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�CHAPTER ONE�Through the silent darkness, the loud crash of shattering glass reverberated within the small kitchen. Blood covered the beige walls and tiled flooring, and a figure was crouched in a dark corner, as another approached. Slowly, steadily, the footsteps drew closer, and the sound of blood dripping constantly with each step reached the ears of the new arrival.��He stumbled as his feet made contact with the glass pellets that had been strewn across the floor as the windowpane imploded, but managed to regain his composure. The woman crouched on the kitchen flooring could only stare up at the grotesque face of her aggressor as the thing approached, frightened and stunned by its appearance.��The figure that stalked slowly toward her dripped its own blood along the way, and wore clothing veritably soaked in the deep red liquid. It appeared a normal man at first glance, in the dark, but the horrid stench that emanated from it disregarded that. Especially when one factored in the fact that it was skinless. Sinewy, damp muscle rippled along its bared flesh with each movement it took, the motion strangely enticing. It was something one did not see everyday.��Even with the loud crash of the window bursting as the young man jumped through it, the creature did not turn, and the woman’s gaze remained riveted upon it. All grew silent once more; save for the incessant dripping of the water from a broken tap into the sink. The sound was strangely cushioned - there was blood in the base of the sink as well. ��But once again silence was interrupted, this time by the loud, ringing sound of gunshots as the young man pulled free his Beretta Match and let the bullets fly. The creature stopped midstride and turned as the ammunition penetrated its flesh, sinking deep into its bared skull. It looked at the man with its solitary eye, obviously noticing his presence for the first time. The man looked in shock at the appearance of the other, but quickly shook aside the emotion and pulled the trigger again - and again. Finally, the creature fell into a bloody heap on the dingy floors.��“Chris!”��At last the woman had found her senses, her voice. She was beginning to overcome her initial shock at observing such a mutation of the human form. In her twenty-four years, she had seen many things. A reporter for the local news in her home of Palm Spring, California, she found herself in the desolate town of Kenton Ridge. The place had seemingly dropped off the map months before, and police had been sent in to find out what had happened. All communications had ceased, and nobody seemed to know why. But then, the people of Kenton Ridge often preferred to keep to themselves.��Skeptics claimed that this was the reason for the sudden cease in activity - they simply wanted to be left alone. But when a month passed and no word came from the police sent into the town, people started to have doubts. Two news reporters had gone in ahead of Riley, and two news reporters had thus gone missing. ��Needless to say, the girl had guts.��She was a rookie in the field, just recently promoted to a field reporter. Riley longed to be the lead reporter for her own newscast, but knew that with her lack of work, that was a dream so very far off. And so she had demanded to go to Kenton Ridge and find the story out for herself. Secretly she was afraid, but she knew that finding this story would shoot her to the top as the only reporter who had been able to get to the truth after so many had failed. ��She neglected to instead think, “after so many had disappeared in the process.”��And so, armed only with her own necessities and a “surfer dude” cameraman who was obsessively in love with her, but also the only one who would do the job without pay, Riley had driven from California, and deep into the heart of the Mojave Desert. Things hadn’t so far gone quite as planned.��The jeep had died.��Her cellular phone stopped working.��The phones of the town emitted no dial tone, but instead a harsh static ringing.��She and the cameraman Hugh had inadvertently broken into Christopher Chambers’ small home.��Hugh was nowhere to be found.��Now, climbing to her feet and teetering unsteadily on the three-inch heels of her boots for a moment, she looked at Chris in awe. Though she wouldn’t admit it outright, she did find him attractive in a dark and gloomy sort of way. But they had personalities that clashed, both longing and demanding to be in charge of the situation. As they parted paths after the sudden earthquake that had torn streetlamps from the concrete streets, she had assumed they would never meet again. But she had a feeling that he knew something that he wasn’t willing to tell her. ��Her interest was heightened. Especially now that he had become the hero and come to her rescue.��“Don’t start, Taylor…”��He walked over to the creature, and nudged it with a booted toe, checking to be sure it was dead. Earlier, an old friend had surprised him. Frank. Frank whom had attacked him and tried to take a bite out of Chris’ throat. Frank whom he had shot, and who had stumbled around gropingly even without his head attached to the rest of him.��Frank who was now dead.��Christopher Chambers had prided himself on being able to live without another. After the mysterious murders of his wife and child five years prior, he had become increasingly introverted. He had no real friends to name, other than Frank - though this man he would have called more of an acquaintance. All he had and once was perished the night his two beautiful women died.��The last thing he needed was this rookie woman teasing him for going against his own principles and saving her life.��“Where’s surfer-guy?”��The words surprised him even as he spoke them. They seemed to pour from his lips without his knowledge, voicing concern that he wouldn’t show. He didn’t like Hugh. He hardly liked Riley…��Her brows rose as she looked around, picking up the sharpened knife on the kitchen table. She now knew better than to venture through Kenton Ridge without proper protection. Something was wrong with this town, and now that she thought back on it, she recognized the signs that had not been clear to her at the start.��Things had gone wrong from the start. First the old lemon of a jeep that they had driven so far already broke down but a mile out of town. Her cell phone stopped working and emitted only the same screeching white sound as the other phones she had found. Even the gas station was empty, though unlocked and open to anybody to look through.��The streets of town were all but deserted, with only a few souls wandering around. The sun was soon to set, and everyone was venturing back indoors. She had approached one woman to inquire about where to find a hotel for the night, and received only harsh laugher in reply. These people knew something was wrong, but were obviously unwilling to speak about it.��Maybe they were afraid.��In any case, Riley was glad that she had disregarded Hugh’s logic and followed instead her own semi nonsensical hunch.��“I…” She cleared her throat and nodded through the open doorway that led into the main hall of the small condo. “I asked him to wait while I asked for an interview. He’s around here somewhere…”��Even as she spoke the words, however, she felt a sudden pang of fear. The shock was only slightly receding, but she was beginning to realize what had happened. Walking into the kitchen, she thought something odd about the way the man hunched over the kitchen sink so intently. Even when she had approached him, heels clicking noisily against the tiled flooring, he had not seemed to notice her. But everyone she’d met so far had seemed… odd.��It was not until she was only feet away from him and spoke, the stench of decaying flesh just beginning to reach her sensitive nostrils, did he turn. And then, Riley had been too frightened to utter a sound. She shuddered at the thought and followed Chris, who had already left the kitchen behind in his search for Hugh. ��"Hugh! Damnit, where did that guy go?" Riley called her cameraman's name, and then muttered the last words to herself. She had told him to wait in the living room, and was nowhere to be found. There were no sounds, no movements in the room, the television off, the lights broken from the recent 'quake. Scrunching her nose up, Riley reached into her bag and pulled out a small flashlight, clicking it on. ��The darkness was really beginning to get to her.��She turned around with a sigh, and nearly gasped audibly as she realized that Chris was no longer with her. First she lost her cameraman, and now her unofficial protector. Things weren't looking up.��"Chris! Hugh! God damnit you guys, this isn't fucking funny!!" She called the words as she wandered down the narrow hallway, noting that the front door was still closed. Her eyes were drawn back to the kitchen behind her, and she instinctively gripped the handle of the kitchen knife tighter, her knuckles turning white. ��Suddenly, a hand was laid upon her shoulder, and Riley spun around frantically, not even able to utter a scream of surprise, and nearly plunged the knife into Chris' throat. Immediately, her exotic amber eyes opened wide and she stepped back as Chris grabbed her wrist and looked at the blood-covered knife.��"Shit, woman. I wouldn't be surprised if you stabbed the man yourself... He's not on this floor. I'll go look upstairs, you check out the basement... And be careful what the hell you're doing with that thing."��He rolled his green eyes in aggravation at the girl, and began to stalk off in the direction of the staircase at the front of the small home before Riley could protest. He had saved her life, but he sure as hell didn't trust her.��She was an outsider. A nosey reporter who didn't know when enough was enough. Yet he knew he couldn't leave her alone. Things were going on in this town, things that had initially shocked Chris. It had all begun suddenly, seemingly overnight. The gruesome things he had seen had nearly desensitized him. Until Frank had attacked him, and he saw that thing going for Riley.��Even now, as he peered through the first door in the upstairs corridor, the image of the creature's face was in his mind. The blood, the bared muscle and bone, the sticky substance that covered it, the empty socket where once an eye had dwelled peacefully.��He wanted it over. But he didn't want this California Girl to get the glory. She was an outsider, a voice inside told him, she couldn't be trusted.��Christopher's thoughts were violently interrupted as he found himself staring intently into a mirror in the master bedroom. There was something about him that startled him, but it took him many moments to figure out precisely what it was. ��As he looked at his own reflection, it began to change, and he saw blood pouring from his nose, his eyes, his flesh beginning to rot. He even smelled the vile stench that had emanated so indiscreetly from the being downstairs. Bits of his flesh melted and dripped off his face in a macabre waterfall. The sclera of his eyes became a sickly yellow shade, bloodshot as the green within dulled and became hollow, empty of soul and feeling.��Soon, even as he watched, his face came to bear resemblance to a corpse long buried and decomposing, yet a flicker of unnatural life remained in his now soulless green eyes. He resembled one of them. Shocked, he lifted his left hand to his face, overcome and disgusted by both the horrid stench and gruesome new appearance, yet unable not to touch it. It was like a child seeing a dead mouse for the first time, the compulsion to touch it, to understand death.��Beneath his fingers, his rotted flesh felt unreal, soft and malleable, and a chunk of meat from his left cheekbone fell from his face with a slight peeling, tearing sound of flesh being pulled from flesh.��"What are you doing?"��The voice behind him startled him, and instinctively, Chris reached for his gun, the trusty Beretta that had been a gift - the only gift - from his late father. His fingers curled reassuringly against the cool steel, and he turned to see Riley standing behind him, watching him with the strangest expression. ��She must have thought him crazy; to ascend the stairs silently, to find him staring so intently into his own reflection, touching his face as if he no longer recognized himself. She looked at him with the most peculiar expression, inquisition in her amber-toned hazel eyes.��"Riley, look into the mirror and tell me what you see."��He grabbed her by the shoulders and brought her around to the mirror, to stand beside him so that she could see both of their reflections as she searched for the correct answer to his question. After a moment, she brought her browns low in a frown of concern and confusion and looked at him through the mirror's glassy surface.��"I see a gorgeous Californian reporter, and some crazy Kenton Ridge native looking as if he'd just seen his own ghost... Can we go now? Hugh wasn't downstairs... I want to check the basement."��As she turned, Chris kept his gaze riveted on the mirror. As suddenly and unexpectedly as the images had come, they were gone, leaving him with a deep pang of confusion to gnaw at his soul as he pondered his own sanity. ��Oh, if only Riley knew how close she had been in her observations.��"Um, Chris, are you coming?" ��Riley's voice was forceful, impatient, and something inside hinted that she was spooked, though she would not show it in her outward appearance. She stood in the doorway, one slender hand upon her hip as she watched him closely. Christopher nodded slowly, forcing a reassuring glance in her direction, and looked fleetingly back into the mirror before turning away and retreating back to the main hallway where he once again took the lead.��They descended the stairs in silence, Chris reflecting on what he had seen and questioning if he had indeed, Riley wondering where her cameraman had gotten off to.���


�


CHAPTER TWO�Riley was beginning to get frightened, though her outward demeanor showed only a sense of worry. She and Chris had just finished searching every nook and cranny of the small house's two floors, and had turned up only a cryptic message:��I shall be found where the faggots burn.��Strange, yes. Even more so because it had been smeared in fresh blood over the window of the downstairs half-bathroom. It stank of death and the liquid had not yet congealed completely, and so it trickled slowly down the reflective pane of glass before their very eyes as the pair pondered its meaning. However, there were more important things at hand, and Riley had pulled a semi-reluctant Chris away from the mirror he had hesitated to look into to begin with.��It wasn't until they later stood in the living room, baffled, that Riley had noticed the door. Hidden from view in the shadow of a large china cabinet, she saw it only because the glow from Chris' lighter as he lit up a cigarette caught the steel of the handle and reflected the light into her eyes. For once, she was actually grateful of another person's bad habit. Grabbing Chris' arm, she pointed toward the door.��"Look! Damn, I can't believe we didn't see it before. I knew these buildings had to have a basement... He has to be down there." She said the words breathlessly, and as she pulled him along, Chris dropped his cigarette to the floor. In the silence of the night, the house, the sound of the soft bundle of death rebounding off of the badly carpeted floor managed to reach his ears. He sighed in aggravation as she turned the handle. Unlike the other doors in the house - and in Chris' condo - this door swung out rather than in, so Riley had to step out of the way, leaving Chris to gaze down into the dark emptiness. ��He reached out, tugging the flashlight from her grasp as she came around beside him, and flooded the narrow staircase with a thin beam of light. ��Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. At first.��Like the rest of the house, the staircase was dingy, cobwebs clinging to the upper corners of the narrow corridor-like area. The stairs themselves were bare concrete, uncovered save for a thick film of dust. But there were large, scuffed, footprints in this grime. Footprints that hadn’t yet been covered over. ��Which meant that they were made very recently. Which meant that Hugh must have come down this way. ��Stepping carefully, the duo made their way to the base of the staircase, to yet another door at the bottom. However, when Riley reached out to open the door, the silvery knob refused to move. ��The second door was locked…��Riley sent Chris a sidelong glance of worry, but he ignored it and stepped past her, trying the door himself as if not believing her and the clattering sound of the knob, which fought against the torque, applied to it. But the same result came of his own actions, and he stepped back with a shrug before rather suddenly kicking the door harshly open, splintering the wooden frame and breaking the locking mechanism for good. The action caught Riley off guard and she started, taking a step back, as his foot made contact with the door with a loud crack. Quickly, she regained her composure, rolled those amber-tinted eyes at him, and stepped inside after him.��The small square room which was the basement of the rather small condo was filled with darkness, the only light present the thin beam which shone along the opposite wall. There were no windows, only cool concrete and traces of brick. Chris reached along the wall by the doorway, fumbling along until he found with his fingers a light switch. He flicked it. Once, twice, three times. Nothing happened. Chris sighed, stepping into the room fully to stand by Riley.��“Okay, shine that light in front of me so I can see what I’m doing.”��Riley shrugged, taking small steps as she shone the light toward the ground at his feet, and he moved about slowly, watching the floor and feeling along the walls for another door.��Nothing.��The room was completely sealed off, barren of furniture; the only exit was the door which they had entered through. The door which had been locked from the inside.��Riley moved a hand to her hip and began walking over toward Chris, and had just opened her mouth to speak when she tripped and stumbled, landing on all fours on the cool concrete floor. She cried out once, a small squeal of surprise as she made contact with the hard ground, scraping the palms of her hands as well as her knees, and Chris turned, sighing exasperatedly and walking over to where she sat on the ground, legs tucked beneath her as she inspected her scratched palms.��He was not as interested in her injuries, however, as he was in the object that had caused them. She had tripped over something, that much was obvious - for she didn’t seem the clumsy type to him - but upon their quasi-thorough inspection of the room, they had come to the conclusion that it was empty. Now, as he crouched next to her, he shook his head slowly as he picked up the box-like object from the ground. Taking the flashlight from Riley’s hands, an action to which she opened her mouth to object but soon fell silent when she saw what he held in his hands.��A rather large, and rather damaged and dented video camera.��The same one Hugh had taken with him to this Godforsaken town.��“Shit…”��Chris moved to where the light was shone on the concrete flooring now, and didn’t flinch when he stepped over to the camera and picked it up, even as the puddle of congealed blood that it had lain in clung to the base of it, creating thin gooey strings of blood as it was lifted from the ground. ��"Chris, this is his camera.  It even has his stupid beach-bum stickers on it.  Where the hell did he go?!"��Her voice had taken on a frantic intonation, and she felt as if she was steadily spiraling out of control, lost within a bad dream, a child's nightmare world, but was unable to bring herself back to the world of the conscious.  It was like a scene from every horror movie: the cliche, the low-budget, the new-age.  And it was all too much to take in.  ��And yet somehow Riley managed to maintain control of herself and think critically, all the while fearing for the safety of her cameraman - and her own sanity.  But it was upon Chris' harsh response that he had no damn clue where Hugh had disappeared to, that Riley noticed something very peculiar about the video camera.  


With a wince, she took the camera gingerly from Chris, so as not to put her fingers in the half-congealed blood, Riley noted immediately that it was badly banged up, and even the bulb behind its protective convering had been smashed; the flashlight's beam reflected off of the shards dotting the small pool of blood.  It was only during her vain attempt to inspect the device by the light of her meager torch that she realized a soft, scraping whir emanated from within, but suddenly that slightest of noises was deafening.  She froze in place as it finally dawned on her that the camera was still taping.  Hugh had been constantly recording their journey since they had walked the final mile into town, with the exception of the brief argument and ensuing short stay in Christopher Chambers' now half-demolished conco.  At the time she had scolded him, but now that wasteful habit had led tot he only means of discovering what had happened, where he was.��But she wasn't certain she wanted to know.��Abruptly she faltered and the camera slipped from her fingertips, but she managed to reaffirm her grip before the piece of machinery so vital to her profession could clatter back to its bloody home on the icy concrete that was the singular basis of the floors and walls of this basement cell.��Chris had noticed her frozen stance and watched the woman inquisitively for several moments before finally breaking the silence himself: "Riley, what's wrong?"  Even as he asked the question, he was dreading the answer.��"It's still taping.  Or it was.  It's too damaged now to record or playback."  Riley pushed the stop button and ejected the table beore placing the broken video camera back on the conrete flooring, catching the annoyed expression, which spoke volumes, upon Chris' face.  Just as he opened his mouth to respond, she cut in, not in the mood for his attitude.  "Don't say it.  'Well if it doesn't work now, the tape is useless!'" She said these words in a deep voice with lots of sarcasm scooped on top, clearly mocking the man who had saved her ass only minutes earlier.  "That about sum it up?  Well you forgot one thing - O'm a reporter.  And what's thte one thing a reporter never leaves home without?  A camera.  Let's go upstairs and see if we can't find out what happened... This place is starting to get to me..."��"You were attacked by some kind of skinless monster, and only now are you getting scared?  You are one seriously weird chick, you know..."��"Thank you.  Now just go."











CHAPTER THREE


Footsteps sounded echoingly as Chris and Riley ascended back to the cramped living room above.  Riley was scared, more frightened than she had ever been in her lilfe before.  She was like a little girla gain, cowering under the unlikely protection of a thick blanket after a vivid nightmare, hiding away from the concealed monster that dwelt within the darkest recesses of the closet across the room.





Only this was real.  And she had unwitingly opened the door and plunged into that closet, bringing all nightmares and past fears to life, delving behind enemy lines.





Despite all of that, she remained strong and stoic, in a rather out of place total control of ther compusure.  And stranger still, while a small part inside was praying on bended knee that this was just another wandering of her unconscious imagination while she dozed on Chris' tattered sofa, a much bigger portion prayed squally hard that it was real.  That she would be the one to get the full story on the town.  Instant fame, and at the low low cost of everything she owned and was, her own life as she knew it.  And possible her own life, full stop.  And even if she lived, there was the potential cost of her sanity.





She wasn't sure which frightened her more - what she had seen, or her hunger to see and know more still...











