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City Dark
When darkness descends and the Moon is most visible, a large city in America becomes a ghost town.  Seedy elements emerge from the alleyways and from beneath the bridges – to gather in darkness, in a time where they can truly be free from the world they loathe.

Some of these elements operate as predators feeding upon the scraps the day has brought them, or feeding on other various night apparitions.
Thicksville is a relatively populous city of  200,000 or so people, located in the northern latitudes of the United States of America.  By day it is a bustling miniature metropolis.  The prices on office space and taxes on business are low in this city.  Firms from across the US have taken advantage of the savings and set up headquarters in the tall concrete structures stationed near the city’s harbor.
The outskirts of the city and its respective suburbs are clean, pristine, excellent places to raise a family.  Green grass grows on well manicured lawns, elementary schools are abundant, and the local high schools consistently produce bright scholars and talented athletes.

When night falls, Thicksville’s neighborhoods have proximity to bowling allies, bingo halls, quaint taverns, and a few 24 hour restaurants that make nocturnal existence bearable.  

But when night falls on Thicksville’s inner city…..

Police no longer patrol within the inner city of Thicksville.  They say they do, but they don’t.   The inner city patrol remains motionless at the Starbuck’s parking lot, occasionally starting up the engine to encircle the city or go chat with other bored cops.  The city’s finest justify it to themselves that the inner city is a ghost town at night and that there is just no reason to venture into its dark corridor.  But they secretly know and reveal to each other after a few too many Coors that they are scared shitless.  When darkness descends upon Thicksville’s inner city, it represents more than just an absence of light.
The police do serve a valuable service preventing teens and tourists from entering the dark inner city.  The teens are intimidated and reminded of all the urban legends and mysterious disappearances.  Tourists are pointed to hotels in the nice areas and told to come back during the day time.  Directions and smiles come free with the advice.
The Mervins
I.
Janitors, maintenance people, coffee shop owners, news paper delivery people – any of those who must enter the city just prior to dusk (especially during the short days of winter) will put off their duties more so in Thicksville than most any other town in the USA.  They keep their car doors locked before they even enter the city.  All of them work in establishments and firms where they may enter through a parking garage.  Bus service will not begin entering the city until around 8 a.m.
These people have been witnesses in one way or another to the Mervins who roam the streets and alley ways in the dark.  They see them out the corners of their eyes; moving about the concrete surfaces in smooth gliding fashion.  Some times the Mervins will just stand motionless on the sidewalks, staring at on-comers into their city.
They are the most visible and well known of the terrors roaming Thicksville’s dark streets.  They never appear as more than a smudge or defect in a photograph or digital image.  But to the naked eye they are always the same – a short stocky midget-like person, perhaps four feet tall.  He has a bright red crew cut that flares out a little at the sides, and is often seen wearing a red and white striped, long sleeved shirt.  His eyes are a piercing green and his pale, freckled face reveals a toothy grin that never moves.  He effortlessly moves on roller skates – able to propel him self without moving his legs.  As many as ten or thirteen have been seen at any given time, though they are usually seen alone.  They all look identical.  Every eye witness could draw you a fairly accurate portrayal of this night roller.  
It is said that when one of them touches you, your body will melt, and from your slimy, fresh remains another Mervin will emerge.
Suffice to say those morning jobs have high turnover, but high wages for those who brave the Mervins.

II.
Mervin Bedderling was a young boy in the early 1960’s who had dwarfism.  His hair was fiery red like his mother and father’s, and he always tried to fit in, but the kids at Thicksville Junior High found it more fun to taunt him.  When the teasing words ceased to affect his hardened character, the practical jokes and physical embarrassment became common place.
Becky Sorensten once told him she liked him and to meet her behind the fence after school.  It was a secret spot known to the kids who would sneak off for a cigarette.  Mervin arrived, roller skates in hand, ready for a kiss.  What he received was a light beating by several boys, complete with leftover lunch hot dogs and garbage smashed into his face and clothes.  Giggles came from several on-lookers hiding in the bushes, including Becky herself.
Mervin had always put up with the taunting and games at his expense admirably, but this one had seemed to finally break his spirit.  For the next few days he had arrived at school distant with an internal rage that often surfaced in his face – nostrils flared, intensity in his dilated pupils, brow furrowed.  A sneer was the only expression his body would allow.  Even the other kids were beginning to feel bad for him…and fear him.  The taunting turned into avoidance.
One day at lunch, he was staring intently at his crackers packed by his mother that morning, complete with a thermos of orange juice, a banana, and cheese slices to top the crackers.  His food untouched, he burst into tears and ran from the lunch room - a boy who had never once been truant, never once feigned an illness.  He just broke away from school and ran.  His body was found later, drowned in a nearby lake which fed into Thicksville’s main harbor and port.
It is said that Mervin’s spirit was offered a brand new pair of roller skates just prior to leaving his body on the bottom of that lake.

Becky Sorensten’s family moved away from town after she was terrorized by relentless nightmares with Mervin coming at her with a knife.
All of the bullies who participated in his humiliation joked about the story with nervous laughter.  But they had trouble sleeping at night without thinking Mervin was looking through their window or waiting on their back porch with a knife and that sinister look of rage when he sneered in his final days.
Dark closets continued to scare them as grown men and women.

Donald Farmer’s Day at Work

Donald Farmer is a stand up guy.  He provides for his family.  He works hard.  He loves his wife, Lindsay, and his 5 year old daughter, Lucy.  He pays his mortgage on time, takes out the garbage, does the cooking at least once a week, makes it to all of Lucy’s dance recitals, and even makes time to romance his wife.  And he manages to do all this while pumping out detailed reports for his company, Relaco.
He is known simply as Don to everyone.  He is a near-sighted, 36 year old white male with brown hair and bluish-grey eyes.  His build is tall and slender and he is wearing a brown suit with a yellow-cream shirt and matching brown tie.  His brow is slightly damp with the condensation of hard work and focus – his eyes fixated on the pixilated light from his computer screen.
The last two of his co-workers who remain in the building, Johnson and Layla, are about to leave for their carpool home.

“Good night, Don,” Johnson shouts out as they wait for the elevator.

“Oh, hey, good night guys!” Don calls over his shoulder with a pleasant exuberance his co-workers have come to love (and envy) in him.  Layla looks a little concerned.
“You gonna go home any time soon there, Don?”

“Yeah, I’m almost done with this report.”

The elevator door opens.

“Okay, well it’s getting late, see you tomorrow.”   Layla has the sincere concern of a mother.

“Good night, Don.  See you tomorrow,” Johnson adds as they enter the elevator.  Don turns and smiles at them, able to sneak in one last acknowledging nod as the doors close.

On the back of both Johnson and Layla’s minds are the approaching nightfall and Don’s safety.  It’s a Fall Day and the sun is going down earlier than it did a couple months ago.  They hope he gets out okay.

Don called ahead of time to warn his wife that he would be “a little late,” because of an extremely important report he had to finish.  Second to Lindsay and Lucy in his life’s priorities is Relaco, a company that he has loyally devoted his time and energy to for the past seven years - a fast growing company that many other firms outsource their networking duties to.  It has pleased its stock holders immensely the past few years (one of many companies to do so in Thicksville).  Don is acquainted with the CEO and just calls him “John.”
The report that he is currently “finishing” is actually done for all intensive purposes.  The information is there.  But he feels the pressure to outperform him self.  He’s close to a third promotion and this report could push him over the edge with a fancier spread sheet and a grand presentation that will be shown on an overhead projector screen, rather than just the old run of the mill printed report that he would merely talk about while people read along.  In the back of his mind he plays out the fantasy of an impressed board room enjoying his presentation as it moves fluidly between sections with tasteful graphics and remarkable clarity of thought.  Nodding their heads along to the information, they begin to feel insecure not having this man on their executive team.
The elevator door opens.

Bill the grizzly old night maintenance man has already reached this floor.  He eyes Don, and tells him, “Whooa, fella’.  You’re in here late.  You better get home.  The night has come.”

“Oh shoot!  You’re right.  Where did the time go?” Don realizes aloud.  He is pushing from “a little late” territory into just plain late!  His wife is already preparing dinner and beginning to worry.  The report will have to wait until tomorrow morning.  Don sighs and gathers his coat, saves his work, and shuts down his PC.  The hum of the computer goes silent.  The room is empty of sound.
With his desk clean, the elevator waits for him.  It is time to say goodnight to Bill and the florescent lights.

“Good night Bill!” Don calls out from by the elevator doors.
Bill stops wiping a computer screen to give a quick wave.  
As the elevator’s doors close, embracing Don in its chamber, Bill’s face slowly grins…
Donald Farmer now descends into his company’s parking garage, into the city dark below.

The Disappearance of Jean Nakamura

On a clear day in July of 1995, local reporter Jean Nakamura ventured onto the bustling streets of the inner city to interview one of Thicksville’s homeless people, Bryce, as part of an investigative report for The Thicksville Herald.  Bryce and Franklin had become familiar friendly faces as the city’s only two official homeless people.  They spent their afternoons asking for spare change.  They were perhaps the wealthiest of all homeless people in America.  A penny here, a quarter there, the occasional dollar, and no rent; it all added up, and they could afford organic foods and fine wines.  They were also the only two recipients of feel-good feed the homeless drives by churches and schools.  The well-spoken hobos had built a small fortress of a home under highway 40 just outside of downtown with a power generator, lights, and state of the art sound equipment.
Both men in their mid 50s, Bryce was stout and looked a bit like Santa Claus, Franklin was a skinny, tall man with a white-grey beard.  Both were avid lovers of 1960’s and 70’s music, as well as alcoholics and philosophers specializing in theology.  They were good friends who would switch off duties between walking into town to spare change and watching their home.  As characters they were so intriguing that they had lured Jean to them as a story of local interest.
Jean Nakamura was a slender 5’4” Asian American reporter for the Thicksville Herald.  She was 33, bright, bold, and very curious.  After graduating from Stanford with tremendous academic success, she worked her way high up the journalism food chain, and had become a respected beat reporter.  More reputable papers were interested in her savvy professionalism and poetic style, but luckily for the Herald, she decided to move in with her fiancé Jake in Thicksville.
She was last seen walking toward the highway 40 bridge with Bryce, and her photographer, Steven Jennings.
Jennings was found in a coma on the street the next day, his broken camera lay next to him.  No sign of Jean.  This was the most high profile disappearance Thicksville had ever seen.  It was a top news story around the nation – “a chilling disappearance for the city of Thicksville’s Media.  ‘I just can’t believe this has happened to our own Jeanie.’   That, and other news at 11.”
Jennings died a few days later in the hospital.  A nurse says she saw him get up and walk around his final night, but there were no other witnesses and it was not much later that he was declared dead.  The film in his camera had been developed for evidence.  All there was were several pictures of Bryce on the street and his home with Franklin.
The police ransacked Bryce and Franklin’s home under the bridge looking for any more evidence of Jean’s disappearance.  The leading hypothesis among the force’s detectives was that the two homeless men beat down Jennings and took Jean for their own pleasures before possibly beating her and dropping her off in a remote location somewhere.  They were held for custody and questioned persistently.
The only story the detectives could get from Bryce or Franklin was that the interview was going along fine…
“Jean, Stevie, my buddy and I were eating dinner at home.  The wind started to howl and clouds started to roll in.  We turned on the lights and music, and we began our chants.  I had a good buzz going on with that Riesling, but my head was clear enough to insist they stay.  They wanted to get back to their car in town, and I told ‘em, ‘No, no.  The city wants a feast tonight and you’re the main course.  Stay here.  We can protect you.’  But they wouldn’t listen……I guess it was too hard for them to trust some old winos they don’t know.”
The two men were held for public drunkenness and for trespassing on government property (their home).  In reality they were being held for suspicion of Jean’s disappearance and more questioning.  A month later they were let go, and never came back to Thicksville again.  Feed the homeless drives had to be held in different cities.
Another proposed theory was that perhaps the city’s only street gang, the Black Knights, beat down Jennings in a fight after he was trying to defend Jean from their thieving clutches.  Jennings had been hit hard in the back of the head, perhaps by a baseball bat.  His money and watch were gone, but his camera and cell phone were left behind.  To follow up on the gang theory, the police questioned several people in the Hillside district of town, but still no leads.  The people of this community claimed the Black Knights hadn’t been active since the 1980’s.
The police had later made an interesting discovery.  Jean’s coat was found in a dumpster with trace amounts of her blood on it.  In the pocket of her coat was her mini cassette recorder she used for interviews and some notes.  The tape inside the recorder backed up Bryce and Franklin’s story, but there were two new pieces of evidence introduced upon listening.  One was this part of the interview:

Franklin: “….but you got to watch out for the shit, er, the things that move around out here at night.”
Jean: “I don’t know what you mean.  Things such as….”

“Ya know, the the the…like those little guys.  The ones with roller skates on and shit.”

“Are you talking about the city legend Mervins?”

“Yeah, that’s what you call them.  And they ain’t no legend, I tell you.  They’re as real as you and me, but they don’t live like you and me.  I see them all the time.  Don’t let one of them get near you.  I have seen what they can do to a man.”

“Umm, uh, What have you seen them do?”
“There used to be more homeless men out here.  But those fuck, er, little devils swarmed around him - about three of them, about this big.  All you could hear was their skates on the concrete and Al yellin’ at them.  And then, well….I don’t think the rest is appropriate for a lady to hear.”

“It’s okay, Bryce.  I’m a journalist.  I’ve seen and heard the worst.  But you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to tell me.”

“Yeah, I better keep my mouth shut.  Let’s just say that poor Al is not with us anymore.”

“What is the hardest part about being on the streets of Thicksville?”
“Well,….it’s probably those floaty things, or maybe that big guy and his dogs.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Yeah…them little guys ain’t a big deal.  They’re made of sound and light just like you and me.  It’s those floaty things, like clouds, that are harder to see.  That’s why me and Franklin don’t go into the city at night.  You never know what’s going to crawl out of that harbor.”

“Bryce, I am so lost right now.”

“Hehehehe, alright.  Let me just say, it’s not safe here at night.  I won’t stay down town at night.”
Other sections of the tape were parts of the interview where Bryce talked about money, his past, and the nice people he meets and how friendly people are in general.  It’s the makings of a feel good story.  Bryce gives Jean and Steven a tour of his home and introduces them to Franklin.  In her notes Jean has scribbled a few words, “religious icons,” “large stereo,” and “spotlights.”  She wraps up the interview and thanks her gracious hosts for the meal.  They are politely insisting she stay and the recording stops there.
The recording then picks up again, but the scene is much different.  Jean may have hit the record button to use the final minutes of remaining tape as evidence for her disappearance.

A mechanical buzzing noise is heard approaching and retreating.  In the background dogs are barking.  Jean can be heard breathing heavily; it sounds as if they are possibly running.  Jean exclaims hastily, “Oh my god, Steve!” followed by an audible thud and her shrieking, “STEEEEEVE!”
She yells with a panic, “Get away from me, GO AWAAY!!!”  as the buzzing noises get louder.  A couple of even louder thuds can be heard, followed soon after by loud, snarling sounds of dogs probably ripping into and eating flesh.  The tape runs out there.
The case was never able to progress beyond that, and the city council in conjunction with the Mayor felt there was no need to ever release any of the gritty details of what is believed to be Jean’s gruesome death.  A body has never been found, and no more evidence has surfaced.
Ed Sweeney gets Involved


Ed has quit smoking eleven times.  This time it is not for real.  He already has a pack of American Spirits waiting.  If this job goes well, he will quit for good and put the money he would have spent on cigarettes into a retirement fund.  It would mark his first meaningful attempt at a long, comfortable life.
Ed dropped out of college eight years ago for lack of interest.  In the course of trying to figure out his life he discovered the thrills of detective work.  It’s hard to know where it started.  He loved having information about people they didn’t know he had.  In high school he liked to think of himself as an information specialist.  He tried to wield knowledge like it was his own hand of god.  In college, he wasted much of his study-time gaming on his Mac, but met small time hackers during the course of his times on line.  He learned several back doors to computer programs and always tried to infiltrate his professor’s computers.  His freshman year included a lot of spying on girls – telescopes, infrared, little internet cameras.  After a few years fumbling around college, first trying a computer science degree then an English degree, he thirsted for some thrills and became a bondsman – a modern bounty hunter.  Every time someone didn’t show up for court, Ed’s adrenaline would rush.  It felt right.  His concealed revolver made him feel like he was living a movie.  The gun gave him an erection when he thought about it.  
During his time as a bondsman, Ed took some networking classes and learned how to pry into people’s computers for information.  He went into business for himself as a Private Investigator.  Most of his work was either catching cheating husbands and wives, or searching teen’s computers to satisfy their nosy parents:  “Yes, she’s been having sex,” “Yes, he’s been looking at porn,” “No, your kid’s not dealing drugs,” etc.

Ed is slender, six feet tall, with defined cheekbones.  He comes from a fairly common military family – his mother Korean, his father white.  It was a strict household.  His mother would yell at him and his sister for any minor infraction or little inconsistency.  They were a religious family.  His father was the ultimate lord of the household, and fights always ended with him the victor by divine choice.  Ed, of course, rebelled in every way when it came to his life style.  He smoked, drank, did drugs, wore trench coats, listened to heavy music, and had sex with loose girls.  He was born with his father’s eyes, large brown spheres, and an Asian complexion - a grayish, yellow when he gets no sun.  His straight, black hair is now a more adult version of what it was in high school, long on top – easily combed back to look normal.

He lives and works in Wilton, but has a job an hour away in Thicksville.  He is listed in that county’s phonebook under private detective.

Donald Farmer has been missing for a couple days, and Lindsay is tired of calling the police.  She wants someone with some balls, and Ed has balls.  The police won’t go into the inner city after dark.  She knows they are not.

Ed also has the disposition of not really understanding the legitimate fear behind Thicksville’s urban legends.  He has experience searching for missing persons, and suspects that Don is merely a cheating husband who has run off.  Ed’s expectation is that a phone call will come in a few days demanding a messy divorce.  Whether he finds Don or not, Lindsay is wealthier clientele than he is used to and it is easy money.  However, if he can find Don first before he contacts home……recommendations are how he gets most of his business.

Ed sits in the lavish living room, light pouring in from the picture window, sipping dark roast coffee on a cushy chair.  He faces Lindsay who sits across the glass coffee table on a tacky sofa with flower print.  Her face is red from crying, but she is composing herself.  Lucy is at school.  Their dog Rex is watching the new stranger with curiosity.


Ed puts down his coffee, picks up a legal pad and pen, and breaks a short but awkward silence, “So, the last time you saw your husband was Tuesday, and you haven’t heard from him since.”


Lindsay gives a couple nods.


Ed’s tone is professional but consoling, “Do you have any reason to suspect he would not come home?”


“No.  He even called to say that he would be a little late.”


“And about what time was that?”


“About 4pm when I got back from picking up Lucy at school.”


Ed began to open his mouth for another question, but Lindsay continued, “He said he would be home by 6pm in time for dinner at 6:30.  He said that he had to finish a report for the next day, and that he’d take us out to dinner after he showed it for his meeting.  He was really excited and was hoping to get a raise so that we could refinance our mortgage, and save for a better college for Lucy.”


Ed nods along.  Lindsay feels she has been too talkative.  “Sorry,” she apologizes with a tiny nervous laugh.

“No, it’s okay.  This is good information,” Ed assures.  He continues to ask for more information about Don – his favorite places to go, with and without Lindsay, where he works, who he has talked to, anything out of the ordinary, etc.
And now it is time to snoop into Don’s computer.  This has historically been Ed’s best tool to find cheating husbands.

Lindsay leads him into the computer room and boots up Donald’s PC.  He warns her, “I’ll need a couple hours to search this.  Again, all of this information will be confidential.”

She offers more coffee.  Ed is fine.
A couple hours pass.

‘This is the most boring guy I’ve ever had to investigate,’ Ed thinks to himself.  There is nothing – no sultry emails, no porn, no correspondence, not even dirty jokes, and frequent visits to dry, instructional web sites on juvenile computer code.  He leans back, takes a big sigh, and rubs his face.


Don does his banking on line and Ed already knows that there have been no unusual transactions prior to or after the disappearance.  The cheating husband theory is becoming less and less plausible, unless Don has completely dropped his lifestyle and found a sugar mama to sweep him off his feet.  Maybe Don has been living the straight life too long and has had a break out moment, or perhaps he has been kidnapped or murdered.  Either way, Ed feels the need to act like he has the situation under control and give Lindsay a sense of confidence that he knows what to do.  He shuts down the computer and walks out to the living room.  Lindsay is crying on the tacky sofa.

“Um, Mrs. Farmer?  I’m done with the computer and, umm, we’ll find your husband for you, and whatever I find out I will let you know.  And everything is going to be okay.”

“No.  You won’t find him,” she sobs, “the city took him.  He’s gone.”


“What do you mean?”


“The city eats people.  It took my Don,” her crying grows more frantic and severe.  Ed is aware that this town has a cult-like obsessive belief in its urban legends.


“Oh, now, we don’t know that for sure, Mrs. Farmer.  This case is not even close to over…”  Ed begins to feel a losing battle trying to calm Lindsay any further, so he brings his visit to an end, informing her, “Well, I’m going to grab my stuff and I’ll be looking for your husband around the clock.  No sleep until I find him, Mrs. Farmer.  Here’s my card with my cell phone number on it.  Just call me whenever you need to, and we’re going to get him back here.  Remember to keep checking your bank account for transactions, and let me know as soon as you see anything.”


Ed grabs his coat and briefcase, and lets himself out the front door, feeling a little too awkward to stay behind and comfort her much more as her cries turn into hyper-ventilating.  He walks up the front drive-way to his black Honda Civic and places his coat and brief case on the passenger seat.  He waits until he has driven far enough away from the house to light up a cigarette - the smoke billows against his front windshield.  He already knows who he’s going to call.  Unfurling his cell phone he hits ‘1’ and then ‘send.’


“Hello,” a groggy voice answers.


“Mickey!” he exclaims.


“Oh shit, homes, you gonna get fucked up with me tonight?”

“Noo way, man.  I got a big one.”


“Oh yeah?  We gonna bust some heads?”


Mickey Lopez is Ed’s roommate.  They were buddies in high-school and called themselves the multi-ethnic club (white girls welcome).  Mickey is a quarter Mexican, quarter Native American, and a half white.  He is relatively short with a dark complexion, black hair, and bright greenish brown eyes.  They grew apart while Ed was in college but reunited when he dropped out, to go on all night drinking binges.  Mickey split up with his girlfriend and needed a place to crash “temporarily.”  That was over a year ago.


“Hey Mickey, Mickey.  I tell you what.  I’ll give you half off this month’s rent if you fucking come help me do this shit.”


“Fuck yeah.  I’m there dude.  I got your back.”


Ed is sparing himself the trouble of bitching at Mickey about rent at the end of the month while getting a partner on his trip.  Ed usually calls Mickey for back up when he knows a case might get physical.  This really isn’t a case that he would call Mickey for yet, but Lindsay freaked him out a little and, besides, he could use the company.


“I’m going to the Thicksville Pancake House to make some phone calls and follow up some leads.  Meet me there.”

“I’m there for you, brother.”


Ed finds himself a table for two at the Pancake House and sets up his little work station – phone, note pad, appointment book, coffee.  While waiting for Mickey to arrive Ed is productive – he has set up appointments with two of Don’s co-workers and the police chief.  He has assigned himself a good time to get back in contact with Lindsay Farmer, and booked himself a room at a nearby motel for the night.

He hears someone whisper in his ear, “Hey dick-licker.”


“Shut the fuck up, Mickey.”


Mickey has a good chuckle and sits across the table from Ed.


“So what’s the deal, man?” Mickey inquires.


Ed lowers his voice, “Missing Husband.”


Mickey lowers his tone as well, “Oh, shit man.  He cheatin’?”


“I don’t know.  He’s not the type.  It’s weird, his wife…,” Ed trails off.

“What?.....she hot?” Mickey grins.

Ed tilts his head, “umm, no, that’s not it.  She had this weird sense that he was dead.  I’m not quite sure what’s going on, but I think it’s some of that fuckin’ creepy shit people believe around here.”


“Damn, man.  Are the pigs doing anything about it?”


“The cops do jack shit around here.”


Ed has his CB radio tuned in to the police channel and understands their lingo.


“I’ve got an appointment with their chief tomorrow,” Ed adds.


Mickey is beginning to wonder what he’s doing here, “hey man, that lady spooked you out?  What’s going on again?”


Ed shakes his head, “I don’t know man.  I got a bad feeling in my stomach.  Want a cigarette?”


“Shit, I only smoke when I drink, dawg.  Where’s our waitress, I’m fuckin’ hungry.”


“Let’s go by his work tonight to see if there is anyone walking around that will know anything.  I’ll drive.”


Mickey nods in compliance with this next step.
Eduardo and Charles Miss Work


It was a particularly frigid February morning.  The sky was clear and the sun still lurked below the horizon.  Eduardo Perez and Charles Washington were janitors at the Morgan building, the largest structure in Thicksville.  They worked the morning shift, carpooled together in at 6am every day, and made modest livings.  Eduardo was an attractive young, married Guatemalan immigrant and Charles was a hefty middle aged Chicago native whose lineage went back to some of the first slaves brought into the Americas. 
It started off like any morning.  Eduardo pulled up to Charles’ house at 5:45am honking the horn until Charles would amble out the door, his movements slowed by stiff and reluctant muscles begging for more sleep.  With heavy eyes and coffee in his left hand, he fumbled through his pocket with the other hand, found the key, and locked the door behind him.  The ride was quiet, both men dazed with morning routine.  They were pulling up to the Morgan building parking garage door.

“Shit!” Eduardo’s yell pierced through the quiet morning radio.


“What?  Oh shit.”


Standing about 3 meters from where Eduardo would have to swipe his card to open the door a Mervin stared at him intently, grinning.  They could hear dogs barking from afar.  Eduardo was terrified to roll down his window in order to swipe the card, fearing a touch or bite from the creature.


Charles then decreed with all seriousness, “We ain’t going to work today, man.  Just get the fuck out of here.”


“Lock your door Man!”


“It’s locked!”


“Make sure it’s locked!”


“It’s motherfuckin’ locked!  Move man!”


“He can’t do nothing to us.  The sun is going to come up in a little bit.”


“I don’t give a fuck.  Let’s get the fuck out of here!  Come on.”


Charles looked out his window to the right, “Oooooh shit.”


Just a few blocks away a fog was rolling toward them.  A cloaked figure firmly walked before it, barely visible in the street lights as they disappeared in the dense fog.  Another couple blocks in front of him, very close, four Mervins were skating swiftly toward the car like Olympic speed skaters.

“Oh Jesus!  Oh my lord!” Eduardo froze with fear as if in a nightmare, his face contorted by a wide eyed look of freakish horror.  He mourned for his wife and children left without a father.

Mervins now smashed against the car with loud thuds, their faces leaving blood prints against the glass that would rapidly evaporate.  One by one, banging into the car’s exterior, retreating and banging into it again.  Like a fierce hail storm denting the car.

“MOVE MOTHERFUCKER MOVE!” Charles turned to Eduardo and screamed at the top of his lungs.


Eduardo broke out of his fear freeze and put the car in reverse.  Mervins continued smashing against the car.  Their blood prints filling up more and more space on the windows, splattering on the windshield.  As the car moved back, it ran over a couple of them, green gas fuming out through their orifices, still grinning.  Now in the middle of the street, Eduardo threw the car into drive and gunned it forward, tires squealing on the pavement.  The Oldsmobile station wagon, blood evaporating and flying from its body, hauled ass out of the city with no regard for stop lights or stop signs.

Charles looked behind, breathing heavily, as the car sped out of the inner city, catching a glimpse of the cloaked figure amongst the fog.  In his head, Charles could clearly hear a strange and deep resounding voice, “Come back to work, Charles.  We’ll take care of you.”


He left town that night and never returned to Thicksville again.


Eduardo had to consider his family and stayed where he was being paid well.  The next day at work, alone, it was the scariest and hardest trip he had ever had to make.  He had to stop a couple times and choke back tears.  He was bitched out for having missing the day before, but continued to be gainfully employed at the Morgan building, arriving about an hour later from there on.
Thicksville Welcomes You – A Historical Account

One rainy afternoon just following the Civil War, after a long journey, a small group of American settlers crested a hill to find a pleasant inlet surrounded by dense forest interlaced with clear streams.  Jonestown was founded and a town hall was erected which acted more as a gathering place for weddings, funerals, and the like.  Nearby Native American tribes were peaceful and the societies traded, coexisting happily.

In 1893, a wealthy Merchant named Allan Thick built a mansion atop the hill overlooking Jonestown.  He had financed the building of a courthouse, a bank, and a lavish building which housed the police.  He called this building The Thick’sville City Hall.  Jonestown residents resented him for hi-jacking the city’s identity, but they never filed the proper paperwork themselves to have the town officially named.

In a gesture to the community, Thick offered to refurbish the old town hall as a fancy tavern named “The Hall.”  Residents were already incensed that with Thick came formalized government property taxes they could not afford.  They were forced to borrow from him and he gradually became the landlord and owner of nearly all their land.  And now he was trying to rob them of their original town identity, to idly pass off their beloved old town hall as an unruly drinking establishment.  A meeting was called at the Jonestown Hall to discuss what to do with Mr. Thick’s proposal.  Harsh, angry words were disseminated and murmurs of organizing an insurrection complete with public lynching were in the air.

Police came in to break up the “illegal meeting,” as it involved significant changes to city policy but was not occurring in the official city hall.  Also, undercover police operatives were able to point out certain members of the meeting as participating in “uncivil, treasonous, and mutinous behavior against the government of Thick’sville.”


Six persons from the crowd were sentenced to death by hanging.  The juries that condemned them were largely comprised of wealthy property owners. The Mayor, whose salary was in part paid by Thick, deferred to the law on the ruling.  An organized attempt to rescue the men from jail was thwarted by heavy police force and bouts of gunfire.  Three residents died in the exchange.  One of the six prisoners died in custody.  The other five were executed.

By the spring of 1897, the Hall was a bustling tavern visited by sailors and merchants who rented out a fancy backroom for parties.  Thick was shot in 1901 at the Hall by a bitter old Jonestownian.  The local press heralded Thick as a martyr for prosperity.

Downtown

Ed and Mickey drive toward the building where Donald Farmer works.  They are looking for physical clues to see if there is any strange activity, if any body is walking around - someone who might have some leads on Don.  In their minds they are just picking up where the local police have been slacking.

It is about an hour past dusk and businesses have closed up.  The streets are vacant of any activity.


Ed’s stereo pounds jungle drum n’ bass - a favorite genre of music for these guys while on a job.  It gets their blood pumping and it is a sentimental reminder of their later days in high school when they frequented raves.  They nod along quietly with the hyper break beats.  Closed store fronts pass by the car’s windows.
A series of bright red and blue lights flash into the rear view mirror.  A police car woops to pulls them over.  With a frustrated grunt Ed turns the music down and pulls the car to a slow halt in front of a closed flower shop.

“Man, what’s this fucker want?” Mickey mutters under his breath.  The police man walks up and taps on the driver side window. Ed rolls it down.


“License and registration please.”


“What is this stop for, officer?” asks Ed.


The officer pauses for a moment, “Do you know how fast you were going?”


“About the speed limit.  What is this really about, Officer….” Ed squints at the police man’s badge, “Fitzgerald?”


Officer Fitzgerald pauses again, then sternly lectures, “Don’t give me any lip boy.”


“Sir, I am a private detective and I’ve been hired to look for a missing man.  I have a meeting with your boss, Chief Mills, tomorrow afternoon and I do not want to have to tell him that his officers have been harassing me.  Everything is being recorded and documented right now, including my speed.”


Mickey giggles to himself at Ed’s boldness, and his blatant bluff about recording everything.  Officer Fitzgerald is enraged by Ed’s attitude.  He doesn’t like being confronted or having his authority to uphold the law questioned.  Plus, he doesn’t really believe Ed’s baloney about the speed being recorded, but he also doesn’t want to risk getting in trouble – Ed was going about 2 miles an hour under the speed limit.  This isn’t why he stopped him.

Officer Fitzgerald sighs and drops the tough guy act as he leans against the car window.


“Look.  There is nothing in that town right now.  Nothing.  You won’t find anything.”


“Well then, my partner and I can find that out on our own.”


Officer Fitzgerald lets out a more frustrated sigh and is considering arresting the two on some trumped up charges just to keep them out of town.  He pleads, “I’m telling you for your own good not to go in there tonight.  Just turn around and come back tomorrow morning.”


“I appreciate the advice.”


“Suit yourself.”
It’s a free country.
The officer abruptly walks away, enters his car, and pulls around the other direction with a screech.

A brief moment of silence ensues as the cop car pulls away.
“I can’t believe you talk to him that way, fool?!?” Mickey exclaims in joyful disbelief.

“I know!  That was fuckin’ weird, dude!  What the hell was his deal?”

“He didn’t want you to go in there, dawg…..there’s got to be something there.”

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” Ed responds as he puts the Civic into gear.  Ever the persistent detectives, they intend to uncover this town’s dirty little secrets, perhaps unmask its powerful myths.
Ed turns on his CB radio and listens to the police channel.  Officer Fitzgerald is talking into the swath of fuzz, “two males just entered the corridor in a black civic.”  
“Why’d you let them in there?!?”
“They weren’t doing anything wrong.  I stopped them.  I told them not to go in.  They didn’t listen.”

“Fitz, why the hell would they go in there?”

“They said they were private detectives looking for the missing person.  They apparently have a meeting with the chief tomorrow.”

“Oh, that guy,” the unnamed officer pauses and regroups, “Look Fitz, you tried to stop them.  I’ll let the chief know.  Probably nothing will happen to them.”

A voice chimes in, “I bet fifty bucks something happens.”

Another voice chimes in, “I bet a hundred bucks something happens.”

And then another voice chimes in, “I bet they’ll at least shit their pants.”
Hearty laughter follows.
“Ha ha, what are the odds?  I’ll see you guys back at the station.  I’ll be tougher on the next.”
The channel returns to quiet fuzz as the Civic sails into the chasm of high buildings hailing ominously over empty streets; Giant headstones in a concrete graveyard.  The air is cold and a chilling breeze whistles through the avenues and alleyways from the dark waters of the harbor.  The only illumination comes from street lamps tossing dim light upon the smooth, clean sidewalks.

Ed swallows loudly, and points, “The building should be right up here.”

The Schaatz building is where Relaco is headquartered and where Don was last seen.  It is a tall, newer, glassy structure of windows and steel.  The entrance features a brass railing ascending up a small flight of stairs to glass double doors.  Just beyond those is a security desk accompanied by large green, leafy potted plants and corporate art to welcome visitors on their way to the elevators.

Ed parks nearby on the empty street, and turns off the engine.  Only little tinks from its cooling metal speckle the silent air.

“Hey man, you want to walk around?” Mickey’s voice interrupts the brief silence, reverberating with a vibrant clarity.
Ed licks his lips and thinks for a second.
“Nah, let’s drive around.  If we see nothing, I want to get back to the hotel and get ready for tomorrow.”
A shivery chill goes down both their spines.  Ed restarts the car.  
There is not that much ground to cover in downtown Thicksville.  They are on Fourth Avenue.  There are about ten streets crossing perpendicular First through Sixth, with First Avenue flanked by the water, and Sixth Avenue bordering the Hillside neighborhood.
After slowly driving all the way up Fourth, down Third, and up Second Avenue, Ed turns at a closed teriyaki stand to head down First along the water.
“Man, this place is dead.  It’s only like 8 o’clock and this shit is like a ghost town,” Mickey notices aloud, “fuck, way’s the women at?”

Ed shakes his head, pondering along with Mickey.  First is a sadly sparse street for a waterfront in a city.  There are no restaurants, only occasional storage facilities and fancy banks dotting a façade of historic brick buildings with boarded windows.

“Hey yo man, what’s that?” Mickey nods ahead toward a building with a flickering neon sign.  It has a beat up old Land Rover in front of it, the first automobile the two have seen downtown.  As they approach, the neon sign appears to be a Budweiser logo in the window of an establishment.  A cracked wooden sign sits above the door.  It reads, “The Hall.”

Ed pulls behind the Rover, and parks.
“If there is anywhere we’re going to find out about some messed up shit…it’s gotta be in here,” he half jokes.

“Shit, where’s the fuckin’ prostitute with like a peg leg and shit?” Mickey jokes back.
He and Ed have been on their fair share of stake outs in seedy places.  Cheating white trash husbands and wives meet their mates in divey bars all the time.  And anyone needing to hide will drink their troubles away in dark taverns with cheap beer.  Ed is happy he brought his roommate along - Mickey knows and practices a good deal of martial arts, and though his stature is small-ish, he never backs down from a fight nor hesitates to back up a friend.  And, he too has a concealed weapon.
They exit the Civic and squint, trying to see through the approaching thick, scratchy windows; too dim inside to see clearly.  They walk up to the heavy wooden door.  Ed gives a good push to open its thick creaky slab revealing the dingy old tavern’s interior bathed with a reddish glow.  The floors, the tables, the chairs, the booths, the bar, and the bar stools all have a once bright wood finish.  A small radio behind the bar is playing old country music.  The low-watt wall lamps cast shadows everywhere.  The establishment is devoid of any customers.
Despite his urge to sarcastically yell, “The Joint is Jumpin’!  The house is Bumpin’!” Ed keeps a cool demeanor, entirely conscious that he is on the job.  Mickey’s eyes dart about, scanning the scene.
The pub is larger inside than it appears from outside.  The musty main room off to the right trails deep back into a darker area.  The entry room leads directly to the bar in front.  The bar’s back wall is clad with a wooden mermaid, her color peeling off with age.  Her smile is pieces of white and her hair, remaining slivers of bright blonde.
Ed and Mickey each pull up a bar stool.  The stench of stale beer is in the air.  A fierce door slam is heard from somewhere far back behind the bar.  They feel the thud in their stomachs.  Slow heavy foot steps approach a door just behind the bar.  Ed stares intently.  Mickey looks out the side of his eyes, with tough, cool demeanor.  Around the corner enters a fat, fat man.  He looks to be a shade over six feet tall, perhaps four or five hundred pounds.  He waddles up to the two with pursed lips and big, sleepy eyes.  He is breathing hard out his nostrils, jaw clenched, looking back and forth at Ed and Mickey.  An uncomfortable silence ensues as the man continues to breathe heavily out his nostrils, eyes still going back and forth between the two newcomers.
“WELL, WHAT’LL YOU HAVE!?” he barks with frustration.  A wheeze heaves into his heavy nostril breaths.
The only visible source for drinks it appears is a row of four beer taps.
“I’ll have an amber,” Ed announces.

Mickey calmly holds up two fingers, “Make it two.”

The fat man turns to walk the couple feet to the taps, takes a couple of steps and returns to his forward position to grab a glass.  As he fills the pint from the tap, Ed asks him, “Hey, how old is this bar?”
The bartender continues a stare at the pint, not flinching an inch to Ed’s question.  He puts the glass to the side and grabs for the next one, then proceeds to fill it as well.  Once it is full he ambles back, glasses in hand, to Ed and Mickey.  He places the glasses in front of them. There is a razor thin layer of froth on both beers, and the beer is extremely dark.  Mickey lifts his beer first with a little hesitation and takes a first sip.  It is warm and ridiculously bitter, if not slightly sour.  Mickey cringes but swallows, the alcohol burns – it is a strong beer.  He takes another painful drink.
The bartender looks at the two.  He begins nodding with muted intensity and a smile.  Fat ripples below his chin.

“This place is old, real old.  That’ll be four dollars each.”

Ed pulls out his wallet, withdraws and tosses a ten dollar bill on the bar.  He continues his conversation, as Mickey continues sipping the beer, “So you been working here long?”

“Mmhm,” the fat man breathes in affirmation.
“It’s not so busy tonight.”

“It’s never busy here,” he gruffly proclaims, “especially at night.”

“Why do you stay open then?”

The man shrugs.  Ed continues, “You like Thicksville?”

“It Sucks!” the fat man bellows.
Mickey stops sipping his beer, ready for trouble.  This bartender has put him on edge and his hand is ready to pull the gun from underneath his coat.

The fat man continues, “It’s a dead place.  People are afraid to come here, because of various legends and lore.……but you’re here now.”
The fat man smiles.  His teeth are a caramel color.
With not even half his beer gone, Mickey feels a heavy buzz accompanied by surprising clarity.  The room swirls, but he can keep his focus straight ahead.  He can read the tainted soul of this bartender like a book, whose words decode to him as premonitions of ill intention.
“What mutha fucka?” Mickey chimes in and pulls back from the bar, his bar stool scratching against the floor, “You threatinin’ me mutha fucka?”

The fat man’s face returns to blank with a tough frown; nostril breaths intensifying.  Ed turns to Mickey, “calm down man.”
Mickey ignores Ed, and continues, “I know whatch yor thinking mutha fucka?” He stares intently at the man, his eyes wide with intensity, “And you know what, dude?  You’re a fuckin’ bitch.  Seriously.”

“Alright, Mickey let’s go,” Ed pulls back his friend by the arm.  He puts his hand on Mickey’s sternum and pushes him backward toward the front door.  Mickey continues his intent stare at the fat man and raises his middle finger in the air as he peddles backward, Ed pushing him along.  Once they are out the door, Ed whispers loudly at Mickey, “Are you trying to fuck up my fuckin’ gig?  Don’t pull this shit on me, Mickey.  This ain’t funny.”

Mickey returns Ed’s seriousness focusing his eyes on him, “Man, no.  No.  We either kick that mother fucker’s ass now or we bail!”

“How’d you get so drunk, Mickey?”

“This ain’t drunk!!  That mutha fucka was talking to me!  He’s gonna fuck us up!  We got go fuck him now before he fucks us!”
Ed takes a quick minute to digest the situation.  With reluctant but full trust in his wasted friend he declares, “Alright, man.  Get in the car.  We’re out of here.  We’re going.”

Mickey looks Ed deep in the eye and with that calmly says, “Okay, I’m cool with that.”
A conflict is seemingly averted.  Ed turns toward the car and stops.  Its tires have been thoroughly slashed, reduced to shreds of rubber.
Donald Farmer comes Home

Lindsay Farmer is having a late dinner at the dinner table with little Lucy.  Dinners have been sad and quiet the last few nights.  Lucy misses her daddy.  The dog, Rex seems to be handling it the best of anyone, but even he feels the underlying absence.  Lindsay has once again accidentally made too much food.  She is pushing her pasta around, lost in a daze.
There is a quiet knock at the door.  Lindsay snaps out of her malaise.  She rises quickly to go answer the door, nervous with anticipation.  She opens the door.
Donald Farmer stands there.  He is wearing the same brown suit and yellow cream shirt with brown tie that he had on when he left.  It is slightly ruffled around the collar and wrinkled at the sleeves.  He is staring straight forward.  His eyes are wide and alert, and his posture is erect, but his face looks tired and distant.

“Don!” Lindsay exclaims with joy and gives him a quick hug.  He doesn’t hug her back.

She doesn’t know where he’s been or who he has been with, and she doesn’t care.  They can sort it all out later.  She is just happy to see him, “Don, come in.  Come in, we’re having dinner.”

“Thanks, hon’,” Donald exhaustedly manages as he steps heavily through the door, his brief case in hand much as he left.
She runs back into the kitchen to get his plate together as he walks slowly up to the dining room table.  Rex doesn’t know whether or not to bark at this familiar stranger.  Lucy, still sitting, let’s out a “Daddy, Daddy.”  She is eager to tell him about her day at school - she won an award for her poem, ‘Bugs have Mommies and Daddies too.’

Donald sits quietly down, staring straight ahead and down a bit, to the center of the table.  He has yet to respond to Lucy.  He turns his body and head slightly to look at her.  His eyes are still wide and alert, unblinking.  She doesn’t know exactly how to respond and gives a quiet greeting, “Hi, Daddy.”  Lindsay obscures their view of each other as she sets the plate in front of Donald with a glass of milk.  Forks, knives, spoon, and napkin are already at his reserved spot.  The plate is filled with chicken penne, a side of green beans, and a dab of home made apple sauce.  He looks down at the plate and then back up at his wife as she smiles and quickly backs away to get to her spot at the table.  He looks back down at his plate.  She takes a seat, and looks at him, “Don, I’m so glad your home.  I was so worried.  Where have you been?”

Not touching his food, he brings his head back up to stare intently in her direction.  His mouth quivers as if he is trying to say something but it won’t come out.  His stare at her is blank and unmoving.
She looks at him with concern, “Don, are you okay?”

He still does not respond.  She continues, her voice a little more stern, “Don, are you tired?  Don.”

Donald burps and heaves a little.  He is about to throw up.  Lindsay and Lucy now look at him with grave concern.  And with one more heave, he vomits blood all over his food and the table.

“Oh my god.  Don!” Lindsay yells as she stands up quickly, ready to call an ambulance.  Don regroups, blood dribbling out of his nose.  And with one more loud heave Don spills out a continuous gurgling stream of blood, with bright pink chunks of innards splattering off his plate on the table and spreading across the table cloth.
“DOOON!!!” Lindsay screams.
“Daaady!” Lucy wines, tears now streaming down her face.

The dog barks.  Don falls forward onto his plate, intestines and bright pink organs now streaming out onto the table from his mouth.

Lindsay still screaming runs to Lucy, picks her up, and runs out the front door, slamming it behind her.  She runs to her Saturn in the drive way and opens it with the keys from her pocket, throwing Lucy in and buckling her seat belt all in one fell swoop.  With her little girl crying loudly, Lindsay quickly starts the car and urgently backs out the driveway.  Putting the car quickly in drive she peels out of the neighborhood, not looking back.  She will drive to her sister’s house, 9 hours away.
Inside the house, Donald’s body has run out of material to expel.  His spinal chord ignites in yellow flame, spreading across his back and then quickly across the table.  A blazing fire will soon consume the three-bedroom, two story house, sending the Farmers’ old life up in flames.
Lindsay’s wedding gown in the closet: up in flames.

Donald’s fishing gear from when he was a boy in the garage: up in flames.

Lucy’s beloved stuffed animals Bobo, Panda, Ralph, and Mrs. Wiggles: all up in flames.

Pictures of family, reunions, friends: up in flames.

Their fancy china cabinet and carefully selected furniture, Don’s untouched golf gear, Lindsay’s sewing kit, Lucy’s book of crayon art, the family’s tax files, DVD collection, board games, and encyclopedias: up in flames.

Their loving dog Rex: up in flames.

Mickey Can’t Hang
Ed and Mickey stare at the slashed tires.  Too shocked for words, expressionless at the situation; Ed’s mind works toward a quick solution.  He pulls his gun and pronounces “Someone’s fucking with us.”  His eyes are peeled and his awareness heightened.  He is ready to move out of the area by foot as quickly and stealthily as possible.

The night air is no longer as clear as it was.  A fog rolled while they were in the bar.  The town is still dead of any visible activity, but the slashed tires let Ed and Mickey know that they are not alone.

From the deep, cold waters of the harbor, something catapults itself high into the air above the city.  The cold night has given birth again and its child is hungry.  It swoops down to the city streets, down to its feeding grounds.
Mickey reaches inside his coat to pull his own pistol.  From deep within the fog behind him, a cloud of mist in the shape of a large bird flaps its wings, quickly approaching him.  Ed turns to look.  His expression grows wide with surprise.  But before Mickey can respond to Ed’s face the large bird flies into and disappears in his back - into him, vapors passing through the cell walls.
A second goes by and no one says anything.  From alleyways all throughout the city, a chorus of dog howls rise and sing a long, eerie cry.  Mickey looks a long, sorrowful look at Ed, tears of blood dripping from his eye ducts.
He continues the reach inside his coat and pulls his pistol from its holster.
“I’m sorry, man,” he tells Ed, slowly raising the gun, putting it to his own head.
Ed pleads, “No, man, wait.”  
Mickey pulls the trigger, and with a resounding pop he collapses to the concrete, a pool of blood dispersing from his head – exiting his pale body.  Eyes drain of life.
Ed can feel nothing, it has all happened too fast.  Now overwhelmed at the sudden loss of his friend, he must gather himself.  Sadness begins to penetrate his being, his life with Mickey flashing before him.  Memories assemble in a quick collage, and then tears poor from him in a relentless stream.  Sobs heave from his body.  It is not long before his sadness fills with rage.  Holding in primal screams and swallowing trembles of anger, Ed cocks his gun and is determined to lash out at what he no longer feels any need to comprehend.
His instincts take over.  He scans the area for any activity, sees none.  He intends to get rough with the bartender and stay indoors away from whatever slashed his tires or took over his friend.

He re-enters the bar with his gun drawn.  His jaw is clenched.  The bartender is not around and the radio is off.  He stalks over to the bar’s lonely seating area, advancing with slow deliberation toward the back of the establishment.  He can hear only the sound of the old floors creaking beneath his footsteps.  He can smell a cigarette burning somewhere.  He works his way toward the bathrooms and a door with an “employee’s only sign” on it.  The front door of the establishment creaks open, and a breeze blows in.  Ed quickly turns toward it, ready to fire.

Standing there in the frame of the open door, a Mervin grins at him.  Ed aims his gun at the creature.  Thicksville’s urban legends are dawning on him - he knows what he is witnessing.  The Mervin slowly rolls forward, eyes fixed on Ed.

Ed talks to the midget, “Hello, fuckhead.”

It continues its slow roll across the wood floor to him.

He talks to it some more, “Did you fuck with my car?”

Unflinching, it approaches him like an animal on the hunt.  It raises its arm and points its index finger out as it approaches him steadily.

“Fuck You!” he yells at it, and pulls the trigger.  With a loud bang, a hole appears in the Mervin’s head, taking away a piece of its right eye and temple.  It has stopped.  The right side of its head abruptly collapses in and fills the hole with a crackle and snap.  The other eye blinks, and it continues its slow roll forward.

Ed fires off another shot, ripping through the Mervin’s chest.  It comes to a halt and wheezes, as a puff of green gas rolls out the hole.  No longer moving, its face still grins.  Ed waits for it to move again.  It still blinks and continues to wheeze.  Ed steadies his arm for another shot at the Mervin.  Its outstretched arm drops to its side and another puff of gas exits the hole in its chest.  With a will to save his bullets, Ed is convinced he has paralyzed this creature.  He pulls his gun back and wonders where the fat man is.  He steps backward, snapping his head back and forth between looking at the stalled Mervin and the doors behind him.

He opens the back “employee’s only” door.  It opens into a grandiose room with long tables, golden chandeliers, and red velvet chairs.  Cobwebs inhabit the corners of the ceiling, and boxes are stacked upon some of the tables and along the sides of the room.  At the back of the room there is an open door leading into an alleyway.  Ed figures the fat man may have ran out this back entrance.  He turns to look back toward the bar.  The Mervin still stands there grinning, unmoving, with its eyes fixed on him and a hole in its chest.
He advances into the old room, and closes the door behind him, locking it.  He slowly ventures toward the back door, keeping his eyes alert, scanning every nook and cranny in the room, looking for any movement along its walls, behind the boxes, beneath its tables.  He freezes in his tracks as another Mervin rolls past the back door.  Its squeaky tires grind against the alley way pavement.  Ed holds his breath, completely frozen.  His heart pounds hard and fast.  It doesn’t seem to notice him as it goes by smoothly, not turning its head to look in the room.  Sweat now streams off Ed’s head and out his arm pits.  He swallows as quietly as he can and attempts to control his breathing.  His right palm sweats into his firm grip on the pistol.  His eyes are wide and can hardly blink or move from that open door.
The fading sound of squeaky skates on the pavement stops, and starts again, becoming more audible.  The Mervin slowly backs into the door way with its head now turned looking directly at Ed.  His heart beats even harder and more rapid.  The Mervin turns its body toward the room and begins its roll forward through the door.  Ed steadies his gun aimed directly at the Mervin’s torso.  He fires off with a loud crack into it.  Barely phased by the fresh hole in its chest, it picks up speed, rolling toward Ed faster.  He shoves a bunch of boxes down from on top of a table before it can reach him.  It climbs up on to the pile of boxes, eyes fixated on Ed.  He steadies his hand and lets off another shot into the Mervin, a second hole in its chest appears.  It totters, but descends down the boxes.  “God Damn It!” Ed yells as he fires another panicked shot between its eyes.  It falls to his left and spasms on the floor.  Without a second thought, Ed leaps over the boxes and runs through the back door into the alley way.  The air is cold and musty.  He runs into the lit street just outside the alleyway.  He is ready to run up the hill to the nearest neighborhood, just about six blocks away.  He looks up the hill to see the silhouettes of dogs against the street lights looking down upon him.
The head lights of an oncoming vehicle light up the street.  A loud engine roars as a bright red SUV screeches from around the corner.  It heads recklessly toward Ed.  With adrenaline still coursing through his body, he lunges out of the way, tumbling against the street as the vehicle crunches against the building by which he was just standing.  The door to the SUV opens, and the bloody corpse of a man in a dark suit tumbles free onto the sidewalk with the audible crack of brittle bone fracturing.  He is missing his skin.

Ed quickly leaping back to his feet, and now shaking viciously with adrenaline, bolts away from the hill he was going to run up.  He begins a sprint northward, but quickly halts at the sight of a large dark cloud rolling along the street towards him, consuming street lights in its darkness.

He begins a sprint southward back toward the car and the bar.  He sees that several blocks down, a couple more Mervin’s await him.  Ed needs help.  Running to his tire-less Civic, he unlocks the driver-side door and leaps inside, slamming it behind him, frantically locking it.  He turns on his CB radio tuned to the police station.  He pants into the receiver, “I’m downtown.  I need help.”
(Chills go down the spines of all the cops in Thicksville.)

The bar door jumps open and the fat man barrels out of the Hall with a shotgun in his arms.  He aims at Ed and fires.  Ed ducks as the glass on his driver side window cracks all over.  The fat man takes another shot, breaking the glass entirely.  Some pellets and glass have lodged into Ed’s skin.  He returns fire through the broken window, nailing the fat man in the forehead.  Blood spills out his nostrils as he falls in a heap to the ground.

Ed calls into the radio again, “Help me, I need assistance.  I’m on First Avenue in front of the Hall.”

The Black Knights

A decade after Allan Thick’s death, the strange activities and unusual disappearances of Thicksville’s nights began.  Residents of the affluent Hillside neighborhood deserted their Victorian houses, much too close to the center of the city, to the evils that climbed from the port’s waters.  All of their servants stayed or moved in from their low income housing at the edges of town.  And from there on Hillside was the black area of town.  It served as buffer between Thicksville’s white citizens and the horrible tails emanating from the city dark.
The Hillside community lived in fear of a specific creature – a heavily cloaked man riding a dark horse through their streets at night, wielding a sword.  Doors remained locked and no one went out past dusk.  The dark figure was named Farias.  Little was known about him except for his merciless beheadings – man, woman, or child.
He patrolled their neighborhood for upwards of fifty years, and few dared confront him.  He became seemingly absent any time the police showed up.  They considered the whole thing to be a hoax created by the community to cover up crimes and eventually stopped responding to calls.

By the 1960’s, militant attitudes rose up to challenge Hillside’s culture of fear.  They wanted a community where their children could play and people did not have to be afraid of sundown.  They no longer wanted Farias roaming their streets, and decided to take action into their own hands.
One humid summer night a group of about 30 of the neighborhood’s men decided to have a lynching of their own. They stayed out past dusk armed with shotguns, knives, and axes.  They called themselves The Black Knights.  That night Farias never appeared, and the Knights stayed out every night, patrolling the neighborhood in groups.

One night that following winter, Farias made an appearance.  Once the sun plunged behind the horizon, he appeared on his black horse, sword drawn, just outside the neighborhood.  The Knights gathered a block from him by the few homes closest to downtown.  Their numbers swelled until practically every man in the community was there with some kind of a weapon, filling up the streets, silently standing guard.  The horse’s hot breath clouded around its snout as it stamped and snorted.  Farias then charged the crowd.  Multiple shots were fired into him and his horse, but they continued the charge, impervious to their wounds.  He slashed through a couple men in front with his sword, ripping them open at the chest.  Pitch forks, axes, and knives gouged him and his horse whose eyes were a ghostly pale white up close.  It gurgled its last breath and collapsed to the ground.  No blood flew from the man, but the mob continued to sink their axes into him.  With each chop, his body gave in beneath the cloak.  By the end of it, the crowd moved back to observe an empty mass of cloth lying upon the dead horse – putrid, blood filled green shit streaming out its anus.
A silence overtook the crowd before a man announced, “We done beat up a spirit.”
“His undead horse, too,” another man added.  Fear swept over the group, but they held their composure.
The local preacher came to the forefront of the crowd, “Lord, protect us from these evil spirits.  Let us attend to the maimed of our brothers, and let us continue to protect our homes in the name of the Son, the Father, and the Holy Ghost.”

A week after the incident, the Black Knights disbanded half assuming the problem was over, half scared that it was not.  A few years later, May Griffith called her 6 year old son in from playing outside after dinner.  As she looked out the window at the street, she saw a Mervin roll up to her son.  Her screams were too late, as the night roller pressed its index finger against the boy’s back left arm.  The kid instantly fell to the ground in spasms.  As the Mervin turned and slowly rolled away back into the city, May ran to her child jiggling on the concrete surface – eyes rolled back into his head as seizures took hold of his body.  He was rushed to the hospital, but died in the emergency room.  The Black Knights reorganized and again patrolled the streets.
Thadeus Donovan was a young member of the Knights at the time.  He one day left town on a journey of self discovery in the late 60’s.  When he returned, he spoke of revelations he had during deep meditation and psychedelic trances.  In these revelations he had seen the way to combat Thicksville’s night time menaces.  He sought the technologies he needed, and revolutionized the Black Knights.  From there on he had been declared the leader of the Knights and given the title of Grand Wizard (in mockery of  the Klu Klux Klan).  For decades afterward, the Knights staved off dark forces from Hillside.
Whites feared the Knights.  They thought that the Knights were the same as the Black Panthers (some of them were) and that the town would be taken hostage and turned into New Africa.  The all-white police force came in to the neighborhood to harass black men in the street.  The Knights were forced to keep their organization underground - a secret of the community.

In the Spring of 1980, a half dozen young Knights had become so confident in their methods and technology that they ventured downtown to combat the city’s night creatures head on, against the wishes of Thadeus.  He warned them, “Those things ain’t like us, they know our game, and that’s they turf.  Stay outta there.  Don’t make me explain to y’all mammas why you dead.”  Proving his premonitions true, none of the expedition returned.
Thadeus continues his position as Grand Wizard of the Black Knights today.  The organization, once considered to be a necessary militia in the 60’s and 70’s, and a gang in the 80’s, has taken on the role as an honorable service to the community since the 90’s.  Its members are honor students, church kids, and hard working men.  Women and Latinos have become members of its collective, devoting their time to the long nights of patrolling, as well as the research and development Thadeus is heading up.
Bryant Willington and Andre Hill stand outside on duty next to their Bryant’s blue Integra at the very block of the Faria massacre.  The car is tricked out in a fashion that is unbecoming when they visit other towns.  The speaker system is strong, but a clunky spotlight sits atop the hood and four cameras line each side of the hood and trunk.  Electronic devices with knobs and monitors crowd the passenger seat dash board.
Bryant is a star linebacker, in his senior year at nearby Cleveland High, and Andre, a junior, plays on his team.  Both are on the honor roll, and both work the late night patrol for the Knights.  Teens handle that shift the best of anyone.

The night is cold, and they have heard an unusual amount of activity coming from the town.

“Man, what’s going on in there?” Andre asks.

“I’m tellin’ you, someone’s down there.  There been dogs howlin’, gun shots, yellin’….”  Bryant is a laid back guy, but he feels anxious tonight.
Andre looks at his friend, “What you thinkin’ man?”

“I never heard it like this before.  I’m thinkin’ we gonna need all we got if a storm come this way.”

Andre nods, “I callin’ some mo’ peeps.”

“Yeah.”

Within minutes of getting on his cell phone, seven more Knights appear at their post next to the civic.  Thadeus pulls up in an Oldsmobile station wagon, equipped much the same as Bryant’s Integra.

“We got some activity?” the Grand Wizard asks.

Bryant and Andre both nod, “Yeah.”

Bryant speaks on, “They been gun shots, loud noises, an’ ‘em dogs howlin’.”
A distant screech followed by the sound of a car crash by the buidlings capture everyone’s attention.  A few dogs run by a couple blocks away, between them and the city.  Thadeus turns on his spotlight, “Y’all kids be ready.  Turn your sensors on, an’ get ready to wake the dead.”

A police car pulls up beside the group.  It is Andre’s brother, Terrence.  He recently left the Knights to join the police force, and is on night patrol.

“Hey, what y’all doin’?”

Andre calls out to his brother, “Hey Ter’, some shit goin’ down downtown.”

“Yeah, these detective dudes decided they were going down there, and dumb ass officer Fitz let ‘em go.”
“What we gonna do?” one of the young latinos asks.

“Not a god damn thing we can do but sit and wait and be ready,” Thadeus advises.

A call comes in over Terrence’s radio, everyone can hear it:
“I’m downtown.  I need help.”

Silence fills the air as the valiant protectors of the neighborhood now are scared.  Thadeus shakes his head.  Everyone looks up as they hear a couple gun shots booming from the city.  Another distinctly different shot crack echoes from the buildings.  Bryant and Andre hop into the Integra.  Bryant turns on the spot light.  Andre checks the readouts on the various monitors in front of him.  The other Knights fidget, nervously ready to defend their neighborhood.
“Help me, I need assistance.  I’m on First Avenue in front of the Hall.”

Twenty seconds of long silence, goes by as the Knights wait for the continued anticipation to be broken by another sound from the city.  They are startled as Bryant’s car starts up, his stereo blaring stomach jolting bass.  Inside the car, he turns to Andre, “I’m goin’ in.  You comin’ or goin’?”
Andre turns to him excited, “Let’s do this!”

And with that the Integra tears off into the city, tires screeching on the pavement.
“No! NO!” Thadeus screams after them, “You stupid mutherfuckers!”

  With familial worry for his younger brother, Terrence puts the cop car into drive and peels after them.

Still haunted by the loss of the six young Knights in 1980 and riddled with guilt about not preventing their deaths, Thadeus starts up the Oldsmobile and peels out after all of them.

“They doin’ it all wrong,” he mutters to himself.

Bryant and Andre tear down the hill accelerating to near 80mph, crossing the seven blocks to First Avenue within a minute.  The Integra peels to the right around the corner with Ed’s Civic and the Hall in plain view in front of them.  Mervins skate away from the car in the wash of the spot light.  Ed peers over his dashboard as the Integra screeches to a halt by him, vibrating the whole block with deep constant bass notes. 
“Come on, get in the car!” Andre yells out the window.

Ed opens up the passenger door of his civic and runs to the Integra, pulling open the door and jumping in the booming back seat.  The bass hurts his head.  Bryant pushes on the gas, and car begins to peel back up to speed.

Terrence’s car skids around the corner a block behind them.   And with a loud and sudden crushing noise, pieces of his trunk fly off and his back window shatters beneath the weight of a rolling dark cloud as some invisible force within it lays waste to his vehicle.  With another crushing blow, the back of his roof caves in.  He is pressing his foot all the way to the floor trying to move his car away from this force holding it down.  The tires squeal on the pavement, car barely moving.

Thadeus approaching down from atop the hill sees the car being crushed a block in front of him, and immediately detours right down Second Avenue.
Bryant downshifts to climb the hill.  The Integra’s engine roars loudly.  The bass vibrates through his bones as Ed looks out the back window.  Thadeus’ Oldsmobile topped with bright spotlight turn in behind them, gunning up the hill as fast as he can too.  Further down on First Avenue, Ed can see sparks fly from a completely flat police car dragging along the pavement, a dark cloud rolling above it.

