen leaned against the wall and looked at the map. “So we go straight, take our second right, the third left. Wait, is this the end?”
“Maybe,” said Ben. “But it could also be here.”
“I wonder what these traps are,” said Jack.
Ben stepped past Jack and the door and shone his light down the passage. “Pretty small in there — smaller than out here,” he said.
“So, is this level one we’re on now?” asked Stephen. “We came down from level two, so it must be back to one.”
“I haven’t seen any signs,” said Ben.
“There’s one right here,” said Jack. Ben turned around to see he was pointing at the corner of the door. “It says ‘Level 4,’” he said.
“Interesting numbering scheme,” said Stephen. “I guess it’s not based on height.”
“That means there’s also not a boss at the end of each level,” said Ben. “Unless you count the stairs and this little door.”
“Seem like pretty easy bosses,” said Stephen.
“I can just see down to the first turn-off,” Ben was looking down the hall again. “It’s like the walls absorb the light — you can hardly see any distance.”
Stephen added his light to Ben’s — “Your light is getting dim too. We should bring more batteries next time. Let’s go down there a little while Jack’s copying the map.”
“Yeah, go ahead, you can safely go down to the second right at least. Let me know if you can see anything funny down the first right,” said Jack.
“Okay,” said Stephen. “Right behind you, Ben.”
To make his way down this more narrow passage, Ben had to resort to almost crawling. It was only four feet high and he walked with one hand down on the floor.
“You weren’t kidding about the height,” said Stephen.
“Here’s the first right,” Ben paused ahead and waited for Stephen to catch up.
They both shone their lights down the passage — it went about ten feet and stopped abruptly with a black wall.
“Does this one end in a trap?” Stephen called back to Jack.
“Yeah,” Jack yelled back.
“I can’t see anything — you?” Ben asked Stephen.
“Nope. Guess we don’t want to find out, either,” Stephen replied. “We should mark it.”
Ben tried to mark the floor of the passage, but the floor, walls, and ceiling were too dark for the Sharpie to show up. “Hope we don’t have to get out of here in a hurry,” said Ben.
“What time is it, anyway?” Stephen asked.
Ben looked at his watch — “About ten till eleven. Why? You have to take a dump again?”
“Ha, ha,” said Stephen stoically. “When I do, you’ll be the first to know.”
“All these passages and traps and stuff. Would it have killed the guy to put in a bathroom?” asked Ben. “So the next right?”
“Yeah, straight then second right, and third left,” said Stephen.
“We should bring some masking tape or something,” said Ben.
“What for?” asked Stephen.
“We could make little arrows out of tape, since we can’t write on the floors here,” said Ben.
“Doesn’t Jack have duck tape?” pondered Stephen. “I think he does. Let me go find out.”
Stephen backtracked while Ben looked for the right turn. At the door, Jack was still reproducing the map in his notebook. He started putting all the side passages and the trap markers. Jack was busy erasing a line he had drawn out of scale when Stephen walked up.
“Do you think I need to do the whole thing?” Jack asked. “I think I can just draw a stub of a line for the ones that end up with a trap.”
“I think we need the whole thing,” said Stephen. “We want to make arrows out of duck tape to stick to the floor. Do you have it?”
“In my bag,” Jack waved at his backpack.
Stephen was pawing through Jack’s pack when they heard a thump from down the narrow passage.
“Did you hear that?” asked Stephen.
“Yeah,” said Jack as he cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled “BEN?”
They froze, Jack by the map and Stephen kneeling at Jack’s pack. They listened intently, but didn’t hear any more sounds.
“C’mon,” said Jack, jumping up and nearly hitting his head on the low ceiling.
“Hold up — take this,” Stephen held out Jack’s pack.
They got to the first intersection and pointed their flashlights down the right turn.
“He kept going when I turned back,” said Stephen. He led Jack further down the hall. They reached the second right turn, the one they had planned to take, but there was still no sign of Ben.
“He would have gone this way,” said Stephen. “We said straight, second right, third left.”
“Wait, third left?” asked Jack he was consulting his drawing of the map.
“Yeah — let me see,” said Stephen. He turned to face the same direction as Jack and they both looked.
“I don’t think this line here is supposed to be a hall,” said Jack, pointing at the first left off the passage they stood in front of. “This line was a different color, and I’m not sure it really intersects.”
“Shit, you’re kidding,” said Stephen. He started to head down the passage to the right.
“Stop, let me do this,” Jack had wriggled off his pack to get out the duck tape. He peeled off a strip and then divided it in two and tore on of those pieces in half. He laid out an arrow on the floor that pointed in the direction they came.
“Okay,” said Jack.
They continued down the hall, nearly crawling under the short ceiling. Jack was starting to feel uncomfortable in this confinement, but ignored it and moved quickly to find his friend. They passed one left turn and Jack stopped at the second.
“I think this is the tunnel we want to take,” said Jack.
“And Ben would have taken the next one,” said Stephen.
“Yup,” said Jack, looking at his map again. “But he wouldn’t have even gotten there according to this.” he said.
“There’s a trap on this hall?” Stephen had begun crawling down towards the third left, but this news brought him to a halt.
“Yeah, check it out,” said Jack. The map showed an “X,” Jack’s version of the Jolly Roger, past the second real left.
“BEN?” Jack yelled.
They waited again to see if there would be a response, but heard nothing.
“Hey Ben!” yelled Stephen.
After a few moments, Stephen asked “So what do we do now? He probably tripped a booby trap or something. What if we get caught too?”
“He wasn’t expecting it, but we are,” said Jack. “Let’s just take it really slow and try to figure it out.”
“Okay,” said Stephen.
On their hands and knees, they crawled nervously down the tight tunnel. Stephen took the lead and leaned down frequently to study the passage from a different angle. When they reached the third left turn without incident, Stephen turned around.
“Shouldn’t we have hit something by now?” Stephen asked.
“According to this we should have,” said Jack. “There should be another one down there also.” Jack pointed his light down the third left.
“I wish Ben hadn’t gone on without that tape.”
“Shit, we should have been marking these intersections?” said Jack.
“Why? We just went straight,” Stephen argued.
“Yeah, but if we get turned around, we’re not going to know what straight was,” said Jack.
“Let’s go back then,” said Stephen. “Last thing we need is for all of us to get lost. We’ll mark them and then look harder for some sign of Ben.”
“Okay,” said Jack. “Oh wait — if he’s trapped behind something, we might be able to still see his light. We should turn off our lights and see.”
“Yeah, good idea.”
When they switched off their lights Jack immediately noticed how loud his heart was beating. He could hear his own breathing, and if he focused, Stephen’s breathing as well. Suddenly they heard a familiar sound, distant and muffled.
“Ben’s watch!” exclaimed Stephen. They both fumbled with their lights and they came on simultaneously.
“Back this way,” said Jack. Shuffling back the way they came, they had to stop frequently to listen for the watch alarm. Jack stopped when they crouched between the second and third left. “It’s getting quieter.” he said.
Stephen pressed his ear to the floor. “I think it’s coming from under here,” Stephen backed up and Jack came forward a bit. Jack put his ear to the floor and confirmed Stephen’s findings. “Hey Ben!” Stephen pounded on the floor with his palm.
“Ben!” Jack added. They pounded for a few seconds and then waited. They could still hear a watch alarm going off, but nothing else. Pounding harder this time, their screams were almost becoming panicked. “Ben! Hey Bey!” they shouted.
Stephen stopped and Jack paused as well.
Muffled they both heard “Ungh,” from below the floor.
“Can you hear us?” Stephen yelled. There was no reply.
Jack felt around for any seam or crack in the floor. He pressed firmly on the floor, walls, and ceiling, looking for the trigger. Stephen followed Jack’s lead and soon they both pressed on every surface.
“There’s got to be some…” Jack was cut off by a groan from below. It was louder than before.
“Ben?” Stephen called. “Are. You. There?” he said slowly.
They heard a muffled reply from below. Jack pressed his ear to the floor. “What?” said Jack. This time he could make out the reply.
“I’m in a hole,” they heard Ben say from below.
“How did you get down there?” yelled Jack.
“I don’t know,” they heard Ben say. “It smells funny down here.”
Stephen looked up at Jack — “We gotta find out how to get down there,” he whispered to Jack.
“No shit,” said Jack.
“What about the map?”
“It doesn’t have that much detail — I don’t think we’re going to learn anything useful,” replied Jack.
“Fuck me,” exclaimed Stephen.
“He must have been crawling along and then done something to open up the floor,” said Jack
“Yeah, unless he’s right, and there’s someone else here,” said Stephen.
“Well, there’s nothing we could do if that’s true, so let’s assume it isn’t,” said Jack.
“What are you guys doing?” Ben asked from below. “Get me out of here.”
“Hold on,” yelled Jack. “We’re working on it.”
“Call your parents!” Ben said.
“I said hold on, Ben. We’re almost to you,” Jack lied.
Stephen looked at him reproachfully and Jack shrugged his shoulders.
“Let’s just try a couple of things,” Jack whispered. “Take this,” he handed Stephen his backpack. Jack started with flipping over onto his back and pressing against the ceiling with his feet. He thought he could feel the floor give a little where Ben sounded loudest.
“We should just break the floor,” said Stephen. “That’s all the fire department would do.”
“With what?” asked Jack.
“Don’t we have a hammer or something?”
“I don’t, no,” said Jack.
“Hey Ben, you got a light down there,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, but it doesn’t work,” Ben replied.
“Shit,” said Stephen. “What if you need to shine a light on just the right thing or something?”
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “Doesn’t sound like a reliable trap. You want it to get someone every time.”
“Yeah, unless someone’s already in there,” said Stephen.
“Hey! Maybe that’s it,” Jack was excited. “Maybe because he’s already down there, we can’t get it to open up!” Jack raised his voice again — “Hey Ben, how far apart are your walls? Can you lift up off the floor for a second?”
“I don’t know,” they heard Ben say. “Yeah, but I can’t hold here long.”
Jack backed up and waved for Stephen to do the same. Jack then tried to walk the way he had seen Ben move earlier — hunched way over with his right hand on the ground.
“I can’t hold this much longer,” Ben said from below.
The floor started to move right where Ben's voice sounded loudest. Jack braced his legs on the walls, and then leaned into his hand.
The floor fell away as a trapdoor opened. Jack began to tumble into the hole. From the other side, Stephen’s hand shot out and grabbed Jack, arresting his fall. Jack regained his balance and braced himself against the far side.
They couldn’t see Ben in the dark. Stephen let go of Jack’s hand and pointed his light into the hole just as Ben lost his grip on the walls and fell to the floor. With Ben’s weight pressing down at the bottom of the pit, the trapdoor began to rise back up into place, but Jack thrust his hand in the gap to stop it from closing.
The trapdoor shut hard on Jack’s hand and he cried out in pain. “Get off the floor!” he yelled to Ben below. Ben sprung back up, and Jack pull his hand out.
“Bag,” Jack said to Stephen, reaching toward his pack. When he had his pack propping open the door he looked down at Ben — “Okay” Jack said.
Ben lowered himself to the floor and the door closed on Jack’s pack but was unable to latch.
“Give me a hand, will you?” Jack reached his injured hand toward Stephen who took it in both of his. Stephen pulled Jack to the far side of the hole. They looked through the gap made by the backpack. Ben stood about ten feet below.
The pit was narrow enough — Ben could brace his back against one wall and his feet against the other to hold himself off the floor. Jack suggested that might be his way out.
“Can you climb up here by bracing against the wall?” Jack asked Ben.
“Maybe,” Ben said. “Catch” he said as he threw his backpack up to Stephen.
He put his back against one wall and pushed with bent legs against the opposite. Pressing behind himself, he could raise his back up several inches and then shuffle his feet up. When he got bolder with his arms, and pushed himself up about a foot, he really started to make progress.
“Get ready to grab me — I don’t know what I’m going to do at the top,” said Ben.
“Okay,” said Jack.
Jack and Stephen pressed the trapdoor out of the way completely now that Ben’s weight was off the floor. When Ben got high enough he had to step on the folded trapdoor to go higher.
“I should have started the other way,” said Ben.
“Yeah, but it would be harder to pull you out if you were sideways,” said Jack.
“Just get a little higher and we can grab you,” said Stephen. “Oh shit — you’re head is totally fucked up.”
“Yeah? It really kills,” said Ben.
Stephen shone his light on Ben’s head where his hair was matted down with blood. Ben slid his torso up as high as he could without planting feet on the trapdoor. “This is it,” Ben said. He raised his arms up to Stephen and Jack. They each grabbed a hand, and leaning over the edge of the hole, tried to grab Ben under his armpits.
“Okay, go slow,” said Jack.
With support, Ben was able to kick against the folded trapdoor and get even higher. His feet flailed somewhat when they got his head and shoulders above the floor level, but then Ben kicked off and popped out of the hole to fall in a heap with Jack and Stephen. The trapdoor closed behind him and snapped into place.
“Jesus, you okay?” asked Jack.
“I don’t know,” Ben gently patted at his head with his hand. “How does it look.”
“Bad,” said Stephen. “Were you like knocked out or something?”
“I think so,” said Ben. “I woke up in the dark and my alarm was going off. I was upside down, like resting on my head.”
“Wow, that sucks,” said Jack.
“Yeah, no kidding,” said Ben. “Which way out?”
“That way,” pointed Stephen. “We’re on the wrong side of that thing,” he waved at the trapdoor.
“I think we can stretch across,” said Jack.
Ben tried to get his flashlight to come on, but it was stubborn. Jack handed him an extra light from his pack and Ben stowed the broken one.
“So much for that stupid map,” said Ben.
“No, the map’s okay,” said Jack. “We just miscounted the number of turns.”
“My bad,” said Stephen.
“Well, whatever, let’s get gone,” said Ben.
“Yeah, too bad though,” said Jack. “It’s not even noon yet.”
“You want to keep going?” Ben was furious. “I might have to go get stitches, ass.”
“It’s not that bad, Ben,” said Stephen. “Are you sure you don’t want to just hang out for a second while we look for the next area?”
“Yeah, I’m fucking sure,” yelled Ben. After raising his voice he grabbed his head with new pain. Jack rolled his eyes at Ben’s discomfort.
“Okay, no sweat, we’ll get going then,” said Stephen.
Jack grabbed his pack and tossed it past the trapdoor. Reaching past the seam, he straddled the hole and then hopped his feet across. Once on the other side, he collected his pack and shone his light so Ben could see.
“Here,” Ben slid his pack. He reached across and tried to copy Jack’s move, but he was clumsy and barely made it. Right behind him, Stephen made it look easy.
As they made their way out of the hotel, each obstacle seemed to present more of a challenge for Ben. He was barely able to haul himself up the five-foot climbs in the maze section, even with help from above and below. He took several minutes to work up the nerve to attempt the long jump in the attic. In the bishop’s room, Ben’s balance faltered and he kept slipping from the white tiles, triggering the door to close: sixty seconds each time.
By the time they made it outside, Ben felt like he was under attack from Jack and Stephen, and they both felt that Ben was being dramatic about his injury.
“You should wash your head in the creek,” said Jack.
“No way — it will totally get infected,” replied Ben.
“You’ll be okay,” said Jack. “We’ve never gotten infected before.”
“This is a head wound,” said Ben. “We’ve never exactly had a head wound.”
“Same difference,” said Jack. “Besides, what are you going to tell my mom?”
“Seriously? That’s what you’re worried about?” asked Ben. “I’ll tell her whatever I want. Shit, I’ll tell her the truth. But whatever I tell her doesn’t matter, as long as I get my head fixed up.”
“Yeah, Ben, you’re right,” mediated Stephen. “You need to get fixed up — let’s get you fixed up.”
Stephen led Ben through the woods towards the path.
Jack followed, but was still irritated and it showed in the way he stomped through the woods. Stephen shot Jack a look.
Stephen had his arm across Ben’s shoulders. Jack carried Ben’s pack.
Stephen broke the silence in a reasonable, calm voice — “When we get back we’ll find Jack’s mom right away.”
“Yeah, good idea,” said Ben.
“We might as well tell her you hit your head in the woods though,” said Stephen. Ben began to protest, but Stephen kept talking — “I mean it doesn’t really matter, as long as you get to the hospital — right?”
“You think I’ll have to go to the hospital?” asked Ben.
“I don’t know, but probably, ’cause it’s Jack’s mom,” answered Stephen.
“What do you mean?”
“Well if it were Jack, she’d probably just look at it and say he could just wash it off, but she’s not going to say that to someone else’s kid,” said Stephen. “She’d be too afraid of getting sued or something.”
“That’s crazy,” said Ben. “She’s known my mom forever, she’ll won’t treat me any different.”
“Remember that time you scraped your leg on that tree out back?” Jack joined in from behind. “And my mom made you call your mom?”
“Yeah, that's right,” said Ben. “You guys know I hate the hospital. You’re just trying to get me to keep quiet.”
“Look, if your mom was answering the phone, I’m sure you wouldn’t have to go,” said Stephen. “But if Jack’s mom can’t get in touch with her, then you’re screwed.”
“I didn’t think of that,” said Ben. “Man, I really don’t want to go.”
“It won’t be that bad,” said Stephen. “In and out.”
“What’s my head look like, anyway?” asked Ben. “Is there like a huge gash?”


“Umm, can’t see, you’ll have to get down,” said Stephen.
Ben got on his knees and Stephen inspected his cut. Right at his hairline, above his forehead, Ben had a scrape and a cut about an inch long. His matted hair made it difficult to see the extent of the injury, but Stephen guessed that it might call for stitches.
“Yup,” said Stephen. “You’re going to the hospital.”
Jack was surprised at Stephen’s answer. He thought that Stephen was trying to convince Ben not to tell anyone, but now Stephen sounded serious. Peeking over Stephen’s shoulder, Jack saw that Stephen was right — in the daylight he could tell this was too serious to be covered up.
“What do you think, Jack?” asked Ben.
Jack paused and considered lying. This might be his last chance to salvage the possibility of exploring the hotel.
“He’s right — you need a doctor,” said Jack. “It won’t be like last time though — I swear. It’s totally different when you’re going in for an injury. When I hurt my arm I was out in a couple of hours.”
Ben sighed — hospitals were his least favorite subject — “Last time I went in, I was in and out for months.”
“Come on, you’re not getting any better here,” said Stephen.
Jack shifted Ben’s pack to his right hand so he prop up Ben with his left. Jack and Stephen practically carried Ben back to the house.
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 CHAPTER 13

The Boy


When he heard the crash above, the boy froze. He held a “halogen otoscope” — used by doctors to examine the ear drum. It provided just enough light for him to see about three feet down the hall. He stole it during his escape from the room with the chair. He took the otoscope, some slippers, and a labcoat.
He turned off the light and listened. He stood in a long corridor with a black-and-white tile floor, white walls, and no lights. He could hear his own heartbeat and breathing, but no more noises from above. Too afraid to move, he pulled the coat tight and tried not to shiver.
He stood there frozen for several minutes, until he remembered the chair. The thought of being tied down again got his feet moving. He shuffled down the hall and turned the otoscope back on.
He found a giant door blocking his path. The handle looked twice as big as any door handle he had ever seen.  Set into the lower right-hand corner of the giant door was a very small door.
The boy scanned the walls and floor, but found nothing. He reached out and grabbed the large handle. He had to put the otoscope into his mouth and turn with both hands. A loud click sounded when he got the handle around and the door began to swing inward.
He heard a loud, electronic beep from above and looked up to see a red light above the doorway. He could just make out a camera mounted above the frame.
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 CHAPTER 14

Kate


“Mom!” Jack shouted when he got in the house. “MOM!”
She came trotting down the stairs, tucking her hair behind her ear — “What? What is it?”
“Ben’s hurt.”
“Oh shit,” she said. “What happened? Where is he?”
“He’s downstairs with Stephen, he said he was tired.”
She grabbed the phone from the charger and bounded down the stairs. She slowed momentarily at the foot of the stairs as she saw Ben and then she rushed to him. His head was sticky with blood and he looked as white as the walls.
“Oh, poor thing, what happened?” she asked, sitting next to Ben on the couch and gingerly trying to move the hair away from the wound on his head.
“I slipped and hit my head,” said Ben. He sounded frightened and a little groggy.
“Well, you’re fine — you’re in the right place now,” she said, trying to soothe him with confidence. “Stay right here.”
She jumped up and stepped into the furnace room and closed the door. Out of earshot, she dialed the rescue squad from the sticker on the back of the phone. In her neighborhood she knew how to get help quickly, and calling this number was her best bet. She spoke to Angela who was related to Jim Henderson from down the street. Angela told her the ambulance would be there in five minutes.
“Okay,” she said, coming back into the rec-room, “let’s get you upstairs.”
Jack and Stephen helped Ben to his feet and pointed him towards the stairs. Seeing that he was in good hands, she followed and dialed the number for Ben’s house.
“Answering machine,” she said. “Ben, what’s your mom’s cell phone number?”
He told her the number, but warned her that he hadn’t had any luck with it recently.
“Yeah, straight to voicemail there too. Must be off,” said Jack’s mom.
She dialed his home phone again and waited to leave a message. They stood in the living room by the time she got a beep.
“Sheri, this is Kate, Ben has a cut on his head. It’s not terrible, but I’m going to take him to the doctor just to make sure they get it all cleaned out. Call me, my cell is 951-0428. I’ll call you again when I know more.”
She hung up the phone and put her arm around Ben. “Here honey, sit here,” she said. “Jack — go out front and wait for the guys. Stephen, you go upstairs and find some books and stuff to keep you guys occupied while we wait.” She didn't use the word “hospital” around Ben. She knew of his phobia.
“Do you think I’ll need stitches?” asked Ben.
“I don’t know honey, but I think you’ll probably get a little haircut,” she smiled.
“Don’t let them cut it too much, okay?” he asked.
“Of course not,” she said. Kate was beginning to regret having called rescue, but she knew they could get him to the hospital much faster than she could, and his pallor made her nervous. It bothered her to sit and wait, but better to be safe, especially given Ben’s history.
**********
Kate followed the ambulance and didn’t let it out of her sight. She thought again she could have easily driven Ben to the hospital.
She ended up losing the ambulance once they got into town. They couldn’t be more than a couple of minutes ahead. Still, it surprised Kate to find he was already with the nurse by the time they arrived at the hospital. She sat Jack and Stephen in the waiting room and went to go fill out forms and answer questions. Between interviews, she called her husband to bring him up to speed.
In the waiting room Jack and Stephen couldn't focus on reading so they ended up talking in hushed tones.
“This place is empty today,” said Jack. “It’s usually really busy.”
“I wonder what he’s doing right now?” asked Stephen.
“He’s probably up to level six at least,” said Jack. Stephen had packed Jack’s handheld video game console, and they had given it to Ben before he got in the ambulance.
“I really started to get worried when he wasn’t crying or anything,” said Stephen. “I think that’s shock, when the person isn’t really reacting to the injury and stuff.”
“I can’t believe he got out of that hole,” said Jack. “By the end he could barely even jump across the gap. I thought he was going to fall in there.”
“I know,” said Stephen. “When I grabbed him I was like — he almost fell backwards.”
“Yeah.”
**********
Ben was drifting off to sleep when Kate found him in the examination room. He had the room in the corner, separated from the others by curtains. Equipment surrounded Ben. Kate sat down in a chair close to his side.
She hunched forward, her bag on the floor between her feet. She stared at Ben, watching him breathe; her hands were folded between her knees.
The curtains rustled and Kate sat up straight. She was surprised to see Dr. Lambert — the man who had seen Jack when he fell out of the loft. Kate stood up.
Dr. Lambert set down his papers on the edge of the bed and flipped through until he found the file he was looking for. “Ms. Randolph?”
“Yes,” Kate answered. “We met last month — with Jack?”
“Oh, right, Jack. How is his arm?”
“Perfect, thank you. He’s doing quite well,” she answered.
“So this is his brother?” he asked, skimming the documents in front of him.
“No, this is his friend, Ben Palmer. He’s staying with us for the summer,” she replied.
Ben stayed quiet through this exchange.
“Hello Ben,” Lambert went to Ben’s left side and extended his hand.
They shook and Ben said “Hi.”
“You hit your head?” the doctor asked.
“Yeah, I was running and I tripped,” said Ben.
“Anything else hurt?”
“I think my neck hurts a little,” said Ben.
“Okay, well let’s get you checked out.”
**********
“Do you think he’ll stick to the story?” asked Jack.
“Yeah, I think so. He said he would,” Stephen replied.
“I don’t know though. He said all that stuff to the sheriff that time,” said Jack.
“Yeah, but that was a surprise. We had a chance to plan this one.”
“I guess,” said Jack. “Do you want to go back to the hotel once this is done?”
“Do you?” asked Stephen.
“Yeah, I want to figure out the rest of it.”
“Me too. But Ben’s never going to go back there,” said Stephen. “He quit after that other time, and he’s really been against it for a while.”
“Yeah, but he’ll probably be laid up for a while anyway,” said Jack. “Maybe we can just go without him.”
“No way. That will never work,” protested Stephen. “Your mom will want us to stay home with him and make sure he’s not bored and junk.”
“Maybe his mom will make him go home because he got hurt. Do you think she would do that?” asked Jack.
“I barely know her, but she doesn’t seem really overprotective like that,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, that’s totally true,” said Jack. “I have another friend who was in the hospital like Ben and his mom won’t let him leave the house or anything. She barely even lets him go to school and then she always picks him up and stuff. Ben’s mom is just like ‘Whatever.’”
“What was wrong with him anyway? He just told me that he was sick.”
“His appendix burst, and then he had all these infections and stuff,” said Jack.
“Oh wow,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, he almost died because they let him out after like five days, but then he had another infection and had to go back for all these antibiotics,” continued Jack. “Then they let him out again and he kept having problems so they put him back in for like two weeks. It was crazy. After that he was like ‘I’m never going back to a hospital again.’”
“I’ve heard him say that. But I didn’t know why,” said Stephen.
“I wish he wasn’t so down about the hotel though,” said Jack.
“Yeah, but we can’t dog him. Especially if he’s hurt,” said Stephen. “Let’s just find out what he wants to do.”
**********
After examining Ben, Dr. Lambert pulled Kate aside to talk about treatment. “Based on his injuries, I’m going to recommend some cleanup, and a few sutures to close that cut on his scalp. He’s had a bit of a concussion, so I’d like him to stay overnight for observation.”
“Will he have a scar on his head?” Kate asked.
“Not much at all. Only a small part is below his hairline, and there’s not much necrotic tissue to debride there. All the jargon aside, I'm just saying that I think it will be just a tiny white line in a few years. You’ll want to keep him out of the sun for several days, and a hat if he does go outside. Sun damage is your worst enemy at this point.”
“Okay, no problem.”
“Now I see you have an emergency treatment waiver from his mother — do you want to exercise that, or would you prefer to wait until she arrives?”
“I haven’t been able to reach her. I’ve left several messages. I suppose we could call his father,” she replied.
“Well from our perspective the guardian has to be here in person. You can authorize, or if either of his parents comes here, they can authorize as well. There’s not a huge time crunch, but the sooner we get going, the more comfortable he’s going to be. It’s twenty-til now, can you get me a decision by two o’clock?”
“Sure, yes, I’ll do that,” said Kate, pulling out her phone.
“Please hold off on using your phone until you’re past those doors,” Dr. Lambert pointed.
“Oh, of course — sorry,” said Kate, embarrassed.
“No problem. Just get word to the nurse’s station when you’re ready.”
**********
“What do you think is past the maze?” asked Jack.
“I don’t know. I was thinking about it, and when we go in, the first thing we do is go straight to the ground floor, right?”
“Yeah, the drawing room is probably right at ground level,” answered Jack.
“Then, we go up one floor, and another, and we’re in the attic.”
“Yeah.”
“But then the pit is what, forty feet deep?” asked Stephen.
“Yeah, about that.”
“So, it seems like the place goes deeper than the drawing room. And then we go down the stairs, and into the maze. I think there’s at least two more levels,” Stephen said.
“Well aren’t some of the levels on the same floor? Like the spiral room and the maze are really on the same floor, and then the latest thing — the vents with the traps — that’s on the same floor too,” said Jack.
“True, true. I guess I mean two more floors then,” said Stephen.
Jack was about to speak when he saw his mom approaching.
“Who’s got Ben’s phone? I need to call his dad,” she said.
Stephen pawed through the bag and produced the phone. Kate scrolled through the numbers until she found the entry marked “Dad.”
“Thanks,” she handed the phone back to Stephen.
“What’s going on, mom?” asked Jack.
“Tell you in a minute,” said his mom as she headed towards the automatic doors to the outside.
“We should go see him,” said Jack.
“I don’t think we’re supposed to,” cautioned Stephen.
“Who cares, come on,” Jack rose.
“We don’t even know where he is,” said Stephen.
Stephen was half out of his seat when Jack’s mom came back through the doors. “I can’t get him — straight to voicemail,” she said.
“He’s probably working,” said Jack. “Ben never bothers to try him until after eight, because of the time difference.”
“Well, keep an ear out for Ben’s phone — I told him that if he can’t reach me he should try Ben’s, and you would get me the message. I can’t use my phone in the exam area.”
“Sure, no problem. Is Ben okay?” asked Jack.
“Oh, yes, he’s going to be fine, but I wanted to get one of his parents on the phone before they give him stitches.”
“Is it going to take a lot?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know — they didn’t say,” Kate replied. “Okay, so you boys sit tight — are you hungry?”
“Not yet,” said Jack. “We brought snacks.”
“Excellent, good work,” she said. “You hold tight and I will let you know what’s going on in a minute. If you hear from Ben’s mom or dad, come through these doors and find me.” she pointed. “There’s a nurse’s station through there and you can ask them. Okay?”
“Okay mom,” said Jack.
“Sure, Mrs. Randolph,” said Stephen.
Kate strode back to the examination area, turning off her phone on the way. She turned when she got to the double-doors and waved goodbye to Jack and Stephen.
“You know what I just realized?” asked Jack.
“What?”
“The money is supposed to be refilled tomorrow,” said Jack.
“Is that tomorrow?”
“Yup,” said Jack. “Whether or not Ben comes back with us, I think we should find a way to check it.”
“Deal,” said Stephen. “I guess we’re not going to be able to stake the place out though.”
“Yeah — too bad,” said Jack.
**********
After another hour, Kate came out to check on Jack and Stephen and tell them that Ben was about to get stitches. An hour after that she came out to announce that they could go see him. She led the boys up to room two seventeen in the pediatric ward. They found their friend stretched out on a bed and watching television.
“Are you going to stay here?” asked Jack.
“Yeah, they want me to stay overnight for observation,” said Ben. “Just one night though.”
“That’s cool,” said Stephen.
“You got a private room?” asked Jack.
“Yeah, it’s great, I can watch TV all night,” said Ben.
“Not all night,” interjected Kate.
“Did you play the game at all?” asked Jack.
“No, I didn’t get a chance. Shoot, I don’t know what I did with it,” Ben said, nervous.
“I put it in the closet with your clothes,” said Jack’s mom. “That reminds me: Jack, I’ll take Ben’s phone now.”
Jack dug the phone out of his pocket and handed it to his mom. “How many stitches did you get?” asked Jack. “Too bad you have that bandage on, we can’t even see everything.”
“Yeah, how does it look?” asked Stephen.
“I got four stitches, and it looks okay I guess,” said Ben. “They didn’t cut much hair off at all.”
“Just four? That thing was huge,” said Jack.
“Yup, just four,” said Ben. “But I have a concussion.”
“No wonder,” said Stephen, “you hit that tree hard.”
“Yeah,” said Jack.
After a small tap on the door, Jack’s dad poked his head in. Seeing that he had the correct room, he came in. “Hey Ben, how are you feeling?”
“Pretty good, Mr. Randolph,” Ben replied.
Kate smiled at her husband as Greg crossed the room and leaned over Ben. “They taking good care of you here?”
“Yeah, so far,” Ben said and smiled.
Kate stood up from her chair, “Ben? Are you getting tired?”
“A little, I guess,” he replied.
“Honey,” she turned to her husband, “why don’t you take Jack and Stephen out for a bit and come back later.” she turned back to Ben, “I’ll stay here with you for a bit so you can get some rest,” she said.
“Thanks,” said Ben.
“Okay boys, let’s get going,” said Jack’s dad. “What can we get you from the outside world, Ben?”
“I’m okay I guess, I don’t need anything,” said Ben.
“Nonsense, we’ll bring you back an after-dinner milkshake. What flavor?”
“Chocolate!” said Ben.
“Anything for you honey?” he asked his wife.
“I’m fine. I have my book,” she said.
“Great, see you soon,” he said. Greg herded Jack and Stephen out of the room.
“Bye Ben. See you later,” called Jack.
**********
After dinner, Jack’s dad brought the boys back to Ben’s room. Ben finished eating his dinner and Kate ran down to the cafeteria for a snack.
Jack’s dad had taken the boys out for ice cream after dinner and they had brought milkshakes to the hospital — a large chocolate for Ben, and a small strawberry for Kate.
Sipping her milkshake, Kate took her husband aside to update him on her communication — “I talked to his dad this evening and told him that everything was okay. He was relieved and he’s not going to come out just for this,” she said to Greg privately.
“That’s good — anything from Sheri?”
“No answer, but apparently there’s something wrong with her phone, so she might not get the message,” said Kate.
“Why don’t I go over there and track her down?” asked Greg.
“Oh, would you? I would feel better if she were here,” said Kate. “And if she’s not there, can you leave a note?”
“Sure, sure, do you think she’s out of town?” he asked.
“I don’t know. She sent me a note the other day and said something about having to take Ben for a couple of weeks, but then I didn’t hear from her again, and Ben said he hasn’t heard anything either.”
“I hope she’s okay. Do you have another contact for her? A sister, or parent, or something,” Greg asked.
“Nope, nothing,” she replied. “His dad doesn’t seem to know how to get in touch with her either. She can be pretty cavalier about things, but she’s never just disappeared like this before.”
“Oh, what about his brother?” asked Greg. “Doesn’t he have a job?”
“Ben said that he quit recently,” she said.
“Okay, I’ll get over there and meet you back at the house later,” said Greg.
“Well, you better call first. If he wants me to, I’m going to see if I can stay here,” she said.
“That chair will kill your back. Why don’t I stay?” Greg offered.
“I’d rather have you at the house,” she said. “But thanks.”
“I’ll call in an hour then, after I’ve checked out his house,” he said.
“Thanks, honey, talk to you soon.”
**********
An hour passed and Greg still hadn’t called. The boys watched TV and Kate sat staring at her book, but she hadn’t flipped a page in several minutes. After ninety minutes, she was about to pick up her phone and call her husband when he walked through the door.
He knelt down next to his wife’s chair and spoke softly — “Nothing — no sign,” he reported. “But I talked to the neighbors and one of them is picking up the mail and newspaper for her.”
“She gets a paper?” asked Kate.
“Yeah, I guess,” he replied. “Anyway, she said she would be gone for a couple weeks. Well, actually, she wrote she would be gone. They had a note from her.”
“Huh,” said Kate. “You think she would have said something before she went off like that.”
“Didn’t you say you had a note?” Greg asked.
“Yeah, but she didn’t say where she was going, or for how long exactly.”
“Maybe she expected to tell you that when she picked up Ben.”
“I guess.”
“Hey mom?” Jack interrupted.
“What’s up, Bub?” she asked.
“Can we stay here with Ben tonight?”
“Oh, I don’t think so honey — I think only parents and guardians are allowed to stay,” she replied.
“We could sneak back in when the nurses aren’t looking,” Jack offered.
“Jack, that’s not going to help,” she crossed over to Ben’s bed. “Ben, I’ll stay here with you tonight and the boys will be back as soon as we can in the morning.”
“That’s okay Mrs. Randolph — I don’t want you to have to stay here with me,” said Ben. “I’ll be asleep anyway.”
“Ben, I’m going to stay right here with you whether you want me to or not,” said Kate. “And nobody is going to stop me.”
“Thanks, Ms. Randolph,” said Ben.
**********
“Wake up,” Stephen said as he shook Jack.
“What’s going on?” asked Jack. He was groggy and thought he was still in a dream for a minute.
“Let’s get breakfast and get ready to go over to the hospital,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, okay, sure,” said Jack.
At seven in the morning Jack had barely slept. He kept having dreams that he had been the one swallowed into the floor. Tumbling down for minutes, his dream-hole was way deeper than the one Ben had fallen in to. Jack knew what to expect — at the bottom of Jack’s hole were the remains of Gabe Vigue. He was terrified of these dreams, but he still resented Stephen for waking him up. He was desperate to figure out how the dream would end.
Jack and Stephen made their way downstairs and fed themselves breakfast. Waiting for Jack’s dad, they sat in the kitchen and tried to pass the time by flipping through an old newspaper. Greg finally came down at eight o’clock, and Jack wanted immediate action.
“Can we go over to the hospital now Dad?” he asked.
“Didn’t you boys look at the signs when we were leaving?” his dad asked. “They clearly stated that visiting hours start at ten. How long did it take us to get back here last night?”
“Um,” said Jack, “about forty-five minutes?”
“That’s right,” said his dad. “And what time is it now?”
“About eight.”
“Excellent — so how long until we should leave?” his dad asked him.
“Probably about seventy-five minutes?”
“Excellent — good answer. Why don’t you two use that time to go get cleaned up? It’s a hospital, you know. They last thing they need is smelly boys running around, stinking up the joint.”
“Okay, Dad,” said Jack.
**********
Jack and Stephen came down the stairs an hour later to find a huge surprise — Jack’s mom walked through the door.
“Mom!” exclaimed Jack. “Did they release him.”
“They did,” she said. “They released him to his mom — she wants him to stay at home for a while.”
“What?” said Jack, surprised. “His mom? I thought you couldn’t get in touch with her?”
“I didn’t,” said his mom. “But I guess she got the message.”
Jack’s dad appeared from the kitchen — “Hey honey,” he said. “Sleep well?”
“Oh, you know it,” she replied. “I was just telling Jack and Stephen — Ben’s fine, but his mom wanted him to come home for a bit, so he was released to her this morning.”
“Did you actually see her?” asked Jack.
“Of course I did. Did you think I was going to let him go with just anyone?” she asked, studying Jack closely.
“It’s just that you hadn’t heard from her in so long,” Jack tried to downplay his previous question. “I just wondered if she looked okay.”
“Yes sir,” said his mom. She paused and then continued — “She looked just fine, and Ben looked good too.”
“Thanks, mom,” said Jack. “Can me and Stephen give him a call before we go outside?”
“Stephen and I, and yes,” she said.
The boys crossed through the kitchen and Jack pointed Stephen to the phone while he crept back to the doorway. His parents were talking about Ben at the foot of the stairs.
“I don’t know, she just acted so weird,” he heard his mom say.
“Was she driving?” his dad asked.
“No, thank God,” said his mom. “One of her neighbors drove her over. I didn’t really meet him, but he looked nice enough.”
“Do you think she’s on something again?”
“I hope not,” his mom sighed. “But she did have that same vacant look.”
Jack snuck back to Stephen.
**********
“No answer,” said Jack. They took the house phone outside to the patio to place their call in private.
“Which number did you dial?” asked Stephen.
“I did the house number,” Jack replied. “I’ll try his cell.”
“Good.”
“Weird. Straight to voicemail on that one,” said Jack.
“That’s really strange. Something must be wrong with the tower or something,” said Stephen.
“Could be,” said Jack. “Or maybe they just hate cell phones now.”
“Probably,” said Stephen.
“So, you want to go to the hotel today?” asked Jack.
“Seems weird without Ben, but I really want to know if there’s more money there.”
“Yeah, me too,” said Jack.
In the house, they met unexpected resistance.
“Why don’t you just play in the basement today?” asked his mom.
“Cause we don’t want to,” said Jack. “We want to go back out and see if we can find that reptile that Ben was chasing.”
“I don’t think you’re going to be able to find a particular lizard, Jack,” she replied.
“Well, not that exact one, but one like the one we were chasing, I guess,” Jack said.
“I think you should stay around the house this one time so I don’t have to be so worried about you,” she said.
“Yeah, but mom you’re always going to have to worry about something,” said Jack. “Why can’t we just do this one thing and then you can worry about something else later?”
“What did I just say, Jack?” barked his mom.
“But mom,” he protested.
“That’s it,” she said, really frustrated now. “You can spend the day upstairs, in your room. No computer. I want you reading one of your books for school and then I want five-hundred words on what you’ve read. Due by dinner.”
“What?” said Jack. “You can’t be serious, what’s Stephen going to do?”
“Same for you, Stephen,” she said. “Pick one of the books on Jack’s list. They’re all on his shelf.”
“Yes, Ms. Randolph,” said Stephen, dejected. He shot a sideways look at Jack.
“Shit,” said Jack under his breath.
“That’s it, Jack. That’s a free one. But if I hear language like that again, you’re going to get grounded for the summer,” she warned.
Jack turned and stomped up the stairs to his room. Stephen followed quietly behind him.
Up in Jack’s room, they grabbed books and conspired.
“We could go in the middle of the night again,” said Jack.
“That’s going to be tough from up here,” Stephen responded. “I’ve heard your dad wake up just from me going to the bathroom. His snoring stops until I go back to the room.”
“Yeah, dad always was a light sleeper. Unless he’s on his Xanax,” said Jack.
“What does he take that for?” asked Stephen.
“He used to get panic attacks,” said Jack. “He only takes them now if he’s got a lot of stress from too many jobs at once.”
“Maybe he should take one tonight,” said Stephen.
“He’s only going to take it if he’s stressed though. I think my mom’s the one who’s stressed right now, and she never takes the stuff.”
“No, I mean like maybe we should slip both of them some when they’re not looking. Then they’ll both be asleep and we can go whenever we want,” said Stephen.
“Jeez, I don’t know how we would pull that off,” said Jack. “Like put them in a drink or something?”
“Maybe we can just crumble them up in part of dinner, then we just won’t eat whatever that is,” offered Stephen.
“Sounds complicated,” said Jack. “Can’t we just hit them over the head with something?” he laughed.
“I thought you really wanted to get back to the hotel and figure out the maze?”
“I do, but I don’t think we’ll be able to drug my parents. We should just wait until tomorrow and I’ll apologize to my mom,” said Jack.
“Okay,” said Stephen. “I hope that works.”
“We better read these things,” said Jack, holding up his book. “My mom will know if we don’t.”
**********
Jack apologized before dinner and then let the subject drop. After breakfast on Friday, Jack decided the time was right.
“Hey mom,” Jack began, “do you think Stephen and I can play outside today?”
“What do you think?” she asked, and then continued before he could answer, “Do you think that one day of penance was enough for questioning my decisions yesterday?”
“I’m sorry,” said Jack. “I was just so worried about Ben, I guess I just overreacted.” Jack and Stephen had planned this line the night before. They hoped she would go easier if she thought they were upset about their friend.
“Yes, you did,” she said. “Regardless, I think you still need another day to cool off.”
“Okay mom,” said Jack. “We’ll be upstairs reading until lunch.”
Jack’s easy defeat confused Stephen. They got up to Jack’s room and Stephen asked his question — “What happened? I figured you would have worked on her some more.”
“I was going to, then I happened to see the calendar,” said Jack. Stephen was still confused, so Jack continued: “She had this day circled in red. That means she’s going to consult with the tax guy today, and it said eleven AM, so she’ll be gone from ten until three at least.”
“Oh cool — that gives us five hours,” said Stephen.
“Right, so we’ve got to finish a whole day’s reading and writing in just a few hours,” said Jack. “Let’s get going.”
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CHAPTER 15

The Boy


The boy limped down the halls in a blind panic. The incision on his right thigh throbbed and oozed bloody pus. He could barely see as the batteries of the otoscope started to fail. He lost track of the turns. He paused at a door and wondered: had he come this way before? When he reached for the handle, he could barely see it beginning to turn on its own. He backed up slowly at first, and then picked up speed. When he saw the door begin to swing towards him, he turned and ran in earnest. The slippers on his feet offered no traction. He managed to kick them off and ran even faster.
At the end of the corridor, he crashed into the wall and pushed off, throwing himself down left the passage. This was new — he was certain. Ahead, an iron gate with a big padlock blocked the way. The vertical bars, topped with sharp points, had several cross-members holding the bars in place. The boy started climbing, hoping to squeeze between the top of the bars and the ceiling. Desperation drove him forward — he threw his knee up and got a foothold on the waist-high brace. He grabbed two of the points and pulled, climbing the gate like a ladder.
The boy squeezed his chest over the top of the gate and heard the approach of heavy footsteps.  He had to concentrate. He pushed and pulled with all his strength. One of the points dug into the side of his right knee. Instead of pushing away from the bars, he managed to wrangle his panic and figured how to lift his leg off the snag.
From what he could see, the hall on this side of the gate was not in very good shape. The walls were discolored and unpainted, and the floors were littered with scraps of drywall, dirt, and dust. He rounded another corner and found a set of decrepit stairs, leading up. Thick, rough-cut planks with protruding nails took him up to a small landing and then turned left before ascending again. The boy suspected he had gone up at least two flights, maybe more.
At the top of the stairs, he found another small landing and then the hall continued off to his right. The boy bent over for a second to catch his breath, and in the darkness he saw tiny flashes of white until his heart rate slowed a bit more. With the last light of the otoscope, he saw that the construction looked older here, and even more run-down. The floors were stained, cracked hardwood, and the walls showed gaping holes through the plaster to the lath slats.
He straightened slowly, and started to walk down the hall. The boy waited to hear footfalls ascending the steps at any second.
The otoscope pulsed and then shut off completely. The boy twisted the handle on and off, and slowly realized that he could still see his feet.
He crouched and peered through the vent at his ankles. Set in the wall was a vent with a twisting, looping, pattern to its grate. The room on the other side had a faint blue light. The screw at the top of the grate anchored into nothing — the plaster above the vent had fallen away and the screw didn’t quite reach to the wood. It dawned on the boy that it might be big enough for him to fit through. It looked tight, but anything would be better than staying in the pitch black hallway with the crazy man somewhere behind him.
He tugged at the metal for a few seconds and then sat on the floor and braced a foot on either side of the vent and pulled with both hands. When it gave a little, he doubled his efforts. In a few more tugs he popped off the cover.
The light on the other side came through several windows. He put his left arm through first and then pulled until his head was on the other side. Turning his shoulders, he managed to get his chest and other arm free.
Suddenly, he imagined an unseen axe descending on his naked legs and he struggled to get his legs to safety. He scrabbled across the floor of the new room, desperately trying to free his feet. When he made it, he cautiously looked back but the hallway he had left was empty. The boy screwed up his nerve and then reached for the cover, back in the hall. He did his best to pull it back into position.
Relieved, he tiptoed over to one of the windows. The window was two or three stories up and overlooked an overgrown field bordered with woods. A nearly full moon hung low, just about even with the treeline. He pressed his face close to the window so he could look straight down; the ground looked a long way down. A door on the adjacent wall was open a crack, he walked as quietly as he could and swung it open.
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CHAPTER 16

Jack 


Planning to do extra errands before her appointment, Kate left the house at nine-thirty. She hung a note up on the fridge which told Jack and Stephen to eat leftovers for lunch. They snuck into the front room to listen for the garage door opening, and then they watched from there as she pulled away from the house.
“Let’s go,” said Jack.
They wore their exploring-clothes and already had their bags packed. Once out of the yard and safely out of sight of the neighbors, they moved fast — running to the hotel.
Their ladder routine didn't work well with two people instead of three. Jack helped Stephen carry the ladder, and then doubled back to inspect the fishing line stretched across the path. Up on the porch roof, Stephen was anxious to see if the money had been replaced. He fumbled with the trick clapboard, and yelled at Jack when he tried to help.
When Stephen finally got the section of clapboard loose, the sight of a new envelope delighted the boys.
Stephen grabbed it and tore it open. Squeezing the sides, he shook the contents into his hand. Another seven crisp hundred-dollar bills slid out of the envelope. “Sweet,” he said. “Now we’ve got seven hundred each.”
“What about Ben’s share?” asked Jack.
“Oh yeah,” said Stephen. “Still pretty good though.”
“Is there another letter?” asked Jack.
“Yeah, but it’s the same,” Stephen skimmed the letter folded up with the bills.
“That makes sense,” said Jack.
Once inside the hotel, Jack and Stephen had very little trouble getting back to where Ben had fallen. Jack only consulted his notebook at the beginning. They felt that they could negotiate the hotel’s intricacies without reviewing the diary.
When they got back to the vents, Jack put his hand on Stephen’s shoulder to slow him down — “Hold up — I want to check the map,” said Jack.
“Yeah, okay. What time is it?” Stephen asked.
“Uh, it’s eleven-thirty,” said Jack, consulting his watch.
“Let me see the drawing,” said Stephen. Jack held his flashlight on the map painted on the door. They hunched over in the small passage and their heads nearly touched. Tracing a finger across the drawing, Stephen checked each line and mark on Jack’s reproduction. He asked questions about lines that appeared on the door, but not in Jack’s notebook. Some of them were reference marks, pertaining to ducts or utilities as opposed to corridors, by Jack’s calculations. When they agreed on the accuracy of Jack’s map, Stephen handed the notebook back and then crawled into “the vents.”
Jack pulled duck tape from his pack and they marked the first turn. Only one path didn’t end in a skull and crossbones, so their choice was easy at first. As they had seen two days before, the only viable choice was the second right and then the left turn before the trap Ben triggered. After that, they had two choices that didn’t have a trap, and both ended abruptly. They reached the crossroads and paused.
On the map, the left wound around for a bit and then stopped near the top. The right looked straighter and shorter, and ended near the right-hand side.
“I guess we’ll just have to check both,” said Jack.
“Seems pretty risky,” said Stephen. “We don’t have any idea if they have traps or not.”
“I don’t know — why bother to mark some traps and not others?” asked Jack.
“Who knows,” said Stephen. “The guy who made this place was a nut-bag.”
“How about this: one of us goes and the other follows, like ten feet back, so if there’s a trap, we’ll just have to figure out how to rescue the lead guy,” said Jack.
“Who’s going first?” asked Stephen.
“You can go,” Jack smiled. “I don’t mind.”
“Good one, son,” said Stephen. “Think I’ll pass.”
“We’ll flip for it,” said Jack.
“Okay.”
Jack produced a quarter and said, “Call it in the air.” He hunched further and flipped the coin in a low arc.
“Heads.”
It came up tails, and Jack elected to go second.
“Okay, but you better figure out how to get me out,” said Stephen. He headed off to the right and worked his way down the hall, testing each step before he committed. Stephen made the first corner without incident and poked his head and flashlight around to see what was coming. “Looks clear,” he said.
“Take your time,” said Jack, sarcastic. “Not like we have to get back soon or anything.”
“I know, she’ll be back at three.”
“That’s right.”
Stephen rounded the corner and continued down the shaft. He noted that the passage was getting smaller, and Jack confirmed his observation. When they got to the final corner, Stephen was almost too apprehensive to continue.
“It’s got to be right here,” said Stephen.
“Back up — I’ll go,” said Jack.
“No, I got it,” said Stephen. He disappeared around the final corner and then called back for Jack. “Hey — here’s the end, you’ve got to see this.”
Jack followed the sound of Stephen’s voice to the end of the passage. He found Stephen looking down a hole in the floor. Centered in the hole was a brass pole like Jack would have expected in an old firehouse.
“Weird,” said Jack.
Stephen was shining his light down the hole, trying to make out some detail. “Looks like it goes down forever,” he said. The pole was screwed to the ceiling and Stephen reached out to grab it.
“Don’t touch!” yelled Jack, but it was too late. Stephen gripped the pole and then looked quizzically up at Jack.
“What’s wrong?” asked Stephen.
“I just thought it might be electrified or something,” said Jack.
“Oh, nope. Unless it’s off for some reason,” said Stephen.
“Can you seen anything?” asked Jack. The hall was very small at this point and Jack couldn’t really get close to the hole with Stephen in the way.
“Nope — nothing,” said Stephen. “Just goes down and down.”
“Want to take it?” asked Jack.
“No way!” exclaimed Stephen. “How the hell would we get back up?”
“I don’t know — maybe that’s the boss trap,” said Jack.
“I say let’s go check out the other direction,” said Stephen.
They agreed to investigate the other passage before making a decision. Stephen managed to convince Jack to take the lead. Turning around, they made their way back to the crossroads and then started down the left turn.
Jack came to a floor panel that looked unusual — “I think there’s something here.”
“Where are we on this map?” asked Stephen and Jack indicated their approximate position.
“Can’t be anything bad then, right?” asked Stephen. “After all, it's not marked.”
“You should be farther back,” said Jack. “In case something happens to me.”
“Yeah, true,” said Stephen.
Jack put his weight on the corner of the panel ahead of him. It seemed normal and solid, but there was no ignoring the color difference.
“Okay, give me your rope,” said Jack. They tied the line around Jack’s waist and then Stephen braced his feet against the wall and held the other end of the rope.
“All set,” said Stephen.
“Here I go,” said Jack. Hand-by-hand, Jack put his weight on the odd panel, clenching his jaw and waiting for the floor to fall away. When he was on the other side of the questionable panel, he turned around and laughed. “Nothing,” he said.
“Better safe than dead,” said Stephen.
“Roger that,” laughed Jack.
Jack still went through the motions of testing each panel before he put his weight on it, but he put his trust in the map. At the end of the passage, Jack found a small opening wall; it looked like the switch from the white room that Stephen had triggered.
“Come here — check this out,” Jack said to Stephen. He was pointing his light at the hole in the wall.
“Huh,” said Stephen.
In the white room, Stephen had stretched out his hand to activate the switch without getting his wrist caught when the trap closed. This switch was laid out differently. It had roughly the same arrangement — two pieces of plexiglass with two halves of a hole cut into them. If they collapsed together they would trap a person’s arm. The other major difference was the depth to the switch. Stephen had easily reached the switch in the white room because it was only recessed a couple inches behind the plexiglass gate. Here, the switch they found sat sixteen inches back — they had no opportunity to cheat with a stretched hand.
“Well, should we try it?” asked Stephen.
“Might as well — the other one didn’t do anything bad,” said Jack.
“Yeah, but I think our arms are bigger than that hole,” said Stephen. “If that thing closes, it’s going to pinch.”
“Let’s flip on it,” said Jack. He pulled out the quarter they had used earlier — “Call it.”
“Heads again,” said Stephen.
“Heads it is — you got lucky,” said Jack. He removed his backpack and moved closer to the hole. He put his hand just inside the hole and then pulled back. He brushed the bottom plexiglass and then pulled his hand away. “Hey — it’s sharp,” he said.
Stephen reached out and tested the edge — “You’re right. That thing’s meant to cut.”
“If it clamps down like before, that would nearly cut my arm off,” said Jack.
“So what do we do? We know it has to be touched by skin,” said Stephen.
“Maybe,” said Jack. “The other one had to be, but maybe this one is different.” Jack pulled out the broken broom handle he carried in his pack. Inserted into the hole, it just barely reached the switch at the back, but pressing the switch had no effect.
“Yeah,” said Stephen. “See?”
“Well, could be that it needs skin, but does it have to be our skin?” asked Jack.
“Where you going to get skin?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know — we could fit something small in there like a hamster, or maybe even a cat, or something,” said Jack.
“Do you have a cat?” said Stephen. “How does that help?”
“Maybe it doesn’t even have to be alive,” said Jack. “Maybe a piece of meat or something would work.”
“So you want to try dragging meat and cats in here to try to press that button?” asked Stephen, dismayed.
“Sure,” said Jack. “Why not?”
“If we knew it would work, maybe,” replied Stephen. “But just on a guess? That’s dumb.”
“I know — maybe it works the same as an iPod wheel. Ever try to control that with like a pencil eraser or something? It doesn’t work — has to be your hand.”
“Okay, so we rub meat on an iPod and if that works, we’ll bring meat in here,” chuckled Stephen.
“Yeah,” said Jack.
“I guess we’re done for today then,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, I think you’re right,” said Jack.
**********
They made it back to Jack’s yard by one-fifteen. Jack believed that his mom wouldn’t be back until three, but still spied around the corner of the house before entering. Jack’s mom pulled up at that very moment. They ran to the basement door and Jack opened it quietly. Stephen and then Jack slipped inside and trotted over to the stairs. If they went up now, they would reach the kitchen just as Jack’s mom entered from the garage.
“What do we do?” whispered Stephen.
“Wait,” said Jack. “Just wait.”
After a minute, Jack crept up the stairs, waving Stephen to stay close. Jack listened for his mom with his ear an inch from the door. When he heard the hall bathroom door shut, he reached for the handle and they were in the kitchen. Jack pointed Stephen to the living room and then gently closed the door to the basement.
On his way across the kitchen floor, Jack stepped on a soft part of the floor. The boards groaned under his weight. He lifted his foot gingerly and caught up with Stephen at the bottom of the stairs.
“Jack?” his mom called from the bathroom.
Jack looked at Stephen and shook his head. He pointed Stephen up the stairs and they sprinted back to Jack’s room. Stephen sat down and picked up the book he was supposed to be reading. Jack frantically dug through his desk drawer. He found his spare headphones and threw them over to Stephen. Putting them on, Stephen, connected the headphones to the front of Jack’s computer. Jack found another set of headphones and attached them to his iPod. Before sitting on the bed, Jack closed the door to just a crack and turned on his music.
A few minutes later, Jack’s mom tapped on the door. When they didn't respond, she pushed the door open and found the boys reading their books and listening to music.
Jack looked up, took off his headphones, and tossed a pillow at Stephen. Surprised, Stephen looked up from his book and removed his headphones as well.
“Hey, Ms. Randolph,” said Stephen.
“Did we get any calls while I was out?” Jack’s mom asked.
“Oh, I don’t know, we had our headphones on,” Jack’s lie came out genuine.
“Aren’t you supposed to be reading your books?” she asked.
“It’s classical music,” said Jack. “This book says that classical music can increase reading comprehension.” He held up one of his school books about learning and intelligence.
“It says it can for some people,” Stephen said. “For some people it has a positive effect and others are bothered by the music.”
“So Stephen’s listening to pop and I’m listening to classical,” said Jack. “We’re going to see who remembers more.”
“That’s great,” said his mom. “Didn’t you hear me yelling a minute ago?”
Jack shook his head.
“And you weren’t just downstairs?” asked his mom.
“Nope, been right here,” said Jack.
Stephen caught himself wondering how Jack could lie so easily. He felt like a fraud when Jack's mom looked at him, but Jack looked perfectly at ease.
“Okay,” she said. “Dinner’s at six.” She backed out of Jack’s room, closing the door on her way out.
Jack held his breath until he was sure his mom was away from the door. “Wow. That was pretty good.”
“Where’d you come up with that stuff?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know,” said Jack. “I just looked at my book and it just came to me. You surprised me with that thing about people being bothered. Good one.”
“Thanks,” said Stephen. “I thought she wasn’t going to be back until three?”
“I guess she was done early. Lucky we were here,” said Jack.
“Yeah,” said Stephen. “So what are we going to do about that switch? I’m not going to lose my arm.”
“Let’s look up how the switch on the iPod works. Maybe the one at the hotel works the same way,” said Jack.
“Okay,” said Stephen. He got up from the floor and sat down in the computer chair. Soon he had found the information then wanted. “It’s capacitance,” he announced.
Jack was still reclining on his bed, but with this news, he sat up. “What does that mean?”
“Ummm, means that whatever is touching the thing it needs to be conductive. Like skin.”
“Isn’t metal conductive?” asked Jack.
“Yeah, but that’s not enough. These guys tried a paperclip, but they say it needs more surface area. Like a butter knife turned sideways or something,” replied Stephen.
Jack picked up his iPod an tried to control the wheel with several things around his room. The only thing he found that would work reliably was his finger. “So, anything we can use?”
“Well,” hypothesized Stephen, “if it’s just surface-area and conductivity, I think we could just shove like a metal spatula in there or something. As long as we were holding the metal part of the handle.”
“Okay,” said Jack. “That sounds easy. Let’s try it on the iPod.”
They spent the afternoon conducting secret experiments to try to find the perfect object that was conductive, at least two feet long, and had enough surface area. Stephen searched the closet in the guest room and discovered an old golf putter in the corner. They took turns experimenting with how to hold the metal of the handle so they could control the wheel on Jack’s iPod. Convinced they had solved the problem, they turned their attention to how and when they could actually get back to hotel.
“Hey,” said Stephen. “Don’t forget to hide the money.”
“Oh yeah, right,” said Jack. He took out the seven-hundred dollars from his front pocket and hid it with the rest of their money tucked into his sock drawer. “You know what? Let’s just go tonight” said Jack.
“What about your dad? He sleeps so lightly,” said Stephen.
“Yeah, but how many times has he actually gotten out of bed and checked on you?” Jack asked. “None — right?”
“Yeah, that’s true,” said Stephen.
“So why would tonight be different?” asked Jack. “He might hear us, and it might wake him up, but he’ll just assume everything is okay and go back to sleep.”
“Maybe we can wait in the kitchen for a few minutes. In case he is up,” said Stephen.
“What good would that do?” asked Jack.
“Well,” said Stephen, “if he comes down we’ll just be like ‘Oh, we were looking for cookies.’ or something. If he doesn’t, then we just leave.”
“Looking for cookies fully dressed?” asked Jack.
Stephen shrugged.
“Yeah, okay, that sounds like a good plan then,” Jack smirked.
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 CHAPTER 17

The Boy


The boy wandered through dirty, abandoned rooms for the better part of an hour. He wondered why someone built such a big place and then divided it into a maze of doors. The moonlight streaming through the windows and leaking under doors gave him enough light to navigate. He looked for a window closer to the ground, or stairs to get down to a lower floor.
In one room he found a nail, and he started marking an “X” above the knob of any door he used. Ten minutes later, he found a door that looked familiar, but showed no mark. He turned the handle and pushed it open.
It was definitely new territory.
It looked more like a hallway than a room, and it had a gate halfway down. At first, the bars reminded him of the gate he had scaled in the basement, but these went all the way up to the ceiling and afforded no opportunity for climbing.
Something moved up ahead. He twisted on the otoscope. By its waning light, he saw green eyes reflected back.  They startled him. It was a cat, locked inside a small cage which was mounted to the other side of the bars.
The boy rushed over to the cat. He knelt down and put his hand next to the cage. The cat looked up briefly and then returned to eating. The food smelled too fishy. It turned the boy's hungry stomach.
The cat’s cage was attached to the bars, and just over the cage, a solid metal box had two chains which lead to the ceiling. The boy put his foot through the bars and stepped up on the box to look closer at the chains; they actually went through a hole in the ceiling, and another set to the right came down and attached to the center section of bars. He pulled at the chains, but they were taught and immovable.
What interested the boy most was the center section of bars. At their base they ended about an inch from the floor. He reached below the plate and tried to lift the section of gate, but it wouldn't budge.
The whole thing reminded him of a drawbridge, and he glanced around for a way to raise it. He saw a likely candidate: a lever mounted near the wall on the other side.
He shifted from foot to foot. He didn't see any way through, and didn't want to be around if the cat's owner came back. Reluctantly, he decided to leave. On his way out, a reflection of the dim moonlight stopped him. Behind the door, he found another lever. This one had a black handle with a shiny silver trigger at its grip. It came up almost to the boy's chest.
He gripped it with both hands and pulled. The action was stiff, but not too hard and he pulled the handle evenly down to about waist level when it clicked and the tension was relieved. He let go and trotted back over to the gate to see if there was any difference. The center bars had raised — he was almost sure. With two fingers, he measured the gap so he would know for sure next time. He waved to the cat and ran back to the lever.
The lever moved more easily this time and he clicked it again and ran back to the bars. They were definitely higher. He could fit three fingers in the gap with room to spare. That was all the proof he needed. He returned and pulled the lever for three more clicks. Excited, he barely noticed how much noise he made.
On his fourth click in a row — sixth overall — a different sound stopped him. It was a low growl; he spun and saw the cats eyes fixed on him. The boy approached cautiously. He wasn’t afraid of cats, but this sound was menacing. With his eyes locked on the cat, he felt under the gate. He had made several inches of progress, but he saw the source of the cat’s anger. It hunched down under the tips of a grid of spikes that had descended into the cage.
He got down and looked closely. It looked like the spikes had dropped the same distance as the bars had raised, and he instantly knew that it was no coincidence.
The boy heard a voice in his head. It was his mom telling him not to be mean to the squirrels. She had caught him throwing rocks at squirrels in the back yard when he was little. He thought it wrong to hurt the cat and knew he must not pull the lever again. A second voice in his head, an even more authoritative voice, cautioned him that the cat would make a racket as those spikes lowered.
He tried to decide what to do. He suddenly realized that he didn’t have to tell his mom about the cat. Nobody would know; he would never tell. He walked back to the lever and thought about how much more room he would need. He could squeeze through if he pulled another five or six times, but then wondered if he should keep pulling until the cat was out of its misery.
Still considering, he started pulling.
The cat howled and he kept pulling.
Screeching, the cat thrashed. Several spikes pierced it, but the boy just looked away and kept pulling.
Click. Click.
He thought about the crazy man cutting open his leg.
Click.
The noise from the cat stopped and the boy scrambled over to the bars and pulled himself under. His left foot dragged through a puddle of warm blood spreading from the cage. He wiped the side of his foot on the floor.
He collected himself and walked to the door on the far side of the room. He turned the handle and pulled, expecting to see yet another strange room, but instead he found stairs leading down.
The boy exhaled with relief and started down the stairs.
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 CHAPTER 18

Stephen


At one in the morning, the boys were halfway to the hotel again. Jack slowed down and commented to Stephen, “I wish this hotel had a ‘save game’ feature, so we wouldn’t have to do all the beginning stuff every time.” Jack swung his dad’s extra golf putter as he walked.
“I just wish we had headlamps, so we wouldn’t have to carry these flashlights,” remarked Stephen.
“Yeah, that too. It takes like almost two hours to get through everything and then we’re going to have to worry about turning right around,” said Jack.
“Yeah, but I like the nighttime trips,” said Stephen. “Seems more fun.”
“Me too,” said Jack. “It’s electric.”
“Like Halloween or something.”
“Exactly,” said Jack.
**********
In front of the new button, Jack was ready to try the putter. He held it with both hands. He gripped the shaft just below the rubber handle. Jack was on his knees and Stephen crouched behind him — slightly hunched over in the small passage. He had the blade of the putter lined up with the hand drawn on the switch.
“Do it,” said Stephen.
Jack stifled a yawn and pressed the putter to the sensor.
Nothing happened.
“Damn it,” said Jack. He pulled out the putter and dropped it on the floor. He slumped back against the wall. “I’m tired, and it’s the middle of the night, and we can’t even get past this stupid thing.”
“We could go back to the pole,” said Stephen, reminding Jack of the other passage they had dismissed as too dangerous.
“We don’t know how we’ll get out if we go that way,” said Jack.
“We could try putting our hand in this thing and then wedge it open so it won’t close,” suggested Stephen.
“Are you going to try that?” said Jack. “I’m not.”
“Well this thing doesn’t respond to something conductive,” said Stephen. “We know that.”
Jack frowned and bent his head, grasping it with both hands. Stephen sat down and leaned against the opposite wall.  Jack had set his flashlight down on the floor. Now it lit his face from underneath and produced a frightening visage.
“Why don’t we go dig up a body and cut off the arm?” asked Stephen. He had intended to break the foul mood with humor, but succeeded only in giving himself goosebumps.
“Nah,” said Jack. “Wouldn’t work.”
Stephen wondered if Jack was seriously considering his joke as an option.
“I think maybe it’s heat,” said Jack. “Maybe whatever touches it has to be conductive and at body temperature.”
“We could go experiment with the other panel,” offered Stephen. “The one in the white room.”
“Hey, that’s a good idea,” said Jack, brightening at last. “C’mon.”
Jack led the way back through the ducts, up the stairs from the spiral room, and through the attic. As usual with the white room they had to approach slowly — it was so bright that it took a while for their eyes to adjust. They knew from experience that if they rushed into the white room they would be squinting back headaches for several minutes.
Stephen was about to follow Jack down the ladder when he heard a faint squeaking noise from the corner of the attic. “Hey, Jack,” he called.
Following his light, Stephen approached the corner of the room. Jack joined him as he discovered a mess of shredded paper and gypsum concealing a dozen pink baby rats.
“Gross,” said Stephen.
“That gives me an idea,” said Jack. “Do you have that old sock?”
“Yeah — why?” asked Stephen.
“Just give it,” said Jack.
Taking the sock from Stephen, Jack turned it inside out and put his hand inside. He reached into the nest and grabbed three of the tiny animals. Jack pulled back his hand quickly and turned the sock inside-out, creating a bag of rats.
“What the hell are you doing?” asked Stephen.
“I’m thinking the switch needs something conductive and warm,” said Jack. “Maybe even living.”
“That is seriously twisted,” said Stephen.
“We’ll see,” said Jack picking up his flashlight and bag. “What if it works?”
Jack put the end of the sock between his teeth to free up his hand for climbing down the ladder.
“Dude. That’s sick,” said Stephen. Still at the top of the ladder, Stephen looked down at Jack with a sock full of rats in his mouth. He pretended to wretch.
Jack remained serious. “Just bring that putter down here,” he said.
When Stephen joined him in the white room, Jack sat down on the floor and laid out his supplies. He started by tearing off a long hunk of duck tape and sticking it to the blade of the putter. Then, Jack carefully shook one of the baby rats from the sock and twisted the end of the sock again so the others would stay put. The baby rat wiggled around on the floor and squeaked. It was about as big as Jack’s thumb.
Without picking up the rat, Jack rolled it towards the duck tape. Soon, the rat was stuck to the tape which was stuck to the putter. Jack pulled the tape around until the rat was in contact with the metal of the putter and he wrapped the tape to make it secure.
“See?” said Jack. “Rat on a stick. Cool, huh?”
“I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and just count this as sleep-deprivation. There is nothing cool about a rat on a stick.”
“Relax,” said Jack, “it’s just a rat, and I’m sure it will be fine.”
Jack stood up and carried his dad’s putter over to the panel in the wall. He glanced at the struggling rat, and then carefully inserted it into the hole. When the rat touched the switch, the plastic gates closed and the trap ladder started to descend at the end of the tripwire hall.
“Yes!” said Jack. He beamed at Stephen.
“Well that’s something you don’t see every day,” said Stephen. “Hey, how do you know it’s the rat that tripped the switch? What if this switch could have worked with just metal?”
“Oh, that’s true!” said Jack, still elated. “We have to try without.”
When he pulled the putter and rat from the hole, the plastic gates withdrew and the sound ceased.
Kneeling, Jack peeled the tape from the end of the golf club. The tape came off the metal easily, but the rat stuck to the tape. Jack grabbed the ends of the piece of tape and pulled them apart. The fragile skin of baby rat began to tear as Jack attempted to pull off the tape.
“Oops,” said Jack. “That’s not good.” He sat down with the injured rat and tried to remove the tape without hurting it further.
“Forget it,” said Stephen. “You can’t get that tape off. He’s going to die.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” said Jack. He put set the rat aside and grabbed the putter again.
“You’re just going to leave it there?” Stephen was amazed.
“I’ll put it back in the nest when we go back up,” said Jack.
“Oh, like that will help?” asked Stephen.
“Well, what else can I do?” Jack returned to the switch and tried to activate it with just the putter. “Nope, doesn’t work with just metal,” he said.
Stephen took another look at the pitiful rat and then walked over to the switch with Jack. “Let me try something.” Stephen took the putter from Jack. Instead of trying to use the putter to activate the switch, Stephen turned it around and put the handle between the two plexiglass plates that would collapse to trap the wrist of the person pressing the panel.
“If we can just stop the things from closing, we won’t get hurt,” said Stephen. He held the putter with his right hand and reached past with his left to touch the switch. When he touched the panel the gates attempted to close, but were thwarted by the handle.
“See?” asked Stephen. “We can just block the things so we don’t get cut.” He removed his hand and the gates withdrew again.
“No — it didn’t work,” said Jack. “Do it again.”
“Why?” asked Stephen.
“Just check it out,” Jack reached past and put his own hand on the switch, the gates were again blocked by the putter handle. “No noise,” said Jack.
“What noise?”
Jack pointed with his free hand — “We should be hearing the ladder dropping. I don’t hear anything.”
“Oh, so you think that the thing isn’t actually activated unless the plastic gates close together?” asked Stephen.
“Yup — exactly,” said Jack. Keeping his hand on the switch, Jack pulled the putter from between the gates, allowing them to close. As soon as they touched, Jack and Stephen heard the ladder in the hall start to descend. “So there’s no choice. It has to be warm and conductive and the plastic gates have to close.”
“Assuming the switches are the same,” said Stephen.
“Right,” said Jack. After a pause, he said, “Let’s go try it.”
“What about him,” Stephen pointed at the baby rat stuck to the tape.
“I’ll put it back in the nest,” said Jack.
“That’s terrible. What if more of them get stuck to it,” objected Stephen.
“Okay then, I’ll put it outside,” said Jack. Stephen was just staring at him. “What do you want to do?” asked Jack.
“Maybe if we soaked the tape in water we could get him free,” said Stephen.
“It would drown,” said Jack. “Besides, it’s already injured, and it probably can’t live away from its mother for much longer.”
“You’re not supposed to just kill baby animals,” said Stephen. “It’s wrong.”
“There’s not a whole lot we can do,” said Jack. “And it’s just a rat. I’ll be more careful with the next one.”
“You’re going to do another one?” Stephen said, shocked. “Knowing that the first one is probably going to die?”
“I don’t know if this one is going to make it all the way back to the other switch,” said Jack. “We can try.”
“This sucks. Maybe I’ll just go back to the house and get some sleep,” said Stephen. He turned away from Jack.
“What? You too?” asked Jack. “Am I the only one that wants to see what’s on the final level of this place?”
“No. Alright, fine,” said Stephen. He grabbed his stuff and headed over towards the ladder to the attic. “Let’s go then.”
“Excellent,” said Jack, picking up the taped rat from the floor. “It will just go in here.” he said to the baby rat as he dropped it into the sock. He paused before twisting the top of the sock again, looking at the squirming, confined, rats.
Stephen was halfway up the ladder and Jack jogged over to catch up.
**********
“I’m going to have to use a fresh one,” said Jack.
By the time they got back to the panel, the baby stuck to the tape had died. Jack attached it to the end of the putter and attempted to use it, but nothing happened. He expected a battle from Stephen at the prospect of sacrificing another rat.
“Whatever,” Stephen surprised Jack.
Jack got a fresh piece of tape and pulled another rat from the sock to attach to the putter.
“Ow! Shit!” yelled Jack. “That thing bit me. I didn’t think they even had teeth.”
He worked on the rat and putter for a couple of minutes, getting everything perfect. “Okay, here we go,” he said. Jack lifted the putter and put the end with the squirming rat into the hole. “Ready?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, sure,” said Stephen. He backed up a half step and put his arms out to brace himself on the walls of the small passage.
Jack slid the putter slowly to the back of the hole and touched the live rat to the center of the panel. The instant the rat touched the surface of the switch, it activated. A loud noise erupted from their right and Jack nearly dropped the putter.
“Look!” Jack said with his eyes locked on the panel.
Stephen crept forward and saw that their fears about putting their hand to this panel were well justified. The plexiglass gates above and below the opening had snapped shut, encircling the putter with their razor-sharp edges. Further along, Stephen’s flashlight reflected off kitchen-sharp blades that had collapsed on the putter as well. The hole formed by these blades was only about two inches in diameter.
“That thing would have cut off your arm,” said Jack, elated. He was nearly shouting to be heard over the racket coming from behind the wall.
“Jesus! What’s that noise all about?” yelled Stephen. Halfway through his last word, the noise abruptly stopped, and his yell hung in the air.
“I think it’s like the first button, outside,” said Jack. “Like a barrier behind this wall just moved out of the way.” He pointed to the wall on his right, back a few feet.
“Well it was a whole lot louder than that first button,” said Stephen.
Jack was still holding the putter in place with his left hand. “Let’s see if we have to keep this here,” he said as he pulled back on the putter. When the rat broke contact with the switch, the plastic and metal gates withdrew, allowing Jack to pull out the putter and rat.
“Wow, look at that,” said Jack. About a foot from the end of the putter, Jack found a cut in the shaft of the club. “Must be where the blades hit it,” he said.
“If this is like the first button, wouldn’t you expect that whatever just moved out of the way is on a timer, and is going to shut again?” asked Stephen.
“Yeah, true,” said Jack. He set the putter down and started examining the wall where the noise had originated. “I know — turn your light off,” said Jack, picking up his light to switch it off as well. The darkness revealed nothing, so they turned the lights back on.
Jack sat down and braced his back against the wall. With this leverage, he kicked at the opposite wall. It sounded hollow, so he repeated his kicks. “Help me out,” he said to Stephen.
Stephen sat next to Jack and they timed kicks at the wall in rhythm. “It’s giving,” said Jack. “But it feels like it’s bouncing on something.”
“Maybe it opens inward?” said Stephen. He reached over and grabbed the roll of tape. Taking about a foot of tape, Stephen wound it sticky-side-out around his hand. He pressed his palm to the section of wall and pulled gently. Pivoting on some internal hinge, the section of plywood came with Stephen’s hand. Once they had an edge to grab, they both pulled and swung the door open. With almost no effort they rotated the the door until it stood completely open, opening to a new passage, but blocking the way they had come.
“Let me pull it back for a second,” said Stephen. “My backpack is back there.” He grabbed the edge of the door with the tips of his fingers and pulled, but it wouldn’t move.
“Shit,” said Stephen. “It won’t close again.”
In their zeal to open the door, they had trapped themselves in a very small area. Their retreat was now blocked by the door they had just opened and the passage ended with the switch they had just activated.
“Looks like our only way out.” Jack pointed to the hole in the wall.
They directed their lights into the new passage. It had the same dimensions, and led off perpendicular to their previous direction. As they looked and pondered their predicament, an unfamiliar noise broke the silence. A loud “clunk” sounded and a set of bars descended one inch from the ceiling in the new passage.
“What the hell is that?” said Stephen.
“It’s going to block the new tunnel,” said Jack.
A few seconds later the noise startled them again, and the bars dropped another inch.
“We better get going,” said Jack. “Unless you want to be stuck here.” He hastily pulled together his stuff and jammed some of the loose items back into his pack. The ceiling was low, and the bars lower, so he slid on his butt through the hole in the wall, past the descending gate.
“C’mon,” he called back to Stephen.
“This seems really stupid,” said Stephen as he shuffled after Jack. “Hey, hand me that putter.”
Jack handed back his dad’s putter, with the squeaking rat still attached. Stephen peeled the rat and the tape of the end and then wedged the putter between the floor and the descending bars. It was too long, so he had to prop it at an angle. The next time the bars descended an inch, they easily dislodged the putter and it clattered to the floor.
“Oh well — worth a shot,” said Stephen. He grabbed the club and they crawled on.
They followed the passage around two corners when Stephen suddenly got nervous — “Hey, how are we going to get out of here? And how do you know there aren’t any traps?”
“I don’t think there will be traps here. We got past the boss part, and it’s usually pretty trap-free after that,” said Jack.
“So you think this is a new level?” asked Stephen.
“Don’t you?” asked Jack.
“Yeah, which leads me back to my first question: got any ideas on how we’re going to get out of here?”
“I’m sure we’ll find something,” said Jack. “There’s a light up ahead.”
Stephen saw it too — ahead, the passage turned right and he saw the corner silhouetted. He felt naked without his backpack. When he reached the corner, Jack paused and furrowed his brow.
“What’s up?” asked Stephen.
Instead of replying, Jack turned the corner and moved out of view. The passage was barely tall enough to crawl through. When he reached the corner, Stephen saw that the plain plywood confines of the passage were colored up ahead. The walls were painted blue, and the floor was black with three parallel white lines drawn the length of the passage. Every few feet the lines were broken by arrows, pointing in the same direction they crawled.
Stephen followed silently. Just past Jack, he could see the source of the light — the passage opened up into the top-side of a drop ceiling. There was an intersection, with passages heading off to the right and left. The white lines painted on the floor split: the center one pointed ahead towards the top of the ceiling and the other two broke off left and right, down the side passages. Light leaked out from various holes and slits in the metal of the fixtures. Compared to their flashlights, it was a wealth of light.
“We’re just above the white room,” said Jack.
“Oh, wow,” said Stephen. “You think?”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “For sure. And that means that this way must go towards the back of the hotel. You know, where we come in?” Jack was pointing down the passage that split off to the left.
“If you say so,” replied Stephen. “I have no sense of direction about this place now.”
“C’mon,” said Jack. “I’ll show you.”
Stephen wondered at Jack’s confidence about navigating these tight confines. As Jack crawled away from the light and down a dark passage, he stowed his concern and followed. They took a left down a long stretch. The series of white arrows painted on the floor continued, but here the walls were painted green. Stephen hadn’t noticed when the color changed.
Finally, Jack announced they were at the end, but Stephen could barely see anything past Jack — the passage was narrow and Jack blocked his view.
“Back up a little,” said Jack.
Stephen heard a creaking sound and then Jack crawled out of the passage and stepped down. Once Jack got out of the way, Stephen saw that Jack was hanging from their rope ladder.
“We’re back at the beginning?” asked Stephen.
“Yup — it’s like we wanted,” said Jack, smiling. “This is like a ‘save game,’ we can go right from the beginning to the white room, or continue on.”
“I didn’t see a way down into the white room — did you?”
“Well, it’s right there,” said Jack. “There’s probably a way. Anyway, I bet the other passage is the one that leads to the next level. So now we can get back to that one right away.”
“Maybe we should take off then,” said Stephen. “Pick this up in the morning?”
“Let’s just go a bit further,” said Jack. “That way if we find out there’s something we need, we can bring it next time.”
“Okay,” said Stephen. “Maybe we’ll find a way to get my pack.”
“Maybe,” said Jack.
Stephen backed away and tried to turn around. The passage was too small for him to turn, so he had to back up until he got to the last turn. Jack crawled towards him the whole time, so they were face-to-face in the gloom of their flashlights. Stephen became uncomfortable looking into Jack’s determined eyes, so he focused on the retreating arrows below him as he backed down the long passage.
When they got back to the intersection, Stephen moved off to the right to allow Jack to go first. Jack headed down the narrow space with the zeal of a kid on Christmas morning. They made several more turns.
“There’s a ladder,” said Jack. “I’m going down.”
As Jack moved out of the way, Stephen saw that the ladder went both up and down from their passage. Jack’s upper-body disappeared when his feet reached the ladder. He climbed down. At his turn, Stephen saw that the ladder only went up for a few feet, but went down quite a ways. Jack had descended almost out of sight by the time Stephen began to climb down.
The passage opened up as they climbed down. Stephen had his flashlight in his mouth, so he turned his head back and forth to discover that the ladder was now hanging from the ceiling in a rather large room. His right foot dropped and found no more rungs, so he pushed away from the ladder to look down. He saw Jack’s face, about at his knee-level.
“You can climb down a little more and then you can just drop,” said Jack.
It was unnerving, dropping into the darkness, but Stephen followed Jack’s instructions. They looked around the big room. The ladder hung above the center of a square room at least thirty feet wide and long. The only good way to make out the black ceiling was to follow the ladder up. It was way up.
“Damn, this is different,” said Stephen. His voice rang a bit in the big room.
“I think this is the center of the place,” said Jack.
Stephen pointed his light at Jack’s face. Something about Jack’s tone had sounded almost reverent whereas before he had only sounded curious. “You really like this place, don’t you?” he asked.
“It’s like being in a puzzle,” said Jack. “I get to figure the whole thing out.”
“Yeah, okay,” said Stephen. He walked over to one of the walls — something was painted on the wall, but he couldn’t figure it out. Walking slowly and stepping lightly, Stephen followed the wall to the right. He looked at all the red and black lines that wove up the wall. He found a paneled door a few feet ahead and a light switch.
“There’s a switch here,” said Stephen. “Should I flip it?”
“Let me look,” said Jack. He approached and brushed past Stephen to see the door and the switch. He flipped his flashlight around and used the butt of the light to flip the switch. Stephen jumped — surprised by Jack’s quick action.
Overhead, dim red lights came on slowly. They looked up and saw that recessed in the black ceiling were dozens of small red lights that cast red circles on the floor in a regular grid.
“This must have taken years,” said Jack.
Stephen followed Jack's gaze to the walls. Lines flowed around, up, and down; at first Stephen thought they just wound randomly around the room. Looking at the whole wall he could see there was something more here. He took a step back and it started to come into focus. He was looking into a giant eye. He turned quickly to his left and saw there another eye staring at him. It was as if he was inches from a giant, carnivorous animal. But the eyes weren’t looking at him. The way they were painted they focused on something farther away.
Stephen felt a chill up the back of his neck and he spun around. More eyes. Diagonally across the room another face was painted on the opposite wall. These were different though — smaller and perhaps younger. Stephen realized that the pattern didn’t end with the bottom of the wall. The painting was enhanced by the spots of light on the floor and somehow the effect formed a whole face that seemed to float, independent of the walls and ceiling.
“Jesus, that’s fucking creepy,” said Stephen.
“It’s amazing,” said Jack. He trotted over and stood at the ladder again. “Come over here.” Jack ordered. “You can see it all from the center here.”
Stephen joined Jack and they took in the full mural. The effect was startling, two faces painted into the corners and yet the perspective was so perfect that the faces seemed to transcend the walls. Between them, in the other corners there wasn’t much light, but Stephen could make out flames and small people who looked to be dancing. The door and light switch that Stephen had found were also in one of these corners.
“Let’s see where that door goes,” said Stephen. He was anxious to get out of this room.
“It might not be so easy,” said Jack. “There’s probably a challenge associated with it.”
“That’s what we’re all about,” said Stephen. “Let’s do it.”
“Nah, I think you’re right, maybe we should head back for the night,” said Jack. “It must be getting early.”
“Yeah, okay,” said Stephen. “Oh, what about my pack?”
“I think we’re going to have to get that next time,” said Jack.
Stephen looked at the ladder. He wondered how to climb it — it didn’t start until his chest. He thought about it for a second and then jumped up to grab the highest rung he could reach. Next, he tried to pull himself up to grab the next rung. He managed to grasp it with his right hand, but he couldn't pull himself up more. Instead he bent his knees and raised his legs up to wrap them around the ladder. He felt his heel hit the back of the ladder and he pushed himself up to the next rung. At the top, he had to turn around to get his torso into the plywood passage.
Before sliding all the way in, he looked down. Jack still stood there, next to the ladder, admiring the artwork.
“Hey,” said Stephen. “You coming?”
“Yeah,” Jack replied. “I’ll be right there.”
Stephen waited a few more moments, but Jack hadn’t moved. “Today?” he said.
Jack looked up — “I said I’ll be right there.”
**********
“C’mon, wake up.”
Stephen woke to Jack shaking him.
“Get up,” said Jack.
“Jeez, what time is it?” Stephen looked at the clock on the nightstand. “What’s wrong — it’s only seven-thirty. That’s like three hours sleep.”
“We can’t skip breakfast and act all tired,” said Jack. “My mom will get suspicious.”
Stephen wondered how suspicious she would be if she could see Jack right now. His face looked haunted by a much older Jack — the rings under his eyes, and fierce, determined stare were a far cry from Jack two weeks ago. To avoid an argument, Stephen decided to acquiesce and threw off his covers.
“Okay,” said Stephen. “Let me go brush my teeth.” He walked over to the dresser and rubbed his eyes. With one eye half open, he reached and opened the wrong drawer — the drawer that Ben had been using.
“Hey,” said Stephen, “You talk to Ben yet?” he turned and Jack had left the room. He thought of how different everything had been when Ben was around; he really missed Ben. Ten more days and he would be going home too. Stephen grabbed his toiletries from his drawer and headed off to the bathroom.
**********
In the kitchen, Jack’s mom was making a large quantity of pancakes and Jack sat at the table.
“Good morning Stephen — sleep well?” Jack’s mom asked.
“Yes, thank you Ms. Randolph,” said Stephen.
“Hey Jack,” Stephen sat at the kitchen table, across from Jack, “have you gotten a call from Ben yet?”
“Nah,” said Jack, “he must have gone somewhere with his mom.”
“So what do you boys have on your agenda today?” asked Jack’s mom.
“Well, if it’s nice, we’d like to go outside,” said Jack. “But it’s up to you, mom. What do you think?”
“I think the weather is supposed to be good, so why don’t you go out and be back by lunch?”
“Okay, thanks,” said Jack.
Stephen took the juice that Jack’s mom offered and took a small sip. It tasted bad against the toothpaste flavor in his mouth, but he held it up to his face while he studied Jack. Stephen couldn’t tell if Jack was being sincere or not. He decided it didn’t matter; Jack's mom looked satisfied.
They ate in silence. Jack’s mom attempted to engage Stephen in conversation about his family, and school, but Stephen kept his answers short and eventually she stopped asking.
Jack finished first and cleared the table. “Thanks mom, that was great,” he said.
“Yeah, thanks Ms. Randolph.”
“It was my pleasure — you’re both very welcome,” she replied.
“You want to go upstairs for a little while?” Jack asked Stephen.
“Sure, Jack,” he followed Jack out of the kitchen and up to Jack’s room.
Jack closed the door behind them and went over to his dresser and opened his sock drawer.
“I want to take some of the letter money,” said Jack.
“What for?” asked Stephen.
“Just in case we have to buy something,” said Jack.
“Like what?”
“If I knew that, I’d probably tell you,” Jack smiled. Stephen didn’t trust Jack’s smiles lately.
“Okay,” he said. “I trust you’ll let me know at the time.”
“Oh yeah — you bet. Let’s get going, we have to be back by noon.”
Stephen packed up Ben's backpack — it was one of Jack’s old ones. It already had a bunch of appropriate gear, so it didn’t take long before he and Jack were on their way. Jack set a blistering pace, just short of a run, but Stephen kept up.
“Hey,” he called up to Jack. “What’s the deal with Ben? Looked like you didn’t want me asking about him in front of your mom.”
“Oh, I heard from him,” said Jack.
“Really? Why didn’t you say so — I want to talk to him.”
“We can call him later,” said Jack. “I didn’t want my mom to get all involved talking to Ben’s mom. My parents both think that she’s a bad mother, and I’m sure my mom will say something to piss her off. I just figured Ben could probably do without that right now.”
“Yeah, but you could have slipped the phone my direction,” Stephen argued.
“I’m sorry. I talked to him while you were asleep.”
“What, you were awake?” Stephen asked. “Don’t you sleep at all anymore?”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “I wish I didn’t sleep. It would sure help out over the school year.”
“Well, let’s call Ben when we get back,” said Stephen.
“No problem,” said Jack. “I’m psyched that we have an easy way in now.” Jack changed the subject.
“Yeah, that’s true,” affirmed Stephen. “What do you think is past that red room?”
“I think we’re almost to the end,” said Jack. “Probably not much further at all.”
“That would be good,” said Stephen. “The hotel is cool and all, but I kinda just want to see how the thing finishes.”
They walked from the woods path to the back of pasture behind the hotel, and Jack stopped when they got in sight of the hotel. Stephen paused and followed Jack’s eyes.
“It’s a big place,” said Jack. “There’s got to be a ton of extra space we haven’t even seen.”
“Do you think it's all crazy puzzles and traps?”
“I think it used to be a hotel way back,” said Jack. “But I think all that stuff was probably stripped out.”
“I wonder if your parents know anyone who stayed here?” pondered Stephen.
“My dad would be more likely to know someone who worked on something, you know, like an electrician or plumber or something,” said Jack.
“We should ask him about it,” said Stephen.
“No way — he would be too suspicious,” replied Jack.
They moved the brush and leaves, uncovering the step ladder and rope ladder and headed up the rocky drainage ditch to the side of hotel. Jack returned down the old grass path and looked for his fishing line trap  that he had stretched across the path. He couldn’t find it where he expected to see it, so he backed up towards the hotel, scanning both sides of the path.
Finally, about fifteen feet closer to the hotel than he expected, he found his line cast to one side of the path. He picked up the stick and followed the line to where it should have been tied to the other stick, but he found only a snapped end. Jack glanced back at Stephen who was climbing up the ladder to get on top of the porch roof.
Scouting around, Jack found another stick and tied off the other end. He trotted back down the path and reset it. A sound in the woods grabbed his attention and he looked up.
Everything was still a bit wet from a rain shower that morning. Earlier, Jack had sat on the floor in his room, listening to the rain coming down and waiting for Stephen to wake up so they could return to the hotel. Now that he was finally back at the hotel, the woods distracted him. Across the field, the surrounding forest looked like a wall. The wet trunks of the trees were black and seemed to absorb the weak morning light. Jack backed slowly to the hotel and ascended the ladder to join Stephen.
“Did you see something out there?” asked Stephen.
“Nope — why?” answered Jack.
“No reason, I just thought you were looking at something.”
“Nah, just thinking that I hope it doesn’t rain more. The woods are so wet,” said Jack.
“You want to go first?” asked Stephen.
“Sure,” said Jack.
Stephen held the button for Jack so he could open the hidden door, and then handed the rope-ladder up to him. After he climbed over the edge, Stephen turned around and studied the woods. He heard something out there, like a cough, and he thought that Jack had heard it too. Stephen had also caught a glimpse of Jack surreptitiously resetting his fishing line. He wondered how much he could trust Jack.
Stephen climbed up the step ladder and through the hatch to the rope ladder. Several feet down the vertical passage, he found the secret panel to the vent that Jack had propped open. The transfer was trickier this direction — the ladder kept moving and he couldn’t figure how to push off from the wall.
He heard Jack’s voice from down the passage — “Hey! You coming?”
“Yeah,” called Stephen. “I can’t figure out how to get in the vent.”
“Just jump at it,” said Jack from the dark.
“Yeah, right,” mumbled Stephen. He took off his pack with one hand and shoved it down the vent. Placing one foot against the opposite wall of the shaft, he could push off that foot and slide his torso. He didn't kick hard enough and he found himself half in the vent and half dangling over the edge. Stephen braced his hands against the sides and tried to pull himself forward. His belt caught on the lip and he couldn’t pull himself in. Flailing behind him, his legs didn't reach the other side of the shaft.
Stephen pushed up to wriggle his hips over the lip, but he slipped backwards. He thought about the drop to the room with the anatomical painting. He thought it must be about twenty feet — not enough to kill him unless he landed wrong, but certainly worth a broken leg.
He braced his arms again, but now his muscles heated up and he feared they would start to give out.
“Jack?” Stephen said. “I’ve got a problem here.” He figured it was useless to call — Stephen knew from experience that the vent was too small to turn around in. His left arm began to tremble and his friction-grip was about to slip. Arching his back, he turned his head to see how far back the rope ladder was. Maybe he could grab that on his way down.
A hand shot out of the dark and grabbed his left wrist. Stephen was so surprised that he let go of the wall.
“Give me your other hand!” ordered Jack.
Stephen reached forward and caught Jack’s other hand.
“Pull!” said Jack.
Once he had something to pull against, Stephen could wriggle himself into the vent. He didn't breathe until he had reached safety.
He dug into his bag and got out his flashlight. Jack stared at him when he turned on his light.
“You almost fell,” said Jack.
“Yeah, thanks,” answered Stephen. “How did you know to come back?”
“I just figured.”
“Well good thing for me,” said Stephen.
“For both of us,” said Jack. “It would have been a bitch explaining your disappearance to my mom,” he said.
“Oh, that's your biggest concern? Very funny,” said Stephen.
Jack backed away, down the tight passage. Stephen took a deep breath and waited for his heart to slow before following him. At the next corner, Jack turned and they continued to the ladder.
Back in the room with the red portraits, Jack hardly looked at the paintings. The red lights were still on, and Stephen jumped down from the ladder and turned off his flashlight. He followed Jack over to the wall with the light switch and the door.
“Think it’s a trick?” Stephen asked.
“What, like the door’s wired, or something?” asked Jack. “No, I think it’s just a regular door. I think we finished the puzzles and traps.”
“That would be cool,” replied Stephen.
“I could be wrong, but that last trap was pretty deadly, I mean it could have chopped off my hand. Then right after that we had to trust that next passage not to kill us when the bars started coming down. It’s like he was saying ‘You made it past that, so now you have to trust me,’” Jack said.
“Yeah? So open it,” Stephen said, pointing to the door.
“Okay,” Jack reached forward and turned the handle. He pulled the door open and they saw a long, carpeted hallway. A half-dozen sconces lit the hall and showed them ten doors, five on each side. About halfway down the right wall, a fire-extinguisher hung between two doors.
Mounted on the dark-green wall, next to each door, was a three-digit number. Jack strode down to one-forty-six, the first door on his left.
“Locked,” Jack announced.
“This is really creepy,” said Stephen. “It looks like a normal hotel — like someone could walk out of one of these rooms at any second.”
Jack crossed the hall while Stephen waited from the threshold of the portrait room. Jack checked that door and moved down to check the next. Four doors later he turned and called out to Stephen, “This one is open — come on.”
Stephen looked back to the portrait room. He felt like he was being watched. He stepped into the hallway and shut the door to the portrait room most of the way, but didn’t latch it. He wanted a quick escape route, if he should need it.
Walking down this perfectly normal hallway, it was hard for Stephen to imagine he was still in the same building. Somehow it felt like the hotel waspretending to be normal in this hall, and that made it more sinister. Stephen thought about mentioning this to Jack, but then held back when he saw the look on Jack’s face. His friend appeared enthusiastic about this discovery.
“Ready?” asked Jack.
“I guess,” said Stephen.
Jack turned the handle and pressed open the door. It was spring-loaded and he had to reach into the dark room to open it all the way. Stephen flipped the switch and overhead lights came on, revealing the room.
The carpet was dark tan, and the walls were papered in a mute pattern of light-green and gold. Red curtains covered the entire far wall. Jack crossed to one of the beds and Stephen caught the door before it closed. He took off Ben's backpack and used it to prop open the door and then followed Jack in.
“Hey!” exclaimed Jack. “The remote is glued to the nightstand.”
Jack pressed the power button and the television on the bureau came to life. It showed channel two with the volume all the way down.
“We've got cable,” laughed Jack. “This is awesome.”
“So does your house,” Stephen said. He poked his head in the bathroom and turned on the light. The bathroom had no dust and looked freshly scrubbed. His curiosity was rising and Stephen indulged it by pulling a towel from the rack and smelling it. He took it out to where Jack sat on one of the beds. “I think someone has been here. Recently,” he said, as he held up the towel.
“That’s crazy,” said Jack. “It’s just that nobody has been here to make it dirty.”
“Does your mom leave the guest room made up all the time?” Stephen asked.
“No, she makes it up right before company comes,” answered Jack.
“Yeah, that’s because everything would smell stale if she didn’t.”
“Maybe she’s just lazy and puts stuff off until the last minute,” said Jack.
“I’ve only known your mom a couple of weeks, and even I know that’s not true,” answered Stephen.
Jack thought about that for a second before countering, “Well, maybe the same people hired to replace the money, also keep this room clean.”
“Let’s just hope it’s that simple,” said Stephen. “It seems more like someone knew we were coming.” Stephen sat down on the edge of the other bed and looked through the drawers of the nightstand. He found a pencil, a pen, and a blank notepad. Jack flipped through the channels on the television.
Suddenly, Jack sat up, staring at the TV. Stephen looked up and was shocked by what he saw on the screen — he saw an overhead view of someone strapped down to a reclining chair. They instantly knew they weren’t looking at a regular television show. It looked more like a closed-circuit shot they would see in a convenience store.
“Holy fuck,” Stephen gasped, he glanced at Jack who sat slack-jawed, eyes locked on the video. “That kid is naked. That can’t be cable.”
The boy appeared young — younger than Jack and Stephen, and he was bound to the chair at his wrists, ankles, and around his torso. His painted skin resembled the painting on the wall in the drawing room — he had an anatomical drawing on his skin.
“Nope,” said Jack, “not cable. That’s Gabe Vigue — my neighbor’s kid.”
“What?” Stephen jumped up. “That's the kid who's been missing all this time? He’s still alive — we’ve got to help him.”
“Hold up — not necessarily,” said Jack. “It could just be a tape.”
“Yes, okay, true,” said Stephen. “Let’s go get an adult — one of your parents, or that kid’s dad or something.”
Jack didn’t react to the suggestion at first, then he tore himself away from the video and looked at Stephen. “Wait now. That’s not smart at all.”
“Why not?” Stephen challenged.
“We don’t have any evidence of anything, for one. Except for breaking and entering, we’ve got tons of physical evidence of that,” said Jack. “What are we going to say? We broke into this place for weeks and then saw a blurry overhead shot of a kid on a nineteen-inch TV? Who’s going to believe that?”
“We have to do something, Jack. If that’s the kid, then what if he’s still alive and we don’t help him?”
“That’s what I’m thinking, we’ll try to help him,” Jack reasoned. “Or, if we can come up with a way to prove that he’s here, then we can go get the cops.”
“Alright, but we have to have a deadline,” said Stephen. “I say if we don’t find anything by tomorrow then we have to tell someone.”
“Yeah, okay,” agreed Jack. He leaned over to the remote mounted on the nightstand and changed the channel. He surfed up through the rest of the channels until he looped back around. “Maybe we should watch this for a bit to see if there are any clues.”
“I think that’s a waste of time,” replied Stephen. “How much time do we have before we have to leave?”
“For what?” asked Jack.
“To get back for lunch — your mom said.”
“Oh yeah,” Jack consulted the clock on his phone. “About forty-five minutes.”
“Let’s see what else we can find,” said Stephen.
“Maybe we should split up,” offered Jack.
“No way,” said Stephen.
After switching off the television, Jack stood up and joined Stephen, who headed for the door. Stephen put his hand on the door and then paused. “I want to see something,” he said to Jack. He crossed the typical-looking hotel room again to the curtains on the far wall. They looked like they might hide floor-to-ceiling windows, but when Stephen pulled them aside he revealed a crude brick wall. The mortar was slopped between the bricks and spilled on the carpet in several places.
Stephen caught Jack again at the door and they headed into the hallway. They tried each door, Jack taking the right-hand of the hall and Stephen taking the left. All the doors were locked until they got to the end. Jack’s last door was open. Instead of a number next to the frame, this one said “Vending” and showed an illustration of a glass filled with ice cubes. The door opened out and Jack pulled the handle revealing a small room with several machines, fluorescent lights, and a tile floor.
“Now what?” said Stephen, walking past Jack into the vending room. Jack followed him in and let the door close behind them. “Wait! The door.” yelled Stephen. It was too late, the door closed behind Jack.
“What?” said Jack. He backed up a step and opened the door a crack. “It’s fine — it didn’t lock or anything,” he said.
“Okay — I just want to be careful,” said Stephen.
Together, they looked at the machines. The small room contained an ice machine, a soda machine, and a machine that dispensed snacks, gum, and candy. The soda and candy machines were lit up and the ice machine hummed softly. Jack pressed the lever on the ice machine and a small handful dropped into the basin below the dispenser. Pressing a button on the soda machine caused the display to light up with “1.50” for a few seconds.
“Expensive,” Jack said.
“So, dead end?” asked Stephen.
“Look at the floor,” said Jack.
Black, parallel scuff marks marred the floor in front of the soda machine.  Stephen dropped to the floor and pressed the side of his face to the tile so he could see under the machine.
“Help me pull,” he said to Jack. Stephen sat up, braced his feet against the snack machine, and pulled on the bottom of the soda machine. Jack pulled from the left side, about halfway up. The machine slid across the tile: it stood on plastic pads.
When they pulled the soda machine out past the faces of the other machines, they found a large hole in the dusty wall behind.
“Pull a little more,” said Stephen. Jack stood on the left side of the machine and Stephen on the right. They pulled until the machine hit the far wall, but that only gave them ten inches of clearance. Jack squeezed through the gap and then Stephen followed him from his side. The dust on the floor showed a path of many footprints — back and forth through the grime. The wall had an egg-shaped hole, about four-feet high.
They had to pull out their flashlights again.
Jack stepped through the hole first. He found himself in a dirty passage inside the walls. He shone his light around and took in his surroundings.
“It’s like a secret passage,” said Jack. “Almost like the attic space.”
Stephen ducked through the opening and agreed, “Yeah, just like it.”
The passage led off to the right and then turned right.
“We must be behind one of the other rooms,” said Jack.
Light came through a small hole on his right, about shoulder level. Jack crouched down and looked through it.
“What is it, another hotel room?” asked Stephen.
“Yeah, but it’s got a bunch of books in it,” Jack replied.
“Let me see,” said Stephen.


Jack stepped aside and Stephen put his eye up to the hole. It looked like the mirror of the room they had been in before, but from the back. At the far end he saw the inside of a hotel door. The room still had beds, but bookcases took up every other section of wall. About half of the shelves contained hardcover books and the other half had journals.
“I wonder why the light is on,” whispered Stephen. “Do you think someone is in there?”
“Where? In the bathroom?” asked Jack. “You can see the bathroom door is open and it doesn’t look like there’s a light on in there.”
“Shhh. Yeah, but maybe someone is hiding below this hole,” Stephen pointed down to the wall in front of him.
“Nah,” said Jack. “Let’s see where this goes.”
Stephen turned away reluctantly. If he pulled his eye away, he thought he might see someone looking back at him, so he backed up very slowly.
“Come on,” Jack called from up ahead. Stephen rushed to catch up and get back in the protective bubble of Jack’s confidence.
The next ray of light came from the left side. Jack smiled as he looked through the hole.
“Well, what is it?” asked Stephen.
“You look, but I think it’s the room we saw in the video,” answered Jack, excited.
“Really?” Stephen asked. He approached the hole cautiously, not sure he wanted to see what was inside.
Jack was right, it did look a lot like the room from the video: the tile, and the blue counters with white cabinets behind. But he didn't see a chair or a boy, and those things dominated his memory of the video.
“Could be, but it’s hard to say,” said Stephen.
“Well it might not be the exact same room, but at least it seems like that video was probably shot here somewhere,” said Jack.
“So how do we get on the other side of this wall?” asked Stephen. Despite the peep-hole, the walls looked very solid.
“Let’s keep going, I’m sure we’ll find a way,” said Jack.
They found no more peep-holes on that stretch, and soon the passage turned left.
“I bet the portraits in the red room are on the other side of that wall.” Jack pointed to the wall on their right. “And there must be another hallway somewhere that way,” he pointed back to their left.
“If you say so. I’ve given up trying to make sense of this place,” said Stephen.
Ahead the passage turned left again and they saw a brighter light. Through a rectangular opening, the light spilled down at a steep angle.
They could fit through the hole, but a piece of big wooden furniture blocked the way.  Getting low to the ground, Jack saw the source of the light: a lamp on top of the piece.
Jack tried to push the obstruction. “Give me a hand,” he whispered to Stephen. Joining Jack on the floor, Stephen pushed and they managed to slide the heavy piece a few inches away from the wall.
“That thing must weigh a ton,” said Stephen softly. “Wait, did you hear something?”
“No, why?” hissed Jack.
“Then why are we whispering?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know — because we can’t see inside this room?” replied Jack.
“But we’re moving the furniture. If we’re worried about someone being in there, don’t you think he would notice the dresser moving around?” whispered Stephen.
Jack snickered under his breath, but the situation didn't amuse Stephen at all. Stephen was mostly frightened, and a little exhilarated, but not at all amused.
“Let’s just push,” said Jack in a low voice.
On the next couple of pushes, they managed to synchronize their efforts and slid the furniture away from the hole enough to squeeze through. Jack went first, leaving his backpack and flashlight behind, and then moved the dresser away from the wall enough so that Stephen could hand them back. Stephen emerged and found himself in a room that looked identical to the first hotel room they had entered. The only major difference was the blank back wall — instead of hasty brick covered by a curtain, this was just white with a painting of the ocean in the middle.
Jack crossed the room, taking inventory. He poked his head in the bathroom and then came back to Stephen. “Looks empty,” he said.
“Want to check the TV?” asked Stephen.
“Yeah, okay,” said Jack.
Stephen turned on the TV and scanned the channels. This room didn't get the channel with the boy strapped to the chair.
Jack was distracted — not watching to see what happened with the television. He wandered into the bathroom and came out holding a towel. “Someone’s staying here,” he said.
Still flipping channels, Stephen had settled to the edge of the bed. It took him a few seconds to process what Jack was saying. “Wait, what?” he jumped up. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
“Jesus, don’t freak out,” said Jack. “He’s not here now.”
“Fuck that,” Stephen objected. “He could be back at any second.” He crossed around the bed and then doubled back to turn the television off. He thought about it and then used the tail of his t-shirt to wipe his fingerprints off the remote. “Come on!”
“Let’s keep going,” said Jack. “Just to check out the hall at least. We’re only like two doors down from where that video was shot — we have to go check that out.”
Stephen couldn't fathom continuing on. He started to shake and feel naseuous at even the thought that the killer might walk through the door. “Look, we have to go. That guy could open that door and catch us. Who knows what he did to your neighbor kid, but I don’t want to find out.”
Jack began to protest, but Stephen ducked behind the bureau and moved back into the secret passage. He had almost rounded the corner when Jack poked his head through the hole.
“Hey, can you at least help me move this dresser back?” Jack asked.
“If you’re leaving right now,” answered Stephen. “Otherwise, I’m going without you.”
“Okay, okay,” said Jack. “Let me just put this towel back so he won’t know we were here.”
“Yeah, okay,” said Stephen.
Stephen crossed his arms and waited. After a minute passed, Stephen prepared to leave. He walked over to the hole in the wall and knelt down to look to see if Jack was coming. When he drew close to the hole, Jack popped up on the other side and grabbed Stephen's shirt, startling him.
“You ass,” Stephen said.
Jack giggled and crawled through the hole. Together they slid the dresser back in front of the hole without tipping anything over. Satisfied, they made their way out of the hotel.
Crawling through the small vents, Stephen finally thought to ask about the delay — “What did you do after hanging up the towel? You were gone forever.”
“Oh, I had to know if the other room was open, so I ran down the hall and tried a couple of the doors — they were all locked,” replied Jack.
“Oh shit — get going — faster!” Stephen ordered.
“What?” Jack looked back over his shoulder.
“What if that guy was in one of those rooms? He would have heard you trying all the doors and now he knows we’re in here. Let’s get the hell out.”
“Why would he lock the door to one of the rooms in his own hotel?” asked Jack. “I bet he’s like gone for the day or something.”
Their last few minutes in the hotel that day, crawling through vents, tortured Stephen. He imagined a hand closing around his ankle and dragging him backwards through the tight passages and into the red lights of the portrait room, or into the tile-floored room from the video. He wished Jack would move faster, but realized that there was nothing he could say to speed his friend along. He decided then to never return to the hotel. He knew it would be difficult to convince Jack, but he didn’t give it too much thought. Stephen made a promise that he would never put himself in that situation again.
They got back to the chimney with the rope-ladder and Jack climbed down a few rungs instead of up.
“Where are you going?” asked Stephen.
“I’m going to go get your pack from that vent,” Jack answered. “You go back to the house and cover for me.”
“What am I supposed to say? This is a terrible idea.” said Stephen.
“Just go in through the garage and then run upstairs. Turn on the fan and light in the bathroom, close the door, and then just hang out in my room,” said Jack. “Easy, cheesy. Chances are she won’t even look for me, and if she does just say that you saw me go into the bathroom and that’s it.”
“We’ll get the pack later. Why bother now?” asked Stephen.
Jack stopped Stephen’s argument with a startling insight — “Because I know you’re not coming back, Stephen, and I know that pack has your name in it somewhere. If there is a crazy guy here, you don’t want him to know your name, so I’m going to go get your pack.”
Stephen studied Jack's face before he relented.
“Fine,” said Stephen. He climbed out of the vent and scaled the rope ladder. He wondered briefly how Jack would manage putting away both ladders, but then decided that he didn’t really care. Maybe Jack would just take two trips.
Outside, the sun had finally come out and burned off most of the morning fog. It was getting pretty warm out, but Stephen still felt a chill as he retreated from the hotel. He had to slide down the post of the porch roof so he could leave the stepladder for Jack, and as soon as his feet touched the ground he slinked away, down the gully. Even after making it to the cover of the woods, Stephen still felt the presence of the hotel behind him, and wondered where Jack was at that moment.
He had stood in that thing’s den — where it slept; the thought made him shudder. Stephen hunched his shoulders and quickened his pace.
Back at the house he almost broke from the woods into the yard where Jack’s mom stood, hanging laundry. He dropped down and made himself still, hoping she hadn’t heard his jogging approach. She seemed oblivious, and Stephen quickly realized why: she was talking on the phone using a headset. Cautious of her peripheral vision, Stephen looped wide around Jack’s mom and found his way into the garage. He let himself in and carried out Jack’s plan.
Stephen stretched out on Jack’s bed and tried to look casual. He found a book and spent five minutes skimming the same page. He looked at the words, but nothing sank in — he kept thinking about what could have happened if they hadn’t made it out of that hotel room, and how easy it would be for that crazy guy to follow them to Jack’s house.
Footsteps rushed up the stairs and Stephen relaxed a bit. He closed his book on his finger and waited for his friend to come through the door. He heard the footsteps slow as they approached, but then nobody entered — they kept walking. Puzzled for a second, Stephen bent his head and returned to skimming the pages. Looking up at the clock, he tried to calculate how much time had passed, and when he should expect Jack. In truth, he really didn’t have a good guess as to how long it would take Jack to navigate back to the bag he had left behind.
After another few minutes, a terrible realization dawned on him — Jack had to get up the five-foot ledges on his own. They had only gone through the big maze a couple of times before finding the shortcut, and although Jack had pioneered the technique of jumping up those ledges alone, it still seemed a risky proposition. Stephen imagined Jack missing on his first attempt, and then slipping on his second, and then not having enough energy to get up at all. Every minute that passed convinced Stephen that Jack was now stuck deep inside the hotel. The last thing he wanted to do was navigate those traps alone to try to find Jack.
He heard footsteps pass down the hall again and figured it must be Jack’s mom. The clock changed to twelve twenty-eight as he stared at the digits. He had first looked at the clock seventeen minutes earlier. Jack’s mom kept strict deadlines, and she had asked them to be back for lunch. He wondered how much time he had left until she came looking for Jack; until he had to admit to her that Jack might be stuck in a hotel owned by a kidnapper. He decided, right then, that he wouldn't search that creepy hotel on his own. Jack would get mad, but Stephen would tell Jack’s mom everything that had happened.
Stephen put his book down on Jack’s bed and rose to go find Ms. Randolph. He took a deep breath — he felt a little light-headed and nervous. When he had composed himself, he crossed the room and exited to the hall. The bathroom door was still closed with the light and fan on. Stephen opened the bathroom door and flicked off the switches.
“Hey!” said Jack from the dark bathroom. “Don’t you knock?”
“Oh, sorry,” said Stephen. He fumbled the switches back on and closed the door. He was excited that Jack was okay, but also a bit deflated after working up his nerve. He went back to Jack’s room to wait.
A couple minutes later, Jack strode through the open door.
“Hey — your bag is downstairs,” said Jack.
“Cool — thanks,” said Stephen. “I thought you’d never get here.”
“Yeah, took me longer than I thought,” said Jack. He looked at his elbow where a small scrape was still oozing. “Plus I scraped my arm.”
“I think you’ll live,” said Stephen. He regretted his words immediately as an image of the boy strapped to the chair jumped into his head. Based on the cloud that passed over Jack’s expression, he thought Jack might have had the same thought. “Anything else happen?” asked Stephen, attempting to change the subject.
“Nope, just normal stuff,” said Jack. “Hey, it’s going to rain tomorrow and my dad will probably be around all day, so I think we should wait until Monday to go back. Plus I’m way too tired to go back tonight.”
“I’m totally on-board with that,” said Stephen. “We can hang out here for a while and then get some rest.”
“So you changed your mind about going back?” asked Jack. Stephen mused that Jack suddenly didn’t look tired at all; he looked really intense.
“I never said, that,” Stephen said. “You said that.”
“Yeah, but you were thinking it,” said Jack.
Stephen couldn’t argue that point, but didn't want to admit that to Jack. Ben had made a stand about the hotel, and Jack turned on him. Alone with Jack, Stephen felt safer not arguing about going to the hotel.
Neither boy said anything for several seconds. Stephen broke the silence — “Hey, let’s get some lunch.”
**********
Stephen didn't do much on Saturday afternoon and Sunday. As far as Jack’s parents knew, both boys spent the day in the basement, reading, watching television, and playing video games. In reality, Stephen did those things but Jack disappeared for substantial stretches. One minute, they both watched a program about sharks, and then the next, Jack wandered off. An hour or so later, Jack reappeared and settled back down on the couch. He timed his absences when his parents were otherwise engaged, so they were never the wiser.
During one of Jack’s recesses from the television, Stephen headed up to the second floor to pretend to get something out of the guest room. As he expected, he spotted Jack sitting in his room, looking at the computer. When he came back out of the guest room to go back downstairs, Jack had moved on — neither at his computer, nor in the basement. It remained a mystery for Stephen, and Jack walked in twenty minutes later as if nothing had happened.
“Where do you keep running off to?” Stephen asked him.
“Nowhere. Just reading about something on the computer,” said Jack. That was the closest Stephen would get to a direct answer all day.
**********
Jack’s luck ran out midway through Sunday afternoon. Stephen sat alone, watching television when Jack’s mom came down the stairs.
“Jack?” she called when she was still about halfway down the stairs.
“Uh, he’s upstairs I think,” said Stephen.
She paused, one step from the bottom. “Huh. I just came from there. I didn’t see him.”
Stephen smiled and shrugged. “Was he in the bathroom?” he asked.
“I don’t think so,” she said as she turned. “Tell him to come up when you see him.”
“Okay,” said Stephen.
Jack came in from the back of the basement a few minutes later. His shirt looked slightly wet — drops of rain stained his shoulders and chest.
“Your mom is looking for you,” said Stephen. His tone was clipped — annoyed at being left out of Jack’s activities.
“Okay, thanks,” said Jack. He dug through the cabinet and pulled out one of the spare shirts hidden there after the dye incident. The wet shirt went in the dryer and he pulled on the dry shirt as he walked up the stairs. “Be right back,” he said. Stephen flipped through the channels and tried to stop guessing at what Jack had been up to. He wanted to be aloof, and he suspected that curiosity about Jack’s activities and the hotel would only lead him to danger.
A program about snakes had almost captured his full attention when Jack came dashing back down the stairs and flopped down next to him.
“Hey,” said Jack.
“Hey,” Stephen replied.
“My mom wants me to visit my grandparents at the beginning of August,” said Jack.
“Oh yeah?” asked Stephen.
“Yeah, they live down your way kinda — western Mass,” said Jack.
“You’ll have to come to the city,” said Stephen, politely but without much enthusiasm.
“I’m not going down there,” said Jack. “I’ll come up with a reason to not go.”
“How come?” asked Stephen, secretly relieved. The feeling surprised him a little, but he had grown a little scared of Jack since Ben had left.
“I’ve got too much to do here before the school year starts,” said Jack. “I can’t waste any time.”
He opened his mouth to question Jack’s itinerary, but then decided against it. “Huh,” Stephen said instead.
“I’ll tell you someday,” Jack replied to the question that Stephen hadn’t asked.
**********
Stephen tossed and turned that night, his sleep troubled by disturbing dreams. He woke in the middle of the night wondering if he was coming down with a cold. When getting a bad cold he would always have the same dream over and over again, like he was stuck in a loop until his fever broke.
In the worst dream he rode a bicycle down hill and couldn’t find the brakes. The bike had curved handlbars, like his touring bike, but where his bike had levers, this one had nothing but white grip-tape. He spun his feet backwards thinking maybe the bike had coaster brakes like his dad’s antique bicycle. Looking down, he couldn’t see any mechanism to slow himself, and the ground kept streaking by faster and faster.
To make matters worse, the smooth asphalt road gave way to gravel and eventually to hard-packed dirt. He would wake up from the dream just as he steered the bike into a tree or over a cliff. About two AM he woke from this dream and sat straight up in bed. Something besides the dream had woken him up, but he didn’t know what was wrong.
Through the window he saw a thin moon shining between the maple leaves. He thought he saw a shadow move near the foot of his bed, but as soon as he blinked twice, the shadow disappeared. Closing his eyes tight, Stephen slid down in his bed until just the top of his head poked out from under the covers. There might be something in his room, but he decided to ignore it and wait for morning.
Despite his fear, he fell asleep again within ten minutes and returned to the same terrible dream.
**********
Stephen slid halfway out of bed before completely waking up. His cell phone, perched on the end table and plugged into its charger, was ringing its alarm.
He planted a hand on the floor and pulled himself the rest of the way out of bed. His feet hit the floor and he straightened up to grab his phone. Pulling out the charging cord, he flipped it open to read the alarm.
“Meet me near salamander rock. Come right now,” said the display. Stephen shut off the alarm and thought about the message. His clock read seven AM.
The salamander rock part was easy, he remembered that rock. A few weeks earlier, before the hotel adventure, the boys spent an hour trying to catch a salamander in the creek. Ben caught it on a rock which became known as “salamander rock.”
Stephen couldn't guess why Jack wanted to meet him at seven in the morning, or why Jack put the appointment on his phone instead of just asking.
He had to make a quick decision, and thought about the fourth of July. Jack stood up for Stephen, even though they didn’t like each other then and he had no reason to risk his neck. Stephen decided to return the favor and settle up with Jack. He pulled on his pants and got ready to meet Jack in the woods.
**********
Heading down the path, Stephen felt like a bundle of nerves. He felt like he was waiting to take a test and he had forgotten to study. Breath shallow and heartbeat fast he tried not to rush — he wanted to be ready for whatever Jack was calling him towards. Despite his resolve, he accelerated until he heard voices up ahead. He stopped and listened.
“Listen kid,” a raised voice said and then trailed off.
Stephen darted off the path and followed a thicket of pine trees closer to the creek. Hunched over, he could make it under the dry branches. The pine needle carpet let him approach silently. He stopped when he heard the voices coming from the other side of a burm.
“Do you want the deal or not?” someone asked. The voice sounded firm and forceful, but young. It took Stephen several moments to realize that the voice belonged to Jack.
“First you gotta tell us how you got my phone number,” answered a deeper voice.
“I got it from Vigue,” said Jack.
“Vigue doesn’t have my phone number,” said the voice.
“I guess you don’t know what Vigue has,” answered Jack.
“Well, we got half the money already anyway. You don’t want to tell me where you got my number? Maybe we’ll just keep your cash and you can get fucked,” said the voice.
“That’s funny you should say that, Danny,” said Jack. “Because it suggests that you’ve got the upper hand here, and that’s really not the case.”
The conversation stopped, and Stephen wondered if something had happened. He wanted to move forward to get a better look, but he couldn’t judge how far away Jack and the other man stood.
“Yeah?” asked the voice — Stephen guessed it belonged to Danny. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
“Well, two things: one is that I wrote a letter to Sheriff Kurtwood and told him how he could prove it was you two who killed those dogs and cats.”
Stephen held his breath.
“The second is that one of my friends is over there in the woods, and he runs fast,” said Jack. “You can screw me over, but as soon as you do, he’s going to run back to the house and give my dad the letter and tell him that you guys snatched me from the back yard.”
Stephen could now picture the conversation. Jack was facing off against Smoker and Bag Man and was threatening them. He wondered what Jack could possibly want from these two and why he had revealed that he knew about the shootings.
“See, I told you it was this fucking kid,” said Danny. Stephen heard another gap in the conversation and figured it might be Bag Man talking low to Danny. “Yeah, you don’t have anyone in the woods kid, so you can stop fucking pretending.”
“Hey, make some noise,” yelled Jack.
It took Stephen a second to realize that Jack was talking to him. He wondered how Jack could be sure that he was listening. He thought for a second more and then yelled, “Hey.”
“What the fuck?” said Danny. “That’s it, kid. You’re done.”
“Get ready to run,” yelled Jack. He continued in a softer tone and Stephen had to strain to hear Jack above his own beating heart. “Just wait a second. I didn’t tell the sheriff shit, or else I’d have nothing to tell him now. It was that target-shooting guy that ratted you out. Let’s just do this deal and go our separate ways. I’ll even throw in an extra hundred.”
There was silence after Jack’s proposal and Stephen got ready to run. He knew that Smoker and Bag Man would come for him any second. He started to slip back from his position when he heard Danny’s voice again.
“Okay,” said Danny. “It’s in here. Where’s the cash?”
After a pause, Jack said, “Under that rock, there’s an envelope.”
“What about the extra hundred?” asked Danny.
“It’s in there. Check,” said Jack.
“Alright kid, just remember, we’ve got friends too. If you fuck us over, we can find out where you live and one of our friends might pay a visit to your mom one day when she’s alone,” replied Danny.
“As far as I’m concerned, I’m just a happy customer,” said Jack.
Stephen heard footsteps moving through the leaves. He let out his breath slowly, trying not to make any noise, and slumped to the ground. Danny’s voice receded to his left. Moving right, Stephen wanted to put extra distance between himself and the animal-killers. As the drama faded, Stephen wondered what Jack had purchased.
He looped around through the woods to the west of the trail and made his way back to Jack’s house. He rejoined the trail right where he thought. Around the next bend, Jack waited for him, holding a plastic grocery bag.
“What the hell was that about?” asked Stephen.
“I had to get this,” said Jack, holding up the bag.
“What is it?”
“What do you think?” asked Jack.
He guessed that Jack had purchased a handgun. “I can’t believe you did that. That could have gone really badly,” said Stephen.
“I had the whole situation under control, and we won’t have to worry about those guys anymore,” said Jack.
“What are you going to do with it?” Stephen pointed at the bag.
“I think I may need it by the end of the week,” said Jack. “The kidnapper is going to come back and find that I’ve rescued the Vigue kid, and then he’s going to come looking for me.”
“Oh man, you’re nuts,” Stephen tried to reason with Jack as they walked down the path. “Just time-out on all this crazy talk for a minute. For one, if you think you know the kid is alive, and you think the kidnapper isn’t going to be back until the end of the week, then why not get the police involved right now. You’re smart, I’m sure you can think of some excuse to get the police to search that place.”
“Yeah, I thought that through,” said Jack. “But a couple of things to consider — he might have a way of knowing if the police go into the hotel and he could blow the place up, or escape. I want the kid alive, and I want the guy to go to jail. Getting the police involved now could risk both of those things.”
“No offense, Jack,” countered Stephen. “But we’re just kids. We don’t have any business screwing around with this stuff.”
“I think that’s the whole point,” said Jack, stopping and turning to Stephen. “He’s only letting us get in there because we’re kids. It’s his game to see if kids can rescue another kid. If we get adults involved he’s just going to kill the Vigue kid and move on. I read about these types of guys, they have a code that they stick to, like rules of a game. If you stick to those, they’ll give you a way to win.”
Stephen thought about that; he wanted to save the kid if they could — he wanted to be a hero and help outwit a killer, but knew he shouldn’t be involved and that it was wrong. Stephen considered Jack either overconfident or just wrong about the situation.
“I can’t be a part of this, Jack,” said Stephen. “I don’t think you should be either.”
“It’s okay,” said Jack. “I figured it would be too much for you, and I think I can do it alone anyway.”
“If you’re trying to psych me out, it’s not going to work,” warned Stephen.
That made Jack chuckle. Stephen noted that Jack’s mannerisms and laugh made him seem much older than just a few weeks before.
“I’m not trying to trick you,” said Jack. “But I am going to ask you to do one more thing with me, and then perhaps you should head back south a little early.”
Stephen was greatly relieved. He waited to hear the request.
“I’m going to show you evidence that our kidnapper is out of town for a few days, and I want you to help in the hotel one more time.”
Stephen ignored the request for a moment — fixated on the idea of being safe at home. “What excuse am I going to use to leave early? I’ve already got plane tickets for the thirty-first, and today is only the twenty-third. Those tickets are expensive to change.”
“Don’t worry,” said Jack. “We’ll think of something, I’m sure. But, will you help me?”
“I don’t know — what’s your evidence?” asked Stephen.
“I’ll tell you back at the house,” said Jack.
**********
Back at the house they removed their shoes in the garage and snuck up the stairs to avoid Jack’s parents. As they passed down the hall to the safety of Jack’s room, Stephen noted that lying and sneaking around had become second nature to him.
Jack waved him into the seat in front of the computer.
“First,” said Jack, “look at this.” He leaned past Stephen and pressed a key, waking up the computer.
A CNN webpage appeared on the screen. Stephen scanned the article. It regarded a missing child in Albuquerque, New Mexico. The details of the case included a kid snatched from his pre-school; no witnesses. Then, the article discussed the similarities to the Gabe Vigue case. The police investigated a possible connection between the two. Stephen scrolled back up to the top of the article and saw what he was looking for — the article had been posted just four hours before.
“What if it’s not the same guy?” asked Stephen.
“I found this,” said Jack. He held out a piece of paper folded in quarters and quite wrinkled. Stephen unfolded it and saw the logo of United Airlines at the top of the page. Reading down, he saw that it was an itinerary showing a round-trip schedule from Manchester, New Hampshire, to Albuquerque. The name listed was Patrick Bateman.
“The name is fake,” said Jack. “It’s the name of a serial killer from a movie.”
“So, you’ve got another kidnapping and a plane ticket to the same place,” stated Stephen.
“Yeah — I think it’s pretty clear,” said Jack.
“What if he’s got a partner?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t think so,” said Jack. “These guys always work alone.”
“Okay, so he gets back,” Stephen scanned down the sheet, “on Friday then?”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “And I want to make sure I’ve got everything in place by Wednesday.”
“What do you need me to do?” asked Stephen.
“I need you to go back there one more time,” said Jack. “I need some help moving something heavy, and I want you to watch on the video while I try something.”
“That’s great, so you need help while you do stuff and things? Real clear there, Jack,” said Stephen.
“It’s no big deal, it’s just hard to describe,” said Jack. “Easier to show you.”
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 CHAPTER 19

The Boy


The boy stepped down the stairs and paused at a landing. He wished he could find a window or door, but the stairs continued down and he had spent enough time in the basement of this building to know that he didn’t want to ever go back there again.
Struck with indecision, he looked back up the stairs towards the room with the dead cat. Before the spikes had impaled it, the cat had been eating, so somebody must come to this part of the building. The man might be very close to him right now, and anyone close could have heard the awful noise the cat had made while dying.
He shook his head and tried to get that sound out of his head. Back in the chair, he had learned to control his panic. Now, he found himself fighting for control again. It wasn’t a battle you could win forever; panic would always come back stronger.
He sat down. He glanced back and forth — upstairs, then down. He pointed his flickering otoscope upstairs, then down. After about ten minutes of overload, he rallied. He remembered the feeling of being caught and he desperately didn’t want to experience that again. Back on his feet, he took a deep breath and headed down.
Five steps down, he discovered another landing and had to take a right. A couple more turns, through a door, and he found himself back on a cold, tile floor.
The boy took a few tentative steps down the hall. Up ahead he could see a thin strip of light on the floor along the right-hand wall. As he approached, the boy realized the light was coming from beneath a door. An electronic beep sounded above him. The red light of another camera turned on.
Despair flooded through the boy, and he felt helpless to shake it off. After everything, he stood right back in the same situation. He considered his options — he could run upstairs and try to find one of the third-floor windows he had spotted earlier. He could press further down this hall, or he could try the door.
The boy couldn't make a decision; too much weighed on his choice. He felt sleepy, and gave into the feeling. He just wanted to sit down for a minute, to think it all through. The boy leaned heavily on the wall as his legs weakened. He slid down the wall and dropped his head to his chest. His left hand flicked off the wavering otoscope and his only light was leaking from under the door next him.
A loud bang startled him. He raised his eyes, but his head didn’t move. A second later, blinding overhead lights came on, forcing him to squint. He didn’t move. Another noise down the hall drew his gaze. He saw a large form approaching. He didn’t try to run.
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 CHAPTER 20

Jack


On Monday night the boys sat in front of the television. Jack didn't pay attention to the program — something about a club of people who investigated haunted houses. He was too busy reviewing his plans.
Jack attacked problems with fierce concentration, but few things occupied his full attention for long. He relished the small number of challenges that had really taxed him. The first he remembered was a set of IQ tests his parents had arranged when he was still in grade-school.
Jack had really enjoyed the tests, but despised the idea of skipping grades. At that time, being in school with his best friend Ben was the only thing that made class bearable. When Ben transferred to a private school for fourth grade, Jack’s parents had asked him again to advance. At that point he didn't want to be the small kid in fifth grade. That extra year meant a lot at that age, and the fifth-graders intimidated Jack. So, he had stayed back and found his own ways to challenge himself.
A really good puzzle could also inspire Jack, especially if it was one posed by his dad.
The previous weeks, the puzzles of the hotel had thrilled Jack. He didn’t see danger, only opportunity. The man who had set up this whole situation, the one they referred to as “The Management,” had left specific clues for Jack, and Jack knew he could defeat The Management at his own game. Stephen remained the weakest part of Jack's plan. He needed Stephen to come along, and it seemed that he had accomplished that with his story about Albuquerque.
Tricking Stephen had been easy. Jack had produced the fake United Airlines itinerary in about five minutes — taking the logo from their website, and making up the rest. The CNN site had required more work, but not much. Jack had copied one of their headline pages to his computer and then written his own story. He took much of the text directly from the report about Gabe Vigue and then told his computer to redirect any requests for CNN back to his version of the page. He had worried that Stephen might click on one of the links on the page, exposing the facade, but by stepping in with the itinerary as soon as Stephen had started to question the details, Jack had thwarted Stephen’s curiosity.
He only needed Stephen to return to the hotel one more time.
“This is creeping me out,” said Stephen, commenting on the television show. “Reminds me of the hotel.”
“Let’s change it then,” said Jack, reaching for the remote.
“No, leave it,” said Stephen. “It creeps me out, but I like it — they don’t give up even though they’re spooked.”
To get to The Management, Jack needed Stephen.
The Management had painted the first clue into the portraits in the red room. They featured an older man and a boy facing each other.  Jack was the boy, he reasoned, and he was facing The Management. When Jack studied the eyes of the boy in the portrait, he saw an image reflected in the painted pupils. The boy held out a child as a gift to The Management.
Jack had found the next clue in the bathroom of the second hotel room they had entered. In that room, he found recent signs of activity: a toothbrush, comb, wet towel, and a very odd painting on the mirror. When Jack stood in front of the mirror he saw his own body capped with a bull’s head. An angry bovine face looked back from atop his shoulders. Written on the lower left-hand corner of the drawing, like a signature, was the name “Baal.”
Hours of careful research had revealed Baal to be an ancient god who required child sacrifice. The ritual was brutal: his worshippers would heat up a statue of Baal until the arms glowed red and then place a child in his arms. The child would die of the burns from Baal’s embrace.
Jack read quote after quote of Baal, and started to think that he had seen that name somewhere before. In a bright flash, the answer came to him. A little over a week before, Jack had stayed up most of the night decoding the letter from The Management. One of the details he could never decipher was the pattern of the sentences. The letter contained seven sentences per paragraph, and in each, the first letters of sentences spelled out “IAMBAAL.” Jack added spaces to that phrase to make it “I am Baal.”
Stephen wasn’t quite as young as Baal would prefer, but Jack figured it would be close enough to get him into The Management’s presence. Jack thought through his itinerary one more time and decided he had planned enough. Now he needed to turn off his brain and just relax — tomorrow would be a tough day, and he would need his rest.
**********
Jack was relieved to finally get underway on Tuesday morning. So far, everything was perfect. His mom had agreed that they could go play until lunch again, and Stephen hadn't backed out.
They walked along the path to the hotel in silence until Stephen asked, “Hey, what do you think ever happened to Ben?”
His tone surprised Jack. Stephen sounded a little sad.
“I’m sure he’s fine,” Jack replied. “Probably just on vacation with his mom.”
“I bet your mom tries to track him down before long,” said Stephen.
“You’re probably right,” Jack admitted. After Gabe disappeared, his parents had been extremely overprotective. Jack couldn't leave the house by himself for months. If something happened to Ben, Jack couldn't even imagine how his parents would react. He hoped for his own sake that Ben would call, but secretly believed that he wouldn't hear from Ben any time soon, if at all.
When they reached the hotel, Jack prepared Stephen for some small changes — “I think we’re going to have to do the whole trip. I accidentally let the secret door in the chimney close behind me the other day.”
“Oh, bummer. How did that happen?” asked Stephen.
“I don’t know,” Jack lied. It had taken him almost ten minutes to figure out how to close that door. He needed Stephen with him in the other part of the hotel, so it had been a necessary expense.
They worked together, exchanging few words, to set up the ladders and climb down into the drawing room.
Stephen hadn’t seen the anatomical drawing for several trips. “What do you think this means?” he asked, pointing to the painting which featured a half finished, half dissected man.
“Maybe we’re seeing inside him — you know, how he thinks of himself?” suggested Jack. “It kind of reminds me of a diagram we had in biology. But that one showed half a skeleton, and half exposed muscles.”
The boys climbed the ladder into the bishop’s room.
“We never did check behind those other doors,” said Stephen.
Jack noted that Stephen's voice had an air of finality. Jack saw all the possibilities of interesting things to discover, and Stephen talked about the things they had never done, as if they never would.
“Want to try them now?” asked Jack.
Stephen stopped mid-stride — crossing the floor of the bishop’s room from white tile to white tile. “I thought you needed my help moving something,” he said.
“Yeah, I do, but that doesn’t mean we can’t take a detour, right?” asked Jack.
“Nah, let’s keep moving,” said Stephen.
At the end of the tripwire hallway, they waited patiently in the dark for the door to the white room to open. Next, they made their way up the ladder to the attic. Both boys looked for the nest of baby rats, but the home had been vacated.
“Shit, how are we supposed to trigger that door?” asked Stephen. “Don’t we need something alive?”
“Don’t worry, I’ve got another way we can go,” said Jack.
They hunched over the empty nest. Stephen straightened up and looked at Jack. “Another way?”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “Remember that vent that ended with the pole? That’s a shortcut to the basement. You just have to know how to get out from there.”
“Oh,” said Stephen. Jack expected him to be more inquisitive and had prepared a story about finding that shortcut when he had gone back for Stephen’s bag. It was a flimsy story, time-wise, but he thought that Stephen would buy it. In truth Jack had stolen away to the hotel the past couple of nights. The pole did descend all the way to the basement, but Jack knew even more about it.
Jack continued on to the long jump, and Stephen followed. They made it across the gap with practiced ease. Walking down the stairs to the spiral room, Stephen commented — “I forgot how long it takes to go this way.”
“Yeah,” agreed Jack.
The boys didn’t communicate much through the next few obstacles. Stephen needed help scaling the ledge in the wide passage, but it was easy for Jack to jump up and then give him a hand. When they arrived at the door that progressed to the smaller vents, Jack led the way to remind Stephen the way to the pole.
“Okay — I’ll see you at the bottom,” said Jack, grabbing the pole. “it’s like thirty feet down, so you’ve got a ways to go. I’ll shine a light for you so you can see when bottom is coming.”
“Cool,” said Stephen from behind Jack.
Jack kept his flashlight out and tucked it under his arm. He had studied the trap at the bottom of the pole, and was pretty sure he could avoid sliding all the way down.  If Jack's plan worked, he could capture Stephen without harming him. If it went wrong, he would certainly lose Stephen’s trust.
Either way, Jack had the advantage because he knew the way out. He swung his legs over the edge and started a very controlled slide down. When the room opened up, Jack gripped the pole to stop his descent. He pushed off so he could extend his left leg backwards. He felt the ledge and shoved with his arms, away from the pole. He stood on a small ledge built out from the wall. Jack jumped to the floor and leaned over to the pole so he could look up to Stephen.
“Okay,” Jack yelled, “come on down.”
Stephen slid down fairly quickly. Jack pointed his light upwards as a beacon to Stephen. As soon as he saw Stephen’s feet come into the room, Jack shut off his light, leaving Stephen in the dark.
“Hey!” yelled Stephen. Jack didn’t want Stephen to see the wire-mesh cage below him.
“Keep going,” said Jack. “Just my batteries.” Jack heard Stephen touch down on the floor and then heard the clank of a cage closing around his friend.
“What the fuck?” asked Stephen. Jack flicked on the room lights with a switch next to a door. The bright lights made both boys squint. The lights revealed the steel cage around Stephen, which had sprung up to pin him in the corner of the room.
Jack reached for the gas mask hanging from a hook on the wall.
Just before he donned the mask, Jack said “Sorry buddy, but I need a gift.”
Jack pulled the mask over his face and Stephen’s protests were briefly silenced by the noise of pulling the straps past his ears. Breathing through the mask, Jack reached over and flicked the other switch on the wall. The first switch was marked with a little picture of a light bulb, but this one showed a small cloud. Throwing this second switch caused white gas to emerge from small holes in the walls around Stephen. Ninety-nine percent sure that the gas wouldn’t harm Stephen, Jack watched with excitement and curiosity as the gas reached his friend and Stephen began to pass out.
“I can’t believe you. Why are you doing this?” slurred Stephen.
Jack didn’t have a chance to answer before Stephen slumped to the floor of the cage. Jack sighed into his mask and nearly made the mistake of removing it. Instead, he kept the mask on and strode over to the lever to release and reset the cage. He saw no marking on this lever, but its position led Jack to believe that it would disengage the metal walls confining Stephen.
He was right, but hadn’t expected the force with which the cage would disengage. One of the panels crashed down on Jack’s foot and numbing pain shot up his leg. Jack staggered back, once again reaching for the mask, but stopped himself before he removed it. He hunched over looking at his shoe. The way his left foot felt, he wouldn’t have been surprised to find half of it amputated by the crashing cage, but there it sat, looking normal.
Jack looked up at the dissipating cloud and waited for his foot to stop throbbing enough for him to continue. Unshouldering his pack, he unzipped the big compartment and dug to the bottom. He found several tie-wraps, a roll of tape, and a bandanna. He considered his next moves: roll Stephen over to bind his hands, gag him, and blindfold him.
Stephen had slumped against the wall with his head turned away from Jack. Just then something occurred to Jack: he should have checked on Stephen immediately. Stephen might be asphyxiating, or already dead from the gas.
Jack limped over to Stephen and nearly entrapped himself before he remembered the cage. The trigger for the cage wasn’t obvious, but it had something to do with putting weight near the base of the pole. Jack noted the missed detail as he realized that he didn't have a good plan for getting Stephen out of the cage area without getting imprisoned himself.
Jack slowed his thoughts, emptying his head so he could consider the problem from the designer’s perspective. A good trap must have a way to extract the victim with no danger to the predator. He looked around the room, but saw no other controls.
Jack returned to the cage lever to give it a second look. Pulling it again, he discovered a feature he missed the first time: after pulling it down, you could lock it to the side. Jack smiled — that must be the way to lock-out the trigger, he thought.
With this small victory, Jack limped back to Stephen, confident the cage wouldn’t engage. He rolled Stephen over and grabbed his wrist. He felt a strong pulse. He breathed a sigh of relief, removed Stephen’s backpack, and arranged Stephen’s limbs so he could pull him away from the wall. Jack found it difficult to work with the gas mask on, so he moved quickly to immobilize Stephen.
Pulling Stephen’s wrists behind his back, Jack used his tie-wraps as handcuffs. Next, he put tape over Stephen’s mouth and tied a blind-fold across his eyes. Jack finished with several loops of tape around Stephen’s legs. Jack didn't secure Stephen's legs tight, but wound the tape around several times.
Jack heard a distant electronic beep, just once, and couldn’t pinpoint its origin. He stood straight up, his ears tingling. Jack took several deep breaths and then returned to his mental checklist. Stephen was ready. Now he needed to take Stephen’s limp body to the examination room.
Jack rolled Stephen onto his back, and checked Stephen's breathing. Jack limped over to the door. While searching the hotel on Sunday night, Jack had established a fairly detailed mental map of this part of the hotel — he knew that down the hall, on the left, he would find a closet which held several jugs of liquid and a big dolly.
He returned to the pole room, pushing the dolly ahead of him, and leaning on it to take the weight off his throbbing foot.  Stephen still appeared unconscious. Jack checked Stephen’s pulse again — still normal — and rolled him on his side. Tipping over the dolly, Jack slid it up the length of Stephen’s body and inserted it between Stephen’s cuffed hands and his limp torso.
Jack had tethered Stephen to the dolly with Stephen's arms braced against the handle. Jack used more tie-wraps to attach Stephen’s ankles to the upright bars.
Admiring his planning and execution, Jack returned to the top of the dolly so he could lift Stephen into a standing position. The body slipped down more than Jack anticipated, and he considered using the tape to secure more points, but he wanted to avoid cutting off Stephen’s circulation.
Stephen began to stir and solved Jack’s problem. As he regained consciousness, Stephen stiffened and Jack could raise him vertical. Stephen thrashed at first, but stopped as pain from his pinned arms registered. The more Stephen moved, the more his arms would wrench painfully upward.
Jack tilted the dolly and backed towards the doorway. Stephen swung his head around, trying to get a look past the blindfold, and yelled into the tape, producing a low muffled sound.
“Shhh,” said Jack. “It will be over soon.” Jack's voice sounded muffled by the gas mask. Jack had to pause to pick up their packs and almost dumped Stephen on his back, but regained control moments later. Once in the hallway, Jack turned on his flashlight and closed the door to the pole room. Gas from the room might have leaked into the hall, so he pushed Stephen several feet before removing his gas mask.
When he reached the light switch in the hall, Jack braced the dolly against his shoulder so he could flick it on. Bright light washed the hall — it looked almost as bright as the white room. Nearly the entire ceiling was populated with fluorescent bulbs. Stephen thrashed a bit at the change in lighting and swayed from side-to-side.
Getting in rhythm with the instability of the dolly, Stephen started to rock it back and forth. It was all Jack could do to keep it upright.
“Listen, buddy,” Jack whispered into Stephen’s ear, “if you fall over, I’m going to drug you again. I don’t know all that much about anesthesia, but I’m pretty sure that it’s touch-and-go when you get your second dose in a short period of time. So, if you want to play that lottery, I can re-dose you. By all means, keep trying to tip over.”
Stephen stopped thrashing to listen to Jack, and didn’t start again. Tilting him back, Jack continued down the hall to what he had dubbed “The Exam Room.”
He rolled Stephen past the door and turned the handle, pushing it open with his right hand. Glancing around at the cold, white tile inside, Jack backed Stephen into the room.
The bright lights in the examination room reflected off the shiny tiled floor and tiled walls. Jack figured he could spray this room with a fire hose and do no damage; it was built for easy cleanup. The center of the room featured a large circular drain. Next to that, sat the examination chair.
Jack scanned the room, taking it all in. He had seen this room a few times now, but hadn’t really studied it. It had seemed inappropriate without bringing his own victim. But now, Stephen would help him achieve that. Jack stood the dolly up near the chair and then thought better of it. He pushed the axle away and lowered Stephen to the floor so he wouldn’t tip himself over.
Eyes wide open and roaming, he walked a slow lap around the room. A freestanding bathtub with a host of stains scarred into the enamel graced one wall. Along the back, a set of cabinets held mysteries. Two sinks with gooseneck faucets were set in the counter. On the next wall, a rolling cart held a strange device mounted on an articulated arm. Thick power cables ran back to the wall and plugged into a large circular outlet.
Stephen kicked and yelled muffled complaints against his tape.
“I’m right here,” said Jack. “Settle down.”
Jack heard the same beep again. This time it came from behind him and he spun around, but couldn’t see anything unusual. It sounded like it had come from above, but the only thing above him was a drop-ceiling of tiles, poked with random holes.
Raising his voice, Jack said, “What are you waiting for? I’m here. I brought you your gift, Baal.”
Jack could feel himself beginning to sweat. He reminded himself that this was what he had worked towards, that he was supposed to be enjoying this anticipation. It bothered Jack that only his fear and anger bubbled up. He knew that The Management must be watching, and didn’t want to betray his weakness, so he leaned against the chair and tried to look bored. He waited.
Stephen stayed still, except for his chest. He breathed rapidly — his heaving chest showed his fear. Jack fixated on the rise and fall of Stephen’s chest and used it to keep his own breathing under control. He only inhaled on Stephen’s second breath at first and then later slowed to a three-to-one ratio. Jack felt calm and in control of his body. He waited.
Jack pulled out his phone and checked the time. He felt like he had been standing in this room for hours, so he decided to set a limit. Ten more minutes and he was going to walk. He wanted to feel in control of his own destiny.
“Okay,” he challenged, “five more minutes and we’re leaving.”
Two minutes later, The Management contacted Jack.
A scratchy, dusty voice came from the ceiling. Jack looked up.
“(click) Jack. (click),” said a man's voice. “(click) How good of you to come. (click)”
“My pleasure,” said Jack, “what’s next.” He could hardly keep his voice calm. The gravity of his situation threatened to collapse on him and ruin his facility for rational thought.
Jack waited, this had turned back into a one-way conversation.
“Hello?” asked Jack after several more moments.
“(click) First, we’ll need to teach you patience. (click),” said the voice. “(click) Next, manners. Do you know what you’re supposed to do with Stephen? (click)”
“I think so,” said Jack. “But I want to meet you in person first.”
Jack waited through another long pause. Some of his adrenaline started to fade, and he considered different ways to get The Management to comply.
Jack decided to start with logic and work his way over to threats if that didn’t work. “How long have you been looking for me?” asked Jack. “I’m guessing it’s been years, maybe decades. Am I right?” Jack continued.
Jack looked at the ceiling and waited for an answer, but none came.
“Okay,” said Jack. “I’m going to assume that I’m right — you’ve been searching for me, or someone like me, for at least ten years. Maybe a few have come close, but they weren’t smart enough. Or maybe they were smart, but didn’t have the stomach for the blood.” Jack lowered his voice, “Maybe some of them liked the blood a little too much.”
Jack focused on the ceiling and circled the chair as he spoke — “But I’m the real thing. Not psychotic, but just detached enough to do what you do, and follow in your footsteps. I’ll study your writing, and learn from you.” Jack had come back around to Stephen again. He placed one foot on his blindfolded friend and looked at the ceiling. “But being all those things, I have to know that you’re right too. I won’t jump into this before we meet,” said Jack.
“(click) Yes. (click),” came from the speaker.
Jack waited ten seconds, holding his position. Stephen began to squirm again and kicked out violently, sending the dolly sliding away. Jack removed his foot from Stephen’s stomach and crossed around him to get to his bag. He plucked it off the floor and sat it on the chair in front of him, removing items and laying them on the counter: duck tape, his mother’s big carving knife, tie-wraps, and a stack of plastic bags.
The door behind him clicked, and Jack paused. He heard the ambient sound of the room change when the door swung open. Jack spun slowly to glimpse The Management for the first time. On the floor, Stephen squirmed towards the wall, making a muffled, humping racket, but Jack didn’t hear. All of Jack’s senses focused on the empty doorframe.
A foot slid into view, clad in a dark leather sneaker. The leg that followed wore loose khaki slacks. Next to come around the corner was a head, but it was an animal head. Jack recognized Baal from the picture drawn on the mirror. Half-man, half-bull came to join him in the small exam room.
Jack never hesitated. His whole plan hinged on this one possible moment of surprise. He had studied the mind of the psychotic killer, and knew that one of the defining characteristics in his rival was a sense of infallible immortality. Jack figured that he had one chance to exploit that before the creature’s natural self-preservation made any kind of attack unwise and unlikely to succeed.
Jack pulled the last item from his bag. It was a cold, oily handgun he had purchased from Smoker the day before. At first sight of the gun, before Jack even had time to raise it, the half-man, half-bull in the doorway started to jerk backwards. Jack didn’t aim, he simply squeezed his eyes and the trigger until a loud report rang out and the gun nearly kicked out of his hand.
Stephen erupted in renewed thrashing and Jack took a long step over him as he headed to the door. Baal had retreated around the corner and out the door but then had crashed into the wall of the hallway, leaving a long red streak down the white wall. Jack raised the gun and aimed this time. The second kick jerked the gun again and he had to fight it back down to pull the trigger a third time.
On the floor the mask slid partway from Baal’s head, and he convulsed as the third shot tore through the left half of his neck. The body slumped and Jack knew the man he thought of as “The Management,” and as “Baal” was dead.
He stepped around the widening pool of blood and pulled the mask away from the man’s head. The mask was more stiff than Jack expected. The brown face sported a long nose complete with a brass ring, and very sharp horns emerging from the forehead. When he pulled away the mask, the dead man’s head fell back to the floor. Jack didn’t recognize the face. He dropped the mask and paused to look at the man one more time. He wanted to spend some time studying his kill, but knew he couldn’t, not yet. Now, he had to deal with Stephen. It occurred to Jack that this might be the hardest part of the day: convincing Stephen that his actions had been justified.
Jack returned to the exam room and fixed a look of concern on his face as he ran to Stephen. “Are you okay?” Jack asked.
Stephen had wriggled out of his blindfold, but faced the wrong way. When Jack helped him up, Stephen scrutinized Jack with half-lidded eyes.
“I’m going to pull this off,” Jack motioned to the tape. “You’ve got to believe me — it was the only way to fool him,” Jack pleaded. Tears welled up and carved tracks down Jack’s face. He reached to the tape, grabbed a corner, and flinched as he pulled the tape off in one quick motion.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” asked Stephen, unmoved by Jack’s emotion. “Untie me, now,” he ordered.
“Of course, sure,” said Jack. He stood and came back down with his mom’s big knife. “Hold still,” he said as he cut Stephen’s hands free. Jack moved down and worked on the tape binding Stephen’s legs. He sniffed back more tears. “You gotta understand, he could see and hear everything. I had to fool you so we could fool him.”
“Right,” said Stephen. “I should kick your fucking ass.”
“I know, I know,” begged Jack. “But please, he killed Gabe and I had to trick him. The only way I could think was to trick you.”
“I thought you said he was over in New Mexico — what’s he even doing here?”
Jack had just finished cutting the tape around Stephen’s legs and he sat back on his heels, considering the question. He looked down at the knife in his right hand an then set it aside quickly, lowering his eyes. When he looked back up, Stephen thought Jack looked sheepish and a bit pitiful.
“Jeez,” said Jack as he looked away, “I’ve got a lot of stuff to tell you that I couldn’t say before. I’ve come here a couple of times without you so I could do some exploring.”
Stephen had waited for Jack to put down the knife. Then, he saw his opportunity. Stephen slowly pulled back his right leg and grabbed it around the knee with both hands, as if to stretch a sore muscle. He kept his voice calm and said, “Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell me exactly what’s been going on.”
As Stephen finished his sentence, he released his knee and shot his foot forward towards Jack’s face. His heel connected perfectly with Jack’s chin, snapping Jack's head back and away. Jack rocked back and straightened his own legs to flee the attack. The angle of his body, now tipped back, sent the back of Jack’s head directly towards the base of the exam chair. With that contact, Jack’s arms sailed out for a second and then his whole body went limp and collapsed on the floor next to Stephen’s legs.
“Jack?” asked Stephen. He had seen people knocked out in mixed martial arts fights on television, and was pretty certain that Jack was unconscious. Stephen crawled away, grabbed the knife, and then got to his feet halfway to the door. By the time he reached at the door, Stephen moved fast, unsure where to go. In the bright hall he saw the crumpled form in a large pool of blood to his right, so he bolted down the hall to the left.
Jack’s left leg started to twitch first, then his eyelids began to flutter. His chin dropped and his head slumped, causing him to snore on his next inhale, which roused him. He opened his eyes and stretched his head back, trying to make his neck feel normal. He lifted his right hand and gingerly touched the back of his head where blood matted down his hair. Jack leaned over and considered the floor. His head throbbed and he couldn’t quite remember the last few moments.
Drool dripped from Jack’s mouth to the tile floor. He wiped it with the back of his right hand, his left hand still propping him up. The first thing to come back to Jack was his plan. Then, slowly, the details of which steps he had already executed. The answer flashed in his memory — Stephen. He had failed to convince him and Stephen had run. Jack felt disappointed, but not desperate. He had predicted trouble in this area and had considered a backup plan.
Jack rolled to his knees and rose slowly, leaning heavily on the chair for support. With his feet in a wide stance, and his left arm still bracing against the chair, Jack raised his head. His left ear was ringing so he turned his right towards the doorway and listened. He expected to hear running, frantic footsteps, but heard nothing. Jack wondered how long he had been unconscious — it seemed like just an instant.
A buzzing sound leaked from the overhead speaker. Jack jerked his head up and winced at the throbbing response from his neck. He realized that he recognized the buzzing sound just as bass and drums kicked in. Music came through the speakers, and compared to the scratchy voice, the fidelity was quite high.
After two measures of bass, drums, and buzzing, another sound joined the mix — it sounded like imitation seagulls played with kazoos.
“The feel of the sun on my back makes me want to burrow into the earth,” sang a voice. Now Jack could identify at least the band — his dad played music from this band.
He listened and then started to consider the possible implications of the song. “Taste the soft damp dirt,” continued the lyric. “And be alone with the rocks.”
Jack circled behind the chair and grabbed the gun from the counter. He stuffed some of his supplies back into his pack and carefully shouldered it, while pointing the gun at the doorway. Moving cautiously, and still favoring his hurt foot, Jack approached the doorway. He wondered if the music could have started on a timer, but that didn’t seem likely. Someone played this music on purpose, to tell Jack that he wasn’t alone here. He reminded himself that he had three shots left in the gun.
Jack approached the door from an oblique angle, so he could see down the hall to where the bull-man had come from. Pointing the gun, he approached the door and whipped his head around the jam to see down the other direction. He saw closed doors. One belonged to the pole room, and another to the closet where he had found the dolly, but the other doors had been locked each time he had tried them.
He backed away and thought through these new facts. The music suggested to him that the man on the floor was not alone, and Jack might have an even more formidable adversary awaiting him. Furthermore, he had lost track of Stephen. Jack prioritized and figured his most important goal was to locate the other player, or determine that he and Stephen were now alone. He had lost the element of surprise, if indeed he had ever had it, but Jack trusted himself and his ability to deal with any problem that might arise.
Immediately after starting forward, an encouraging thought occurred to Jack: this was just part of the game. The last time Jack had explored this hallway, he had uncovered all the unlocked doors and the locked ones were impenetrable. But, he reasoned, there must be a way to solve this problem if he thought about it. Once he opened himself to this possibility, another thought occurred to Jack. He had seen an electronic device mounted next to one of the doors that he had guessed was a fingerprint reader. If that was true then he might already have the key to that door.
Jack just needed to get the dead man’s hand down to the door to test his theory. With the safety set, Jack tucked the gun under his belt and walked down the hall to inspect the device. Crouching, he examined the black box. It had a thin indentation with a metallic strip area across the middle. He swiped his own finger down the indentation and a red light flashed. It flashed twice and was accompanied by two high-pitch beeps. Jack smiled.
He returned to the body and stopped at the edge of the puddle of blood. Jack braced himself against the wall and leaned over to grab the man’s right hand.  Thick goo covered the side of the man's palm. The blood had already begun to coagulate, and it dripped in thick clots to the floor as Jack held the thumb. Jack stayed cautious — he didn’t want to ruin his clothes by smearing them with this man’s blood.
Carefully arranging his grip, he pulled the cold hand. The dead man slid, but it was tough going and a wave of clot-blood rolled towards Jack’s shoes as soon as he stopped pulling. Jack decided on an easier way to accomplish his task.
He stepped around the pool of blood again and returned to the examination room. A quick look around turned up no knife, but he did find some wickedly sharp instruments in one of the unlocked cabinets. The tool he chose measured almost eight inches long and looked like a miniature saw. The leading edge was serrated, and then became a straight, razor-sharp edge. Jack admired the reflective gleam and headed back to the body.
Jack arranged the hand on the floor so that the right index finger was spread from the rest of the hand. He backed away as far as he could and raised the knife a couple of feet above the finger. He swung. The bone stopped the leading edge of the blade. The butt of the blade clanged against the floor. Jack grunted and frowned. He pulled the end of the finger and sawed through the second knuckle easily.
Pinching the severed finger between his index finger and thumb, Jack returned to the door. He lined up the finger on the reader and swiped. The red light flashed twice as the unit beeped a rejection.
“Shit!” exclaimed Jack. He looked around quickly, suddenly conscious of himself.
Jack backed away from the door and tried to see it for the first time. His face lit up as he realized his mistake — the reader was on the left side of the door, so it might read only the left hand. He also realized that it might not be keyed to an index finger. The thumb was another likely candidate.
He set the finger on the floor and returned to the body to collect the other digits. The left hand was harder to get at — when the man had collapsed, he had pinned his left hand underneath himself. Jack worked the arm free, still trying to stay clean. The index finger was easy, but the thumb gave Jack problems. He couldn’t seem to find a gap between bones and ended up sawing down the side of the man’s hand.
Now, with both hands gripping a severed digit, Jack returned to the door. He tried the thumb first. He figured it was least likely to be the one, and he wanted to eliminate it. The red light flashed and the unit beeped.
Jack set the thumb down and tried his last hope. He flubbed the swipe and the red light flashed once, with no noise. He took a deep breath, exhaled and then tried again. Jack dropped the finger in his excitement when the light flashed green. He heard a distant buzzing and a light “click” near the door handle.
With no thought about the consequences, Jack reached out and pulled open the door. As the door opened, Jack had a brief glimpse of a tall figure on the other side, silhouetted by bright lights. Two metal probes shot out from the figure. Jack heard a tiny explosion from the man’s Tazer, followed by a crackle that seemed to come from inside Jack’s head.
Just before his neck tightened, Jack’s gaze flew to his own chest where a red dot, centered on his heart, was framed by two metal spikes trailing tiny wires.
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 CHAPTER 21

The Boy


The man stalked down the hall. The boy barely registered the approach of his pursuer.  Some deep part of the boy’s brain still harbored hope and for one absurd moment he wished the man would walk right by. That hope died as the man drew alongside the boy and stopped. The man bent down and grabbed the boy’s ankles.
The boy slumped as the man dragged him by the ankles away from the wall. His head flopped back and struck the floor; he looked up into the bright lights. They burned blue and yellow negatives on his eyes. He couldn’t see any of the man’s features — the glare and after-image were still affecting his eyes.
With one hand, the man lifted the boy by the collar of the the lab coat. The man grabbed his shoulders and turned him around, pushing him towards the door. Reaching over the boy’s shoulder, the man opened the door. The door swung open to reveal an exam room; either the same one the boy had been trapped in before, or one exactly like it.
The deep part of the boy’s brain, buried under layers and layers of numbness, acknowledged the exam room and registered no surprise.
The man's rough hand pressed the boy forward and he zombie-walked towards the chair. The man moved him like a puppet, sitting him down and arranging his limbs in the chair before strapping him down. Back in the man’s chair, the boy felt an urge to protest — he had come so close to escaping, and could have tried his luck at the window. His urge to fight began to rekindle as the man tightened the straps. Despite this new activity deep in his thoughts, the boy’s expression remained slack and lifeless.
“I know what you’re thinking,” said the man.
Now the boy wanted to struggle, but his limbs felt far away and foreign.
“I’ve seen it all before. You came really close. I thought you were going to be the one. We could have learned a lot from each other.”
In his desperation, the boy finally found his own voice.
“Wait,” said the boy. “You lied to me before.”
The man grew serious, and answered slowly — “I told you exactly what I needed to tell you.”
“You said I would forget all this some day, and that it would be okay. But now you’re going to hurt me, aren’t you?” the boy asked.
“That’s very astute,” said the man. “You get bonus points for paying attention, but I’m afraid they’re not going to help you much.” He paused and gathered his thoughts. “If you had passed all the tests, you would have remained unscathed. Unfortunately, you’ve failed today, and that means I have no more use for you.”
“Then why am I still strapped to this chair?” asked the boy.
“I follow a method,” explained the man. “Strapping you to the chair is part of that method. It’s like when your mom tells you to fasten your seatbelt, but you’ve already got it on. She can’t help saying that — it’s a compulsion. I’m the same way with this chair.”
The boys eyes darted left and right, while he tried to figure out how the man knew about his mom. She always told him to buckle up, even after he'd just done it. That was one of their private jokes. He wondered how long the man had been spying on him, or perhaps if he could just read minds.
“I can’t read your mind,” said the man. “If that’s what you were wondering.”
The man walked past the boy and pulled open a drawer. Straining to look over his shoulder, the boy saw the man drawing clear liquid into a syringe.
“So, what are you going to do to me?” asked the boy.
“Well,” the man walked back to the boy and held up the syringe, “this is going to put you to sleep. Then, I’m going to move you to that tub and bleed you out.”
“Why?” asked the boy. His voice wavered.
“Honestly, you’re just not the one I wanted, so now I have to get rid of you and move on to the next one,” replied the man.
“I can be the one you want,” said the boy. “Just tell me what to do.”
“I can’t tell you how to be a fearless predator,” said the man. “I might as well tell you to be a different species.”
“But you said I came really close,” said the boy.
“You did. You escaped when you were supposed to, evaded me, killed that cat. You did almost everything. But I needed to see that extra bit of ruthlessness,” said the man.
“Just give me one more chance,” said the boy. “I’ll do it right.”
“Okay,” said the man. “Just this once.”
The man grabbed the boy’s wrist and pulled his arm to straighten it. A vein popped up on the boy’s arm, and the man pierced it quickly and accurately with his needle. A second later and the boy felt a warm flood spill over his senses.
“Why?” asked the boy again. He meant to ask more, but it was all that would come out.
“There’s no second chance,” said the man as he pulled out the needle.
The boy felt himself slipping away.
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 CHAPTER 22

Stephen


Stephen ran out of the exam room and then away from the dead man to his right. He clutched the knife with the tip facing down. He saw several doors down the hall and reached one on the right first.
The door opened inward and had a light switch on the wall next to the frame. Stephen pushed open the door and then flicked on the lights. A single bare bulb lit up a storage closet. Gray metal shelves lined one wall and held stacks of big bottles. To him they looked like large bleach bottles like the one his mom kept in their laundry room.
He shut the closet and moved down down the hall. Stephen didn’t want to get boxed in to a small space. The next door looked serious — big, solid, and metal, but it was locked.
A few feet down, a door was cracked open. Stephen pushed it open and immediately backed up, closing the door again. He remembered that smell. It was the smell of the gas that had made him pass out. He cracked the door enough to feel around the corner and found a switch on the wall. When he flipped the switch, lights came on in the room and he pushed the door open but he stayed in the hallway.
He saw the pole and the cage. He pulled up his shirt to cover his mouth and nose and stepped into the room. The gas wasn't nearly as strong, and barely made him light-headed. The pole was no help to him. He gave it a try, but couldn't even climb the rope in gym class, so he didn't expect to get anywhere. The room had no other obvious exits.
Something about the ceiling caught his attention. Not a particular feature — the ceiling was smooth and white, except for the big hole around where the pole came through — but it stood much higher in here than in the other rooms or the hall. He poked his head back in the hall, saw only the dead guy, and looked up at the ceiling. The ceiling was definitely lower in the hall. He shut the door to the pole room and tried the rest of the doors. They were all locked.
He checked back in the closet. The ceiling was definitely lower, and it was a drop-ceiling, a grid of acoustic tiles. He wondered what he would find above those tiles.
He closed the door behind himself and went to the far end of the closet. The neatly stacked bottles didn’t go quite all the way to the wall. He set the knife down on a shelf, put his foot up on the second shelf, and carefully tested how much weight it would hold. It didn’t budge under his full weight so he climbed up the shelves until he reached the tiles. Stephen paused for a second to consider his options. He could go back down the hallway towards the dead guy, but Jack might have woken up, and Jack had a gun.
With no more deliberation, Stephen pushed against one of the half-tiles near the wall and slid it to the side. The drywall continued above the ceiling for another six inches or so and then ended. There he found at least three feet of space above the ceiling, filled with dust, pipes, beams, and cables. He grabbed one of the beams and climbed, putting all his weight on the big supports. Once he pulled his feet through, he balanced with one hand while he slid the tile back into place. It was dark, but enough light came through the top of the ceiling fixtures so that his eyes quickly adjusted.
Immediately in front of him, the top of a stud wall rose to meet the beams he clung to. He figured it was the back wall of the closet. Just past this wall, he could see another drop ceiling, but there didn’t appear to be any light down in this room. He saw the top of an unlit fixture ahead. He wished that he had stopped to steal a flashlight from Jack before leaving the examination room.
Stephen debated pulling a tile from this room’s ceiling to see what was below him, but then decided to keep moving. It was impossible for him to move laterally — the beams that he gripped were bolstered with a sine wave of iron bars, too close-packed to squeeze between.
He struggled down the length of the room before finding another stud wall. He moved one hand or foot at a time, and only a few inches. Maneuvering around the wires that held up the lights took extra patience. Twice, he thought he might fall when traversing a set of conduits that ran perpendicular to the beams. Sweat dripped from his nose by the time he found the next stud wall. His muscles ached and strained.
On the other side of this wall, he found the tops of more lights. These were switched on, and with the light coming through he spotted the next wall only a short distance ahead. He figured this must be another hallway — the walls stood too close together for a room. Encouraged, he climbed quickly over to the next wall. On the other side he found thick insulation beneath him. It continued for several feet before the next wall and another section of drop-ceiling. Here he caught a glimpse of the room below.
One of the tiles below had a damaged corner, and Stephen could see down into a small closet with a folding door. A high shelf sat only a couple of feet below him. His arms and back shaked with exertion, so Stephen decided to try a descent. He pulled the ragged corner of the tile and slid it to the side. He didn't want to reveal himself, but realized that if he didn’t climb down now, he might soon fall.
Stephen tested his weight on the shelf and then lowered himself into the closet. He couldn’t get low enough to replace the tile above him, so he left it and climbed carefully down to the floor. He peeked between a gap in the folding doors. In one direction he saw a long wall with a bureau, topped with a television.  In the other direction he saw a door with a peephole and emergency fire evacuation diagram. A “Do Not Disturb” sign hung on the doorknob. Behind him, on the closet rod, the hangers had solid loops instead of hooks.
He couldn’t see around the corner to the bed, or the other direction to the bathroom, so he listened closely for almost a minute. Detecting nothing, he decided to make his move. If this was the room that he and Jack had entered before, he knew he would find a hole behind he dresser that would lead to the secret passage. Stephen folded the doors and moved into the room; he closed the doors, trying to get them positioned just as they had been.
On the balls of his feet he started to creep towards the bed and then changed his mind. He moved backwards towards the bathroom. The lights were on and he looked up to see that the ceiling in here was solid — not tiles like the rest of the room. Something caught his eye: he saw a painting on the bathroom mirror. He felt a chill tingle up his back. A sinister bull’s face looked back at him. Stephen shuddered and crept back to the living space.
This looked just like the room that he and Jack had found. More than the look though, he had that feeling again, like he shared space with where a monster — a murderer of children — had lived. He'd spent weeks in this building, but only this room had a lasting effect on him.
Stephen poked his head behind the heavy bureau and verified the hole to the secret passage. He could pull it away from the wall enough to fit behind, but he was compelled to put it back once he had crawled through the hole, and this turned out to be extremely difficult on his own. Stephen grunted and tugged to get the bureau back to its proper location.
He slunk through the passage, arms outstretched. The ambient light from the hole faded quickly as he rounded the first corner, but he had a couple of rays of light from holes in the passage walls. Once he rounded the next corner, he found only darkness.
Stephen struggled to remember if there was another corner before the vending room. He felt his way along. He turned a corner. After groping for several minutes he reached a dead end. It made sense, once he pieced it together — the hole in the vending wall led to a passage that ended quickly in one direction and continued on in the other. He must have passed the vending room, and the lights must be off in there as well.
Backing up, Stephen crouched to find the hole. After just a few steps, his left hand waved into space. He turned towards the hole and felt around its outline. On the other side of it stood the heavy machine. Someone had moved the machine back to the wall.
Stephen laid both hands on the back of the machine and pushed. It slid forward just a couple of inches before turning slightly and jamming against the neighboring machines. He got the machine unstuck.
Suddenly, a disabling hopelessness washed over him in the dark. He was alone, far from home, and had nobody to trust. His faith in Jack had eroded, now it had nearly vanished. Stephen wondered if Jack had really tried to fool The Management. It was possible, he figured, but seemed unlikely. But he couldn’t think of another reason why Jack would have apologized and untied him.
Digging in, still laboring in complete darkness, Stephen pushed at the heavy soda machine and moved it a couple more inches. He paused for minutes between each attempt. Listening for any sounds, he waited until he caught his breath and then pushed again. The machine suddenly slid much more easily and he fell to the floor. He moved between the soda machine and the wall. This gave him a huge advantage — he braced his feet against the wall and pushed much more efficiently.
In a few good thrusts, he had the soda machine pushed all the way out. Stephen squeezed through the gap between the soda machine and the ice machine to his right. On this side, the lights from the machines lit up the room enough so he could find the light switch and the door. He flicked on the switch and exhaled with relief as the lights came on.
His hand moved directly from the switch to the handle, but it was locked. The handle didn’t even turn — he thought it felt like a decorative handle, it was so rigid. He kicked the door in frustration.
Stephen considered his options: go back through the hole, or find a way through the door. He looked up and realized he hadn’t considered the ceiling.  He needed to find a way up there.
The ice machine had a door about halfway up and he thought he could use that to boost himself on top of the soda machine. It was even easier than he thought. In a few seconds, he sat on top of the dusty soda machine and pushed up one of the tiles. It took a second for his eyes to adjust. He saw bad news — the walls went all the way up.
He pushed up a few more tiles to verify that walls block him in every direction.
Stephen started to feel helpless again. He pulled himself together enough to prioritize his needs. He knew that he had to get out of the hotel, and to tell someone about Jack. His former friend had gone crazy, and needed help. For the moment, both of his needs seemed unattainable. Stephen pulled his legs up on top of the soda machine and felt his hope ebb away.
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 CHAPTER 23

Jack


Jack found himself back in the exam room, strapped down to the chair. Jack struggled clear his head, but he felt sluggish, like something held him just below true consciousness. Then he saw it — a needle poked out of his right arm and a tube ran up to a clear bag on a stand. Even in his diminished state Jack realized that this couldn’t be the same exam room that he had rolled Stephen to earlier. It just didn’t look right to him. The handle was on the wrong side of the door, as was the light switch.
A deep voice startled him — “Waking up?”
“Why did you drug me?” asked Jack.
“You’re not going to work out, Jack,” said the man from behind him. The man circled around the chair and faced him. Jack craned his head up to get a good look at the man he had pursued. He thought it must be another trick, this couldn’t possibly be The Management.
The man standing before Jack looked old — Jack figured older than his dad. White hair at his temples faded back over his ears. The man’s face was deeply lined, tanned, and his eyes were barely visible with the way the man squinted. His mouth was small and secretive, guarding large, tightly-packed teeth. He wore baggy clothes that barely disguised the extra weight he carried. Jack looked with open wonder at this small, ordinary man who had created these elaborate and challenging puzzles.
The man adjusted his stance and squared his shoulders with Jack. “In my day we listened to DJs on the radio. Everything was fine until you met one, then you spent the next few months trying to align the face with the voice,” the man said. “I suspect you’re having that same feeling right now.”
Jack shook his head. His head felt heavy, but his neck worked like a swivel and his head flopped from side-to-side.
“But don’t worry,” added the man. “You’ll only have to deal with this visual discrepancy for a matter of hours.”
“Why are you giving up on me so quickly?” asked Jack. “We can fix this.”
The man approached Jack, putting his weathered face within inches of Jack’s fearful expression. “Why am I giving up on you, Jack?” he asked, whispering the question. “Perhaps if you really think through the question, you’ll understand how illogical it is. There’s almost nothing that bothers me more than an illogical argument.”
The man backed away and turned his head slightly, looking over at the counter. “So, Jack,” he began in a normal tone of voice that ramped up quickly, “maybe I’ve given up on you because you TRIED TO KILL ME,” he ended with a scream.
“You’re upset because you didn’t see it coming, aren’t you?” asked Jack.
“There’s another bad question,” said the man. “After all, I sent a decoy out to meet you.” He paced around the foot of the chair. “You also brought a decoy. Mine performed perfectly, and yours kicked you in the face,” he smiled. “I would have enjoyed teaching you how to properly control a decoy. So, given the fact that I sent a decoy out to meet your well-aimed bullets, are you still inclined to believe that I didn’t anticipate that move?”
“I guess not,” said Jack. His efforts to coax his way out of this situation had, so far, failed. He needed to introduce another variable into The Management's equations. “But Stephen’s going to bring other people back here. You’ll be caught if you hang around.”
“You’re not thinking this through,” said the man. “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. It’s probably the drugs I’ve given you. They’re confusing you, aren’t they?” He leaned over and thumbed a dial on the IV bag shut. The drip stopped immediately. “It will take a while to wear off completely, but you’ll be a little more rational soon, I suspect,” he said.
The man continued pacing and recommenced his lecture. “Of course I took great care to make sure that Stephen cannot escape. I’ve got to admit though, he nearly has enough fortitude to make a decent replacement for you. He’s a little squeamish, but he seemed to go along with everything pretty well. Perhaps I could groom him.”
Jack decided to play his trump card. He had one piece of insurance set aside in case things went this badly. “I’ve written everything down, you know,” said Jack. “I’ve documented everything I could find out about the Vigue case, this hotel, and the connection to the disappearances in the sixties. That’s where you learned it, right? From that guy in Georgia?”
“You have indeed done some excellent research, Jack,” said the man. “It’s not too difficult to collect that kind of information these days though. Personally, I think that I had a much harder time doing that same research back in sixty-four. I had to spend weeks in the library, reading microfilms of archived newspapers. You, on the other hand, spent a few hours on some websites.”
The man walked to counter and opened a drawer below. He pulled out a yellow envelope and unwound the red string. He upended the envelope and dropped its contents into his hand. He looked at Jack — “You’re referring to this documentation, of course. I found it in the second drawer of your dresser, under your tee shirts. How did you expect this to help you, though? By the time your mom found this I would have been long gone.”
Jack exhaled slowly and considered his situation. This man had easily outwitted him at every turn. He had no leverage, and no course of action. He inhaled deeply and smelled his own tears welling up behind his eyes.
“Now if you don’t mind,” said the man, “I’m going to get some work done while we wait for Stephen.” He pulled a set of thick goggles out of a drawer and pulled them over his head. The goggles magnified his eyes enough so that his irises looked to be the size of nickels. The man pulled a rolling chair over to Jack’s leg and sat down on the edge. He looked up at Jack again and warned him, “This is going to hurt quite a bit, but it’s something I always do.”
He slid a portable tray up beside Jack and grabbed a knife.
“Hold still,” he said to Jack as he cut through his pants. He started the knee and cut a big patch of fabric out of the thigh of Jack’s jeans. “It probably seems a little backwards, but I always sign my work first. It looks so much better if done on a live muscle.”
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 CHAPTER 24

Stephen


He couldn’t stay on top of the vending machine, he reasoned. Stephen thought that if he went back to the crazy-man’s room, he might find another way out. But someone had locked this door on purpose — probably the guy Jack had killed — and the way out would require going back to that place. Stephen didn't want to confront all that yet. He would start with exhausting his other options.
Stephen jumped down from the soda machine and made his way into the dark passage. He paused to look through the peep-hole into the hotel room filled with books.
A distant voice made him freeze. Someone yelled. Stephen willed himself not to run; he knew that he must keep control. The voice continued at a lower tone and he shuffled carefully over to the opposite wall and worked his way down to the next peep-hole. When he got close, it came back to him — this hole looked into an exam room.
Stephen held his breath and put his eye to the hole. He saw Jack, strapped to a chair. The man talking to Jack faced away from the hole, so Stephen couldn’t see much, but he could hear the man’s voice. It definitely sounded the same as the voice from the loud-speaker. That last realization took some time to sink in. If this was the man who had talked over the speaker, Stephen wondered, then who was the dead guy in the hall? Perhaps that guy wasn’t dead after all, he thought.
Stephen began to consider the implications of the scene in front of him. If this man had captured Jack and meant to hurt him, he would be on his own to get out of here. Plus, he’d have this psycho hunting him. However, if Jack somehow escaped, Stephen would have to worry about Jack’s intentions. They hadn’t parted on the best terms.
Stephen couldn't think of a good answer unless something bad happened to both Jack and the man, or somehow he found a way out.
He rocked back on his heels and hoped an idea would come.
Instead of thinking of a clever way out of this disastrous trap, Stephen began to recognize the small number of options still open. He knew that both Jack and the crazy guy were in this room, and that unless there was yet another person here, he just had to avoid that room.
Something still puzzled him though — the crazy man had Jack tied up, but didn't seem at all concerned about finding Stephen. Shouldn't the crazy man be worried that Stephen would call the police? Only one explanation made sense: the crazy man must have total confidence that Stephen couldn't escape.
As far as he could figure, he had only two good choices. He would either explore past the crazy man’s room and look for an exit, or try to find a weapon — maybe get back to the other examination room and look for Jack’s gun. The knife he had left in the closet suddenly jumped to the front of his thoughts.
Stephen emerged from the passage behind the bureau and squeezed into the crazy man’s room. He rummaged around for a few minutes, trying to find any clues to the way out, or even a good blunt weapon. When his search turned up nothing, not even a change of clothes for the madman, Stephen decided to move on. He approached the door and pressed his ear against it. He heard nothing. The door was unlocked.
The hall looked just like the first one he and Jack had found, but with no door at the end. This hall only had doors on the sides of its long expanse. Picturing the layout, he realized that one of the doors on his left probably belonged to the exam room with Jack and the crazy guy. It chilled him to imagine accidentally stepping in on that, so he began with the doors at the far end on the right.
After two locked doors, the third was open, and Stephen pushed it open. He couldn't find a light switch within reach. He could see deep enough into the room to make out the back of a couch several feet away, but he couldn’t see any other details. Desperately wanting to get some more distance between himself and the occupied exam room, he stepped inside.
Stephen went for the couch and forgot about the door behind him. It closed on a spring and clicked shut, leaving him in total darkness. His breath caught somewhere in his throat. He tried not to imagine what could be popping out from behind a corner or sneaking up on him. He was just about to make his way back to the door when he steadied himself and decided to keep going. Once he got to the couch, he could find a light somewhere, he figured.
He continued a couple more steps until he reached the couch and then worked his way down its length. It ended several feet from the wall and just past the back of the couch, Stephen’s outstretched hand struck the upright pole of a floor lamp. He fumbled with the shade and turned the dial.
By the dim light he saw more than he wanted to see. The couch sat in front of a low coffee table and faced a long section of wall. Pictures and documents had been pinned to the wall. He recognized Ben’s family immediately. A picture of Ben’s mom occupied the upper-left, and was followed by Matt, Ben’s dad, and then Ben. He used to wear his hair like a helmet, but this picture showed Ben’s more recent crewcut.
Stephen approached and looked at the documents pinned alongside the pictures. Some looked like invoices from doctors, and others appeared to be printouts of emails. He couldn’t discern the significance of the individual papers, but understood implication of the sum of them. The man must be planning to do, or have already done, something to Ben and his family.
His panic spiked and he spun around to see if there was another wall containing information on him. He expected to see the face of his mother looking back from a eight-by-ten inch photo on the wall behind him, but he found nothing but a blank wall. Still shaken, he returned to looking at the information about Ben. He tore himself away from the wall to look for a solution to his own problems.
Around a corner, a short hall led to another door. Stephen saw that it locked both at the handle and with a deadbolt. Hope sprung up — he remembered one of the doors on the other hall had a lock like this.
He gripped the doorknob with his left hand and the deadbolt with his right. He meant to turn it slowly and soundlessly, but halfway through the turn it picked up speed and made a loud click. Stephen cringed. He tried to turn the door handle, but it wouldn’t move. The knob had a lock as well. He turned the handle-lock and pulled open the door.
The hall was painfully bright, and Stephen recognized it. Across the hall a door stood mostly closed, but he thought it must be the pole room. If he looked to his left he would see a dead man in a pool of dark blood. He didn’t want to see that man again, but looked anyway, to confirm his assumption.
The blood was there, but the man was gone.  He saw the open door to the exam room, a big pool of blood, and bloody footprints leading down the hall, but no body. Stephen pulled his head back through the doorway and closed the door most of the way.  He wondered if Jack had only injured the man — could that be the same man holding Jack now? He shook his head. Anyone who had lost that much blood wouldn't be walking around.
Stephen took a few deep breaths and braced himself to enter the hallway. He pulled open the door, checked to make sure that it would open from the outside, and stepped  into the bright hall. He looked left and right and then headed left towards the puddle of blood. Looking at the bloody footprints which led down the hall he almost ignored the drips that trailed towards the other exam room. He stopped before his feet hit the wet blood and followed the streaks with his eyes. They curved away from the puddle and described a big arc through the door to the exam room.
He wanted to go into the exam room to look for the gun. He managed a shallow breath and smelled the blood in the air. The drips continued through the doorway and over to the bathtub mounted near the wall. From his angle, he could see a single dark sneaker poking up above the lip of the tub.
Taking care to step around the drips on the floor he approached slowly, craning his neck to see over the edge of the tub. His head swam and he felt nauseous; he tasted acrid spit in anticipation of his rising vomit. Stephen turned away and looked at the opposite wall, trying not to think about the dead guy. He imagined the dead man slinking out of the tub to creep up behind him.
Stephen shielded his eyes from the bright lights and bent over. An image of his dad swam before his lidded eyes. His dad said once — “It doesn’t matter if I’m right, because I know how to be loud.” He spun this around in his head, trying to figure out how it might apply to his current situation, but he ended up with nothing.
He opened his eyes and saw that he had one good piece of luck — the gun sat just under the chair in the center of the room. Stephen stole a glance back to the tub to be sure the dead guy hadn’t moved, and then shuffled forward to grab the gun. He flicked the safety back and forth until he was sure it was off and then tucked the gun into his front pocket with the handle sticking out. It felt uncomfortable against his hip, but very comforting. He turned to the door and prepared to go back out into the hall. Another sideways glance confirmed that the man in the tub remained dead. He forced himself to take a step backwards and pick up his pack from where Jack had left it.
First, he poked his head out and then he swung through the door frame, still trying to avoid stepping in the aromatic blood. The only things to his left were the room with the pole, and the supply closet. Stephen thought for a second and then went left to make sure that he hadn’t forgotten anything. He intended to never return to this hotel.
Back at the doorway to the exam room, he had to take a large, diagonal step across the hall to clear the puddle. He found bloody footprints that coursed back and forth to the next door down the hall.
Stephen found himself completely unprepared for the rude pile of fingers below the door. Heaped against the wall, smeared in blood, he saw two severed fingers and a thumb. He hurried past this wreckage and tried the other doors in the hall. They were all locked.
Stephen came back to the finger-door and considered the mess. They were too big to be Jack’s. It was pretty clear, once he thought about it — this door must require a finger scan and Jack had tried these fingers.
He looked at the finger pile again and then squeezed his eyes shut. He tilted his head back. He didn't have many options. He couldn't trust Jack, and probably couldn't get out of the hotel without Jack’s help. Even the gun wouldn't help him climb a pole or get through a locked door.
When Stephen found the will to go on, it came from an unexpected source. He thought of Ben. He wondered if the crazy guy had killed Ben and Ben’s family. Could the crazy guy engineer the disappearance of an entire family? Stephen couldn’t bear the thought of that happening to his own parents.
Stephen took a deep breath and crouched down. One bloody finger sat slightly apart from the rest. When his fingers hit that sticky, dead, skin he instantly wished he had thought to cover his hand in his shirt or something. He shook his head and lifted the finger to the strip at the left of the door.
He touched the finger to the pad and nothing happened. Reaching down to drop the finger and try the next, it occurred to him that he didn’t know how these things worked. He tried touching his own finger to the sensor and got no response. After a second, he got the idea to swipe his finger and the sensor emitted two sharp beeps. Next, he re-tried the severed finger.
A light on the unit flashed green and the lock buzzed open. Stephen pulled the gun from his pocket and aimed it at the handle. The buzzing stopped — he hadn’t moved quick enough. He swiped the finger again and dropped it. He opened the door with his left hand and pointed the gun with his right. The door swung outward, revealing a dim room packed with surveillance equipment lining each wall.
Stephen, moving stiffly with the gun leading the way, crept in. When he stood halfway through the door the buzzing stopped again and Stephen nearly dropped the gun. He blinked away the distraction and kept moving. This door stayed open on its own, so he left it and proceeded to the center of the room.
Racks of equipment lined the walls. Stephen recognized the tape machines and monitors, but the computers seemed foreign to him. He had seen laptops and desktop machines — these were big servers. Each monitor showed a different video feed; some from cameras mounted in rooms that he recognized. He wondered if the crazy man had watched him on the monitor that showed the top of the soda machine.
One panel contained a series of lighted switches. Each switch had a descriptive vertical label — “Room 217,” “Library,” “Hall 2 Vending.” He suddenly thought he might not need Jack after all — perhaps if he just flipped off these switches, he would have a way to escape. He flipped all the switches that were lit. He paid special attention when he flipped the switches that had “Vending” in the name, but saw no change in the monitor that showed the machines.
“Now what?” he asked aloud. He glanced around nervously at the sound of his own voice and considered his choices one more time — he could try to escape alone, or try to rescue Jack. He wanted to run, but still believed he had little chance without rescuing Jack. With the strength of revelation he realized he could do both. He would try to escape, and then if his plan didn’t work, he would return for Jack.
Bolstered by this decision, he headed back through the door to the bloody hallway. Consulting his mental map, he found his way through the bright hall and the dim shrine to Ben’s family. Back outside the crazy guy’s room, he headed for the door to the man’s lair. Stephen hoped that the door was still unlocked. It was the only obstacle between him and the secret passage that led to the soda room.
He reached out and grabbed the handle. It turned easily in his left hand as he raised the gun and his right hand, just in case.
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 CHAPTER 25

Jack


“What do you mean — ‘Wait for Stephen’?” Jack asked. He craned his neck to see what the man was doing to his thigh. The pain came to Jack in little bursts and throbs. It didn't hurt as much as he had feared — maybe he still had some of that anesthetic in his system after all.
“I’m almost certain that Stephen’s going to try to fight back,” said the man.
“I wouldn’t count on it,” said Jack. “He…” Jack started to continue and then gasped for breath because of a new stab of pain. “He was pretty pissed that I tied him up.”
The man looked at Jack and slid the magnifying glasses up so he could look Jack in the eye. “You wouldn’t believe how loyal kids your age are. Everyone else is an outsider, and they bond almost instantly against outsiders,” he said. “That’s another thing I would have taught you. How to spot the bonds between people. Those bonds inform you exactly how to divide your prey from the herd.”
Jack didn’t return the man’s stare. He instead tried to see the damage to his thigh. The man blocked most of Jack’s view with a spotlight.
“How are you signing that? And isn’t it risky to ‘sign’ a victim?” asked Jack. With his questions, Jack hoped to slow the man down. He also wanted to take his mind off the pain.
“I fold back the skin and burn the muscle. It looks really good — much better than a brand or a tattoo,” said the man. “And it will be destroyed when I dispose of you. It’s completely temporary, that’s part of what makes it so beautiful. It’s a wilting flower from the second it’s complete. For most artists, their reward comes when others appreciate their work. I’m more evolved. I know that I’m the only one that can appreciate what I’ve created, and I have no interest in getting caught. But I also know that it’s time to pass on my wisdom to the next generation, just as it was passed to me.”
“So you were taught?” asked Jack.
“Yes, didn’t you guess that from your research? Of course you did, you’re just trying to stall,” said the man.
“No, I’m not,” said Jack. “But why do you want to teach someone?”
“When you perfect something, you want it to be passed on,” answered the man. “Imagine a detective intelligent enough to see the pattern. He’d soon find out the pattern went back over one-hundred years. That would blow his mind.”
“Sounds like you do want an audience,” said Jack.
“Just an audience of one: my eventual pupil,” the man pulled his glasses back down over his eyes and returned his focus to Jack’s thigh.
Jack tried to think of another question that might recapture the man's attention. “How long did you study with the last guy? And what happened to him?” he asked.
“Honestly, not long,” replied the man, pausing again. “I had to get rid of him pretty quickly and then figure out most of the stuff on my own. It’s almost like I replaced him.”
“How did you learn everything on your own?” asked Jack.
“He had a couple of journals stored under the floor of his place. I eventually found them,” replied the man. “Some things I pieced together when he caught me.”
“He caught you? How did you get away?” asked Jack.
“He was careless. Probably wanted me to get the upper hand,” the man looked away and seemed distracted. He perked up very quickly and looked Jack in the eye. “That’ll never happen to me though,” he said.
The doorknob turned. It startled Jack, but the man seemed unfazed. In fact, the man didn’t even turn around to see the door opening.
“Hello Stephen,” said the man to the slowly opening door.
Stephen’s shoe entered first — he slid the door open with his toe so both his hands could grip the gun.
“Turn around,” said Stephen. The man still bent over Jack’s thigh. First, he looked up at Jack and raised his glasses again. He gave Jack a small shrug as if he was perplexed by Stephen’s order.
“Slowly,” said Stephen.
“Okay,” said the man. He pushed away from Jack and turned on his rolling stool to face Stephen. “Is that better?” he asked as he held up his hands; his left still holding his instrument.
“Farther away from Jack,” said Stephen. “And put that thing down.”
“This thing is very expensive,” said the man. He tilted his head down slightly and leveled his cold eyes on Stephen. “I’m not going to just drop it on the floor.”
“Put it down or I’ll shoot your fucking hand off,” said Stephen. He spoke at an even pace, careful not to sound panicked, but a tremor crept into his voice.
“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” said the man. “Let me reason with you, Stephen. By the way, you can call me ‘Patrick.’ It’s a name that Jack made up for me, but it fits nicely.”
He reached to put his instrument back in its holder. Pausing halfway, he looked at Stephen and raised his eyebrows. Stephen nodded assent and the man set the instrument down.
With that done, he placed his hands in his lap and resumed speaking — “First, I know you don’t want to hurt anyone. Honestly, I don’t want you to hurt anyone either.”
Stephen tried to hold his stance. His arms trembled from exertion.
Stephen had intended to silently slip behind Patrick’s bureau and use the tunnels to get to the vending machines. His memory had failed him miserably, as he found himself in the exam room with Jack. Now he stood face-to-face with the crazy guy — Patrick — and Patrick was right. Stephen desperately didn't want to shoot anyone.
“Second,” Patrick continued, “when I captured Jack and you had your adventure in the ceiling, I found that gun and removed the ammunition.”
He sounded confident; Stephen believed him completely. Narrowing his focus on the back of the revolver, he could see a sliver of the chambers on the left and right, and they looked empty.
Stephen could only think of one idea, and it required complete commitment.
“You’re lying,” said Stephen.
“I just saw you look at the cylinder,” said Patrick. “You know it’s empty.”
Stephen assessed his options. He'd seen empty chambers on both sides of the cylinder. Unless someone had unloaded the gun, he should at least have seen the spent casings. Could he bluff Patrick? Jack spoke before Stephen could decide.
“He's wearing my backpack,” said Jack. “I had extra bullets in there. Stephen could have reloaded.”
Patrick paused and looked into Stephen's eyes.
“You boys are not very convincing,” said Patrick. “And I’m the one who unloaded the gun, so you’re not going to bluff me.”
Stephen kept quiet. A new plan formed in the back of his mind; he had to keep it from showing in his eyes.
“The probability of that is very close to zero, based on his reaction,” said Patrick, gesturing towards Stephen. “I think I’ll take my chances.”
Patrick rose from his stool and brushed his hands on his lab coat. He took a step towards Stephen and hesitated only slightly when Stephen raised and re-aimed the gun.  With two confident strides across the floor, he stood with his chest directly against the barrel of the gun. Stephen let the man press into his arms a bit, getting a few inches closer.
With his left hand, Patrick reached up and took the gun from Stephen. Sighing deeply, shoulders falling, Stephen raised his hands in surrender. As if explaining a simple concept to a small child, Patrick opened the revolver and showed Stephen the empty cylinder, holding it directly in front of his face.
This was his moment — Stephen cast back his right hand, tilted his head to the left, and landed his fingers perfectly on Kate’s kitchen knife. He had rescued it from the shelf in the closet and tucked it into the pack, at the ready.
He pulled the knife from the pack in a perfect shallow arch. When he brought the knife down, the blade faced Patrick.
Stephen tightened his grip as his right hand had reached eye-level, where Patrick held the gun for his inspection. The knife was tilted, and when it struck Patrick, it slipped nicely between Patrick's knuckles and split the skin and muscle, down to the wrist. The knife rebounded off Patrick’s wrist, and only the tip of the knife scratched the next few inches. The tip scraped down Patrick’s arm, and Stephen pressed forward again and dug the blade in deep.
Patrick inadvertently aided Stephen’s cut, reacting by raising his arm up and away. His reflex helped the blade plunge deeper. Then Patrick leaned back enough to be out of the blade’s path.
“Bitch!” screamed Patrick. He flung the empty gun at Stephen’s head. Expecting retaliation, Stephen easily ducked the gun, but got splattered with a streak of Patrick’s blood. He took a short, crouching step towards Patrick, flipped the blade, and swiped it again. He caught only a tiny part of Patrick’s right arm, but caused Patrick to back up another step.
Stephen pressed ahead, still desperate; he had nothing to lose. He wanted to take full advantage of the surprise. He thrust the knife ahead and lunged.
Trained for this type of attack, Patrick turned his midsection and dodged. Patrick grabbed Stephen’s wrist as it passed by and pressed his hip against Stephen’s falling body. Soon Stephen was upended, flipping over with his knife-wrist as the fulcrum. Halfway through his flight, his wrist bent painfully back and the knife slipped from his hand.
Stephen had studied martial arts enough to know how to fall. He used his legs and free arm to soften his landing, tucked in his head to prevent concussion, and slapped the floor with his free hand. With his chin pressed to his chest, Stephen could see his own left hand hit the floor, and he saw the flipping, flashing knife bouncing just an inch away from it. He turned his hand to intercept the handle of the knife, and grabbed it. His fingers fell perfectly into the grooves of the handle.
Patrick followed the throw with a crouching left-handed punch, aimed right at Stephen’s nose. This was a move he had practiced a thousand times, but had never employed to the point of contact. A smile turned up the corners of his mouth as he anticipated the satisfying crunch of Stephen’s nose. In mid-punch, Patrick remembered the fresh wound and pulled back slightly, not wanting to injure his hand further.
Stephen looked up to see Patrick’s ruined hand descending towards his face, and jerked his left hand up. With his arm fully extended, Stephen would have just reached Patrick’s chest with the knife, but Patrick helped him again. Unable to stop, Patrick’s momentum carried his chest directly into the knife held by Stephen’s locked arm.
The knife slipped easily between Patrick’s ribs and sliced through his heart just as Patrick’s fist reached Stephen’s nose. Stephen jerked his head to the side and his cheek took the brunt of the dying punch. Gasping and pulling both hands up to his chest, Patrick toppled over. For a second Stephen flailed and kicked to get away, but soon saw that Patrick wasn’t trying to pin him down — Patrick's life was quickly fading away.
Extricating himself from the dying man, Stephen got to his feet and stood a pace away from Patrick. He watched as the crazy man’s eyes turned glassy and unfocused; listened as the man’s breathing hitched and stopped. When he had seen no movement for several seconds, Stephen closed his eyes. He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly before he turned around and faced Jack.
“Can you untie me now?” asked Jack.
“I don’t think I should,” replied Stephen. “I think I’ll just go to your house and get your parents.”
“You can’t do that,” said Jack. “You’re in this now — you just killed that man.”
“That,” said Stephen, pointing, “was self-defense. I don’t think I’ll have a problem with that.”
“Except for the fact that you don’t have any evidence,” said Jack. “How will this look? It’s his hotel — we’ve just been breaking in. One day he catches us in his place, so you stab him?”
“There’s got to be some evidence around here. That guy’s a killer. You said so,” argued Stephen.
“I think he’s a killer. But I don’t have any hard proof. The worst he did was cut up my leg,” said Jack.
Stephen took a step closer to Jack and surveyed his leg — “Actually he didn’t really cut up your leg. Looks like he was doing a tattoo.”
“Really?” Jack craned his neck to see. “I thought it didn’t hurt as much as I expected. Yeah, so what proof do you have of anything?”
“Shit,” said Stephen, thinking about Jack’s logic. “So what do I do then?” He was sure that he could get his parents to understand, but it did seem like a pretty outlandish story. Stephen started to consider talking to police about the hotel.
Jack seemed to be reading his mind — “Can you even imagine what the sheriff would say? He already thinks we’re up to something. I don’t think he’s going to give you the benefit of any doubt.”
“Hey, don’t forget — you shot a man,” countered Stephen. “I think they’ll be able to test your hand and find out that you shot him.”
“Yes, that’s why I need to convince you not to talk,” explained Jack. “If we just do things my way, we’ll be okay.”
“Alright, what’s ‘your way’?”
“Simple,” began Jack, “we get cleaned up, go back to my house, and then we’ll just act like nothing happened. You go back home tomorrow anyway, and I’ll come back here and clean up.”
“How are you going to clean up?” asked Stephen.
“There’s a closet with a bunch of chemicals I can use to dissolve the bodies. He’s got a room set up for it, and it doesn’t leave any evidence,” said Jack. He had actually read the details of this process in Patrick’s library, but he didn’t want Stephen to know about the existence of any tangible evidence.
“What, like acid? I heard that doesn’t work,” challenged Stephen.
“It’s more than that — there’s a whole process with an oven and stuff,” said Jack.
“What if you get caught?” Stephen asked.
“Then you’ll already be gone and I’ll just take the blame. After all, I tricked you into coming back today — I really feel bad about that,” said Jack.
Stephen considered this. He didn't trust Jack. “I don’t know, I think I’ll just tell your parents and let the cops figure it out.”
Both boys stayed silent while while Stephen considered this course of action and Jack tried to think of a way to talk him out of it.
“How about this,” Jack finally said, “you untie just my right hand and I’ll write a confession. Then, you just have to mail it to yourself, and you have an alibi if I ever get caught.”
If he had thought about this idea for more than a few seconds, Stephen would have recognized all the potential problems with this alibi, but he wanted a clean way out — without having to tell any parents or police about all the break-ins and especially not killing the crazy man.
“Okay,” Stephen relented, “but I get to tell you exactly what to write.”
“Deal,” said Jack. “See if there’s any paper in one of these cabinets.”
Stephen had to venture to Patrick’s room to find paper and an envelope, but he eventually got a full confession letter in Jack’s hand. It had all the points that Stephen considered important — how Jack had acted alone, how Jack had accidentally killed the men, and how he was sorry. He imagined getting the letter in the mail once he was safely back at home.
“Will you promise me something?” asked Jack.
“What?”
“Will you promise not to use the letter unless you absolutely have to? Like if I get caught and the police are investigating?”
“They’re going to want to know why I didn’t tell anyone that you had gone on a killing spree,” said Stephen.
“You just say that you thought it was a big joke,” said Jack. “Tell them I was always joking around like that.”
Stephen thought about it and agreed — “Okay, but the second I hear something about the hotel, I’m going right to the cops.”
“Thanks,” said Jack. He looked down at his bonds and then back to Stephen. He raised his eyebrows.
“Oh yeah, right,” said Stephen.
He untied Jack and Jack got his first look at his new tattoo. High up on his thigh, the tattoo seemed invisible except for the weeping blood. “Baal,” read Stephen. “Is that his name?”
“It was,” said Jack.
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 CHAPTER 26

Stephen


Stephen Alexander graduated from Worcester Polytechnic Institute just ten years after he killed a killer. The condo he rented on Ashland street featured lots of light, hardwood floors, and boxes stacked up near the doorway. He was moving out the next day — Sunday — and after putting the bulk of his stuff in storage, he would head south and west.
He swept the floors and admired his view of the courtyard for the last time. He'd spent hours on the bench at this window — it was his favorite place to read. Stephen had avoided socializing in college. He was serious about his studies, and they always seemed to conflict with everyone else’s busy itinerary of parties and screwing around. But, he always enjoyed watching the world pass by, and sometimes spent hours with an unfinished assignment on his lap while he stared out this window.
Stephen had proved an excellent student. With his major in biochemistry, he was unofficially Pre-Med, but hadn’t yet taken the entrance examination. When he admitted the truth to himself, he didn’t have a firm idea of what he wanted to do. In fact, his next move after graduation had remained completely unmapped until very recently.
He swept the last dirt into his dustpan and readied himself for several more trips down the stairs, but he had more pressing business first. Stephen squared the opening of the last trash bag and dropped both the dirt and the dustpan in. Then, he unfolded the flaps of the box on top, and removed a shoebox. He had intended to store this box along with the rest of his stuff. He changed his mind.
He took the shoebox to the bench and pulled out its contents for the last time.

Family Disappears En Route to Vacation

Portland, Maine — A family of four, recently reunited, vanished without a trace after leaving their Maine home for a summer vacation. Charles and Sheri Palmer, divorced but recently reconciled, left last Saturday and expected to reach Florida by Tuesday, according to family. With reservations in Orlando, they hoped to visit several attractions while they celebrated Charles’s recent career success….


Stephen read the article again and thought about his friend Ben. The last time he saw Ben in the hospital, Stephen never imagined he would never see him again. He heard of their disappearance a couple of weeks after returning home. His mom had broken the news and then Stephen had found the newspaper article online and printed it out.
Next in the box he pulled out the confession letter from Jack. Stephen had never opened it because he never needed to use it. He supposed Jack had taken care of everything at the hotel, but hadn’t given it a lot of thought after returning home. Shocked by the events of that summer, he happily forgot everything and tucked away the letter so that he could return to a normal summer. Eventually he started to think of the shoebox as his protection against the past — anything that reminded him of that summer went in the box and out of his thoughts.

Neighbor Convicted in Gabe Vigue Disappearance

Durham, Maine — The entire community in this small town was shocked and saddened by the disappearance of Gabe Vigue late last year. Another shock was delivered when the police arrested neighbor and friend of the Vigue’s, Bill Anderson for the abduction of Gabe. Although little physical evidence tied Anderson to the crime, the prosecutor was able to paint a compelling picture of his guilt….


The most recent printouts in the box were from a small-town Texas newspaper detailing the disappearance of a boy from a pre-school. Stephen’s one connection to his past was a habit that he never questioned — when he was bored and had a computer in front of him, he would always look up “Gabe Vigue” and see what came up. One day an article appeared from a small Texas newspaper that compared a recent kidnapping to the case of Gabe. Reading the details, Stephen had to agree, the case was very similar. What really made the article jump off the page was the name of the reporter credited for the story. The byline read “P. Bateman.”
Stephen intended to head for the Texas town in the morning to see if he could discover the true identity of the reporter and perhaps even look around for an abandoned hotel. If he was right, he would discover his one-time friend Jack, entering into his new avocation. If he was wrong, then he would be happy to be wrong.
He put down this last article and gathered all the papers into one neat pile. He broke apart the old, tattered shoebox and added it to the pile. All the contents and the shoebox were then stuffed deep into the plastic trash-bag. He knotted the top and looked at his apartment for the last time.
The next morning, he drove.
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 CHAPTER 27

The Boy


He fought to get his eyes back open, but they kept slipping closed again. It was peaceful here, and he wanted to sleep, but something nagged at him — something he had wanted to do before falling asleep. He imagined reaching up and pushing his eyelids open with this fingers. That worked — he was able to see, and blinked the world back into focus.
“You are certainly a fighter,” said the man who sat next to the boy’s right hip.
The boy wanted to rub his eyes, but looked down and saw that his arms were tied down — strapped to the chair. It felt like every time he opened his eyes he had to re-learn everything he knew about the world.
“Too bad you didn’t fight more earlier,” continued the man. He looked at his watch and adjusted a dial on the side of the timepiece.
“I, thought. I thought you were,” stammered the boy. “I… you were.”
“Yes, I told you it was over. Don’t worry, I didn’t lie again,” said the man. “I’m just waiting on someone, and I expected they would be here by now.”
“Who?” asked the boy. He felt the need for more information. He thought maybe if he understood what was going on, he would be able to save himself.
“Don’t worry about it,” said the man. He looked up and stared into the boy’s eyes. “By the way,” he said, “I never really introduced myself.”
“Some people call me ‘Baal.’ That’s if they see me as half-man and half-animal,” the man explained. “When I was your age, people called me Jack, and I was once in a situation remarkably similar to yours.”
“Really?” asked the boy.
“That’s right. But that was over thirty years ago. I was strapped to a chair, just like that, and a killer tattooed my leg while he prepared to kill me,” said Jack. “I still have the tattoo. I’d show it to you, but it’s really hard to see. It’s white ink.”
“How’d you get away?” prompted the boy.
“My friend saved me,” answered Jack. He sounded distracted as he looked at his watch again. When he looked up at the boy again, he was smiling. “Okay, sorry, time’s up.”
Jack reached up to the IV bag connected to the boy’s arm and dialed it all the way open.
“My… friend?” the boy slurred. Suddenly his fingertips and toes felt like they were being stung by bees. He tried to jerk away from the sensation, but his limbs wouldn’t work. His lips began to tingle and his left ear heard a crashing wave, but his right only heard his own breathing.
Before the boy’s hearing failed completely, he heard Jack say one more thing: “Goodbye.”
His right eye closed and his left lid was falling. Just as he lost his vision he thought he saw the door behind Jack open. It didn’t matter any more. Seconds later the boy’s heart beat for the last time.



The End


Ike Hamill — 9/9/2008
Thank you for reading The Vivisectionist. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing this book. Books and authors only survive through word of mouth, so please tell someone you think might enjoy The Vivisectionist. You can find more of my novels at ikehamill.com, or see a list of my published works on Amazon at amazon.com/author/ikehamill.
If you can spare a second, please write me a review on Amazon. I'd really appreciate it. In fact, if you do take the time to enter a quick review, drop me an email at ikehamill@gmail.com and I'll send you a free copy of my next book.
Thanks again!
Ike



What people are saying about The Vivisectionist:



“Take two quarts of idyllic boyhood summer vacation and mix in two quarts of dark psychological thriller, and you’ve got yourself a gallon of seriously spooky paint called ‘The Vivisectionist’. The characters and settings really come alive through Hamill’s writing, and found myself seeing each scene clearly in my mind.”



“I couldn't put it down. At the end of each chapter when I promised myself I would put it down and go to sleep, I couldn’t, I had to find out what happened next, the whole time curled up at the top of my bed tense to see what would happen.”
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