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A note from the R.W. Ridley

I wanted to take a moment to

thank you for downloading the

first few chapters of Book Five of

the Oz Chronicles. I’ve had a

wonderful time connecting with a

lot of you via my blog and email

about Oz and the gang, and I’ve

always appreciated your

enthusiastic support. There aren’t too many books left in Oz’s

adventure, and I’m a little sad that I’m going to have to say

goodbye to him soon. I hope to get him home in a way that will

satisfy all of you who have been with him throughout the entire

journey.

The pages you have here are in the earliest stages. They are likely

to change by the time we go to print, but not much. So, enjoy

and feel free to provide me with feedback at

member@rwridley.com or on my blog

http://rwridley.wordpress.com. And, we mustn’t forget

Facebook.

Thanks and don’t forget to spread the word about Oz.

R.W. Ridley

mailto:member@rwridley.com
http://rwridley.wordpress.com/
https://www.facebook.com/RWRidley
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They surfaced. Dug their way out of the ground and killed
one of us.

My gut ties in knots every time I think about it. We were all
there, but there was nothing we could do. Nothing. He was
dead.

When I watched him take his last breath, I thought about
Stevie Dayton. This was his fault. He created this world. He did
this to us. If there was a way, I was going to make him pay. It
didn’t matter to me that he was long gone. Dead by his own
hand. Dead because of what I had done to him, made him feel
small, unimportant, like a mistake. None of that mattered. If I
had to I was going to dig him up and drag him through the empty
streets of Tullahoma to humiliate him one last time.

I didn’t want to think that way. I wanted to take responsibility
for the mess we were in, but my mind just wouldn’t let me. I
needed a bad guy to take down. I was tired of dealing with the
monsters chasing us. They were just as much victims in this as we
were. We were all powerless little characters in Stevie’s stupid
story. I couldn’t believe I ever felt bad for the way I treated him.

***
I rekindled my hatred for Stevie Dayton next to a stream at

the base of Cold Mountain in North Carolina. The area lived up
to its name. It was cold. Freezing. And that was good because it
meant we were out of the reach of the Délons. The human side
of them took over in the cold. The purple dead-eyed freaks
couldn’t touch us.

I sat on a boulder and picked through the stones at my feet so
I wouldn’t have to look at the others. I knew something they
didn’t. It crushed me. It ruined me. It scared me more than any
of the ugly beasties that we had faced. I couldn’t hide something
like that from Wes or Gordy or... her, especially not her.
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Wes maneuvered his large frame along the rocky banks of the
gurgling stream and sat across from me on another boulder. “We
gotta talk.”

I didn’t take my eyes off the rocks.
“We’re in bad shape. Gordy especially. Boy’s had it. April’s a

haggard mess, too. Babbling about the things she done back at
the Biltmore. She can’t shake it out of her thinking.”

Kimball sauntered up to the water and lapped up the cool
liquid.

“We gotta take time to regroup. They ain’t in no shape to
trek on down to Tullahoma...”

“We’re not going to Tullahoma,” I said, struggling to get the
words out of my mouth.

I could hear Wes raking his fingernails against his stubbly
cheek. “Since when?”

“Decided a while ago. It’s pointless. There’s nothing there for
us.”

“What about the comic books?”
“That whole thing’s just a load of crap. There are no answers

in Stevie’s comic books.”
I was avoiding eye contact with him, but I could feel him

trying to study my face. After a long pause he said, “There’s
something you ain’t telling me, Oz.”

I forced a chuckle. “This world’s got you paranoid, Wes.
Going to Tullahoma just doesn’t make any sense. Makes sense to
keep heading north and get as far away from the Délons as
possible.”

He leaned forward. “I can tell when you’re lying...”
“I’m not lying!” I stood in a rage and quickly worked to calm

myself. “I know what I’m doing, Wes. I am Creyshaw,
remember?”

He looked as angry as I felt. “I remember. Ain’t exactly sure
if I understand it, but I remember.”
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“It means that this twisted world is part of me. I know it.
Every sick inch of it. I don’t want to, but I do. So, if my gut tells
me to go north then we go north.” He was right, of course. I was
lying. I didn’t have a gut feeling to go north. I just knew that
going to Tullahoma would bring us one step closer to bringing
back normal times. I didn’t want that anymore.

“Everything okay?” Lou asked. She stepped out of the woods
behind me carrying two power bars.

Wes leaned back and thought about the question. “Little girl,
things haven’t been okay for a while now.”

She shook her head and tossed a power bar to me and then
Wes. “Don’t get smart, old man. You know what I meant.”

“Everything’s fine,” I said. “We just decided that Tullahoma
can wait. We’re headed north.”

“We decided?” Wes asked.
I peeled back the wrapper on my power bar and

unintentionally gave him a pleading look.
“That’s right,” he said. “Délons can’t get us up north.”
I have no idea why he covered for me, but I was glad he did.
“That’s it? You two make a decision and the rest of us don’t

get a say?”
I bit into my power bar and hoped that Wes would handle her

question, but he had helped me out as much as he intended. I
used chewing as an excuse to not answer her right away. By the
time I swallowed, I had come up with the best excuse I had. “We
need to get our strength back. We’ll lose Gordy if we come
across the Délons or any of the other Destroyers out there. And
April needs time to get her head back in the game.”

She crossed her arms and huffed. I knew that meant she
couldn’t come up with a good argument. I had stumbled upon a
reason that actually made sense. “How far north?”

“That’s a good question,” Wes said with a mouthful of power
bar.
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I shrugged. “I don’t know. North north.”
“North north?” Lou raised an eyebrow.
“The colder, the better,” I said.
“I think the boy’s looking for Santa,” Wes said with a snicker.
“You laugh,” I said, “but just remember who created this

world. It’s not that crazy to think we may come across the jolly
little fat man with a belly full of jelly.”

Wes laughed. “He ain’t full of jelly. His belly shakes like a
bowl full of jelly.”

“Whatever,” I said.
Wes smiled. “Well if we do come across Santa, I know just

what I’m going to ask him for.”
“To go home,” Lou said.
Wes looked baffled. “Oh... yeah, I guess that would be

good...”
Lou wrinkled her brow. “And just what did you have in

mind?”
He swallowed the last of his power bar. “An abandoned store

jam packed with Twinkies.”
***
Gordy was in piss-poor shape, as my grandfather used to say.

He wasn’t bleeding anymore, but he was sweating through his
clothes despite the chill in the air. His skin was gray and clammy.

I couldn’t bring myself to say anything to him so I kept my
distance. I was afraid I would tell him the truth. I didn’t hold out
a lot of hope that he would make it to the end of the week.

April sat next to him wiping the sweat from his brow and
muttering “I’m sorry” over and over again. I wanted to feel bad
for her, but I didn’t. I don’t know why, really. I even wanted to
be bothered that I didn’t feel bad for her, but I wasn’t. I just
didn’t feel anything.

I stretched out on the ground on my back and laced my
fingers together behind my head. Looking through a hole in the
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forest canopy, I could see that sky wasn’t as purple as it had been.
Black rolling clouds crashed into each other, forming bigger,
faster rolling clouds that expanded and seemingly burst apart like
fireworks.

A massive head entered my field of vision. Startled, I blinked
and focused my eyes on Ajax’s leathery face. Pushing myself up
on my elbows, I forced a smile. “No offense, big guy, but with a
face like that, you shouldn’t be sneaking up on people.”

He slapped the ground with his huge gorilla hand and gurgled
out a playful hoot. He sat back on his haunches and scratched his
protruding belly.

I watched him for a few seconds when a phrase popped into
my head. Gorillas always know. Leaning in I cleared my throat and
whispered, “Do you know?”

He stuck his chin out, but didn’t give me a direct response.
“Do you know?”
His expression turned to quizzical.
“What Stevie Dayton told me, do you know? Is it true?”
He signed something I had seen him sign before. I searched

my memory banks. “Gorillas always know?”
Ajax pursed his lips and nodded his enormous head.
“I know gorillas always know,” I said. “But does that mean

you know what Stevie told me? Is it true what he said about
Lou?”

Ajax’s face soured. He turned away from me.
“Ajax, tell me. Is it true?”
He held out his hands and crossed them in front of his chest

with his palms in. With the first two fingers sticking out, he
crossed the right hand from in front of the left hand to behind it.
He repeated the sign several times.

“I don’t understand.”
Lou spotted us and approached. “What are you doing?”
“Nothing,” I said. “Ajax is just being a pest.”
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“Why is he saying that?”
“Saying what?”
“That word. He keeps saying ‘reverse’ over and over again.”
“Reverse?” I shrugged. “Who knows? I just asked him why

apes have to smell so bad.”
Ajax let out a growl like he was offended. He clapped his

huge hand against my shoulder and shoved me to the ground. He
was being as gentle as he could, but it still hurt like hell.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Lou said.
“He’s a gorilla. What do you want?” I sat back up rubbing

my shoulder.
The word ‘reverse’ stuck in my head as I stood. Stevie had

said something else in the basement of his house. Something
about reading the story... backwards. I wandered away from the
others deep in thought, trying to remember his exact words. “It’s
never the same when you read it backwards,” I said so low that it
sounded as if I was hissing. “You see things you didn’t see
before.”

Without paying attention, I had walked onto a marked path.
The branches in the trees clicked and rattled as the wind blew
through the area.

“You see things you didn’t see before.”
“What?”
I looked in the direction the question came from and saw

Tyrone sitting on a tree stump. Every time I saw him, I had
trouble picturing him as the little kid I first saw riding with the
bicycle bandits in South Pittsburg. He was taller than me now.

“Nothing,” I said in response to his question. “You eat?”
“Lou gave me a power bar.”
“Yeah, me too.”
He stared up at the sky. “Things are different.”
“What do you mean?”
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“The sky. The air. The smells. I can’t really put my finger on
it, but things just feel different.”

I sniffed the air, but couldn’t really detect what he detected.
“You think that’s bad or good?”

He shook his head. “Nothing good happens in this world.”
I nodded. “You hear we’re not going to Tullahoma now?

We’re headed north.”
He shrugged.
I laughed. “You really don’t care, do you?”
“Why should I?”
“Well, it’s just that Wes and Lou...”
“Have something to go home to.”
“And you don’t?”
“Let me ask you something, Oz. You think bringing our

world back will bring back the people who’ve died in this world?”
“This is about Valerie.”
He didn’t answer.
“I don’t know how it works, Tyrone. It might.”
“It won’t,” he said.
“How can you be so sure?”
He thought about my question. “Because the one thing I’ve

learned being here is that the only thing worse than today is
tomorrow. That’s just the way it is.”

“Man,” I said, “you’re a regular barrel of laughs.”
He stood. “When we heading out?”
“Morning.”
He nodded and looked up at the sky. “Something’s definitely

different.”
After he walked away, I sat on the tree stump and tried to

clear my head. I just wanted to stop thinking. There was so
much noise buzzing through my brain that I couldn’t hold onto a
single thought. It was as if every question I’d ever asked in my
life was bombarding me all at once.
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Kimball sat next to me and whined until I scratched his head.
He moved in closer and rested his chin on my leg. I moved my
hand down and scratched the scruff of his neck. He responded
by lying down on his back and exposing his belly.

“A belly rub, huh? Man, you’re pushing it.”
He squirmed on the ground and snorted. I didn’t know it at

the time, but I smiled. I wished I had noticed it because I would
have really appreciated it. I gave in and scratched his belly.

“If I had to choose the people I survived the end of the world
with, Kimball, you’d be first on my list. It doesn’t really matter
that you’re not people.”

He groaned and twisted his body back and forth as I
continued to scratch his belly. I found myself being comforted by
it as much as he was. I settled in and savored every second I could
before he had enough and stood up. He shook the dirt from his
body and disappeared into the woods on the other side of the
path. I hated to see him go.

I leaned back and felt my eyelids start to close. I fought it.
I’m not sure why, but I did. They continued to grow heavier and
heavier. Despite my best efforts, I quickly dozed off.

I dreamt.
***
The halls were dank and dim. Sputtering fluorescent lights

crackled and buzzed overhead as I moved down the corridor.
The smell of the place was familiar. The odor of piss and sweat
told me exactly where I was: the facility. The place where the
dead visited me while I slept. The place where I met Bones and
Scoop-face.

I turned a corner and recognized a doorway, Scoop-face’s
room. It stopped me in my tracks. I didn’t want to be here, not
even in a dream. The sound of footsteps came from the room. I
ignored every instinct to run and moved towards it.
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Reaching the open door, I gave myself a second to gather up
my courage before I turned to look. As I turned, I heard the
squeak of the flimsy bedsprings and considered closing my eyes,
but I didn’t.

The figure sitting on the bed was lanky and hunched over.
The man’s profile revealed a large Roman nose. It was Scoop-
face before he was Scoop-face, Archie.

“I remember this place,” he said.
I slowly moved into the room.
“I’ve never been here, but I remember it. How can that be?”
“I don’t know.”
He looked at me confused. “You were here, too.”
I nodded.
“We didn’t belong here, did we?”
“It was a trick. The one they call The Pure created it. He

wanted to get inside our heads.”
“The Pure?”
“He’s a Délon. The first Délon.”
Archie’s eyes darted back and forth as he processed this new

information. “The Source,” he said.
“What about it?” I asked.
“That’s what this place was for. He created it to find his

source, the Source. Where all Délons came from.”
“That’s right.”
“He thought the Creyshaws would lead him to it.” He stood

and stepped across the room absentmindedly laughing.
“What?”
“I’m dead.”
“Yeah,” I said, “you are.”
He spun around on his toes and locked eyes with me. “You

killed me.”
I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. I could only bow my head.
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He snapped his fingers as if he had received a great thought
out of the blue. “But you had to.”

I still couldn’t bring myself to say anything.
“I asked you to because if you didn’t we’d be back here.”
I let a chuckle escape and then looked at him. “We are back

here.”
“No. Not like before.” He felt his face with both hands and

gently stroked the bridge of his nose. “I have... my nose, my
eyes.”

“Because,” I said. “I...”
“You didn’t pull the Shunter off my face.” He moved back to

the bed and sat down. “I remember now. Every other time, you
pulled the Shunter off my face. Each time you did, we were back
here. It was some weird loop, right?”

“Basically, but I never remembered being here. Only you
did.”

“And I asked you to kill me to break the cycle, so I wouldn’t
lose my face.”

I nodded.
His eyes welled up and a tear slid down his face. “Thank

you.”
“I wish that made me feel better about what I did,” I said.
“You had to do it.”
“Having to do something doesn’t make you feel good about

it.”
He wiped the tear from his face and smiled. “That’s the price

of being Creyshaw, I guess.”
I sat down next to him.
“They’re losing control, you know?”
“The Délons? I know.”
He hesitated and then said, “Don’t ask me how I know this

because I don’t know, but you have the Source, don’t you?”
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I considered his question and then remembered the picture in
Stevie’s room, the drawing of the Délon. I frantically felt around
in my pockets and sighed in relief when I found a folded piece of
paper. Holding it up, I said, “I do.”

“The Délons are hanging on by a thread. That thing is the
key to their power. That’s why the Pure wants it. That’s why
General Roy wants it. Whichever one gets it rules with nothing
standing in their way. Whoever controls the source controls
everything.”

“Which means that, as long as I have it, they won’t stop
looking for me or the others.”

Archie took the paper from my hands and unfolded it.
“You want it?” I said with a snicker.
He handed it back. “My Creyshaw days are over, my friend.”
“Okay, so any suggestions on what I should do with it?”
He stood. “Yeah, make a choice.”
“A choice?”
“The Pure or General Roy.”
I furrowed my brow. “What?”
“You’ve got to hand it over to one of them.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You’ve got in your possession the most powerful bargaining

chip in this world. You can use it to get whatever you want and
be a king maker at the same time. You might as well take
advantage of it.”

“Yeah, but you’re telling me to just hand it over. To give up.”
He laughed this time. “You’ve already given up, Oz.”
“What are you talking about?”
“It’s over for you. You ain’t looking for a way home

anymore.”
“How do you know?”
“Because if you do, you might find it. If you find it, you lose

Lou. You ain’t willing to take that risk.”
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I sat with the drawing in my hand, gripping it tighter and
tighter.

“Easy now,” Archie said gently reaching out for my hand.
“Don’t destroy it.”

“It’s true, isn’t it?”
He carefully removed the drawing from my grip. “About

Lou? Yeah, it’s true.”
“She’s not real.” I said it just to make sure we were talking

about the same thing.
“She is here, with you, fighting the Destroyers, but...”
“She can’t go back home with the rest of us.”
“This is her home.”
I heard a low humming and jerked my head up. The

fluorescent light over the bed flickered erratically. “I don’t want it
to be true.”

“Doesn’t make it any less true.” He carefully folded the paper
and handed it back to me. “Treat this like it’s your last kidney,
kid. Keep it safe.”

I yanked it out of his hand. “I don’t really care what happens
to it.”

He shook his head. “You should because if that thing gets
ruined, all hell breaks loose.”

“All hell? You’re kidding, right?”
“Don’t be fooled into thinking things can’t get worse, Oz.

Because they can. Much worse.”
The light overhead popped so loudly I ducked, expecting

shards of glass to rain down on my head. I was surprised when
they didn’t.

“That drawing gets destroyed and you’ll have a war on your
hands. The Délons will have nothing left to stay in power. All
the other Destroyers will swoop in and make their claim to the
throne of this crappy world.”

“Fine. Let them fight each other.”
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His face soured. “You think you won’t get caught in the
middle of their war? You think the Keepers won’t get caught in
the middle of it? You think Nate will still be safe? That drawing
gets destroyed and all bets are off. You hear me? There’s no
more order, which means there are no more rules. You don’t
want that kind of hell, Oz. Trust me.”

Just as the word “me” left Archie’s mouth, the long tubular
light exploded and the room went pitch black. I covered my head
with my hands and fell to the floor waiting for the glass to fall. I
waited a few seconds and then peered out into the darkness.

I was kneeling on the muddy ground, trees all around me.
The dream was over.
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Chapter 2
We talked, but we didn’t really say anything that mattered.

The morning brought the coldest temperatures yet so most of our
conversation centered on the weather and how we needed to find
warmer clothing.

Wes pointed out that we were on top of a mountain on a
planet that was pretty much dead. Most every store from here on
out would most likely have been picked clean of anything useful
to us or any other survivors, if there were any.

“What do you suggest we do?” April asked. Her voice was
weak and her face was drained of color. She looked like an extra
in a zombie movie.

“Don’t know,” Wes said. “Just making an observation.”
Gordy was sitting up for the first time since we arrived at our

little spot on the highlands. His arms were crossed tightly in front
of his chest, and he was shaking violently.

Lou knelt beside him and gave him a sip of water. “The cold
isn’t doing Gordy any good.”

“You ain’t lying,” Gordy said. He tried to smile, but he was
too weak.

Lou held the bottle of water out. “We’re running low on
supplies, too.”

“Sitting here and complaining isn’t very useful,” Tyrone said.
I didn’t like his tone, but he was right. “First things first,” I

said. “We need to find shelter. Get out of this cold.”
“What do you suggest?” Wes asked.
I looked up and down the trail. “We’re on a mountain in the

woods. Gotta be a cabin around here somewhere, right?”
April’s eye widened. “A cabin?”
“Something wrong with that?”
“It’s just that last time we took shelter in an abandoned house

we all tried to eat each other.”
Gordy let out a short cough and said, “She’s got a point.”
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“Don’t worry. We’ll steer clear of any creepy mansions we
come across.” I stood. “Tyrone and I will scout out the area
ahead. We’ll take Kimball and Ariabod... you know, just in case
we run into trouble.”

“We know,” Wes said.
“Wait,” Lou said standing. “We shouldn’t split up.”
“We shouldn’t do a lot of things,” I said. “But we don’t have

much choice. Gordy’s in no shape to go exploring.”
The resolve left her face. She knew I was right. “Just don’t

do anything stupid. We can’t afford to lose you two.”
Ariabod huffed.
Lou rolled her eyes. “We can’t afford to lose any of you.”
“Don’t worry,” I said turning up the trail. “I’ll be just stupid

enough.”
“That’s not funny,” she said.
Tyrone joined me and we headed up the trail with Ariabod

and Kimball in tow.
We walked out of range of the other’s voices before we

started talking to each other. It was Tyrone who started the
conversation.

“I was thinking the other day.” He paused to step up a steep
incline and then continued. “I was thinking about how old I was
when all this started. I was eight, right?”

I nodded and stepped up the incline. “If you say so.”
“How long ago was that?”
I gave his question some thought. “I don’t know. Must have

been...”
“You don’t know, do you?”
I tried hard to come up with a number. “I must have lost

track.”
“Me, too,” he said. “And, that don’t seem right to me. We

should have some idea of how much time’s gone by. We were
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only in that Biltmore place less than 10 days, but it feels like years.
That can’t be, right?”

I sized him up. “Anything can be right in this world. Even if
it’s wrong. By the looks of you, I’d say you’re thirteen... fourteen,
maybe.”

“What would that make you?”
I did the math and gasped. I couldn’t be that old. I mean

really that old. This wasn’t the facility where I was tricked into
thinking I was a middle-aged man. This was real life... well, as real
as this life could get. I never stopped to think that seeing Tyrone
look so different, so much older, meant that people must think
the same thing about me.

“That makes you about 18, right?”
I nodded.
“How could that many years go by and none of us really

notice?”
I shrugged tentatively. “When you’re struggling to not get

eaten or tortured or pummeled by monsters, I guess you just
don’t pay attention to those sorts of things. Besides maybe we
can’t think of years as years in this place.”

“What do you mean?”
“We’re in a story, Tyrone. We’re as old as the Storyteller

needs us to be...”
We heard the sound of a stick breaking. It stopped us dead in

our tracks. I held up a hand urging for quiet. Kimball and
Ariabod froze. Tyrone grabbed the handle of his knife still in its
sheath and turned his face to stone.

The sound of feet walking on the debris on the forest floor
followed.

“You two squawk too damn much,” a low gravelly voice said.
I heard the sound of Tyrone’s knife being slowly pulled from

its sheath.
I gripped his wrist and shook my head.
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“Not just you two. Every damn person in your party yaps like
there ain’t nothing to be afraid of in these damn woods.”

“Who are you?” I asked. “Show yourself.”
The man with the gravelly voice broke out into laughter.

“That’s a fine request, boy, when you’re companion’s drawn a
knife on me.”

“Put it back,” I said to Tyrone.
He grimaced and reluctantly put his knife back in its sheath.
“Come up the way,” the voice said.
We didn’t move.
Exasperated, he said, “I’m too damn old to traipse up and

down this mountain more than necessary. Come up the way to
the peak in the path and you’ll lay your eyes on me.” He laughed.
“And a prettier sight you shall not see!”

We still didn’t move.
“Shit on a stick. Send the dog up. He’ll let you know I ain’t

got nothing nefarious on my mind. Dogs can tell.” He whistled.
Kimball bolted up the slope before I could stop him. He

reached the top of the path and stopped. A hand reached out
from behind a tree and scratched behind his ear. He wagged his
tail and licked the hand.

“Fine dog,” the voice said.
I motioned for Ariabod to move on ahead of us, and he

sauntered up the slope effortlessly. Once at the top of the incline,
he showed minimal interest in the man behind the tree. Tyrone
and I slowly made our way up the path.

Reaching the top, we discovered an enormous, heavily
bearded man propped up against the trunk of the tree.

“Howdy,” he said.
“Who are you?” Tyrone asked.
“You two ain’t much on niceties, are you?” He struggled to

push himself away from the tree. Once he did, he towered over
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us. He was a tall, thick man dressed in clothes made from what
appeared to be hides of various animals. “Bostic’s the name.”

“You following us?” I asked.
He shook his head. “That ain’t how it works, young fella’.”
“Sorry?”
“You don’t get to ask me two questions in a row like that.

There’s got to be some flow to this conversation, some back and
forth. You asked me who I was. I answered. Now it’s your turn.
Who are you?”

“I’m Oz...”
He groaned. “I know your names. Told you before I’ve

heard everyone in your damn party spouting off about this and
that. You’re Oz. He’s Tyrone. The dog’s Kimball. That ape
over there is Airopod. And then back yonder is Wes, Lou, April,
Gordy – boy’s about to bite it, by the way – and then there’s that
other ape, Apex or Apax or some fool name like that.”

“Ajax,” I said.
Ariabod grunted.
“And that one’s Ariabod, not Airopod,” Tyrone said.
“Whatever.”
“How do you know so much about us?” I asked.
“Told you. You talk too damn loud.”
“You spying on us, old man?” Tyrone asked.
Bostic raised a bushy eyebrow. “Son, this old man could

hogtie and skin you before you could count to what-for.”
Tyrone glared at him curiously. “What-for? How the hell do

you count to what-for?”
“Smart-ass punk is what you are,” Bostic said.
“Hold on,” I said. “Let’s get back on track here. Were you

spying on us?”
Bostic held Tyrone in a stare for a moment longer before he

turned his attention to me. “Not spying. Living.”
“Living?”
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He pointed up to the forest canopy. “In the trees.”
I looked at the tree trunk he had been leaning against. Small

blocks of wood were evenly spaced apart and nailed all the way up
the tree. “You live in the trees?”

He nodded and scratched his thick beard. “Yep. They can’t
get me up there.”

Tyrone and I traded a look.
“Who can’t get you?” I asked.
“The Banshee worms.”
“Banshee worms?”
“That’s what I call them. Don’t know what they’re really

called.”
Tyrone groaned. “I don’t suppose these are little bitty worms

like earth worms.”
“No they are not,” Bostic said. “They’re big. Long as a man.

Fat as a good-sized hog. White, slimy teeth.”
Tyrone gulped. “Teeth?”
“Like sharks. They ain’t got eyes. They just burrow through

the ground. They only surface when food’s around.”
“Food?” I asked. “I’ve got a pretty good idea what the

answer is to this question, but I’ll ask it anyway. What do they
eat?”

Bostic smiled. “Loud talkers.”
“Crap,” Tyrone said. “This guy’s just full of good news.”
I started down the hill. “C’mon, Tyrone. We’ve got to warn

the others.”
“That ain’t a smart idea,” Bostic said. “The banshee worms

know you’re here. They’ve been stalking you for a couple of days
now.”

“Stalking us?” I ask.
“They’re hunters. Smart hunters. They don’t go half-cocked

after prey. They study you first. Make an account of your self-
defense skills and health. They ain’t interested in eating diseased
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meat. That Gordy fella’s safe... from the banshee worms
anyway.”

“And the rest of us?”
“Wes’s big enough to be dinner. The rest of you would make

good-sized snacks.”
Tyrone puffed up. “Mister, you have no idea what we’re

capable of. We’ve fought more beasties than you’ve laid eyes
on...”

“Son,” Bostic said, “I’ve come up against them too.
Slaughtered more butt-uglies than I can remember.” He held his
arms out to show off his attire. “You think I bought these
clothes from a store. I pieced these threads together from Takers,
Silencers, Bashirs, and brain suckers. You name it, I’ve killed it,
skinned it for clothes, and cooked its meat up for food. So, I got a
pretty good idea what you’re capable of because I’m capable of it,
too. One thing I’m not capable of is killing Banshee worms.
Damn things are like ghosts.” He looked up at the treetops.
“Used to have half a dozen companions with me living in the
trees. Damn worms got to them one by one. Wasn’t nothing I
could do about it.”

Tyrone stood with a horrified look on his face. “You ate a
shunter?”

“A what?” Bostic asked.
“A brain sucker,” I said.
“Oh, yeah. Roasted it over an open flame. Got a kind of

bitter flavor to it, and too much of it will give you the runs, but
it’s got a bearable taste.”

“This is all very disgusting and fascinating,” I said, “but we
really need to go warn the others.”

“Agreed,” Bostic said. He reached up and pulled on a rope
hidden on the other side of the tree. A sturdy wooden platform
big enough for a person floated down and gently lay flat on the
ground. “Tell your pooch to get on my elevator,” he said.
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I hesitated and looked up.
“Go on. We’re wasting time.”
I snapped my fingers and directed Kimball onto the platform.
“I’ll pull him up. You get on your horse and climb up to the

first level. Tyrone and the gorilla will follow. I’ll bring up the
rear.”

I gave Kimball a pat on the head and told him to stay. Bostic
pulled on the rope and slowly started to raise the platform up
towards the canopy. I hurried and climbed. I couldn’t see the
first level he was talking about until I was a good 15 feet off the
ground. It was just past a thick cover of branches. I sped up.

When I reached the last step before reaching the first level, I
looked down. I could see the ground through the branches, but
barely. I stepped on the huge wooden structure and marveled at
its size. It was big enough for a dozen people or more.

The elevator reached the top, and Kimball bounded off it
onto the deck. I greeted him and couldn’t help but feel happy
that I was with my dog, and we were both safe. Tyrone reached
the deck, followed by Ariabod and then Bostic.

“Thing was designed by this engineer fella,” Bostic said
stomping on the wooden floor. “It’s sturdy as a rock.” He
pointed behind us. “Pretty cool design, too. Got decks like this
scattered about from tree to tree about six miles in each direction.
Most of them connected to one another by little bridges. Others
connected by zip lines.”

“They all this big?” I asked
“Big?” he said with a laugh. “This is a small one. The main

one is four times this big. Covered, too. With walls. It’s a regular
mansion in the sky.”

“Great,” Tyrone sneered.
“Something against mansions?” Bostic asked.
“We just haven’t had great luck with them,” I said.
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“Luck?” Bostic scratched his bearded jaw line. “Son, if you
know where to get a hold of some luck in this world, you turn me
onto it as quick as you can because I sure would like to have
some.” He reached up into a tree limb and pulled down a
paintball gun. “Let’s go warn your friends.”

“What’s that for?” I asked.
“This?” he said holding up the gun. “In case we come across

any Banshee Worms on the way.”
“You going to paint them to death?” Tyrone asked.
“No, I am not,” Bostic said. “It shoots neon glow-in-the-dark

paint. I tag those slimy white suckers with as much paint as I can
whenever I get the chance. Makes them easier to spot when they
surface.”

He propped the paint gun on his shoulder and made his way
across the deck to something that resembled a drawbridge. He
lowered it and it connected with a thin expanse of deck that
reached out into the thick of the canopy.

“Drawbridges help you put space between yourself and
whatever’s chasing you.”

“You’ve had things chase you up here?”
“Occasionally. Not long back I met up with one of them

purple fellas on the west side deck. Chased me all the way to the
south side. Drawbridge slowed him up enough.”

“Enough for what?” I asked.
“For me to set up my defenses. Climbed up in the tree and

dropped down on him when he made his way over. Had his head
removed before he knew what hit him.”

I rubbed my neck.
“Burned his body to ashes.”
“And his head?” Tyrone asked.
“Damned thing crawled away.”
A chill zoomed up my spine. “Crawled away?”
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Bostic chuckled. “Surprised the hell out of me, too. Hiked
up on its spider-leg hairdo and crawled right off the side of the
deck and into the branches below. Moved like a cat.”

He led us over the tree bridge to the next deck. It was slightly
smaller, but just as sturdy. We continued down the web of
bridges and platforms until we could hear Wes’ voice. We
couldn’t make out what he was saying, but it was definitely him.

Bostic turned to us. “You see how loud you all are?” He
motioned for us to move to the nearest railing on the deck. “Let
me show you why that’s fool behavior,” he said peering down at
the ground.

Tyrone and I stuck our heads over the railing and spotted
Wes and Ajax. The others weren’t anywhere to be seen.

“There,” Bostic said pointing to a patch of ground twenty feet
or so past Wes.

Tyrone and I looked at it carefully.
“There what?” I asked.
“Wait for it,” Bostic said.
And we did. A minute passed and I was just about to ask

Bostic what we were supposed to be seeing when the patch of
ground moved.

“Holy...” Tyrone said jumping back.
I stood motionless and watched as something underneath the

top layer of soil moved ever so slightly toward Wes.
“It’s scouting out your round-bellied friend there,” Bostic

said.
I yelled at Wes. He turned but couldn’t tell which direction

my voice was coming from. He didn’t even think to look up.
“Shhh,” Bostic said. “More noise ain’t a prudent course of

action.”
I looked for a way down. “Where’s a ladder?”
“What for?” Bostic asked.
“I’ve got to help my friend.”
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“There ain’t no need,” Bostic said.
“What are you crazy?” I asked. “That thing’s right there on

his heels.”
“I told you it’s just scouting your friend out. These things

bring all hell when they’re ready to attack. Starts with a sour milk
smell that hits you in the back of your throat and almost makes
you puke. Then twenty or thirty of those bastards move so fast
through the ground it feels like an earth quake. Once you figure
out what’s really happening, it’s too late. They rise up out of the
ground and start tearing the flesh from your bones.”

“So we’re just supposed to stand here while that thing is so
close to Ajax and Wes?”

“I done the same thing with you.”
“What?” Tyrone asked.
“I stood for a full five minutes on that platform back there

while one was scouting you two out.”
Tyrone and I looked at each other. We were both frightened

and outraged at same time.
“Don’t get all fiery on me. They got a habit of peeking their

heads out of the ground ever so slightly when they’re scouting.
It’s a perfect opportunity to peg them with...” He stopped and
pressed the butt of the paintball gun against his shoulder.

I turned and saw what he was aiming at. There was a white
round knob sticking out of the ground where we last saw the
ground move. It could have passed for a medium-sized rock.

Bostic took a deep breath and let it out before firing a
paintball at the white knob.

A splash of neon paint exploded on the knob. We heard a
horrendous screeching sound, and the ground churned.

Startled, Wes and Ajax moved back slowly while staring at the
moving ground.

Bostic whooped and hollered. “Dead center! How do you
like that?”
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Wes turned and looked up in our direction. “Who’s there?
What’s going on?”

“Just painting some banshees,” Bostic said with a snort and a
laugh.

“It’s us, Wes,” I said.
“Oz?”
“Yeah, stay put. I’ll be right down to explain.”
“Them things are quick as cats,” Bostic said. “Surprises me

every time I see them moving so fast.”
“Mister,” I said, “if you weren’t bigger than three of me, I’d

slap you down faster than those banshee worms move. You put
my friends in danger with that stunt.”

“Son,” Bostic said, “Mind your p’s or else I’ll give you your
chance to get froggy with me. I just bought your friends some
time. That scout’ll go back to the others with that green dot, and
they’re going to reassess your defenses. They’ll still come at you,
but they’re going to have to come up with a different strategy all
together thanks to me.”

I searched the tree for a way down, and found that the
branches below were spaced perfectly for an easy descent. I
stepped out on the first branch and said, “Still don’t appreciate
you firing off at those things without warning.”

“Taking the time to warn your friends and neighbors when it
comes to these things will get you and them killed.”

***
Getting Gordy up the tree was no easy task. There was no

elevator to hoist him up. It took the help of everyone to carefully
pass him from branch to branch until Ariabod could use his long
reach to pull him up. Gordy screamed in agony the whole way.

Once he was up, we all gathered around him on the platform.
“Boy looks done in,” Bostic said.
“Who the hell are you?” Wes asked.
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Bostic glared at him. “I’m the proprietor of this here tree
way.”

“His name is Bostic,” I said. “And don’t bother introducing
yourselves because he knows everyone’s name already.”

Gordy coughed and groaned.
“We’ve got to get him out of this chill,” Lou said.
“Did you find shelter?” Wes asked Tyrone and me.
“They found me,” Bostic said. “I can provide shelter. Ain’t

free though. You all will have to earn your keep.”
“How?” April asked.
“I’m in need of food most of all. You help me on a hunt or

two, and we’ll call it even.”
Without telling the others what it was that Bostic intended to

hunt, I agreed. Had I told them we would be going after the
creepy-crawlies that took over this world, they may have hesitated.
Gordy didn’t have time for that.

Bostic lifted Gordy up and draped him over his shoulder. “I’ll
carry him as far as I can, but I’m mostly likely going to have to
switch off with one of you at some point.”

“How far can it be?” Wes asked.
Bostic thought the question over. “Close to two miles,” he

said.
“In the trees?” Wes nearly laughed at the notion.
“Something wrong with that?”
“It’s just hard to believe there’s two miles worth of tree way

ahead of us.”
“There ain’t,” Bostic said, heading for the bridge expanse to

the next platform. “There’s a hell of a lot more than that.”
We walked and I explained what I knew about the banshee

worms. Bostic shouted out corrections to my description as
needed. When we reached a platform that had three different
bridge connections to it, Bostic set Gordy down and stretched out
his back.
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“Can’t lug the kid no further. Someone else’s turn.”
Wes picked Gordy up and, with less ease than Bostic, put him

over his shoulder. Wes was breathing heavily just from the effort.
I had my doubts that he would make it across the next expanse of
bridge, but I didn’t say anything. I got the idea he was trying to
let Bostic know we could take care of our own.

“It’s three platforms away,” Bostic said. “It’s going to be fun
getting to the last one.”

“What do you mean?” Lou asked.
“You’ll see.”
We continued on and to my surprise Wes carried Gordy until

we got to the next-to-last platform. He was spent. As he stepped
off the bridge, his foot caught on a warped piece of wood and he
almost dropped Gordy as he struggled to keep his feet. Luckily
Ajax steadied him.

“Whew!” Wes said. “My legs are spent.”
Bostic smiled. “Luckily you won’t need them for this next

crossing.” He pointed to a pair of thick cables that were
connected to the tree and stretched out as far as the eye could see
into the canopy.

“You think we’re tightrope walkers?” Wes asked.
Bostic reached up to a strap attached to the tree by a hook

and pulled it forward. It moved easily across one of the cables.
“This here pulley will do the work for you. Strap yourself into
this harness and just let gravity do its work.”

“A zip line,” April said.
“Exactly,” Bostic said. “This cable is for going.” He slapped

the other cable with his hand. “And this one’s for coming back. I
got three harnesses. The third one over will have a rope
connected to their harness. Once you’re across the way, secure
the other two harnesses to the pulley and yank on the rope. I’ll
pull the harnesses back with the rope, and we’ll send the next
three.”
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“Why in the hell didn’t your folks just build a bridge to the
platform like all the others?” Wes asked.

“Security,” Bostic said. “It’s our base of operations. Needs
to be difficult to get to.”

“Is it safe?” April asked.
“Safer than traveling on the ground.” He handed the harness

to Wes. “You’ll go first, big hoss. We’ll harness the dog in
behind you.” Pointing at Tyrone he said, “Angry fella, you’ll be
the third one to go over.”

“I ain’t angry.”
“Ok then, happy fella. It don’t make a damn to me, just get

harnessed up.”
Tyrone did as requested while I helped Bostic get Kimball in a

rig. The hefty German Sheppard wasn’t very pleased with the
contraption. He fought us most of the way, but we finally got
him in it.

Lou was standing on the edge of the platform ready to go.
Bostic connected Kimball’s harness to the second pulley and tried
to help Tyrone.

Tyrone moved away from him. “I can do it myself.”
Bostic stepped back with hands in the air. “Fine.”
Wes looked over the edge of the platform. “How far up are

we?”
“Not too far,” Bostic said. “Twenty-five feet. Maybe thirty.”
“Looks higher.”
“Everyone says that right before their first zip line,” Bostic

said.
“I’m ready,” Tyrone said.
“Okay, Wes, I know it don’t look like it, but that cable runs at

a decline. All you gotta do is give yourself a little push off the
deck and gravity will take over.”
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He nodded, took a deep breath, and then pushed himself off
the platform. An involuntary squeal leapt out his mouth as he did
indeed zoom across the cable.

“Let’s get your pooch on his way,” Bostic said to me.
I pushed Kimball to the edge of the platform by his rear. He

pushed back against me and whined. “It’s alright, Kimball. I
swear.”

Bostic wrapped his hand around Kimball’s harness and picked
him up off the ground. “Don’t ask him for his damn permission.
Just send him on his way.” With that Kimball yelped as he was
gently tossed past the platform. He squirmed and kicked when he
first started to glide out into the open, but it wasn’t long before he
calmed down and almost seemed to enjoy the ride.

“You’re up, happy,” Bostic said. “Remember, just a little
push...”

Tyrone was off the side of the platform before Bostic could
say another word.

Bostic shook his head. “Someone should really explain the
difference between angry and happy to that boy.”

I ran to the corner of the platform to watch them go. I got
the chills when Wes disappeared into the canopy. It was as if he’d
disappeared into the mouth of a cave. It wasn’t long until they
were all out of sight. I could only hear the faint sound of Wes
giggling.

The rest of us stood on the edge of the platform and peered
through the sinking fog and tree branches. We waited for some
sign that they had made it across safely. We didn’t look to each
other for assurance that they were okay because none of us were
willing to say they were.

I scanned the ground below us. I didn’t have a choice.
Banshee worms or not, I was climbing down and searching for
my friends.

“Woo-hoo!”
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It was Wes.
“That was awesome!”
It even sounded like Tyrone was laughing.
Bostic felt the tug on the rope and started pulling the

harnesses back.
“We should send Gordy this trip,” Lou said.
“Yeah,” I said. “Ajax, too.” I turned to April. “You up for

it?”
She shook her head.
“No need to be scared, sweetie,” Bostic said. “It’s safer than

driving on the Interstate... you know, back when that sort of thing
was done.”

“I’m not ready,” she said.
“Fine,” I said. “Lou?”
“Are you kidding?” she asked. “I’m dying to do this.”
I patted Ajax on the back. “How about you?”
Ajax nodded his huge head and flashed his trademark gorilla

smile.
“Will the harness fit him?” I asked Bostic.
“Hell, kid if it’ll fit me, it’ll fit him.”
I nodded even though I had my doubts. I honestly didn’t

think it would do the job until I saw Ajax disappear into the fog
on the zip line. He groaned in agony the whole way. We knew
they had made it to the other side by the sound of Lou’s madcap
shrieking. I had the sense that given the opportunity she would
gladly do it all over again.

Once Bostic had pulled back the empty harnesses, he
approached Ariabod with one. The giant gorilla sneered and let
out a growl. Bostic stepped back. “Is there a nice way to ask him
not to break me in half?”

I smiled. “He’s just a little moody. My guess is he’s just
telling you to get it over with.”
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Bostic hesitated and then bent down next to the great ape.
“Sure wish that was more than a guess.” With shaky hands, he
quickly assembled the harness into position and fastened it
around Ariabod’s waist. Once he heard the clasp click, he
stumbled back and wiped off his brow. “Quick enough for you?”

Ariabod moved to the edge of the platform without
acknowledging the question.

I held out the remaining harness to April. “No choice now.
Time to go.”

She stared at the harness and then shook her head. “I can’t. I
won’t.”

“You have to,” I said.
“I don’t. I’ll climb down and walk. Let me walk.” She wiped

a tear away.
“You don’t want to do that,” Bostic said.
“I do too. Those worm things won’t get me. They don’t

even know we’re here. We’ve been in the trees for hours.
They’re probably back at our old camp. It won’t take me very
long to run from here to there.”

“The Banshee’s are here,” Bostic said. “You can count on
that.”

“What makes you so sure?” She asked.
“Because this is their feeding grounds. There are hundreds of

those things underneath this ground.”
Her face went ghost white. “Hundreds?”
“Is that true?” I asked in disbelief.
“Why would I lie about a thing like that?”
I looked at him dumbfounded. “The better question is why

would you bring us here?”
He shrugged. “Your friend there, Gordy. You said he

needed shelter. I’ve got it and some medical supplies. What else
was I supposed to do?”

“You could have told us,” I said.
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“Would it have made a difference?”
I shook my head. “No. It’s just the right thing to do.”
He nodded. “I screwed up then, but I promise you as long as

you stick to the trees you’re safe.”
I thought about what he said. “I guess.”
He smiled. “Doesn’t change our current situation.”
I held the harness out to April again. “Put this on.”
“But...”
“I’ll knock you out if I have to, April. I’m not kidding.”
She slowly reached out and took the harness from me. She

stared at it for a second and then ran to the edge of the platform.
She cocked her arm back and was prepared to toss the harness to
the ground below when a black flash yanked her back. It was
Ariabod. He tossed her to her back, lumbered over her and let
out a hair-curling roar. April fainted dead away.

“Well,” Bostic said, “that’s one way to do it.” He hooked
April up to the harness and connected it to the zip line. “You’re
first, Oz. I’ll send the girl after you.”

I hooked up my zip line and jumped out into the open air. I
felt my body drop for just a split second and then my stomach
dropped even deeper as gravity pulled me down the zip line. At
first, I gasped and struggled to catch a clean breath, but once I
settled into the gliding motion, I felt a smile form on my face. I
found myself hoping I would never reach the other side.

But I did. I broke through the fog and soared past some
sturdy overhanging branches, missing getting struck in the face by
mere inches. I peered ahead and saw the silhouettes of the others
waiting to catch me. My foot hit the deck and Lou bear-hugged
me as I slowed to a stop. She held the hug a beat or two longer
than necessary. I didn’t mind. In fact, I was disappointed when
she let go.

April woke up half way across the zip line and let out a
horrible ear-piercing screech that lasted until Tyrone and Wes
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brought her to a gentle stop on the deck of the new platform. I
didn’t take time to notice the shelter until Ariabod arrived.

It was not your average tree house. It wasn’t even your
average house, period. It was practically a castle in the sky.

“Bostic wasn’t kidding. It is a mansion,” I said.
“Got a feeling we’ll fare better in this one,” Wes said.
“Couldn’t do any worse,” Tyrone said.
Lou tugged on the line to let Bostic know that a single harness

was ready to travel back. “It’s a roof over our heads.” She tilted
her head toward Gordy, who was propped up against the wall of
the tree house. “Gives us a proper place to tend to his wounds
and to plan our next move.”

The harness disappeared into the fog. We all watched and
waited for Bostic’s large frame to come barreling through the haze
at any second. We waited and waited and waited.

“Where is he?” Wes asked.
Just as the words left his mouth a squeal soared through the

tree tops followed by a howl that obviously came from Bostic.
We stood silently.
Another howl by Bostic. More squeals.
“What do we do?” April asked.
I grabbed one of the remaining harnesses and put it on. “We

go back and help him.”
Wes grabbed the other harness.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” April said.
“No it ain’t, little girl” Wes said.
“I should go,” Lou said.
Wes growled. “Why should you go? You some kind of

superhero? I’m the full grown adult here. Let me act like it for a
change.”

He clipped on the zip line and leapt off the platform.
“Wes!” I said as I hurriedly tried to clip on.
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He soared past the fog before I could secure my harness on
the line. I looked at Lou. “Stay here! No matter what!”

She reluctantly nodded in agreement.
I was off the platform and zooming across the zip line faster

than I had on the trip over. The cool air was beating against my
face. My heart was racing. I had no weapon. No plan. No idea
what was waiting for me on the other platform.

When I was in the thick of the fog, I heard Wes let out what
sounded like a warrior’s cry.

“Wes!”
He didn’t reply.
The outlines of two large men came into view. They were

crouched and ready to pounce on something. I couldn’t make out
what it was. The haze was too thick.

I landed on the platform with a thud and quickly unhooked
my harness.

“It’s in the tree,” Bostic said with blood pouring down his
face.

Wes was breathing heavily, and his hands were balled into
fists. “It’s quick as all get out.”

“What is it?” I asked with my eyes on the branches above my
head.

Bostic shook his head. “It’s new. Ain’t never seen it before.”
Whatever it was shrieked so loudly it felt like it was just inches

from my ear.
I saw a branch shudder. “There,” I said pointing.
The creature screeched again and swooped down on top of

me. It was long, dark, and bony. It came down so fast I couldn’t
tell if it had two legs or four or eight. Its eyes glowed white. I got
a look at its rows of pointy teeth as its mouth opened and
chomped down. I pulled back from the attempted bite and fell to
the platform. The creature momentarily placed its feet on my
chest and then leapt back into the branches.
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“Holy cheese and crackers,” Wes said. “I ain’t never seen
anything move like that!”

It shook the branches violently.
I scrambled to my feet. It wasn’t until then that I noticed

Bostic was holding a baseball bat with dozens of long nails
sticking out of it.

“I ain’t even got close to hitting it,” he said.
The creature swooped down again with one hand still holding

onto the branches above. The other hand swatted at Bostic and
the large man swung wildly, grazing its knuckles. The creature
squealed in pain. It jumped up through the branches and onto a
neighboring tree. It turned back holding its injured hand, the
glowing white eyes illuminated its snarling face. It gave one last
screech before it moved onto the next tree and then was
completely out of sight.

Bostic let himself relax a bit. “Doesn’t appear to take to
getting hit.”

“Well, I say we zip back to the tree house before it has time to
regroup or worse, bring some of its buddies back.”

“Fat fella,” Bostic said, “that’s the best idea you’ve had yet.”
I could see Wes’ jaw set at being called fat fella by a guy that

outweighed him by a good 50 lbs, but he let the comment go and
hooked himself to the zip line. “Hook on and go, Oz.”

I did as he said without argument. We were all headed to the
other side within a matter of seconds.
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Chapter Three
Bostic hovered over Gordy holding a piece of torn cloth to

his own head. The creature on the platform had left a pretty good
gash above his ear. “The girl, April, did this to him?”

Lou was pouring some Tennessee corn liquor on a rag. “It’s a
long story.”

We were in the middle of a large open room. Gordy was lying
on a flimsy cot. Everyone else sat on the perimeter of the room
gathering their thoughts and taking in the interior of the house. It
was big, but shabby. Bostic was not a neat man. I didn’t have a
clue how long he’d been living alone in the house, but it looked
like he shared it with a couple of tornadoes until very recently.

“She got a habit of taking a bite out of people, or was there
something special about him?”

“Wrong place at the wrong time,” Lou said. She made a
motion towards the wound on Gordy’s leg, but stopped short.
“This is going to sting, Gordo.”

“Sting?” Bostic said with a chuckle. “It’s going to hurt like
hell.”

Lou gently placed the alcohol-soaked rag on the edge of the
wound and Gordy howled in pain. She shook her head. “I barely
touched it.”

“Want me to hold him down?” Bostic asked.
Gordy took a deep breath. “That’s not necessary. Just do it

quick.”
Lou did has he requested and guided the rag quickly across

the wound. He strained and flexed, biting his lip to muffle his
groans of pain.

Bostic leaned down closer to examine the wound.
“Infection’s set in. Not too bad, but the skin on the edges is
turning black.”

Lou pulled the rag back and studied the area he was referring
to. “What should we do?”
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“Cover your ears, young fella,” Bostic said to Gordy.
Gordy gave him a puzzled look. “Why?”
“Because you don’t want to hear what I’m going to say.”
Gordy lifted his hands and covered his ears.
“Best thing is to cut away the dead skin,” Bostic said.
“What?!” Gordy said sitting up.
“It’s either that or cut the leg off,” Bostic said.
“Oh, man,” Gordy said laying back down with his hands over

his face. “Why does this crap always happen to me?”
April skulked farther and farther away from them, her face

full of guilt and shame.
Wes wrapped his arm around me and pulled me in close so no

one would overhear what he was about to say. “Talk to her.”
I attempted to pull away, but his grip was too tight. “I’m not

very good at that kind of thing. You do it.”
“People don’t look to me for things like that.”
“What makes you think they look to me for that sort of

thing?”
He squeezed tighter. “Damn it, Oz. You’re the leader. Get

it? We follow you. We count on you. April needs you.
Understand?” With that, he released me.

I stepped back and shifted my gaze from him to Gordy to
April. I ran a thousand reasons through my head why I shouldn’t
talk to April, but I couldn’t shake the one reason why I should. It
was the right thing to do.

When she turned her back and faced a wood-slotted window
at the opposite end of the room, I gave in and approached her. I
could tell by her body language that she could hear me coming.
Without turning, she said, “I don’t belong here.”

“None of us do,” I said, staring at the back of her head.
“No, not here in this world. Here, with you and the others.

This isn’t my group. You would be better off without me.”
“What happened to Gordy wasn’t your fault.”
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“Yes it was.”
“No it wasn’t. It was part of the story. That’s the way things

work here. We don’t have any control over what happens.”
She gave my point some thought. “That doesn’t make any

sense.”
“No it doesn’t, but that’s the way it is. We are characters in a

story. That’s it.”
“Characters?”
“Yes.”
“Are you saying I’m not real?”
“No, you are real.” I stopped to gather my thoughts, to try to

explain it to her in a way she’d understand. “We are all real...
most of us are, anyway. We came from outside the story. The
Storytellers put us here. They created this world we’re trapped in.
They’ve written and drawn every action we’ve taken.”

She turned to me. “Every action?”
“Exactly.”
She put her hands on my face.
“What are you doing?”
Without another word she leaned in and kissed me. A deep,

lingering kiss on the lips. I struggled at first, but the longer it
lasted the less I objected. Eventually she slowly pulled back.

“Did I do that or was that written by the Storytellers?”
I stared at her in shock for several seconds before giving her a

one-word answer. “Storytellers.”
“You sure about that?”
I nodded.
“Then me trying to eat Gordy, that was the Storytellers, too?”
“Yes.”
She let go of my face. “Wow. That makes me feel...” She

wiped a tear away from her face. “That’s such a relief. It’s not my
fault?”

“No, it’s not.”



R.W. Ridley/The Last Creyshaw; Book Five of the Oz Chronicles

42

She hugged me and then quickly released me.
I turned to the stares of everyone else in the room. “What?”
Everyone but Lou looked away quickly. Lou held me in a

disapproving stare for a second or two before continuing her
efforts to help Gordy.

Wes sauntered over shaking his head and met me in the center
of the room. “I said talk to her, boy. Didn’t say nothing about
kissing her.”

“She kissed me,” I said in protest.
“Maybe,” he said, “but you didn’t put up much of a fight.”
I attempted to explain myself without knowing what to say.

Every time I got to the end of a sentence I couldn’t think of what
to say. After the third of fourth attempt, I gave up and walked
away.
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More to come!


