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Chapter 1
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The town of Gossamer Falls is so named for the beautiful mists created at the waterfall emptying from the mountains to the south into Lake Clear a mere half mile from the edge of town. On the far side of the mountain to the east lay the large town of Emerson, and to the west the growing town of Centrepoint.  Until recently, there had been the small village of Mercy high up in the mountains and a few peaks over, but a huge fire had taken that away last winter, and the scorched mountainside left nothing alive for many miles from the top down. 

On this crisp spring day, Lawrence Karrier ran along the shore as he did each morning towards the waterfall.  He usually turned there and went back home, a simple one-mile round run that he felt kept him in trim as his thirties had arrived a few years ago. He hadn’t fallen into poor shape, but thirty had been like a warning bell to him, telling him he had to start looking after himself.  You don’t want to end up like your parents, he thought, dead before fifty-five.  Heart attacks both about a year apart.

The sun sparkled on the calm surface of the lake, and small rainbows formed in the mist as Lawrence got closer to the falls.  It was so beautiful here; it didn’t matter how many times he made this trip, the views and the spectacle of the place never ceased to astound him. He stopped near the rocky edge formed over thousands of years by the fall and looked down to the crashing water below.  It was so loud here, so out of keeping with the scene all around, but if it hadn’t been for this chaos churning below, none of the beauty here would be able to exist.  It was an odd world we live in. 

As he stood there, his breath coming back to normal after his exertions, something caught his eye and he looked out over the lake again. At first, he thought he was seeing a cloud, but as he looked closer, he saw it was more like a super-thin tuft of white candyfloss drifting about twenty-five feet above the water.  The only thing that convinced Lawrence it was not candyfloss was the sheer size of it.  From top to bottom he estimated it was ten feet long, maybe more, like a cloud on its side descending slowly to the water. 

He watched as it drifted lower and lower and then it went into the water, making like a net on the surface for a few moments before sinking down underneath.  

“What the hell was that?” he said out loud as he looked up towards the mountains from where it must have come.  He’d never seen anything like it before in his life, and though he knew he was going to tell people about it, already he found himself struggling for words to describe it accurately. Lawrence spent a few minutes more looking at the spot it had landed in the water before reluctantly starting his run home to get ready for work.

Lawrence worked at the bottling facility, making sure the machine lines ran well and fixing them when they didn’t. The drink was little more than carbonated water made from the lake and sold under the name ‘Gossamer Springs’.  It had been a growing business run by the Frendy brothers, and it was now the largest single employer in the town with forty-three staff working over two shifts a day.

“What do you think it was?” Jake Higgins, Lawrence’s work buddy, asked when told this story.

“I have no idea, but it landed like something soft and then sank.”

“It didn’t dissolve?”

“I don’t think so,” Lawrence said. He was pretty sure it had sank.  Maybe beneath the surface it had dissolved but not on top.

“Sounds pretty strange,” Jake shook his head, “Nothing I’ve seen before.”  

Word spread throughout the day, and people came up to Lawrence from time to time to ask about it. He told them all the same thing, and each time the person he spoke to shook their heads and left no more the wiser than when they came to him. 

Lawrence was glad in a way that no one else had seen this before, and he was enjoying being the centre of attention a little.  It wasn’t all that common for him to have so many people coming up and talking to him like this.  It wasn’t that he wasn’t liked in town, but Lawrence Karrier was known to like to keep to himself. Still, it was nice once in a while to talk to some people other than Jake.

At quitting time on Fridays, most of the workers at the plant would head down to ‘Shaker’s’ Bar on the way back into town for a few beers and to blow off some steam after a long week’s working. Lawrence didn’t always go, but he was in a good mood today and thought he’d enjoy a few beers to unwind in the evening. 

The bar was lit night and day by weak indoor lights and neon signs. There were no windows to the outside world, and it gave the bar a sense of always being night. Pa Shaker, as the owner and barman was known, was a heavyset man who’d been seen so few times in natural daylight some thought of him as a vampire.  No one seemed to know what his real name was, and if you asked it was a different answer every time, each one delivered as earnestly as the last. It was likely he’d actually told someone at least once, but they had most probably not believed him.  

“Line ‘em up, Pa,” Clinton Scarrow said as he pushed through the doors at the head of the group coming in. 

“Beers and whiskey chasers coming up,” Pa said starting to pull two beers.  Clinton Scarrow came here most evenings with his pal, Danny Putch. They would often sit at the bar drinking and then make some trouble later in the evening.  Pa put up with them to a point as they were his best customers, but when he drew the line that was the end of it and the guys knew it.

It wasn’t long before the place was busy, workers from the plant sitting at all the tables and some standing along the bar or over at the jukebox. The pool table wasn’t in use yet, but no doubt a small tournament for a couple of dollars would break out before the evening was done.

Lawrence and Jake sat at a table near the centre of the room with Chuck Dollinger, who was a janitor at the plant, a single guy who lived in a trailer by the shore of the lake. Chuck was a nice guy but lazy, and if he could get by in life without working at all he would.  They were laughing about one of his recent scrapes in work when he’d nearly been caught sleeping when Tammy Dern came into the bar with a couple of her girlfriends. 

Both Jake and Chuck noticed Lawrence’s attention wane, and they followed his eyes to the trio coming in.

“Why don’t you just go talk to that girl,” Jake said, “You’re bringing us all down with the puppy dog thing!” Chuck laughed, and Lawrence looked to Jake sternly. Jake grinned at Chuck mischievously.  It had been a long running thing with them that Lawrence would never ask Tammy out, despite how much he liked her.

“Hey Tammy!” Chuck suddenly called, “The place is pretty full, you guys want to sit at our table?” Lawrence could have died at that moment.  Tammy and her friend looked over, and for a moment Tammy’s eyes met his and he looked down in embarrassment.

“Thanks, Chuck,” she said, “But we’re going to play some pool while the table is free.  Maybe we’ll swing by in a while?”

“Whatever you like,” Chuck said smiling back at her.  The women walked to the bar.

“What the hell are you doing?” Lawrence asked when they were gone.  Chuck looked at him like he didn’t know what he was talking about. 

“What?”  Jake laughed at this and got up to get another round. Lawrence knew better than to say anything more.

The night wore on and the volume of the crowd rose and rose.  Generally, the place was full on Friday evenings as everyone else in town knew the ‘Gossamer Springs’ workers would be there, and the atmosphere would be good.  The pool competition started, and some people even danced in what little floor space was available. 

Lawrence went to the bar when it was his turn to buy the drinks, and as he stood there waiting for them, he felt eyes on him.  He turned to look, hoping it was going to be Tammy, but instead he found himself looking into the cold eyes of Clinton Scarrow.  His eyes wore the gloss of inebriation, and Lawrence regretted looking his way at all.

“I hear you’re filling people’s heads with bullshit about candyfloss falling from the sky onto the lake!” Clinton said though it was more a growl and sounded like he was somehow affronted by the story. 

“It wasn’t candyfloss,” Lawrence said.  He looked back to Pa, who was pulling the beers, hoping that would be the end of the conversation.

“What was it then?” Clinton asked.  Lawrence looked back and shrugged,

“I don’t know what it was.”  This seemed to anger Clinton even more, and he leaned a hand on the bar as if to get up.

“Then what the fuck are you telling people all about it for then if you don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“I...” Lawrence didn’t know what to say to this; he didn’t want any trouble with Clinton if he could avoid it.

“Take it easy Scarrow or you’ll be having an earlier night than usual tonight!” Pa Shaker warned as he put the three beers down in front of Lawrence.

“There’s other bars than this one,” Clinton said back.

“Well, you can feel free to go to them if you like.” Pa looked on Clinton meanly, but the customer didn’t return his gaze.  He turned back to his pal Danny and went on as before like nothing had happened at all.

Lawrence nodded his thanks to the bar man and then made his way back through the crowd with his glasses of beer held high so as not be spilled by the shuffling bodies all around him. He was just about back at this table when through a parting in the crowd he came face to face with Tammy.

“Hey!” he said completely caught off guard. 

“Hi Lawrence, how are you?” Tammy said.  Though they had spoken thousands of times growing up in this small town, he was still always taken by surprise when she said his name.  It sounded beautiful coming from her lips. 

“I’m good,” he said barely able to hear his own voice over the din, “How are you?”  She nodded a moment and then pointed to one of her ears and shaking her head called out,

“I can’t really hear you!”  Lawrence saw another opportunity slipping away and he leaned in closer and shouted,

“How are you?”  He looked odd with his beers in the air and his neck strained to her and she smiled. She moved closer to him and putting her face close to his said,

“Get those beers to your friends and we can go to a quiet corner and try to talk.”  This was the single most astounding sentence he had ever heard, and he looked at her in surprise and then nodded eagerly, holding up one finger from around his drinks to indicate he’d be back momentarily. She smiled and nodded. 

Lawrence didn’t waste any time getting back to his table before planting the drinks down and taking up his own and moving back towards Tammy.  Jake and Chuck looked at one another, saw what Lawrence was about and then smiled.  Lawrence was terrified some guy would be talking to Tammy now and he would have missed his chance. Thankfully, however, she was still there waiting for him. She nodded for him to follow and he did, like the little puppy his friends ribbed him about.  He was looking past her to see what corner she might be heading for, but so far nothing seemed open for them.  To his great shock Tammy then pushed out through the doors and they were both outside in the cool evening air. The doors closed behind them, and the noise from inside became a muffled background.

“Oh God, that’s better,” Tammy said walking away from the building towards some picnic benches that looked out over the lake. Lawrence tried to think of something to say, but anything that came to mind sounded ridiculous. He walked after her and joined her looking out over the water. The air was crisp, but it felt good coming out of the hot, stuffy bar.

“I love this lake,” he said.  She looked at him.

“I hear you saw something odd out there today?”

“I did,” he said and then he told her as best he could what he had told many people already today.  

“It sounds like something I’d like to see myself,” Tammy said. There was a brief moment of loud music as the door to the bar opened and the noise poured out, but it was back to muffled background noise when the door slid shut.  Tammy was looking out over the lake, and Lawrence was looking at her side profile and didn’t turn to see who it was coming out the bar.  He just hoped whoever it was they weren't going to come over here and ruin his moment with Tammy.  

Tammy turned and looked at him then, and Lawrence looked away shyly. She laughed,

“How long is it going to take you to ask me out?” she said, “It’s been five years by now!”  Though he was stunned by this, it was also the greatest thing he’d ever heard in his life.

“I was waiting for the right moment, something beautiful,” he said and then pointed to the sky over the lake, “A moment like this.”  He put his arm around her shoulders as she looked out and saw the thin gossamer of a candyfloss cloud drifting on the last light of the evening high above the water, heading for the town proper beyond.
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Chapter 2
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The moment didn’t last, however.

“What are you doing with that loser, Tammy,” the drunken drawl of Clinton Scarrow came from behind them. “Why don’t you come over here to a real man?” he jeered.  Lawrence tensed at this jibe, but he felt Tammy’s hand on his arm and knew she didn’t want there to be any trouble. They turned to face Clinton who stood with his feet planted a few feet apart and bottle in one dangling hand.

“You get thrown out again, Clint?” Tammy asked.  He ignored her, looking to Lawrence again,

“Why don’t you run along and chase some clouds, Karrier.”

“I think I’m fine where I am,” Lawrence said.  He was nervous but didn’t think his voice had betrayed him.  He couldn’t believe the moment he’d so longed for was being ruined and in such a huge way.  Clinton’s eyes screwed up and a mean look came over his face,

“I wasn’t asking,” he said, and he swigged hard on his beer bottle like it was some sort of challenge to Lawrence.

“Leave him alone, Clint,” Tammy said, “You’re making me miss the show in the sky,” she turned to look, but there was no sign of the puffy drift anymore. 

Lawrence didn’t see any good end to this situation. His choices were stark, lose face in front of Tammy by backing down, or possibly be shamed by getting a beating by Clint if he didn’t.  The two men were around the same size, Clint maybe had an inch on him, but Clint was by far the more experienced fighter.  A month rarely went by without him being in a tussle with someone, and now with tourist season on the horizon that number would jump to two or three or more a month until the fall.

“What’s the matter, pussy?” Clint said to Lawrence, “You can’t talk for yourself?”

“Why don’t you just leave us alone,” Lawrence said, “We’re trying to talk here.” Something ran through Lawrence as he spoke, and he was able to maintain eye contact throughout.  Perhaps it was the alcohol running through his veins or maybe it was the euphoria of what was happening with Tammy, but at that moment he wasn’t afraid of Clinton Scarrow. 

“You’ve just...”

“Look!” Tammy suddenly called out as Clinton with the meanest scowl yet was about to answer Lawrence. There was such urgency in Tammy’s voice that both men looked out over the lake where she was pointing.

The sight was amazing. Dozens of the large bilious formations drifted in the sky on the stream of the breeze.

“What in the hell?” was all Clinton could say, but his voice was awed. 

“What are they?” Tammy asked, grabbing hold of Lawrence’s arms excitedly once more. 

“I don’t know,” he said.  The last of the daylight coming over the red horizon caught in the clouds as they passed, giving them a pinkish/orangish hue for a second, which only added to the beauty of the scene before them.

Just then there came a slight whooshing sound, and one of the clouds drifted right over them and away over the top of Shaker’s bar. More followed on and still more came over the lake too until the number had to be close to one hundred. By this time someone must have alerted the people inside, and to a man everyone stood in the gravel car park looking at the strange event.  Even Pa Shaker was outside, though few noticed this fact such was the spectacle in the sky.

“Look one of them is coming down here!” someone shouted and sure enough there was a small tuft, seemingly smaller than most of the others, and it was coming down slowly towards the side of the building.  A few people jumped and tried to touch it as it passed, but no one got close, and then it stopped suddenly, clasped against the side of the bar like an ancient huge cobweb. 

The skies began to clear and soon it was over, this one at ‘Shaker’s’ one of the last to fall.  Now all present turned their attention to it.  A huddle formed in a semicircle around the draped netlike substance, and everyone craned their necks to see it better.  As they looked on, the strands that made up the filaments began to take on the look of something hardening, and very soon it looked like an icy crust on the side of the building spreading up onto the roof.

“It looks beautiful,” Tammy said to Lawrence.

“It sure does,” he said not able to take his eyes from it. 

A few of the young men from the bar moved forward, and one called Simon Denver called to his friends,

“Give me a boost, I want to see what it feels like!” Two of his friends leaned with their backs to the wall and clasped their hands together to make footrests for him, and he stepped up and then kneeled on one of their shoulders to get to the height required.

“I don’t know if you should touch that, young man,” Pa Shaker said, “We don’t know what it is.” 

“Don’t be such a sourpuss, it looks fine!” one of the booster boys said to him. Pa Shaker shook his head and didn’t bother arguing with the excited youngsters.

Everyone looked on as Simon reached for the icy formation.  The world had fallen suddenly silent. Tammy gripped hold of Lawrence's hand like she was afraid, and he looked at her to reassure her. He squeezed her hand and nodded; it felt incredible to be holding her like this.  She smiled, and they both looked back to Simon.

His fingers were only a fraction of an inch away now and he hesitated a little but why no one knew.  A loud squawking chicken noise erupted from one of the drunks in the crowd and a general laugh went up, though there was nervousness in it that almost everyone felt. 

“Don’t touch it, son,” Pa Shaker said again.  Simon looked down at him but then determined turned back and stretched the last distance to the icy web.  His fingers touched it and everyone waited for his verdict.

“It’s hard,” he said, “like stone, and it’s not cold at all!”  Lawrence didn’t know about anyone else, but for some reason this was a big let-down for him.  Not the cold part, but the hardness. It had seemed so soft in the sky. 

A loud piercing shriek suddenly filled the air as Simon pulled his hand back from the substance, and he fell back from his friend’s grip, landing hard on his back.

“Simon!” one of them said, and they rushed to him.  The crowd rushed forward and through the jostling of it all, Lawrence found himself separated from Tammy and suddenly with a clear view of Simon on the ground.

His hand throbbed red and he squirmed about in agony, the veins on his neck looking like they were ready to burst.

“What’s happening to him?” a girl cried out, tears filling her voice.

“I’ll call the doctor!” Pa Shaker said, rushing back inside to the phone. 

The agonised pained screams filled the night and murmurs started to go through the crowd as people wondered what had happened. The red on Simon’s hand was spreading up his arm and Lawrence had never seen anything like it before in his life.  It was both terrifying and fascinating at the same time. Simon’s two friends were on their knees on either side of him, but they didn’t have any idea what to do for him.

Lawrence couldn’t stand the cries, and he stepped in and spreading his arms out said,

“Push back everyone, give him some room; there will be no air for him to breathe down there if everyone is crowded over him!” Some people took a couple of steps back, but most stood there as though in shock, like they hadn’t noticed Lawrence shouting at all.  Then Tammy was at his side again and she shouted it too,

“Get back everyone, he needs to breathe!” A few more people took notice this time and there was a larger circle around the ailing man now.  Some people were crying, and they moved away, and others went with them to console them. 

“I’ll go inside and get some water for his hand,” Lawrence said.

“Get some whiskey or brandy or something too,” Tammy said.  Lawrence nodded, but before he got inside, Pa came rushing back out with a bucket of clean water and ice.  Lawrence stepped aside, and Pa laid the bucket down and dropped to his knees.

“Get his hand in there,” he said, and the two friends took hold of Simon and got him into a sitting position and dropped the arm in. Fresh squeals of pain came from Simon’s mouth, and tears gushed from his eyes.  Sweat was pouring from him, and his skin had gone a scary looking shade of yellowish-white. 

“Hold him,” Pa said, “The cold will do him good, but it won’t feel good.”

“What’s happening to him?” one of the young men asked, tears in his own eyes now as he was careful not to touch the red on Simon’s arm.

“Hell if I know,” Pa said, pulling a hip flask from his back pocket and opening it.  He held it to Simon’s mouth. “Drink some of this, it will make you feel better,” he said.  Simon didn’t hear him and didn’t react to the smell of the brandy under his nose; he was in a different place now filled with a pain that was all encompassing.  Tammy wrapped her arms around Lawrence’s waist, and he put his arm around her shoulders and held her.

“Do you think he’s going to die?” she whispered through tears.  Lawrence did think Simon was going to die. He couldn’t imagine anyone looking the way he did and screaming in such pain who could do anything other than die from it, but he didn’t want to say this to her.

“The doctor is on his way,” was all he could think of.  He looked down to Simon but then felt eyes on himself and lifted his face to see Clinton Scarrow staring at him.  The mean look from before was still there, but it was like there was something new behind it now, as though Clinton were laying the blame for all of this on Lawrence’s shoulders.

“The town!” Tammy suddenly cried out, jumping away from Lawrence.  “We have to warn them not to touch this stuff!”

“Go inside and call the sheriff's office!” Pa shouted at them while pouring brandy into the held open mouth of Simon.  His choking, gurgling noises mixed with his screams followed Lawrence inside and he went to the phone.  Tammy had run in with him, and she stepped from foot to foot in agitation as they waited for the phone to answer in town.

While they were inside, Simon Denver passed away below the drifted material on the side of the bar.            
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Maggie Glymer hunkered down by the window of one of the front bedrooms of her house on Sycamore Street.  She held a string that was attached to a jar on the sloping porch as she watched hidden from view to the outside. She heard the creaking of bicycles and knew the time had come. Checking once more that she could not be seen, she waited.

Maggie was a widow, her husband having never come back from the war in Europe, and she had lived alone for the last thirteen years.  He’d been far too old for war, but he wouldn’t listen, and he made sure he was sent over.  She was fifty-five years old and age was beginning to show on her face. For the last few weeks, young boys had been knocking at her door and running away, making a nuisance of themselves and she was getting fed up of it.  She had reported it to the sheriff but only in passing as he’d stopped to say hello anyway on the street one day.  He said he’d keep an eye out, but she knew this wasn’t the kind of things the police concerned themselves with, even in a small town like this.

Now, Maggie could hear the excited whispers and stifled laughter as the boys approached from the left, using a neighbour’s high hedge for cover. She didn’t need to see them though; hearing them below the porch would be enough. She tested the tension on the string and waited.

To their credit, the boys were good.  They fell silent and for a long time Maggie couldn’t be sure if they were coming or not, but then the tiniest of tell-tale creaks came on her porch steps and she pulled on the string.  At the same moment the doorbell rang out and clattered feet scurried from the porch.  Maggie's timing was perfect, however, and she stood up and whooped out the window in triumph as she heard multiple young voices cry out, “Eeewwww!” as the sour milk splashed all over their heads and clothes.  It was a right stink that they wouldn’t soon forget.

“That will teach you!” she called out the window after them, unable to stifle her own laughing as she did.   The boys ran in panic mode now, flapping the milk from their hair and hands as they did.  One boy came out from under the porch and stood in the garden looking back up at her.  He hadn’t been hit by the milk by the look of him, and his face bore the mark of defiance.

“That porch roof is going to stink to high heaven now, lady,” he said and then he walked away slowly after his long-departed friends. 

“It was worth it!” Maggie cried out, but there wasn’t much conviction in her voice anymore.

She watched the last boy as he cycled past the house, riding right down the middle of the road. Trying to find a family resemblance to a father, Maggie found she could not place the boy.  Who was he?  Some of the others she’d recognised but not this one. 

Her mind was taken away from these thoughts, however, as something caught her eye in the sky beyond the houses across the street. A low cloud was moving with speed through the air and then suddenly there were loads and loads more, all drifting in and getting lower all the time. It was astonishing, and she stood gaping with open mouth at the scene for as long as it lasted, which was a few minutes. One of the things landed on the roof of a house across from her own, and to her surprise it didn’t dissolve or disappear but instead clung there like it was made of netting or thinly spun cloth. 

How many of these things had she seen? Twenty? Maybe more. They must be strewn about rooftops all over town.  What was it?  She squinted her eyes to try see the stuff better, but it was no use from this distance.  She decided she would pay a call on her neighbour.

“Maggie,” Diane Gaughren said in surprise when she answered the door. “What can I do for you?”

“Hi Diane, something just landed on your roof,” Maggie said.

“Landed on my roof?” Diane said, not understanding.

“Yes, I don’t know what it is, but it’s up there now.  You might want to send Phil up to have a look at it.”

“I...” Diane still didn’t know what to make of this.

“Something has floated in the air all over town. It’s landed on a lot of rooftops, but yours is the only one I saw on this street.” At this thought, Maggie turned and looked back at her own side of the street, but she didn’t see any it over there.  Diane followed her gaze and then started walking out towards the end of the lawn.  Maggie walked with her and they both looked up from the sidewalk.

“You see?” Maggie said.

“Phil’s not home yet,” Diane said, still looking up.

“You got a ladder?” Maggie asked. Diane looked at her like she was insane,

“I’m sure there’s one in the garage, but I’m not climbing up there to...” 

A blood-curdling scream of pain made both women jump and cut off Diane mid-sentence. The two women exchanged a shocked glance and then set off in the direction of the scream. 

“I think it came from Oak Street,” Diane said, puffing as they went. They were not fearful about what they might find, but the need to help someone in distress was overpowering and it drove them on. More screams of pain came and then another one of horror joined it as Maggie and Diane rounded the corner.  A man was lying in the middle of the street rolling and thrashing about, one of the clouds Maggie had seen was wrapped around him like a cobweb.  A woman - his wife perhaps - was standing by with her face in her hands, screaming hysterically now. 

When Maggie and Diane saw what was happening all over the man’s body, they too stopped in their tracks and screamed in terror. Every inch of exposed skin had turned purple and veins throbbed all over him.  The webbing was digging into his flesh even through his clothes, and it was hardening on him like making a sarcophagus around him, albeit one through which it was possible to see all his suffering. 

“Do something!” the woman pleaded, running up to them and pulling Maggie by the arm. She didn’t have a clue what to do, and she didn’t want to touch that stuff whatever it was - and to think she was going to climb a ladder to see it on top of Diane’s house only moments before! The man screamed on in agony, never saying a word until he suddenly fell silent and- they had to assume- dead. For a second it seemed like there was utter silence in the town, but this was some audiological trick, and after a moment they could hear more screams of pain coming from different parts of the town. None close by thankfully, but it was a horrible noise, and the idea of four or five more people dying in the same way this man just had was awful to contemplate.

The woman was wailing in Maggie’s arms now.  Maggie held her and looked to Diane, her eyes asking what the hell they were supposed to do next.  Diane shook her head. She had as much idea as Maggie did, which was zippo.

“Let’s get you inside,” Maggie said to the woman and moving her towards the curb.  “It’s best we’re indoors in case any of that stuff starts floating in again.” At this, Diane looked to the sky fearfully and then hesitated.

“I better get back home,” she said.  Maggie looked at her with a scowlish glare and nodded to the woman as if to say, ‘What am I supposed to do with her?’

“That stuff is on my roof,” Diane said, “I have to make sure it hasn’t gotten inside somehow. Phil will be home soon, and he needs to know not to go near it!”

“OK,” Maggie conceded. This was a valid argument, “But let’s all go back to your house,” she added.  “Now is no time to be alone.”  That was something at least they could all agree on.    
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‘The Clear View Hotel’ sat at the edge of the lake just to the north of the town of Gossamer Falls.  You could walk into town in ten minutes and be at ‘Shaker’s Bar’ in ten minutes by car.  These two establishments made up the outermost fringes of the town along the shore.  The hotel was less popular as a drinking hole, but it still had its own regulars who couldn’t be bothered making their way out to Shaker’s.  Each evening, five to ten men would be sitting around the bar having a few beers before they went home after work. Sometimes revelry broke out, but mostly it was quiet and sombre. 

Like all old hotels, ‘The Clear View’ had potted history, and stories of ghosts and hauntings ran back through many generations.  The original hotel had been the first place built here before the town was even in existence. That small structure was long gone now and, in its place, stood a three-story wood lodge look edifice with seventeen rooms, a dining room, bar and dancehall.  It had fallen into some disrepair, but still had its charms.  The current owner, Charles Landy, had been saving up a little each month from the taking in the hope of one day having enough to fix all the issues with his hotel. 

“This is some crummy dump, you got here,” the smiling face of Karl Fisher said as he was checking out of the hotel late that evening.

“I’m sorry it wasn’t up to your satisfaction,” Landy said, though his tone could not have been more disinterested.

“You want my advice buddy, sell it now before the termites set in and the whole place falls into the lake!” He laughed at his own joke, “You’d still get a decent price even now,” he added.  Karl stayed in the hotel once every six months or so, and he never tired of letting Landy know about the deterioration of the hotel and telling him how he should sell up while he still had the chance. Landy often wondered was this Karl’s roundabout way of saying he wanted to buy the place, but he never asked him if this was the case.  He had no intention of selling at any price. 

“Will you be back soon, Karl?” he asked, hoping for once the answer would be ‘no’.

“If work takes me back this way, and they haven’t built a better hotel nearby,” he laughed.  It was a grating noise, for Landy at least.  “Well, so long Charlie,” Karl said, popping his hat on his head and taking up his case.

“Safe driving,” Landy said and then watched him go out the door and down the steps.  He never sighed in relief until the car pulled away. Many times, it would look like Karl was gone, only for him to run back up two minutes later, and that could turn into another half hour chat about nothing at the front desk before he could leave for good.

As he watched he saw Karl look out over the lake and then stop walking.  He turned and called back to Landy,

“Charlie, you gotta get out here and see this!” His voice was both awed and excited at the same time.  Landy didn’t expect to see anything of note out there, but he plodded out lazily all the same.  “Look at that!” Karl pointed.

Charles Landy had been wrong.  There was something to see, and something so marvellous he couldn’t look away. Even if the hotel had caught on fire at that moment, he still would have looked out to the lake to see what was on show out there.

The transparent pillows of cloud took on the orange of the setting sun and lit the sky like sixty or seventy Chinese Lanterns.  Far up into the mountains he saw more, but they were thinning out in number along the way.

“What is it?” Karl asked, but Landy ignored him. He didn’t have an answer for this, and besides, it didn’t matter what it was right now.  It was beautiful and strange and incredible, and that was all that mattered.  

As they watched, they saw changes in the wind take the majority of the clouds towards the town, but more went into the lake and some passed them overhead on and off into the forest.  Windows began to open behind them, the guests all catching sight of what was happening, some running down the stairs to see the spectacle without the encumbrance of a window frame. 

“One’s coming down near the hotel!” Karl shouted and he started to run towards the cloud like a small child to an ice cream truck. Landy watched him, a moment of longing to do the same coming over him, but he stood still. Karl had dropped his bag, and his hat came off as he ran.  The cloud got lower and lower and then Karl jumped up with both arms in the air to slice through it.  

When his hands and forearms made contact however, rather than glide through it, the cloud took on the form of webbing and wrapped around his arms. At once the screaming came, and when Karl landed on his feet, he lost his balance and fell, his face getting caught up in the mesh around him too.

Landy and those guests outside ran to him, but there was nothing they could do.  They could see the horrific results of touching the cloudy substance and none of them wanted to touch him.  In desperation, Landy grabbed hold of Karl’s thrashing legs and started to put him towards the water, hoping that this might wash it away or at least ease the suffering.  No one else stepped forward to take up any part of Karl’s body, and it seemed an age before Landy’s own feet finally splashed in water.

He pulled Karl right in until his whole body submerged a moment and then it looked like he wasn’t going to come back up for air.  Landy pushed from under his back and his face appeared above water.  It was red and mottled and none of the stuff had come off him, but it seemed like he had fallen unconscious.  That was some relief at least.

“Is he alive?” someone asked.

“Looks like it,” Landy said, regaining his breath, “Run up to the front desk and call an ambulance.”   While the man ran off to do this, Landy moved Karl to the shore so he could lay on the silty ground there, his body and most of his head still submerged in water.  He didn’t know why, but he felt it was best to leave him in the water for now. He looked up at the sky and saw there were very few little clouds left in the sky, and none of them seemed set on a course for the hotel. 

It was then that all the screams began to reach their ears from town. How many people had been just like Karl in wanting to touch this stuff?  Landy had been one of them himself, and had there not been guests around, he might have been the one to run and jump at it. He looked sadly at Karl, and he didn’t think the annoying salesman was going to make it through the night.

Landy began to look a little closer at the stuff spread on the injured man’s face, chest and arms.  It looked hard now, like calcified rock, only it was getting clear like tubes of ridged ice.  He plucked a stick out of the water and poked quickly at the substance, dropping the stick at once in case anything happened to it.  The stick had made a noise like tapping on stone, and Landy didn’t know what to make of it. 

Sirens were wailing the town now and the shouts of pain and confusion were filling the air up there.  He supposed they were lucky it was only one person hurt down here by the hotel.  Landy looked to the sky and thought about what to do.  

“You guys should get back inside the hotel in case more of this stuff starts to come down,” he called the guests assembled on the grass by the shore.  “I’ll stay here by him until the doctor gets here.”  How long would that be?  By the sound of things there were countless emergencies in town right now and all of they were much closer to the doctor's than here was. 

Karl was unconscious but breathing.  The marks on s his body looked to be deepening to a purple colour that was less painful looking but Landy couldn’t be sure this was not a worsening sign for whatever poison or agent was in the clouds. The idea of a Soviet attack came to him for a moment and this in turn led to a more likely idea, a military weapons test gone wrong and ordinary people paying the price for it.  He wondered was he in danger himself for being in the water with it.

Checking the sky once more and seeing there was no sign of any more of these drifting clouds, Landy got up and went to the storeroom to the side of the hotel.  He pulled out a large tarp that covered his sailing boat when it was not in use and dragged it down to the shoreline.  His intention was to drape it over Karl so no more could land on him if it started up again, and Landy wasn’t able to move him fast enough. As he leaned over, though, he saw that there was no longer any need. Karl was dead.
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Chapter 5
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Anderson Schall bellowed from the megaphone over the wailing siren of the police car he was driving.

“Don’t touch the substance falling from the sky! Return to your homes, please!” People were standing about dumbly as he went by and no one was heeding his calls. He looked to the sky, glad it was clear now. Whatever it was that had fallen on the town for fifteen minutes recently had done more death than any other single event in its history.  At least three people were dead that he knew of and he had no doubt the number was going to rise, especially if people were not listening to his warnings.

He saw a bunch of young teenagers standing by a tree looking up at the floss that had entwined there and hung down. Anderson pulled up and got out of the car.

“This stuff is killing people!” he shouted at them, “Get home and make sure you don’t touch any of it on the way!”

“What is it?” little Terry Hargreaves asked, and it was then that Anderson saw the teary fear in all of their eyes.  He felt bad now for shouting at them.

“We don’t know yet, boys,” he said in a softer tone, “But we do know it is very dangerous and poisonous if you touch it.”

“Where did it come from?” Ed Tipping asked.

“Looks like it came down from the mountain,” Anderson said looking up to the far-off peaks.  The truth was he didn’t know where it had come from.  He’d never heard of anything like it before, and he didn’t think there was any such poisonous plant or such up in those mountains.  The story about the burned-out village of Mercy came to him.  It had been an unexplained event that torched the whole mountain it sat on, in the middle of winter with snow covering the whole peak.  It was said when the sheriff was found burned to death, he was holding a branch with what looked like a hand clasped in his own. 

“Will someone go up there to find out?” Ed asked. He seemed least afraid of them all.

“I guess so,” Anderson said and then he nodded to the police car.  “Get in there boys and I’ll get you home.”

On the short route to drop the boys off at their homes on nearby streets, Anderson counted eleven separate clumps of the candyfloss substance.  They were attached to the roofs of houses and cars, the side of trees, and one slap bang in the middle of the street. Thankfully no one had been hurt by these and no foolish people were standing around looking at them. 

“Sheriff, you there?” came the voice of Deputy Harry Sanders.

“Yeah, go ahead.”

“The doc is flat out, and ambulances form Emerson will be close to an hour. I think we're going to lose more people before this over.”

“I know,” Anderson conceded, “Just try to get people off the streets and make a note of any locations where you see this stuff has landed or is sticking.”  There was utter defeat in his tone and though he could never have prepared for something like this, Anderson felt somehow that he had let his town down and he hadn’t been able to protect them when they needed him most.

“OK,” Harry said and then asked timidly, “What are we telling people?”

“The truth, Harry,” Anderson said, “We don’t know what the hell this is, where it came from, but we know it’s highly dangerous and should be avoided at all costs.”

“You don’t think that might cause a panic?” Harry said, and Anderson sighed.

“Don’t you think people screaming and dying all over the town is panic enough!” It was hard not to snap at people this evening. There was silence on the line for a few moments and then Harry came back on.

“We got a call saying someone was hit out by the hotel too.  You want me to head out there?”

“No, call them back and tell them not to touch the stuff and the doc will get out there when he can.”

“Will do, over.” The line went dead and Anderson sat in his car and looked around at the street he was on.  People were standing in their yards and looking up at the sky as they talked excitedly with their neighbours.  No one seemed to have been hurt along here - a blessing in itself - but they were all in danger being outside like this.  He stopped the cruiser in the middle of the street and got out.

“What's going on Andy?” David Hollows asked from the relative safety of his porch swing seat. At the called question, everyone who heard it was looking at Anderson now to hear his answer.

“Truth is we don’t know Dave, but we need people in off the streets until we know the extent of what’s happened and if it's likely to happen again.”

“Is it true some people have been killed by this stuff?” Lauren Jones asked from her garden.

“I’m afraid it is, Lauren. It’s highly dangerous, poisonous to the touch we think, and no one should go within twenty feet of the substance.  If you see any, report it to my office or myself or deputies.”

“What are you going to do?” Dave Hollow called out.

“The doc is doing what he can around town, and there are ambulances on the way from Emerson that should be here soon.  After that, we’ll have to make sure we know where all of the substance is and find a way of getting rid of it safely.”

“Where did it come from?” someone called, but Anderson wasn't sure who had said this.

“It looks like it came down from the mountain, but to be honest, we won’t know that until we go up there to have a look.  That will come later, though, after we feel the town has been made as safe as we can make it.” This caused a bit of a stir and nervous glances were exchanged between the people on the street, and the low murmur of conversations started up again.

Another car turned onto the road, and Anderson looked on as Mayor Allgood pulled up and got out.  

“Don’t worry, folks,” he said, walking towards Anderson, “Good men like the Sheriff here, and his deputies, are getting the matter in hand. We’re going to have a town meeting about all this in the morning down in the sports hall of the high school, and you are all welcome to come along!” This was the first Anderson was hearing about a town meeting and he didn’t like the idea.

“Are you sure you want to do that so soon?” he asked Allgood under his breath.  Still smiling like a pro, Allgood said,

“We need to calm them all down, give them something to focus on.  Tomorrow we’ll tell them what we plan to do, and everyone will go home happy.”

“What do we plan to do?” Anderson asked.

“The council members and I will come with something tonight that we can present to the people tomorrow morning.”  He walked off then and started talking to those whose lawns were closest to him. Anderson watched him ease into the crowd and listen with a look of concern on his face and then laugh and shake hands with people and pat them on the shoulder as he assured them everything was going to be fine.  Anderson had never liked the man, and he wasn’t about to start tonight.

Anderson got back into his cruiser.  There were a lot of people to make sure were safe and a lot of cataloguing of affected sites.  The ambulances still hadn't arrived, and it was going to be a very long night before the mayor's meeting ever took place.
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Chapter 6
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Tired as he was, Lawrence went to the meeting in the morning. Many of the residents of Gossamer Falls had been up through the night, and it was a bleary congregation that lined the rows of small seats in the gym hall of Gossamer High.  As if to remind the town of what it had recently endured, a hardened tangle of the substance had attached itself to the side of the gym hall.  It clung to the bricks directly above the usual entrance to the building.  As a safety precaution, everyone had come in using the emergency exit to the side.

Throughout the night, wild rumours began of the number of clouds or people affected and killed.  Theories about the small formations ranged from Russian attacks, to chemical accidents in the large plant in Emerson. It would be good to hear the facts from the town councillors and know what the plan was to deal with the problem. Lawrence looked around to see all those in attendance. The place was full, but many had opted to stay at home, whether it be out of fear or just to catch up on a missed night of sleep, it was hard to tell, but Lawrence would have thought everyone would have been here after such a momentous event.

Sheriff Schall stood by the door, leaning back against the wall with a large steaming coffee in one hand.  He looked like he’d been though one hell of a night. His eyes were red, his skin pasty white, and stubble sprouted from his chin.  Many people who had witnessed the death of Simon Denver were also in attendance, though some of those looked like they might be drunk. There was a hum of garbled conversations in the crowd, but the worried faces of most showed it was no social occasion.  

A stage had been set up at one end of the hall, and there was a table with three chairs that faced out into the crowd. Lawrence knew the mayor would fill one seat, but he didn’t know about the other two. Perhaps the sheriff would go up there?

“What are we all waiting for!” someone shouted from the centre of the throng, and most people fell silent.

“The mayor will be here in a few minutes and we’ll get started,” Sheriff Schall called back, not bothering to single out the person who'd called out with his answer. At that moment, Tammy came through the door and she and Lawrence met eyes at once. They had become separated during the night and he’d gone to her house to see if she was alright, but he couldn’t find her. Someone, though, had told him she’d gone home with one of her friends and she was safe. He was certainly glad to see that it was true. 

They were far apart in the room, and it would take a lot of effort for her to get to him, or he to her, so they waved meekly, and she shrugged and indicated she would stay where she was near the door and see him outside afterwards.  It was amazing how much could pass between them with so few gestures.

Mayor Allgood came in with his aide - Derek Gough - and the mayor went up on the stage, smiling and nodding to the crowd.  His aide waited at the bottom of the steps looking over the same crowd as though they were enemies of his boss.

“Thank you all for coming,” Allgood said, stepping up to the microphone (though he could be heard fine without it in the cavernous hall.)  He beamed at the crowd gathered like it had been nothing more than a stronger than usual gust of wind that had upset the town last night. 

“What the hell is going on?” David Hollows shouted, standing up near the front of the crowd. 

“Alright, alright, take it easy,” Allgood said making a gesture of pushing his hands downwards. “Let me tell you what we know, and what we plan to do.”  Hollows didn’t look satisfied, but he sat back down slowly. Allgood smiled at him and then looked to the broader crowd.  “As of yet, we don’t know what the substance is or where it came from...” He didn’t get to say anything more as the crowd erupted with disbelief and questions were fired at the mayor from all angles, so many that he couldn't make them out.

Sheriff Schall walked up onto the stage, calling out for quiet and waving his hands for attention.  Slowly the murmur of conversation died down, and he said,

“The mayor won’t be able to answer any of your questions if he can’t hear them being asked!”  Allgood nodded to him.

“Thank you, Sheriff.” He looked back over the gathering, “The police, the doctor, councilmembers - myself included - and ambulance services from Emerson spent all night reacting to this strange event.  There was a hell of a lot to do, and we did our best to contain the effects of this, and I think many people are alive and well today thanks to that work done.” There was some grumbling, but in general most agreed this was probably true.

“As we speak, members of the council are keeping watch for any more signs of these clouds coming down from the mountain.  We will not be caught unawares again.”

“What are you planning to do with the stuff that is laying all over town?” Hollows called up, and some people muttered in agreement. 

“We are going to have the Doc take a look at it and see then what the best course of action is.  We know it is poisonous, or at least it is initially, but we need to know if it still poses a threat once it has hardened like what you’ve all seen coming here this morning.”

“Then what?” Hollows was not letting it go.

“Well, we get rid of it of course.” He knew the ‘how’ question would follow, so he moved on to the next thing he wanted to say swiftly. “One of Sheriff Schall’s Deputies will be leading a team up into the mountains to see if we can find the source of this phenomena, and we will be looking for some volunteers to go along and help.”

“Surely this is no job for an ordinary member of the public.  Isn’t there anyone trained to do this kind of thing?” Hollows said. More and more people were muttering in agreement every time he spoke up.

“We don’t even know what ‘this kind of thing’ is,” Allgood said, his slick veneer dropping slightly for a moment before he caught himself and turned back on the smile.

“I’ll go up with the deputy!” Lawrence called out. In a strange way he somehow felt responsible for all that happened.  He had been the first person to see this thing happen after all, and he couldn't help but think, if he had acted differently or reported it, might things have turned out differently? 

“There you go!” Allgood clapped his hands and then pointed to Lawrence, “That’s the community spirit!”  He looked to Hollows then and said, “You could do with a little bit of that.”  Hollows didn’t take the bait.

“Why don’t you go up there and have a look as representative of the local government?” he asked.  Allgood didn’t miss a beat,

“That’s exactly what I’ll be doing,” he said. While everyone else in the room was watching this exchange, Lawrence found his eyes drawn to Sheriff Schall and what he saw was odd.  It seemed that this was the first Anderson was hearing about this expedition to the mountains.  Lawrence and Anderson had been in high school at the same time and took a lot of the same classes. At this moment Anderson looked exactly like he did when a pop quiz was announced all those years ago.  Whether he was ready for it or not, he didn’t like it getting sprung on him. 

As he watched this, wondering what it meant for the town, Lawrence was vaguely aware of some other men volunteering for the trip.  He hadn’t noticed who the men were, however, but he didn’t suppose it mattered. So long as it wasn’t Clinton Scarrow.  Then one voice rose up and it shocked him back to reality,

“I’ll go too!” Tammy called out from the doorway.

“No!” Lawrence said, but it was lost in the general objection of the men present to this. 

“Why not,” Tammy said, “Because I’m a woman? You think my eyes are less able than a man’s to find where this is coming from?”

“It’s not that, Miss Dern,” Allgood said in a fatherly tone, “But...” He didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t be gristle for Hollows’ mill.  “Roughing it out in the mountains is no place for a young woman.”

“Why the hell not?” Tammy shot back; she was furious with what was going on. Allgood saw a towering rage coming and came up with a quick solution on the spot,

“OK, Miss Dern, you can go.  I’ll take you up myself.”  There was another round of disgruntled voices, but Tammy was satisfied.

“What are we going to do if more comes before we can find out the source?” someone other than Hollows called out.

“Well, everyone knows how dangerous this stuff is now, so that in itself lessens the danger posed compared to last night.  We are advising that people remain indoors for the present, and there will also be members of the town council wearing protective clothing on duty to stop any small clouds that land near their patrol areas.”

“How are they going to do that?” Hollows asked.

“We will be setting up high netting to the South of town, and the men will have long, lightweight rods to take down the clouds and place them harmlessly on the ground.”  Some laughed at this, and others looked around in disbelief at what they’d just heard.  Allgood read the room and added quickly, “We will also be open to any ideas for safety and prevention that anyone from the public would like to propose.”

Lawrence looked around and saw that no one else was going to suggest his idea.  He raised a hand meekly, and Allgood looked his way,

“Yes, Mr...” he couldn’t recall the name, “You want to say something?”

“Shouldn’t we be thinking about,” Lawrence swallowed, “an evacuation of the town?”  This sent a new wave of conversation around the room, and Lawrence was relieved at least that people were not laughing at his idea.  It would be fair to say, though, that most were against the idea of an evacuation.  But another aerial invasion could quickly swing the balance.

“I don’t think we are quite at that stage yet,” Allgood said. “Let’s wait and see what we find in the mountains before we think of anything that extreme.”   Lawrence felt rebuked by this and patronised, and he flushed red.  He didn’t want to have a public argument with the Mayor, however, so he thought he might bring it up again in private later as they were setting off as part of the search team.  He felt eyes on him and looked to Tammy.  She gave him a thumbs up, and a big smile, but he didn’t know if it was for talking up or because they were going to be in the search team together. Either way, he was happy for it.
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An hour or so later, when the meeting was over and people began to go home, Anderson went up on the stage and intercepted Allgood as he started to come down,

“Can I talk to you a minute?” the sheriff said, and Allgood nodded and they walked to a small office just off the hall. 

“Why don’t you go outside a minute, Derek, and make sure no one is going near that lump of stuff over the main door.  I’ll be along behind in a minute.”  Derek looked at Anderson with disdainful eyes, blaming him for this busy work he was humiliatingly being subjected to.  He nodded to the mayor and went outside without a word.  Anderson closed the door behind and turned to the mayor.

“What are you thinking, sending people up into the mountains to look for this thing for?  Have you any idea how dangerous that is?”

“Calm yourself, sheriff. Your deputy will be with them, and they all know not to touch the stuff if they see it.”

“That’s not the point,” Anderson shot back, not bothering to bring up the point that one of his deputies going up there didn’t increase his confidence in this idea. “We should have specialists going up there.  We don’t have any idea what this is.”

“What kind of specialists?” Allgood asked.

“I don’t know, scientists, biologists maybe.”  Allgood looked out through the glass door at the people still filing out of the hall.

“Anderson, you know we can’t have a circus of scientists and who knows who coming down here poking around at this.”

“Why not?”

“If that were to happen, word would get out almost at once, and we could kiss this tourist season goodbye and that would cripple us.”

“But...”

“Add to that the closure of the Gossamer Springs factory and all the jobs that would cost.  I mean, who’s going to drink anything coming from a town under siege from scientists scaring the hell out of everyone?”  Allgood was talking in a persuasive tone, and despite knowing this full well, Anderson still found himself thinking about all of this.  Of course it was true.  Without the tourist season, many would find it hard to get through winter financially.  The loss of the factory and all the businesses that relied on it would be ruinous, and the old hotel out by the lake, well, that would be the first place to go.  

“I don’t like this,” he said, “but if it has to happen this way, then I want to be the one leading the search team.”

“You don’t think you could serve us better here in town?” Allgood asked.

“I think the deputies would be better here than in the mountains.”  Allgood nodded.

“I guess you might be right on that,” he said, “Now I know I said in the meeting that I was going to go up there myself, but I think now I can leave that task in your more than capable hands.”  Anderson smiled; he didn’t believe for a second Allgood had ever intended going up there.  “This will also give me the chance to stop Miss Dern from going up.  I’ll tell her she is to ride with me and then get my aide to alert me to some important business at the last moment which will mean I can't go and thus she can't either.”  More lies, Anderson thought, but at least it would keep Tammy out of harm's way.  He hadn’t liked the idea of her going up there either.  He nodded in agreement with this idea and then went on,

“I think I should let those volunteers go home and get some sleep before we head up to start looking. We can do a car-based search this afternoon and come back down before dark and then if need be go up again and spread out on foot to find the source of this thing.” 

“Probably best,” Allgood said, nodding.  Anderson was turning to leave when Allgood touched his arm softly. Anderson turned.

“Listen, Anderson,” Allgood said, “I can see that you don’t like keeping secrets from the people, but this is what comes of having responsibility and authority.  If we let this ‘event’ destroy our tourist season, you and I would have to leave town no matter what happened. They’d never forgive us.”  Anderson felt himself pulled deeper into the mire, and it galled him to know Allgood thought he had him in his web. 

“I have a duty to the safety of the people of this town, Eugene.  If I think there's a chance that might be compromised, I’ll call in whoever is needed myself.” Allgood flashed his politician’s smile and said,

“Of course, of course,” and he moved by Anderson to go out through the door first. Anderson smiled - it had annoyed the mayor to be called by his first name.

Most of the people who had been at the meeting were outside when Anderson came into the sunlight. They were spread out in small groups, each one talking animatedly about what had gone on inside. The core group of fifteen volunteers stood in one group and looked to Allgood and Anderson for direction. 

“Sheriff Schall has decided to take personal leadership of the search in the mountains, so he will instruct you from here on.”  He nodded to Anderson, who stepped forward and addressed the group.

“Most of you look as tired as I feel right now.  I want you all to go home, sleep for a couple of hours and then meet me at the station at three o’clock.  We will not be searching on foot this evening but will go up in cars.  Routes that cover the mountain range facing Gossamer Falls will be divided up so we can get this done as quickly as possible and get back down to town before dark.”  A couple of the men had hands up and Anderson waved them away, “Save all questions for when we assemble later on.”  He knew when people were rested and had time to think, most of the questions would disappear and only what was important would remain. 

For now, Anderson had to go back to the station to tell Harry Sanders he was going to be in charge for the day while Anderson slept and then went up to the mountains. It worried him to place this load on his Deputy but had to hope he could handle it.  It wasn’t going to be for all that long, anyway.  What could go wrong in only a few hours, he thought.

Didn’t last night show you that, a sarcastic rebounding idea came back. 
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Maggie Glymer woke to the sound of chattering birds and she could see at once that it was a beautiful morning outside.  She turned over in bed to see the alarm clock and a sudden stiffness shot through her back, straightening her out at once to try to ease the pain. As it lessened, she noticed that she was still in the same clothes she’d been wearing yesterday and also that she was not in bed but just lying on top of it. 

The horrors of the evening came back to her like a sledgehammer, and the image of the man being killed by the cloud projected over and over inside her head. Sitting up gingerly, she saw though the open curtains the substance still sitting on Diane’s roof.  It didn’t look soft and fluffy now - not that it ever had been either of those things, it had been made to just seem that way. It bore the look of glassy rock this morning, though it was hard to make out details from all the way across the street. 

Maggie stood and tested out her back with a few small steps, and it seemed to be tender but not much more. She recalled having the woman with arms around her neck sobbing and pulling down on Maggie as she lost power in her legs.  The woman’s name evaded Maggie for the moment, and on thinking about it she couldn't remember leaving Diane’s house to come back to her own.

“Max,” she said then, this nugget surfacing.  Max was the name of the man who they’d witnessed dying. Judy was the woman’s name. Phil, Diane’s husband, had come home, and there was a surreal image of them all picking at small plates of a reheated dinner in the middle of the night.

Maggie thought a shower would be best for both her mind and her aching back. The hot water felt good, but she couldn’t shake a rising sense of dread that had been growing imperceptibly since she woke.  Something was seriously wrong; she could feel it in the same way she’d known Frank was dead over in Europe before the official word had come to her. Whatever this stuff was, it wasn't finished yet.  There would be more danger before long.

“The meeting!” She was missing the town meeting at the high school.  She jumped out of the shower and ran back into her bedroom to look at the clock.  11.45am; it would be practically over by now.  She’d wanted to go, but she supposed there wasn’t anything going to happen there that she wasn’t going to know by the afternoon by asking around the neighbours who did go. A car engine rumbled along the street, and Maggie looked out to see who it was and then jumped suddenly behind the door when she realized she was standing naked in full view of anyone who might glance in her window.  She giggled from her now concealed spot.  

After dressing, she went downstairs and put on a pot of coffee.  While waiting for this, she tuned the radio to the local station - one she never listened to - to see if there was anything about the clouds. It took a long time, but finally she got the signal tuned in well enough to hear the annoying voice of Jerry Castiano.

“.... will head up to the mountains this afternoon at 3 pm for a preliminary search for the source of these cloud substances that plagued the town last night leading to the loss of three lives that we know of.  Remember people, if you see any of this stuff, don’t touch it and get in contact with the sheriff’s office right away.”

Two other people had died in the same horrible way as Max.  What an awful way to end your days. Maggie poured her coffee absently, leaving no room for milk. She put the pot down when she saw her hand was shaking. Tears came gushing and took her completely by surprise.  She wept harder than she’d done since Frank had passed. Her legs felt weak, and she leaned over and grabbed the refrigerator to hold herself steady.  How she wished Frank were here now. They could have faced this thing together and she’d know they’d get through it, but alone and fearful she didn’t know what was going to happen. 

Taking up a framed photograph of Frank, she kissed it and held it close to her chest.  This helped calm her and she took in some deep breaths to complete the job.

“Where the hell did that come from?” she chuckled, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. 

There was a song on the radio now and she switched it off. She would get the rest of the news from her neighbours.  Gently, Maggie placed Frank back down in his position. 

“I know you’re still with me,” she said smiling at his handsome face. 

Out on the street it was like she was the last person on earth. There was no noise at all and not a single person was to be seen in any direction. Diane’s house would be the obvious place to go, but if Diane had been going to the meeting, wouldn’t she have called on Maggie to go too?  Maybe.  There was a good chance Diane, Phil and even Judy were all still sleeping.

The sky was the most beautiful pacific blue.  Tranquil as it looked though, Maggie knew it could no longer be trusted.  Her eyes sought out the high peaks of the mountains.  What the hell was up there? The snippet of radio news came to mind, and she wondered why the search was being held off until later in the afternoon. Surely earlier would be better to make full use of the daylight. Was there something else she still didn’t know? 

The sound of another car on the street took her attention, and Maggie walked out to the curb and waved them down.  She didn’t recognise the car, but after last night she kind of felt there was a whole new sense of community sure to spring up in the town.  Whoever this was would be happy to tell her what they knew.

The car sidled over and stopped. Inside was a man Maggie didn’t know.  He was unshaven, and his clothes were crumpled and stained.  His eyes bore the bleariness of either drunkenness or a total lack of sleep. Maggie leaned to the window and the stench of alcohol was the decider.  She arched her head back a little, wrinkling her nose.

“Hi, Mister,” she said as friendly as she could, “Were you at the town meeting?” He looked back at her from under thick eyebrows and a furrowed tanned brow.

“Why the hell would I want to go and listen to a bunch of cry-babies bitchin’ about the sky falling!” he snarled.  Maggie wondered why he’d bothered to stop at all. 

“Alright,” she smiled and stepped back from the window. “Sorry to have bothered you.” He looked at her, this time letting his eyes fall over her body and she felt uneasy. Glancing around, there was still no one nearby.  She wanted to turn and walk away, but she knew he would watch her ass as she did, and she didn’t want to feel this way again.  He looked capable of anything, and she was glad his had not been the car passing when she’d been naked in her room with the curtains open. “Bye,” she waved and then walked on the sidewalk past his car so the best he could do was look at her in his mirrors. 

A few seconds later she heard the car start up again and move off down the street.  She turned and looked after it but couldn't get the licence plate with the glare of the sun beyond the car.  She could only hope she wouldn’t run into that man again anytime soon. 

Maggie crossed the street to Diane’s house.  It was time they were all up now, she decided.  She was close to tears and her hand shook as she pressed the doorbell.  What was wrong with her? This hadn’t been the first man to look her over with a lascivious eye, after all.  It had happened plenty of times.  Never when she’d been so vulnerable as she was now, however; that was the difference.  The events of the night and now the uncertainty of what was going to happen next had shaken her core confidence. This ugly man had just come along at the wrong moment in her life, and she cursed this chance for getting the better of her.        

A car horn honked on the street and Maggie jumped in fright and spun around.  She’d expected to see the horrible man but was deeply relieved when she saw it was Phil and Diane pulling into their driveway.

“We thought you’d gone on to the meeting without us,” Diane said, getting out of the car. “There was no answer at your door.”  Phil got out of his side and slammed his door and went around the side of the house muttering ‘Asshole’.

“What’s up with Phil?” Maggie asked.

“Oh, don’t mind him.  We had a near fender bender with Clinton Scarrow around the corner and Phil’s pissed about it.”

“Was he driving a maroon station wagon?” Maggie asked.

“That’s the one,” Diane said, “Let’s go inside. I don’t like being out right now.” she looked at the sky as she ushered Maggie to the house.  Clinton Scarrow; the name stuck in Maggie’s head. She’d never heard of him before.  But she wouldn’t forget him now.           
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Chapter 9
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That afternoon at the Sheriff’s Office, there was the second gathering of people that day in Gossamer Falls. Sheriff Schall looked out the window at the crowd and shook his head in dismay before giving the sky a cursory glance.  

“What are these people thinking?” he said to Deputy Sanders as he put on his hat and made for the door.  Harry Sanders looked out and shook his head in imitation of Anderson. 

“What are you all doing here?” Anderson addressed the crowd from the steps of the building. “If you are not part of the search team, you should be at home keeping yourself safe!”  At this, many people looked nervously to the sky. 

“We wanted to see you off and say thank you,” someone called out, and there was a chorus of ‘Yeah’s and ‘That’s right’ from all over. 

“That’s commendable, and on behalf of the search team, we thank you, but I think it’s best we leave it at that and you all head home now.

“Are you going to let us know tonight what you find?” the voice of David Hollows came.

“Dave, I’ll call to your door personally on my way home this evening if we find anything,” Anderson said smiling. A few people laughed at this. Hollows just wasn’t going to let up, Anderson thought.

The door to the Sheriff’s Office opened behind Anderson, and Harry stuck his head in.

“Can you come in a minute,” he said to Anderson. Harry seemed like he had something important he wanted to say, so Anderson nodded and turned back to the group.

“Everyone in the search party stand here on the steps and wait for me a minute.  Everyone else, go home,” he said before stepping back inside.

Anderson was surprised to be greeted by the elderly but eternal Doc Hanrahan who he’d not seen enter the building. They shook hands, and on seeing the Sheriff’s face, Doc said, 

“I came in the back door.  I saw that crowd out there and I knew they’d be throwing questions at me if I tried to come in past them.” 

“I understand,” Anderson said, “What can we do for you, Doc?” Anderson pulled a seat out, but Hanrahan waved it away.

“The mayor wants me to report to him anything I find out in relation to this candyfloss stuff that blew into town, but I don’t feel right bypassing the police along the way.”

“I appreciate that,” Anderson said. “Have you made a discovery?”

“Not as such, but I did see a dog lick one of the hardened formations and nothing happened to it.  I have it over at the surgery with someone keeping an eye on it, but it looks fine so far.”

“You think the stuff might be harmless once it hardens?”

“It’s possible, but I won’t be spreading anything like that around for now.”

“Of course,” Anderson said, and he looked to Sanders pointedly to make sure he’d heard this part.

“If the dog survives the night, I’ll use him for some more tests, and I’m going to see if there are any animals at the pound due for extermination and use those too.  It’s not what I’d like to be doing but I can't do anything for the moment with the equipment I have unless I am at least reasonably confident it’s safe to go near the stuff.”  Anderson nodded at this summary.

“Harry, can you go outside and tell the search group to break up into teams of three for the drive up to the mountains.  Anyone left over can ride with me.”

“Yes, boss,” Harry said, and he went outside.

Now that they were alone, Anderson wanted to ask Hanrahan something Harry wouldn’t be able to repeat.

“Doc, what’s your initial thinking on this?  How likely am I to stumble across the source of this up there?” 

“My immediate thoughts are that this is manmade, and I won’t be surprised to see the army rolling in at any minute and quarantining the town and hushing everything up.”  This thought had also crossed Anderson’s mind, but he felt the army would have been here by now - assuming they knew about it.

“You’ve never heard of anything like this substance before?”

“There are plenty of cases in nature where insects or plants will let things drift on the wind for reproduction, but nothing I’ve ever heard of comes close to this.  The size of the clouds also makes this idea very unlikely.” 

“Too big, yes?” Hanrahan nodded to this question.  “Well, thanks for coming to me with your news, Doc, and I’d be glad to know anything else you come with.  Likewise, I'll let you know what we find up in the mountains.  If it’s not too late this evening, I might swing by the surgery and see how that dog is doing.”

“That’ll be fine,” Hanrahan said, and the two men shook hands again.  “I better go now and tell the mayor what I know.”

With the group outside divided up, there were five cars for the trip. Tammy Dern had shown up, but there was no sign of Allgood.  Lawrence Karrier cane up to Anderson and said,

“The way it came out left me and Tammy as a pair. You’re welcome to ride along with us, or do you want us to ride with you?” he asked. Anderson looked at Tammy standing off by Lawrence’ truck and said, 

“Why don’t you two go alone and I’ll take the cruiser.  I don’t want to cramp your style.”  He winked, and Lawrence blushed a little but smiled like a teenager who got a yes from his best gal about going to the Prom.  Nodding in agreement he went back to his truck to tell Tammy what was happening.

Anderson got in the cruiser and looked at the other cars waiting for him to lead the way.  It didn’t feel right that these people should be doing this work, but the decision had been made. At least it was going to be little more than a glorified drive in the mountains today. Putting the cruiser in gear, he rolled to and led the convoy off into the unknown. 
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Chapter 10
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Charles Landy had not been able to get to the town meeting, much as he wanted to that morning.  Duty called, however, as surprisingly, given what had gone on last night, there were still some guests at the hotel who hadn’t packed up and left right away. Still wanting to know what was going on, though, he’d sent Emily Sounding, a bright young girl who worked at the hotel.  She was the only member of staff Landy kept on year-round.  There was never any issue with her, she would do as she was asked, and if she didn’t know how, she’d figure it out instead of coming to him with questions every ten minutes.

On her first day working there, Emily had dealt with a lecherous guest who’d claimed his toilet was not working. Emily had gone in to have a look and saw that the issue was simply too much paper had been put in there and it would have to be scooped out.  She went and got a bucket and some rubber gloves and set to work.  The man made advances on her while she was inside his room with the door closed.  He wasn’t letting her leave, so she grabbed a handful of the toilet waste and dropped it in his lap.

The guest was furious and complained to Landy, but once he heard Emily’s side to the story, he knew at once she was telling the truth, and he tossed the irate guest to the curb.

“Try not to do that again,” Landy said to Emily with a wink as the man drove off, never to be seen again. Emily had blushed and then got straight back to work, and he’d never had a problem since. 

Today, Emily’s job was to be Landy’s eyes and ears at the meeting, while Landy stayed to look after any guest needs that might arise after breakfast. She rode her bike along the winding shore road to town and returned the same way, getting back about an hour after the meeting ended. 

When she came into the reception area, one of the guests was checking out.

“Did you hear any more about the guy who got hurt last night?” the man asked, writing out a check for his stay.

“I called the hospital this morning. He’s in a bad way, but he’s out of trouble,” Landy said.

“He’s going to live?” the man asked, sounding surprised.

“That’s what they say,” Landy shrugged. He saw Emily come in and nodded to the couch. Emily went over and sat down to wait. Landy wrote up a receipt for the man and handed it to him.

“We were very pleased to have you, and hope to see you again some time,” Landy said.

“I don’t know that I’ll be back through this way again, but if I am you’ve got my business,” the man said smiling, though Landy felt it was a lie. Who could blame him if he didn’t want to come back here after what he'd witnessed last night? Karl Fisher wasn’t going to be a guest here again either; he’d died even before the ambulance arrived here last night.  It wouldn't be good for business to go spreading that around though. 

The man nodded and then as he slipped the receipt into his wallet, he drew out a five-dollar bill. 

“I was hoping to give this to that young girl you have working here, she sure made life easy,” he said. Landy smiled,

“That’s her specialty,” he said and nodded to Emily.  The man turned, and a broad smile came over his face.

“Sorry, miss,” he said, “I didn’t see you there.”  He stepped over and held out the bill. “This is to say thank you for all your help this week.”  Emily looked embarrassed and then looked to Landy as though asking his permission. He nodded for her to take it and she did. Every dollar might count now if the summer was a bust due to this freak cloudy phenomenon. 

“Thank you very much,” she said and smiled.

Landy walked the man out, and as soon as his car took off, the hotel owner rushed back inside to hear Emily’s report.

“So, spill it!” he said to her, smiling. Emily took a half breath to start talking and Landy held up a hand, “Hang on, let’s have some coffee while we talk.”

Landy got what they needed, leaving Emily on the desk.  When he came back, they got comfortable at the reception couch and armchair and she told him all that happened - all she had seen happen at least - and included the fact that the mayor and sheriff went into an office to talk when it was over.

“How did they look?” Landy asked.

“The sheriff looked a little angry,” Emily said.  Landy nodded in agreement.

“I bet he was. I don’t like the idea of sending civilians up into the mountains to see what caused this thing. It’s much too dangerous for that.” Landy recalled his own fears this morning as he watched the road for any sign of Emily on her way. He’d been terrified something had happened to her, and when with relief she finally rounded the bend about a quarter mile down the road, he looked about the sky nervously until she got to the hotel.

“Not something I’d volunteer for,” Emily agreed.

“That’s because you have sense!” Landy said, lifting his cup to his lips once more.  After taking a mouthful of coffee, he said softly, “I wonder if this has anything to do with Mercy?”

“What’s that?” Emily asked. She was only living in Gossamer Falls about a year and a half now, coming here with her mother after her father died in a mining accident.

“You don’t know about Mercy?” Landy asked, surprised. Emily shook her head,

“I’ve heard the name and that it destroyed in a fire, but that’s all,” she said.

“Well, I suppose that’s about all most people know about it,” Landy sighed. 

“But you know something else?” Emily pressed him when it seemed he was not going to go on.

“No, I don’t know anything else,” Landy said, “But I do know it was the strangest thing I ever heard of.” There was a faraway look in his eyes a moment before he added, “Until last night, I suppose.”

“What was so strange about it?” This was something Emily wanted to hear about.

“The whole mountainside, including the town, went up in flames one night a few years ago. You could see it from down here.  Fires spreading all over the mountain and linking up until there was nothing left but charred stumps and the remains of exploded cars and buildings.”

“What caused the fires?”

“There were a lot of gasoline burns found all over the place, but no one was able to explain it.  With all the gas from the start, a fire still shouldn't have been able to start up there.  It had been snowing for weeks and the trees were sodden through.  It makes no sense at all.”

“So no one knows what happened?” Emily asked, looking a little deflated but still eager to hear more.  Landy could see this in her eyes, and he decided to tell her the last piece of strange information he had on the Mercy fire.

“When the fire finally burnt itself out, police and firemen from Emerson went on up there.  They found dead people in a few different places, but it didn’t look like any of them had been killed by the fire. They’d all been dead before hand, ripped apart or stabbed through. They found the charred body of the sheriff up there with his back broken, and in his hand was wrapped a piece of wood.  It looked as though in death he’d clasped hands with a man made out of wood and that was pretty much all that was left intact of them.”

“A wooden man?” Emily said, eyeing him suspiciously.

“That’s what it looked like, but remember, it was only a piece of wood in his hand.”

“What do you think killed them all?” she asked, taking the last sip of her coffee.

“The same thing that kills most people,” Landy said, “Another person.”  Emily was silent. “But still, the fire is the big mystery behind it all,” Landy finished.  

“You think it’s possible this cloudy stuff was up there too?” Emily asked.

“Could be,” he answered, “Could be we’re in line for a few fires here in Gossamer Falls before long too.”         
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Chapter 11
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Clinton Scarrow didn’t give a shit about all that was going on in Gossamer Falls right now.  He didn’t care that people had died and he cared even less that most everyone else was scared. When all the chaos had been going on up at Pa Shaker’s last night, Clinton had crept back inside and helped himself to the unattended drinks at the bar.

After that, he drove around town a bit, seeing the crowds of people gathered all over the streets crying and wailing about loved ones or shouting about ‘Soviet Attacks!’  They were all idiots as far as he was concerned. This town could do with a few less assholes in his opinion.  He just hoped Karrier got one of those clouds right down on his head during the night. Scarrow smiled at this thought as he pulled into his driveway.

“Hey Clint, you hear about the town meeting in the morning?” Declan, his neighbour called out to him as he got out of the car.

“What meeting?” he asked, thinking of making an issue about being called ‘Clint’ by this joker but deciding to leave it until he had the information he wanted.

“Meeting in the high school at eleven in the morning.  They're going to tell us what the hell went on earlier tonight.”

“They ain’t going to tell anyone shit,” Scarrow snarled, waving a dismissive hand and turning to go inside his house. Declan knew better than to ask him what he meant.

When he got inside, Scarrow set an alarm for ten o’clock. The town would be ripe for the plucking not long after that.  He lay down in bed and was out cold in moments flat.

In the morning, he took a breakfast beer with some toast out to his car not long after his alarm clock shrilled him to life.  He felt like shit, but the beer should ease that soon enough.  If it didn’t, he had five more in the car and one of them was going to do the trick.  

As he expected, all the traffic in town was heading for the high school, and before long his was the only car on the road.  Driving up and down the deserted streets, he thought this was what the world would look like if the commies ever did drop one of those bombs on the US. 

The rural roads out of town were the easiest to start with. No one had stayed at home, and these rubes always left doors and windows unlocked at all times of the day, even when they weren’t at home. Scarrow walked around these farmhouses and helped himself to some food as he went. If he came across cash or anything he might make use of himself, he took it and put it in the car.  He thought about taking larger items, things he might be able to sell in Emerson at some later time, but it seemed like a whole lot of trouble.  He would have to be content with just the little things.

The suburban roads were quiet too, but it seemed each time Scarrow drove down one, someone came out of their house or was looking out their window. One woman had even waved him down and asked him about the meeting. Scarrow didn’t know why he’d even stopped, but then, she had a fine body on her for an older woman. She’d been afraid of him.  As he left her street turning the corner at speed, he’d nearly hit another car coming onto the street.

“Asshole!” he roared out the window as he swerved and then laughed as he kept on driving, the adrenaline of the near miss spurring him on as he pressed down harder on the accelerator.  

Reaching down, he fumbled through the beer bottles for one still full, but his search came up empty.  He didn’t think he’d gone through them all, but he guessed he did. The thought crossed his mind that that busty old broad might have something to drink in her house, but she wasn’t going to let him in.  Scarrow smiled again at the face she’d made when she knew she’d made a mistake in waving him down.

With his vim up, Scarrow decided to do some speed driving out on the rural roads just out of town. He sped up and down empty lanes and on a couple of occasions almost lost control of the car. He was so drunk, though, that all he did was laugh once he knew he was out of danger and just kept on going on like a maniac.

Soon enough, however, the somnolent effects of the bad night’s sleep and today’s beers caused his eyes to droop, and, thankfully, (for him at least, if no one else) Clinton Scarrow, former high school football star, had the sense to pull over and tilt back in his seat for a nap.

He was awoken with a start as a few cars streamed by. Scarrow sat up straight like he’d been slapped and saw the three cars going out of town and into the mountains. He wasn’t sure, but he thought the lead car was the sheriff’s cruiser.          

“Where the hell are they all off to in such a rush?” he said. 

Another car was passing just then, following the others, and Scarrow’s curious glance turned into a fierce scowl when he saw who the occupants of the car were.

“Karrier!” he said sourly and at once put the car in gear and set off after them.  He didn’t have any idea what he was going to do, but he knew he’d figure it out when the time came. Tammy should be Scarrow’s girl. Everyone knew that, even if she didn’t! To see her cosying up to that loser was a slap in the face Clinton Scarrow wasn’t going to stand for. He recalled going outside last night to give Karrier a beating, and now it was time to finish that business.

If they were aware of his following them, Karrier and Tammy didn’t show it. He thought for a moment of revving up behind and bashing into them, running them off the road, but he didn’t want to do any damage to his car so decided against it.  

The other cars came to mind as he saw them up in the distance. The sheriff - he was going to be a problem if Karrier stopped where Anderson did. It was then looking at the lead cars that Scarrow first understood what was happening.  They were going up to find out where those cloudy things had come from.  And now it seemed, so was he. 

This seemed like an off move for Anderson, but Scarrow supposed it was what had come of the town meeting earlier.  These other cars must be do-gooder volunteers coming up to help.  His mind was whirring into gear: if there were this many cars going up into the mountains, it could only mean they intended to break off soon to cover more ground. That would mean he could get Karrier and Tammy alone and show her what a real man was made of. He would just have to bide his time a little and wait for the right moment.  

They had gone on for another ten minutes, each one making Scarrow seethe more and more, before Karrier’s car was the first to turn off onto one of the side roads.  This had been the plan it seemed, and Scarrow turned his car onto the same road.  He was sure they would notice him now.  It would have been possible someone had been coming along the main mountain road behind them, but this was a narrow road that Scarrow wasn’t even sure where it went.  He thought he saw Karrier glance in the rear-view and hoped he was feeling nervous.

Then something new caught Scarrow’s eye. Was it starting to snow? At this time of year? He looked closer and of course it was not snow. It was like tiny dandelion pods billowing in the wind, but something told him it was something more sinister than that. It was smaller versions of those same clouds that had come to town and killed that guy up at Shaker’s. Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea to come up after those two lovebirds after all. 

The small flurry ended almost as quickly as it had started, and the long grass along the side of the road was dotted with the stuff.  Shaking his head to clear it of the last of his fear, Scarrow focused on the car ahead once more.

Karrier suddenly jammed on the brakes and his car skidded to a halt. Scarrow stopped too at a small distance, watching to see what the trouble was. Then he saw it.  A larger cloud, not too big - about the size of a basketball - drifted over the top of Karrier’s car.  It touched the roof but didn’t settle there. Karrier set off once more, but though he was aware of this fact, Scarrow continued to watch the cloud as though mesmerized by it. 

A slight change in the wind sent it off into the trees where it came lower and lower until he could no longer see it.  He was sure it must have landed on the ground, and he got out of the car to go in and check it out. At this moment, it seemed this was the most important thing in the world. 

On entering the trees, he could see the cloud at once.  It had settled on a low piece of brush, and as he stood over it looking down, it had already started to harden into that crystalline look.  Watching his footing to be sure he wouldn’t fall on top of it, Scarrow leaned over and looked closer. He wondered if there was any way he could use this stuff to his advantage, but as the only person he’d ever seen touch the stuff had died horribly almost right after, he didn’t think it likely. 

The outside of the cloud had fully hardened now, and it took on the icy look, and Scarrow was aware that something was moving around inside. He leaned in closer, and it looked like there was a liquid flowing around inside each tube at great speed. Was there some central atrium in there where these things met and started again?  Was this a living thing and this liquid he was seeing its blood? It looked white, but blood didn’t have to be red, did it? 

His face was as close as he was willing to let it now, but he still couldn’t be sure what he was seeing. He glanced up wishing the tree canopy was not above him causing a shadow. The old phrase ‘Wish in one hand and shit in the other and see which one fills up first’ came to mind.

There came a sudden and loud violent crack, and something sprayed from the cloud into the shocked face of Clinton Scarrow as he instinctively looked back to the cloud. He reeled back his hands to his face, but the stuff moved to avoid his hands. He didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t hurting him yet. He screamed as he felt it spread over his face, and then he had to close his eyes against it. He pulled with his hands, but it was to no avail. It only spread there too and started running up his sleeves. He felt it go into his nose and he shut his mouth as he dropped to the ground and started to thrash about, no longer caring where the cloud was or how dangerous its outer shell might still be.

After a struggle, he finally had to open his mouth to breathe, but it was instantly filled with the horrible sensation of millions of tiny legs encased in a fluid rushing into the cavity. He could no longer breathe, and he could no longer scream. Clinton Scarrow prepared to die.
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Chapter 12
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Lawrence was glad to see the car behind was no longer following.  He wasn’t fully sure, but he was pretty confident it had been Clinton Scarrow’s car. With any luck, he might have run out of gas. What had started out in Lawrence’s mind as a good opportunity to spend some alone time with Tammy had been turning worse by the minute. True Scarrow was off his tail for now, but up here in the mountains the clouds were still floating about. They were much smaller, granted, but that didn’t mean they were not lethal like the larger ones. He could see that Tammy was uneasy too, and each moment it felt like one or the other of them was going to suggest just going back to town and it would be seconded immediately. 

“Maybe we should close up the vents in the car too?” Tammy suggested when the decision had been made that the windows remain shut. Lawrence looked at the vents and nodded. It was possible some tiny cloud could make it through the vent system and into the car - extremely unlikely but possible.

“I guess so,” he answered, hoping that it wasn’t going to get stiflingly hot in there now. He flicked them shut and smiled at her. “We only have a short loop up towards the old Mercy road and we’ll be on our way back to the meeting point before you know it.”  Tammy nodded and seemed reassured by this idea. She didn’t seem to have noticed the car when it was behind them, and he didn’t think there was any point in mentioning it to her now.

The road they were on came into a valley, and the mountains to their right seemed suddenly to rise up for miles above them.  It was a beautiful drive and on another day, this would perhaps have been the perfect thing for a new couple to do. 

“I see some of the clouds in the trees way up there,” Tammy said, pointing. Lawrence slowed the car and had to crane his head forward to see though the top part of the windscreen. He saw them too, and it confirmed his own suspicions.  They were coming from the higher mountains, up where Mercy used to be. 

“It’s coming from Mercy,” Tammy said, and the timing was such that for a moment he thought he’d heard this in his head but then realised Tammy had said it.

“Yeah,” he agreed hastily. 

They came to a split in the road.  One fork used to go up to that town but now only went up as far as where the fire had spread.  Fallen trees and mountains of solidified ash blocked access up there now.  Lawrence stopped the car at the fork and looked up, following the winding road until they could see it no more.  It was over the crest of the first hill, perhaps two miles, before it ended. 

“Should we go up there and have a look?” Tammy asked. Anderson had told them not to, but there was little point in passing here and not finding out, Lawrence felt. 

“Maybe,” he said, “We need to know, don’t we?”  Tammy nodded agreement with him, though it wasn’t emphatic. Turning the wheel, they took the grassy road no one had been on for close to two years.

They had been driving for a few minutes before either realised they hadn’t said anything since leaving the main road.

“How many people were killed up here?” Tammy asked.

“I don’t know,” Lawrence answered, “I’ve heard from as low as five to as many as twenty, and I also heard of people who were never found.”

“Yeah, I hear people went missing too. I guess it was so crazy the whole thing kinda spawned a legend before anyone ever knew a single true fact about it.”

“People love a mystery,” Lawrence nodded, tapping the wheel with his thumbs. He’d like the way she’d said ‘spawned a legend’ and he smiled at this.

“It’s so dark in here under the trees,” Tammy said after a moment.  She was looking out her side window trying to penetrate the darkness of the treeline. She shivered, and Lawrence knew she’d just given herself the willies thinking about it.

“Looks like we're coming to the end of the line,” he said, nodding to the road ahead.  They came suddenly out into the sunlight, and all around them lay the scorched remains of trees that had gone up in the fire. Lawrence stopped the car and switched off the engine. The landscape rose up like this far above them, and they could not see the top of the mountain from here. Though the scarring from the fire could be seen from Gossamer Falls, the scale of even this little bit they could see up close was staggering.

“My God,” Tammy said as the car came to a stop. “It’s so eerie up here, like nothing is alive at all!” That idea creeped Lawrence out. Though he’d felt the weight of silence there as almost oppressive, he hadn’t combined it with the idea of nothing being able to live up here. He looked around for birds in the sky, but there was nothing.  Even if there was nowhere for them to roost, shouldn’t they be hovering overhead looking for food in the wasteland before them? 

“The clouds must be coming from up higher past where we can see,” Lawrence said trying not to let his jitters show in his voice. Tammy looked up to the curving away ridges and nodded.

“Must be,” she said.   

“I suppose the others will just find the same on the roads they have to check out,” Lawrence said, turning the key in the ignition and starting the car up. Tammy leaned against his arm as he pulled off and changed gears. It was a nice feeling to have, and in it he felt her want to get away from this place was as strong as his. If he was being honest with himself, Lawrence Karrier was so unnerved right now that he would have been happy to drive right out of these mountains with Tammy and leave Gossamer Falls behind forever.

Not long after, they rounded a bend and the road was now taking them back towards town. It was a relief to both and almost instantly the mood in the car lightened. Since leaving the edge of the fire wilderness, the devastation had all Lawrence had been able to think of.  The image of it wouldn’t leave his mind. Now heading away from it, he snapped out of it,

“So,” he said jovially to get Tammy’s attention, “How do you think our first date is going?” 

“It’s not one I’m going to forget in a hurry,” Tammy said, smiling at him. 

“What do you say when we get home you come over to my place and I’ll make us dinner?” he said.

“You cook?” she asked, the surprised tone in her voice unmistakable. He laughed.

“There’s only one way to find out!” Tammy laughed at this too, and their eyes met tenderly a moment before Lawrence had to turn his attention back to the road.

“You’re on,” she said and then after a moment’s silence said, “Hopefully eating your cooking will be a little less dangerous than these clouds!”

“I can’t make any promises!”

They laughed and then started talking about a night from a few weeks back when Jake Higgins had gotten his leg stuck climbing in a tree outside of Shaker’s and they couldn’t get him down. They laughed and laughed all the way back to the meeting point with the other cars of the search team, and for those few minutes it was like all was right with the world and Lawrence loved every second of it. 
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Anderson was thankful on the drive back to Gossamer Falls, that every member of the search party convoy had come back in one piece. As the lead car in the run, Anderson had passed by already by the time the small clouds began to fall on those behind him, scaring them into keeping windows and vents closed. Had he seen this, Anderson would have turned them all around and sent them back home at once.  As it turned out though, it wasn’t until Anderson was alone on the stretch of road he’d assigned himself that he saw the first of the tiny clouds settle on his rear window.

The drive served its purpose, and on everyone meeting for the drive back, each of them had reported the same thing.  As far as anyone could make out, the clouds were coming from Mercy or somewhere else beyond in that direction.  That would mean someone else, mountain rangers perhaps, would be the ones to find out.  Anderson believed that was the kind of people who should have been looking into this in the first place, not local factory workers and shop keepers.  Each one of them on the trip, himself included, had been exposed to new dangers, and he meant to let Allgood know about it.

Dusk was settling into night as the convoy rolled back into town.  Each car had some small cloudy formations on them that had solidified by now. Anderson just hoped they were harmless now and they hadn’t just brought more danger back in to Gossamer Falls unwittingly. To this end, he drove straight to Doc Hanrahan’s surgery after thanking everyone who was part of the search.

Hanrahan opened the door to the noise of caged animals behind him getting excited.

“I hope one of those is the dog I’m here to see?” Anderson said, stepping inside.

“They all are!” the Doc said in seeming annoyance. Anderson looked at him, puzzled.

“More licked the stuff?” he asked.

“No,” Hanrahan said, his exasperation growing now, “That asshole, Allgood, had some of his council idiots toss a few more small dogs at the stuff and then caged them up and brought them to me to look after.  I’m not a bloody vet!”

“What?” Anderson couldn't believe this. “Purposefully throwing helpless animals at something that could have killed them?”

“Apparently he thinks it’s more ‘scientific’ to have more than one test subject,” Hanrahan shook his head in anger. “The first one wasn’t a test subject!” he shouted at the end.

“I know, I know,” Anderson said softly, trying to calm the old doctor down a bit.  He walked through the waiting room and looked at the dogs.  “Any of them showing any signs of distress or illness?” he asked.

“Nothing so far.  Some of them don’t like being caged up, but I can sympathise with that.”

“Did you let them outside to pee?” Anderson asked.

“If they look like they need to,” Hanrahan answered. “I only have one leash, and I’m reluctant to touch them too much in case they are dangerous in themselves from that stuff.”  Anderson looked at Hanrahan again, worried by this statement.

“What do you mean?”

“We don’t know anything about this substance,” Hanrahan said, “It killed people on contact the other night, but it didn’t have the same effect on these dogs the next day.  They could be immune to whatever it is, or perhaps their fur protects them and it needs to touch the actual skin to kill.  Either way, the dogs could have residue on their fur that could be fatal to me or someone else touching them.”

“Did you mention that to the men who brought them here?”

“I did, and they looked like they were about to shit their pants,” Hanrahan laughed. “It almost made it worth it.” Anderson smirked and then hunkered down to come face to face with the dogs.  Most of them were eagerly facing him, their tongues lolling out and their tails wagging furiously.  A couple sat back towards the back just looking on like in boredom.

“Those ones alright?” he asked, pointing at the ones who didn’t react to him. The doctor had gone over to his receptionist desk and was looking at some papers but looked over and nodded.

“They’re just old,” he said, smiling. “Like me.”   

After visually assessing the dogs, Anderson stood up once more and turned back to Hanrahan.

“These guys look they are doing okay, but I think I agree that it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s safe for humans to touch the stuff.”

“Well, you won't find me raising my hand to volunteer,” Hanrahan said, smiling.  He stepped inside his own office, and Anderson looked back to the dogs. He certainly wasn’t going to volunteer either. Doing that today had been a mistake, and he wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice.

“You want one?” Hanrahan’s voice came from the doorway. Anderson turned and saw the doctor held a bottle of whiskey and two glasses.

“Why not,” Anderson shrugged after a moment's thought. 

“Pull up a seat there,” Hanrahan said, sitting down at his receptionist’s desk as he unscrewed the bottle cap. By the time Anderson was seated, a half-filled glass was being pushed towards hum. He lifted it, and Hanrahan held his up and said,

“To our continuing good health,” with a grin on his face.

“Fingers crossed,” Anderson replied with his own grin and lifted his glass too.  They drank the warm liquid and it was good.  

After a long period of silence punctuated only by one or other of the dogs looking for attention, Anderson asked Hanrahan,

“Do you have any ideas as to getting rid of the substance from the places it landed?”

“I’ve thought about it a bit, and though I think trying high pressure water first and brute force if that doesn’t work, I feel the real concern is what the hell to do to store the stuff.  I mean we can’t put it in the garbage can on the side of the road and expect it to be hauled away.” 

Anderson looked through his glass to the floor, the tiles warped in the thick bottom. He’d given this a little thought over the last few hours, and he was hoping a heavy rain might come and just wash it all away. It sounded like wishful thinking and he supposed it was, but it would be a best-case scenario until they could find the source of the clouds. 

“I’m sure the mayor has some ideas for this already,” he answered Hanrahan with scorn. Hanrahan laughed.

“I bet he does!” This seemed to tickle the old doctor and his laugh went on for a while. 

“I’d appreciate it if you didn't spread this around, but there are still small clouds, some of them only the size of our hand, floating all over the mountainside.  This thing might not be over yet.”

“Things are never over, Sheriff. Haven’t you noticed that in your life yet?”  Anderson looked at him, not sure if he was being serious or if he was still mirthful after his whiskey. Then, as he thought about it, he understood Hanrahan was right.  Nothing ended really; the same things cropped up again and again.  Why would this time be any different?

Lawrence Karrier’s idea of evacuating the town might not be so far off the mark after all. The question was, would it be for a short time, or for good?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 14


[image: image]


Pa Shaker opened the bar that evening because he didn’t know what else to do. He spent the morning thinking on whether he should or not and came to the conclusion it wasn’t good for people to just be sitting at home in fear.  If they wanted a place to go, he would provide it. The fact the place was open wouldn’t be advertised, but if anyone showed up, he wouldn’t turn them away. And if there were only a few people, the drinks would be on the house.  It would be good for him to be busy too after all that happened. 

There had been fights aplenty inside the bar and out over the years, but none that resulted in anything worse than a broken nose or wrist.  Having someone die at the door to the bar - even though the place itself played no part in it - was something very hard to get to grips with. In the back of Pa’s mind, he knew ghost stories would pop up about the bar in the future. People would say the ghost of the poor lad haunts the entrance to the bar.  Drunks will claim to see the ghost, and children will sneak up here while playing hooky from school to scare the bejesus out of one another.  It was all inevitable.

Pa went to the door and marked off a walkway inside that wouldn’t bring people directly under the hardened stuff on the roof. The sheriff had been out and told Pa to make sure not to try take it down himself - as if he’d be that stupid after seeing what it had done.

For two hours no one showed up. Pa drank coffee and looked over the newspaper. The out of town titles hadn’t been delivered anywhere in town yesterday for obvious reasons, but the local sheet ‘The Gossamer Shopper’, known to its readers as the ‘Gossamer Gossiper’, had been hand delivered by the newspaper editor himself. They had the inside scoop on the biggest story this town had ever seen. Not that they had any insight on it, however; the story was a simple factual report of what had happened - as far as they knew.  They were as in the dark about what was really happening as anyone else.

There were many black and white grainy photos of the clouds where they had landed, and it seemed to Pa that there must have been plenty more not pictured too. He’d seen the clouds drifting like everyone else and saw them landing in the lake and others floating on into town or beyond. How could something so beautiful have turned into something so horrific?

The door swung open and it startled Pa, but only for an instant, and the person coming in wouldn’t have seen his reaction He looked up to see Danny Putch come in and look slowly about the room before coming over to the bar. Pa would have preferred someone else, but Danny would have to do for a start. It probably meant Clinton Scarrow wouldn’t be too far behind.

“Quiet evening,” Danny smiled, sitting up onto a high stool.

“So far,” Pa said. “Beer?” Danny nodded and Pa pulled the tap.

“I was hoping you’d be open,” Danny said, “I was just drivin’ around and the place is dead.”

“I don’t expect people are much in the mood for drinking after what’s happened,” Pa said, pulling a beermat in front of Danny and setting his beer down. Danny nodded his thanks and ran a finger through the cold condensation on the outside of the glass.

“You should call down to town,” Danny said. “My guess is that no one knows you’re open, but they’d come up here if they knew.”

“I guess people will be out and about like you if they want to,” Pa said. He didn’t like the idea of trying to drum up business on the phone; it seemed sleazy - even if he was planning on giving the booze away for free.

“Clint been in?” Danny asked, no longer interested in Pa’s business acumen. 

“No one’s been in but you,” Pa said, and he lifted the sheet and turned the page in the newspaper. More pictures of that damned stuff. “You hear anything about the search they did in the mountains today?” Pa asked Danny.

“I was just talkin’ to someone before coming up here and they said it looks like it might be coming from where Mercy used to be.” Pa didn’t like the sound of that. His was the closest place in town to the mountains, and he’d stood outside on that cold, snowy night watching Mercy and the mountain around it burn to nothing. All night long he was protecting his own bar and home from floating embers that drifted down looking for something else to light up.  In a way that had been like some hot precursor to the clouds that had come this week.  Thankfully the fire in Mercy had gone out fast, much faster than anyone would have thought possible. Ten square miles of forest went up and burned to the ground in only five hours. There was still no one in the world who could explain away such a thing - especially in a month-long snow spell.

Over the next hour a grand total of eight more people showed up and they spread about the large room in three small groups. Pa felt good seeing them all here and was glad he’d opened now and given them somewhere to be.

The door opened again and this time it was Clinton Scarrow, and he didn’t look to be in the best of shape. This could mean trouble, Pa thought.
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Clinton woke with a start and rolled instinctively away and was on his feet in a second. He couldn’t remember what had spooked him so, but he knew it was nearby. Looking around, he saw he was in the woods, and this didn’t make sense. His eyes scanned the area and he saw his car through the trees not far off.

“What the fuck?” he said, trying to remember.

His eyes landed on the hardened shell of the cloud then and it all came back to him. Or did it? He thought the cloud had broken open and something had splashed out on his face, but now that he was looking at the cloudy substance, he could see no opening in it. It was clear like ice and sat there like all the others all over town, doing nothing.     

Clinton turned and started walking back to his car, perplexed.

When he got to the road, he looked to make out where the hell he was. It was the old loop road that would lead off to Mercy or else swing back around at a fork a few miles ahead. Why was he out here? Getting into the car, he saw the empty beer bottles and smirked; that might explain it. He felt through the mess of bottles for a full one but was disappointed. 

Clinton got in and turned the key, and everything from earlier came back to him in one flash; he’d been taking advantage of the town meeting and stealing from the empty houses. He’d seen Karrier and Tammy and had followed them down this road. But why had he stopped the car and gone into the woods?  Looking at the fuel gauge, he saw that was fine. Maybe he’d needed to piss and had passed out; that sounded like a possibility. He nodded; that must be it.

As he made his way back to town, the dusk was settling, and by now his burglary victims would probably be missing some of their stuff. It was best he laid low for a while - the last thing he needed was to be pulled over by Anderson or one of his gormless Deputies with all this stuff in his car. There was no way to explain that away.  The only positive was things were still crazy and the sheriff’s office was bound to still be completely occupied with the clouds for the time being.

It was full dark soon and Clinton saw on the hill that the lights were on up at Shaker’s bar. Was he open?  It didn’t seem likely, but then his eyes were telling him it was open. He swung the car up the side road and came to a halt outside.

There were six cars already parked on the dirt track that served as the car park for the bar. One of them belonged to Danny Putch, and on recognising this, something twinged at the back of Clinton’s neck and a hand went there absently. He turned and looked at the few items strewn about the back seat and floor of the car. Danny would like to see this haul, wouldn’t he? The idea crossed his mind like a persuasive voice.

Getting out of the car, Clinton caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror.

“Man, you look like shit,” he grinned. He felt the bristled growth of hair on his chin and it felt a couple of days old on his fingertips. 

The air was cool on the short walk to the bar. Clinton gazed out over the lake as he approached the building, recalling the vision of the clouds. When he got to Pa’s diversion, he looked up to the substance on the roof, the one that had killed that idiot the other night. It looked harmless now. 

When he pushed open the door and entered the bar, all eyes fell on Clinton, but he only saw those of Pa Shaker, and he saw the bar owner’s face cloud over at the sight of him. Without stopping, Clinton looked around the room as the people there turned back to one another to continue their conversations.

“Don’t make any trouble here tonight, Scarrow,” Pa grumbled, “I’m not in the mood for it.” 

“Neither is anyone else by the look of it,” Clinton sneered, glancing around again. He nodded to Danny, who raised his glass in return. “Man, it’s quiet in here.” Clinton said.

“The juke box takes dimes,” Pa said as he started pulling a beer for the newcomer. 

“You know, Pa,” Clinton said as he dipped a hand into his pocket and rummaged for change, “that’s not a bad idea at all.” 

Taking out a handful of change, he then walked to the jukebox, dropped in a load of coins and started putting some songs on the waiting list. The jukebox fired up to the first song while he put in the selections for the rest. There would be ten songs coming on, but he didn’t intend to be around for most of them.

“Where’ve you been all day?” Danny asked as Clinton sat down and took his beer in his hand.

“Out lookin’ at the mess this town has become in only two days!” He laughed as he spoke.

“Not many around think it as funny as you do,” Pa said leaning on the bar and pushing his face closer to Clinton who had to fight the urge not to punch the older man. 

Instead, Clinton sat back and grinned meanly before downing his whole beer in nearly one go.  He slapped the glass down on the counter and got to his feet. As he went to put his hand back in for some money, Pa said,

“I’m not taking money for anything this evening.” Clinton was surprised, but it didn’t matter all that much to him. If Pa wanted to lose money, that was his business. 

“Where you going?” Danny asked Clinton. “You just got here.”

“Come on outside to my car when you finish your drink. I want to show you something,” Clinton whispered and then he left without a glance or a word towards anyone else.

About five minutes passed before Danny came out of the bar. Clinton saw him look around and knew Danny didn’t want to be out here. There was a moment of relief on his face when he thought Clinton had driven off somewhere, but it dropped when Clinton called out,

“Hey, down here.” Danny looked into the dark shadows under the trees and saw him. He ambled down the slope to the car,

“What are you parking down here for?” Danny asked, “There’s loads of room right up near the door.” He pointed as though Clinton wouldn’t know what he was talking about.

“I got some stuff in the car I don’t want people passing by to see. Especially if that person is from the Sheriff’s Office,” Clinton answered.

“What are you talking about?” Danny shifted uneasily and looked around, like he was now in trouble himself even though he knew he hadn’t done anything wrong.

“Take a look for yourself,” Clinton said, pulling open one of the back doors and standing aside. Danny looked at the open door and then to Clinton who nodded back to the car. Danny took a step closer; he looked like a man walking carefully on the edge of some towering precipice.

“What is it?” he said again.

“Will you just look!” Clinton said angrily, “What the hell is wrong with you? Do you think a tiger or something is going to jump out of the car and eat you if you look inside!”  

“Alright!” Danny said, flustered, “I’m looking, I’m looking!” He took a couple of more steps and bent over to peer inside. He saw the gleam of something as his eyes started to adjust and then the items started to come into focus.

The car could only barely be seen from the doorway of Shaker’s Bar, and the music coming from the jukebox meant no one inside heard Danny’s cries as he was shoved into the back of the car and Clinton Scarrow came in after him. The car rocked about on the gravel and muffled screams came from within.

Then the night was quiet again, save the music from Shaker’s subdued bar going out over the lake and off into the night. 
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All of the dogs were still fine in the morning, not one of them showing any adverse effects in the slightest. It was good news, and when Anderson hung up the phone after talking to Doc Hanrahan, he decided to put his next idea into place. He called Joe Jenner, the head of the local volunteer firefighters, and asked him to have a hose set up down by the shore to try to dislodge one of these hardened clouds from a tree. That would be the first test to see how strong they were and hopefully lead to a way of getting rid of them all over town.

An hour later, the fire truck was on the grass by the shore of Lake Clear, and about twenty onlookers stood around at a close proximity. Anderson looked at them with dismay; he’d not told anyone about his plan except Joe and Deputy Sanders, but he’d neglected to tell them not to tell anyone. Anderson had been foolish enough to think they’d know that without being told. Now there was going to be an audience if this didn’t work, and that would only spread more fear in town.

It would be too much to ask them to leave, they would know what he was about, but in the interest of public safety, he decided to ask the civilians to move back a fair distance.

“It’s for your own safety, people!” Anderson called out as he backed everyone up, “We don’t know what might fly off the cloud or where it might go!”  This got them moving.

Going back to Joe, Anderson said, 

“Okay, give it all you got.”

“You better put this on first,” Joe said, handing him a helmet with a face guard over it. Anderson put it on happily. Joe had one last look around to make sure everyone was clear and then turned on the water and aimed the hose at the hard cloud on the bark of a tree overhanging the lake. 

The water started to trickle out and then, as the other fire department volunteers pumped it, erupted into a strong, heavy stream. Joe brought the hose under control and hit the cloud. It didn’t make any difference, so he took five measured steps closer and shouted for the men to pump harder. They did, and the gush increased. 

Anderson watched the cloud intensely and then he was sure he saw some part of it come off and fall to the lake water below. He took a step closer and watched, and now he was sure pieces were falling down like hard rain and splashing below. It was working! He looked to Joe and gave him a thumbs up and then looked back to the cloud. Something was wrong. 

It wasn’t the cloud that was coming apart, but the bark of the tree falling loose and the branch beginning to disintegrate under the pressure.

“Hold up!” Anderson shouted, putting a hand in the air and walking slowly forward. The firemen all stopped what they were doing and exchanged glances and shrugs before looking to see what the Sheriff was up to.

Anderson came close to the branch, what was left of it anyway, and took off the mask. The crystalline formation was undamaged - the water didn’t look to have made a single dent in the surface.

“Shit,” he muttered, the hope of an easy clean-up gone. Joe came up beside him.

“What’s up, Sheriff?” he asked, looking at the cloud.

“The tree is getting all smashed up, but this thing,” he waved at the cloud, “is undamaged!” Joe looked closer (he was still behind his face mask). 

“You see that?” he said. “It looks like the water is inside it.”  Anderson leaned in to look where Joe pointed, and sure enough it looked like there was water in there, zipping around like blood through the circulatory system.

But something wasn’t right.  He felt it before he saw it.

“That stuff is white,” he said to Joe, “and it’s not just foam or bubbles.”  Joe didn’t have any comment to make on this. Anderson was right and he didn’t need the fireman to tell him that. 

The sound of a car trundling over the grass captured Anderson’s attention and he glanced around to see the mayor’s car arriving. He sighed. What was Allgood going to have to say now? 

“Thanks for trying, Joe,” he said, taking a few steps towards the now parking car.

Allgood got out, and his lapdog, Gough, got out of the driver's seat and rushed around to his side.

“How’d you get on?” Allgood asked, looking past Anderson to the still intact cloud. The mayor was smiling as ever, but Gough had on the look of a man who was really pissed off.

“It didn’t work,” Anderson said, “Not even a mark, but we did just see that there is something moving around inside this one, some kind of liquid.”

“Well, we don’t have to worry about it ourselves anymore,” Allgood said, his demeanour changing, a look of worried apprehension coming over his face.

“Why is that?” Anderson asked.

“Two scientists from the state capital are due to arrive later today. They’re going to take over and tell us what it is.”  Gough said this as though it was sparing his boss having to. Anderson could only see this as positive news.

“Well, it’s about time,” he said, smiling. Gough scowled at him and then looked to Allgood for his reaction.

“I just wonder how they found out about it?” the mayor said conversationally. Anderson could feel the accusation in it. 

“There’s a lot of scared people around town,” Anderson said, “and a lot of them have phones.”

Allgood took another glance at the cloud and nodded, toeing the earth with one shoe.

“Well, these men should be able to calm everything down,” he said.

“That can only be a good thing,” Anderson answered. Allgood looked nervous at the prospect of these men coming to Gossamer Falls, and Anderson wasn’t above taking some small pleasure in that.

“Assuming they don’t shut down the town and financially ruin all of us,” Allgood replied wistfully before turning back to the car. Anderson let him go without saying anything more. Gough looked through a furrowed brow at Anderson as he walked back around to the driver's seat and got in. Anderson couldn’t help but smile at this and shook his head.

“Can you help me spread the word about something, Joe?” Anderson said.

“Sure.”

“This stuff flowing around inside the cloud could be the same substance that made it so dangerous in the first place.  If any of it managed to leak out, God only knows what it could do.”  Joe was nodding in agreement as Anderson spoke. 

“We can let anyone we meet know those things are as dangerous as ever,” Joe said, “Despite those dogs being fine.”  Anderson thought word had spread very fast, but he didn’t need to get into that right now.

“I’m going to go down to the radio station too and get them to put out the word.”  

Anderson started spreading the word right away by telling the people who’d come to watch the hosing of his fears of the clouds. He spent the rest of the morning going around telling people and having his deputies do the same. 

These State Government Officials couldn’t get here fast enough, as far as Anderson was concerned.  He was glad it would end the use of civilians in the investigation. That was the most important thing of all.
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Harry Sanders saw the kids’ bikes laying in an alley ready for a getaway. He pulled over and got out of the car. As far as he could recall, this was not one of the streets affected by the clouds, so he didn’t think the kids would be fooling around with one of those.  They were up to something, though, and Harry was in the mood to make them pay for it.

Nine times out of ten, he wouldn’t bother his ass with the kids.  He would have just cruised on by listening to the radio and whiling away his quiet workday. Today, however, he was still on edge from the horrors of the cloud night and pissed off that he was on constant warning and babysitting duties since then.  Anderson had them working round the clock and it was taking its toll.  Had he been sheriff, Sanders thought, he would have simply placed a curfew on the town until they could dynamite or shovel off all those clouds into the lake, and that would have been an end to it.

The squeal of childish laughter and the pounding of feet erupted as the kids came tearing out of the delivery yard of the local butcher’s shop.

“Get out of here you kids!” the shouting voice of Alvin Barber shouted after them. Harry smiled. Barber the butcher was a fat man and he’d give up the chase after only a few steps. The kids would know that, but it wouldn’t spoil their fun too much.

“What are you doing you little shits!” Harry snapped as them came to an abrupt halt on seeing him standing there with a foot on the wheel of one of the bikes. 

“We’re not doing anything,” Terry Hargreaves answered. 

“Nothing, huh?” Sanders said, “Then why are you running, and why is the fat man shouting after you!”  All of the kids laughed at this, but Ed Tipping found it hilarious and couldn't conceal it. Sander’s eyes narrowed on him.

“You think this is funny?” the Deputy snapped. Ed stopped laughing at once and stood there staring at the ground.

“No, Sir,” he said, frightened. The others stood still, not wanting to draw attention to themselves.  Sanders kept a long eye on Tipping before casting over the group again.  Barber arrived at his back gate, wheezing, and they all looked at him. 

‘Jesus’ Sanders thought, ‘These kids would have been home and all in the time it had taken Barber to move those twenty feet from the back of the building to the gate.’

“They,” Barber started as he pointed at the kids, “They...” he gasped for air, leaning against the wall. 

“Why don’t you kids tell me what you are doing yourselves?” Sanders said, looking back to them.

“We were only fooling around,” Hargreaves said.

“They were messing with the fat off cuts,” Barber managed to say, “Making a state of my yard!” His face was purple from effort and his skin shone with sweat. Sanders was nauseated by the sight and thought the next meat he bought would be at the store.

“You can go back to work now, Mr. Barber,” Sanders said, “I’ll deal with these boys.”

“Who’s going to clean up my yard?” Barber protested.

“These boys will clean it up,” Sanders answered curtly. Barber looked startled and then uncertain before glaring at the boys once more and slinking back inside the gate.

“Now, you little assholes,” Sanders said, jutting a finger towards each of the boys in turn, “You’re gonna...”

“You can’t call us names like that,” Hargreaves said. Sanders was stunned.

Hargreaves stood there looking at him with some defiance, but the slight wobble in his legs betrayed his fear. 

“What did you say?” Sanders stepped up to him.

“You can’t call us names like that,” Hargreaves replied, his voice choking off a little. Sanders’ lips thinned over his teeth, and he shot out a hand and grabbed a handful of the boy’s shirt.

“I can do whatever the hell I please when it comes to delinquents like you!” he snarled. Hargreaves’ head shrunk into his shoulders and the other boys shifted uneasily - too scared to run away.

A car honked, and they all looked across the street. Sanders saw the car and let go of Hargreaves fast and stood up straight.

“Hey, kids,” Mayor Allgood waved from the back-seat window, “You mind if I talk with Deputy Sanders a minute?”  The unflappable smile, perfect for gullible children. They nodded, and Sanders couldn't believe they actually thought Allgood was asking their permission.

“Get going, kids, but I’ll be keeping an eye out for you now,” Sanders said and then meeting eyes with Hargreaves he added, “Especially you.”  None of the kids said a word; each of them took up his bike and took off in terrified relief. 

Sanders put on a smile of his own and walked over to the mayor's car.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Mayor?” he asked, taking off his hat.

“Why don’t you jump in the car a minute, Harry,” Allgood said, nodding for him to come around. Sanders was surprised but did his best to hide it. He had no idea why Allgood would want to talk to him but didn’t get the sense it was for anything bad. 

“Alright,” he said and went around the car and got in.

As he got in, Derek Gough got out of the driver’s seat and leaned against the front of the car with his back to them. This was odd.

“How are things with you, Harry? How’s the family?” Allgood asked. What are you after? Sanders wondered; Allgood had never shown this much interest in him in the past. 

“Everything’s fine, thank you,” he answered warily. 

“That’s good,” Allgood nodded agreeably like this was good news for him.  “I bet a few dollars more in your pay check wouldn’t be unwelcome, though?”

“Are you offering me a raise?” This didn’t seem like the place to do that, but there was some kind of payoff coming. Sanders was astute enough to know that. But for what?

“I’m offering you a job,” Allgood answered, looking eager at him.

“What kind of job?”

“A promotion for you.”  There was only one job Sanders could be promoted to, and the last he heard Anderson Schall wasn’t going anywhere. He looked inquisitively at Allgood but made no reply. Waiting.

“I’ll get straight to the point, Harry,” Allgood said, shifting in his seat to face the Deputy. “I have a job for you, and if you do it right, I’ll make sure you’re this town’s new Sheriff in a matter of weeks.”

“What’s the job?” Harry had thought about asking what was going to happen to Anderson first, but this question pushed its way to the front of the queue.  Allgood smiled,

“I need you to get a few guys together, only three or four, and hike up to Mercy and see where the hell this cloud stuff is coming from.”

“Aren’t you going to wait for the state guys to look at the clouds here in town first?”

“We don’t have time for that. Tourist season will be on us before they tell us anything, but in the meantime, we need to know that it's not going to happen again. I need you to go up there and destroy whatever they came out of.” Allgood wrung his hands and looked outside the car a few times as he spoke.

“Why aren’t you asking Anderson to do this?”

“He’s too stubborn,” Allgood sighed, “He doesn’t seem to mind the idea of the town running out of money and everyone going broke.”

“What makes you think I want Anderson’s job?” Harry asked, relishing the idea behind his eyes. 

“I saw you with those kids,” Allgood said with a grin playing over his lips, “You want the power, and to be honest with you, I want a man like that running the policing of my town. Anderson is too lenient, if you ask me.” Harry found himself nodding before he could control it.

“Go up there, destroy the source of the clouds, and then come back down a hero,” Allgood went on, “Anderson will be out of favour, we give it a few weeks, and then I make you the new sheriff.”

“Easy as that?” Harry said, smiling.

“Easy as that,” Allgood agreed. 
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Lawrence was on his way back from the Gossamer Springs plant. He’d been called that morning to make sure everything was running smoothly despite the fact no one was in work after the weekend. His employers said they were waiting on the Sheriff's go ahead to reopen and hoped it would be only another day or two.

He wasn’t far from home when he noticed Deputy Sanders waving him down from the side of the road. Lawrence pulled over, hoping he hadn’t done anything wrong. He didn’t think so but couldn’t be sure. His mind was so preoccupied at the moment it was possible he’d been going too fast.

“Hi, Officer Sanders,” Lawrence said, having rolled down his window. “Was I doing something wrong?”

“Hey, Lawrence,” Sanders said, shaking his head and smiling, “No, no nothing like that. I was hoping I might enlist you for the new search party.”

“You’re going up there again?” Lawrence was surprised by this.

“Well, we still don’t know the source of the clouds, and we need to hike up and find out.”

“Hike?”

“From the end of the old Mercy road is all.”

“I thought there were State men coming in to look into everything?” Lawrence had heard this earlier today, but then not from anyone in an official capacity. Sanders looked around and sighed like this was disappointing news.

“Listen, Lawrence, I’m going to level with you. Those State scientist guys will probably spend the next six months looking at the specimens in town before they venture up to have a look at what’s causing it. This town can't survive without a good tourist season, so we need to find the source and make sure it doesn't happen again.” 

This wasn’t the first Lawrence had heard about the town being on the financial brink, but each time he heard it, it scared him a little more.

“When are you going up there?” he asked, already knowing that despite not wanting to, he was going to say yes. The town was depending on people like him saying yes.

“In a couple of hours. We’re meeting out by the split road. It will only be five or six of us,” Sanders said. Lawrence nodded and thought a moment before answering.

“Alright, I’m going to go home and get something to eat and then I’ll meet you up there.”  He looked at his watch to make a note of the meeting time.

“Good man,” Sanders said, gripping Lawrence’s upper arm and giving it a squeeze. It felt weird and Lawrence gave a feigned smile. “Just one thing though,” Sanders said in a confidential tone.

“Yeah?”

“We don’t want the State men to get wind of this, so I’d appreciate it if you didn't mention what you're doing to anyone until we get back. Is that okay?”

“I guess so,” Lawrence replied, shrugging. He supposed it made sense, that State men would kick up a fuss if they knew what was going on.

Having already made plans to see Tammy that evening, Lawrence drove to her house first to tell her he wasn’t going to be around. He pulled up outside her house and thought about what he was going to say to her. He didn’t want to get their relationship off to a bad start by lying, but neither did he want to betray the deputy. As he was thinking about this, movement out of the corner of his eye made him turn, and he saw Tammy was out on her porch smiling his way. Lawrence smiled back and got out of the truck.

“What has you here so early?” Tammy asked, offering her cheek for a kiss as Lawrence came up the steps.  One touch of her skin on his was enough to convince him of the right path.

“I’ve got to bail on you tonight,” he said taking her hand, “Sorry.” Tammy looked at him in surprise.

“Oh? How come?” Lawrence was hoping the kiss and the fact he was holding her hand wouldn’t allow her to think he was brushing her off,

“Can we talk inside a minute?” he said.

“Is everything alright?” Tammy asked, a look of worry darkening her face.

“Yes, I’m really sorry to miss seeing you later, but I want to tell you why and I don't want anyone else to overhear it.”

“Does it have anything to do with the clouds?”

“Yes.” That was enough for her to lead him inside.

Lawrence looked around the hallway as Tammy closed the door. He’d never been here before but had thought about it often.  He was fascinated and wanted to see everything at once, but he wasn’t the only one who was eager.

“Tell me?” Tammy said, tugging at the front of his shirt, “What’s happening?” 

“Alright, but listen, you can’t tell anyone what I’m going to tell you,” he said, holding up a warning finger. She nodded, her face more excited than ever. Lawrence’s heart melted at the sight, how beautiful it made her. “You’ve heard about scientists coming down from the State Capital?”

“Yes. That’s no secret today,” Tammy answered, a glimmer of hope in her eyes that this wasn’t what he was going to tell her.

“Well, the Sheriff’s office think they will take months just looking at the clouds here in town before they go looking for the source. So they’ve asked four or five of us to hike up to Mercy to see if we can find it and put a stop to it happening again.” As he explained it her, the idea seemed to lose some of its urgency. Tammy looked down thoughtfully and bit her lower lip,

“That sounds risky,” she said. “Why do they think the scientists will take so long to go up there?”

“For their own safety, I guess,” Lawrence said, “But the point is, they don’t have any stake in the town. It’s down to us locals to make sure there isn’t another cloud float during the tourist season.”

“I don’t know,” Tammy said. She let go of his shirt and walked to the window, absently looking up at the far mountains.

“We’re going to be careful,” Lawrence said, “If we can’t handle it, we won't even try.” Tammy was shaking her head before she answered,

“No, I don’t like it at all. You saw yourself there are still lots of tiny clouds floating around up there.” Their eyes met as she spoke, and Lawrence felt warm inside at her obvious concern for him. It was almost enough for him to change his mind. Almost.

“I’m sorry, Tammy,” he said, “I gave my word and I have to go, but I don’t want you to worry.  I have the best reason in the world to make sure I come back down here in one piece,” he stepped over and took hold of her in both arms. Tammy couldn’t help but smile at this. 

“Let me fix you something to eat before you go at least?” she asked.

“That would be great,” he replied.

Not long after, they sat at the round wooden table in Tammy’s kitchen. She’d made up some salad and sandwiches with cold chicken leftovers from the fridge.  They were talking around the subject of his going, but Lawrence could tell it was never off her mind. Right now, she was looking at him intently but not saying anything.

“What is it?” he asked.

“You really care about this town, don’t you?” she asked.

“I do,” he said unashamedly, “I’d hate to think of leaving here if I didn’t have to.”

“You think it could come to that?” Tammy asked, brushing some crumbs from the table and dropping them onto her plate.

“I am worried that might be the case,” Lawrence said, copying her motions. “In the last two years, both Mercy and Centrepoint have disappeared. The only town nearby now is Emerson, and that used to be the farthest away of the three.”

“Mercy burned down in a fire, and there were fires in Centrepoint at the same time,” Tammy said. “They were so far from one another.”

“I know, but don’t you think it strange that Centrepoint is a ghost town now?”

“I’ve never been to Centrepoint,” Tammy said, “But I went through Mercy a few times on the way to Emerson and it’s certainly strange that it’s gone.” Tammy’s face showed some strain for the first time.

“I just worry that this could be the start of Gossamer Falls disappearing as well,” Lawrence said, glancing out the window. “If there’s a chance of stopping that happening, I have to give it a try.” Tammy smiled at this, and he thought he could see pride in her eyes. She leaned over and took hold of his forearm, shaking it slightly,

“What have I got myself involved in?” she smiled at him.

A little later, Lawrence met up with the hiking team.  The only other person he knew well was Chuck Dollinger, and he found he was glad to have someone familiar along for the ride. Harry Sanders was not in his police uniform, and Lawrence realised that outside of the suit he wore to Church on Sunday’s, this was the only other outfit he’d ever seen the man wear. 

“You all managed to keep quiet about what we’re doing here?” Sanders asked the assembled men. Each nodded or mumbled ‘yeah’.  

“Do you not think it would be better to wait until morning and go up there at first light?” Lawrence asked. He felt a little scared looking up at the mountains but was glad to see the looks of agreement on the faces of the others.  “It will be dark by the time we get there now.” Harry looked at him and then up to the mountains.

“I have plenty of flashlights for us,” he said, as though this was the deciding factor. “We need to push on. Time is not on our side; those men from State will be here tomorrow and they can’t get wind of what we’re doing.”

The men reluctantly piled into the front seats and bed of a pickup truck and set off on the old Mercy road.      
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It was unusual, and that was why Anderson was still thinking about it a half hour later. Deputy Sanders had finished his extra shift at noon and was now gone home, but there was something about the way he left today. He’d been talking much more than usual, and he seemed distracted. Anderson had been distracted himself at the time and didn’t really notice until the office went quiet again and he was alone. Was there something up with Harry?  Had the extra hours and the things he’d been forced to witness this week had a worse impact than the Deputy had shown?  It wouldn’t be surprising; Anderson was shaken too, and he’d been in the war in Korea.  Perhaps Anderson would check in with Harry at home when he was out in the cruiser later.

After catching up on a little paper work and making a note to himself to let local businesses, the Gossamer Springs plant in particular, know that he was going to give the nod for them to open again after speaking to the State scientists the next day, Anderson set out in the car.  He was going to do a route of the town that took in all of the cloud landing zones and would include Shaker’s Bar and the Clear View Hotel to make sure no one else had been messing around near them. There was always the chance some bright spark would say to himself, ‘those dogs are fine, so I'll just test it for myself.’ No accounting for the stupidity of some people. 

More people were out on the street than yesterday, but the edge could still be felt everywhere. Those who walked the streets did so with arms tucked in and their heads bobbed in jerking motions watching the sky all around them as they hurried about. People talked in small groups, always close to buildings, and there were those who took the car on even the shortest journeys to avoid being out in the open.  Though it was terrible to see everyone so fearful and nervous, this was what Anderson wanted for the short term. The more scared the populace was, the less likely they were to be caught unawares by a solitary floating cloud that might be missed by most. 

On Birch Street, Anderson saw Tammy Dern sitting out on her porch. He waved, but the look on her face brought back his concern about Harry earlier.  Tammy looked confused as she limply waved back, and it was enough to make him stop the car and get out.

“Hey Tammy, everything alright?” he asked, taking a few steps onto the stone path that led between the two squares of grass that made up her lawn.

“Yeah, fine,” she said, “I wasn’t expecting to see you this afternoon.” Why would she think that?

“What do you mean?” Anderson asked. Something crawled up the back of his neck, something bad was happening and he could feel it. In reflex, he turned to be sure nothing was about to strike him from the air, and his hand rubbed the back of his neck where the hairs had stood up suddenly.

“I thought you’d be gone up on the hike to Mercy with the others,” Tammy said, and now it was she who looked scared.

“Who’s gone up to Mercy?” Anderson asked slowly, his ‘protect the people’ radar zipping around furiously. This was Allgood’s doing, flashed in his mind. 

“I thought you did,” Tammy said, “Lawrence said he was meeting...” she broke off.

“Said what?” he pushed. Now Tammy’s face was turning red, the face of someone who had been backed into betraying a confidence.

“Actually, he said a few of them were meeting Deputy Sanders and going up there,” Tammy said, looking off worriedly towards the mountains. So that’s what was bugging Harry in the station earlier; he was keeping this a secret from Anderson. Now there was no doubt Allgood was behind this; Harry wouldn’t have the brains to think up something this stupid. 

“Aw shit,” Anderson said, his mind racing already to how he was going to fix this. He turned and went back to the car and leaning in the window took up the radio and called Sanders a few times. Tammy had come down onto the lawn and was looking at him. No answer came from Sanders. “He can’t be so stupid as to go up there without a radio,” Anderson mumbled to himself,

“What?” Tammy asked, and he looked at her again.

“Oh, nothing,” he said. “I’m going to have to go up there after them,” he added.  “How long are they gone?”

“Not all that long, an hour and a half maybe?”  Anderson pursed his lips as he calculated. It would be another half hour before he could set out after them and then giving the car hell on the way up and moving as fast as he could on foot he might catch them as darkness rolled in. By then it might be too late, though.  

“Thanks,” he said, getting back in the car.  Tammy came forward and put a hand on the car.

“I want to go up with you,” she said, her face and voice determined. 

“I can’t let you do that,” Anderson said, admiring her grit.  “You’ve seen those small clouds still floating around up there, and I can’t put anyone else in danger.”

“There must be something I can do,” she pleaded.  He could see how much this meant to her and he relented; help was always welcome in the end. 

“Can you come to the station and man the radio while I get Deputy Garrick to come on duty?” Anderson asked her. 

“Yeah, I can do that,” Tammy replied. “Just let me get my coat.”  She turned and ran to the house, disappeared inside a minute and then came running back out, pulling the door closed behind her. Anderson saw this and thought about telling her to go back and lock it in light of the recent thefts that had been reported, but he knew those had been just a case of opportunity while everyone else was at the town meeting.  He had an idea who the thief was, but he hadn’t gotten around to talking to him yet. Hadn’t even seen him since the clouds for that matter.

Back at the station, Anderson showed her the radio and a brief lesson on using it - it was pretty simple, and she got it quickly - while he called Alan Garrick in on yet another overtime shift.

“Goddamn asshole!” was Garrick’s summation of Harry Sanders when he knew why he had to come into work on his day off. Anderson agreed but couldn’t say that out loud.

“Sorry,” was all he did answer and then hung up.

He gathered up some things he might need, wishing he had one of those firemen masks but not thinking he had the time to go get one from Joe, as Tammy watched anxiously.

“I’ll radio as soon as I have them,” Anderson said to her. “It’s going to be a few hours though.” He added this to be sure she understood it was going to be a long afternoon and evening for her. 

“Why did I let him go?” Tammy said.

“I’m sure they all think they are doing their best for the good of the town,” Anderson said, “Allgood is an expert at making people think like that.”  Tammy nodded.

“Lawrence does think he might be saving the town, though I know he wasn’t delighted to be going up there.”  She looked close to tears as she spoke. Anderson put a hand on her shoulder.

“Lawrence is a good man,” he said. “If I had to guess, I’d say he went up there so someone else wouldn’t have to.” Now the tears did begin to fall, and Tammy put a hand on Anderson’s.

“He is a good man,” she said. Trying to force a smile.

“Don’t worry,” Anderson said, squeezing her shoulder before easing his hand away. “He’ll be down in a few hours right as rain.”
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Charles Landy was sitting at the reception desk at the Clear View Hotel when he heard the car tires on the driveway and then the engine cutting out. He looked at his watch and saw it was close to nine o’clock. The dark had fallen, the remaining guests were all in their rooms or the bar, and it was late for someone to be coming here looking for booking. Stepping out from behind the desk to see outside better, Landy saw a dishevelled-looking man get out of a beat-up old truck and make his way to the hotel. Whoever he was, this man had trouble written all over him. Landy felt his body tense, and he got back behind the desk and made sure the baseball bat he kept there was handy.  He’d never had call to use it since coming to Gossamer Falls, but he always liked to know it was there - just in case.

The door opened and the man stopped a moment, looking around, and then walked over to the desk. He looked Landy in the eye and then glanced down at the registry book,

“I'm looking for a room for a couple of nights,” he said, his voice gravelly, which was in fitting with his unshaven face and unwashed clothes. 

“Cash upfront is how we work here,” Landy said, trying to sound breezy, “That alright for you?” The man nodded and started rummaging in his pockets.

“How much?” he asked.

“Two nights?” Landy asked, and the man nodded, “Ten Dollars even,” Landy told him. Two crumpled fives plodded down on the registry book. Landy looked at them and then up at the man.  Was he drunk?

“I can’t take your booking until I make you aware of something that happened here a couple of nights ago,” Landy said.

“The clouds?” the man asked. “Those people dying?” 

“You already know?” Landy said, surprised, “And you still came here?”

“Weird shit happens all over the country all the time,” the man said. “Usually it happens once and no one ever hears about it again.”

“The clouds?” Landy wasn’t sure if this was something known in other places before.

“Not the clouds, but weird things,” the man said in an exasperated tone, “I’m sure this will be the same though,” he finished.  Landy turned the book for the man to sign.

“I hope you’re right,” he said, watching the signature. “Room seven on the first floor, has a lake view,” he said, handing over the key.  “If you need anything, I’ll be around and in the morning I have a girl who works here too.”

“You got a bar here?” the man asked.

“Just through there,” Landy pointed. “Can I get you something?”

“You the barman too?” the man grinned, seeming amused by this.

“Pretty much a one-man band off-season,” Landy replied.

“I see a few cars outside,” the man said. Landy looked down at the registry - Edwards Dobbins was his name - why didn’t he believe that? “Do you have a few guests here at the moment?”

“There are five rooms occupied right now, including yours,” Landy answered.  The bad feeling about this fella hadn’t lifted, and he wished he’d just go to his room and leave him alone for the night. Edwards Dobbins seemed to think about this a moment and then said,

“I’ll take a beer if you have one,” before walking through the door Landy had pointed out as the bar. 

Not wanting to talk to him anymore, Landy popped a draft beer in front of the man and added a bourbon chaser on the house and made excuses to leave, saying he would check back in a while to see if anyone wanted anything else.  The couple who’d been in the bar also must have gotten some sense of ‘offness’ about the new guest, and they left only moments after Edward sat up at the bar.

Landy went up the attic as he couldn’t think of anything else to busy himself with that wasn’t at the front desk. At least up here, he knew the new guest wouldn’t be able to find him. There was an old glass double door, narrow enough that only one man could get in or out that led to a square viewing platform only Landy, his wife, and Emily had ever had the pleasure of standing on. 

The night was clear, the air cooling, and the moon a few nights shy of full shone over the still waters of the lake.  The sound of the lapping water and the breeze in the trees was heaven to Landy. He closed his eyes and took in the sensation, but almost at once it soured. His eyes shot open, and he found he was scared a cloud might come out of nowhere and hit him, ending it all in a spasm of horrible agony.  Landy sighed, took one last look over the lake and mountains, and stepped back inside.  At that moment, he wondered if he would ever be comfortable in Gossamer ever again.

After giving it about twenty minutes, Landy went back down to the bar and was glad to find it deserted.  The two glasses used by Edwards Dobbins sat on the counter where he’d been sitting, both drained. Hopefully that would be enough to put him asleep up there in room seven until morning.

Landy did a circuit of the ground floor, locked up the front door and got a few things ready for the following morning. The idea of calling the Sheriff’s office about Dobbins came to him frequently, but what would he say? ‘Sheriff, I got a bad feeling about a guest. I don’t mind taking his money, but you should keep an eye out for him.’  He shook the idea away. This man hadn’t done a thing. Sure, he was a little worse for wear, but he wasn’t the first man to stay in a hotel looking that way.

At eleven o’clock, Charles Landy went to his own room for the night. He lay in bed listening to the settling of the hotel.  The noise had never worried him before, but since the clouds, he found each evening the creaks and groans took on an altogether more sinister aspect.  Each one was something bad happening, or about to happen. The addition of the drifter - for want of a better word - was only adding to the sense of unease. 

“The man didn’t have any luggage,” Landy said to the dark of his room. Had he not noticed that at the time? Dobbins could have gone out to his car to get his bags when he finished his drinks in the bar - this would be the logical explanation - but Landy felt this had not happened. He fell asleep that night telling himself,

“You should have turned him away.” 
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The hike had been nerve-racking enough when it was still light out, but when the sun went down it became terrifying. Each of the men had small cotton ball webs of cloud on their outer layers (each was wearing at least three layers) and could only thank God it didn’t cut through as it hardened. 

The five men wore scarves wrapped around their heads like Bedouin, and the yellow flashlight beams zig-zagged around in all directions at every sound and each time someone thought they saw a mini-cloud. Lawrence was worried the batteries would run out, but each of them had the sense to bring at least two flashlights each. He had a third one in his own backpack with his food. It had only been dark for an hour and already it was the longest night of his life. 

The men had exchanged jokes and stories on the earlier part of the hike, but since sunset words were becoming rarer by the minute. Only Harry hadn’t joined in the camaraderie and messing around at the start.  It was like he was on some mission from God and nothing was going to stop him finding the source of the clouds tonight and destroying it. The more Lawrence thought about this the more uncertain he became of what they were doing.  They had no idea what was causing this, and with that came the fact they didn’t know how to stop it from happening again.  

The most firmly believed of all the rumours going around was that this was the result of some mutated plant trying to reproduce through the wind.  If that was the case, it mightn’t be too much trouble killing a plant, but if that wasn’t the case...  

“How much farther, you think?” Chuck Dollinger asked to no one in particular.  Though he spent most of his working day on his feet, as a janitor at the Gossamer Spring factory, Chuck wasn’t as fit as you might expect.  His movements at work were slow and steady, and he did as much as possible to stop the work becoming like exercise.  If he broke a sweat there, something was wrong.

“Mercy is still another two miles,” Harry said, “But we don’t know the stuff is coming from there at all.  We might find we have to go even further once we are up there.”  This idea led to a collective groan, but Harry ignored it. He was going to be Sheriff soon and then he would give all these assholes something to whine about.

“Can we take a break then?” Dollinger asked, “Five minutes?” He sounded out of breath. Harry stopped and looked around at the men and nodded.

“Alright,” he said, “Five minutes and then we’re back on our way.”  He walked off a few steps then and looked out over the moonlit mountainside. They were inside the area of the mountain forest that had burned to the ground and it was strange indeed. The husks of the buried trees lay on top of one another like skeletal log yards. The effect was barren open areas surrounded by piles of ashen wood higher than the tallest of the men. It made for hard going as there were no tracks for them to follow. Using an old map, Harry had been doing his best to plot a route right along where the old road had gone, but there was no trace of the road now and it was hard to tell if they were still on track. ‘So long as we are still going uphill, we’re doing fine’ he told himself. 

The rest of the men were leaning over with hands on their knees to catch their breath or else stretching out their backs.  Chuck Dollinger wanted to lie down and sleep for a while, but he knew that wasn’t on the cards.  A sit-down wouldn’t hurt though.

“I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” Lawrence said, seeing him starting to hunker down, “It will be hard to get back up.”

“It’s always hard to get back up,” Chuck smiled at him and let himself drop the last few inches to the ground. 

“Don’t worry, he gets a lot of practice sleeping in the supply closet at work,” Eustace Farmer, a guy Lawrence knew a little from the factory, laughed. Chuck only smiled at this; Lawrence had never seen Chuck get annoyed at anything anyone had ever said to him.

“You’ll probably sleep for a week after this is over!” Lawrence smiled. Everyone laughed save Harry. Lawrence glanced his way and saw he was bending over looking at something. Lawrence couldn't see what it was, but he was sure Harry would tell them about it if it was interesting. 

The sudden cease of movement made Lawrence very aware of how full his bladder was and the need to pee came over him like a sudden pain. He hobbled over to the large rock and stood to the side of it.  All the extra clothing was making the process all the more difficult and by the time he freed himself it was with only a second to spare. 

“I think I’d rather stay down here on the ground than continue on with you fellas,” Chuck said from his spot on the ground, “Why don’t you guys go ahead and wake me up on your way back down.”

“How about that, Harry?” Eustace said. From where he stood, Lawrence saw Harry turn back to the group and there was a strange look on his face.

“What’s that?” he asked, but his voice was different too, not in a way you could put your finger on, but definitely different.

“Chuck wants to stay on the ground until we get back,” Eustace said, smiling. Harry looked down at Chuck and it all happened in an instant. 

Harry shrugged and said, 

“Alright,” and suddenly his gun was in hand levelled at Chuck.  There wasn’t even a moment for everyone to feel uneasy before the gun went off, and Chuck’s head exploded all over the ground and brains and skull splashed all over everyone’s feet. In one movement, the gun then aimed and fired into the stunned face of Eustace, and his head too exploded everywhere before his body dropped to its knees and keeled over.

Lawrence was gone and never saw this last part happen. He heard more shots and screaming, but this was all behind him. His heart pounded and tears filled his eyes as he ran. What the hell had just happened? His brain had yet to make full sense of it, but he knew he was in great danger. The crashing thunder of his heartbeat filled his ears, and he had no idea if Harry was coming after him or not. His legs kept pumping like they had a mind of their own, and Lawrence was only glad he’d not seized up in shock and been shot back there.

On and on he went, down the mountainside. Though his lungs and thighs ached from the effort, Lawrence wouldn't allow himself to stop moving.  As far as he knew there had only been a brief flurried couple of seconds of gunfire and nothing after that, but his senses were so warped by what he’d seen and the strain he was putting on his body that he simply couldn’t be sure. 

The slope under his feet suddenly became much sharper and he slipped, first one foot and then the other as he tried to balance, and he went crashing down into a fast-steady roll before coming hard into contact with a downed tree trunk. 

The impact knocked the breath out of Lawrence and his back ached from it.  For a few moments all he could do was lie there writhing in pain.  Everything seemed silent then and he listened. How long had he been running for?  How far down had he come? It felt like a long time and a long way.

Vomit rose in his throat suddenly as he heard footsteps shuffling around nearby - he had been followed closely all along!  Struggling to regain his breath, Lawrence did his best to get up, but the pain in his back was still too severe for him to move. The idea that he had broken his spine came to him and it seemed possible, but then he found his knees in the dirt and was able to start rising slowly.  Just as he got to his feet, Sheriff Schall came rushing out of some logs and stopped nearby, looking at Lawrence warily.

“Sheriff!” Lawrence said, almost falling towards the man in his happiness to see him, “Deputy Sanders has gone...” Something was terribly off about Anderson too.  Tears filled his eyes and Lawrence saw with sickened dread that he held his gun in his hand as Harry had. What the hell was going on?  Anderson looked down at his gun as though Lawrence's gaze had reminded him it was there. He looked back to Lawrence and raised it and for the first time in life Lawrence Karrier looked down the barrel of a loaded gun. This was the end. Tears flowed at what might have been as mixed ideas and images came to his mind.

Anderson’s hand was trembling, and tears were flowing freely from his eyes too, and the moment seemed endless.  Then the barrel was slowly moving away from Lawrence and he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  Had he thought about it, he would have run off as soon as the gun no longer pointed at him, but something made him stay rigid to the spot and he looked on helpless as Anderson pointed the gun at his own head. Lawrence knew what was going to happen, knew there was no way to stop it.  He saw the tears of utter anguish in Anderson’s eyes before the Sheriff said, 

“Mind Spiders!” and pulled the trigger.

Lawrence closed his eyes as the spray of blood came over his face like a wave of heavy rain.  When he opened them, Sheriff Schall’s body lay on the ground and blood soaked everywhere. 

Panic gripped Lawrence at once, and he was terrified this gunshot would bring Harry down after him.  He bent over and took the fallen gun into his hands and started away. The thought came very clearly then that he had no way of getting back to town except on foot, and that would take him a full day at the very least. He went back to Anderson, and though he loathed the idea, he went through his pockets until he found the keys to the cruiser.  Now all he had to do was find it!  Just before standing up, Lawrence was aware of something white moving from what was left of Anderson’s nose. He only glanced at this as he left, but he felt sure it was tiny white spiders marching out like ants in formation. But that couldn't be.

Moving as fast as he could with his now hurt body, Lawrence made for the police cruiser and Gossamer Falls with the idea of getting everyone the hell out of there, but especially Tammy.  He needed to make sure she was safe above all else.
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Tammy’s evening in the police station had been so far fairly uneventful. There had been a couple of calls about kids messing about, and she radioed them on to Deputy Garrick as he drove around town keeping an eye on things.  Her mind wandered to the idea of working for the Sheriff’s Department full time, but her worry about Lawrence didn’t let the fantasy go too far. 

Now approaching midnight, it was something else that gravely worried her.

Sheriff Schall had radioed from the car to say that he was now proceeding on foot to follow Sanders and the others. He said he had a transportable radio with him, and he would be in contact every half hour or so. He had checked in twice and now it was close to an hour since that last call. She’d held off worrying Garrick about this, but now she felt it was time.

“Deputy Garrick, come in, over,” she said, somewhat used to the way of radio talk now but still finding it frustrating.

“Garrick here, what’s up, over,” the Deputy crackled back after a few seconds.

“It’s Tammy,” she said and then wondered why she’d said that - who else would it be! “I just wanted to let you know it’s been an hour since the Sheriff called in. Over.”  The silence was longer this time,

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Garrick’s assured tone came back, then, “Let’s give him a little more time before we start worrying unnecessarily. Over.”  Tammy sat in the silence of the station. She didn’t like the sound of this, but what did she expect?  Garrick couldn’t run off after them too at this time of night. He was the policeman after all; he was used to things she’d consider out of the ordinary. It was probably best to go along with him.  But then, Deputy Sanders was a policeman too and he’d made a mistake...  

“Okay, over,” she answered Garrick.

“I’ll swing by soon for some coffee, over and out,” Garrick’s voice came back, and it seemed crisper than at any point this evening. 

Tammy gave it two full minutes after talking to Garrick to start trying to raise Sheriff Schall again.  Over and over she called and listened to the static response, a noise that had always reminded her of snow for some reason. This made her think of the snowstorms that had engulfed the mountains at the time Mercy disappeared and this scared her more than ever. What if Lawrence disappeared? And everyone else? 

‘I should have gone with him,’ Tammy thought. They should have stuck together during all this chaos. 

The door opened and it seemed like the power of thunder in the silence. Tammy jumped as Garrick came in.

“What is it?” he asked, looking oddly at her.

“Sorry, I didn’t hear your car pull up. The noise of the door frightened me.” Tammy had almost said over at the end of the sentence and just managed to stop herself. That would have been embarrassing.

“It can be scary sitting here in the night all alone,” Garrick smiled at her as he walked over to the coffee pot.  “You want one?” he asked, holding it up.

“Why not,” she answered, getting up to go over to him. 

They sat at a table that served as a break area by the pot and a small refrigerator. The minutes seemed to Tammy to be passing by excruciatingly slow. Garrick filled these minutes with some small talk about what he’d encountered out in the night, but Tammy could feel his growing anxiousness and noticed his eyes glance towards the radio more and more frequently. At last he got up and went to it.

“Sheriff Schall, this is Garrick, come in, over,” he said, standing here looking back to Tammy hopefully.  Tammy leaned forward expectantly, but only the hiss and crackle of snow came over the airwaves.  Garrick tried again and the result was the same. 

“Deputy Sanders, this is Garrick at the station, do you read, over,” Garrick tried.  Tammy knew Sanders didn’t have a radio as she’d heard Anderson complain about it before he set off. She was sure Garrick knew this too and she didn’t correct him.  He was clutching at straws, and that was the worst sign yet.

“Goddamn it, where is everyone!” he said, slamming the radio receiver down harshly. Tammy winced, afraid he’d broken it, but Garrick didn’t seem worried about it.

“What are we going to do?” she asked him.  For a moment he just looked at her and said nothing.  Then he rubbed his temples with the spread fingers of one hand and sighed.

“I don’t know yet,” he admitted. “We can’t do anything until morning. Why don’t you go home and try get some sleep,” he suggested. Tammy shook her head; there was no denying she was exhausted, but she knew going home and lying in bed only to stare at the ceiling wasn’t going to do her or anyone else any good.

“I won’t be able to sleep,” she said. “Should we call the mayor?” she thought out loud.  Garrick looked at his watch.

“It wouldn’t be worth my job to call him at this hour without an emergency,” he said.

“Isn’t this an emergency?” Tammy asked, shocked.

“No, Tammy, this is very far from an emergency.  At the moment we know there is a group of men up in the mountains with no radio, and that the Sheriff went up after them and hasn't checked in for a while.”

“A while! It’s been an hour and a half now; he should have checked in three times by now,” Tammy complained.

“His radio might be down, or maybe he has them in his sights and he’s trying to catch up.  There could be no reception where he is now; there’s a thousand reasons to explain his not checking in for a bit,” Garrick seemed flustered as he said this, and Tammy wondered if he was trying to convince her or himself.

“Something’s not right!” Tammy said. “I can feel it and so can you!”  Her hot eyes challenged him, and Garrick stared back with black anger of his own. He was about to say something when the sound of a car engine floated on the air.  Tammy heard it too, and it was too late for any regular driver to be out.  They moved to the window and looked out, and to the relief of both they saw the Sheriff’s cruiser coming down the street towards them.  Only, perhaps it was going a little too fast.
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Clinton Scarrow knew the owner of the Clear View Hotel didn’t believe his name was Edwards Dobbins. What did he care though, he obviously didn’t know who Scarrow really was, or what he was about to become. He watched the couple leaving the bar to go back to their room as Landy poured him a drink. The wife had been nervous, and the husband looked like he planned to take advantage of that. 

Once Landy had left on his false errands, Scarrow downed both drinks and took a walk around the ground floor of the hotel, making note of the rooms and entrances and looking out the windows to get a better lay of the land outside.  When done with this, he did the same on the first and second floors, though there was little to see save hotel room doors with a window looking out over the grounds at either end. He hadn’t seen Landy, but there were steep stairs up to an attic room and the door was ajar, and someone (he assumed Landy) was moving around up there. Scarrow wondered where the owner’s room was.  He guessed it would be on the ground floor away from the rest of the guests, but there was no way to be sure.

Now, in room seven - a lucky number wasn’t it - Clinton Scarrow sat on the dull mattress and waited for the full depth of night. He felt the new power surge inside his head and it felt good. His car outside had not been cleaned since taking Danny out of the world last night.  He’d hoped Danny might join him, but he saw the fear in his old friend’s eyes and that was what had done for him.  No room for cowards on Scarrow’s team. It looked like he was going to have to go it alone; if he could truly call himself alone now. 

When the time felt right and no sound stirred anywhere in the hotel for a long time, Scarrow got up and made his way silently down the hall.

Had he looked at his watch, Scarrow would have seen it was just coming up to three-thirty in the morning, but time was of no interest to him now. His focus was solely on the couple from the bar earlier. It shouldn’t be too hard to find them. 

The sighing of the night-time building was pleasing to Scarrow as he made his way down to the front desk. He treaded carefully to avoid loudly creaking floorboards that might give him away, but he didn’t think he had to be completely silent.  This was the middle of the deep sleep time of night when it took most to wake people. Scarrow had seen this hour many times before.

At the front desk, Scarrow was surprised to find the wall-mounted metal box that held the room keys was locked. It hadn’t been earlier in the evening when he was on his walkabout. Had he taken the key then, though, it would most likely have been noticed missing when the box was locked. 

Looking down at the desk, Scarrow turned the registry book around to face him and opened it. He scanned the names and found the couple - the only couple staying here tonight as it happened - and noted the room number. Then closing the book, he replaced it as it was. 

His attention turned back to the metal key box and he stepped behind the desk to feel it. His mind searched for a way to get into the room of the couple without the key, but there was no way that wouldn’t run the risk of waking others up at the same time, especially in an old wooden building like this one. He needed the key.

Scarrow carried out a quick search of the desk and drawers underneath for the key to the box but came up empty. He could probably tear the thing open with his hands, but the noise that would make would surely raise the alarm. On the desk he noticed a letter opener and took it up, turning it over a few times. This might just work.

Scarrow spent the next couple of minutes first trying to use the letter opener as a replacement key and then changing tactics to try use it to get between the metal and lift the latch inside.  This was the process that proved to be the more successful, and there was a hollow ping as the latch lifted inside and the door of the box fell open.  A large grin played on his lips as he took the spare room key into his grasp.

Very soon after, Scarrow was standing at the door of the couples’ room.  He listened and the sound of sleeping filled his ears. He slid the key into the lock so slowly he never even heard anything himself. After waiting a full minute with his ears cocked for any sound from within, he turned the key as slowly as he could. There was a click as it unlocked, and in the silence of the night it sounded to Scarrow like a thunderclap. He caught his breath and waited, listening for the tell-tale noises of waking or someone coming from one of the other rooms to see what the noise had been. 

But nothing happened.  He waited a long time before opening the door and stepping inside. Standing there a moment he looked on the couple sleeping soundly in the bed only feet away. Something tried to rise in his mind, like something he’d heard from long ago, and though he didn’t know what it was, in that moment he didn’t want to go through with killing these people. 

‘Leave. Run.’ the ideas came to him, but he couldn’t understand them. Then a new thought came that turned the tide. Scarrow looked on the couple again, and now instead of seeing the people who actually lay there before him, he saw Lawrence Karrier and Tammy Dern.  His teeth clenched, and he took the long knife he had tucked into his belt in one hand while he closed the door softly with the other.

Standing over the bed, he looked from one to the other in increasing fury, trying to make up his mind as to which one would go first.

Karrier he thought, and the knife lifted high into the air.
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Lawrence was frantic as he rushed through the trees. His back ached and his body was clammy with sweat. His stomach felt empty, like it was sticking to his spine and yet he felt the need to vomit every few minutes. Nothing would come when he tried though, and it just made him sweat more and drain more of the precious energy he needed to escape.

He stopped to catch his breath, leaning against a tree. He felt a little safer now that he was no longer in the barren area where the Mercy fire had once raged. The forest felt cool and offered more hiding places.  But then, that went for anyone who might be coming after him as well.

Lawrence listened to the air.  He had no idea if he was being followed or not and that was probably the worst of it. He really wanted to take the hot scarf from his head, but he couldn’t take the chance in this darkness that one of the mini clouds might connect with his face or head. He’d lost his flashlight in the fall and hadn’t thought to take one from Sheriff Schall. That was probably for the best too, he decided; a light would give any pursuer a direct line on where he was at any given time on the mountainside. He started walking again, confusion reigning in his mind.

In his panic he’d lost any sense of his bearings and he had no idea if he was anywhere near the road. He could have already passed the police cruiser without ever seeing it by now. He knew he was going downhill but in what direction he was not sure. Peering through the trees he hoped for a glimpse of lights that would show him where Gossamer Falls was, hell, even a brief look at the lake would be enough! 

Something glinted through the treeline and Lawrence stopped dead. His mind went straight to the idea of it being a gun he’d seen.  Harry Sander’s gun that had killed everyone earlier. With shaking hands, Lawrence looked at Sheriff Schall’s gun to make sure it was ready to fire. He hadn’t had too much experience with guns before, but he felt he would be able to shoot this one if he had to. He was pressed hard against a tree trunk, and he looked around where the glint had come from. This time he didn’t see anything, and on listening for well over a minute, he didn’t hear anything either. Perhaps it had been in his mind. Mind Spiders - the term Anderson had used, what did it mean? Lawrence shook his head; he didn’t have the time or headspace to be thinking about this right now.

With his back glued to the tree, he moved around slowly until he was close to the spot he’d been when he saw the glint. It was still there. What were the chances Harry would still be standing in the exact same spot a couple of minutes later?  Slim, he’d guess. But there was something there and he had to hope it was something that could help him. 

Moving slowly from tree trunk to tree trunk for cover, Lawrence drew closer to the source of the light and was thrilled beyond measure when he saw it was the wing mirror of the police cruiser parked on the side of the road that had caught his eye. 

In his delight, Lawrence almost started running to the car, but after taking on a couple of steps he stopped. He couldn’t see the full car yet and he had no idea if anyone else had come across it as well as him. It was possible Harry had come this way and was laying in wait for him. The feeling of nausea passed over again and tears came to his eyes.

Why was all of this so frustrating! Paranoia was eating into him and he stepped from one foot to the other like a child who needed to go to the bathroom. Each moment wavering from going to the car to leaving it be and walking all the way to town in case Harry was watching the cruiser. 

Drawing in a deep breath, Lawrence rubbed his eyes with the back of one sleeve and forced himself to think of Tammy.  Each moment he was on this mountain she was in danger.  From what exactly he didn’t know, but he could feel it. They had to get away from here, far away.  Whatever had happened up in Mercy could be starting to happen in Gossamer Falls right now. 

Tammy, or more accurately his fear for her, gave him the courage he needed to go to the car.  Above all else he had to have the car to get back to her quickly, He crept through the trees until he was almost right up on the car and there was no sign of anything or anyone around. Gripping the gun tightly, he stepped out into the open. 

Everything was as it should be, and he opened the driver’s side door and slipped in. Once inside he felt vulnerable and he rushed to get the key into the ignition and the engine started. As soon as it kicked into life, he put it in gear and turned fast in the road and sped off towards town.

The relief of getting away caused a new flood of emotions, and he for the first time realised how close to being killed he’d been. Four or five men he knew had met their end up there tonight in the most shocking thing Lawrence had ever heard of, let alone seen.  He cried hard and it was hard to keep control of the car at times, but he was doing okay he guessed, and it wouldn’t be long before he was back in town.

When the police radio in the car crackled into life it scared the hell out of Lawrence, and he swerved all over the road and came the closest he had to losing grip on the surface. He’d thought someone had just spoken to him from the back seat and he was about to be shot in the head. 

“Deputy Sanders, this is Garrick at the station, do you read, over,” a voice he didn’t recognise came over the radio again - he’d missed what was said the first time in his fear and panic. He looked at the radio, but he couldn’t tell how to answer it. The town was coming up ahead, though, so there was no need to try.  He could answer in person once he got there.  He pressed harder on the accelerator and entered town at speed.

Lawrence had to brake hard to come to a stop outside the Sheriff’s Office and once the car stopped, he wondered why he’d come here when he knew Anderson was dead and Harry was up in the mountains. He saw lights, however, and the shape of two people looking out the window at him. Though he couldn’t see who they were, he recognised one of them by the shape and that was enough for him. He jumped out of the car and ran towards the building. 

“Lawrence!” the joyous voice of Tammy called as she burst out of the Sheriff’s Office followed right on her heels by a Deputy whose name Lawrence couldn’t recall at that moment. He was overjoyed to see Tammy and, though she was hard to make out though his own tears, he was still able to see the change in her face as she stopped suddenly, and the policeman pulled his gun and pointed it at him.

“Put down the gun!” the Deputy shouted, and Lawrence looked down to see that he was indeed still holding Sheriff Schall’s gun. 

“What happened?” Tammy asked fearfully, tears welling in her eyes. 

“We need to get out of here!” he said to her rapidly, “It’s not safe!”

“Put down the gun!” the Deputy shouted again, and Lawrence felt fear growing in the man and knew he was ready to fire at Lawrence if he didn’t comply.  He let go of the gun and let it fall to the ground with a clatter.  He guessed afterwards he was lucky it hadn’t gone off - it had been a very careless move on is part.

“What have you done?” Tammy asked, crying, and the question made no sense at all to Lawrence as he stood there, his mind blank with exhaustion and his body unwilling to stop the Deputy putting his hands behind his back and handcuffing him. He couldn’t make sense of any of this in the least.
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Deputy Garrick came back into the office, his face white and his hand trembling.  Tammy had not stopped crying since Lawrence had arrived, and now Garrick had put him in a cell to calm down in the hope of getting some sense out of him. Tammy was striving for sense too. 

Lawrence had arrived with his clothes caked in blood and dirt, driving the sheriff’s car and carrying the sheriff’s gun. It didn’t look good, and when Garrick had asked him where Sheriff Schall was, Lawrence had replied simply that he was dead.  “Everyone was dead.” he’d added, and it was the scariest thing she’d ever heard.

“He’s running a fever back there,” Garrick said, “He claims Deputy Sanders went crazy and started killing everyone.” Tammy looked at him and at once her hopes returned. That had to be the truth! “Don’t put too much faith in what he’s telling us just yet,” Garrick warned, “He could be telling us what he imagined right now, and he wouldn’t know the difference.”  Tammy nodded, but she didn’t want to hear this; she knew he had to be innocent and what he was saying must be the truth, fever or no fever.

“What are you going to do now?” she asked as Garrick took up the phone.

“I’m calling the mayor.  If this doesn’t count as an emergency, nothing does!” Grim determination was coming over Garrick’s face as he began to get over his shock.

Twenty minutes later, Mayor Allgood came into the station.  He was dressed in a suit and clean shaven with his hair styled and looking the same as ever. Tammy had to wonder at his taking the time to do all this rather than coming down the moment he heard what had happened.

“What do we know?” Allgood said, standing in the centre of the room with his hands on his hip like someone about to do some serious work.

“Not much, Lawrence Karrier is in a cell out back.  He’s covered in blood, was driving the Sheriff’s car and had the Sheriff’s gun in his hand too.”

“Do we know for sure Anderson is dead?” Allgood asked Garrick, and Tammy exchanged a glance before the Deputy answered.

“Not for sure, but it looks like it.”

“Where did this happen?” Allgood asked, exasperated.

“Up in the mountains,” Garrick replied.

“What were they doing up there?” Allgood asked, looking surprised. Tammy couldn’t take this.

“Lawrence was up there because you sent a team up with Harry Sanders to look for the source of the clouds!” she shouted, standing up. “Sheriff Schall found out and went up there to try stop them from doing something so stupid!”

“What are you talking about, Miss?” Allgood said with indignation. “Are you a member of the police force here?” he asked her, and then looking to Garrick said, “Should she even be in here?”

“Sheriff Schall put her to work on the phones and the radio this evening, and right now I need her here if I’m the only officer of the law left in Gossamer Falls,” Garrick replied. Allgood didn’t look best pleased with this answer, but he didn’t have anything to say back to it.

“Where is Karrier?  Can we talk to him and try get to the bottom of this mess?” he said, waving his hands frazzled.

“He’s back here,” Garrick said leading the way, “But he’s not very coherent. I think we might need to get the Doc over here to have a look at him.”

“Let’s just see what we can get out of him before we go calling the Doc at this hour of the morning,” Allgood said as they went through to the cells. Tammy wasn’t invited but she snuck up beside them and stopped the door from closing fully; she wanted to hear what was going on back there.

“Mr Karrier,” Mayor Allgood said in an authoritative but friendly tone, “Tell me what’s happened?”

“Deputy Sanders killed Chuck and I ran... there were gunshots... I fell off the mountain... Sheriff Schall was crying... mind spiders... killed himself... town is in danger... Tammy in danger!” This last part he shouted, and Tammy felt her heart flutter in her sorrow. He sounded insane.

“Is Deputy Sanders still alive?” Allgood asked as though Lawrence mightn’t understand English. 

“Shooting everyone,” came the reply, but it sounded so weak to Tammy, and she wished she could go to Lawrence and see him.

“He needs the doctor,” Garrick said, “I’m going to get Tammy to call him.”  Tammy started to move away from the door so she wouldn’t be caught eavesdropping, but Allgood said,

“He’s probably best left alone in there.  He looks to have lost his mind and might be dangerous. I don’t want the doctor getting killed on top of everything else.”

“No, we need the doctor,” Garrick insisted, and Tammy was proud of him. “He could be two days coming out a fever on his own, and we need to know what happened much sooner than that.”

“Why don’t you go up and find Anderson,” Allgood said, “That will show you what happened.”

“And what if Karrier’s telling the truth and Deputy Sanders is up there gone crazy?” Garrick countered.

“You think it’s possible the man covered in what must be Sheriff Schall’s blood, driving Sheriff Schall's car and holding his gun could be telling the truth!” Allgood sounded incredulous.

“I don’t believe anything until I have proof,” Garrick said, “and so far, I have none of that!”

“Well, get some!” Allgood roared. Tammy could hear him pacing then, but neither man (nor Lawrence) was saying anything. “We can’t let any word of this to get out until we know what’s happening,” Allgood said, regaining his composure. “We don’t want a new panic.”

“We can agree on that,” Garrick said quietly. “Tammy can man the phone here while I go up there and see what’s going on. You got anyone who can come with me?  Someone to stay on radio contact from the car?”  

“I’ll send my assistant with you,” Allgood said. “He can be trusted to keep his mouth shut.”

“Go get him up. It will be daylight soon and the faster we get up there the better,” Garrick said tersely.
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It was a chilly morning as Emily Sounding made her way to work at the Clear View Hotel. A mist hung over the lake and penetrated the roads she cycled from town, and it gave the quiet route an eerie feeling, especially after the cloud events a few days ago. She felt nervous cycling in this mist, thinking it would be hard to spot one of those clouds coming at her until it was too late. The scary idea that the mist could be one huge deadly cloud had also held her mind before she came into it. Had it been crazy to risk it, or did she just know it was mist the same as many mornings in the past?  Either way, she wasn’t sad when she finally got to the hotel.

“I wasn't sure you’d come into that mist,” Landy smiled, greeting her at the steps. 

“I nearly turned back,” she said and realised how true this was.  “Are you alright, Mr Landy?” she asked, noticing an edge to her boss, though in what way she felt this she couldn't say.

“Yes, yes,” he said, “Bad night’s sleep.”  Then leaning in whispering he said, “Listen, we had a new guest come in last night. Don’t go near room seven without me this morning, alright?”  He was afraid of this man; it was fear she’d felt from him. 

“Who is he?” she whispered as they got to the front desk. Landy didn’t answer but instead tapped on the registry book. Emily looked down and read the name. It didn’t mean anything to her. “What does he look like?” she asked.

“Like he doesn’t belong here,” Landy said ominously. Emily had never seen him react to a guest like this before and it was a little unnerving. She found herself wishing the man would appear right now just so she could see him and get that part out of the way.  She was sure she would imagine something a lot worse than he was if left to her imagination. 

“People will probably be nervous about that mist this morning,” Landy said. “So I think breakfast might go on longer than usual as they want to hang around indoors.”  He’d been right on this and as a result, Emily only started making up the beds after almost two hours in the hotel. 

The mysterious Edward Dobbins hadn’t shown for breakfast, and so far, neither had the Hendersons in room twelve on the second floor. Though they had only been here a week, it was unusual for them to be so late leaving their room.  Emily decided she would check in on them when she was done with the other rooms.  Room seven could wait until she knew that man wasn’t in there.

Landy’s fear had gotten to Emily. At first, she moved about the rooms tidying and making up beds as usual, the door wide open so any returning guest would know she was in there and wouldn’t be startled when they opened the door. Soon, though, she was scared for no good reason, and she closed the doors and locked herself in each room as she went, making sure no one was going to be able to sneak in behind her. No one being Edwards Dobbins - whom she hadn’t even seen yet! Funny how other people’s fears can get under your skin, she thought.

Most of the guests were on the second floor as it had the best views of the lake and mountains. Emily had intended to leave the Hendersons alone until she finished all the rooms up there, but then she thought she better let them know Landy might be closing the kitchen soon and they wouldn't get a decent breakfast.

She knocked on the door of room twelve before she noticed it was slightly ajar. Perhaps they’d already gone down and she missed them while in one of the other rooms. 

“Mr and Mrs Henderson?” she called, “I just wanted to let you know that breakfast will be over soon.”  There was no answer.  When she’d knocked, the door had opened a little more and she could see a strip of carpet and the window inside.  The curtains were still drawn; they didn’t usually leave the room without opening them. No noise came from within the room. Emily waited a moment, fear creeping over her again for no good reason she could discern - damn you Landy! Getting me all worked up at a time like this! 

“Mr and Mrs Henderson, you there?” she asked nudging the door open some more. “Hello?” 

The smell that suddenly assailed her nostrils made her sick to her stomach.  She put a hand to her mouth and nose and screwed up her face against it. She didn’t quite know what it was, but it was somehow familiar, and though her head was screaming for her to turn away, not to look through the door, she was already taking the first fatal step inside. 

The scene that greeted her was the most gruesome sight she’d ever seen. On the bed were what must have been the Hendersons, but they were so covered in blood and gore it was hard to tell. Emily screamed in terror, a long, sustaining scream that pierced even her own ears.  The bedclothes were to the side of the bed, and they and the carpet too were drenched in blood. 

Emily was aware of her name being called out and the sound of many feet on stairs.

“Don’t come in here,” she said weakly, staggering back out of the room.  Her eyes becoming tunnelled and her hearing was fading. Vomit burned her throat and she thought about getting to a toilet bowl, but she didn’t have any idea where she might find one just then.

“Emily!” Landy’s voice called, much closer now, though still sounding like it was underwater. She tried to turn her head to look, but then everything went dark and the air was gone and her eyes closed and she felt herself falling.      
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Light had long broken as Garrick paced the Sheriff's Office waiting.  His car was ready to go, and he’d eaten a little bread and had some more coffee while waiting for Derek Gough, the mayor’s assistant, to show up.  Allgood had roused him from his bed and told him to prepare for a mountain hike and come down to the station.  That had been an hour ago now and when Garrick complained, Allgood told him to be patient, it was a trying time for everyone.  Tammy looked on, exhausted, feeling very low, and wishing she was somewhere else.  Garrick looked at his watch impatiently.

“Those phones are going to start ringing soon,” he said to Allgood, “and we’ll be stuck here a while.”

“Ms Dern here can handle it I’m sure,” Allgood said, smiling at Dern as though to instill his confidence in her.

“Ms Dern is not a member of the police department,” Garrick said, “Anyone who calls here can ask to speak to a law enforcement officer and she can’t do anything about it.” 

“No one else will know she doesn’t work here,” Allgood said, “They’ll just assume she does when she answers the phone.”

“I don’t want to be lying to anyone,” Tammy piped up and both men looked at her. 

“We’re not asking you to lie,” Allgood said, his best politician patter.

“Yes, we are,” Garrick said. “When a citizen of this town calls the Sheriff's Office, they are entitled to be answered by a member of the police.”

“Well why don’t you just make her a member of the police then?” Allgood said angrily and throwing his hands in the air.  Garrick looked for a moment like he was going to snap something back but held his lip and answered calmly,

“I don’t have that authority.”  This brought a smile to Allgood’s face, and he looked to Tammy and then to Garrick like he had great news for them both. Tammy and Garrick exchanged a nervous glance. 

“Deputy Garrick, as all other members of the Gossamer Fall’s Law Enforcement are unaccounted for, I am using my power as Mayor to appoint you as Sheriff effective immediately!” His grin was growing by the second. “Now, as Sheriff you have the power to hire staff, and I think Ms Dern here would be perfect for the job!”

“I already have a job!” Tammy cried out. 

Garrick looked shocked but at the same time determined.

“I’m going to need some deputies,” he said.

“I’ll get you some men this morning who would be perfect for the role,” Allgood smiled back at him. 

The phone rang, a shrill interruption to the fast confusion in the Sheriff’s Office. Tammy hesitated a moment and then decided to answer it.  Whoever was at the other end could not be blamed for what she was going through right now.

“Hello, Sheriff’s Office,” she said. Allgood smiled and nodded to her,

“See, she’s a natural,” he said to Garrick. Garrick wasn’t listening to Allgood; he was more concerned with what was going on over the phone. Something else very bad had happened. He could hear the excited tone down the line and saw Tammy’s face white over and her eyes widen. He waited for her to say something back.

“OK, sit tight, the Sheriff will be with you in a few minutes!” Tammy said and hung up the phone.

“What is it?” Garrick asked.

“A couple staying at the hotel were murdered last night. Emily Sounding found the bodies when she went in to make up the room.” Tammy burst into tears as she relayed this, and Allgood’s good cheer suddenly washed away.

“Holy shit,” he said quietly looking at the phone on the table. “What the hell is going on around here?”

“I better get over there,” Garrick said, heading for the door, “When that lazy asshole assistant of yours gets here, tell him to wait till I get back. We might have to come up with a new plan in light of this.”

“This is bad,” Allgood was saying, not seeming to hear Garrick at all.  The mayor paced the floor thinking, “Those State men will be here this morning too, and we don’t need this going on at the same time!” 

“I don’t give a damn about those scientists,” Garrick said, “You’ll have to deal with them yourself today. I’m going to be swamped going over to the hotel and then trying to find out what the hell happened with the Sheriff and Deputy Sanders.”

“Yes, yes,” Allgood said, “I’ll deal with them. You go do what you need to do.” He seemed completely distracted, and Garrick rolled his eyes and looked to Tammy.

“Are you alright to stay here a while or do you need to go home?” She was glad to be asked and had Lawrence not been in the cell down the hall, she might have opted to go home to bed for a few hours.

“I’ll keep the coffee pot filled and the phone lines running,” she smiled.

“Thanks, I really appreciate it. I’m sorry you got wrapped up in all this, but I’m sure we’ll get it sorted and you’ll be free again soon.”  Garrick’s face was sincere, and Tammy appreciated his thanks.

“You better get going up to the hotel,” she said. “They must be really scared up there by now.”

“They’re not the only ones,” the new Sheriff said, taking up his hat, nodding goodbye and stepping outside.  

Tammy had only turned back to the table when the door opened again and she turned to see the top half of Garrick’s body leaning in,

“I don’t suppose I have to tell you not to let Lawrence out of his cell or to let anyone else in there?” he asked. She smiled and waved him away.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got this.” 

There was one exception to this in Tammy’s mind and that was Doctor Hanrahan. She was going to call him as soon as Allgood was gone, which she didn’t think would be too long now that Garrick had left. 
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Maggie Glymer had heard about the failed water test down by the lake and also of the men from the state capital due to come down.  What she wasn’t sure about was when they were due to arrive and, more importantly, what would happen if these scientists didn’t know what the clouds were or where they came from?  These were questions that needed answering, and no amount of sitting at Diane Gaughren’s kitchen table and talking about it was going to answer them.  Sheriff Schall was the one doing all the work about town, so Maggie decided it was Mayor Allgood who should be answering her questions.  With this in mind, she set out early that morning for the mayor’s office, determined to find out if there was a possibility she would have to leave her home in the near future. 

It wasn’t too long a walk but still it was invigorating to be out and about. Her fears of being struck by one of the clouds had been overcome by her cabin fever at home.  Since the night of the clouds drifting in, Maggie had either been at home, or else in Diane’s house.  It was good to see that the rest of the town was still standing. People were about - not in great numbers - and each of them kept a wary eye on the skyline, but it looked like a start back towards normalcy.

The mayor’s office was quieter than Maggie had ever seen it (she’d been here twice before over the years), and she was surprised to find that Mayor Allgood’s assistant was not at his desk when she came in.  Mr Gough was usually the first line of defence when trying to talk to the mayor and she had been expecting to have to bulldoze her way past him this morning.  His empty desk stopped her in her tracks, and she had to admit she was a little disappointed they were not going to spar.

Low voices drew Maggie’s ear, and she saw the door to Allgood’s office was very slightly ajar.  No doubt it was Allgood and Mr Gough she was hearing talking. Creeping closer with the intent of slipping past Gough when he came out, Maggie pressed to the wall by the side of the door frame. She cocked an ear and listened, not actually interested in what was being said, but listening out for those tones of voice or words said that would indicate the conversation was about to end.  A few sentences had passed before Maggie realised it wasn’t Gough in there at all. She didn’t know who they were.

“Remember, you act officious all the time. Anyone tries to question you, you just stonewall them, tell them you can’t discuss your findings with anyone other than the mayor, you got it?” Mayor Allgood’s voice came. Maggie didn’t like the sound of this and she listened more intently now.

“Yes, Sir,” someone said, and then another voice said, 

“You want us done today or drag it out a couple of days?”

“Better to get it done in one day.  Go visit the sites of the clouds and then come back here this evening about six.  I’ll tell everyone what your findings are then, and we can get the fire department axes on it first thing in the morning,” Allgood said.

Maggie was furious at what she was hearing; these men from the State capital were just paying lip service to the whole thing. They were only going to do what the mayor said! Then she shook her head at her own stupidity.  She had been so wrapped up in the news of the scientists coming to town she had just gone with that idea now on hearing them.  It was obvious, however, that these men were not from the State at all.  The mayor must have called in a few men he knew from out of town to come play the roles so he could keep everything quiet much longer. 

Standing out from the wall, Maggie straightened out her clothes and was just about to burst in there to confront these men when she had a change of heart. This was no good.  It would be better if she took this information to the Sheriff; she knew he was very happy men from out of town were coming to investigate, and he would kick up a much better fuss about the mayor's falsehoods than she would be able to.  Yes, going to the Sheriff’s Office was the best way to play this. But it was hard to walk away from what she was hearing. How she wanted to go in there and tear them a new a-hole! She thought about Frank and what he would do were he here now and she smiled. She wasn’t Frank, though, and she would never be able to say the things he would have.  Perhaps Sheriff Schall would, though. Maggie walked quietly away, the mayor and his cronies never knowing she’d been there to hear them. 

Back out on the street, the first thing Maggie saw was one of the cordoned off areas where one of the clouds had landed just across from the mayor’s office. It had landed on top of a car and the owner had not tried to move it. She wondered if this was the first place Allgood wanted the firemen’s axes fall, so he could watch from his window to see if it was working without having to be down among the people and their questions if it didn’t.  How she loathed that man right now. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 29


[image: image]


Newly appointed Sheriff Garrick drove through the thick mist on the road out of town towards the hotel. The mist had come in off the lake during the night, but he thought it would have completely dissipated by now with the heat of the rising sun. It had mostly lifted from town, and he wondered if it always accumulated out this way before evaporating.  He hadn’t noticed in the past, but then mist hadn’t ever made him nervous in the past either.

Never in his life had Garrick had so many things on his mind and, hell, what things there were pressing on him!  He’d joined the Sheriff's Department after a brief stint in a factory. Assembly line work didn’t suit him, and the outdoors life of a Sheriff's Deputy looked appealing.  He never had any aspirations of being Sheriff and would have been happy cruising around, helping folks out, and tossing the odd drunk in a cell to cool down after the bars closed on Friday or Saturday nights.  And that’s the way it had been working out until a few days ago.

Now, landed squarely on his plate was the aftermath of the deadly cloud drift, four or five missing men (at least one of them either dead or missing a lot of blood) and two murder victims!  That was a hundred years of work for a small-town Sheriff’s Department, and he had it all in one go!

Garrick’s cruiser turned through the entrance to the Clear View Hotel, and he noted the number of cars in the carpark. A couple more than he would have thought at this time of year. The events he was here to investigate might ruin this place once word gets out - if the clouds weren’t enough to keep people away from Gossamer Falls already. 

Charles Landy appeared on the front steps as Garrick walked up. Garrick had met him before but wouldn’t consider that he knew the man. Landy’s eyes were red and his body moved jerkily.

“Thank God you came.” he said, taking Garrick’s hand in his own two and shaking.

“I’m sorry it’s under such poor circumstances,” Garrick said. “Do you know who did this?” he asked quietly.

“We think so,” Landy said, “He registered last night as Edwards Dobbins and he’s the only person unaccounted for this morning.  His bed wasn’t slept in last night.”

“You think he registered under a false name?”

“I do,” Landy nodded and then forlornly added, “I never asked him for any identification.” Garrick felt bad for him; he knew this fact would stick with him for years to come and he would use it to blame himself.

“Even if you had checked his identification and he left, someone would most likely still be dead at his hand by now,” Garrick assured him, though he didn’t add that it would have been in some other town and not his problem. 

“I don’t know,” Landy said doubtfully.

“Trust me,” Garrick said and then changing tack asked, “You said everyone was accounted for except this Dobbins character?”

“Yes, everyone is in the bar. We felt it was safest if we all stayed together.” Landy nodded to the door of the bar, but Garrick stopped by the reception desk and said, 

“That was a good idea. I’m going to need to talk to everyone individually, but you can give me an overview of what happened now, if that’s alright?”  Landy looked grim at the retelling, but to his credit he didn’t try shirk the responsibility.  He nodded and Garrick asked,

“Who found the bodies?”

“Emily Sounding, she works here,” Landy answered, shaking his head in pity for the girl.

“I know her,” Garrick said, “That must have been awful for her.”

“It was. She screamed so loud and we all came running. She fainted just as we got to the door, but she hit the ground before I could catch her.” Tears welled in the hotel owner’s eyes.

“Is she hurt?”

“No, she’s fine now, physically at least,” Landy corrected himself mid-sentence. 

“Which room is it?”

“Room twelve on the second floor,” Landy’s voice was shaking and Garrick could tell he didn’t want to go back up there.

“Is the door open?” 

“No, I locked it before we came down here,” Landy said, sounding apologetic but not knowing why.

“I’ll take the key then and you can go back in to your guests,” Garrick said. It wasn’t ideal, but he couldn’t call on backup and had to do this alone.  As if reading his mind, though, Landy shook his head.

“I’ll give you the key no problem, but I don’t want anyone wandering around the hotel on their own right now, even a Sheriff’s Deputy.”  If only he knew what else was going on far away from this hotel, Garrick thought, but it would be too hard to try to explain in light of recent events.

“Alright, I better take a look up there before I talk to anyone else,” though it was the last thing he wanted to do. “I’m just going to go in and tell them to stay put until I come back.”

Garrick entered the bar and five eager faces swivelled his way. He saw Emily’s tear-streaked face first and his heart went out to her. He walked to the table they all sat around and sized each of them up on the way. No one looked like a suspect to him; most showed signs of crying and of the two that didn’t, they looked sick and unnerved - though not in a way he thought was from guilt. They were all terrified; he didn’t blame them. If he could be anywhere else in the world right now, he’d take it.

“I know you’ve all had quite a shock this morning,” Garrick said, “Especially you, Emily, but I’m going to ask you to stay in here together for a while as I go up and look at the crime scene.  I’ll have questions for you all once I’m done with that.” They nodded, but he wasn’t sure how much of it they were hearing.  One man seemed to be staring at his badge and taking some comfort from it.

Now it was time for the bad part.

Up on the second floor, Sheriff Garrick took the key from Landy and put it in the lock.

“The door to the room wasn’t forced,” he noted. “How do you think he got in?”  

“There’s a metal box with the spare keys in it down at the reception desk. It was locked this morning with the key in there, but there are some dents in the box now.  I think he used a knife to get it open and take the key to let himself into the room.”

“And then he put it back and locked it again?” This didn’t sound right at all.

“That’s what I think,” Landy said, sounding flustered. “No one heard anything, and I don’t think the couple would have let him in if he’d just knocked.”

“The floor is noisy on the stairs and landing,” Garrick noted. “Does the building make a lot of noise at night?”

“Yes, settling noises, but they go on all night and can seem loud in the middle of the night when nothing else is happening.”  Garrick nodded and then stepped inside the room.

The smell hit him first and he was almost ready to vomit at once. He covered his mouth and nose.

“Jesus!” he uttered and then cursed himself for being so unprofessional.  He looked at the bed and saw the most awful sight he’d ever seen in his life - and he’d seen a man killed by one of those clouds only a few days ago. It wasn’t just Emily Sounding who was going to have trouble getting over this.
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Tammy was glad when Allgood called Derek Gough and told him there was no longer a hurry for him to get down to the Sheriff’s Office.  Allgood had done this a couple of minutes after Garrick had left for the hotel and then announced he too was leaving, going to his office to do his own job. The moment his car pulled away from outside, Tammy jumped up and went down the hall to Lawrence’s cell. 

Lawrence lay on the cot on his back, his hands waving in front of him now and then as though trying to fend something off in his fevered nightmares.

“Lawrence, are you alright?  It’s me, Tammy!” she called into him, wishing she could go to him and cradle his head on her lap and try to comfort him. 

“Tammy!” he called out, like he’d just thought of her far away.

“I’m here, Lawrence, I’m right here!” she said, but she didn’t know if he was hearing her at all.  His face was red and shiny with sweat and his eyes bulged, though saw nothing that was real.

“Shot himself!” Lawrence called, sitting up suddenly, a look of terror now scrawled on his face. “Sanders is killing everyone!” Tammy started to cry at both the pitiful state of him and also the idea that what he was saying could be true.  In a way she hoped it was, because if he was lying, it meant he was a killer and that was something she just couldn’t face. 

“You’re safe now, Lawrence!” she shouted at him, trying to get through his fog. “I’m going to call the doctor for you!” He didn’t respond to this but had calmed a little and was saying something she couldn’t make out - most likely something that didn’t make sense in his current state anyway. Reluctantly she backed away, tears in her eyes, and went back to the front office to call Doctor Hanrahan. 

Back in the front office, Tammy gazed around the room. She knew she’d seen the phonebook in here somewhere, but she also recalled seeing a list of important numbers on a wall somewhere with Doctor Hanrahan’s number on it. Right now, though, both of these things were evading her eye, and it was getting frustrating not being able to recall where she’d seen each.

Planting herself down in the seat by the radio, sighing, she saw the list at once from the new vantage.  She called and waited for the receptionist to answer.

“Doctor Hanrahan’s Surgery,” the voice of Selma Blythe answered. Selma had been the receptionist there since Tammy was a child, and in Tammy’s eyes the woman hadn’t changed a bit in all those years.

“Hi, Ms. Blythe, this is Tammy Dern, I’m calling on behalf of the Sheriff’s Office,” she said, feeling like it was a lie.

“Yes?” Selma asked like she got this call every day. A dog barked in the background and Tammy recalled they were being housed there for now.

“Deputy Garrick has asked that Doctor Hanrahan come over to the station to have a look at someone in the cell.  It looks like they might be suffering a fever.”  She was going to say Lawrence’s name and not mention the cell at all, but that would have opened up for a whole lot of questions.

“I’ll pass the message on to Doctor Hanrahan as soon as he is finished with his current appointment.  What number can I reach you on to let you know what he says?” Selma’s chipper voice came back.

“It’s...” Tammy looked around; she had no idea what number she was at. She’d never had to call the Sheriff’s Office in her life.  “I don’t know, it’s the Sheriff’s Office, do you have that number?”

“I do,” Selma said, and Tammy could hear the pleasant smile that no doubt currently adorned her face in her voice. “I’ll call soon, good morning.”

“Bye,” Tammy said, and the line went dead. Anyone else would have asked what Tammy was doing in the Sheriff’s Office this morning, but Selma had always been able to keep her own business and no one could ever accuse her of being nosy or spreading gossip. 

Tammy stood and was about to go back to tell Lawrence the doctor would be here soon (not that he’d probably even take that in) when the door opened and Derek Gough came into the room, a big smile on his face, though one that looked more malicious than friendly.

“I hope that coffee pot is on darling?” he said with a lecherous grin.

“Oh, I thought Mayor Allgood spoke to you about the change of plans?” Tammy said.  In fact, she was sure of this and wondered why Gough was here at all. Gough nodded and glanced at the coffee pot again before looking back to her.

“Seems like a lot of things have changed this morning, including my becoming a Sheriff’s Deputy, temporarily of course.  I didn’t go to college to throw drunks in cells to sleep one off!” He laughed out loud at his own comment and Tammy smiled nervously. “Now, how about that coffee?” 

Though she was loath to do it, Tammy went over and poured the new deputy a small cup of coffee.

“You know, I don’t actually work for the Sheriff’s Office,” she said, handing it to him. “I’m only helping out while this crisis is ongoing.”  Gough took the cup without saying thanks and nodded.

“Just like us all,” he said, looking around the room. “So, anything going on I need to know about?” he asked.

“Well, I assume the mayor filled you in on the missing men in the mountains and the double murder out at the hotel?” Tammy said.  Gough swallowed at this, the smile disappearing from his face.

“Yes,” he said with distaste, and Tammy could see his fear at having to get involved in such things.

“Sheriff Garrick,” (that still sounded so strange to her) “is on top of those things so I suppose the best thing you could do at the moment would be to patrol the town, keep an eye out around the cloud landing sites and just reassure people they are being looked after,” she suggested to him. 

“Pah!” he scoffed, surprising her with a wave of his hand. “Those scientists are here today, and they’ll tell us to just destroy the clouds and that will be the end of it.”  He sat down and looked at the radio equipment like a little boy at a Christmas present.  

“Well, I can’t drive,” Tammy said, “And someone needs to be out on the street.  I can radio you if anything comes in.”

“Nah, I think I’ll just hang on here,” he said, not a care in the world. “If a call comes in that a layman like myself can deal with, I deal with it. Otherwise we’ll just be taking messages for when Garrick gets back.”  She didn’t like the way he referred to the new Sheriff by his last name alone, but then there was nothing about Derek Gough Tammy liked so far.  The sooner the better Sheriff Garrick was back.
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No one at the ‘Clear View Hotel’ had heard or seen anything during the night. Each of them was so rattled Garrick had no problem believing in their innocence. It was clearly the work of this one person who was missing, Edward Dobbins. It hadn’t escaped Garrick’s police hound notice that Landy and the two dead people were the only ones who could attest to his existence.  This made Landy a suspect even if the Sheriff knew in his bones he was not the man. The more Landy described the mystery man, however, the more it sounded like someone Garrick knew. Clinton Scarrow.

“Did he have a car?” Garrick asked.

“Yes, it’s still outside,” Landy said.

“Show me.”

Garrick and Landy went outside. The mist was still heavy, but visibility was up to about fifty feet, a welcome sign of it lifting. 

“That’s the one,” Landy pointed. Garrick knew at once it was Scarrow’s. Funny he hadn’t twigged it while counting the cars on his arrival.

“That belongs to Clinton Scarrow,” Garrick said, “I think that’s who you had here last night.  He’s a bad seed around town, but I’d never have pegged him for murder.  I’m surprised you didn’t know him.”

“I don’t see much of people from town,” Landy said, “I rarely go in and they rarely come out here.”  Garrick nodded understanding, but his mind was somewhere else.  The car was still here; that meant either Scarrow was still here or else he’d left on foot. Why would he leave the car though? Circling the car, Garrick saw immediately the signs of something sinister.  There were blankets pulled over the rear seats, but on the insides of the doors there were smudged stains that looked like dried blood. 

He tried the rear passenger side door and it was unlocked. The smell that emanated from the open door confirmed it to Garrick. Something was dead in there. His nose wrinkled and he turned to Landy. 

“Why don’t you go back in to your guests,” and then added, “Don’t do anything else on the way, just go straight to them. You’ll be safe in numbers. He could still be around here somewhere.”  Landy looked around nervously and started away before stopping after only one step,

“I don’t want to imply you’re not doing a good job, Deputy, but shouldn’t the Sheriff be here for this too?” Garrick felt a slight sting of professional pride, but he swallowed it fast and looked earnestly at Landy who returned a similar frightened gaze.

“I’m going to level with you, Mr Landy,” Garrick said, “There is a team of men missing up in the mountains since last night. Sheriff Schall is among them. As of this time, I am the Sheriff until we know more.”

“Jesus, how many missing?” Landy asked.

“Five,” Garrick said, “But we don’t know anything yet,” he stressed. “I’d appreciate if you kept this knowledge to yourself.”  Landy nodded and started to walk away.

“What a week for Gossamer Falls,” he muttered to himself, and Garrick found himself wondering why he’d felt the need to tell Landy about the missing Sheriff.  He watched Landy until he was inside and then turned his attention back to the car. Landy wasn’t the only one who wished Anderson was here instead of him. 

Taking hold on the corner of one of the blankets, Garrick gently pulled it out, sliding it along the seat. More and more blood became apparent and then on the floor he started to see some mixed items he at once recognised as objects reported stolen while the town meeting was going on. The items bore traces of blood too, and it seemed to Garrick that some kind of attack had taken place within the car.  Whose blood was it?

Having gone over the interior of the car, he found no weapon and evidence of heavy drinking on Scarrow’s part. He popped the trunk and went around to the back of the car. He knew there was going to be something in there he didn’t want to see. This is where the main smell must be coming from. Covering his mouth and nose, the Sheriff lifted the lid with his free hand. 

Flies buzzed out and even with the precaution the horrid odour was overpowering. Garrick stepped back, feeling the rise of bilious vomit scorch up in his throat. To make this worse than the couple in the bedroom, Garrick had met the open eyes of Danny Putch, his face bruised but his body torn to shreds and covered with maggots and flies. His nostrils refused to get used to the smell and Garrick began to feel dizzy.  He didn’t know if it was from what he saw or the laboured breaths he was trying to take through his hands, but it finally got the better of him and he rushed to the bushes to throw up violently. 

It was a huge relief to get this out of him, and in the moment before he stood erect the thought came that this was the best he’d felt since the clouds arrived a few nights ago.  He just hoped those inside hadn’t seen him getting sick. 

Garrick walked back to the car and looked over the body, mindful to avoid the eyes this time. They were the same kind of wounds as those on the couple dead upstairs.  Scarrow must have seriously snapped to do something like this. It was the work of a maniac, and if he wasn’t arrested soon, there would be more dead before long. 

After closing the boot and making some notes, the Sheriff went about the hotel and surrounding grounds looking for evidence of Scarrow either hiding or having passed by. He found no trace of either and, conscious there was still the matter of what had happened up in the mountains pressing on him, he made a decision.

“There is another body in the trunk of the car outside, a local man,” Garrick addressed the hotel staff and residents back inside. “I have looked around and I think I know who did this. I have not been able to find any trace of him, though, and, as such, I want all of you to come back into town with me. It is not safe here until he is caught.”

“I don’t want to go into town!” one of the residents, a Mr Clarke, said. “I want to get out of this crazy place!”

“I think you will all most likely feel the same way,” Garrick said with hands out in a calm down motion, “but I’m afraid no one can leave town while this investigation is ongoing.”  He was going to have to get the State involved in this, Garrick thought. How was the town going to survive this? This hotel was probably a goner for starters. 

“Is this really necessary, Sheriff?” Landy asked, and Garrick heard himself addressed as such for the first time.  “I just don’t like the idea of leaving my home and business alone like this.” Garrick was about to speak up when he saw Emily’s hand reach for Landy and touch his shoulder.

“Charlie,” she said, “It’s not safe for you to be out here, especially alone. I’m sure you can come back very soon.”  Landy looked at her and sighed, and Garrick knew he wasn’t going to be able to refute her after what had happened.

“Alright,” he said, resigned, and he looked around the place as though it was going to be the last time he saw it. 

“We’ll go back to each room for a small bag to take with you now,” Garrick said, “and then we move to town in one convoy.”

Fifteen minutes later, the cars were lined up at the gate behind Garrick’s cruiser. He got out and waved to them all.

“One more thing to do before we go!” he called to them. Each pair of eyes watched him and he went to Scarrow’s car, lifted the hood, and ripped out the starter solenoid. If Scarrow was still here, he would have no choice but to be on foot now if he wanted to get away. 
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Just as there came a knock on the Sheriff’s Office door, Tammy saw Doc Hanrahan’s car pull up outside. Gough didn’t stir from his seat, giving the closed door a cursory glance before going back to the newspaper he’d been reading. Tammy went to the door and opened it to find Maggie Glymer standing there. The older woman looked surprised to see Tammy answering the door here and then even more surprised when looking past Tammy, she saw Derek Gough.

“I’m looking for the Sheriff,” Maggie said.

“Come on in,” Tammy said stepping, out of the doorway and looking eagerly behind at the Doc’s slow progress out of his car. “The Sheriff is not here right now, but if there’s anything we can help you with, we are looking after things here at the moment,” she continued to Maggie. 

Maggie stepped inside looking around as though she didn’t believe Tammy. 

“Is the Sheriff due back soon?” she asked.

“Not too soon,” Tammy answered, looking to Gough for him to come up with something to tell her. When he didn’t seem like he gave a damn, she decided to leave whatever the problem was with him, “Mr Gough here had been appointed a Deputy temporarily while all this cloud stuff is going on, so you can talk to him as though you were talking to the Sheriff.” She sneered at Gough as she spoke and enjoyed seeing the corners of his mouth turn up in a bitter snarl at her.

“No, that’s alright,” Maggie was saying falteringly when the door opened again, and Doc Hanrahan came in.

“Morning all, where's the patient?” he said.

“Back here,” Tammy said, taking the doctor by the arm and leading him to the door to the cell hall, seeing another opportunity to leave Gough hanging. 

At the cell, Hanrahan looked on Lawrence a moment with pursed lips. His eyes drifted to Tammy’s.

“I take it the blood on his face and clothes that don’t belong to him are the reason he’s locked up right now?” Tammy blushed and for the first time understood how it all looked from another's point of view. 

“He said someone shot themselves in front of him,” she said. “I believe him, Doctor,” she added almost tearfully.

“I’ve known Lawrence since he was a boy,” Hanrahan said, gripping her arm lightly. “I believe him too.”  At this the tears did begin to fall from Tammy’s eyes. “Do you have a key to let me in to him?” Hanrahan then asked and this snapped her out of it. 

“Oh, I don’t know!” She looked around the nearby walls and there was nothing. Raising a finger for him to wait, Tammy then went back to the main office to look there.  

When she came into the office, she saw no sign of Gough, and Maggie was sitting in a chair looking at her eagerly.

“Where’s Deputy Gough?” Tammy asked.

“He said he had to go out on patrol and that you would speak to me when you are finished with the doc,” Maggie said. Tammy nodded, finding the keys with her eyes at the same time and going over to pick them up.

“Alright, I'll be with you in a couple of minutes. I just have to let the doc in down the hall.”

“Take your time, dear,” Maggie smiled warmly at her. Could she see Tammy had been crying, perhaps?   She went back to the cells.

“Do you want me to leave the key in the door?” she asked as she opened it.

“Yes, you can go back out to Maggie if you need to. I’ll likely be a few minutes here,” he said, nodding to the prone Lawrence on the cot, writhing and sweating profusely and mumbling gibberish.  Tammy smiled wanly; glad Hanrahan wasn’t afraid to be left here alone with Lawrence. 

“Okay,” she said. “If you need me, just call.” She looked to Lawrence once more and then started to walk back down the hall.

“Can I ask you one thing before you go, Tammy?” Doc’s voice halted her. 

“Of course,” she replied.

“Whose blood is it?” Their eyes were joined, and she couldn’t even think of trying to deceive him.

“He says it’s the Sheriff’s.” Hanrahan pursed his lips again and nodded thoughtfully.  

“I think there’s a lot going on here that as town doctor I’m going to need to be caught up on,” he said. “But it can wait until I’m done here with Lawrence.” 

“Yes,” Tammy said, feeling strangely feeble, like a schoolgirl just caught out and awaiting some harsh punishment. She headed back to see Maggie. At the doors she stopped and took a deep breath.  It had been a crazy few hours, and she could only hope whatever Maggie Glymer was here for was nothing that was going to add to the chaos. 

“Now, Mrs Glymer, how can I help you?” Tammy asked.

“I came to tell the Sheriff about something he might want to know about,” Maggie said cagily.

“Well, if you tell me, I can let him know over the radio there,” Tammy suggested, pointing to the desktop device.

“It’s about the clouds,” Maggie almost whispered, “I wouldn’t have said anything if that awful Mr Gough was still here.”

“What is it?” Tammy asked, interested and worried at the same time. 

“I went to see the mayor to find out what was happening, but when I got there he was in a meeting with the men from the State,” Maggie said this last word with such disdain Tammy assumed she hated the State government with a passion. 

“So they are here already?” Tammy said.

“If that’s who they really are, they’re here,” Maggie said.

“You don’t think it was them?” Tammy wasn’t quite following Maggie’s thoughts. 

“They were talking about the clouds, but get this, Mayor Allgood was telling them what to do. Ordering them what to do is probably a better way of putting it,” Maggie sat back triumphantly to let the news wash over someone else. Tammy just looked at her for a moment, thinking, but still she felt she needed more information. It was odd that Allgood was issuing orders to people who should be his superiors, but something else was more interesting.

“What did he tell them to do?”

“This is the best part,” Maggie said, “He wants them to tell the fire department the clouds are no longer dangerous and start hacking them apart with their axes!”

“What! They don’t know if they are safe yet or not, no one does!”

“Exactly!” Maggie said, clapping her hands together, “Now you know why I didn’t want to say anything in front of that lapdog Gough.” 

Tammy’s mind was racing when she heard what Maggie knew, but everything stopped when she mentioned Gough like that.

“What is it, dear?” Maggie asked, looking at Tammy with concern.

“Mr Gough already knew what the State scientists were going to say too. He told me this same thing not an hour ago!”  A scowl came over Maggie’s face and she said sourly,

“They’re in this together.”  Tammy agreed, even though she wasn’t fully sure why the mayor would be risking lives in this way.

At that moment, Doc Hanrahan appeared in the doorway leading to the cells. He looked from one woman to the other and then said to Tammy,

“I’ve locked the cell door, but you might want to check if I’ve done it right.”  The keys jingled as they dangled from his hands. Tammy stood up; she wouldn’t be sure either if the door was locked in accordance with the procedure here, but she would make a show of checking all the same. She got up and took the keys, “Not that he’ll be going anywhere in his state,” Hanrahan added as she took them. 

“How is he?” It was impossible for her to hide her concern.

“He has a fever, but he’s going to be fine, I think. Fluids and rest, and I’ve given him something to fight the fever.”

“That’s good to hear,” Tammy said.

“A lot of what brought on the fever was shock, but he’s a strong boy; he’ll fight it off.”  Tammy was glad to hear this. She looked to Hanrahan and then to Maggie.

“Why don’t you sit down, doctor,” she said, “I guess it’s time people started knowing what was going around here.”

She went back to look in on Lawrence and was glad to find he seemed more comfortable than before.

“Come on, Lawrence, the doc says you’ll be fine, but I need you to pull though quickly. I’m going to need you help real soon.”  Lawrence mumbled something, but he looked to be asleep. Tammy smiled; she was glad he was going to be alright.  Now it was time for her to go and tell Maggie and the doctor that it was possible up to eight people had been murdered in their quiet town overnight. 
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Garrick recognised the doctor’s car at once outside the Sheriff’s Office and he knew Tammy had not followed his orders.  He was annoyed, but then she wasn’t really an employee of the department and didn’t have to do what he said. It probably was as well she’d called the doctor; Lawrence might be in a better state to tell him what happened now. Garrick glanced to either side as the small convoy from the Clear View Hotel pulled in along either side of his cruiser. As yet he had no clue what he was going to do with these people; the only idea being someone in town might house them for now. 

Everyone got out of their cars and Garrick addressed them,

“I’m going to go inside the station for a while and try to sort out a few things. Can you all go across the street to ‘Kerry’s Diner’, and tell Kerry to stick the bill on the Sheriff’s Office. I’ll be over in a little while to tell you what the next step is.”  As he spoke, the guests and staff of the hotel looked over at the diner and then back to Garrick.

“Can I just go home?” Emily asked. Her face was still drained of blood and Charles Landy had a supporting arm around her shoulders. Garrick felt sorry for her and wanted to acquiesce, but something told him he wanted this group to stay together for the time being.  He met her eyes with sympathy.

“Sorry, Emily, just a little longer and I’ll drive you home myself, okay?” Emily cast her eyes down but nodded. “That a girl,” Garrick added for encouragement. The group looked at one another and then started shambling off like zombies to the diner.  Garrick watched them go, and once they were inside, he slipped into the Sheriff's Office.

The sight that greeted him was Tammy sitting at the centre table with Doc Hanrahan on one side and Mrs Glymer on the other. All three looked at him with concern and he felt like he was walking into some kind of intervention. As he looked back into each person’s eyes, however, he knew they were all aware of the situation.  The only question was how much of the current situation. 

“Sounds like you’re having a rough day, Tony?” Hanrahan said.

“I’ve had better,” Garrick agreed. He looked to Tammy for an explanation.

“I told the doctor and Mrs Glynn about the missing men, Lawrence’s story, and the murders at the hotel,” Tammy blurted out.  Before Garrick could say anything, Maggie spoke up,

“Sorry to add to your burden, but there is another problem.  The men from State are fake and the mayor has told them to order the Fire Department to hack at the clouds with axes to break them up.  No one knows what might happen if they do that.”

Garrick was silent a moment on hearing this; his brain exploded everywhere and plenty of curse words zinged around looking for a way out. 

“Where are they right now?” he asked through gritted teeth. Allgood was going to pay for this. 

“We don’t know, but if you raise Deputy Gough on the radio he might be able to tell you,” Tammy suggested.

“Deputy who?” Garrick said, astonished, sure he’d misheard. 

“The mayor made his assistant a deputy while you were up at the hotel,” Tammy replied sheepishly.  Garrick shook his head in dismay.  He was going to have to go out and find them right away.  But first he was going to have to let Emerson Police know about Clinton Scarrow, not to mention the people in the room right now.

“It looks like the whole town is in this together by now,” he said, looking at the three of them. “Clinton Scarrow is the main suspect for the murders up at the hotel.  He was going under a different name, but the description fits him and his car is up at the hotel.”  Tammy drew in a sharp breath; she’d always known Scarrow was bad news, but she would never have thought him capable of murder. 

“He’s been going down a dark path for a long time,” Hanrahan said sadly. Maggie had only recently had her first experience of this man and she shuddered involuntarily; had he been looking for victims that morning she spoke to him outside her house?

“Never thought it would go this dark though,” Garrick said and sighed. He’d been in high school with Scarrow and it was weird seeing the opposite trajectories of their lives now. He sat down at the phone and then realised Anderson’s office was where he should sit now. Everything was so weird. He got up and went to the door and turned to those in the room. “I need to house a few people who were staying in the hotel. If any of you can come up with some ideas on that while I make a call, I’d be very appreciative.” 

“I can take some,” Maggie offered at once.

“So can I,” Tammy said. Hanrahan nodded, but Garrick wasn’t sure if that meant he could take someone too. It didn’t matter right now; they could figure it all out in a while.  He went into the office and closed the door behind him.

It felt good for the moment he stood there with a door between him and the whole world outside. This was a morning he wouldn’t forget in a hurry. The image of the slain couple came to his mind as he sat down and reached for the phone. Then Danny’s dead eyes arose and Garrick shut his own eyes at the memory. He dialed the number.

The images rushed back; so pervasive that it was a few moments before Garrick realised the line was not connecting. He hung up and tried it again and once more there was nothing. He tried the operator, but there was no connection there either. Next, he dialed his home number, the first one he knew off the top of his head and that did ring. He was about to hang up but then thought better of it and waited for his wife to pick up.

“Garrick residence?” Jenny Garrick answered. Garrick hated the way she did that, but he ignored it this time.

“Jenny, it’s me,” he said hurriedly.

“Oh hi...”

“I need you to lock all the doors and stay inside until I get home later, alright?” he cut her off.

“Is everything alright?” she asked, the fear thickening her voice.

“It will be,” he answered. “Just lock the doors and stay in okay?”

“Okay.”

“I have to go, but I’ll swing by sometime this morning,” Garrick said, and he hung up as she said goodbye.  He tried the outside lines once more. No luck; someone must have cut the lines, leaving only the local circuit. There was only one person he could think of who would benefit from doing that - Clinton Scarrow.

Anger boiled inside Garrick as the current situation unfolded like a list of errors in his head. Right now, he should be out looking for Scarrow, but he was alone.  The only deputy he could ask for assistance had no police training whatsoever and probably less common sense, and now the mayor was wilfully putting people's lives in danger to see if he could get rid of the hardened clouds before tourist season began!

Garrick stood up and stormed out through the room towards the door.

“Where you going, Sheriff?” Tammy called after him.

“I’m going to arrest the mayor!” he said, slamming the door shut behind on his way out.
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Garrick’s car engine was just firing to life when the phone in the Sheriff’s Office rang out. The line had been quieter than Tammy had expected this morning and she jumped at the sound. 

“Sheriff’s Office,” she answered and at once heard the sound of dogs barking loudly; she moved the phone a little from her ear. 

“This is Doctor Hanrahan’s Surgery, is Doctor Hanrahan still over there?” the voice of Selma Blythe asked. 

“Yes, I’ll get him for you now,” Tammy said, and she called to him, “Doctor, it’s for you.” Hanrahan nodded and walked over in his usual steady way, a man who never looked like he was in a hurry.

“Hello, Selma, what’s the trouble?”  he said into the receiver.

“It’s the dogs, Doctor, there’s something wrong with them. They seem to be in pain,” Selma said, sounding as distressed as he’d ever heard her, though others would perhaps not have noticed so proper was she in her manner. 

“All of them?” he asked.

“Yes, they all started around the same time too,” Selma replied. 

“I’ll be right over,” he said.  

As Hanrahan gathered up his bag, he felt the eyes of the two women on him. This was the kind of thing he would have only shared with Sheriff Schall had he been around, but in the new spirit of cooperation that seemed to be fostering this morning he decided to let the women know what was going on. 

“There’s something wrong with the dogs over at the surgery,” he told them. They’d both heard about the dogs there, but neither had been sure it was true until now.

“That means the clouds are still dangerous, even when they are hard!” Tammy cried.

“That’s the most likely thing,” Hanrahan agreed, “But we still don’t know for sure until I can run a few tests on them.”

“I’ll go over there with you,” Maggie said, “I’ve always been good with dogs; I’ve even been called a bitch myself a time or two!” The joke was so unexpected that for a moment it was greeted with utter silence, but then all three burst out laughing. It was a most welcome relief for all of them. Everything had been so tense since the night of the clouds falling on the town. 

“You two get going,” Tammy said when they had all calmed down. “I’ll call Sheriff Garrick and let him know about this.” She went to the radio as Maggie and Hanrahan went out to his car.

In only a few minutes they were at the surgery and they could hear from outside the anguished howls of the dogs. It was the worst noise Maggie had ever heard, and it reminded her of the man she’d seen die only streets away from her home.

“Those poor creatures,” she said with tears forming in her eyes as they rushed to the building. 

“This doesn’t sound good at all; they must have gotten worse on our way over here.” 

The noise once they were inside was almost deafening. Selma had retreated to the Doctor’s Office with the door closed, and she jumped in fright when Hanrahan and Maggie came in looking for her. Each of them had their hands over their ears and had to shout almost face to face to be heard.

“How did it start?” Hanrahan roared to Selma.

“One by one, in only about one minute!” she shouted back, something Hanrahan never thought he’d live to see. This was about all the information that would be of relevance to him for now, and Hanrahan went back to look over the dogs.  

It was a pitiful sight. All eight dogs roiled around within their cages and their howls of agony were unbearable. They looked on him with their sad eyes, and he’d never seen anything to break his heart to such a degree. If he could have put them all out of their misery with a click of his fingers, he would have done it in one second. As it was, the best he could do was morphine injections in an amount they wouldn’t survive. The only problem with that idea was how he was going to explain the use of the drug to the State Medical Board. 

“To hell with the board,” he muttered to himself as he turned to go get the syringe and little bottles of morphine. Maggie and Selma had come out and both had tears in their eyes and their hands over their ears as they looked on the dogs. Hanrahan was giving them a nod of understanding, communicating he was going to put them out of their misery when he saw a sudden change in Maggie’s eyes. The change was from pity to horror and it struck him cold in his heart. He turned slowly to follow her gaze and his jaw dropped.

The first dog that had been brought in was now flopping around on his back with his legs in the air. On his stomach something large writhed and moved around pushing and straining against the skin. There was something alive in there! He glanced at the other dogs and saw that they too were turning onto their backs like some kind of choreographed performance. The pulsating of their skins started then too.

From the new frantic howling’s of pain from them all, Hanrahan’s first thought was that whatever it was inside them (it must have been the size of a large hamster) was eating them from the inside, but as the skin stretched more and more he knew whatever was in there was about to come out!  He looked at the bars of the cages; whatever came out of them might not be contained in the cages.

“There’s something coming out of them!” he shouted to the two women. “Get out of here!”

Neither Selma nor Maggie could move at that moment any more than Hanrahan himself. His words were lost as the first sickening sound of tearing skin rose into the room. They watched as the first dog’s chest distended and then ripped slowly open like some thick fabric. Selma screamed as blood poured out, and suddenly the dog stopped whining and dropped dead. Ripping noises began to fill the air as the same thing started to happen to all the dogs. Each one’s wailing, pained voice silenced one at a time, leaving the room eerily silent save the hideous tearing noises. 

“What is it?” Maggie asked when the use of her voice returned. No one answered.

All eyes were on the first dog now, fear overcoming the shock. Maggie involuntarily took a few steps back towards the door. All of the dogs were dead now, but their under bodies facing the air moved unnaturally as the blood continued to flow and the tearing horror went on.

Suddenly there was a low pop and a rush of air, and something white sprayed all over the bars of the cage and out onto the surgery floor. Maggie looked on in terror as tiny white spiders started rushing from the liquid in all directions. The other dogs popped open and sprayed their parasitic contents all over too. In a few seconds there were thousands of these little things emerging rapidly from the ooze they’d been housed in.

Now all three people in the room were screaming. Maggie instinctively jumped up onto the window ledge, but Selma and Hanrahan were not so fast. The spiders moved up both of their legs like rising water as they slapped and jiggled about trying to loosen them. Some were inside their clothes and some without, and Maggie cried at the sight knowing instantly there was nothing she could do to save them. When Hanrahan and Selma started a newer shrill screaming, she knew things were biting into them. 

Maggie looked away and in doing so saw the tide of spiders on the floor change direction and start heading for Hanrahan and Selma too. Could they smell the letting of blood or was it the shrill screaming that drew them? She didn’t know and at that moment it didn’t matter; what did matter was that she had a chance to get out the window while the bulk of the spiders crawled over and devoured Hanrahan and Selma, both of whom were on the floor now writhing around in agony. It was the worst feeling of her life to climb out and leave them to their fate, but she knew in her heart that if she tried to save them, she would only end up dead too.

Mercifully the screaming ended abruptly, but she didn’t turn to see anymore. Just as Maggie was about to step down to the ground outside, she saw hundreds of the spiders begin to come out under the wall below her and flood onto the lawn. She was stuck. Tears warped her vision and she wiped at her eyes with her sleeve. As she blinded the last liquid away, she saw a possible escape route. The roof.

There was a low overhang to the side of the building and standing on the window ledge outside she would be able to reach it. The only question was would she be able to pull herself up?  

“You don’t have a choice, Girly,” she said, “It’s up there or down on the ground with them spiders!” 

Leaning out a little, Maggie gripped the side of the overhang and using a drainpipe close by pulled herself out from the window. Both her feet were planted against the wall now, one hand on the overhang and one on the pipe with her butt sticking out over the lawn. It was the most awkward position she’d been in of her life. But that was just it, her life depended on it. She started to climb, unsure with each step or hand movement if her strength was going to give out and she’d fall to the lawn and be swarmed by the murderous arachnids.

She dared not look down, feeling the pull of gravity and her lack of upper body strength trying to thwart her at every turn. She could hear the spiders down below, scuttling and crawling over one another, a sound that for some reason made her think of bones clicking together. It was the relief of her life when she finally rested her bosom and abdomen on the slanted roof of the overhang. She lay there a moment letting her legs dangle as she drew in some breaths. When she felt she’d gathered some power, Maggie pulled herself up fully and sat with her knees pulled up to her chest looking out on the street. Not one person was around. Not one. Below, the spiders looked to have set up camp on the lawn, laying like a carpet in the morning sun.
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Not everyone in the mountains was dead. 

Harry Sanders had killed all of the men on the hike to Mercy save Lawrence, and he had gone looking for the factory machinist and nearly caught up with him until Lawrence found Anderson’s car and left for town. Sanders had found Anderson’s body and wondered if Lawrence had gotten his gun from the Sheriff and shot him. It didn’t make sense, but he couldn’t see any other situation where the Sheriff could have gotten his head blown off. Sanders had stood just off the road watching the red rear lights of Anderson’s cruiser rush down the mountain.  By now, everyone in town probably knew what had happened up here - or Lawrence Karrier’s version of it anyway.  It wouldn’t be long before they were up here looking for him, led no doubt by Garrick now. 

He’d thought of going back to town, taking a few more lives before getting taken down himself, but something made him stay. It was a powerful urge to continue on up the mountain and he couldn’t explain it, not any more than he could explain the sudden urge to kill everyone as they took the rest last night. He seemed to have lapsed into unconsciousness and then woke to himself firing the gun into Chuck’s face. Everything was crazy and even if he didn’t understand why he’d done it, he didn’t feel remorseful about it. It was supposed to happen; at least that was how he felt about it. 

He had a long head start, but it was time to get moving again. The source of the clouds was still his objective, though it was no longer the idea of promotion that spurred him on. Now it was a need to see it, to understand what it was. If Harry didn’t get there soon, whoever came up the mountain after him wouldn't let him get to it, and this idea panicked him.

Sanders trudged on through the barren mountains; the smell of burned wood still in the air even after all this time. He too had always been curious as to what had happened up here in Mercy, and he hoped he might get some clue on his way. 

Small, dangerous clouds drifted about, but he was no longer fearful of them and none seemed to come near him. It was like he a forcefield in front of him that directed them away and to either side of him as he walked. It would be light soon, and the going would get easier. Light would also most likely mean the start of the hunt would begin too. They would not catch him now before he got to Mercy. He just hoped Mercy was the end point of where he was aiming for. The pull was as strong as before, but it didn’t give an indication of how close he was to his goal. 

Two hours later, as Gossamer Falls looked after its own problems, Harry Sanders reached the husk of what had once been the tiny town of Mercy. He looked around and saw the burned-out cars and what remained of the building structures, the largest of which would have been the ‘Lone Wolf Tavern’. What the hell had happened up here?

Whatever it had been it was still powerful enough to be felt. There was a strange silent electricity in the air and, though Sanders was sure he was here alone, he got the sense of others around him, like the town was still living beneath the curtain of ruin the rest of the world could see. 

As Harry Sanders looked at the shell of the old tavern, his eyes were drawn to the rise of ground a couple of hundred yards beyond. He couldn’t see what was there, but he knew it was what he came for. With the giddiness of a child on Christmas morning, he ran up there, not taking care of where he stepped at all in his haste. At any moment his leg could find a hole or twist of wood and snap clean, but right now he didn’t care a jot for that. All he wanted was to do... something! 

The power around him was immense as he stood over his target. It was a small mine shaft entrance, covered with rotting and breaking wood, and a white rot ran through the wood like some arboreal disease of long ago. He tapped at the wood with his foot; it was so brittle it broke away with little force. The shaft stared up at him and he swallowed. Down there in the darkness was the power he sought. Could he go down there? Would he fit?

These questions became nullified when long spindly legs started crawling around the entrance of the shaft. He stepped back in shock, but Harry wasn’t afraid. This was for him after all, and he wanted it. The legs were followed by a round head and then a larger bulbous body of a white spider about the size of his hand. It looked powerful and beautiful all at once, and he fell to his knees staring at it. Its many eyes seemed fixed on his, and it was the first time in his life he’d ever ascribed conscious thought to an insect or arachnid.  So enraptured was he, that Sanders felt if he spoke the creature would understand him. He could feel it, knew it could communicate.

“What do you want of me?” Harry asked like a religious zealot before a prophet.

Without warning, Harry suddenly felt as though thick fingers had seized the back of his neck and he was thrust chest first to the ground. He tried to rise up, but whatever held him was too strong. His head was turned to face the spider and it started to creep towards him. 

The awe Sanders had just felt was rapidly draining away to be replaced by fear, and he asked again in a more worried voice,

“What do you want?”  He reached up to the back of his neck, and though he could feel the force of a hand there through his skin, his own hand felt only his own flesh. The spider came closer and closer. Sanders felt the forelegs brushing off his nose and cheeks before they gripped him with more force than he could have imagined possible from so small a creature and ripped deep into his cheeks as it separated his jaws wide. Harry tried to scream but it was hard in this situation, and the spider pulled itself with its remaining legs until it was inside Sanders mouth. 

Sanders felt like he was choking and he vomited, but still his body was held in place and his mouth held open, and the spider made its way deeper and deeper down his throat. Sanders could take no more and his eyes glossed over and he fell unconscious.
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Mayor Eugene Allgood did his best to play nervous around ‘Mr Fenton’ and ‘Mr Agar’ from the State Scientific Board. Their real names were Tommy and Frankie from Allgood’s old college days, and he was paying them handsomely for the deception here today. It would be a low price to save the tourist season, however, he reasoned. It was a bad business that Sheriff Schall might be dead, but that might make this morning go easier. A Sheriff killed in what still counts as the township of Mercy wasn’t going to be anywhere near as bad for the local economy as these clouds would be if they were still around when the summer folks started rolling in. 

Derek Gough had arrived in their party and he was going to be the representative of the Sheriff's Office this morning. A small group of people gathered nearby as the ‘scientists’ looked at the hardened cloud on Main Street - the closest one to the mayor’s office. The men were playing their role well, taking notes on clipboards, measuring the sample (without touching it, of course), using a small file to scrape some of it into a samples bag. This went on for about ten minutes with no one present saying a word to interrupt the men. Fenton and Agar mixed a blue liquid into one of the sample bags and swished it around. They watched it settle and then whispered seriously to one another. No one could hear what they were saying, but Allgood was delighted to see everyone was lapping it up. When the two men approached Allgood with their verdict, everyone craned to hear what they were going to say

“Though possibly still harmful to touch, we feel it is safe to destroy the substance with force and dispose of it in the lake. There it will dissolve and become harmless as we have demonstrated to our satisfaction with the samples taken,” Agar said. Fenton nodded along as if giving a second opinion.

“So how would you gentlemen propose we best to this?” Allgood asked with his pasted-on look of concern.

“You have a Fire Department in town?” Fenton asked.

“We do,” Allgood replied.

“Then their axes should do the trick, and then the shards can be swept into bags and discarded in the lake.”

“Just to add,” Agar said holding up a finger, “The substance is hard dried onto the surfaces so there will likely be some cosmetic damage to buildings and other structures in the process of the removal.”  Allgood nodded.

“Yes, but that's nothing a little work won't fix,” he smiled. Then turning to Gough, he said, “Can you let the firemen know we need their assistance again, please?” Gough nodded and went down the street to the Fire Department Building. In five minutes, Joe and one of his men were standing by the crowd with axes in hand.

“Everyone stand back,” Joe called out, “A good distance please. We don’t know how far small pieces of debris might go!” 

“Best do as he says, everyone,” Allgood said good-naturedly. The crowd started to move back, and Joe watched them.

“Farther please,” he said when everyone stopped. Reluctantly they moved a few more feet back. Joe nodded, though he would have preferred if there were no onlookers at all. The failure down by the lake had been embarrassing and he didn’t want it repeated.  “Ready, Pete?” he asked his colleague, who nodded. Both men pulled down their helmet visors and Joe took a step back and swung the axe down hard on the shell of the substance. There was a loud cracking noise like splitting rock and Pete followed up with a swing of his own right after. Some dust had fallen away and they both leaned in for a better look, hoping to have at least made a dent in the stuff. 

“Is it working?” an onlooker called over. Allgood was glad someone asked because he was dying to know himself. Joe just held a hand up as if to say ‘be patient’ and continued looking at the substance. 

Just then a screeching car rounded the corner, and everyone looked to see a police cruiser travelling at a faster speed that anyone had ever seen before. Allgood looked around and saw the look of unease in the gathering and hoped it was not Schall turned up and on his way to thwart Allgood once again.

The car skidded to a halt just where the firemen were and Garrick jumped out and shouted,

“Stay away from that cloud; it’s still dangerous!” and then he looked around. With a sinking feeling, Allgood knew it was him Garrick’s eyes sought out. What did he know?  “Where’s the mayor?” Garrick called at the same moment his eyes met Allgood’s.

“What seems to be the trouble, Deputy?” Allgood said, making his way to Garrick as fast as he could but trying not to show it.

“You know full well what the trouble is!” Garrick shouted, but Allgood was on him now and there was a little distance to the crown.

“Lower your voice, Garrick, have you forgotten who you work for?” Allgood snapped in a harsh whisper. 

“I know exactly who I work for, Mayor; it’s the people of this town, the same people you feel it’s okay to endanger with fake scientists!” Garrick was furious and his voice was loud. Agar and Fenton shifted uneasily as doubtful looks came their way. 

“What are you talking about?” Allgood asked. Garrick knew; he had no idea how he’d found out, but all the mayor could do now was try to front it out. Perhaps Garrick didn’t know as much as he thought he did. 

“I should be placing you under arrest!” Garrick said.

“There’s little spiders inside this thing!” the surprise voice of Pete came. Allgood, Garrick and Joe looked and indeed there were about ten tiny white spiders creeping out of a crack in the cloud. Allgood hadn’t expected this and he looked to Pete as though, he having seen them first, he might have an explanation, but Pete just shrugged.

“Did you guys crack this open?” Garrick asked the firemen.

“On Mayor's orders,” Joe said, staring hard at Allgood. 

“What the hell were you thinking!” Garrick said to Allgood, and he pressed a thick index finger into the mayor’s chest to send the message home. 

“Don’t you dare touch me or it will be your job!” Allgood shouted at him, furiously indignant. 

“If those clouds were dangerous, there’s a very good chance these spiders will be too,” Joe pointed out.

“You think they’re poisonous?” Pete asked.

“I don’t know,” Garrick said in a sarcastic tone. “Perhaps the mayor would like to put one on his finger to find out for us since he’s so gung-ho to smash these clouds up!” The idea terrified Allgood, and for a moment he thought Garrick might grab his hand and force it under the cloud. His mind raced, but he didn’t know what to do.  Who the hell would have thought a cloud would go hard and then turn out to contain spiders! It was insane!

“We need to cover up that crack you made,” Garrick said, turning his attention back to the firemen. “We have to assume those spiders are dangerous. We should kill the ones that have already gotten out.” Garrick looked to the small crowd of onlookers noting it seemed to have swelled a little since he got here. “We need all those people out of here too; think you can handle dispersing them, Mayor, make up for some of the wrong you’ve done today?” Allgood’s initial instinct was to reply to Garrick, but he stopped and the idea of this being an out for him took over. Saying nothing, he walked off towards the crowd with Gough scurrying over beside him.

“I don’t know what we can use to stem the crack,” Joe said to Garrick.

“I have some duct tape in the car,” Garrick said, “But I’ll need some of those thick gloves you have to stick it.”

“You supply the tape and I’ll do the rest,” Joe replied. It was good to see someone showing some town spirit like this, a willingness to help solve a dangerous problem.  Garrick smiled and started back to the car.  

Garrick sat in the driver's seat and leaned over; he knew the roll of tape was on the floor under one of the seats, but he couldn’t remember which one.  He’d tossed it in a few months back after using the tape to hold the passenger side mirror in place after a little scrape in a narrow alleyway checking out a burglary complaint. His pawing hands hadn’t touched on it before the screaming outside started. 

Garrick looked out the window and saw both Joe and Pete covered in hundreds of white spiders, screaming in pain and dropping to the ground. The crowd around started screaming too and people were running in every direction. Garrick jumped out of the car and ran a few steps towards the stricken firemen, but he saw Joe’s eyes and it stopped him in his tracks.

“Run!” Joe choked out as spiders flooded into his mouth. His skin was erupting in bloody slits all over and Pete was the same. There was nothing anyone would be able to do for them. Struck dead by shock, Garrick looked at the terrible sight a moment longer before feeling his legs moving, and he jumped back into the car and sped away just as the wave of spiders started to head his way.

Everyone else had run away, and as he drove, Garrick used the bullhorn to tell people to get inside and seal doors and windows. He had to hope this was the only cloud that burst because the firemen had taken an axe to it. But there was only one way to find out. He’d have to spin around to the other sites too.
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Sheriff Garrick didn’t have far to go before he was convinced all of the other clouds had burst in the same way as the one on Main Street. Screaming was coming from all over town just like the night of the clouds’ first arrival.  Only this time there were a lot more people screaming. Every turn he took he came up on people running and screeching hysterically. If this didn’t call for a town evacuation, nothing did, but he worried about the panic he might cause and the ensuing madness if everyone got in their cars and started hitting the two roads out of town at the same time. As he looked out now, Garrick could see a lot of people had already had the idea and cars zoomed around, heedless of any road regulations or ordinances. Perhaps this was for the best. What was the point in people shutting themselves into their homes against an infestation of tiny spiders? How long would it take for them to find a way in? It might only take one to kill.

“Gough,” Garrick called into the radio, “You there?” He had to try to coordinate some kind of response to what was happening. There was no response and he tried again. He gave up after that, thinking Gough was probably hiding somewhere pissing his pants by now. 

He tried the Sheriff's Office and Tammy answered,

“Calls are coming in from all over!” she said before letting Garrick say anything, “Those clouds are bursting and there was white stuff coming out; some people are saying spiders!” He could hear the overwhelming panic in her voice, and he spoke gently over the radio.

“Tammy, it’s okay, I know about this. I’m on my way back to you now. People are leaving town and I advise you to do the same.”

“What about the phones?” she asked, and he was shocked by her innocence.

“I’ll man the phones when I get back, but in the meantime I’ll be telling everyone I pass to get out while they still can, and I’m starting with you. Take Lawrence with you. The keys to Anderson’s car are still there so take that and get to Emerson. Tell them what’s going on here!” He was going back to try to get hold of Emerson over the radio, but that had always been sketchy since Mercy went up. 

“What about you?” Tammy asked. 

“I’ll be fine,” he said, not knowing what he was talking about. “Now get going, over and out!” he clicked off the radio and threw the handpiece down on the passenger seat. 

As much as he wanted to do his best in his job, there was one thing on Garrick’s mind that was more important than all else now and that was Jenny. He had to make sure she was safe. Driving with his windows open, he called on people running past to get to a car and get out of town. There was nothing he could do to save them all, and trying would only condemn more people to an agonising death in Gossamer Falls.

There were no clouds near his own home street, and it was eerily quiet here as Garrick pulled up outside his house. Screams could still be heard from all over on streets nearby and people’s names being called in hope, but it seemed his own house was outside the fray, unaffected. Then he thought about the calm in the eye of the storm and he was worried all over again. He ran to the house calling Jenny’s name.

The front door was open when he got to it and pushed on into the house. He’d told her to stay in and lock up. He rushed from room to room, still calling her name frantically as though there might have been some chance she hadn’t heard him already. Garrick ended up back in the entrance hall having checked every room. She was gone, but where? Perhaps she went to the Sheriff’s Office looking for him; that’s where she would most likely be!

On his way back to the car, he noticed someone was walking down the street, limping, a woman he didn’t recognise. She looked scared and hurt.

“Are you alright, ma’am?” he asked from across the street. She looked up in fear and then seemed a little relieved when she saw it was a policeman. At that moment a neighbour from the far side of the street, Perry Plinkins, came out of his house. He had a shotgun in his hands and Garrick didn’t blame him considering the sounds of mayhem and chaos all around. By the time Garrick understood what Perry was about however, it was too late. Perry came to the middle of his lawn, lifted the gun and blasted the head clean off the woman’s shoulders as she turned to look at him. 

“Perry!” Garrick shouted, pulling his own gun and running to take cover behind the cruiser. Perry looked over at him, his eyes cold and mean. “What the hell are you doing?” Garrick shouted. Perry’s answer was to raise his gun again and fire at him.

Glass shattered and sprayed all around the ground and Garrick dropped to the ground.

“Shit!” he said. He didn’t know what the hell was going on, but he knew he had no choice now but to shoot Perry. It would be the first time he’d ever even had to aim his gun at a living being. 

“Perry, this is your last chance,” he called out. “Put down the gun!” Garrick listened, but all he heard was the unmistakable sound of the gun being reloaded and the barrel click shut once more, two more rounds waiting to tear his body apart. The old man must have snapped with all that’s been happening this week. 

Perry’s last chance was gone. 

Garrick drew in some deep breaths and then glanced under the car to see if he could see where Perry was now.  As expected, he’d come as far as the footpath and was getting closer. Garrick rose to his hunkers and held his gun in both hands as he leaned against the car, shuffling to the rear. He raised himself and then using all his force pushed away from the car, stood up, and shot twice at Perry.

The older man was surprised by the speed of the attack and his gun barrels had only started to lift when the two bullets entered his chest. He stood there a moment looking at Garrick like he’d never seen him before. The gun fell and clattered to the ground and then Perry fell backwards to the ground. 

Garrick’s breath rushed from him and he started to feel lightheaded. With the gun still trained on Perry, he approached in a wide arc trying to see if he was still alive.  He didn’t think so but couldn’t be sure. 

“Perry?”  he said, the feeling of death thick. He stepped closer and watched the chest. It didn’t move. Garrick moved closer and was about to bend to one knee to take Perry’s pulse when he saw the spiders crawling out of the old man’s ears. There were not many, but even one inside a man’s head was way too many. Garrick backed away, still a little dizzy, and realised he was pointing his gun at the spiders now. How ridiculous.  They were coming his way, though, and he didn’t want to find out what they had in mind for him. He turned and ran to the car and drove away as fast as he could, his thoughts at once turning to Jenny and getting the hell out of this place.
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Clinton Scarrow stood over his car looking at the engine. It had been disabled, and there were no other cars around he could salvage the cable he needed from left in the parking lot of the hotel.  He’d watched from the trees as Deputy Garrick had lifted the hood and he’d seen the man do something but didn’t know what until now. It was a good move on the policeman’s part, he had to give him that. 

What was odd, though, was how he’d taken everyone away with him, leaving the dead bodies in the hotel and Scarrow’s boot. He would have expected the doctor to have been called up here at least, but it looked like for now at least everyone had simply abandoned the place, even the owner who didn’t look like he’d left here in years. 

He had more work to do, but not much. Though no one in town would know it yet, the road out of Gossamer Falls through the mountains was blocked with fallen trees. Now he had to do the same for the only other road out of town, the one that passed right by the hotel. Only he didn’t have his car anymore to pull the fallen tree trunks from the side of the road. How the hell was he going to do his work now?

During a tour of the shed and surrounding area of the building of the hotel, Clinton found a couple of things to help him in his task.  He’d been looking for perhaps a hidden car, snowmobile or motorbike, but what he found was a chainsaw - for keeping the forest closest to the hotel under control - and a girls’ ten-speed racing bike. Though not ideal, it would be enough for him. Tying the chainsaw onto his back and hanging the gas can to fuel it on the end of the handlebars of the bike, Scarrow set off on his wobbly journey. He figured a half mile up the road would be far enough.  Just enough for people to have hope about getting out of town before being bitterly disappointed and finding they were trapped unless they tried to walk or tried lifting tree trunks on their own off the road. 

As he rode, Scarrow looked to the trees on both sides of the road. He was looking for a point where there were four or five large enough trunks close to the roadside so he could fell them directly across the road without having to do any pulling. He found what he was looking for only a third of a mile away and set to work at once. He was sure time was of the essence by now. 

An hour later, five large trees lay at varying angles across the road and there was nothing going to get through here in a hurry. It was not a moment too soon. As Scarrow turned off the chainsaw and it whined down to silence, the sounds of screaming and shouting echoed up from the town in the distance. He smiled and got back on the bicycle and headed back to the hotel. He was sure it wouldn’t be long before people would come calling there, and he would be waiting.

Back in the parking lot, Scarrow looked at his car as he rode by. He was going to put the bicycle out of sight, to have everything look the same as it was if the Deputy came back. But he wasn’t a deputy anymore was he? Scarrow stopped, unsure where this idea had come from but feeling the truth of it. Garrick was the Sheriff now, and he was the only one left from the Sheriff’s Office. Knowledge of the town flowed into this mind; things he couldn’t know - like what was happening in some places right now - washed through him, and he knew everything he felt and saw was real and true. It was the most powerful feeling he ever had in his life. 

HE was coming from the mountain. Who HE was Scarrow didn’t know for sure, but HE was power itself and there would be no stopping him. Scarrow didn’t know what HE wanted, ultimately, but there was a darkness in it that the small town of Gossamer Falls would not be able to contain. 
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Maggie Glymer tried climbing up onto the roof proper of the surgery, but it was a sheer lift and she just couldn’t do it, despite numerous efforts. After her most recent failure, she’d allowed herself to look down on the lawn. It was almost completely covered now in the white spiders.  An army of them streamed out onto the sidewalk and there broke off in groups moving in all different directions. Regardless of the numbers that were going off somewhere else, the lawn looked caked solid of spiders who were going nowhere. Maggie had the eerie sense they were watching her, waiting her out, but that couldn't be the case.

“You’re losing it, Maggie,” she heard Frank say in her mind. 

“I know,” she agreed quietly. 

Just then, Maggie felt the unmistakable sensation of being watched. She looked beyond the spiders and there in the middle of the road were two boys on bikes.

“Watch out!” she shouted at them, standing up and waving her hands, “Those spiders are dangerous. You need to get out of here or they’ll kill you!” The boys looked at one another, down to the nearby row of spiders, and then back to Maggie.

“What are you doing up there?” the older of them called. Maggie looked and saw he was the same defiant boy who’d been ringing her doorbell and running away recently. 

“Didn’t you hear me!” she called. “You’ll be killed!” The younger boy looked nervous and he eyed the spiders while the older continued looking up at Maggie.

“What about you?” he called up.

“What about me?” she replied; couldn’t these goddamn kids do anything a grown-up told them these days!

“Well, how long is it going to be before the spiders start coming up after you?  Where are you going to go then?” Maggie didn’t know why he was asking, but she didn’t have an answer. The boy saw her hesitation. “We can’t leave you here like this,” he added. Maggie’s heart melted, but she was the adult here and she couldn’t let little kids risk their lives to save her.

“Go get some help,” she called. “Just don’t let any of those spiders come near you!”

“No,” the boy answered forcefully, “we’re not leaving you like this,” and then turning to his friend said, “Come on Ed, we have to think of something.”  Ed was still looking at the filing spiders on the road.

“I don’t know, Terry,” he said. “Maybe we should just go get the Sheriff.” 

“To hell with that,” Terry answered, and he pushed down on his pedals and turned his bike before lining it up and running down the column of spiders in the road. They made cracking noises like broken glass as his heavy rubber tyres crushed them.  “Looks like they die easy enough!” he shouted back, turning around again. In his wake, he’d left dozens dead and a pinkish ooze was smudged on the ground.

“Don’t touch them even if they are dead!” Maggie called down. “And don’t touch your wheels with that gunk on there!” Terry waved a hand at her while looking at Ed - a most adult motion that said, ‘I know what I’m doing.’

“If we rip up and down over the lawn a few times, we’ll kill hundreds and the rest might start to run away,” he said to Ed. Ed’s face showed how much he liked this idea.

“What if we slip on the grass?” he protested. 

“We won’t,” Terry cajoled him. “Look, I’ll do a test run and you’ll see.” 

Maggie up on the roof couldn’t hear this exchange, but she didn’t like the look on either boys’ face - one of fear and the other stubbornness.

“What are you two talking about down there?” she called. Neither boy answered, but the same one who’d rode over the spiders with his bike rolled up the street a little before turning to face the building again. Maggie knew then what he was planning; it was plain on his face and she screamed, “NOOOOOOO!” as he started pedalling and picking up speed.  

There was nothing she could do from up here, and she looked on in horror as the boy reached his top speed and then mounted the kerb and tore across the yard right over the horde of spiders.  The glass-breaking noise sang out, and the spiders started to scurry around in their confusions.

“Way to go Terry!” Ed called out in triumph, and the success spurred him into action too. He got on his bike and did the same. Maggie continued to tell them to stop, that they were going to get themselves killed, but they were not listening. They criss-crossed the lawn, coming in from different angles, and Maggie had to admit they were doing a good job.  Most of the lawn was cleared now, and of those spiders left, most were only barely alive.

“Start climbing down,” Terry called Maggie, “We’ll kill the ones closest to the window now, right Ed!”

“Right!” Ed called back; he was a totally different child now, exuberant in confidence and looked to be having the time of his life. Maggie was terrified they were too confident; in her mind she saw them skid and slide to the ground and be swamped by those vile white creatures.

“No, please, you’ve already done more than enough!” she called to the boys. “There’s a path I can run through.”  

Once again, the boys took no heed of her and Maggie had to start climbing down; the sooner she was safe, the sooner the boys would stop being so reckless! With her back to them now, doing her best to recreate how she got up in the first place, Maggie heard their wheels swish past beneath her, and the tinkling glass-shattering noise came afresh. She chanced a glance down, looking for the window ledge with one swaying foot and saw she was close. Stretching a little more, the tips of her shoe made contact, and it was a great relief as she shimmied down the drain pipe a bit more to get a better footing, confident she wasn’t going to fall now.

Turning on the ledge to face out onto the lawn, Maggie took the lay of the land to find her escape route. As she did, the boys came speeding across the lawn again, but this time they were too close to one another. The spiders thrown in the air from Ed’s wheels sprayed all over Terry's bike, and one of the spider’s flailing legs sliced through the flesh of his shin in passing.

“Jesus!” Terry called out in pain. Ed looked around, clear of the lawn now, with a frightened look on his face. 

“What?” he asked. They pulled up the bikes back in the middle of the street.

“You flicked some of those shitheads up on me and one of them hit my leg!” Terry cried out. Ed looked and saw the trickle of blood on Terry's shin. It didn’t look anything more remarkable than the usual cuts and scrapes young boys got throughout their course of a normal day and he shrugged.

“It’s only a scratch,” he said. Terry looked at it a moment and nodded, 

“I guess so, but it stung like hell when it happened.”

“Boys!” Maggie called out and they both looked to her, “I’m going to make a run through this gap you’ve made for me, so don’t come back near here, okay?” She waved at the route before her and the boys nodded in agreement. “If they get a hold of me, don’t try to save me. I’ve seen them in action, and they are lethal, you won’t be able to knock them off me without getting yourself killed!”

“You just run, lady,” Terry said, “If they start to come after you, we’ll ride behind you and kill the ones that do!” This wasn’t ideal, but she supposed it wasn’t terrible either. 

Sitting down on the window ledge, Maggie dangled her feet just above the ground and readied herself to run. There were a few spiders still alive in her path, but mostly it was a clear run. She glanced at the boys one more time and found tears in her eyes, they were her saviours, and these were tears of gratitude.

“You’re not saved yet!” Franks voice reminded her. Maggie wiped her eyes and without a moment of hesitation, jumped down and set running as soon as she touched the lawn. As she’d expected, the spiders began a wave towards her, but she was quick (much quicker than she would have dreamed possible) and they had been so spread around by the boys’ wheels she made it out onto the street ahead of them. She didn’t stop running, and the two boys set off right after her.

“You’re getting away!” Ed Tipping called out happily. Though she believed him, Maggie didn’t want to tempt fate by turning around to see for sure. It would be just her luck she would fall and break her leg or something stupid like that. 

“We need to get to a phone!” Maggie called through puffing breaths.

“My house is just around the corner,” Terry said, and he went in front to lead the way. Maggie glanced at him and smiled, ‘What brave boys they were.’ 
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Tammy was back in the cell corridor looking in on Lawrence when the phone started to ring again in the main office. It seemed every time she walked down here this happened; it was very frustrating. At least Lawrence seemed to be doing better, though. He was sleeping much more soundly and wasn’t tossing or turning or muttering things she didn’t understand. She trusted Doctor Hanrahan and felt Lawrence would be over the worst it this when he woke up.

“Hello, Sheriff’s Office, how can I help you?” Tammy answered the phone; she’d been trying on different answering approaches each time trying to find one that felt right to her. 

“Tammy! This is Maggie Glymer!” The shrieking tone in the woman's voice was enough to put chills down Tammy’s spine; she didn’t need to know what had happened to know it was the worst thing Maggie had ever seen. Tammy’s panicked inner thoughts urged her to put the phone down and run; she didn’t need to know what had happened. This wasn’t her responsibility after all.

“What is it?” she asked, her face screwing up in revulsion at the as yet unknown answer.

“The dogs!” Maggie said, “They burst and the spiders came out and... Doc and Selma are dead.” Maggie said this in a halting voice as though she was trying to connect all the dots in her head but didn’t quite believe the picture it created. 

Tammy heard every word, but she knew what she’d heard wasn’t right.

“Maggie, can you slow down and say again, please?” she said, trying to calm her own panic at the same time. 

“The dogs who licked the clouds,” Maggie said through controlled breaths. “They died and lots of tiny white spiders came out.” Tammy could hear Maggie’s voice wavering and knew she was started to cry again, so she finished the story for her.

“And these spiders killed Doc and Selma?” she asked.

“Yes, it was so horrible,” Maggie wailed. “They swept right over them and they were dead in seconds.”

“Where are the spiders now?” Tammy asked, taking up a pen and paper, “Still in the surgery?”

“No, they’re out on the lawn and heading off in all directions; we need to warn everyone and get the hell out of here!” Tammy felt her blood run cold, and she instinctively looked around the floor, half expecting to see some white spiders coming for her feet.

“I’ll let the Sheriff know,” she said. “Where are you now?”

“I’m at the Tipping house on Birch Street,” Maggie replied.

“Are you safe there?” Tammy asked, hoping for a positive answer.

“I sure don’t feel safe,” Maggie said, “but I think we left the spiders behind for now.”

“Being scared is the new normal in town,” Tammy said nervously. “You sit tight for now and I’ll let the Sheriff know what’s happened.”

When she hung up, Tammy looked at the sheet of paper in front of her, a jumble of individual words that wouldn’t make sense to anyone else who ever saw it. Hell, it didn’t even make sense to her, but apparently it was happening. She picked up the radio and tried to raise Garrick. 

The airway static hissed and no answer came back.

“Sheriff Garrick, this is Tammy at the station, this is urgent. Are you there? Over.” Still no reply. He mustn’t be in the car right now. She’d just have to try again in a couple of minutes. She looked around the floor again, worried that the arachnids would be seeping in somewhere unseen. There were so many hiding places for something so small and she did a quick circuit of the office, looking out windows and doors and then going back to the cells to make sure Lawrence wasn’t being crawled over too. It was a horrible feeling being so scared like this and all she wanted was to be out of town, just like Maggie had said.

Lawrence was still fast asleep and, though she knew he needed it, Tammy felt he should be awake while this craziness was going on. What would it be like to wake up and have to start running for your life straight away?  Tammy ran without another thought to get the keys. She came back, unlocked the door and pushed it open. This was how it was going to stay for now she decided. Hopefully he would wake up soon. She needed him around right now. 

Standing over him, Tammy put a gentle hand on his forehead. It was still warm and clammy but nothing like it had been earlier. He was getting better and she was glad for this at least. An image of their ‘first date’ came to her, seeing him sitting in the driver’s seat smiling. How surreal everything was, how maddening that it was most beautiful thing she’d ever seen happen at the moment they’d first come together, and how evil that beauty had become. 

Leaving the door open, Tammy went back to the radio to try to raise Garrick again. She tried and tried to no avail. She guessed he must have caught up with Allgood by now and was tearing him a new asshole instead of sitting in his car waiting for her to call on the radio.  Walking to the door, she looked out on the bright sunny morning. 

It looked like any normal day in any small town in America, but so far as she knew there could be up to ten people dead in the last few hours to add to those who died the first night the clouds came. It was all like some terrible dream, but she knew it couldn’t be. No nightmare could go on this long.

Screaming rose in the distance; Tammy wasn’t sure where, and she knew the death toll was starting to rise one more. Tears streamed down her eyes as she rushed back to the radio; she had to get Garrick this time.
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Diane and Phil Gaughren were sitting over a late breakfast while listening to the radio and flicking through this morning's newspaper. They had been up late last night, a habit formed after not getting any sleep the night of the clouds, and with no work to go to for the moment, there was no real need for an early start. Phil was enjoying the time off, but he didn’t expect it was going to last for much longer. The paper told of the scientists from the State Capital due today, but Diane had already heard from neighbours they were in town and checking out one of the clouds on Main Street. There was optimism the end of the problem was close, and everyone could get on with their lives as before. 

“If we’d been up earlier, we could have gone down to see them,” she remarked to Phil. He snorted and rustled the paper without looking up to her.

“See what?” he asked, “They’re scientists; how entertaining do you think it could be?” Diane shrugged,

“I didn’t say it would be a spectacle, but at least we’d know what was going on right away.” Phil looked over the paper at her.

“They’ll look at the cloud on Main Street, suggest a way to get rid of them, we’ll do what they say, and we’ll all be back to work by the end of the week,” he said. This was firmly what he believed would be the case and he was a little resentful of it already. It had been nice spending all this time with Diane too; it had been a long time since they were together so much. Diane popped the last of her toast into her mouth and chewing said,

“I guess so.” She didn’t sound too enthralled by the idea either. 

The shrill ring of the phone interrupted them, and both looked at it and then back to each other as if to ask, ‘are you expecting a call?’ Neither of them was. Diane slipped off the high stool from the counter and strolled across the room to answer. Phil watched her as she went. 

“Hello?” Diane said, putting the receiver to her ear.

“Diane, it’s me!” a voice so loud Phil heard it and Diane had to pull the phone away from her ear.

“Maggie?” she said, holding it at a half an arm's length. Phil looked at her curiously. Why would Maggie be calling from across the street? 

“Diane, you got to get out of town right now! This second! Just get Phil, get in the car and go!” Maggie was more erratic than Diane had ever heard her.

“Maggie, take it easy, what’s going on. Are there more clouds falling?” Diane asked.

“No, not clouds. The dogs who licked the clouds died a while ago. When they did, hundreds of spiders came out and they are as dangerous as the clouds were. I’ve called the Sheriff's office and I’m sure there will be a general evacuation soon, but I wanted to let you know first so you could get a head start!” 

This sounded crazy to Diane and she almost whispered into the phone so Phil wouldn’t hear,

“Maggie, have you been drinking?”

“No, I haven’t been drinking!” Maggie’s voice roared back down the phone and Phil heard this clearly too. He got off his seat and came over. 

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Maggie says there is going to be an evacuation because spiders came out of the dogs in the doc’s place and they are dangerous like the clouds,” Diane said.

“Phil, Phil!” Maggie screamed form the phone, “Get in your car and get out of town right now!” Phil and Diane exchanged a glance and Phil said,

“We better do what she says.  This is no time to be taking chances.”  Diane was surprised but happy to go along with this.

“Okay, Maggie,” she said softly into the phone, “We’re leaving now. Are you at home, do you want to come with us?”

“I’m not home, but I’ll be fine, just go!” Maggie hung up before Diane could say anything more.

“Are we really going?” Diane asked Phil.

“I don’t like the feeling around here right now,” he said. “Something’s wrong. I’ve never heard Maggie like that before and she’s not what I’d call a worrier.” Diane agreed with this, and she too was starting to feel the fear in the air.

“Go get dressed,” she said to him. “I’ll gather some food and water and we’ll get on the road in a few minutes.”

“Aren’t you going to get dressed too?” he asked.

“I’ll just throw on something on the way out,” she waved him away. 

They rushed around the house in a few minutes of panic like it was the end of the world, both feeling better that they were doing something. Diane began to think they should have left when the clouds came. Why didn’t they go to some hotel or something until they knew the town was safe again? Funny the things people can get used to and how fast.  

Phil carried the bags out to the car, made sure he had his wallet, and locked the door when Diane came out.  They were still standing on the porch when the first of the screams some streets away started. Gooseflesh rose on both their skins at the sound, and the horror of the cloud night struck back into their hearts with sudden fury.

“Come on,” Phil said, taking her by the arm. They had only stepped down when a strange sound came from above. They looked up and both thought about the cloud on the roof. A sound like rolling thunder came and then a flood of white spiders came tumbling down over the ledge of the roof. It was too late for Diane and Phil to do anything but scream and bat their arms wildly as the killer rain came down on them.  Why hadn’t they just left right away, like Maggie had said?

More and more screams came from all over town.
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Pa Shaker was alone in his bar, drinking coffee and listening to the lowered jukebox. It was way too early to open, but he liked to be in the place all the same. He was still willing to have people in here just to be somewhere and not worrying alone at home. 

He took his coffee mug and went to the door. It would be nice to drink it while looking over the lake; something he’d always liked to do before this week. Now every time he looked at the lake, he saw the clouds drift down towards town. He was sure it was the same for everyone in Gossamer Falls now. 

As he walked across the gravel, he saw that Danny’s car was still here. Danny had left the bar with Clinton Scarrow the night before, looking fearful of his drunken friend, and neither had come back inside. They must have left in Scarrow’s car.

“I hope Danny was doing the drivin,’” Pa muttered, shaking his head. 

For just a moment, sitting there on the bench and looking out over the still water of Lake Clear, everything seemed like it should be. But it was for just a moment. Pa knew this place had changed forever. No one would ever talk about the clouds without mentioning it was here at Shaker’s where the first person was killed. 

It wasn't even just that. No one would ever sit here again without worrying that something was going to float down from the mountains and cause mayhem. Even if the source was found and eradicated, the fear wouldn't go away, not for a long time. It would be worse than the haunted reputation the bar had. That was the kind of fright people liked to give themselves, knowing they don’t believe in ghosts. But those clouds? No one had any choice but to believe in them. Everyone had seen them and seen what they could do. No one wanted to be really scared, just pretend scared.

With this thought, Pa looked over to the hardened cloud that still sat on his roof. The cloud that had killed Simon Denver.  Poor kid.  His parents had been up early one morning and had laid flowers about the place. Pa had watched from inside, hoping they wouldn’t see him and want to talk to him about it. He wasn’t fearful of their blame, but he was terrified of what they would want to know. How could he tell then what he’d seen, and if he lied they’d know. Everyone knew what happened when the cloud touched you. 

A loud crack sang in the air, and Pa Shaker left his thoughts of bereaved parents behind as he looked over the bar for the origin of the sound. Surely it couldn't be one of his boards snapping? He stood and approached the bar, looking over the exterior for some obvious flaw. 

It was what looked like a white flow of water that drew his eye to the cloud. It was cracked open and spraying white stuff onto the roof. Fear gripped him and he felt this stuff was the killer ingredient that had been on the cloud in the first place. He looked around, unsure what to do. Was this liquid going to destroy his bar?  

As scared as he was, his own financial survival kicked in and he ran to get the hose at the side of the building. Turning the faucet on full, he rushed back and started to aim the hose up at the cloud. Even if he could water on whatever bile was coming out, it might make the difference between having a damaged doorway or losing the bar altogether.

No sooner had Pa started spraying the hose, then he saw it was no liquid coming out of the cloud but a marauding cluster of thousands of tiny white spiders. It was the most gut-wrenching thing he’d ever seen, and at once he knew this had been what happened up in Mercy. It had to be.

This was followed by the logical thought of how they’d stopped the spiders. They’d set the whole mountain on fire! Pa dropped the hose feeling it was doing nothing but gathering the spiders down on the ground around him. He took a few steps back and looked at the bar.  Thousands more spiders were coming out of the crack and they were spreading all over the ceiling, and he could see them dip down between the shingles and knew they’d be filling the place inside soon enough too.  What could he do?

In a moment of civic bravery he wouldn’t have long to regret, Pa Shaker rushed inside his bar and went to the stove where burgers often fried up for the customers. He turned on the burners with spiders falling to the ground all around him and grabbed his old frying apron and let it down over half the flame, making sure not to smother it. He kicked and stomped on the creatures as he moved back to the bar with the now flaming apron, and he smashed bottles of whiskey and then swiped the cloth through them.

At first it wasn’t working, and it looked like the apron was only getting wet and the fire would go out. In a moment of desperation, Pa took a handful of napkins and threw them to the fire, watching as they caught and fell on the ground beyond. They might start a fire there or they might not, and he didn’t have the time to wait to find out. Carefully he touched the apron to the wet bar and was glad to see the fire spreading. He sprayed more whisky finely around and lit this too, and soon it was going well, and he knew there would be no stopping it. 

He turned back, with the idea of getting out and letting the spiders pop and burst to death in the fire, but he had gone behind the bar and cornered himself. Spiders were piling up before him and more falling down around his head from the roof. 

Pa Shaker leaned back against the wall and looked at his bar for the last time. He could only hope he was going to take them all with him. 

“Ugly little shits,” he cursed as the first wave came up over his feet.
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Kerry’s Diner was enjoying a midweek morning rush for the first time since the clouds a few nights ago. Things had been so quiet, Kerry herself had been doing the waitressing instead of standing behind the counter gabbing all day. When the veteran waitress saw the ragged hotel group coming in, she knew at once something bad had happened up there. Her natural first assumption was more clouds had landed up there.

Landy could read her mind through her eyes and he knew she was going to ask. He looked to her and waited a moment.

“Jeez, what happened?” Kerry said, “More clouds land up at the hotel?” Most of the group looked at her, and Landy held up a staying hand to her.

“Can you bring us over some coffee for everyone?” he said and led his team to the window seats. Kerry watched them file by, each looking a little worse for wear as they went - save the girl, Emily - she looked the worst by far.  Whatever had happened up there, it was clear she was the one who saw it.

They sat in the large corner booth that could accommodate them all. Landy held Emily’s hand and eyed the phone behind the counter. Garrick might have asked Emily to stick around for a while, but he didn’t say anything about calling her folks to come to her here in the diner. 

“How long do you think we’ll be here?” one of the guests asked. Landy shrugged,

“Shouldn’t be too long. I’m sure the Sheriff will be arranging a place for us to hold up more comfortably.”

“I just want to get out of this town,” the man replied. He looked on the verge of tears, but there was a lot of anger in his eyes too. Once he got out of Gossamer Falls he would never be back, and he’d do his best to deter anyone else who might ever think of coming. Landy supposed he couldn’t blame him for that. Landy loved this town, but right now he didn’t see a way back for the town from all that happened. In a couple of years it could be a ghost town or as close to it as you can get. 

Kerry arrived over with a tray of cups and then leaned back over and took up the large coffee pot from the counter where she’d put it for easy reach from their table. Landy met her eyes and tried to dissuade her from asking anything more of them. With an almost imperceptible nod, she moved the pot over the table, filling the cups one by one.

“Give a holler if you want something from the menu or when you’re ready for a refill,” she said and then shuffled off. Landy was thankful to her, but she hadn’t looked at him again so didn’t see his gratitude. 

As they drank their coffee, no one saying much at all, Landy was looking out the window when he saw Garrick come rushing out. The Sheriff jumped into his cruiser and reversed out of his space at breakneck speed and then tore off towards the centre of town. It couldn’t be anything good to get a policeman to move that fast, he thought. 

“You think someone else has been killed?” another of the guests asked on seeing this.

“I hope not,” Landy replied.

“Maybe he knows where the killer is and he’s going to get him,” Emily offered. Landy squeezed her arm. He wished she was right about that, but he had a bad feeling she was not.  He saw that Kerry had been watching Garrick rush away too and had heard what had been said at the table. 

“I’ll be back in a minute,” he said, patting Emily’s hand as he slid out from his seat and went over to the counter.

“What’ll it be, Charley?” Kerry asked, though he could see she knew he just wanted to talk to her away from the others.

“You heard what was said at the table,” he said, “Two guests of the hotel were murdered and a local man’s body was found in a car parked up there this morning.” Kerry’s eyes widened at this news, but Landy was glad to see this was only in horror and not eagerness to get the gossip.

“Oh my God,” she said and cast a glance to the table. “Emily found them?” she asked. Landy looked back to Emily and then turned to Kerry again nodding,

“I’m afraid so, and it was not something any young girl should ever have to see.”

“Who did it?” she asked.

“Don’t know for sure, but Garrick thinks it was a local man, someone I don’t know, can’t recall the name though.” Landy could recall the name, but he didn’t want to be the one spreading it around if it wasn’t true. A scandal like that getting attached to your name was not going to be shaken off easily. 

“A local!” This was even more incredulous to Kerry. She looked at Landy with pity and took a cup from under the counter and poured in some coffee, then leaning behind some bottles on the back shelf she came out with a small steel flask in her hands. “You look like you could use a little something in this one,” she said as she unscrewed the cap and poured a little whiskey into the cup before pushing it towards him.

“I won’t correct you on that,” Landy said, taking the cup and drinking a little from it. 

“Sit here a bit, I’m going to top up your pals and give them a little nip too,” Kerry said passing him. Landy thought about pointing out Emily was too young but then stopped. What did that matter today; it might even do her some good.

Kerry turned the mood around soon after. She got the out of towners talking about where they called home and it took everyone's attention from their own inner thoughts for a while. The coffee kept flowing, and it was starting to feel like any normal mid-morning until the screaming started. 

At first Landy wasn’t sure he’d heard something. Kerry was talking, and it was a brief noise, far away if anything. He ignored it; possibly he’d imagined it. But then he heard it again, only louder more and saw the others around him reacting to it too. Something was happening and there were a lot of people involved.   

“What the hell is going on now?” Kerry said, moving towards the door.

“Don’t go out there, Kerry,” Landy said, he was looking to the sky through the window. She followed his gaze.

“I don’t see anything,” she said.

“Me neither,” Emily said pressing her face right up to the window.

“No, but there’s a lot of people shouting so it could be the clouds again,” Landy said. “Let me have a look.”

The sounds from outside became much clearer once the door was open. Everyone within the diner gathered behind Landy as he popped his head outside and looked to the sky in all directions. There was nothing to be seen. 

“It’s not clouds,” he said and stepped outside.

“Where’s the noise coming from?” Kerry asked, stepping out with him. They looked off up the street, and it wasn’t lost on Landy that this is the way Garrick had sped off.

“Sounds like it might be Main Street,” he replied. 

“Those science people from State were going up there with the mayor to look at the cloud,” Kerry said. They all made assumptions about this but kept their ideas to themselves.

Screaming started coming from other directions then, and Landy and Kerry spun to face different sounds. Emily came out now and turned in a circle, tears forming in her eyes at the multiple sounds of misery as they grew. 

“Where’s the nearest cloud that landed to here?” Landy suddenly asked Kerry, gripping her by the arms. She looked confused for a moment and then said, 

“There’s one on the side of the building next door,” she nodded to the hardware store only feet away.  Landy looked to the store.

“Something’s happening with the hardened clouds,” he said with dread. 

As though on cue, there came a loud cracking noise from the corner, and suddenly it was like a moving white carpet was coming around the corner heading right for them.

“Get back inside!” Kerry shouted, pushing at the group and rushing into the diner.

“No, we need to run!” Emily shouted, but it was Kerry’s momentum that saw the hotel guests follow her at speed like lemmings reacting to their leader. Emily looked to Landy, and they ran towards the Sheriff's Office as the door to the diner slammed shut. 

By the time the two hotel workers were on the steps of the Sheriff’s Office, all hell was breaking loose in the diner and the screams were the loudest so far.
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Tammy’s world came into sharp focus at one moment during this current crisis. All at the same time, all the phones were ringing, she got through to Garrick on the radio, Lawrence walked out of his cell and into the office, and Charles Landy and Emily Sounding came in through the front door. Her eyes darted everywhere, not sure who to deal with first but thinking quickly that it should be the Sheriff.

“Sheriff, the phones are jumping, the clouds are breaking open and spiders are coming out, I can hear screaming from everywhere!” she said into the radio. 

“Tell me about it!” Garrick shouted back through the static. “Get out of town, tell anyone you see to get in their cars and get the fuck out of here!” Tammy was shocked by the coarse language from a police officer, but of course he was only human too. 

“What’s going on?” Lawrence asked from the doorway. He looked a sight, but his eyes were back and Tammy was glad to see it.

“Are you near the Office?” Tammy asked Garrick.

“Be there in two minutes!” Garrick came back, and Tammy decided there was nothing more to be said until he was here. 

“Lawrence,” she said rushing to him. He took her in his arms, but he was hesitant.

“What happened?” he asked, sounding unsure of himself. Tammy looked now to the hotel staff.

“Come in,” she said waving them from the doorway. “Everyone just sit tight a minute while I answer these phones.” 

For more than four minutes Tammy answered panicked residents telling her all kinds of horrors that were taking place all over town. The screaming came from both the phone line and the world outside the windows and intermittent gunshots rang out as well. She ended up having to cut each call short saying there is no Sheriff's Department right now and yelling at the caller to get out town any way they could. The phones were still ringing, and panic was starting to get the better of her when suddenly she heard the voices of Lawrence, Emily and Charles Landy echoing what she was saying on the other phone lines. Had it not been for the terrible message they all had to convey, this moment would have melted her heart. 

When the calls finally ceased, each of them took a deep breath and they looked to one another in dazed exhaustion. 

“Thank you all for the help,” Tammy said. 

“Think nothing of it,” Lawrence said and then quickly added, “I think we better take our own advice though and get the hell out of here.”

“Here, here,” Landy agreed. 

Tammy stood up, fully in agreement with this when she saw Emily’s frightened face.

“Can I call my mom?” the young girl asked. 

“Of course, honey,” Tammy said, feeling terribly sorry for her. 

The door opened with great force, and Garrick burst in and looked around the room.

“Sheriff!” Tammy exclaimed as though caught doing something wrong. Garrick looked at Lawrence a moment, seemed to take in his eyes and then looked the others over.

“Did my wife call?” he asked Tammy.

“No,” Tammy said, though it was possible she had called to report something and just never said who she was before Tammy told her to leave town and hung up. Garrick’s face looked grim at this news. 

“She wasn’t at home either,” he muttered. Then, as though catching himself, he said, “The town is not safe. You all need to get in the nearest car and get as far away as you can.”

“Where should we go?” Landy asked.

“Head for Emerson. Go around the mountains, not through them. There must be millions of those spiders up there too.” 

“There’s plenty across the street in the diner,” Landy said, pointing. Garrick went to the window and looked over. The windows were streaked with blood from the inside and a white wave flowed over them. 

“Your hotel guests?” he asked, and Landy answered softly,

“Yep.”      

Tammy leaned over Emily and said, 

“You better make that call now, but my bet is your folks are hot footing it to the hotel where they think you are right now,” Tammy said.

“The hotel,” Garrick repeated, and it looked for a moment like he was going to add something else but stopped. Emily dialed the number quickly and after a short pause shook her head,

“They’re not at home.” She looked scared, and Tammy hugged her tightly.

“Landy,” Garrick said, “Get your car running and take these four people out by the hotel road.” Tammy could see the role of lawman falling from Garrick in the way he spoke. First it was the bad language, and now it was dropping the Mr from Mr Landy when addressing him. It was scary to think there was no law in Gossamer Falls along with everything else that was going on.

“What are you going to do?” Lawrence asked Garrick. Everyone in the room watched the Sheriff’s reaction. 

“I’m going to find my wife, and anyone else I can take along for the ride,” he said and before anyone could say anything to challenge this he asked Lawrence, “You said Anderson was talking about ‘mind spiders’ when you came in last night. Do you remember that?” Lawrence looked confused, but a dim light of recollection came to his eyes.

“Yes, that’s what he said,” he replied.

“I think I know what he means. One of my neighbours came out with a dazed look in his eyes and blasted the head clean off a woman passing by his house, and then he came after me. I think some of these spiders got inside his head and were somehow making him go nuts.”

“I saw the spiders come out of the Sheriff’s head when he died,” Lawrence remembered. Garrick nodded.

“I saw the same from my neighbour. It’s probably what happened to Clinton Scarrow to make him kill those people too so watch out for anyone acting strange out there also. Doesn’t matter who it is, if these things are inside them, they could be willing to kill you without even knowing what they were doing.”  

Tammy was horrified at this thought, and she couldn’t help but think any one of them in this room could be crazy and try to kill the rest of them at any minute. Who knew if the spiders were already inside any of them yet? She eyed Garrick warily; he’d been acting differently since he came back. His gun on his hip looked huge just then. Was he going to kill them all? 

“Do you all know how to fire a gun?” Garrick asked, looking around at them. All but Emily nodded that they did. Garrick looked in thought for a moment and then taking keys from his pocket he went into the office and unlocked the guns cabinet and handed out weapons to each of them. “Don’t use these unless you really have to,” he warned. Tammy didn’t think it necessarily wise to give guns to people who might be about to go crazy, but she couldn't argue with the feel of the gun in her hands and her willingness to use it if anyone tried to kill her. 

“Go up past the hotel,” Garrick went on like he was giving them orders, “If Emily’s parents’ car is there, pull in and honk the horn until they come out. Don’t get out of the car for any reason. If their car is not there, just keep on driving out of town, you got it?” He was primarily speaking to Landy who was going to be their driver, but he looked them all over as he spoke. 

Tammy nodded along, not really thinking about anything when she noticed Lawrence was shaking his head. She looked up at his face questioningly. He turned his body to hers and took her face in his hands.

“I need you to get in the car and get to safety,” he said. “I’m going to stay with Deputy Garrick and help as much as I can.” His eyes were set deep in his head and Tammy couldn't understand why he was saying these things. Didn’t he want to get away with her, for them to start all over again somewhere far away?

“No,” she said, but in truth she didn’t even know what she was saying no to anymore; everything was just so exhausting. Guilt pinged in then as she heard his words echoed in her head and saw the sad eyes of Garrick (Lawrence didn’t know he was the Sheriff now) and saw the all too human fear for his wife's safety. Of course, Lawrence would have to help him. And so would she.
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As soon as Eugene Allgood saw those spiders spray all over and kill the two firemen, he knew the writing was on the wall. It didn’t matter what happened now, this town was doomed and the best thing he could do right now would be to cut his losses and run. 

To his credit, the mayor hadn’t become mayor of Gossamer Falls in the first place by not possessing a certain level of shrewdness.  He’d understood for example, that his own business interests were never going to make him a rich man unless he got some political heft behind him. What better way to do this than being the mayor?  He’d lined his own pockets nicely in both legal and illegal ways over the last ten years and he supposed his run of dumb luck had to come to an end at some point. He just never thought it would end with him running for his life!

Allgood was also shrewd enough to understand, even as he ran from the scene, that this same scene was going to play out at all the other cloud landing sites in town and pretty soon anyone left would be dead. The screams that started to fill the quiet morning air all over confirmed this to him.

Perhaps the most shrewd thing, however, was that he knew at once that if there was a general panic in town, people were going to jump into every available car and try to leave town by one of the two roads out. That would only lead to roadblocks and fraying tempers, and those spiders weren’t going to sit back and watch. They’d be all over these cars in a flash as soon as they were all backed up.

With all of this in mind, Allgood was running to only one place. He was heading for the lake and his boat. He’d float away in safety while the rest of the schmucks of this town killed one another in a mad dash to escape. 

After a couple of streets, Allgood recognised that the same heavy running steps had been with him since Main Street. He turned for the first time to see Gough panting along behind him. It was irritating, but it could be worse. He thought about pointing out Gough was a Sheriff’s Deputy now and he should be back helping out instead of running away, but that would be too hypocritical, even for a politician.

“Where are we going?” Gough called when he saw Allgood look back at him.

“Just keep coming!” Allgood replied; he didn’t want others to hear him say he was going to his boat. That might cause a stampede behind him and make it impossible to launch into the lake. Screams were coming from all over and people were running everywhere. Worried citizens stepped out onto the streets to see what all the commotion was about. Some called to their mayor, but he ignored them all. It was every man for himself. 

Allgood was getting tired and he was in the wrong clothes for extended running. For years he had been a regular sight jogging around town, ingratiating himself to the townspeople with a cheery wave and hello while showing them he was strong and fit at the same time. Right now he was glad of all the jogging for if not for that he would have had to stop a long time before now. He could hear the laboured breaths of Gough still behind him. Gough had tried to emulate his boss in what was no doubt another brown-nosing exercise, but Allgood had told him it wouldn’t look good for the mayor to have a running buddy and that Gough should do his own jogging in the afternoons after work, which his underling had of course done. 

Finally the docks came into view. It wasn’t the glorious sight Allgood had envisioned, however, and the unsettling sight before him was no better than anywhere else in town right now. People were running about screaming, and waves of spiders were moving too, crawling heavily over the marina bar. Some boats had already set sail, and those people looked back on Gossamer Falls with horror and disbelief.  Others were running along the piers jumping into boats and pulling inexpertly at ropes trying to untangle the boats in a frantic bid to escape the carnage. Peering to the very end he saw they hadn’t made it to his own boat yet, but it was only a matter of time. 

Just as he set foot on the first plank of his pier, strong hands took hold of Allgood and spun him around. A man of about fifty, whose face he knew (despite its contortions of fear and horror) but couldn’t put a name to in the moment, pressed close to his own.

“What are we gonna do, Mayor?” he asked, wild-eyed. 

Turned back the way he’d come had discombobulated Allgood for a moment and his eyes took a moment to adjust. He looked past this man and over his shoulder saw Gough coming, but behind him, on his tail as it were, were thousands of those little white spiders. Allgood pushed hard into this man’s chest to get away from him and sent him falling into the water with a huge splash. 

Without hesitating, Allgood turned and ran once more to his boat.  The man in the water was thrashing about and screaming, but Allgood didn’t have a moment to look to see about him. He reached his boat and undid the guy line and then was fumbling with the second one when Gough was just about on him. The asshole had led the spiders right to him!

The knot came loose in his hands, and Allgood leaped onto his boat and raised the sail and ran back to push off from the pier. Just as he got to the side of the boat, Gough did too and he was in mid-jump onboard when Allgood saw they were not going to make it. The spiders were right there only feet away. 

Allgood’s two arms shot out and pushed hard at the in mid-air Gough. The assistant’s feet hit the side of the boat, but his balance was gone now with the unexpected force of the mayor's hands on him. Their eyes met and Gough’s showed the most surprised person in the world. He slipped back and landed heavily on the pier as Allgood pushed with all his might and then there was a gap between his boat and the pier. The moment it took for the spiders to swarm all over and start killing Gough had been the difference. Allgood was saved by Gough’s final task for him.  
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Though Clinton Scarrow wasn’t around to see the fruit of his handiwork, he would be happy to know that the image he had in his mind about what might happen was spot on.  Cars began to arrive at both roadblocks at roughly the same time (something he couldn't have planned this perfectly if he’d tried) and stumped drivers were getting out of their cars and looking at the huge trees blocking the road. Once there were a couple of cars, people would get it into their heads that with a little teamwork, they could get the road cleared in no time. They would start off with the ‘one, two, three, heave!’ and then move on to the ‘Let’s try rolling them instead of lifting’. 

By this time, other cars would be backing up the road and tempers began to fray. Scared men and women would lean on the horn as though they could honk their fellow man into getting the trees moved just for them to get through. Those trying to do the lifting and rolling, their brows covered with sweat and tiny bits of irritating bark, would scowl at those in the cars who thought it better to honk their horns than get out and lend a hand. 

Shouting would ensue and then more cars filled with people who didn’t know what was going on would arrive, and they would either start honking their horns or else they’d get out and join in the verbal arguments that ruled the only two roads out of Gossamer Falls. 

While all this pointless back and forth went on, thousands of tiny white spiders crawled up on the traffic jams and moved in for the kill. People ran in every direction, but there was no direction where the spiders were not coming from. Screams of agony rang out and revving engines and screeching tires filled the air as some tried to ram their way out of the situation. Of course all of this was useless, and the spiders rolled in and in and the number of the dead just grew and grew. 

Scarrow heard the screams from town and then the much closer ones from the road outside the hotel. The traffic was backed up way past the gate and he sat with mirthful glee at the reception desk waiting. People in a panic were so stupid and it was quite amusing to witness this first hand. 

“Welcome to the Clearview Hotel!” he bellowed, standing up as the first wave of people rushed inside in their desperate efforts to escape the crawling monsters. Some ran for the stairs, others through the door into the bar and dining area. Some stopped and looked at Scarrow, not knowing what way to take him. He beamed a smile at these people and with a handful of room keys said,

“Spider-free rooms for everyone!” Perhaps sensing his lunacy, the people who had stopped now ran afresh, in any direction they could. Scarrow walked out from behind the desk and looked out through the front. The car park, right up to the bottom step of the hotel entrance was completely covered in spiders. They stopped and milled about near the door, and Scarrow was glad to see that all the escape routes for those foolish enough to run into the hotel were now blocked off.  He could go about his murderous business now, with nothing at all to hold him back. 

This really was the best time of his life.
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Lawrence could see that Garrick didn’t like at all the idea of Tammy and him staying to help him look for his wife, but he also knew the new Sheriff didn’t have the time to argue about it. The worry in the man’s eyes reminded Lawrence of how he’d feel if Tammy was missing right now. Lawrence only wished he had the time to get Tammy to leave with Landy and Emily.

“Do either of you even know what my wife looks like?” Garrick asked Lawrence and Tammy when the others had run out to Landy’s car.  They looked to one another and Lawrence shrugged; he could picture a blonde woman who might be his wife, but he wasn’t sure.

“I do,” Tammy said, “We’re at the salon around the same time now and then.”

“Good,” Garrick said, nodding, “That means we can split up to cover more ground.”

“I don’t think that’s a great idea,” Lawrence interjected, “We’ll be safer as a trio.” He looked to Tammy for support and she stepped in,

“Yes, there’s no good in anyone being alone in this town right now,” she said. Her eyes were imploring, and Lawrence felt this might have been the deciding factor in his agreeing. He nodded and said,

“Tammy, take any food that's in the fridge for the car. We don’t know when we’ll be eating again.”  She went to this task and Garrick and Lawrence met eyes. 

“Until I find my wife, I’m not the Sheriff of this town; you got it?” It wasn’t mean and it wasn’t threatening, but Lawrence got the message loud and clear. It didn’t matter what they might pass; none of it was as important to Garrick as finding his wife. Lawrence could completely understand.

Checking that the route to the cruiser was clear, the three of them ran out and jumped into the car. From there, they could see a column of spiders moving up the middle of the road and heading towards the library. 

“They’re travelling like ants,” Lawrence said, amazed at how many of them there were.

“This is the first I’ve seen of that,” Garrick said, pulling the car out into the road, “They were only swarming all over everyone so far.” Lawrence was sitting in the passenger seat, and he saw Garrick was lining up the wheels of the cruiser to drive right over this line of murderous creatures. 

“How many do you think there are altogether in town?” he asked.  Tammy hesitated, waiting for Garrick to answer. It struck Lawrence that this line was the first she’d seen in person too.

“Based on what I've seen, which isn’t much, I'd guess there must be a couple million of them by now.” Garrick said. 

“Million!” Lawrence said in shock and he looked back to the line in the road. How many was that? Six, seven hundred? A thousand? And this was only a drop in the ocean!

“Less these guys!” Garrick said, revving the engine and driving over the full length of the column. Tammy and Lawrence looked out the back window at the mess made behind and Lawrence was glad to see them all dead.

“I guess if they all start lining up like that their numbers won’t hold for long,” he said.

The merest hint of a smile had just reached the fringes of Garrick’s lips at this when there was suddenly a loud shattering of glass and a terrible metallic boom. The car was all over the road and Garrick hit the accelerator as he grappled with the steering wheel. 

“Get down!” he shouted, but it was mostly drowned out by another huge boom. Someone was shooting at them!

Lawrence felt his shoulder slam hard into the door as the car rounded the corner, and his neck snapped sideways and he felt his hair brush off the steel of the doorframe - close to smashing his head open! 

“Who was that?” Tammy asked as she regained her seat by holding onto the back of the two front ones.

“Tony Parker at the grocery store,” Garrick said with a sneer as he looked through the back window to be sure they were away from him.

“Mr Parker! I’ve been buying groceries from him since I was a kid!” Lawrence said.

“We all have,” Garrick answered glumly, “The spiders must be inside him now too.”

They were all silent for a few moments as they looked out for Jenny Garrick.

“Do we have any idea why they kill some people and go inside to control others?” Lawrence asked. He didn’t think they would, but he’d been asleep for all of this and they might have forgotten to mention something in all the chaos.

“Not yet,” Garrick said, “But in our defence we only know about it an hour ago.”

This wasn’t true, Lawrence thought, though he hadn’t been cogent, he had told them about this very thing when he came back to town last night. Sheriff Schall had been infected by these things and Lawrence had told them that; only then it came out like he was crazy.

“Sheriff Schall fought them, but he knew he was going to lose. I think he killed himself because they were going to make him kill me. It must be what happened to Deputy Sanders too,” Lawrence offered. 

“Well, I guess it’s good to know people are willing to resist it,” Garrick said humourlessly. Lawrence rubbed his shoulder and he felt Tammy’s head close beside him as she leaned forward in her seat, perhaps feeling safer up near the front. “My neighbour looked different,” Garrick went on after silence, “I can’t put my finger on it, but I think I knew there was something different about him before he shot the woman.”

“So anyone we know, if they look different we should ...What?” Tammy said, her voice wavering in uncertainty.

“Give them a wide berth?” Lawrence suggested.

“If they’ll take one,” Garrick said, and in Lawrence’s mind he saw himself faced with a former friend who would leave him with no choice but to shoot someone dead for the first time in his life. He hoped to hell it didn’t come to that. Things were grim for sure.

“Do you have any idea where your wife might have gone?” Tammy asked Garrick. The Sheriff shook his head. 

“Something must have happened on the street, something to scare her and she left. I would have thought she’d have headed straight for the Sheriff’s Office, but I drove that route already and there was no sign of her.”

“The route might not have been available to her at the time. These spiders are popping up all over, and if people are going crazy too, she could have gone in any direction or be hiding in any store or house right now,” Lawrence said, and though he didn't intend to be negative, that’s how it sounded. “We’ll find her,” he added, but it sounded weak.

“You bet your ass we will,” Garrick said, and Lawrence was glad to hear his resolve. Hopefully Jenny would be on the lookout for them too.

Irregular gunshots rang out and screams continued from all around. People were running or driving frantically and others - those infected with the spiders - wandered about aimlessly, willing to kill anyone who came close to them. Each time they passed one of these people who didn’t have a gun to fire at them, they wondered should they be killing that person in the hope of saving others. It went through all of their minds, but none spoke it aloud for fear of having to do it.  

Small armies of spiders scurried about, in and out of buildings and over corpses in the street. Judging by the number of bodies they passed, Lawrence was glad to believe most people had made it to their cars and were getting away from town right now. He was sure there were more dead bodies in many of the buildings, but he guessed most people had run outside when things started to go nuts. 

Garrick drove over any large gathering of spiders they passed, the sounds now like popping glass through the missing window. Lawrence hoped they were not going to burst the tyres. Though hundreds and maybe thousands of spiders were dying with each run, it somehow felt like only a drop in the ocean. It was better to not think about the numbers.
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Maggie Glymer had never been one to sit still for too long, and when after ten minutes of Gossamer Falls going into full meltdown and no sign of either Ed Tipping’s or Terry Hargreaves’ parents showing up, she made the decision that it was time the three of them got out to town.

“How?” Ed asked, looking out the window in one last hope his mom would show up. Maggie could see the full terror in the boy’s eyes and felt terribly sorry for him. She would have liked to take him in her arms, but something told her that would only make things worse. The tears would come and there might not be a way to stem them. 

“My mom has a bike,” Terry said, looking Maggie up and down, “It might be a bit big for you, though.”

“I’m sure I’ll make do,” Maggie smiled, trying to stay upbeat for the boys while inside her heart was tearing apart in both fear and revulsion at what she’d already seen. “We better go now, though. The town is not safe; we can meet up with your parents later on.” 

“I’ll get the bike and meet you out front,” Terry said as he headed for the back door. Maggie didn’t like the idea of letting him go outside alone, but it did afford her the opportunity to talk to Ed for a moment without the tougher boy around.

“Don’t you worry about anything, Ed,” she said, leaning down to his face, which wasn’t much lower than her own. “We’re going to be fine, and we’ll meet up with your mom and dad in a few hours when all this mess is sorted and everyone is out of town.”  He nodded, but it was a nod that said ‘I want to believe you’, but it had no heart in it. “Good lad,” she said and tugged him gently by the arm to move outside.

When Terry came around the side of the house with his mother’s bicycle, Maggie noticed the cut on his leg looked worse than before and he was limping now. Leaning down, she took hold of his ankle and looked closer to the wound. Blood dripped down in a thin, slow stream and Terry winced at her touching him.

“We should clean that before we go anywhere,” she said. Terry pulled his leg away, though not roughly, and made a show of wiping the full length of the cut with his hand.

“Don't worry about that,” he said with bravado, “It’s only a scratch.” He pushed the handlebars of the bike to Maggie, and she took them while he let go and got on his own bike. Terry hadn’t winced or made any sign of discomfort as he rubbed his cut; perhaps it wasn’t so bad after all? 

“Which way we going?” Terry asked from his saddle.

“I guess we should head out by the hotel,” Maggie answered, looking the opposite direction at the mountains in the near distance. That was where all this mess came from; she certainly didn’t want to go up there. The boys followed her gaze and agreed. They set off.

After a wobbly start, Maggie realised that you never did forget how to ride a bicycle.  It had been many years since she’d ridden one (she couldn’t recall when the last time might have been, but she knew she was young at the time), but it came back to her like she did it every day.  

Terry and Ed were in front and Maggie moved along behind them. If it had not been for all the goings on, she felt would have been enjoying riding around.  How far she was going to be able to pedal was a whole other thing, however. The road out by the hotel was nothing as steep as the one that led up into the mountains, but it was by no means flat. The road by the hotel was steep enough in itself before dropping off to join the river valley that flowed out of Lake Clear. 

Terry drifted back beside her and looked her over once more. Maggie couldn’t help but wonder was part of this the young boy’s burgeoning adolescence along with concern for her physical abilities.

“You doing okay?” he asked. She was a little out of breath and would have preferred not to expend oxygen in a reply, but she nodded and said as cheerily as she could,

“All fine,” the words rushed.

“What do we do once we are out of town?” he asked, “I mean, how far before you think we’ll be safe?” His voice was low and he looked to Ed as though he might hear what was being said. With genuine amusement, Maggie realised he was acting like he was a grown up and they were both looking after the ‘child’ Ed Tipping.

The question was not one she felt she could answer honestly. She had no idea how far, but as far as she was concerned, today there was no ‘too far’ away from Gossamer Falls. It also raised questions of how they were supposed to keep cycling with no food, water or supplies of any kind. The nearest town without swinging the many miles around the lake and mountains was over forty miles away, and Maggie didn’t have any idea how long that might take the three of them on bikes, or even if they would be capable of it. 

“I don’t know,” she puffed. “We just need to get as far away as we can.”  Her mind was racing looking for ideas for supplies. They could stop at the hotel, but wasn’t there a problem up there already? Something she definitely didn’t want the kids to be exposed to.  It was bad enough they would be passing by there at all, but to bring them into the place where actual murders had taken place, no, she couldn’t do that. 

The idea of the killer still being loose worried her, but her feeling at this moment was whoever he was, he was in as much trouble with these spiders as everyone else. He could be long dead by now. She pushed this idea down. Supplies, she thought. The stores were all behind them, all back towards the centre of town. There was no way they were going to go back there. But then, they didn’t have to. This was small town America, or at least it had been until a few days ago.

“We need to go into one of these houses and get some food and water,” she said to both boys. Ed looked back nervously, as though adding a crime to his day was the last thing he wanted.

“Makes sense,” Terry agreed, and Ed looked resigned.

Terry led them onto the lawn of a house and Maggie called to him,

“Knock on the door first. We don’t want to be scaring people if they are still inside.” Terry looked at her as though asking ‘who in the hell would still be at home with all this shooting and screaming going on everywhere?’ He said nothing, though, and knocked loudly on the front door. He gave it a couple of seconds before pushing the door, and as Maggie expected, finding it open.

“Come on inside, Ed,” Maggie said as she dismounted. 

“I’ll keep a look out here,” he said, trying not to sound scared.

“We’re not doing anything wrong, Ed,” she said softly, “Whoever owns this house would be happy to help out if they were here.” He got off his bike, still looking worried but went up the steps of the house and inside with her. 

“Grab as much food and water as you think we can carry easily, Terry,” she called to him in the kitchen. “Ed and I will look for some bags to carry it all.”

The trio went about their work, and what odd work it was. It felt very strange to be in someone else’s home like this, going through their cupboards and closets and seeing their private life. It looked like a couple might live here, but so far Maggie had not seen any pictures of people to show who the owners might be. She wondered did she know them and were they safe right now?

“There’s not much,” Terry said when Maggie and Ed came into the kitchen to see what he’d piled on the table.

“It will be enough,” Maggie said, and she started packing it up right away. Ed held the other bag open for Terry to start putting things in too. One minute later they left the house to a thankfully still quiet street. Maggie glanced towards her own street, not visible from here, and sighed. Would she ever see her own home again?  There was so much she would love to take with her if it had been possible. 

‘There’s nothing in that house more important to your safety’ she heard Frank’s stern but caring voice say in her mind. He was right of course - he hadn’t always been, but in this case he was.

A long station wagon came around the corner as the three of them remounted their bikes. They looked at the car and it slowed down and stopped.

“Need a ride out of town?” a friendly man’s voice asked. Maggie was delighted.

“Yes,” she said almost weeping, “That would be great.”
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Charles Landy’s car was as full as it had ever been. The boys insisted on taking their bikes with them and Landy helped them get them into the flat back of the car behind the rear seats. Now the five occupants and the three bikes headed for the road out by his hotel. 

They drifted along the winding road Emily usually came to work by and an optimistic frame of mind was trying to assert itself. Too many unknowns still hung over them all, however, for this to be the case. It wasn’t long before the optimism was burst as they came to the end of the longest line of cars any of them had ever seen. 

“What the...?” Landy’s sentence drifted off in his astonishment. 

“There’s no one in those cars,” Maggie said, leaning forward to see better. 

There was a bend in the road not far up and they could see there were cars across both lanes, bumper to bumper jammed together.

“Where is everyone?” Emily asked with a tremor in her voice. Landy opened the door and stepped out, listening, but there was no noise up here, just the now low shouting and shooting from the town left behind.   He looked back into the car.

“Looks like it was a good idea to bring them bikes,” he said to the boys “Emily’s is up at the hotel, and I think there might be another rust bucket in the shed I can use,” he added. He could see the old grey ten speed in his mind, but how long had it been since it moved?  It would take a full can of oil at least to get the thing greased up.  

They got out of the car and started walking with the three bikes along the side of the road. There wasn’t much room as people had stupidly tried to go around parked cars in front of them where there was no room and the odd tyre hung over a ditch in a few places, and they had to work their way around, or over the hoods of the cars depending on fitness levels.  It was slow going and eerily quiet, the wind gently rustling the trees on either side of the road.  The cars, though abandoned only very recently, somehow gave off the aura of being vacant for many years.

As they rounded the bend in the road, however, it was like an image from a totally different world.  

Though there were still cars as far as the eye could see, they were no longer all empty. People, dead and bloody, were strewn in drivers’ seats and passenger seats. Some had made it from their cars before being brought down by what they had to assume had been a huge wave of those deadly and vicious spiders.  There was blood everywhere and many of the dead creatures too. The smell was overpowering and they all put sleeves to their noses against it.

“Oh my God!” Maggie exclaimed. 

“We better keep moving,” Landy said, taking Emily protectively by the arm. The less time they dwelled on this scene the better. “Just keep moving and try not to look at them,” he advised. 

Terry was transfixed by the sight, and Ed was visibly shaking, the tears silently filling his eyes. Landy looked on them both with pity, but he knew it was time for tough love. At least the tears would blur the younger boy’s vision.

“Come on, you two,” he said, roughly shaking each of their shoulders in turn, “I said not to look at them!”  His voice was harsh and Maggie stepped between him and the boys and blocked their view of most of what was close to them.     

“Let’s go, boys, we need to move on.” The boys said nothing and continued on. Maggie turned to Landy and said, “You and I are not much bothered by those cars, but those boys, and young Emily too are looking for their family’s cars, or any sign of their parents.” 

Landy nodded slowly, feeling a little chastened. He hadn’t thought about this; his mind was focused on the immediate future and would be until they were safe or dead. It had to be safe, if only for Emily’s sake. He felt like a father to her and her safety was what drove him on in this mess. 

“Let’s hope none of them finds what they’re looking for,” he replied. 

Landy moved back to the front of the group, keeping Emily close by. Things moved faster when he was at the head; he knew now it was because he wasn’t as distracted as the rest of them. And yet, he was heading to say goodbye to his hotel for the last time. Every dime he’d had had gone into that place, and it was obvious now he was never going to be able to recoup any of it.  Once talk of this town got out, no one in their right mind would ever come here again. Including himself. 

As they moved, while the others looked at the cars and the carnage on the road, Landy looked at the smashed and crushed spiders on the ground. He noted that they sounded like crumpling glass underfoot when he walked over the dead ones. They were the oddest little creatures he’d ever seen, but at least it was clear now some kind of spider had taken home in the mountains and it dispersed its eggs in a flossy substance to spread around. 

This was normal enough in the natural world, spread the seed as far as you can to have more chance of survival. The poison on the clouds was just the defence mechanism that would also allow for a more successful continuation of the species. Someone in some zoo or something somewhere would know what kind of spider this was and would have a way to get rid of them. All Landy knew was whatever they were, they were not native to this state - there was no way everyone would not have been aware of such a thing if they were.  

That was all for the future, though. Right now they had to get the extra bicycles and leave the town for somewhere safer.
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Had Harry Sanders been himself, his feet would have been both very tired and sore by the time Gossamer Falls came into view, that is through his own eyes. All the time he’d been walking back to the town, he’d been able to see countless images of what was happening all over. 

This thing inside him, which for some reason Harry had come to think of as the ‘Deek’, could see everything the eruption of tiny versions of itself could see. The images flashed through Harry’s mind, but they were so fast he could barely register what he was seeing in most cases. The Deek seemed very pleased with the situation, however, and Harry felt a new wave of energy to spur his jog on even faster.

Harry met the road now where Clinton Scarrow had blocked the route and cars were backed up for a long way back down to town. It was a massacre ground now, both spiders and people dead everywhere. Harry could feel the evil glee of the creature inside him, and the images slowed down and Harry too was able to see what had happened here not too long ago. 

In one sense the scenes and sounds of violence were somewhat sickening, but the more he saw it through the Deek’s eyes, the more powerful and incredible it became. Harry felt that power in him now and felt it was strong enough that in time he could control the entire world. These thoughts came to him as though from another place, but he let them in and revelled in them.

“What of your dead?” Harry asked, though he needn’t have spoken out loud to be understood by what was essentially him now.  As if controlled from within, Harry’s eyes scanned the ground and looked at the husks of dead spider bodies all around, thousands of them, and realised at once this number was of no consequence at all. Everything was replicable in time. Even if a million spiders died taking this town, it would mean next to nothing to the Deek. It was living for the first time in a while, and it would savour every chaotic evil moment of it.  

Harry could feel Scarrow now, feel the evil he was doing and the joyful rage that coursed through him, and Harry was sure it was a pang of plain old human jealousy that ran through him. He quickened his pace by his own effort now. The sooner he got to town, the sooner he could join in and feel the way he craved beyond measure since the Deek entered his body. 

“Deputy Sanders! Oh thank God!” a voice called out to him as a man emerged from the trees. Harry knew him, though not well, Mr Douglas who worked in the high school. His face was white with shock and exhaustion at what he must have already had to endure and escape, and he felt the police were now going to tidy up the loose ends for him and get him out of here.

“What can I do for you, sir?” Harry said in his most formal Sheriff’s Deputy tone.  He gave the air of a man, however, who had no clue what was going on all around him. Douglas looked at him nervously, his optimism sinking below the surface rapidly.

“What are we going to do?” he said, new tears coming to his eyes. Harry looked at him without emotion and replied,

“Do about what?” Now Douglas’ face bore the look of dealing with insanity and he backed away from Harry a half step. Harry could see he was rethinking his strategy but was coming up with nothing at all. 

“The spiders?” Douglas said, his hands held out close together, palms up and making an arc around as if to point out that they had been everywhere. Harry looked around his feet, finding it hard not to smile, and then made a look of astonishment before looking back to Douglas.

“You know what I always say, Mr Douglas,” Harry said with a big grin on his face as he removed his gun from his holster on the side hidden from the scared man, “If you can’t beat them, join them!” With that he lifted his gun to Douglas’ head, and there was just enough time for Douglas’ eyes to widen in horror before the terrific boom blasted his head to pieces.  

It felt good, as good as it had felt on the mountain when he killed those men. It had been a pity Karrier had escaped, but it won’t have done him much good. The same way it hadn’t done Anderson any good to come rushing up there after them. Harry had found the former Sheriff’s body while he’d been coming after Karrier. He knew the spiders had been inside Anderson but hadn't managed to take full control before he pulled the gun on himself and fired.

Harry thought of this in a very clear and logical manner, but it never crossed his mind that the same thing had happened to him. Moment by moment he’d been losing the idea of Harry Sanders and was becoming Deek. What this meant, his human cognition had no real idea, but he knew it was something powerful and old, very old. 

Once everyone in town was dead, Harry didn’t know yet what the Deek wanted to achieve. It felt like unbridled evil, like it was driven from some real force that could not be denied. Whatever it was, it was the most powerful thing Harry could imagine there being in the world. And he was at the heart of it. 

He continued on down the road, looking at the mass devastation that had been done along here, hundreds of people dead on only this couple mile stretch of road, and who knew how many more in the fields and trees off to the side as the panicked populace fled in all directions trying to escape. No one was going to escape. Not this time.
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Lawrence, Tammy and Garrick were still roving around town looking for Jenny Garrick. There were few people about by now, but individual screams were heard from all over as hiding spots were uncovered and the devil spiders flooded in to the fresh victims. 

Gunshots rang out in other places as people did their best to defend against the former neighbours or were just desperate enough to fire both barrels of a shotgun into an approaching horde of the glassy arachnids. How many ‘last stands’ were being made in Gossamer Falls this spring day?

With each passing moment, Lawrence - though he didn’t say it - felt hope slipping away. Every scream, every gunshot that could be heard from far and wide was another person from town being killed. Was it possible Jenny Garrick was still in town, if she was indeed still alive? He was beginning to think not. 

Lawrence didn’t regret his decision to help Garrick in the search, however, he knew it was the right thing to do, but something deeper in his mind had also wanted him to stay in town for a little longer. It was like he knew he’d seen something that would be of use but was unable to recall it. Some clue or knowledge had come to him, either up on the mountain near Mercy or else while he’d been delirious with fever in the jail cell. He knew something important - he just had no idea what it was!

Garrick was shaking his head and Lawrence asked,

“What is it?” Garrick didn’t look to him but said,

“We need to get you two into another car so you can get out of here.”

“We’re not leaving you until we find her,” Tammy said before Lawrence could even react. She was right of course. Wasn’t she? He was beginning to doubt himself, though he couldn’t say why. 

“You’re going to get yourselves killed!” Garrick said, more forceful with the couple than he’d been so far. 

Tammy’s hand lifted from the back of the seat and rested on Garrick’s shoulder a moment before she squeezed it,

“We’re going to find her,” Tammy said in a soft soothing voice. It sounded like she knew this for a fact. 

Could she know something they didn’t?

Lawrence glanced at the side of Tammy’s face. Where was this paranoia suddenly coming from? With the purpose of bringing a halt to this line of thought, Lawrence turned and looked out the window once more, seeing the beautiful vista of the mountains to the East.

The mountains, that was where the answer to everything was. The clouds came from there, the spiders came from there, and Harry Sanders had been possessed by something up there. Whatever it was that was behind all of this, it was the mountains where it could be found. 

To anyone else, this might have been the simple logical reasoning behind everything, but it wasn’t like that for Lawrence. He knew he was right without having to apply any logic to it. He could feel it, knew now that he’d felt it while he was up there in the mountains with those poor slain men. But how could he explain that to Tammy and more so Garrick? 

They would think he’d been infected by one of these spiders and was showing the first symptoms of it. There was only one thing for it. He was going to have to ditch Tammy and Garrick and go it alone up to Mercy. He’d find whatever it was, knew he’d be drawn to it even if he couldn't see it, and hope to have the strength of will to do something about it, something to end it all. Lawrence looked again at Tammy. That she survived was all that really mattered. How he’d love to be around to see it, though.

“One more sweep and we’re leaving,” Garrick said after not talking for what seemed like a long time. The tone was resigned but final.

“Alright,” Lawrence said as Tammy shrugged at him, out of ideas. 

“Once we’re in Emerson, we can start to publicize this thing and there will be a focal point for people to gather. It might take a few days, or even a week, but people fleeing town will hear we are still looking for them and they will call or meet us over there,” Garrick said, speaking as though this were a certainty for most people but surely really hoping it would be the longest case scenario before he knew his wife was alive if they didn’t find her in the next half hour. 

“There will be no corner of the world that won’t hear about this,” Tammy said. 

Lawrence simply nodded along to all of this. His mind was back up in the mountains as he tried to remember all that had happened. When had he known things were starting to turn wrong?  Had they all felt it and none of them had the need to say anything? What did Harry Sanders do when he stepped away from the group just before he turned back to shoot them all? 

Lawrence had seen him turn away, but had he noticed anything different about him by then? Had a spider just scaled his clothes and rushed inside his ear or something? Would he have at least flinched at this? Surely yes, but in Lawrence’s mind pictures this didn’t show. 

Or...

Was everything Lawrence thought he had seen real?  Tammy had told him how much of a wild fever he had when he got to town, driving Sheriff Schall’s car and with blood all over him. Had everything he thought he remembered before that been part of his fever? Was it possible he’d been the one who’d killed everyone else, including Schall and then went crazy from it? 

Though he felt it couldn’t be true, in another real sense he saw how easily it could be the case, and he felt sick with fear at the idea. Had the spider left his own mind since to crawl into someone else?  It would explain how he knew, just fully knew, the root of the evil was in the mountains and...

A new knowledge landed with a thud.

The evil was no longer in the mountains, not the body at least. It was here now, in Gossamer Falls, and this was the last chance to stop it. Lawrence looked at Tammy as he broke out in a cold sweat. Thankfully she wasn’t looking at him and he started looking wildly around, feeling the eyes of the evil somehow on him. Was he a part of this evil? Was it possible?  

Either way, he would find out very soon. It was here in town and so were they.
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Putting water between himself and Gossamer Falls was perhaps the greatest feeling in Eugene Allgood’s life. Of course he was regretful that his town had fallen to chaos and death, but he could hardly be blamed for that could he? No one in the world could have predicted the insanity that had arisen from nothing over the last week. 

Casting his eyes away from town, Allgood surveyed the expanse of water and began thinking about plotting a course somewhere. Gossamer Falls had been good to him, but it was time to look to the future now. As he thought about this, he aimed the boat to the north-west to a tiny little harbour he knew of from where he’d be able to get north to a decent-sized town while the dust settles over Gossamer Falls. Once the course was set, Allgood lay down on the side bench for some much needed rest after his exertions this morning.

The sky above looked so tranquil, but the view was spoiled by the noises of gunshots and screaming drifting still from town. Car horns were causing a lot of a ruckus too and he guessed the roads were jamming up with idiots trying to escape. He felt pleased at his own foresight and being able to get to safety. Of course he’d explain it away in some heroic fashion later on. He couldn’t have just left on a boat alone now; that wouldn’t be very heroic. He’d have to come up with some story, something good. It might even involve leaving his boat on the lake and swimming to shore, but there was plenty of time to think on it.

Allgood’s own money was not in the small Gossamer Falls bank. Instead it was spread about the State in different bank accounts under slightly different names depending on where the kickbacks and ‘donations’ had come from. Financially he would be fine, but if his story didn’t hold up or if Garrick kicked up a fuss once the chaos was over, Allgood’s name could be muck in this area. Perhaps the best thing he could do would be to take all his money and go out west somewhere, find a small town in California or New Mexico and establish himself in business for a year before running for office there. He was sure he could be mayor of somewhere again, and since it was extremely unlikely anything like the clouds would ever happen anywhere ever again, that town mayorship would be the kick-starter of his political career that might see him as a State Senator someday.

Perhaps leaving this lousy town would turn out to be the kick in the pants he needed all along.

Sitting up once more, he checked his bearings and then looked back at the rapidly shrinking town. He couldn’t see any people anymore, or anything moving. His eyes followed the landscape to the west, the road sloping up the hills and disappearing into the canopy of trees. Then the Clear View hotel came into view, small and abandoned looking. 

Then all the horn honking stopped and simultaneously - or at least very close to it - large numbers of people started screaming in horror and pain from the roads outside either side of town. Allgood felt sick at the sound and he covered his ears. It was the most pitiful sound he’d ever heard, and he knew at once he’d never forget it no matter how long he lived. He shut his eyes as though that might somehow block out more of the sound, and he willed the tiredness to flood over him and take him off to sleep, if only for five minutes until this terrible din abated. He lay back down on the bench and curled up, feeling the tears wanting to force his eyes open again. 

For what must have been five full minutes, Allgood cowered down like a baby against the world. Without taking his hands from his ears, he listened a little and was glad to find the mass screaming had ceased, replaced by the intermittent ones of before. Those he could cope with. He stood up and looked at the town, much slower now after another five minutes of drifting away, and he swore at this moment he would never set foot back there no matter what happened later on. 

At that moment, a new sound reached his ears and for a moment he thought it was the creaking hull of his own boat, but as he turned around he saw with horror that another sailboat was coming right at him, the long arrow tip of its bow aimed at him like a spear. 

There was no time to stop the collision, but Allgood jumped to one side to stop himself being impaled by the long nose of the boat just as the hulls met in a terrific crash. 

The other boat had been moving at speed, and it crushed through Allgood’s hull on the starboard side and there was a thunder of splintering boards and bending steel. Glass shattered and sprinkled all around, and Allgood was rolled about as the two beasts rocked against each other in the now choppy water. 

After a short time, the boats seemed to have settled into a single unit and were bobbing on the water, though clearly also taking the liquid on as well. Allgood staggered to his feet. His head was hurting and he put his hand to it; it came away slick with blood. This angered him as much as the crash had, and he looked to the other boat to see who had been guiding it. 

From where he was, he could see no one at the helm of the other boat and he didn't hear the sound of anyone talking or groaning in pain. Was it possible this boat had been cast off in the panic of people leaving town and he’d just been unlucky enough to be struck by it when he wasn't watching the lake around him?

One second later, he knew this was the most optimistic scenario he could have imagined.

The reality was very different. 

It started as a low scratching noise that first Allgood felt could be someone clawing at a board or plank that shattered on them, but then as the noise grew louder and seemed to multiply, he knew the worst had happened.

As a scream of terror filled his throat, hundreds of the tiny white spiders flooded from the other boat onto his. He backed away, stamping at the first incomers and killing them with a tiny tinkle underfoot. 

But there were too many, and try as he might, like everyone who had tried, Mayor Allgood was only able to kill one spider for every ten that managed to reach him. Within seconds they were swarming up his body, and he could feel their horrible sharp legs gripping into his skin at his neck and face as he still tried to crush and kill them all, flailing about in the hope that some of them would lose their grip on him.

None did.

It turned out that Eugene Allgood was never destined to be a US Senator after all.
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“Stop!” Tammy suddenly cried out. Garrick jammed on the brakes of the cruiser and scanned through all the windows and mirrors of the car looking for the danger that had alerted her so.

“What is it?” Lawrence asked, and Tammy pointed to a row of stores just over a small green.

“There are people in there,” Tammy said, “They look scared.” Garrick looked and saw the window she’d been looking at and at once knew what he was seeing. 

Inside the room, in one corner, was a huddled group of seven or eight people - it was hard to tell from here - and on the other side of the room, disappearing from view now and then was a lone man pacing.

“He’s holding them hostage,” Garrick said, his heart tripping on the idea Jenny might be in there. They’d driven by here earlier and hadn’t noticed this, and it was within walking distance of his home. And on the way to the Sheriff’s Office. He narrowed his eyes to see better into the room, but it was too far to see the faces properly. 

“What do we do?” Lawrence asked him. 

“You two don’t do anything,” Garrick said, “Stay in the car and keep an eye out for any spiders, or any other crazies who might show up.” He was looking at the hostage situation the whole time he spoke. “If things go wrong, I want you two to just drive away at once, you got it?” Now, he did look at each of them straight in the eye. Of all things he wanted was this to be clearest of all. They were not to try help him if he was shot or captured. They nodded but didn’t answer him.

Garrick moved the car a little farther down the street. He didn’t think the hostage taker would give a rat’s ass about it if he saw it, but he had to be sure he wasn’t going to cause unnecessary hardships for himself.

“Wait here,” he said as a final warning before getting out of the car and making his way back to the store. 

Garrick had never been involved in a hostage situation before, and had very little training for it either. He knew, though, that one of the hardest things to do in a case like this one was to get an accurate picture of what was going on inside. It wasn’t just the hostage taker he had to avoid being seen by, but also the hostages. If they saw him, they could cry out or even just indicate unwittingly with their eyes to the hostage taker and bullets could be flying before Garrick would even know what was going on.

He stood with his back to the wall of the store next to the one everyone was in. Taking in some deep breaths, he calmed himself, or tried to at least. He could both feel and hear his own heart pounding around his sternum.

As scared as he was about what he was going to have to do, Garrick was more scared that it would turn out Jenny wasn’t in there at all.  If she wasn’t, all was lost.

Cradling his weapon, Garrick dropped down low and peered slowly past the brickwork at the entrance and saw the door to the store. As he’d hoped, the wooden bar between the top and bottom panes of door glass prevented those held hostage from seeing him, but it had the same effect for him. He could see their bodies up to about chest height but none of their faces. He leaned back out of view, and a tear of joy ran down one cheek. Though he hadn’t been able to see her face, he was sure Jenny was in there. She’d been near the middle with her arm over a child’s shoulder and her other hand gripping that of an elderly woman. That was his Jenny, caring for others even while being held at gunpoint.

Garrick checked his gun one last time. He wasn’t sure who the hostage taker was, but they were pacing a very steady circuit. They had to be affected by the spiders; that could be the only explanation. As unfortunate as it was, he didn’t see any other way of sorting this out without shooting right into the room to take the man down. The hostages would see this, but he supposed they’d seen plenty of other things today they wouldn't soon forget 

Crouching, Garrick took another look, longer this time to get the rhythm of the man’s movements. It was then that Garrick knew he had to act at once; the pacing was getting faster, more agitated, and soon the lid would come off and God only knew what he’d do to those people in there. 

When the man came close to the door this time, Garrick stepped out into his view. There was a momentary look of shock in the man’s eyes (It was Alvin Barber, the local butcher whose store was a few down from this one) before he inexpertly raised his gun. Garrick shot him twice through the chest before Barber’s gun was even half raised, and the colossal man stumbled backwards and fell to the ground on his back as those inside screamed in fright.

“Alan!” Jenny called out as she ran to him.

“Everyone out, get out of town any way you can. Head for Emerson and tell the police there what’s going here!” Garrick was shouting at the people as they rushed around and past him to their freedom - if running around a town infested with killer spiders and crazy people looking to kill could be called freedom.

Jenny got to him and Garrick took her in one arm and kissed  her, his other hand with the gun still trained on Barber in case he wasn’t dead yet.

“We need to go,” Garrick said to her almost in tears at the relief of finding her. It wasn’t an announcement he planned to make, but as of this moment with her safe by his side he was no longer planning to carry out any policing duties. His sole responsibility was getting Jenny away from Gossamer Falls for good.  Jenny nodded, happy to be led anywhere right now. “The car’s over here,” Garrick said as they left the building. 

He glanced back into the store one last time and saw the white spiders oozing out of the orifices of Barbers head. At least he wouldn’t be suffering any more.
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Tammy was watching Garrick intently as he made his way over to the building to save the hostages. It didn’t feel right for them to be just sitting here doing nothing, but she didn’t know what they could do. Lawrence was in the driver's seat and he looked jittery and nervous - hardly surprising considering the twenty-four hours he’s had.  Still, he seemed more agitated than he’d been since coming out of the fever. Was there something he was not telling her?

“Is everything alright?” she asked him. He looked at her and her heart sank at once with the truth evident in his eyes. She didn't know what he was going to say, but it already made her feel sick, her stomach dropping horribly. “What is it?” she rushed out.

“I don’t know,” he replied, giving her some pause for hope. “I have this nagging feeling that I need to go back up to Mercy to end this thing. I feel like I’m forgetting something that happened up there, but it’s such an intense feeling, I can't ignore it if I think I can sort this.”  

These were not words Tammy wanted to hear, but as she looked at him and saw his anguish she could feel his pain. He believed what he was saying; he thought he could end everything. But could he do that without getting killed or marauded by spiders?

“We’d be killed trying to go up there,” she said flatly, hoping that by insinuating herself into his plan he would have to give it a serious second thought.

“I couldn’t take you with me,” he replied, peering into her eyes. “The only reason I’d be going at all would be to ensure you’re safe.”

“And I don’t get a say in it at all?” she snapped, looking away from him. Then she felt his hands on her own and she looked down at them as the feelings between them stirred.

“None of us gets any say in any of this,” he answered. Tammy looked up at his face again and saw tears in his eyes. Putting a hand to his cheek, she said,

“We’re going to get through this.” He nodded and then looked outside the car. She did the same, understanding they had let their guard down a moment and it had been a very stupid thing to do. “You see anything?” she asked, looking around and thankfully seeing no spiders approaching them.

“Nothing,” Lawrence, “Looks like the Sheriff is about to make his move, though.” Tammy followed his gaze. 

Shots rang out and people began to flee the store in all directions. They could see Garrick and his wife embracing through the doorway and they were happy with this outcome. 

“I’ve loved you for years,” Lawrence suddenly said to Tammy and she was taken completely by surprise. She’d kind of always felt he was a little attracted to her, but a lot of guys did and mostly they were just interested in trying to get into her pants. 

As the surprise faded quickly, Tammy Dern found that the words coming very naturally to her lips in response were,

“I love you too, Lawrence,” and it was true. She didn’t know when it had happened, but she knew how she felt.  

Lawrence was sitting sideways in the driver's seat to look back on her and she leaned forward and kissed him in the gap between the front seats. It was the most tender moment of her life, but it had the terrible heartstrings of knowing it was fleeting. Danger and death were all around them, and she could feel him being drawn away from her. He wasn’t going to be able to stop himself from trying to save her.

In a perverse way, this made her feel light and happy despite the chaos and dread. No one had ever made her feel like this before; no one had felt about her like this before and it was hugely flattering. That a good man was willing to lay down his life to make sure she was safe was about as big a compliment as you could get. But it was a compliment she was not willing to take. 

“They’re coming back,” Lawrence said and then added, “I’ll get in the back with you and let them in the front.” Tammy nodded as the car door swung open and Lawrence stepped outside. 

“Come on,” he urged Garrick and his wife, who were coming across the green. 

Tammy looked at the couple and the joy in both their faces on finding each other was evident. It was a happy ending - or middle at least - the ending hadn’t come yet. They were just about at the car when Lawrence stepped to the window where Tammy looked out. He leaned in and kissed her quickly and said,

“I’m going to stop this and I’ll find you in Emerson. Just make sure you get there!” and he turned and ran.

“Lawrence!” she said as she tried to grab hold of his shirt, “No!” Her hands went for the door handles but didn’t find them. He was getting away, and her hands ran back and forth over the door in confusion until she looked down and saw that there were no door handles on the inside - she was in a police car. Lawrence had known she wouldn’t be able to come after him until she was let out from the outside, she thought, but he’s forgotten the window was broken. She plunged her hand through the open hole and lifted the door handle. Just as she started to push out, though, the door slammed shut against her.

“Stay in there,” Garrick said, pushing his body against the door as he opened the driver's seat door.

“Lawrence is going to get himself killed!” Tammy wailed, barely cognizant of Jenny Garrick getting into the passenger side of the car.

“We’ll get him,” Garrick said, putting the car in gear and starting off. “Where does he think he’s going anyway?”

“Back up to Mercy; he’s convinced there’s something up there that can stop all this.”

“Did he say what?” Garrick was driving steadily, and Tammy saw they were gaining on the still running Lawrence. He must have known they were coming after him, though, for at that moment he made a sharp turn and ran down between two houses and into the back yards where they lost sight of him. Garrick kept on driving and turned right at the next junction, but there was no sign of him. He stopped the car and they looked along the row of back yards in the hope of seeing him jumping a fence, but it was quiet all the way down.

“We lost him,” Tammy said as the heavy tears started to fall. 

“Not yet, we didn’t,” Garrick said, putting the car into reverse.  “You said he’s going back to Mercy, didn’t you?” Tammy nodded, “Well, there’s only one road that will get him up there!” They sped off in the hope of heading Lawrence off before it was too late.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 55


[image: image]


The hotel owner and the girl were back, and they had a woman and two kids with them. Clinton Scarrow observed this from a third floor window of the ‘Clear View Hotel’ and had to admit he wasn’t all that surprised. Clinton had expected the owner to stay put even when the Sheriff's Deputy left earlier on, but he knew he couldn’t stay away for long. No doubt he felt the hotel was ‘part of him’ or some such garbage.

Scarrow was tired now, and he wished these people coming through the carpark had arrived with the panicking runners earlier on, those who had been fleeing the spiders only to be greeted with a worse monster lying in wait. He smiled devilishly at the recollection of the last few hours.

The carpets of the hotel were red on every floor and in every room. It was mostly still thick, but had thinned here and there on the halls and corridors. Scarrow had heard the owner say to one of the guests who’d remarked on it (before any of the murders had taken place) that ‘“No matter where you go in the Clear View Hotel, you get the red carpet treatment.’  It was pathetic, but Scarrow was sure it went down well with the travelling rubes who’d choose to stay in a place like this in the first place. 

The carpet was what you would call ‘bloodred’, but Scarrow had to say, real blood showed up quite clearly on it. Each room in the hotel could bear witness to that now. Each room now littered with the dead. The spiders had shepherded the people here, but once inside they belonged to Clinton Scarrow, and he went from room to room killing and maiming with an axe from the yard shed and some long knives from the kitchen.

It had been glorious work, but terribly taxing. Very few of the one hundred and two people Scarrow had killed in the last two hours had gone without some kind of a fight. His own face showed evidence of this where the flaps of stinging skin hung loose after two different women dug deep into his fleshy cheek with their fingernails.

Room after room, he found small groups cowering, terrified the spiders were coming for them. It had been Clinton himself who’d met them at the door and told them to go into the rooms, that the spiders couldn’t get in here. So it was much more of a shock, and the first few in each room fell dead all the easier for it when Scarrow came calling at their doors. 

Of course not everyone waited in a room like lambs for the slaughter. People charged around the hotel frantically, and some did choose the windows, leaping into the spiders to try their luck rather than eat the axe blade. No need to say how that choice ended up for them. 

“Do you think anyone is inside?” Scarrow heard the woman say, and her voice struck him at once. He looked closer and saw that she was the one who’d flagged him down the morning of the town meeting. She didn’t look so well now as then.

“There could be,” the owner said, looking around the ground, no doubt looking for spider bodies. He wouldn’t find any out that way; those who had jumped out the windows did so from the back and crushed a few spiders on the grass there.  “If no one else came by here, and there were no spiders, it’s possible the killer from last night is still here,” the owner said, pointing to Scarrow’s car in the lot. 

“You don’t think that was the spiders now?” the woman asked, and Scarrow smiled at this; she hadn’t seen what he’d done to that couple.  It seemed a terrible injustice that those murders and that of Danny would be lost in all the madness that followed. What Clinton Scarrow had done before the spiders came deserved to be known, and it was a shame this wouldn’t come to be. He knew the way people thought; they would only be interested in the big picture of what had taken place here, and he’d be lucky if his murders were anything more than a footnote to the larger event. 

“Definitely not!” the young girl said, and Scarrow was pleased to see her face drained of colour at the recollection of what she’d seen. She’d remember, Scarrow thought, if she wasn’t going to die real soon. 

“Let’s just get those bikes of yours and get out of here,” the older woman said. The two boys were just looking around, one scared the other, numbed maybe. So they’d come for bikes, Scarrow thought. He’d already used one to go and block the road earlier, but she would find one where he left it. 

Should he go down and kill them or leave them to the spiders? He wondered. But then, he didn’t know where the spiders were gone or if they were coming back.  He did know, though, that no one was supposed to get out of town. So he guessed that was his decision made.  It was up to him to tidy up these loose stragglers as they came to the hotel. He started down the stairs.

“Is that where I left my bike this morning?” he heard the girl ask on his way down. He knew it was close enough for her to believe it was. 

On the first floor landing, Scarrow could see through the end window that the hotel owner was rummaging around in the shed where earlier he’d gotten the chainsaw. Where had he put that? It would be of use now, he grinned.

“I don’t think this old thing is going to run,” he heard the man call out from within the shed amid a heavy clanking noise. Those gathered at the door backed away as the man emerged with a big old black-framed bicycle, like something from the 1920s. It was rusted over and didn’t look like it’d seen use since that roaring decade.

“You’ll need a whole lot of grease to get that moving,” the larger boy said, tapping the drivetrain with his foot.

“I got drums of cooking oil in the kitchen that might do the trick,” the owner said. This is exactly what Scarrow wanted to hear. He ran down the last flight of stairs quickly and slipped into the bar/dining area where the owner would pass through on his way to the kitchen. 

Would they all come inside or just him? Clinton Scarrow smiled; this was the exciting part. He hoped the owner came in first alone, or with one other, and then the rest of them followed in a while when no one came back out to them. People could be so predictable and dumb as animals, he sneered. It was no wonder he’d never liked anyone in this town.
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“You don’t want to go in there alone,” Maggie said as Landy started to step away from them, having leaned the bike against the shed. 

“It’s a very short distance,” he said. He knew it could be dangerous in there and he didn’t want to take anyone into that.

“No one should be on their own for even a second,” Maggie pressed. He knew she was right, but he didn’t like it at all. There was something oddly quiet about the hotel. It made no sense that people would not have run here from the road when trying to escape the spiders. Did they all die before getting the chance to leave the road? He didn’t think so.

“I’ll go in with you, Charley,” Emily said, “I know the hotel as well as you do and can keep an eye out while you get the oil drums.” Landy didn’t like the idea, but he knew they didn’t have the time to stand around arguing about it. They needed to be gone already, not dragging this out.

“Fine, fine!” he said exasperated, “But you stick to my back like glue, Emily, you got that?  Not even a small distance between us!”

“Don’t worry,” she answered, “I just want to get in and out as fast as possible, just like you,” Emily assured him.

“We’ll bring the bikes around front and meet you there,” Maggie said. Landy nodded and took Emily by the hand like she were a child. If that was what it took to make sure she stayed by him, so be it. 

The steps creaked as they came up to the double doors. A sudden pang of emotion thumped Landy hard in the chest as he pushed though slowly into the lobby.  This was his home and he was losing it! Tears formed but he didn’t want to let them fall. They had a job to do, and he had to keep Emily safe, but oh how he would have loved to walk all the halls and rooms of his hotel just one last time. Perhaps there would be a chance to come back one day long after all of this was over? It was wishful thinking, but it was all that was keeping him from weeping just then and he was thankful for it.

“It’s so quiet,” Emily whispered. Her grip on him had tightened once they stepped inside the building. She should not be in here. Landy nodded in agreement as they started to cross the reception area. 

This was when Landy saw the metal key box. It wasn't just a little dented now but had been completely mangled and torn open. It lay on its side on the desk like a monster’s crooked jaws, and there were no keys on any of the small hooks inside. Though he couldn’t tell why, this caused a sensation of nausea to rise up in him, the acid broil burning the back of his throat. 

“What is it?” Emily asked, and he realized he’d stopped walking.

“The key box,” he said nodding to it. Emily looked too and they took a step closer to the desk. 

Landy saw it first, and he pushed Emily back before her eyes could see over the raised lintel side of the desk.

“What?” she said, looking around in fear. 

“Wait there a moment,” he said, and he let go of her. There was no other way to check the veracity of what he thought he’d seen without her also seeing it. He crept to the desk and looked down on the flat surface. 

There laying open was the guest book, and each line of the two open pages was filled with names all signed in the same hand but with red ink that could be one thing only. Landy couldn’t hold in the gasp that escaped him.

“What Charley, what is it?” Emily said, frightened. He lifted the corner of a couple of pages carefully, trying to keep his hands away from the blood, and confirmed there were more pages like those open.

“The guest book is filled with names,” Landy said, “and they’re all written in blood.” Emily was aghast but suddenly rushed over and spun the book around so she could see it properly.

“Emily!” Landy cried, trying to push her away, “What are you doing?”   She pushed back with her hips fiercely, using a strength he wouldn’t have thought her capable. 

“I need to see if my parents’ names are here!” she cried out.

“That won’t mean anything!” he shouted at her, “This is the work of a crazy man. You think he knows everyone’s names in town!”

“These people are here!” she retorted angrily, “Can't you smell the death here? They are in the rooms on every floor!”  Landy could smell it now, though he wasn’t sure if it was just the blood on the old guest book pages in his nostrils. Emily was still reading through the pages, flipping them frantically from one to one and zooming down through each entry with her finger. There was no stopping her, and Landy could only hope the names she was so desperately searching for were not there. 

“Emily, this isn’t doing us any good. This killer could still be here; we have to go!”

“Go get the oil drum,” she said absently. “I’ll be done here before you’re back.” She hadn’t looked at him as she spoke. 

Once more the required haste of the situation drilled into Landy’s mind. He wasn’t going to be able to talk her away from the book. If he ran to the kitchen, grabbed the oil and ran back, they could be back outside with the others in under a minute. This is what he had to do. 

“Wait here!” he said, and he ran through the doors into the dining area. 

This was a space he’d always loved in the hotel, and many nights he’d sat in here having drinks with some of the guests.  Other times, Landy had sat alone here when everyone else was in bed. There was a calming atmosphere in the room that he had never been able to explain but he loved.

Now as he entered it, however, that atmosphere was gone, and if he had not felt the death outside in the lobby, there was no escaping it in here. And yet, Landy didn’t see any evidence of violence in the room. His pace slowed naturally, his senses alert. Was he alone here? He looked around. The room seemed empty, but it didn’t feel empty. 

The swinging door to the kitchen was very close now, and the light was on in there. Landy wasn’t sure if he’d turned it off earlier. There was a small gap between the door and he was able to see inside to a limited extent. It seemed as still as this room. 

Creeping to the doors, he leaned on one and peered inside, ready to fly at the slightest noise or movement from within. His heart raced, his vision starting to get a little blurry to go along with it. Then his eyes stung, and he realised it was sweat running down his forehead and into his eyes that had caused both these things. 

Suddenly screams started to come from outside,

“Emily!” Landy shouted and abandoning his quest, he set off at a run to the reception.

When he got there, however, he found it had not been here at all. Maggie and the two boys were in the reception now, and their faces were white with fear.

“What is it?” he asked, looking them over for injury.

“The spiders are back,” Maggie said through gulped breaths, “They’re surrounding the hotel!” Landy rushed to the glass door and looked outside and saw the evil tide of arachnids assembling in the carpark. There was no escape for them now, he thought.

“Don’t worry,” a sneering voice said from behind them all. “We are all safe and sound in the hotel.” Landy and the others spun around to see Clinton Scarrow standing in the doorway to the dining room. He looked pale and haggard, and his skin and clothes were covered in drying and dried blood. Hanging loosely at his side was an axe that Landy could see at once was his own and had done great evil this morning. 

Why did they have to come back to this goddamn hotel!
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Deputy Harry Sanders was well within the town limits by now. There had been a few more frantic people stupid enough to approach him on his walk through the jammed up road and each of them now lay dead behind him. All the time Harry had been walking, the Deek had been showing him images of what was going on all over. It had been particularly amusing to see the Mayor first cast his loyal aide aside for his own survival and then see him get his comeuppance out on the lake.

Then he saw something he didn’t like at all. It showed that some of the humanity was still within Harry, though it was a part most people would like to do without. It was his jealousy that came to the fore when he saw Garrick rushing about in his car, the acting Sheriff. The Deek seemed to feed on this jealousy, and it released something into Harry’s body that was like some crazy drug. Never before had he felt so good, and he didn’t want it to ever end. Though the Deek didn’t talk, Harry felt it say to him and he repeated out loud,

“Let’s go get him.” That would take ‘Sheriff’ Garrick down a peg or two.

Harry came to the end of the row of cars and got into one that was unencumbered and used the key (still in the ignition of course) to start the car and reverse around to drive away.

The Deek had tiny eyes everywhere, and Harry was able to work out Garrick was heading for the old Mercy road - the same road Harry had driven up to search the mountains. How long ago that seemed, like years ago.

The car drove well and was obviously well maintained. Harry looked about the seats and dashboard for clues as to who may have owned it. There was no trace of personality in the car at all, and he supposed it didn’t really matter who had owned it; they were dead now whoever they were.

Only a few minutes had passed when Garrick’s shot-up cruiser came into view, crossing at a junction just before Harry got there. No doubt Garrick had seen the car, but there hadn’t seemed to be any reason for him to stop or approach it. He was most likely running scared now that he had his wife saved from that fat bastard butcher, Barber. 

Pressing on the accelerator, Harry sped round the corner with the screech of the tires filling the air (the careful owner would be spinning in his grave if he knew what was happening to his car!). 

Harry came up on the wrong side of the road - if such a thing still existed - and made to look as though he were going to go right past Garrick. The cruiser didn’t make any alteration of speed or position on the road. This car was of no concern to Garrick, and that was just how Harry wanted it.  He pressed down on the pedal again, the engine roaring, and came up on the cruiser. 

Harry had to play this just right, because if Garrick caught sight of who was driving, he would know something was up at once. This had to be done with perfect timing, and he was determined. Picking up as much speed as the car would allow, Harry waited until he was about twenty feet off the passenger’s side before swerving widely to the right.

Garrick could only have barely seen the move (if he saw it at all) and there was no time for any meaningful reaction. There were a terrific bang and then the sounds of mangling metal and shattering glass filling the air. Harry lost control of the car as it went into a rapid spin, and the cruiser’s back end went out widely as Garrick tried to bring it back level but then swung back the other way until it was travelling sideways and at speed. The driver’s side wheels left the ground and then the brief battle for control was lost. 

Harry had come to halt in his spinning car just in time to see the first of two rolls the cruiser would complete before sliding along on its roof for some distance as it ground to a halt.  Getting out of his borrowed car, Harry looked down the street at the carnage he’d created. 

Glass was strewn the full distance between him and the car. Tyre marks weaved on the road where Garrick had braked hard trying to save himself - this brought a smile to Harry’s face.

“Didn’t go too well for you, Garrick, did it?” He laughed.

Then there was the noise of newly tinkling glass and Harry looked closer. Someone was moving around in the car - no, two or three people were moving around in there. It hadn’t killed anyone!

Garrick looked out through the now glassless back window of the upside down car and made eye contact with Harry. There was no familiar recognition there at all, but Harry had no doubt Garrick saw him, or what was within him.

“Come on, we have to get out of here,” he said to the two people (both women) who were in the car with him. They were groaning and crying, but they moved all the same, one of them looking back to see what Garrick had seen. Harry was still just standing there, but he guessed he was quite a sight right now to those who had seen him before. 

Harry started to walk towards them, not fully sure what he was going to say or do to them. He only knew the end result of it would be that they were all dead. He didn’t much care about the two women, but he would be glad to do away with Garrick. Who did he think he was taking over the Sheriff’s role? What gave him the right to assume he was in charge? Well, it would be the shortest serving term as Sheriff this United States has ever seen! 

The three were scrambling clear of the car as Harry got closer. He mentally asked the Deek to leave these ones to him, and he felt the answer was a yes. Through his mind he could see the spiders surrounding the hotel where Scarrow was, while the ones in town sought out those who thought they could hide at home and ride this chaos out.

“Get to the factory,” Harry heard one of the women say (the one who was not Garrick’s wife). “I know a few nooks and crannies in there where he won’t be able to find us.” She obviously didn’t think he could hear her say this, and they set off at limping runs towards the ‘Gossamer Springs’ plant.

“There are no nooks and crannies where a tiny little spider can’t find you,” Harry said as he aimed his gun just to the left of them and fired a shot for fun before he quickened his pace after them. He laughed as they ducked away from the shot, and the young girl screamed out ‘Lawrence!’ She could call who she wanted; no one was going to save her now. 
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Lawrence didn’t feel good about having to evade Tammy and Garrick as they came after him in the police cruiser. He’d been a little surprised that Garrick had come after him, but then that had been an unfair assumption on the man based on the fact that he had his wife now and would most likely want to get her to safety. But instead he was willing to risk more to come after him, part of the team who’d stuck with him when things were looking grim for Jenny. 

Still, Lawrence felt he was doing the right thing. If he lost them, they would have no choice but to leave town for their own safety. If they had come with him, that would have only been putting them all in even more peril, and that was something he couldn't live with, especially if things went wrong. Which was a very high possibility considering he didn’t even know himself what he was going up against for sure.

Cutting through the backyards had done the trick; now Lawrence had to think about his next move.  It was going to take him an awful long time to get up to Mercy without a car. He was going to have to borrow one from somewhere, but there were precious few around after everyone used theirs to escape. Walking would take over a day to get to Mercy, and if he had to carry food and water at that, he would not be in any state to face anything at all by the time he arrived up there, exhausted and dirty. 

Lawrence stopped in someone’s backyard and listened for the sound of the police cruiser nearby. He didn’t hear it. He went into the house, calling out a few times to let anyone who might be inside know who he was and telling them he was looking for food and water and would be on his way in a minute. There was no response. It felt very strange being in a house like this, not knowing who lived here and what had become of them. Were they dead already or had they managed to escape?

The cupboards and fridge looked like they had been raided already and this led him to think they might have escaped. Good for them. Lawrence took what little was left and went to the next house. There he found more rations and some bottled water, pretty much all he could carry, and that set the decision to search for a car now. He looked out the front window of this house and saw a car in the driveway. It only took a couple of moments checking the hallway to find the keys. He tried not to think about what this meant for the person who lived in this house.

The passenger seat was filled with his supplies and he found a few shopping bags - not ideal, but they would have to do - and threw those in too. The car started without a fuss and he set off for his mission. What might end up being the last thing he ever did in his life. 

Lawrence was approaching the junction to join the old Mercy road when he was shocked to see Garrick’s cruiser pass by on that very road ahead. They had come to cut him off; they hadn’t given up yet! This news, though very good and decent of those three people, made his heart sink. They weren’t going to let him go it alone; they were going to insist on getting themselves killed trying to help him. 

There wasn’t much time to dwell on this, however, as another car came speeding through the junction after Garrick’s. The driver didn’t look down the road where Lawrence was approaching from, but Lawrence saw him. There was no mistaking the craven face and worse still the look of evil intent on Harry Sanders’ face. He was going after Garrick and the others, and the police cruiser hadn’t passed by like a car that knew it was being pursued! 

Lawrence stepped on the gas, but before he even got to the corner he heard the worst happen. The horrible din of metal bodies colliding followed rapidly by screams and broken glass, and Lawrence turned the corner just in time to see the police cruiser come to a halt with its roof crushed to the ground. He looked quickly around for the car Sanders had been in and saw it skidded up on a grass verge. Sanders was getting out and Lawrence stopped the car.

There was movement in the cruiser, and he was happy to see the grey of Tammy’s sweater shuffle towards the windows. She was okay! But looking at Sanders, Lawrence saw Tammy and the others were not out of the woods yet. Sanders had his gun pointed at them as they fled the wrecked car, and he fired before Lawrence could do anything at all. 

The shot was wild and Sanders was laughing - he had missed on purpose; he was playing with them! Tammy and the others scurried through some trees, and Lawrence knew at once they were heading for the factory. That would be a good place to hide from a man, he thought.

“Lawrence!” he heard Tammy cry out in terror, and he knew then his mission to the mountains would have to wait. Sanders was going to have to be dead before that could happen. 

Putting the car back in gear, Lawrence floored it and made straight for the walking Sanders. The former deputy heard the noise and turned, the gun barrel raising, and he fired directly into the windscreen. Lawrence ducked to one side, losing the flow of the car as he felt it leave the road and bump along over an uneven surface. He glanced up and let it run a little more to get farther from Sanders and then brought the car to a halt.

Staying low, Lawrence peered in the side and rear mirrors looking for Sanders but couldn’t locate him. He took a deep breath and lifted his eyes above the back of the seat, fully expecting the split second image of smashing glass as a bullet came into his forehead. Thankfully no such thing happened, and there was Sanders walking off through the trees to follow Tammy and the others to the factory.

Leaving Lawrence alive had been a fatal mistake for Sanders, he thought. No one knew the ‘Gossamer Springs’ factory like he did, and Harry Sanders would find that out to his peril if he dared to step inside that place.  
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“Everyone upstairs!” Landy shouted as they all backed away from the menacing form of Clinton Scarrow in the lobby of the ‘Clear View Hotel’. No one needed to be told twice, and they all fled up the first flight to the landing. 

“What are we going to do?” Maggie asked. She looked to Terry and didn’t like the look of him at all. His skin had gone all white and pasty and he was sweating. This had started happening outside before the spiders came, and she’d looked down at the cut on his leg and felt that was the cause of it. Had it become infected? 

Landy was looking out the landing window as though to confirm what they knew about the spiders surrounding the place. 

“There’s an attic up at the very top,” he said to them. “We might be able to hold that man off from there,” he said.  No one said it, though Maggie was sure everyone was thinking ‘what about the spiders,’ but that was something they’d have to deal with separately no matter what happened now. 

“Why don’t we split up and hide in the rooms? Split up?” Ed Tipping said nervously, his hands gripping Maggie’s shirt, though she was sure he was unaware of it.

“We don’t want to go into any of the rooms, believe me,” Landy said, and Maggie was sure he shuddered as their eyes met. She understood at once what was in there. 

Emily leaned down to Ed’s eye level. 

“The attic is the safest place in the hotel,” she said to him, and Maggie had to applaud the young girl’s attempt to sound upbeat with all they were confronted with. Maggie didn’t believe they were going to get out of this alive, but she sure as hell was not going to give up. If the worst came, she would find a way to kill the two boys herself, to save them the horrors of any other kind of death. She closed her eyes a moment and pictured Frank over in Korea. Had the day he died been as crazy as this one? 

Scarrow’s slow, pounding steps came on the stairs and the group moved on. Maggie was thinking about the idea of all of them just rounding on Scarrow and attacking him at once, but that was bound to be a mess, and at least one of them would likely feel the full weight of the axe in such an assault too. They might win out, but the cost would be too high.

Then she turned to the attic, picturing a narrow stairs (as she’d never been in the hotel before) and remembering a battle her husband had always talked about back in Ancient Greece. He’d told her that someone (Spartans she thought but couldn’t recall for sure) had fought in a narrow gap in some cliffs and had been able to see off a much larger army than their own by using this tactic.

They would be doing something similar here. If the stairs were narrow, Scarrow would not be able to swing the axe at them and they would also have the advantage of height. They would be able to throw things at him, do what they could to unbalance him and then rush down in attack if the opportunity arose - which she didn’t see any reason why it wouldn’t. Then the spiders would be the problem again - ‘Stop! One thing at a time!’ Frank said into her stream of thought.

“Why don’t you all just stand still and face the inevitable!” Scarrow called to them as they trampled across the first floor hall to the far end where the stairs to the second floor was. “They might even want to use one of you,” Scarrow added as though this was something that might interest those fleeing for their lives. 

That phrase ‘use one of you’ ran through Maggie’s mind and it made her feel sick. If this man had been taken over somehow - like in that movie she’d seen with the aliens under the ground changing everyone to do their bidding. That horrible wailing music came to her mind. She’d heard the name of the instrument somewhere before - the theremin; was that what it was called?

At that moment, Terry let out a sharp groan and vomited violently against one of the hotel room doors. He dropped to one knee, his body trembling as it tried to support his weight.

“It’s his leg, I think,” Maggie said as she and Landy bent down to help him up.

“You two keep going on up,” Landy said to Emily and Ed. “Make ready to shut and lock the door when we get there!”

“Come on, Terry,” Maggie said patting him on the back. “You can do it.”  His leg was surely infected. All around the cut was red and very irritated looking, and the cut itself looked to have started bleeding again. Landy looked at it and then to Maggie.  Once more she understood his meaning without exchanging a single word. He thought the leg was going to have to come off if the boy was going to be saved. She fought the tears at this idea, knowing it was saving her that had caused the cut to happen in the first place. 

“Just leave me,” Terry slurred. “Something’s wrong with me that can't be fixed.” 

“Don’t talk like that, kid,” Landy said, and with a heave he lifted Terry off the ground and over his shoulder. Maggie was surprised he was able to do it, but they didn’t have time to think any more on it as Scarrow rounded the corner at the top of the stairs.

The smile on the killer’s face was nothing short of horrifying; the dried blood of the dead mixed with his own on his cheeks and chin, the broken teeth in his foul mouth and the lazy yet purposeful evil of his blue eyes.

“Howdy, pretty lady,” he said to Maggie, grinning. “I think I could find a use for you in one of these bedrooms if you don’t want to die with the rest of them.”  The idea made her feel sick to her stomach, and she spat down the hall in his direction (nowhere near him, but the gesture was the same).

“You go to hell, you filthy animal!” she said, and she pushed at Landy as they started to climb to the second floor.

“You have it your way,” Scarrow laughed after them as they heard his feet coming slowly across the landing, “But I’ll do what I want anyway when the time comes!”

All the fear Maggie had felt that morning outside her house came back to her and somehow seemed to stack up on top of the fear of the moment. She felt dizzy as they ran up the stairs, and she grabbed onto the handrail to make sure she didn’t fall backwards. 

Terry’s glazing over eyes met hers, and she saw they were losing him.  A long dribble of saliva was hanging from his mouth and bobbing as Landy took each step.

“It’s going to be okay,” she mouthed to Terry. He made no indication he understood. 

They reached the second floor hall and now Maggie could see the short narrow stairs to the attic, and it spurred her on some. This was where they were going to defeat him. This is where they had to defeat him.  If not, all was lost.
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“Sorry, Sheriff!” Tammy Dern said as she tossed a rock through the reception doors of the ‘Gossamer Springs’ bottled water plant. 

“I don’t give a damn how we get in right now!” Garrick said, and he took out his gun to clear the glass around the frame so they could all get inside without getting cut to pieces.

“Where do we go from here?” Jenny asked, looking to Tammy. It was Garrick who spoke up though,

“You two go hide and don’t come out until I call you, no matter what you hear. It’s pretty dark in here, and I think I can get the drop on Sanders if he tries to come in here after us.”  He was looking back through the doors and into the trees beyond.

“No, Alan, we need to stay together,” Jenny said, tugging at her husband’s arm. Tammy felt a little awkward being in the middle of this despite all that was happening.

“Tammy will get you somewhere safe, Jenny,” Garrick said to her. “I’ll be done real soon and then we can get out of town.”  He spoke as though he were sure this was what was going to happen, and even Tammy cheered up a little on hearing it. Jenny looked indecisive, and Tammy added her weight to the argument,

“Come on,” she said, taking hold of Jenny’s shoulders, “I can get us so well hidden no one would ever find us in here!” She forced a smile and Jenny tried her best to return one.

“Be careful,” she said to her husband as they separated.

“I've got a lot to be careful for,” he replied, and Tammy could see he meant it. Taking Jenny by the hand, she set off down the dark corridor towards Chuck Dollinger’s old sleeping spot. 

It was strange being in the factory when the lights were out and no one was here working. An odd nostalgia came over her as she understood this would be the last time she was ever in this place, the only real job she’d ever known (save her few hours working for the Sheriff’s Department since last night). 

“I don’t like this,” Jenny said, their steps echoing through the long corridors. 

“It’s going to be fine,” Tammy said, “You heard your husband; he knows what he’s doing.” 

“No one knows what the hell they’re doing today!” Jenny snapped back. Tammy didn’t bother looking to her or making a reply; the last thing she wanted was an argument on top of everything else she had to deal with.  The thing she wanted most in the world right now (apart from Lawrence Karrier being here with her) was to lie down in a comfortable safe bed and get a good long sleep under her belt. 

A shot rang out from where they’d come from, and it startled both women into a jump as they grabbed each other in fright. They listened, but there was no other noise for now. 

“That must have been Alan shooting at him,” Jenny said hopefully. That was possible, Tammy thought, but she wasn’t sharing Jenny’s optimism. 

“Probably,” Tammy said, but she was pulling on Jenny’s resistant arm. “Best we keep going until the Sheriff calls us like he said,” Tammy suggested. She had a bad feeling. If it had been Garrick shooting, he must have missed or else he’d be calling to them by now. The idea that Garrick hadn’t been the shooter didn’t bear thinking about.

“He’s going to call us in a second,” Jenny said, that bright hope still undismayed in her voice. She wasn’t even considering it wasn’t Garrick who had fired the gun. Tammy could only hope she was right.

“Jenny!” Garrick’s anguished, pained voice suddenly rang out, “Run!” 

That voice was the single most heart-breaking thing Tammy had ever heard, and she couldn’t even begin to imagine how it had felt to Jenny. That was her husband dying down there. Using his last breaths to try keep her safe. Hot, salty tears filled Tammy’s eyes and she let go of Jenny, not sure what to do. 

Jenny was shaking, a long silent cry coming from her mouth as she took a few steps back the way they’d come. Tammy grabbed her and started in the opposite direction, pulling hard on her.

“We’ll be killed if we go back that way!” she said, fighting back fresh tears. 

“My husband,” Jenny wailed, the sound travelling like a cannonball through the silent factory. Tammy grabbed her shoulder firmly and pulled her face close to her own,

“Your husband wants you to live!” she said through gritted teeth, “And I’m going to do all I can to see that he gets what he wants.”

“Sounds like we have a little bit of a catfight going on down there, Meow!” the rasping, mocking voice of Harry Sanders came to them. They both jumped again in fright, the sound so close to them, but it was impossible to tell in these corridors how the sound was travelling. He could still be a long way off. Tammy held a finger to her lips and Jenny nodded; she was back in the fear of the moment for now. Good old human self-preservation was kicking in. They started away along the hall as quietly as they could. 

Tammy’s mind raced trying to think what to do. Was there any point in trying to hide out in the factory now? What would be the point; sooner or later he would find them or else they would get too hungry or thirsty to stay hidden. It was best that they got out of the factory, perhaps down by the water gates and out into the lake. There might be some kind of boat there they could use, and if not, they could swim the short distance around to the shore and make out of here on foot. Surely the first people to have escaped would have reached help by now and the army maybe would be on the way to save them. They would be picked up by someone.

Yes, escape was now the best idea. Harry would have no idea where they had gone, and it would be a long time before he stumbled across the lake access area of the factory. They were going to make it, and the decision being made gave Tammy a new strength to go on.

They moved without running through doors and crossed small rooms and then the main production room. Everywhere there were shadows and evil waiting to jump out at them, and even the dormant machines of the factory took on a sinister form each time Tammy looked around. She’d never known this room to be anything other than full of life, the exact opposite of how it was now.

“Down here,” Tammy whispered as she ducked down a few narrow concrete steps with a small metal door at the bottom. If you didn’t know it was here, you’d never even notice it. Beyond the door was the floor out to the lake and their freedom; she just had to hope the metal door wouldn’t be loud enough to wake the dead as they opened it. 

They were both pressed against the door and they listened to be sure Harry was not nearby. Tammy didn’t think he’d been close to them since he spoke that time, but it was impossible to tell for sure. 

Tammy bobbed her head up to peek through the porthole-style window in the door to the lake; she was sure Harry couldn't be out there, but there was no harm in checking.

Harry wasn’t out there, but her heart sank when she saw what was.

“What is it?” Jenny asked, picking up on her change in demeanour at once.

“The spiders are out there,” Tammy said as tears began to fall from her exhausted eyes once more.
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Lawrence Karrier was on the low ceiling of the canteen area of the ‘Gossamer Springs’ building when he heard the shots ring out. He stopped prying up the panel in the roof that would allow him access inside and listened. It seemed like a long time before any sound came after that, and when it did it was one Lawrence wished he’d never heard. Garrick shouting at the others to run, while he was laying in his own blood dying, and having just recently found his wife too. He didn’t have time to mull this over; he needed to get inside and save Tammy and Jenny if he could. 

Peering into the roof cavity above the ceiling tiles, Lawrence saw the coast was clear, and he bent down to take hold of the metal pipes he would need to support his weight. The last thing he needed was a freefall fifteen feet onto the tables and chairs of the canteen; that was a broken back if ever there was one. He left the hatch open a little, just in case he somehow ended up having to come back out this way.

Unlike Tammy, Lawrence as a machinist and handyman had been in the factory when nothing else was stirring before. It still had a profound effect on him all the same. Only this time he knew there were at least three people still alive in here and one of them had plans to make that only one. Lawrence lifted a ceiling tile and looked into the room below. All clear. He dropped down as quietly as he could on top of the huge dishwasher conveyor and then down onto the floor.

Lawrence cut through the kitchen and through a narrow door that led to a metal stairway not many people at the plant would know of. He tiptoed up, fearful of the heavy metal clanging noises that usually emanated when anyone ran up here. When he got to the top, he came to the back of a long bank of machine panels and electrical circuits and walked slowly along peering out onto the factory floor. From here was afforded the best views of a large chunk of the factory, and he could remain hidden so long as he was careful about it.

There was no noise from below, but as he crept along looking out through each panel, he found what he was looking for. Tammy and Jenny were on the steps that led out to the lake surface. He hadn’t been sure if Tammy knew about that way out but was pleasantly surprised to see her there. Once through that door, they could be out of the factory and away before Harry Sanders or any other outsider would have a clue where they were gone.

As he looked down on the two women, however, Lawrence got the distinct feeling something was wrong. Why weren’t they going through the door? They were crouching down leaning against it but not going through. Was it locked? Lawrence had never known it to be before, but he supposed with the closure of the factory the last few days someone might have come in to lock up a bit more thoroughly than usual. 

Lawrence scanned the rest of the room; he wanted to call down to them to see what the problem was, but he couldn’t be sure Sanders wasn’t here or wouldn't hear him and it would give the girls away. He would have to go down to them.

It was a long and winding way down to the factory floor, especially as he was still trying to be quiet, but before he got there the worst happened. He heard the screams of the two women.

“Don’t worry ladies,” Harry’s voice came on the air, “I’m not going to use this gun on you.” Though the words were welcome, Lawrence got a sick feeling from what the true meaning of them might be. “I’m going to tear you both apart with my hands!” Harry then shouted and he laughed maniacally, and there were further screams as the women set to running.

“Tammy!” Lawrence called out, hoping to draw Sanders’ attention. Of course he’d most likely use the gun on him rather than chance a fair fight against a man. 

Lawrence reached the floor and peered out; he saw Tammy and Jenny cornered by Harry, who didn’t have a gun in either hand that he could see. 

“Break for it!” Lawrence shouted to the women as he ran towards them. Jenny and Tammy did this, one running past Sanders on either side. He spun and grabbed for them both, and Jenny was knocked off balance and went sprawling to the ground, dashing her head hard on the metal flooring.  He’d caught hold of Tammy’s sweater, and it was ripping as she pulled away from him. Harry yanked her in hard and when she was close, he levelled her with a strong right hook that sent her reeling. Sanders let go of her sweater to allow her to fall.

“You bastard!” Lawrence screamed at him as he rushed hard into him, momentarily too late to stop what had happened to Tammy. 

Harry Sanders had been expecting Lawrence’s attack, but he obviously didn’t think it would come so hard. Both men went sprawling, and there was a loud crack that Lawrence was glad hadn’t come from his own body. Sanders cried out in pain and scuttled away as Lawrence got to his feet. 

The two men faced one another and now Lawrence saw with dread that the gun was in its holster on Sanders’ hip. The only saving grace was the arm on that side of the former deputy’s body was clearly broken - that had been the snap - and it hung ragged looking and limp. 

“I’m going to kill you asshole!” Sanders sneered. 

“No need for us to talk about it!” Lawrence said, tasting blood in his mouth and feeling the ferric sting of the deep cut in his inner cheek. His mouth felt it was filling with blood now and he spat before rushing at Harry Sanders once more. 

Sanders yelped in pain as his hand instinctively went for his gun. Did he not know he’d broken it! Lawrence came in with a series of punches to Sanders’ face that the former deputy could barely attempt to block with his good hand. The feeling of each bone-shuddering connection was immense. Lawrence pounded and pounded and soon found that Sanders was on one knee and then both, and he was no longer protecting his face from the attack. Still Lawrence didn’t want to stop, but something in him forced him to. 

Harry Sanders tottered a moment, his face a bloody mess and his eyes sunken in deep swelling. Blood bubbles came to his nose and mouth and burst as he tried to stay breathing. He fell sideways, and though Lawrence wouldn’t have thought it possible, he knew Sanders was dead. 

Lawrence’s breathing was hard and heavy and his head spun. What had he done? How had he done it? He turned slowly to see Tammy sitting on the ground staring at him, but the look on her face not one of gratitude for saving her but of horror at what she’d seen him become. How long had he hit Harry’s face? His fists were covered in blood and they ached so much now; he could feel his broken bones grind on one another as tears came to his eyes. Jenny lay still on the ground, but she was groaning so at least she was alive. 

“We have to see if the Sheriff is still alive,” Tammy said, getting to her feet. Lawrence nodded, and then noticed the door he’d seen the women huddled against.

“Why didn’t you go out through the lake door?” he asked her.

“The spiders are out there,” Tammy replied.  Lawrence nodded, wondering if that meant the building was surrounded now too.  

“What the hell is that!” Tammy suddenly shouted in terror as she jumped backwards. Lawrence spun on his heels and saw a huge spider pulling itself from the tearing flesh of Harry Sanders’ mouth.               

“Holy shit!” Lawrence said, also taking a step back. He felt Tammy’s hands and arms wrap around his own, and it was a good feeling in that moment. She didn’t think he was a monster after all.

The huge fat spider was free now, and it left a trail of blood and slime behind it as it moved quickly across the floor. It took a moment for Lawrence to realise it was heading for Jenny - it intended to get inside her next. Taking a step forward, Lawrence kicked hard at the beast, but it was like hard rubber and only barely changed its course.

He didn’t know how, and never would, but just then Lawrence simply knew this was what he’d been going up to the mountains in search of. This bulbous creature was the cause of it all, was the evil behind everything. Harry had brought it back down to the town, or rather it had made Harry do it. 

The sound of thousands of spiders suddenly came from all over the building. They were coming in from every direction to protect their leader, their queen or whatever it was. “Get her up,” he said to Tammy, who rushed to Jenny and started lifting her as best she could. Lawrence ran to the edge of the room and turned on the main power switch on the wall. The room hummed to life as machines and light came online at once. 

Without hesitation, he then ran to the giant mixer and pulled the panel open to override the controls. The slowly spinning blades in the empty tank started to pick up speed, one near the top and the other at the bottom, spinning wildly in opposite directions.

Jenny was on her feet now, but still very dazed, and she wasn’t going to get far on her own. But Lawrence didn’t think she would have to; in fact, he was sure of it.  Once this huge blob of dread was gone, the rest would die, like cutting off the head to kill the body. He didn’t know why he felt this, but there was no denying the strong feeling in him. 

“What are you doing?” Tammy asked as he passed by her again, this time giving her upper arms a gentle squeeze as though to say, everything is going to be alright. The giant spider was still coming at Jenny, but Lawrence stepped in its path and bent to scoop it up in his hands.

Instantly, Lawrence could feel the black heart of this thing, and it began to speak in his mind, trying to control him. Lawrence ran as fast as he could up to the top of the ladder that looked down into the mixing vat and tried to toss the creature in.

The monster didn’t want to die, however, and each of its eight needlepoint legs dug deep into the flesh of Lawrence’s hands and arms. He cried out in pain and almost fell from the ladder, just managing to regain his balance at the last. The pain in his arms was the most excruciating he’d ever felt, and he knew the creature intended on climbing up his chest and pulling itself inside him to take over. He looked down to Tammy, who had that look of horror on her face one more.    

Lawrence’s heart sank twice in the space of less than one second as the realisation of what he had to do, and the consequences of it, rushed to him. 

“I love you, Tammy!” he shouted to her just as two of the spikey legs ripped the flesh of his arms and plunged into his chest to start the climb. Lawrence groaned but used all he had left inside him not to scream. He took another two quick steps up the ladder, beyond the red markings to where feet should never be above and then leaned over, letting gravity do the rest.

He heard Tammy’s scream of ‘NOOOOO!” and the whipping wind of the blades before he hit them. Newly agonizing pain came all over, but it was blissfully brief. He’d met eyes with the creature at the last moment, and it seemed to acknowledge its own doom. Lawrence could only hope he’d been right about this being the head.
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The attic of the ‘Clear View Hotel’ didn’t feel as safe as Landy had hoped. Though the entrance from the stairs was narrow and each of his fellow captives had some heavy, dusty and long-abandoned item in their hands, there was no surety they were going to prevail. And, even if they did, they still had to find a way to evade the spiders or else starve to death up here.  

“There’s much nicer places in this hotel to spend your final moments than up there,” Scarrow called up to them, his voice eerily genuine. “Why don’t you come on back down? I’ll stand in a room here and give you a count of ten. You go find a better place and I’ll come find you, what do you say?” Landy was struck by how reasonable this murderer sounded, and, in fact, he had no doubt Scarrow would do as he promised. After all, this was only a game to him now; there was no way to leave the hotel with the place surrounded.  This must have been what happened with everyone else who came here. His mind flashed to all those names etched in blood in the registry book.

“You go to hell!” Landy called down to Scarrow, and he looked to the rest as though for support. Was he speaking for them all?

“You’ll get what’s coming to you, you murderer!” Maggie called out. They heard Clinton laugh through the thin attic door. He must be right at the bottom step, only a few feet from them.

“We better do this sooner rather than later,” Terry suddenly said, leaning close to Landy. The hotel owner looked to him in confusion. “I’m losing strength quickly,” Terry explained. “If we don’t do it now, you’ll be one set of swinging hands down,” Landy had never seen anyone look so sick, and he was in awe of the boy’s bravery. Landy’s eyes shifted momentarily to the damaged leg, he couldn’t help it, and then he looked away. No matter what happened, there was a very good chance that boy was going to die all the same. 

“Sit down and rest, Terry,” Maggie said, taking him by the arm, “There are too many of us for such a small space anyway.”  The young man had started to move when she first spoke, but once he realized she was trying to side-line him, he stopped cold and wouldn’t budge.

“We need to do it now,” Terry asserted. Maggie looked from him to Landy, and the older man could see she was in agreement. He looked to Emily and Ed, and even they seemed steeled to the same thing. It looked like he was the only one who didn’t think he was ready; did that make him a coward? 

“Alright,” he whispered to them all, “I’ll pull open the door and take a swing at him as he comes up. If I get him good, I’ll keep swinging and you guys just get ready to back me up if I come backing in here, okay?” Each of them nodded.

It would probably make more sense for them to stand in a half circle around the attic and each come at Scarrow from a different angle as he came into the room, but it seemed too risky for Landy. They could end up hitting one another rather than the target, and that could spell doom right away.

Landy went to the door and unlocked it as quietly as he could. He drew in a couple of deep breaths and then pulled it open quickly. As he’d thought, Scarrow was standing at the bottom of the stairs and he looked up at Landy amused when the door suddenly opened.

“You looking to make a run?” Scarrow asked. Landy shook his head slowly but with determination. “Alright,” Scarrow smiled, and he hefted the axe so his hand was higher on the handle for use in the smaller space of the stairs. He started coming up the steps.

“He's coming,” Landy said to the others, his voice barely making it out on heavy breaths he was afraid gave away his utter terror in that moment. Despite his fear, Landy stepped forward; he had to maintain the height advantage over Scarrow to be better able to fight him off. 

Suddenly, Scarrow roared like an ancient battlefield soldier and rushed up the steps, his axe rising above his head as much as possible with the lowering ceiling. Landy swung down the old heavy wooden chair arm he held - it was hard enough to kill a man if it landed properly - and threw all his weight behind it. Scarrow ducked and parried the wood with his axe, and then Landy felt his mistake and knew he was done for.

The sound of his shirt ripping somehow came over all else, but it was the blade cutting into his abdomen, deep and hard, that shocked the core of Landy. Scarrow had pulled a long knife with his lower hand while Landy had been concentrating on the axe and his own wooden attack. How stupid he had been, the thought coming hard like a migraine as the blood flowed down his belly before Scarrow twisted the knife roughly. His face was against Landy’s now and his hot rancid breath in the hotel owner’s nose, his rough unshaven face like sandpaper on Landy’s cheek.

“You nearly did it,” Scarrow said to him quietly. It was oddly absent of gloating, and Landy was confused as he dropped to his knees and felt Scarrow step around him.  Weakly, Landy put a hand out and tried to grip Scarrow’s trouser leg, but he was easily shaken off and then slumped against the wall. His vision became blurry, and the pain in his abdomen screamed with each movement of his body. 

There was a commotion behind and Landy did his best to turn around to see. He had to hope the others were faring better than he did.

At first Landy was proud of what he could make out, each of them in the room swinging at Scarrow for all they were worth, their voices screaming at him, but it was clear very quickly they were not going to get the better of him.

“His legs,” Landy tried to shout, but it came out as no more than a bloody, bubbling whisper and none of them heard him. They were not going to hear him. He felt around for the wooden arm and found it, his trembling fingers wrapped about it, and he dragged it close to his body as he used the wall to try to prop himself up.

The pain was excruciating and he almost passed out, but somehow he stayed upright and was on his feet now panting for air. He saw young Ed fall the ground, brushed away easily by Scarrow who seemed to be enjoying himself. He wasn’t using his weapons against the others but just shoving them around as he either absorbed or evaded their blows. He was toying with them! Landy tried to speak again, to tell them to go for the legs but still he couldn’t. They were doomed because of his stupidity, and new tears of regret started to fall and mingle with those of his pain.

Then, Maggie Glymer landed a heavy blow on Scarrow’s head as the killer had tried to avoid one from Emily. It rocked Scarrow and sent him tottering across the room as he tried to stay on his feet. He hit the wall hard just feet from Landy, and for a moment the two regarded one another dazedly. 

Just as the horror came over Landy with the realization the others were not following up on their initial success, he saw a strange new look come over Scarrow’s face. The others were staring at him too; perhaps they’d seen the change before Landy had.

Scarrow’s chest suddenly shot forward as his back arched, and a cry of pain emitted from his clenched mouth.  His body started to spasm, and small cuts started to appear on his face, neck and the back of his arms. Blood trickled down as Scarrow grunted and slammed himself against the wall. Landy was fading, not sure what he was seeing was an accurate portrayal of the world as it happened around him.

Scarrow seemed to muster some strength and he looked dead into Landy’s eyes.

“This was the best few days of my life!” he exclaimed, seconds before his face and body became a tearing mass of blood and gore. Huge rips opened up all over him, and the horrible white spiders (covered in gore) started to erupt from him. Scarrow didn’t have long to scream before he fell dead on the floor. Landy was aware of everyone jumping back from the spiders and that some of them were heading for him. There was nothing his body was going to be able to do to stop them.

There was screaming all over, and just as the first wave of the creatures reached him, Landy closed his eyes and thought of the lake outside, and the beauty it once contained. The screaming stopped and for a moment Landy wondered if he was already dead. The weight of the wood in his hand told him he was not; he let go of it and forced open his eyes.

The spiders were still there, but they were no longer moving.

“They’re all dead,” he heard one of the kids say, and tilting his head he saw Ed stepping onto the carpet of spiders and heard the low crush like glass as he did so. 

“They’re dead!” Emily cried, though she sounded upset more than euphoric.

“The same outside,” Maggie’s voice came, “They’re all dying!” Landy blinked, but it felt like his eyes were closed for a long time. When he opened them, Emily was in front of him kneeling down and pressing something white into his abdomen. She was trying to save him, bless her, he thought. 

“Charley,” she said, “it’s going to be okay.” Tears streamed down her face as she said this. Mustering all his strength, Landy put a hand to hers and stopped her from trying to help him.

“If you’re okay,” he said to her, “I’m okay.”  The feel of her hands in his was warm and his heart was contented she had survived. He could never have wished for a daughter better than her, and at that moment he actually felt like he was her father. For a final feeling in his life, it was a good one.
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Of the two thousand, eight hundred and twelve people who lived in Gossamer Falls and were in the town from the time the clouds came, only seven remained alive after the spiders stopped scurrying around. Most had been killed in the mass traffic jams as they tried to escape town, but there was not one corner of the town that didn’t have its share of bodies.

Sheriff Garrick did not survive the close range shots from Harry Sanders, though it remained a mystery how Sanders got the drop on Garrick who was the one lying in wait. It was many hours before Tammy and Jenny came out of the ‘Gossamer Springs’ factory to the newly safe world outside. Tammy knew Lawrence’s sacrifice had saved them, but Jenny’s recollection of this part was hazy from the blow to her head.

They eventually cleared a gap in the road and were able to get to Emerson to tell the police what had happened. Not too long after they got there, Maggie Glymer, Emily Sounding, Ed Tipping and Terry Hargreaves arrived at the Emerson Memorial Hospital with their wild stories.

Terry’s leg had become infected and had to be amputated from the knee.  He would carry a chip on his shoulder about it for many decades to come, but at least he was still alive. 

Police and the medical team didn’t know what to make of the story these people were telling, but when no communication with Gossamer Falls could be established, it was thought prudent to check it out.

While all the deliberations and planning for this investigation team to the town went on, something strange (or was it normal now?) was happening in Gossamer Falls. Millions of glassy spiders began to break down into a very fine powdery dust that was taken away by the slightest breeze. The crystalized clouds that had erupted these monsters into the world also went the same way, and within fourteen hours of Lawrence Karrier’s great sacrifice, there was no trace of anything the survivors spoke of.

Another final survivor was found in the town. Radio DJ Jerry Castiano, on finding himself trapped in his booth when the mayhem began, had reported everything he could see going on and it was all recorded. Still, without the evidence to back it up (he’d seen the disintegration but had been the only one) who was ever going to believe such a wild story?

The police could come to no conclusion at all; there was no way they could believe the crazy stories of these very disturbed people, but at the same time there was no other explanation other than mass hysteria to explain why so many people were dead.

The survivors were tested and interviewed hundreds of times over the next few months, and State scientists (real ones) and the military performed searches and took samples of everything they could but nothing was ever found. 

News of the event was suppressed for fear of widespread panic, but within a year the survivors were free to go. They were told it best they didn’t talk about what had happened and also that they could not go back to Gossamer Falls, not that any of them really wanted to. 

Instead they scattered.

Emily went out west to California, trained as a teacher and worked at that profession for many years.

Maggie settled in Emerson, not wanting to stray too far from where Frank and she had lived. She took work in a grocery store to make ends meet and was content with being alive.

Ed Tipping was placed with a family in the extreme north of the state, who went on to adopt him. He grew up having terrible and vivid nightmares of the events of Gossamer Falls, but by the time he was a teenager, the usual problems all kids face were fighting for more of his attention. 

Jerry Castiano also stayed in Emerson and got work in the radio station there. He was happiest in his booth and did his best to never think about the things he’d seen. Easier said than done.

Jenny Garrick went back to Ohio to her hometown and lived with her parents while she recovered. After that, she set herself up as a florist. It would be fifteen years before another man came into her life, but as is the way of these things, you don’t get to decide for yourself when love comes along. She married for the second time but never forgot her first true love and how much he’d sacrificed trying to save her.

Tammy stayed in Emerson too and, when allowed, started training for the police. She alone was not happy to let Gossamer Falls be consigned to history with no mention of what her love had done. She didn’t know how, but she was determined to figure out what had happened, and make sure it never happened again. To this day she is making headway, but still hasn’t fully cracked the riddle. 

Terry Hargreaves was sent to a specialist hospital downstate for rehabilitation and from there he was taken into a foster home. He never got on with any family he was placed with, and finally, at age eighteen, he was free to live where and how he wanted. He was an angry young man for a long time, but he settled as he got older. 

Life was important, and living it just as important.    

The End

To find out what happened in Mercy Click Here
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