g),ﬁ-enng somev,crackmg benefits. Wlth a salary like that,
hgtould afford to finish her bike with Raleigh parts
as opposed to scrounging up whatever she could find
at the junkyards. The c opportunity was worth enduring
the scratchy nylons if only to prove to her prospective
boss that she meant business.
'ast weeks interview couldn’t have gone better. On
ay out she'd found the interviewer, Mr Filch,
ring over his open car hood with the frozen air of
smeone faced with a riddle in a language they don't
speak. It was just a bum battery, but she made the
rho_st of "'the opportunity, pointing out some potential
) ntenance tasks to head off future car problems at
the pass. The little man had seemed impressed. That had
o be a good sign, but she sure hated wa1t1ng

thémishcd softness of a newborn baby. Altogether,
eminded her of a recently hatched chick too much
"'Af:or\ comfort. But she didn’t have to admire him to get
him to hire her.
* “How is your car running?”she asked as she sat down.
+ «“Purring like a kitten,” he said. “I am in your debt,
MISS Reyes.”
% “Not at all. It’s what I do. And I'd be very happy to

sion while she awaited the delivery of new valve s
covers, and Daniela’s truck had been unsalvagoab_
the flood. So they all piled into Pawel’s truck for th
The fried shrimp were piping hot and the corn on thi
dripping with butter, leaving pools on the paper-lin
baskets. After they'd filled their bellies, they lounged
the picnic table, enjoying the combination of bright sun
and cool breeze. ;

“This is the life,” said Imogen, rubbing her beﬂy
this is what happens when you get promoted, I hope
you’re running that place within the year. ’'m so full
might burst.” e

“I didn’t even tell you the best part,” replied Damela, '
“They'’re giving me a work truck to replace the one th
got washed away. I'll be able to put all my hatd—eafrié
cash into my bike, so we’ll be able to take some tr
together next summer.” :

“Wahoo!” exclaimed Imogen, holdmg up
bottle. “I'll drink to that!”

They clinked glasses. Then Daniela frowned.

“I hope you two don’t feel abandoned,” sh
“Honestly, the only thing negative about this new
that you won't be there.”

“Bzdura,” said Pawel, waving a hand dlsmrssm‘:l .
good that you grow.” :

“Besides,” added Imogen with an 1mplsh grln “We
fully expect you to recommend us when more slot
open up. We’re happy for you, but it’s a self-serving so
of happiness.” ;

“I admit nothing,” said Pawel, holding hi

up in prayer like an innocent schoolboy, and they

laughed. :
D
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. Pawel took a different route back,

ircling inland to avoid the worst of the
-wind. After a few twists and turns, they

- emerged onto Route 18, a two-lane

- backcountry road. The wind was better

' heréi but a cold rain pattered against
; tlli windscreen and the clouds had
) grownso dark that Pawel switched
| on the headlights despite the early
= 3 ,hot‘lr. It wasn’t a white-knuckle trip —

’::f%D%niela had driven in much worse

.~ conditions — but it certainly wasnt a

: " :
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2dd 2 hearty “Hear! Hear!

word in Polish which probably

. wasnt a curse but definitely

¢

macked of frustration. Daniela

atted his arm as he veered onto

sense to do so with two master

‘mechanics,” she “observed, trying to
&

ten‘the mood.

- ~ :
This comment earned a brief

in stung ljaniela’s cheeks, and
¢ hunched her shoulders as she'

-~ toolbox. :

ed reurj& to the .Bzick of the tru

“Graba light, would you?” called Ibm,'ogeriv.
“On it — =
Daniela pulled the heavy flashlight from the box

before lugging the whole kit and caboodlé up ch»the”‘ '

front of the truck. But when she flicked the light switch,

nothing happened. 5

“Dang it!” she exclaimed.

Pawel studied it, eyebrows knitted.

“Is new,” he said, obviously puzzled. “It should work.”

“It’s still bright enough to see by if we shake a tail
feather,” suggested Daniela. “And it’s awful cold out :
here. I say we get this show on the road and deal with
the flashlight later.” : : _'T ;

“Seconded,” said Imogen. »

But try as they might, they couldn’t find a single -
problem with the truck. The fuel pump looked fine,
the filters clear. The battery was in tip-top shape. With
every struck theory, Daniela grew more confused. There
was no reason this truck shouldn't run, and with every
passing minute, the sky grew dimmer and dimmer. It
seemed much later than... what time was it anyway?

Her watch had stopped, which was icing on an
already frustrating cake.

“Anybody got the time?” she asked. “Forgot to wind
my watch.”

Pawel grunted, looking down at his wrist.

“Strange,” he said. “Is stopped.” )
Imogen let out a strangled yelp. = :
“Mine too!” she exclaimed. :
A chill ran down Daniela’s spine. There was probably
some rational explanation for this, some sort of mineral
deposit that emitted electrical frequencies and fried ~ ©
circuits or... something. Dead zones didn’t just happen;
they were caused. But she didn’t have to like it. She'd
better get her friends to safety before things got worse

like they tended to do around these parts. :

%

“I think we should scram,” she said, keeping®her
voice steady with eftort. “We’re not getting anywhere,
and who knows how far we’ll have to walk before we hit
a farmhouse. It's cold and dark, and honestly this plaéé -~



sure as heck not staymg here all night. Who knows
" when sorr_leone will come by to give us a hand? I cant
remember the last time we passed another car,” declared
Tmogen.

Pawel hesitated.

“Tll ride shotgun with you tomorrow to pick up
4% “the truck,” offered Daniela. “We can tow it back to the
garage if necessary.”

His expression firmed.

“Right,” he said. “Is important to keep you girls safe.
My matka would come back from dead just to yell at
me'if I did not.”

“I would have liked her,” said Daniela, picking up the
toolbox and sliding it into the cab to lock it safely away.

“Yes, I think so,”agreed Pawel.

o

THE WALK WAS COLD, MONOTONOUS,AND
outright miserable. The road stretched on for what felt
like miles, cutting a swathe through thick stands of trees
and long stretches of unbroken fields. No matter how
hard Daniela squinted, she couldnt make out a single
building. Didn’t anyone live out here? Someote hatl t6
: _ tend these fields.

Pawel and Imogen shared her misery. The teasing

banter had long since trickled away, leaving no

P

sound save the crunch of their footsteps in the
gravel and the hiss of the rain. Well, that and

¢ the howls.
Daniela thought shed imagined the first

% ‘
% s

distant, mournful call. No one else reacted to
it, so she wrote it off as a flight of fancy. But
then there was another, off in the trees to the left.
Imogen let out a little yelp, and Pawel stiffened,
lifting his hand. In it, he held the heavy
flashlight, and at first Daniela wondered why
he'd bothered to bring it. Then she realized he
intended to use it as a cudgel. Good thing, too, 1f 8
there were wolves on the hunt.
She could only hope it was actually wolves and
= - not something worse. Something... inexplicabie

“We were having wolves in our villag

calm. 'Ihcy w111 come around you in circle; try to bre
up group. Carry off weakest. If T give order, you hsteno; *;

No arguments. No running. Never running.”

“Got it,” replied Daniela, snatching a heavy branch
from the side of the road.

“Oh my gosh, are we really doing this?” exclafmed"(
Imogen, shaky and breathless. “What an adventure!” #

The situation sure didn’t feel fun, but Daniela
appreciated the attempt to lighten the mood. Yet the
howls drew closer, and her makeshift club felt entirely.
insufficient. She would have given anything to be at /=
home in her warm bed. 5 ;

Then the creature hopped out from the edge of the
woods, and her heart nearly stopped. =

It had a wolf-like snout which it raised to the sky,
releasing another of those huﬁgry howls. But instead £
of fur, the head — and in fact the entire «‘bbdy — was’
covered in moist, sickly green skin. The body was oddiy »
hunched, the back legs overdevelopcd As Damcla
gaped at the m1sshapen thing, a smaller one

hopped up to J’Q_}n oA

w



. F'too let out 4 call; the fading light glintiné bff of

[

*

*""more teeth than should have fit into that narrow jaw.

“I think I just wet myself,” said Imogen, her voice
tiny.
“Keep walking,” ordered Pawel, resolutely looking

away.

“. ~ As they marched on, Daniela’s eyes darted through

the trees, catching flashes of movement she couldn't

- track. How many of them were there? Her heart beat

- in her throat; she couldn’t catch her breath. It was only

a matter of time before the things attacked.

Although she knew much more about machinery
than she did wildlife, she was right about that. The
attack came, swift and silent. Pawel let out a yell,

swinging his flashlight. Imogen cried as she lashed out

- with her heavy boot, Daniela took her branch in a two-

handed grip and swung it with all her might as one of

the frog-wolves loped toward her, mouth open in an

: eager leer. The years of lugging heavy machinery lent

_weight to her strike; she hit the thing so hard that the

_ branch shattered. The beast went flying with a cry of

‘pain immediately cut short as it slammed into the trunk

~of a heavy tree. She let out a fierce yell, snatching up

another stick.

Before their attackers could regroup, a pair of

)

ON THE WAY BACK TO COLLECT HIS #
~ truck thenext day, neither Daniela nor Pawel made

reference to their frightening ordeal, but she knew it

was on both their minds. The ride was tense; Pawel

had a heavy hammer tucked next to his seat. Whe
thought she wasn’t looking, he rested his hand"

like it gave him comfort.

them exchanged thin-lipped glances, waiting for the
sound of howls that never came.
“Is done then,” said Pawel, frowning.

“For now,” she agreed.

“Do you think...?” He shook his head. “Never mind.

Is Arkham. Cannot explain.”

She snorted in amusement, but she couldn’ty stop;?;

thinking about that as she followed his truck back into
town. There was no explaining Arkham indeed, but-it

was home.

‘headlights broke the growing dark, and the growl vaa |

an engine cut off the angry roars. The car was somehow *
right on top of them, but Daniela wasn't about to
question the arrival of the cavalry. The creatures
fled into the wilderness as the vehicle drew closer,

'toOtling out a warning on the horn.

the key.”

Pawel nodded, drawing an X over his chest
in a silent promise. Imogen let out a bark of semi-
hysterical laughter. But they all pasted on smiles as the

roadster slid to a stop next to them.

“You folks need a lift?” asked the old man behind -

t}le wheel. “You look like you've been through the

- wringer.”

. “Boy have we ever,” replied Daniela, surreptitiously .=

dropping her branch to the ground at her feet.

%
) 4

The abandoned truck started right up. The two of %



