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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Bart Tillman knew something was wrong when he pulled up to the front porch of the spacious Victorian mansion. The door was wide open, which was odd since Vermont’s famous author was also Vermont’s biggest recluse. He decided not to inquire about it. Bart was there to deliver the mail, not to interact with his customers, unless they engaged him first. When he placed the mail in the mailbox, a pain-filled moan emanated from inside the house. 
 
    Now, Bart was nervous. 
 
    “Hello?” Bart said into the empty front hallway. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Are you all right, sir?” 
 
    Still, no answer. Only the agonized moaning. 
 
    Against his better judgment, Bart Tillman stepped inside. The moaning continued, at a much higher volume than before. Crash! Bart’s head darted to the floor at the sound of an object—a particularly big object, Bart figured—smashing.  
 
    That wasn’t the only noise: from upstairs, he heard tapping. There were at least two people in the mansion; one person was doing fine, the other was not. 
 
    Bart wasn’t keen on entering other people’s houses unannounced, but he was concerned for the individual in the cellar. And if he saved whoever was in agony, perhaps the owner might be grateful for his assistance. Monetarily grateful. Bart stepped into the hallway. Inside it was cool, the open door exposing the mansion to the October chill. The tapping continued upstairs. What’s with this person? It was as if they were completely oblivious to the poor soul downstairs. 
 
    — 
 
    Typing. 
 
    That was what he did best. Banging away at his typewriter had helped put money—not that he really needed any—in his pocket for years. Every day he was at the typewriter, telling another story of the hero that had made him so famous. 
 
    Novel or a short, his mind became lost in the world he was creating. He figured it was like that for every writer; they were transported from the real world into their fictional one. This did not bother the elderly writer. 
 
     Tap! Tap! 
 
    And away he typed. 
 
    — 
 
    Bart descended the cellar stairs in total darkness; he couldn’t find the light switch. When he reached the bottom, he almost puked—a foul stench permeated the air as if something had died in this place and been left to rot. 
 
    As Bart inched his way across the floor, the moaning grew even louder. Bart wanted to turn and run the hell back to his mail truck to call for help, but the possible compensation got the better of him. 
 
    The moan turned into a growl and Bart stopped dead in his tracks. He dropped the bundle of mail he’d carried inside and began backing toward the staircase. The thing that had been moaning came out of the shadows. 
 
    Bart Tillman screamed. 
 
    — 
 
    The author did not hear the poor mailman’s screams, lost in his fictional world. Tap, tap went the typewriter. 
 
    Nothing else mattered. 
 
    — 
 
    “Holy shit!” Bart shouted in horror, heading for the staircase. He weaved his away around overturned chairs, boxes, and almost scraped his knee on a loose couch spring. He breathed heavily as he made his way to the staircase. He heard the grunting and hissing sounds of the thing and those sounds made his heart skip faster and faster. The evil he’d encountered lunged, its claws digging into his flesh, dragging him to the floor. Blood oozed from his torn chest, staining his blue shirt. 
 
    Bart managed to turn and clutch the bottom step. He looked at the top of the staircase, praying for someone to emerge and save him. 
 
    His prayers were not answered. Bart held on for as long as he could, but the entity that held him was much stronger. He lost his grip on the stair and was dragged away, leaving a trail of blood behind. 
 
    — 
 
    Tap! 
 
    Tap! 
 
    Ferociously, the author continued his work. He was like a conductor leading his symphony, so engrossed in the moment. The author never heard the faint screams from the basement. It was only when he ventured into the cellar later on that he discovered what had happened. 
 
    “Bad, bad boy!” the elderly man scolded his best friend, who munched on poor Bart Tillman’s severed hand. 
 
    “Meow,” it moaned. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    The decision that would ultimately ruin Jim Deveans’s life came on a cool autumn day in 2015. Jim sat in his office at his Boston law firm, Deveans and Billings, pondering what to do for his anniversary. He had been married to his high school sweetheart, Jessica, for five years, and he wanted to do something special for her. Something fun and adventurous. They were both still young—in their mid-thirties—so what the hell? Both were still in tremendous health. Jim thought Jessica could still do the cheerleader moves she used to perform in high school. Jim was in better shape than his father had been in his mid-thirties, not to mention Jim still had a great head of brown hair. He’d always wanted to go mountain climbing, and he knew Jessica would love the idea, but Jessica was six months pregnant, so he had to plan something less intense.  
 
    “How’s it hanging,” Jim’s partner, Jake Billings asked, tapping him on the shoulder.  
 
    Jim slumped back in his chair, frustrated. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Jim ran his hand through his hair. “My anniversary is in three months, and I don’t know what to do for Jessica.” 
 
    “Why not a wine tour out in Ipswich?” Jake suggested. “You two are such winos.“ 
 
    Jim glared at his partner, his best friend since college, and smiled sarcastically. “Well, that would be a great idea for me, but not so much for Jessica’.” 
 
    Jim could tell when Jake closed his eyes that he had realized his blunder. “My bad. I know. How about a tour or something? Mary and I went on a tour of Vermont a couple of years back and had a great time. We stayed at Russell Family’s Bed and Breakfast, and the bus stop was right down the street—walking distance. It was an all-day thing. They take you around to these different places and let you off for an hour or so to shop and sightsee. It was a blast.” 
 
    “Yeah, but, three months. We’re talking wintertime.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. The Vermont Annual Tour Bus Company, I think that’s what it’s called, runs all year round.” 
 
    Jim pondered the idea. 
 
    — 
 
    At home, Jim caught Jessica washing dishes in the sink. He snuck up behind her, wrapping his arms around her now-big waist. Only a few months until their precious baby would be delivered into the world. They couldn’t wait. The nursery was all set up; toys were strewn about the room. Jim had assembled the crib with the help of his father and father-in-law. Jessica had picked out the majority of the clothes. The only thing they were waiting for was the baby itself. 
 
    “Hi,” Jessica said. She and Jim kissed passionately. “How was work today?” 
 
    “Fine. Listen, I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    Jessica raised her eyebrows and cocked her head to the side. She and Jim sat at the table. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “How about a trip to Vermont for our anniversary? We’ve always said how much we wanted to explore the area. We can stay at a nice bed and breakfast and take a bus tour around to different stops. What do you say?” 
 
    “Oh, I’d love it. We can sit back and relax. I can explore some antique stores.” 
 
    “God, the horror,” Jim said, laughing. “Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea.”  
 
    Jessica enjoyed old antique shops. Their frequent trips to Maine and New Hampshire often resulted in them returning home with a lamp, a chair, or God knows what else. Jim never complained. He loved seeing his wife happy, so he would just smile. 
 
    “Then we’re agreed?” 
 
    Jessica reached her face across the table, and placed a wet one right on his lips. “Definitely.” 
 
    — 
 
    Jim and Jessica weren’t the only couple celebrating anniversaries. John and Sally Carter had been married for forty years. They’d raised two wonderful children, Mary and John Jr., who had grown up and had families of their own. Once John Jr. took over the Carter Foods Corporation when his father retired, Sally found herself bored with their empty nest. Sure, Sally volunteered at her local library a few times a week while John golfed with his friends, but she felt an emptiness in their lives. There was no spark in doing something together, only apart. 
 
    Sally brought up the subject with her husband. John was painting the study, one item of many on the “to-do” list Sally had made for him when he retired a couple of years ago.  
 
    He stood on a step stool—a short man whose hair had gone gray ten years previously—finishing up a corner of the wall behind his desk. 
 
    “What do you mean, you’re bored?” John said. 
 
    “We never do anything together anymore.” 
 
    “We’ve always done stuff, Sally. Maine, Florida, New York.” 
 
    “Florida was Disney World, and that was when the kids were young. I mean getting away, just the two of us. An adventure or something.” 
 
    “You know I hate to fly now.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, Mr. Paranoia.” 
 
    John continued painting. Sally, taller than her husband—also sporting gray hair—folded her arms across her chest. “John Henry Carter, I am talking to you!”  
 
    John stopped painting, sighed, and stepped off of the stool. He placed the brush sideways on top of the paint container and faced his wife. “All right. I’m listening.” 
 
    “I just want us to go out again. We always do everything apart. I realize a lot of our friends have migrated to Florida—” 
 
    “I’m not moving down there. Unlike some people, I actually enjoy the New England change of seasons.” 
 
    “Let me finish. I don’t mean for us to move down there. But let’s go somewhere, you and me, for a week or two.” 
 
    “Go where?” 
 
    “I hear Vermont is lovely in the winter.” 
 
    John frowned. “Vermont? In the winter? The snow will be horrendous.” 
 
    Scaredy cat, Sally thought. “Come on, sweetheart. Where’s your sense of adventure?” 
 
    John sighed again. “What the hell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    One month later—one month before the baby was due—Jim and Jessica drove up to Stovington, Vermont. They arrived at the Russell Family’s Bed and Breakfast, a restored cape, and settled themselves in. 
 
    The next morning they walked down the street to the bus stop. The main street was bustling with activity. People walked up and down the sidewalks. Mom and Pop coffee shops were flooded with people craving their caffeine fix before they started their day.  
 
    “What time is the bus supposed to pick us up?” she asked. 
 
    “About eight thirty.” 
 
    A voice sounded from behind them, sweet and soothing, much like Jessica’s. “Are you here for the tour?” 
 
    Jim and Jessica turned to find another couple behind them. 
 
    “Hello,” Jim said. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Sally Carter, and this is my husband, John.” 
 
    “I’m Jessica Deveans. This is my husband, Jim.” 
 
    Everyone shook hands. “Where are you folks from?” Mr. Carter said. 
 
    “Boston,” Jessica said. “And you?” 
 
    “Rhode Island. Always wanted to see more of Vermont.” 
 
    “That’s great,” said Jessica. “It’s our anniversary, so we decided to do something different.” 
 
    “And let me guess—are you two expecting?” Mrs. Carter asked with a big smile. 
 
    “Yes. Next month, hopefully.” Jim glanced at his wife and Jessica grinned. He thought she could keep that smile going for miles. 
 
    Their ears perked up when they heard a familiar TSSS sound. They saw a large gray vehicle turn a corner onto Main Street.  
 
    “I think our bus is here,” John said. 
 
    The bus with a sign that read Vermont Annual Tour Bus Company on the side pulled up to the curb. The door swung open, revealing a tough-looking woman in her fifties in the driver’s seat. “How are you all doing?” The woman seemed very pleasant. “Name’s Betsy Travis. I’ll be your tour guide. Climb aboard!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    The bus drove up Route 4 from Stovington to Woodstock, for a visit to the Woodstock Museum. 
 
    “You all have a great time in there,” Betsy told her passengers as they exited the bus. 
 
    Inside the museum, Jim and Jessica stayed close to the Carters. They all gathered around a painting featuring a middle-aged man standing in front of the Woodstock Animal Clinic. 
 
    “Interesting,” Mr. Carter remarked. “You wouldn’t think an animal clinic would be famous enough to warrant a picture.” 
 
    “I know,” Jim agreed, glancing down at the plaque. It read: The Woodstock Animal Clinic was built in 1965 by the Mulcahy Construction Company. Vermont’s own favorite author, Taylor Crane, donated the entire cost of construction. Crane, the best-selling author of the Green the Cat book series, has always had a special affinity for animals, particularly cats. ‘They truly are God’s creatures,’ he has often been quoted as saying. 
 
    Jim thought the name, Taylor Crane, was familiar, as was the book series, Green the Cat. He’d never been much of a reader. That was Jessica’s hobby, and he suddenly remembered seeing one of Crane’s books in the bookstore while he searched for a Christmas or birthday gift. 
 
    There was a low grunt like someone was trying to fight off the pain and didn’t want to draw attention to themselves. Jim looked and saw Jessica, hands clutching her stomach. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong? Is it the baby?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I just felt a kick.” 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Mrs. Carter quietly asked Jessica.  
 
    “I think I’m good.” 
 
    Jim was concerned. “Honey, we can always let the group continue and call a cab to return to the B and B if you’re not feeling well.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “No way. Let’s go on. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    — 
 
    By the time they returned to the bus, the sky had begun to gray. It looked as if it might start to snow. 
 
    “Weather Channel’s calling for flurries,” Betsy told them as they settled into their seats. “We should be fine to keep going, though.” She was very upbeat about her job, always trying to make everyone feel comfortable about the trip.  
 
    She must really love Vermont, he thought. 
 
    Betsy put the bus in gear and they were off to their next adventure. 
 
    — 
 
    Farther up the highway, the flurries had begun to fall. Betsy assured the tourists it was nothing, and that everything was going to be just fine. “It’s just a little snow,” she joked. 
 
    She was wrong. 
 
    Three miles later, the snow beat ferociously on the windshield, making it extremely difficult to see. The passengers were getting nervous. The Carters held hands. Mrs. Carter placed her head on her husband’s shoulder. Jessica and Jim sat together, Jessica placing her hand on her stomach in a protective gesture. 
 
    Jim figured the temperature was down to about 32 degrees and in a few hours, there would be enough ice, snow, and cold to freeze a snow beast. Jim couldn’t believe it. It seemed impossible that it could be anywhere near 32 degrees, especially after what he’d read about the scorching summer Vermont had just suffered. He’d checked the forecast before booking the bus trip and it’d called for a few flurries but this was more than a few flurries.  
 
    Jim called out to Betsy. “Aren’t there any rest stops where we can wait this thing out?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not this far up the highway. We’ve just entered Fallsbury, and there’s not much in this town. If it gets worse I’ll—” She never finished her thought. 
 
    There was a loud bump against Jim and Jessica’s side of the bus. “What was that?” Jim asked. 
 
    Betsy shook her head. “I have no idea.” 
 
    Jim glanced out the window. All he saw was snow blowing every which way. He turned back and shook his head. Must’ve been a deer? He wasn’t so certain. 
 
    Crash! 
 
    The entity was back and this time it careened the bus off the road. Jim grabbed Jessica’s hand and stared at the empty seats across from him; the wall jutted inward. He couldn’t believe it—whatever was propelling the bus had to be super strong. The cracking of glass turned his attention away from the imbedded wall. He looked in back of him and witnessed a window shatter thanks to a low-hanging tree branch. Glass shards splayed on the empty seat. They were originally going to sit there. The strong force glided the bus through snow-covered woods. The vehicle toppled over fallen branches and trunks. It rocked from side to side; up, down, up, down. 
 
    The couples’ heads shook in fear. Jim started to get a headache from his head shaking back and forth because the bus was doing the exact same thing.  
 
    Betsy stepped on the brake, but it was useless: the mysterious force was still propelling the bus forward. 
 
    There was a loud crash, like metal hitting wood. The bus rocked. Mr. Carter slid from his seat and fell to the floor. Mrs. Carter helped him up. Jessica cried out for help. She then started screaming louder and louder. 
 
    “Jim…Jim, the baby’s kicking. I don’t know if it’s time now or what.” Sweat covered her face, her hands clutching her stomach. Jessica was scared. He was frightened as well—they were in the middle of a blizzard and there was no doctor to treat her. 
 
    Please, God, don’t let Jessica’s water break! 
 
    Betsy’s voice brought Jim back. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    She spun the wheel. It did no good. The bus skidded to the left, smashing into a coniferous tree. The tourists lurched forward; Jim, Jessica, and John Carter grabbed their seat backs while Sally hung onto Jessica’s armrest for support. She gently shushed Jessica to calm her down. With the wind howling and Jessica’s continued screaming, Jim wasn’t sure Jessica heard her.   
 
    Mrs. Carter cried in her husband’s arms and Jessica grabbed hold of Jim for protection and held on for dear life. 
 
    “Oh, God. What should we do?” Mrs. Carter cried. She was on the floor helping Jessica and telling her to just take deep breaths.  
 
    Betsy turned and stared at her frightened passengers. Blood oozed from a small gash on her forehead, but she appeared not to have noticed, or if she did, it wasn’t high on her list of priorities. “Is everyone all right?”  
 
    They answered not in words but with a collective nod of their heads. 
 
    “Thank God!” 
 
    — 
 
    Betsy carefully climbed out of the bus and stomped her feet in the snow. She knelt on the snow covered ground, observing the damage to the bus. Most of the windows, including the windshield, were either shattered or cracked. One big piece of the fender had been torn right off with the force of impact and lay on a mountain of snow by the vehicle. Betsy looked at the torn off fender and thought, It looks so happy, why doesn’t it just make a snow angel?  
 
    Betsy had been working for the Vermont Annual Tour Bus Company—VATBC for short—for about ten years. She enjoyed driving, and taking visitors from all over the world to historical sites in Vermont.  
 
    Mr. Carter stepped down out of the bus, bundling against the cold. “How’s it look?” 
 
    Betsy pouted. “You know, my father thought I should become a cop, like him. He was pissed when I took this job.” 
 
    Mr. Carter tilted his head and squinted. 
 
    “Guess maybe I should’ve listened.” 
 
    “Oh. Do you need any help?” Mr. Carter asked then. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get everyone off the bus. And to answer your other question, she ain’t pretty.” 
 
    Mr. Carter scowled as if he couldn’t think of anything else to say and he and Betsy helped everyone out of the bus. They assembled by another coniferous tree, out of the wind. Jessica looked ready to topple over. 
 
    “Sweetheart, just hang in there,” Jim told her. “You’ll be all right. 
 
    Jessica only shivered from the cold and nodded. 
 
    — 
 
    The creature lay on the floor of the bus next to the hole it had clawed through, smiling a mischievous grin—it’d accomplished everything it had wanted to, charging the bus and pushing it off the road and into the woods. 
 
    But its problems were not over yet. The creature had just overheard the bus driver say she was going to radio for assistance. 
 
    The monster couldn’t allow that to happen. 
 
    It crept up to the driver’s seat and searched around. It soon found what it was looking for: the radio. The creature raised its fist and slammed down hard on the radio. 
 
    — 
 
    “What was that?” Mrs. Carter asked. 
 
    Everyone eyed the open door of the bus. 
 
    “Sounded like it came from inside,” Betsy said. 
 
    Betsy and her passengers slowly walked toward the bus, all were nervous. Betsy, however, was the most nervous of all. She kept going over the aftermath of the crash in her mind. 
 
    Did I really get everyone off the bus? Were there any stragglers who might have boarded without my knowledge? Nonsense. She knew everyone was accounted for. 
 
    Betsy stepped in and gasped. The radio had been completely destroyed, pieces of the device strewn about the floor. The bewildered bus driver ran her hand through her curly hair and said, “Oh, my God.” Their only means of communication and rescue was gone. 
 
    “Now what?” Jim asked. 
 
    “The radio’s been busted.” 
 
    “How could that be?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mr. Deveans.” 
 
    It didn’t make sense. Even though the crash had been big, she was certain the radio was intact when she exited the bus. But what had smashed the damn thing? That thought disturbed her more than anything else. Must have been an animal. Had to have been.  
 
    She couldn’t let her fear get in the way of her job. She was responsible for the safety of her passengers. 
 
    “All right, here’s the deal. We have no means of communicating with the police or fire—” 
 
    “You mean we’re stuck out here?” Mrs. Carter interrupted. 
 
    “We’ll just call on our cellphones.” Mr. Carter proceeded to take his out of his pants pocket. 
 
    Betsy shook her head. “They won’t work. There’s no cell reception. And of all places to be stuck, the road we veered off of is pretty isolated. As you can see, we’re completely surrounded by woods on either side of the road. However, we’re in luck. A fellow by the name of Taylor Crane lives in his family mansion not too far up. You may have heard of him. He writes those cat stories. Mr. Crane lives by himself and, from what I’ve read about him, is a little odd, but I’m sure he’ll give us some shelter while we call for help.” Betsy huffed then. “Sorry, I’m still in tour guide mode.” 
 
    It was decided. 
 
    The snow packed on them and it would only be a matter of time before they froze to death. Betsy was the leader, for she knew her way through the woods, and the passengers depended on her for their safety. 
 
    — 
 
    Through a large, snow-covered bush across from the bus, the creature saw the stranded travelers march off. It heard the driver tell them of their destination and the creature smiled. 
 
    Soon, dinner would be served. 
 
    — 
 
    By the time they reached Taylor Crane’s Victorian mansion, the storm had intensified. The snow beat ferociously against the passengers, and they had to brush each other off. Although Betsy knew all about Taylor—especially where he lived—she always marveled at the beauty and creepiness of his home. The mansion stood by itself on the long stretch of road. Narrow dome-shaped windows enveloped the mid-section of the home. It was also painted black. 
 
    Betsy walked up the steps of the wraparound porch to the front door and rang the bell; a few seconds later, they heard footsteps. The door gently creaked open and Taylor Crane emerged. He was an older gentleman, apparently in his eighties, with wrinkles covering his entire face, and clear green eyes. Just like a cat, Betsy thought. She’d never met Taylor, but she had read his stories and books. Taylor wore black casual pants and a black turtleneck. He’s an elderly Goth, she deduced. 
 
    “May I help you?” Taylor said in a soft, hoarse voice. 
 
    Betsy looked back at her tourists. They shivered from the cold. Betsy turned to face the author once again. “Mr. Crane, my name is Betsy Travis,” she began. “I’m a bus driver for the Vermont Annual Tour Bus Company. Our bus broke down in the woods, and we have no place to stay. Do you mind if we call for assistance?” 
 
    “I don’t own a phone.” 
 
    “Oh. Then can we stay inside until the storm lets up?” 
 
    Taylor glanced at the stranded tourists with a worried look on his aged face. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.” 
 
    Mrs. Carter spoke. “Please, Mr. Crane. We have no other place to go.” 
 
    “My home isn’t ready to be occupied by guests. I am sorry.” 
 
    Taylor started to close the door when Jim stepped up front and held it open. “Please, Mr. Crane. My wife is pregnant and the baby could come at any time.” 
 
    Taylor thought for a moment. “Well. Just until the storm lets up.” 
 
    Betsy and her tour group walked into Taylor Crane’s mansion. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Taylor Crane made tea while his guests situated themselves in the living room. As Jessica sat on a couch, she said she was feeling much better, that it was just another kicking episode. Jim took a seat next to her. 
 
    A moment later, Taylor entered the living room, carrying a tray with a teapot and six china cups. He placed the tray on a coffee table and poured tea for everyone. 
 
    From the inside, the mansion looked even bigger than from outside. The walls were plastered with pictures; many of them were cats of all breeds and sizes—Bombay, Burmese, Siamese. Betsy took a liking to them, studying them with care and smiling at every picture. She liked the portraits of people as well. Taylor explained they were family members, long since departed from the earth. He was the only surviving member of the Crane family. Betsy felt sorry for Taylor; having been estranged from her own family for years, she understood how lonely Taylor must feel. 
 
    “So,” Taylor began, “where were you people coming from?” 
 
    “Woodstock,” Betsy replied. 
 
    “I see. I funded the Woodstock Cat Clinic. It’s a wonderful place to visit.” 
 
    Taylor and his guests sipped their tea as they continued to chat. Betsy looked out the window every twenty minutes or so, the weather wasn’t letting up. 
 
    “Don’t know if we’ll get anywhere tonight,” she said. 
 
    Taylor sighed. “Yes, this appears to be a nasty storm indeed. I’m sure I can find space for you.” 
 
    — 
 
    It was around midnight when Jessica announced she was tired and wanted to go to bed. 
 
    “Of course, honey” Jim said. “You should definitely rest.” 
 
    Taylor showed his guests the second floor of the mansion. The Deveans’ bedroom was very cozy, and Taylor’s guests studied it with curious concerned looks. The man was a bit odd.  
 
    Jim pronounced the room, “Fit for a cat!” Everything had a cat on it, or something that resembled one. The wallpaper featured felines jumping, playing, crying, and smiling. Even the bed had cats on it. Jim pulled down the spread. Cat pillows. I should have known, he thought. Is this guy crazy or something?  
 
    After a while, the cat-decorated room looked scary to him. He didn’t want to sleep here, but he had no choice. Where else was he going to sleep during the storm? Jim glanced at Jessica and noticed a worried expression on her face as if she wanted to flee as well. 
 
    Jessica slowly climbed into bed. The other guests walked out into the dark hallway. Jim stayed for a moment. 
 
    “Jim,” Jessica began. “I’m scared of this place. I think this man is cat-crazy or something.” 
 
    “Oh, honey.” 
 
    After a moment of thinking, Jessica nodded and said, “It’s just my imagination. And I need to sleep.” She yawned. 
 
    “Goodnight, sweetheart,” Jim said. He bent and kissed his wife on the lips, then shut off the lights and left the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    — 
 
    Downstairs in the living room, Jim found Taylor showing the Carters to their room. Betsy stood beside Taylor, who raised his hand to show them a portrait of him as a boy. He held a cat in his arms. Taylor said it was his cat, Green, his dearest friend. Jim thought it odd a boy’s dearest friend could be a domesticated animal, but he didn’t want to insult the man who was giving him shelter. He followed them into a dark room. 
 
    Taylor lit a candle, walked over to a small corner, switched on a light, and blew out the candle. 
 
    “This shall be your room,” Taylor said to the Carters. 
 
    The Carters’ jaws dropped in shock. Like the Deveans’ room, their room was filled with cat decorations. 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Mr. Carter said. 
 
    “It’s lovely,” was the only thing Mrs. Carter could muster. 
 
    Taylor turned and looked at Betsy. “Unfortunately, not all of the bedrooms are fit for guests. You may sleep in the den. The couch has a pullout bed. I sleep in there every once in a while for a change of scenery and it’s quite comfortable, I can assure you.” 
 
    Betsy yawned. “I’m so tired I could sleep in the cellar—.” 
 
    “No one goes in the cellar, but me,” a terrified Taylor interrupted. “It is off limits, do you hear me, everyone?” His voice was bitter and intense but he was not shouting.  
 
    Everyone in the room stared at him, stunned. His eyes were bloodshot, tears draining down from their corners. They departed from the room. 
 
    Taylor Crane made more tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    It was midnight. 
 
    Taylor told everyone he was going down to the cellar to retrieve something for his bedroom. He was lying, of course. Taylor closed the door behind him. He walked down a long wooden staircase adjacent to a wall with more family pictures. The steps creaked. They were old. Like him. Like his home. When he took the last step, he turned on the light. 
 
    The cellar was cold, as if every door and window had been left open, with a foul smell that was not normal. It was the smell of offal and blood. It was awful. 
 
    The cellar was an abattoir. Blood was splattered everywhere, and the carpet on the floor had been ripped to pieces. 
 
    Taylor walked over to a large steel cage. To his horror, it was open, the door hanging off its hinges.  
 
    “Mother of God,” he whispered and quickly climbed the staircase.  
 
    — 
 
    It had been difficult for Jessica to fall asleep. All the cat pictures on the walls, sheets, and pillows made this strange and bizarre mansion very unpleasant. At one point, Jessica thought the cats were staring at her, trying to pick the most opportune moment to strike. 
 
    After about a half an hour, she finally succeeded in falling asleep… 
 
    …only to be woken moments later by the call of nature. Slowly, Jessica stood, dragging her aching and tired body into the bathroom. Jessica thought about the incident on the bus shortly before the crash. She felt embarrassed. It was just my precious baby having a kicking fit. That’s all. I hope Jim isn’t angry with me for leaving him alone with people he doesn’t know? 
 
    Jessica felt a presence behind her. She slowly turned around. 
 
    “Jim?” she whispered. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Is anyone there?” 
 
    Only silence. 
 
    Suddenly, Jessica was very cold. She turned again. The window was wide open. Why is the window open? 
 
    It took a couple of shoves until it finally gave in and shut. However, it still didn’t satisfy. It was as if there was still a gust of wind in the room. Probably the cold air that just blew in, she thought and that calmed her. 
 
    Something grabbed her by the shoulder. Jessica turned to look… 
 
    — 
 
    Taylor returned from the basement just in time to hear the high-pitched scream from the upstairs bedroom. Having lived in the mansion for many years, he knew every inch of the house and could pinpoint from the source. Jessica was in trouble. 
 
    “Oh, God!” Taylor rushed into the living room to find his guests already hurrying up the stairs.  
 
    As they reached the door, they heard the last cry from Jessica, a blasting shriek. “Jim!” 
 
    Jim quickly kicked open the door, but it was too late. 
 
    Something inhuman held Jessica’s corpse. The creature’s entire body was covered in dark brown fur; whiskers protruding from its muzzle. It stood on its hind legs. Jessica’s blood dripped off the monster’s paws. It was some sort of cat. That was the only thing Jim could think of. The thing grinned at the frightened tourists as it continued to hold Jessica’s dead body. The creature had mutilated Jessica. Her belly had been ripped open, her entrails hanging loosely, exposed for all to see. A pool of blood—Jessica’s blood—formed on the floor around the monster. 
 
    Jim’s eyes went wide again as he gazed at an object near the creatures foot. It can’t be. He closed his eyes for a moment and shook his head. Opening his eyes, the object was still there, lifeless, covered in blood and fluids from its host—the dead fetus.  
 
    “No!” Jim cried, covering his face in absolute horror. 
 
    “Mother of God,” Betsy whispered, backing toward the Carters. 
 
    Taylor walked forward, thrusting his arms out at the monster. “Please, Green,” he begged. “Give us back this woman. You cannot have this one.” 
 
    Jim didn’t say a word—none of Taylor’s guests spoke, all too stunned, saddened, and horrified. 
 
    Taylor continued to walk toward the creature. “You’ve been a bad cat, Green. You cannot have this one. Do you understand me? Feast on what’s left of the mice if you must, but not this woman!” 
 
    The monster threw Jessica at Taylor, who caught her, though he appeared too old to carry anything so heavy. The creature ran over and flung itself through the window. Shattered glass flew, and when the monster hit the snow-covered ground below, it disappeared, leaving a trail of bloody paw prints. 
 
    Jim stared at Taylor, sadness disappearing, replaced with rage. “What the hell was that thing?” 
 
    Taylor whispered two words: “The Catcreeper.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Jim laid his beloved wife and murdered baby on a bed in a vacant room, their blood dripping on the sheets.  
 
    Taylor did not object, too worried about what was going to happen after tonight. Will the Catcreeper kill everybody else, just like Jessica and the unborn baby? I cannot stop it. I will not stop it! 
 
    — 
 
    When Jim came downstairs, he sat on a couch beside Betsy. She shivered uncontrollably and her head shook with worry and horror. Taylor came into the room with some tea and sat down. He turned on a nearby lamp, which flickered for a few seconds before fading out. The only lights were a few candles spread around the living room. 
 
    Mr. Carter was the first to speak. “What was that…thing?” 
 
    Taylor Crane prepared himself for that difficult question. 
 
    It was time. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Crane took a deep breath. “The tale I am about to tell you began in nineteen-forty-two. I had a cat. His eyes were as hauntingly green as the grass on my family’s lawn. He was my best friend.” 
 
    Betsy poured herself tea, Jim wiped his bloody hands against his pant legs, and the Carters held hands, shaking, but none interrupted the old man. 
 
    “My family had always been wealthy—my father was a partner in a law firm that, years later, he took control of, changing the name to CRANE – ATTORNEY AT LAW. I always thought of the change as more of a hostile takeover, but, nevertheless, he gained absolute control of the practice. My brother, Dermond, was to be his successor after my father retired, but that never came to pass. 
 
    “My parents had a party. Oh, some of the parties my family hosted over the years! People from all over attended—wealthy and influential lawyers, doctors, and politicians. They brought their children. That was where Dermond and I came in. We needed to show off our family wealth. My brother certainly didn’t mind. I, on the other hand, despised the parties. I hated discussing my family’s wealth, for money meant nothing to me. 
 
    “I did not want to attend this event, but I had no choice. It was my tenth birthday party. So there I was, standing amongst a crowd of people I had no desire to associate with. These people hadn’t come for me, they wanted to socialize with my parents and my parents wanted to impress them with our excess.” 
 
    Mr. Carter nodded gently to this and said, “Yup, I’ve seen this many times before.” 
 
     Crane seemed not to hear him, gazing vacantly at the snow freckling the windows in the candlelight. 
 
    “I sat in the corner with my nose in a book. Oh, how that irritated my parents. My mother berated me, demanded that I stop reading and join my friends. 
 
    “I tried to tell my mother that the other children thought me weird, but she refused to listen.” 
 
    Jim whined quietly at the word mother. 
 
    Crane spoke over him. “‘Oh, pish-posh, they certainly do not!’ she told me and grabbed my arm, forcefully leading me over to a long, rectangular table, housing an array of wrapped presents of all shapes and sizes. Truthfully, unlike most children, I didn’t want to open them. I wanted to be by myself with my book. Books, up until then, had been my best friends. Funny, I honestly cannot recall ever actually having a human friend. 
 
     “All eyes were on me as I sat with the gifts. I had to indulge my parents by pretending I cared about our family’s social status. So I began unwrapping my presents. 
 
    “One by one, each gift’s wrapping paper was flung over my head to land on the ground. One by one, I extracted a gift from the box, quickly examined it to at least feign interest. Finally, I unwrapped the last present and set it on the table. I politely thanked everyone for the wonderfully thoughtful gifts and had begun to walk away when Dermond grabbed me. ‘Not so fast, little brother. We have one more present for you,’ he said 
 
    “‘I begged for no more presents, to just leave me be. Dermond shouted for my parents, who’d snuck off without my notice. They returned with a wrapped gift. There were holes on top of the box. Could there be something alive in here? I wondered. Carefully, I lifted the lid and stared, transfixed at what lay inside. A cat. It was dark brown and its eyes, those green orbs, glared up at me in a nervous state. Softly, it meowed.” 
 
    Mrs. Carter swallowed audibly, connecting the dots. 
 
     Crane continued. “I placed the box on the table and gently lifted the cat out for all to see. Rocking the animal in my arms, I quietly said, ‘Your eyes are sparkling green. I think I shall call you Green.’” 
 
    Betsy groaned at this and set her cup down. 
 
    “A burst of laughter came from the crowd. Both Green and I stared up in shock. Dermond shouted, ‘Green? That’s what you’re going to name your cat?’ My cousin Beatrice chimed in, suggesting that it was the worst name she’d ever heard.  
 
    “They continued laughing, but, at that point, I paid them no attention.” 
 
    Crane’s focus resurfaced on the fourseome of listeners. He offered an apologetic smile, and only Jim did not attempt to return one. 
 
    “You’ll all think me mad, but Green and I were inseparable. We went everywhere together. On Sundays, we would venture into town where I would pick up a few groceries. The grocer used to say Green was more like a dog, the way he followed me. He was a Burmese cat and they’re well known for being attached to their owners. 
 
    “Green would walk with me to school on Cranberry Road and wait for me outside until school let out. Then he and I would journey home.  
 
    “I recall one Friday afternoon when the bell rang for the final time. I gathered my belongings and stormed outside. While my fellow classmates talked to one another or climbed into the bus or their respective parent’s vehicles, I scanned the grounds for my precious cat. 
 
    “‘Green?’ I yelled into the chaotic scene. I stared into the sea of students and teachers, searching for my beloved friend. He was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “A hand clamped on my shoulder and I was turned around. Mr. Franks, the school janitor, was in his late sixties, with long greasy hair. He looked rough. The same could also be said for his physique—his belly shot out as if he was about ready to give birth.  
 
    “Mr. Franks towered over me. He gripped the top of his broom as if it was a weapon and he was ready to defend himself. ‘It just ain’t normal for a cat to follow a boy. It ain’t a damn dog. Ought to shoot the bastardly thing,’ he said. 
 
     “I was really upset now, my fists were all balled up, and it took all my strength not to punch the man, although I don’t think it would have done much good seeing as how the man loomed over me like Godzilla in those crazy monster movies. 
 
     “‘He’s a menace,’ Mr. Franks said then, and his voice rose a little. Some kids stopped their conversations and turned toward mine. I glanced from side to side and saw not only students but also some of the faculty. I wanted someone to intervene. You think someone would have, right? A child being confronted by a grownup?  
 
    “You’d think so,” Mrs. Carter said. 
 
    Crane nodded, scowling at his memory. “Nowadays, no one would bat an eyelash. But not back then. I got the sense they were enjoying the show—the adults too! 
 
    “Mr. Franks continued. ‘That cat of yours never leaves me alone. He’s always hanging around. One time I almost tripped over him when I was raking leaves. If I get the chance…’ Mr. Franks then made a slicing motion across his throat. 
 
    Mr. Carter shook his head and poured himself some tea. The pot shook as he poured, his nerves rattled, and he had to steady it with his hand. 
 
    “Adults can be just a mean as children. Sometimes worse—” Mrs. Carter started. 
 
    Jim gasped, as if recalling the horror upstairs anew. He placed his hand on his head. “Jessica, oh God, Jessica.” 
 
    Crane waited a moment, and then continued.  
 
    “Dermond found me and I confessed that Mr. Franks was telling mean things about Green. My brother closed his eyes. When he opened them, his lip curled into a sneer, and I thought he was going to hit me. It wouldn’t be the first time. Instead, he said, ‘Enough of this. We’re going home.’ He led me straight to my father’s study. As you know, my father was a very stern and strict man. He was also very diligent in his work and did not appreciate any interruptions. ‘What is it?’ he said. 
 
    “I told him the story and my father was silent for a moment, absorbing it and forming a response. He paced the room. Turning to me, he told me that I had to go out there and make new friends. Real human friends. And that my friendship with Green was bizarre. I discovered the real issue when he said, ‘Why, just a couple of weeks ago, it actually hopped in Dr. Hoffman’s car when he so graciously drove you home.’ 
 
    “I knew that story would come back to haunt me, and I never even asked for the ride. Dr. Hoffman was persistent and I tried to argue with him—though his red Custom Cadillac convertible was quite a sight. I wanted to walk, Green was with me, but had scampered into the bushes for a moment. In the end, I succumbed to the doctor’s will and opened the door. Then I felt a presence brush past my foot. I looked down and Green had hopped into the back seat and then leaped onto the front passenger’s seat. Green hissed at Dr. Hoffman. I thought the man was going to soil himself. He turned to me and said, ‘Does that cat really think he’s going to ride with us?’ 
 
    “I met his gaze and said, ‘Where he goes, I go.’ 
 
     Mr. Carter waved a hand. “Hold up, you’re saying your cat kept an eye on the doctor?” 
 
    Crane smiled and said, “For the entire car ride. My father was not happy about Green.   
 
    “I argued that Green was the best friend a boy could have, the best friend I could have, anyway, but he continued berating the cat and called it unnatural. He suggested that if my odd behavior continued, he’d take Green away from me.  
 
    “Fuming, I stormed out of his office and into the safe company of my dear friend. 
 
     “In nineteen-forty-five, I was twelve. My parents were throwing another ridiculous party and it seemed every famous person on the planet attended. I remember sitting on a lawn chair in the backyard, holding Green in my arms. He was afraid of strangers. My mother hurried to me and hissed, ‘Put down that wretched thing, Taylor, and entertain the other children.’ 
 
    “I attempted to argue, but as she always did, she won out and I took Green and approached the other children. Dermond was with them, and was the only one who was not, at the very least, courteous to me. One girl told me Green was adorable and I absently confessed that he was my best friend. 
 
    The other children laughed, but my brother sneered and said, ‘That damn cat’s the only friend my brother has.  Sad, isn’t it?’ The children laughed harder.” 
 
    “Where were your parents?” Betsy said. 
 
    Triggered again at the mention of family, something he would never again be with Jessica, Jim bent down and put his hands on his head. 
 
    “I simply walked away and perhaps my parents heard the laughter, because my mother left me alone, mostly, for the remainder of the day.” Crane said, eyes gazing vacantly across the room, in the direction of a distant, howling wind.  
 
    “As Green and I played together in the backyard, we heard a tusch! Green was petrified at the sound and cowered behind me. I looked in the direction of the blast. It turned out to be my brother showing off his new BB gun he’d gotten for Christmas. He’d shot many things: rabbits, squirrels, deer, you name it. He was in the field with the other kids, shooting at a target tacked to a board, a dead balloon hanging limply—I figure that’s where the boom came from. I had no intention of joining them. I hated guns. They are so dangerous.  
 
    “Instead, I threw the ball of string. It sailed through the air like a javelin. I told Green to fetch it and he darted for it. The ball of string fell in the middle of the street. Faster and faster my cat ran for the ball. He crossed the street and scooped the ball in his mouth. 
 
    “‘Good boy!’ I called out a moment before another shot sounded. I looked over at my brother and the other kids, taking my eyes off of Green for a moment. I suddenly heard another noise. It wasn’t a gunshot…but an engine. I turned and saw a vehicle speeding up the road. Green was still in the middle of the road, playing with the string. I rushed across the yard, shouting at the top of my lungs. 
 
    “My cat did not hear me and the driver did not hear me. The thunk sound was horrid, almost as bad as the image left behind. The driver didn’t even stop. Green was flat in his middle and his right eye bulged gruesomely, while his intestines coiled out his behind in a bloody heap.  
 
    “The sudden laughter of Dermond and the other children snapped me back to reality. Dermond said,  ‘He’s seen better days!’” 
 
    Mr. Carter’s jaw dropped and then he shook his head gently. “I can’t believe they just laughed at the situation.” 
 
    Crane didn’t respond, still, living his painful memory over again. “I stared at Green, who lay sprawled on the tar. I dashed to my dying pet. His stomach was in a pool of his own blood. His back was broken. I scooped him up in my arms and he shivered in pain. He was so hot. Blood stained my shirt, but I didn’t care. He stretched a bleeding paw up toward my face. I grabbed and shook it, urging him to hold on.  
 
    “I started crying,” Crane said and wiped a tear from his cheek. “I didn’t know what else to do. Dermond was laughing and my father ordered me to clean myself up. Nobody cared.”  
 
     “I was never the same after Green’s death. It was as if Green and I were living one moment, a separate family untouched by the wealth and glamour of my human family. Then, in the blink of an eye, Green was dead. Life had stopped, and I suddenly realized I had no family. I was completely alone. 
 
    “I lost a dog once,” Betsy said, about to get into it, but was interrupted by Jim’s ragged voice. 
 
    “Ya, well I lost a wife and child! On our anniversary!” He then put his face in his hands and sobbed. 
 
    Crane nodded at Jim and was silent for a moment, allowing Jim to calm down. Then he continued his tale. “One day, in the fall of ‘fifty-five, I was walking down Camden Road and came upon an old, rotting house. The windows were shattered, the shutters crooked and crumbling, the paint was peeling off the shingles. It looked as if it had been abandoned for years. But it wasn’t. I could feel it in my bones that it was occupied, but by who or what—was a complete mystery to me. 
 
    “As if in a trance, I walked up to the house and rang the doorbell. I didn’t think anyone would answer—I didn’t even know why I was standing on the crumbling steps of this dilapidated house in the first place. A few seconds later, an elderly woman opened the door. Her eyes were bloodshot and her gray hair blew in the breeze. She invited me in.” 
 
    Jim shot to his feet. The move startled Betsy who was at mid-sip and almost dropped her cup. “We can’t just sit here, listening to this old kook! Jessica’s dead and we have to do something!” 
 
    “Do what?” Betsy said and pointed to the pane of glass that the candlelight reached. The snow continued to fall while ice clung to the window. “It’s a blizzard and we’re miles from anything.” 
 
    “Something! We have to do something!” Jim began pacing behind the couch. Taylor let him pace and cool down. Once he was calm, Jim sat back down. 
 
     Crane continued, “We sat around a big, rectangular, wooden table. She boiled some water for tea and got down to business. She told me she knew why I was there. I asked her why. At first, she smiled mischievously at me. It frightened me and I wanted to run from the house. Then her face became serious and she said, ‘I see things, young man. I know things. Poor, poor, Green. You miss him dearly.’ I felt my body go numb and my eyes became like saucers. How could she have known about him? 
 
     “She handed me a heavy leather bound book. I flipped through its thick and stiff pages: it contained bizarre pictures of demons, hands shooting out of graves, children dancing with animals, burning bodies, and more. She pointed a single gnarled digit at the book and said, ‘The Reurrection.’ 
 
    “I repeated the word silently, rolling it around my mouth. As I flipped through the pages and discovered it was a spellbook of sorts, I discovered why she took an interest in me. She was offering to show me how to bring back Green. I wanted so badly to believe it, but I couldn’t and I said as much to her. The old woman said, ‘Then perhaps, seeing is believing,’ and turned that gnarled finger toward a table. On the table was a candle. She jerked that finger minutely and an incredible green flame burned from the wick. I think I must have gasped, because she smiled at me. 
 
    “I felt that smile inside my head and my hands became momentarily useless. The book slipped from my lap and I had to act quickly to catch it before it hit the floor. It was then that I saw the name inscribed on the inside cover: Tabitha Cravits. 
 
    “The pages began flipping on their own then and I held my breath and swallowed a terrified lump. The pages stopped flipping and I stared at the section the book was opened to. It was about resurrecting dead loved ones. The witch then whispered, ‘You need only to sacrifice the one you hate the most to bring back the one you love.’  
 
    “A man shambled into the room then and I jerked around to see him. He was pale and listless, but carried a teapot. ‘My poor Herbert died last week,’ the witch said and the man, Herbert, lifted his head. ‘Follow the spell and happiness can be yours once again,’ the witch said then. 
 
    “Before I knew it, I was on the road and I had the heavy book stowed beneath my arm.” 
 
    “The following week my parents were going on a cruise. It was just Dermond and I. 
 
    “One night, Dermond came home from work at the family law-firm, and started mocking me. It was sad. The man was in his thirties and he still made fun of his little brother. I was in the living room, hard at work on another short story to submit to Cat Digest.” 
 
    Jim huffed. “What a shock.” 
 
    “Jim, please,” Mrs. Carter said. “I know you’re upset but...” 
 
    “What was your first clue?” 
 
    “We’re stuck here, and that’s that,” Mr. Carter chimed in. He held his wife’s hand. “We just need to remain calm until we can get help.” 
 
    Betsy patted Jim on the back. Jim shook his head but didn’t reject the gesture. 
 
    Crane nodded gently and continued on, as if he hadn’t been interrupted at all. “Dermond hated that I wrote books for children, hated more that I wrote about cats. I had a budding career and it all rested on a character named Green. ‘Why don’t you write about something real? Not some stupid cat named Green,’ Dermond said as he started up the stairs. 
 
     “Once he disappeared upstairs, I set about my plan. Turning off the lamp, I walked into the kitchen and grabbed the largest butcher knife, went to the stairs, and began my ascent. There was a sudden crash of thunder; a storm was brewing. The rain tapped on the windowpanes. I closed my eyes and breathed, unable to believe what I was about to do. When I reached Dermond’s room, I placed my ear against his door. Hearing nothing, I carefully opened it. My brother was in bed, already asleep. I crept to him. You bastard, I thought. All those years he’d hated Green and me. 
 
    “I bent to kiss him goodbye and his eyes opened. The second he noticed me, I stabbed him right through the ribs—but it was certainly not the deathblow. I wanted Dermond to feel pain: the pain Green had felt when he was run over by the heartless driver and Dermond did nothing but laugh. Blood squirted from his chest and oozed from his mouth. Dermond screamed. As if somebody could hear him. He tried to grab a hold of me, but it did no good. I stabbed him right through the heart. Oh, did he scream in pain!  
 
    “I plunged the knife through his heart one last time. Dermond’s hands dropped to the side and his eyes closed—his life gone.  
 
    “The clean-up took time. I rolled my brother’s corpse up in a Victorian rug. I removed the sheets and blanket from his bed and ran for the wash machine—always wash blood in cold water. I then flipped his mattress and began lugging the body downstairs, all the while playing out the spell’s instructions. 
 
    “I buried Dermond beside my cat. The storm had intensified and Green’s gravesite was deep in the woods, so it was all very difficult. The soggy leaves made it hard to walk and I stumbled several times. It took all of my strength and I thought my arms would never be the same again. 
 
    “As soon as the hole was dug, I set down the shovel and performed the resurrection spell. 
 
    The final step demanded that I ring a bell three times. I don’t remember grabbing the bell, but once the notion of having my Green back really set in, my subconscious seemed to knowingly move my body in that singular direction. An eerie silence, save for the raindrops, followed. I stood there in the pouring rain, waiting.” 
 
    Crane stopped, gathering his thoughts. Silence filled the living room. The only sounds heard was the wind whipping outside. Mr. Carter leaned forward at Crane’s elongated pause and said, “Well?” 
 
    “I heard rumbling in the ground. My heart rate quickened as dirt exploded from the ground. A fur-covered hand rose from below, but it was not a human hand. It had sharp claws for fingers. 
 
    “The creature rose from the ground. I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was Green’s face all right, those hauntingly green eyes, and the dark brown fur. But Green was no longer the small cat he used to be. Now he was the size of a man and he stood on its two hind legs. I said his name and Green softened before me. He was a monster, maybe, but he was still my Green. 
 
    “I didn’t dare take it into the house. Instead, I chained it in the bomb shelter underneath the shed until I knew it was completely safe to bring him out in the open. 
 
    “I wrote a bogus letter on Dermond’s typewriter about him being unhappy and his need to experience the fruits of life. When my family came home, I showed them the letter, and they bought it. They were so upset and embarrassed about a possible family scandal, they didn’t even inform the police. I couldn’t believe it was that simple. 
 
    “My family was so distraught over Dermond, they moved to another mansion, in Fallsbury. I freed my precious cat from his horrible prison. 
 
    “For a while, everything was back to normal. Green and I lived in peace, just the two of us, in our home. I was just thrilled to have him back in my life.” 
 
    “You have to be joking…you’ve lived here with a monster you resurrected after sacrificing your brother?” Betsy said. 
 
     Crane put his head down and nodded. “Yes…” 
 
    “How could you?” Betsy continued. “Why would you let your cat live its knew life?” 
 
    Taylor said, “The first year of Green’s life was not the happiest of times, I can assure you. My friend was depressed. Some days I would be upstairs in my study—previously my brother’s—typing away at my latest cat adventure, when I would periodically hear the most awful sound in the world. A mixture between crying and growling. One day I caught Green sitting in his cage with its pawed hands clutching his face. He shook his head from side to side, crying! 
 
    “I couldn’t believe my eyes. His desperate expression burned me so deep that I had to seek solace in a bottle of red wine. As I drank my fifth glass, I came to the conclusion that I had made a dreadful mistake. I shouldn’t have brought my cat back to life. This was no way for my friend to continue its existence. I had to kill Green. 
 
    “The next morning, a bit hung over, I crept upstairs after finishing breakfast. In the hall, I turned to my right and stared at portraits of my family: mother and father, and Dermond. Their eyes were judging me for all the poor and evil decisions I had made. I could have sworn my mother, alone in her very own portrait, shook her head at me in shame. I turned away. 
 
    “When I reached my room, I walked over to my nightstand and picked up the dreaded book, The Resurrection. I wanted nothing more than to burn it. But I needed it now, for inside was a spell that could give my friend peace. If performed properly, it would summon a flame so powerful it would burn Green to the point of purifying his soul. It would send him to eternal peace, wherever that may be. He would suffer, but only for a moment. I turned to the page that contained the spell. As I was about to speak the first word—perhaps it was fate intervening?—I heard a knock at the door. 
 
    “I hurried downstairs and opened the front door, a cool burst of October air blew in my face. Before I said two words, the intruder shoved the door hard. I stumbled back into the living room and fell on an Oriental rug. 
 
    “Two men entered my home. They were tall, both athletically built, so there was no chance I would be able to take them on by myself. The leader wore blue denim coveralls, while his accomplice wore striped denim coveralls. They sported brown boots and shop caps. 
 
    “The leader, it turned out his name was Stan, demanded to know where I kept my safe. I looked up at him, and then his partner—Earl, I’d find out later on—and said, ‘I keep my money in the bank.’ They seemed disinterested in my claims and thumped crowbars against their palms, as if to prove they meant business. 
 
     “I pleaded with them, ‘All I have is some spending money. The rest is locked away in the bank. Honest.’ 
 
     “When I realized my two burglars were going to restrain me, I was horrified Green would be discovered. They dragged me to the basement and all I kept thinking about was: where’s Green? I hope he had the good sense to escape.  
 
    “‘Jesus Christ, the smell!’ Stan said. The smell of many dead things, I thought, but said nothing.  We reached the foot of the staircase, and Stan said, ‘This place is a shitstack.’ The brute wasn’t wrong. Green was never one to clean up after himself. Balls of string were strewn about on the floor, bits of uneaten food—mostly chewed up mice and rats that could not outrun him—were scattered about the ripped up rug. I never bothered to clean up the place. This was my friend’s sanctuary.  
 
    “Stan hummed and then said, ‘What do we have here?’ I turned. He was staring into Green’s cage. He asked what it was for and I refused to answer. Stan’s expression soured and he said to Earl, ‘Lock him in it until he remembers where he hid the money.’ 
 
      “Stomp! Stomp! The sound of Green’s footsteps, as he slowly descended the staircase. I stole a glance at my two intruders. ‘Who’s that?’ Stan shouted. ‘Who’s there?’  He turned to me and said, ‘I thought you lived alone, freak?’  I don’t know why, but I actually smiled at my violent intruder and said, ‘You’re about to find out.’ 
 
     “Hssssssss! Green’s cry reverberated throughout the cellar—throughout the entire house. Both Stan and Earl faced the cellar stairs. I saw their jaws drop at what they saw. Green—I’d come to think of him as the Catcreeper by then—stood at the foot of the staircase. He was a monstrous sight to behold, his mouth hung open, exposing sharp teeth, its arms were outstretched, claws itching to tear flesh away. His tail wagged back and forth, up and down, he was ready for a fight. 
 
    “Earl screamed as Green went on the attack. He leaped, flinging himself across the room, knocking Stan to the floor. The man’s crowbar fell as Green ripped out the man’s throat with his right paw. Blood and gore spurted out from the open wound. Green turned his attention to Earl then. The man clutched his crowbar tight, stepping away from Green. The Catcreeper advanced. Unfortunately for Earl, he backed into the wall and not the door. He pleaded, tears streaming down his face. ‘I’m sorry. Let me go.’ 
 
    “Green reared his arm and, with one swipe, decapitated poor Earl. The head fell to the floor, as did the beheaded body a few seconds later. 
 
    “My friend unlocked his cage and I hugged him.” 
 
    “Did Green eat them?” Mrs. Carter whispered, enthralled and terrified by the story. 
 
    “No. We buried the remains of the two men in the woods out back. I guess he wasn’t hungry. He was only protecting me.” Crane paused and took a deep breath. “I couldn’t believe I had considered destroying my best friend. Green saved my life. I couldn’t kill him nor would I allow anyone else to either. 
 
     “Green and I lived in peace for a few years after the tragic death of my brother. Everything was fine—my books were selling and nobody had intruded on our home—until one day my parents extended an olive branch. They wanted to reconnect. They were getting older and wanted to relish as much time with their remaining child before they departed this world. I saw the goodwill in this, and they were my parents, I still loved them. 
 
    “That was a mistake. 
 
    “First my cousin Beatrice came over for Sunday brunch. We sat at the kitchen table, catching up. She asked strange questions about how I lived and the children’s stories I wrote. I was no child any longer, and I would not be fooled, so I set down my coffee mug and asked why she was really here. She took on smug airs and said, simply, ‘I’m evaluating you, Taylor. We’re all very concerned about your mental well-being, and your parents have come to question if you might need help, up here.’ She tapped her temple twice then. 
 
    “I shot to my feet and shouted, ‘How dare you?  There’s absolutely nothing wrong with me!’ I told her to get out and she was on the verge of laughing at me, as if I was proving her point. ‘I’m not going anywhere, dear cousin,’ she said.” 
 
    Something heavy and solid banged against a window from the outside, knocking the clung snow from the pane. Everyone jumped, including Crane.  
 
    “What was that?” Jim said, eyes wide, as if he saw the Catcreeper hiding in every shadow. 
 
    “Probably a low-hanging branch,” Crane said and picked up where he left off. “I sighed, I couldn’t force Beatrice away, but I couldn’t go either, for who would look after Green? I had to think and I asked if she’d like more coffee. She said ‘yes’ and I stood and walked to the counter in back of her. Beatrice said, ‘I always knew you were a little touched—’ I spun around and bashed Beatrice’s head in with the coffee pot. She toppled to the floor without so much as a cry. I knelt beside her and felt for a pulse.  She was still alive. Carefully, I picked her up and descended the basement stairs. She started to come to faster than I’d hoped and I nearly dropped her, but I said, ‘Stop struggling, I have to show you why I cannot leave my home.’ 
 
    “I set her on the floor and she screamed, ‘Holy mother of God! It’s…Dermond!’ I tilted my head and looked at Green. She was right. Though I hadn’t known it at first, by using Dermond as a sacrifice, his and Green’s body conjoined into one whole being. The Catcreeper’s face was that of Dermond, Green’s fur covering up most of it. But the personality of the Catcreeper was solely Green—to some degree—and the rest I didn’t care about. 
 
    “She accused me of murdering my brother and I admitted it. I had, but then I explained the sacrifice and the witch, and Green. She shouted at me, ‘You’re totally insane! You should be locked away forever! Damn freak!’ 
 
     “Green lunged at Beatrice, who screamed her lungs out. He tore her to shreds, and as he did, Beatrice called my name, pleading for me to rescue her. Call me crazy but I found that soothing, just like on the night I murdered my brother. 
 
    “Again, no one ever questioned me about Beatrice’s disappearance. It was as if she’d vanished off the face of the earth. 
 
    “Green and I have lived in peace and harmony ever since. My parents’ olive branch obviously didn’t extend quite long enough to reach me.” Crane forced a sad smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    “And that is the entire story.” 
 
    Taylor’s guests were shocked. They sipped what remained of their tea to make it look like they weren’t scared but they couldn’t hide their fear. Jim was so engulfed with anger he didn’t even cry. Taylor understood. The man’s wife and unborn child had just been murdered and there was nothing he could do about it. They were beyond help, beyond saving.  
 
    Betsy was the first to speak. “Why did you nickname him the Catcreeper?” 
 
    Taylor actually chuckled at the question. “It’s an awful nickname, I admit, but, when Green was alive, he would always sneak up on you when you least expected it. Even in his new resurrected form, he will still creep up on me, playfully, I assure you. I suppose, in a bizarre and ironic twist, the macabre nickname stuck.” 
 
    “How could you conjure up something so evil and violent?” Mr. Carter said. 
 
    Taylor sat back. “I love my cat very dearly, Mr. Carter. I couldn’t go on living without him. Oh, I could’ve bought a new cat, but it would never be Green. Green is just too precious. No other cat will ever replace him.” 
 
    Mrs. Carter chimed in. “You should have destroyed the creature when you had the chance.” 
 
    Taylor turned to her, and his jaw dropped in shock and disgust. “How could you say something like that?” 
 
    “Mr. Crane, the cat is no longer your precious friend.” Mrs. Carter put a bit more emphasis on the word precious. She wasn’t trying to be mean, she was trying to distinguish Green from the good cat he once was to the now monstrous demon he had become.  
 
    Taylor didn’t care for people saying mean things about Green, but he kept his anger in check, he wasn’t a monster. And neither was his friend, even if people saw things differently. 
 
    “Given what you people have just experienced, I understand why you might think that way…” 
 
    “Your cat murdered a defenseless woman, Mr. Crane,” Mr. Carter said. “A defenseless and pregnant woman. How can you condone that?” 
 
    At the mention of Green’s latest victims, Taylor gazed at Mr. Deveans. The broken man closed his eyes, either at the mention of his wife and unborn child, or from attempting to cry, or both. 
 
    “Green has done terrible things, I agree. But he saved me from the burglars all those years ago. There is goodness in him. Everything he does, he does to protect this home. Our home. We are a family, he and I. No one will ever keep us apart again.” 
 
    “My God,” Mrs. Carter said, horrorstruck. “You actually condone—” 
 
    “Let it be known that I warned you when you arrived at my doorstep. I tried to steer you away from this place. But you insisted. You all seem like good people, but I don’t know that I can protect you from him. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jim shook his head and stood. “Christ, I’ve had enough of this. I need to lie down. At first light, I’m getting out of this hellhole! And let me be perfectly clear, Mr. Crane, when I do get out of here, you can bet your ass I’m going to the cops. I don’t care if they think I’m bat-shit crazy, and I don’t care if I have to drag them out here one by one. I will expose you and your goddamn abomination!” 
 
    Taylor remained calm, refusing to blow up at the saddened man before him, still reeling from the death of his family. Instead, Taylor only nodded his head, acknowledging his understanding of Jim’s threat. 
 
    As Jim headed toward the stairs, Taylor rose from his seat. “Mr. Deveans, be sure to lock the windows and the door.” 
 
    As Jim walked up the stairs to go to bed, he shouted, “Go fuck yourself!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Before turning in, Jim once again attempted to call the police. NO SIGNAL. This enraged him so much that he threw his phone. The phone’s casement cracked when it made contact with the wall. 
 
    Jim paced the room. It repulsed him. The wallpaper was decorated with cat images. He turned away and stared at a bureau across from the bed. A candle rested on top. The candle holder was an image of a cat—surprise, surprise, Jim thought—its tail the handle. From the cat mattress to the cat wallpaper to the cat candle on the bureau, he thought he was going crazy. The events that had preceded informed him he wasn’t crazy. 
 
    He stepped to the window and gazed out into the night. Snow continued to beat ferociously from the dark sky. He heard the awful howl of wind as it blew snow from snowdrifts on the ground. 
 
    Running his hand through his hair, he came to the realization that he was not escaping this nightmare tonight. He turned from the window and faced the room. The images of cats everywhere, from the bed to the wall to the damn bureau infuriated him. Staring at the many different cat illustrations on the wallpaper, he winced at the notion that they were staring at him. He walked to the bureau to place his wallet on top and stared at the unlit candle. He thought of tossing it across the room, but decided against it. Irritated, he went to bed. 
 
    He tossed and turned, but couldn’t fall asleep. Sleeping on cat pillows didn’t help matters.  
 
    He couldn’t stop thinking about Jessica’s mutilated body, the blood dripping onto the floor from her open gash; her chest had been clawed out, her entrails hanging by a thread. Tears flowed down his cheeks as he replayed the image of seeing his dead unborn baby, laying in a pool of blood and fluid by the Catcreeper’s foot.  
 
    Jim tossed in bed until Jessica flashed as she’d been before she turned in for the night. Beautiful in her blue maternity jeans and gray sweater. Pregnant. Alive. 
 
    He then thought of what could’ve been. Running through his mind now were visions of how his life with Jessica might have turned out. Jim and Jessica raising their baby girl—Sarah was the name he would have picked—and being the stereotypical overprotective parents. He even pictured himself on prom night, warning his precious daughter over and over again to be careful. 
 
    Dad! his daughter would whine, but Jim wouldn’t let up. You don’t know what boys are like and what they really want. 
 
    Jim actually chuckled, lying in bed, thinking of all these wonderful moments that would never happen. He pictured how he’d react when his daughter finally became engaged. Would he and Jessica approve of the son-in-law to be? Daughter-in-law to be? 
 
    He’d never know. 
 
    And with that thought, another tear trickled down his face, and he fell asleep. 
 
    — 
 
    Jim awoke in the night, words ringing in his head. They were sweet, loving, and poetic. Jessica had spoken them. “Come to me, Jim!” 
 
    At the foot of the bed stood his beloved wife looking beautiful in her blue maternity jeans and gray sweater. Her blonde hair shone brightly in the darkness of the room. There was no blood on her body; her sweater hadn’t been slashed. 
 
    “I want to show you something.” 
 
    She led Jim into the dark hallway. The wallpaper was different from before. It no longer featured cats playing with their balls of string or chasing terrified mice, or nestled in their litter boxes. Now the wallpaper depicted Catcreepers—hundreds of them—and they weren’t playing. They were feasting on other animals—wild and domestic—as well as humans. Men, women, and children, the Catcreepers didn’t discriminate. Some gripped little severed mouse heads in their clawed hands while others chased human beings. Jim stared at the floor. A sharp object had slashed the rug beneath his feet.  
 
    The Catcreeper, he thought. Oh, my God, I’ve entered Hell! 
 
    Jessica and Jim neared a door and Jessica slowly turned the knob. Jim didn’t want to look inside. A whole colony of Catcreepers fed. Their large claws tore through bones and muscles, and their tongues lapped at the blood. Mice popped out of little holes in the walls, not knowing what waited for them outside. The Catcreepers were quick, scooping the rodents up. Jim spied one poor mouse with its tail hanging out of the creature’s barred teeth. The Catcreeper opened its mouth wide and the tail disappeared down the creature’s gullet. Another Catcreeper grabbed a mouse with its clawed hand as the furry rodent scampered past. The thing ripped its head off, its intestines spilling to the floor. Jim looked away as the thing plopped the mouse’s head into its mouth. 
 
    He couldn’t stand to watch this feast any longer. Turning back to his wife, he found a Catcreeper had taken her place. As the Catcreeper’s hiss forced Jim to back toward the edge of the stairway, the clothes the creature wore. 
 
    Jessica’s clothes. This Catcreeper was Jessica! 
 
    As Jim began to scream, Jessica lunged. He tried to dodge, but Jessica was much faster. She leaped onto him, grabbing his shoulders with her clawed hands. She meowed an angry roar as she lunged forward, dragging both of them down the stairs. 
 
    Jim hit his head on the wooden wall, but before he lost consciousness, his wife had already begun to feast on his flesh. 
 
    — 
 
    Jim sat up in bed, screaming. The snow beat on the windowpanes as if the flakes had nothing better to do. Turning on a lamp on a nearby night table, Jim slowly crept out of bed and opened the curtains. It was a gray morning. Snow continued to fall and the howl of the wind gave Jim a chill. 
 
    He exited his room. He walked down the hallway, pleased to find the two walls on both sides of the hallway were not cluttered with images of Catcreepers. 
 
    He ventured downstairs to the kitchen and found Mr. and Mrs. Carter sitting at the table. Mrs. Carter was the only one that stood to greet him. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Deveans. Were you able to rest?” 
 
    “No.” Jim began. “I had a horrible nightmare about Jessica being a Catcreeper and eating me.” 
 
    “Jessica, a Catcreeper? You poor thing,” Mrs. Carter remarked. 
 
    Jim nodded, finding no words to continue the conversation. 
 
    “Well, it’s over now.” 
 
    Jim thought: Is it really over? Or is it just beginning? There was a moment of silence. “Where’s Betsy?” Jim asked. 
 
    Mrs. Carter spoke up. “She went for a walk.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” 
 
    “I think she said she was going down into the basement. Isn’t that right, John?” 
 
    Mr. Carter nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    When Craig Stearns awoke that morning, he had no idea of the horror he would be in at the end of the day. He turned over, faced his wife of five years, and smiled. Erica and Craig had been high school sweethearts and Craig proposed to Erica the day he graduated college. He had already accepted a position with his father’s insurance company, but after a year, he decided to pursue his dream of becoming a cop. His father was disappointed at first, but knew his son, even as a little boy, had wanted to become a cop.  
 
    He and Erica wanted to stay in New England. Craig searched all over until the Fallsbury Police department hired him. The job wasn’t the greatest, but he still saw it as an opportunity to learn and grow. His ultimate ambition was to become chief of police like his grandfather, Frank Stearns, but that was years down the road. 
 
    Erica turned and faced her husband. When she opened her eyes, Craig said, “Hey, there.” 
 
    Erica smiled. “Good morning.” 
 
    — 
 
    “Do you really have to go to work today?” Erica asked as she stirred the scrambled eggs on the stove. 
 
    “I do.” Craig took a sip of coffee and continued reading the Fallsbury Gazette. He knew where his wife’s question was going. Ever since Erica had found out she was pregnant, she had become almost paranoid. How they were going to raise their child on their income, living in Vermont and away from their families? But her biggest fear was Craig’s safety as a police officer. Erica was terrified of something happening to Craig on the job and her having to raise the child alone. It all started last year when Craig and a couple of officers were involved in a violent domestic dispute. They had attempted to calm down the abusive husband on the front lawn, but the man assaulted the police officers, striking Officer Brett Hartley in the back with a bat. While Hartley ended up recovering, the incident frightened Erica for her own husband’s safety. Craig constantly reassured her that he’d be fine, but it never eased her worry. 
 
    “Honey, why don’t you call in? We’re in the middle of a blizzard.” 
 
    “Hence the reason I have to go to work. If this blizzard intensifies, which the meteorologist is predicting, it’ll be all hands on deck for a while.” 
 
    “A blizzard before our baby is born? I don’t like this.” 
 
    Craig took another sip of coffee and set the cup on the table. “I know, sweetheart, but don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I always am.” He looked at his watch and tapped the glass. “Shit, I’d better get going.” 
 
    “Don’t swear. The baby might hear you. And what do you mean you have to go? I just made breakfast.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, honey. Dale’s having a winter prep meeting.” 
 
    With that said, Craig stood up from the table, kissed his wife goodbye, and left the house on what he thought was going to be a normal day in Fallsbury.  
 
    Erica sat at the table and placed her hand on her forehead. She was not a happy camper. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Ever since Taylor screamed at Betsy, the Carters, and Jim, telling them they were forbidden to go down into the cellar, the bus driver had been fighting a bizarre curiosity to visit the place. 
 
    “No one goes in the cellar but me!” Taylor had said. 
 
    The way he’d said it—so angry and concerned—Betsy thought, at the time, that there was something down there he didn’t want them to see. After the horrible death of Jessica, they all discovered what it was.  
 
    Betsy’s curiosity was fueled by Taylor’s story of how, when the creature emerged from death into its new life, Taylor had eventually brought it back into the mansion. She was intrigued about how the Catcreeper survived, living down in that damp cellar. Betsy was even more curious as to what the cellar looked like now that a ferocious monster inhabited the room. 
 
    Venturing down into the basement was like walking through a slaughterhouse. The walls showed claw marks running down to the floor. Chairs were ripped apart and tables were slashed to pieces. Bloodstains were everywhere; mutilated mice, rabbits, rats, and squirrels lay scattered on the floor, their foul stench putrid and plentiful. Betsy wrinkled her nose to try and block out the smell, but it did no good.  
 
    Betsy rounded the corner into an open room. An old sewing machine stood on a table, a lamp shining brightly. An old armrest chair sat untouched in one corner. Betsy noticed that the Catcreeper did not molest this place. Everything was in order. As she walked around the room she thought, I’d live in a place like this.  
 
    A rustling came from the other room. She walked out, only to notice strange footprints on the floor. They were bloody and feline, but very large. She decided she didn’t want to live in a place like this. 
 
    The Catcreeper hissed. It held the mutilated body of a poor rabbit in a powerful grip with its sharp-clawed digits. Blood dripped, not only from the creature’s mouth but also from the dead animal’s neck, onto the cellar floor. The beast tossed the beheaded animal to the ground. It purred and its green eyes opened wide as well as its mouth, the monster’s teeth ready to chomp at its next meal. Betsy.  
 
    Betsy screamed. 
 
    — 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Jim asked in horror. 
 
    Taylor Crane entered the kitchen with a terrified look on his face.  
 
    — 
 
    The Catcreeper blocked Betsy’s path so she couldn’t escape upstairs. Betsy looked around the room for another way out. She spotted a door she thought led outside…right into the blizzard. She had no choice.  
 
    Rushing toward the door, Betsy tried not to look at the Catcreeper, but she couldn’t resist. It was so hideous. 
 
    Besty’s hands grasped the cold iron handle of the heavy wooden door and she tugged. It slowly opened. The Catcreeper was about eight feet away. There was a moment of silence, the Catcreeper staring at Betsy and Betsy returning the gaze, their eyes locked together, each trying to decipher their opponent’s next move. 
 
    Betsy leapt out and then jerked around to clutch the snowy outer handle, slamming the door behind her. The Catcreeper’s claws pierced right through the door as if it were made of paper. The thump sent Betsy sprawling. The cold of the snow amplified the atmosphere’s frosty sting.  
 
      
 
    — 
 
    The guests of Taylor Crane rushed to a nearby window, giving them a view of Betsy’s terrifying ordeal. Except for the Catcreeper chasing Betsy, the land was beautiful: maple trees, devoid of leaves, were blanketed with snow, and the snow on the ground glittered in the early morning sun. Betsy’s screeching brought them back to reality. 
 
    Jim broke the silence. “Can’t we do something?” 
 
    Taylor bowed his head. “There is nothing we can do, for her fate is now in Green’s hands.” 
 
    The guests shook with fear. 
 
    — 
 
    “Somebody help me! Help me!” 
 
    She heard her pursuer and stole a glance in back of her. She wished she hadn’t. The Catcreeper’s mouth dripped with saliva as it sloshed its tongue around in hunger. 
 
    Betsy turned around and soldiered on. The snow was deep enough that each step plunged her knees further into the blanket. Her breaths came out in ragged gasps. The thing behind her was gaining. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    No reply. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    Still silence. 
 
    “Oh God, please somebody help me!” 
 
    Betsy knew she was going to die. She felt it in her bones. When she was a little girl she used to think about the ways she might meet her demise: cancer, AIDS, a stroke, or even old age, but nothing as heinous as this. Tears paraded from her eyes and froze on her cheeks as she barreled forth into the whipping winds. She’d never been a runner and the snow’s depth slowed her to a crawl. 
 
    It didn’t matter: You do it until you succeed! That was her motto. She looked back…and saw nothing.  
 
    Nothing at all.  
 
    She looked all around Taylor’s backyard. Snow blanked everything including bushes and trees. Unless a person or animal were camouflaged in white, it would be easy to spot them. 
 
    Then, there was an eerie silence as even the wind seemed to pause. She felt so alone. Only she wasn’t. 
 
    As she turned, a tall object fell from a coniferous tree. Its paw lunged in front of her face. No scream came from Betsy. She plopped on her ass in the snow, blood from her forehead dripping down her face, splattering the vast blanket of snow. Betsy touched her face with her hands, feeling the deep cuts in her forehead slashed by the monster. Her last thought before the Catcreeper’s paw ripped her heart out was a statement her father had made to her years ago: “You shouldn’t become a tour guide. They make lousy money.” 
 
    “You were right Daddy,” she said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    And it was all over. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    “Can you believe this weather?” Chief Dale Murphy asked Craig, watching the local weatherman tell his viewing audience more horrible news. “Two more days of this shit? I don’t think I can take any more of it.” 
 
    “We’ve had enough snow,” Craig agreed. 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
    Craig looked out the side window that faced the street. It was now early afternoon and the street was a ghost town. No lights were on in Nellie’s Java House; the neon sign above the Fallsbury Pizza Palace was unlit, the restaurant devoid of customers; and no one was coming in or out of Betty’s Bookstore with a new read. It was quiet except for the occasional crash sound of the snowplow hitting an uneven surface of the street. He and Chief Murphy had been manning the station for a few hours now. The sky was still an ominous gray and the snow still didn’t show any signs of slowing down. 
 
    “I was just thinking about Sarah Barnes, over on Clifton Street. I heard her at Nellie’s just before it closed, saying her furnace was going,” Chief Murphy said. 
 
    He turned to the chief, who was fixing himself a third cup of coffee. “Some of the older residents have headed to the senior center to weather out the storm.” 
 
     “Thank Christ. That’s one less this thing we need to worry about. No way Sarah was going to weather this thing at home, especially with Ted’s horrible arthritis. It’s just the two of them.” 
 
    The station door opened and in walked officers Brett Hartley and Kirby Stevens. More like partners in crime in Craig’s eyes. Craig never cared for the two young officers. They had more years on the force than Craig and they didn’t mind throwing it in his face. They enjoyed boasting about their collars, like the bank robber they discovered hiding out in the Fallsbury Public Library after hours. They made the Fallsbury Gazette, and brought it up every chance they got. Brett and Kirby appeared to only be in it for the glory. Craig wanted to help people and make a difference, as corny as that sounded. Also, they sometimes whispered about Criag’s “hot wife.” 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ, this is one motherfucker of a storm!” Brett said, hanging his winter coat on the rack, snow falling in clumps from the shoulders. 
 
    “And just where the hell have you two been?” Chief Murphy asked. 
 
    Kirby held up two cardboard boxes with Thornton’s Bakery printed on the side. “Donuts and a Box o’ Joe. Figured we might as well ride out this fucker with some quality grub and coffee.” 
 
    Chief Murphy frowned and set his own cup of coffee on his desk. “All right, you two, meeting time.” 
 
    Brett and Kirby strolled over to chief Murphy’s desk. “Okay. Before you two pansies showed up, Craig informed me that our elderly residents are all taken care of. This’ll certainly make our jobs a whole lot easier. I just tweeted a pic of the blocks and that many of the side roads are now impassable, so hopefully that’ll deter people from venturing out until the snow quiets down. Now, I’ll be here all night, monitoring things. Officers Franklin and Sergeant McClusky will be here in a couple of hours. Hartley and Stevens—you two man the front desk. How’s that sound?” 
 
    His fellow officers nodded in agreement. Brett and Kirby sat at their respective desks while Craig put on his coat. Chief Murphy caught up with Craig as he was about to head out the door. 
 
    “Craig?” 
 
    “Yes, Chief?” 
 
    “I need to ask a favor.” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “What you said about the old folks taking shelter in the senior center? I was wondering if you could do a wellness check on a couple of them that couldn’t possibly have made it out. One of them is Mary Clydelle. She lives all by herself up on Farm Brook Road, and I know for a fact she doesn’t drive and her family isn’t around to take care of her.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Chief,” Craig said. “Who’s the other?” 
 
    “Taylor Crane.” 
 
    Craig thought for a moment. “You mean that cat writer? The recluse who lives out on Route Four?” 
 
    “That’s the one. The man practically never steps foot outside his mansion. Doesn’t own a phone or a television. Hell, I don’t even think he drives anymore. Listen, do you think you could swing by and check on those two? See if they’re both all right?” 
 
    “Sure, Chief.” Erica’s going to kill me. “No problem.” 
 
    Chief Murphy patted Craig on the back. “Good man. I appreciate it.” 
 
    As Craig opened the door to the windy, wintry afternoon, he could have sworn he heard Brett Hartley whisper from across the room, “Kiss-ass.” 
 
    The wind and snow beat down on Craig as he walked to his car. That didn’t bother him, he was more concerned about the phone call to Erica. That was going to be dreadful, a conversation he did not want to have. But if he neglected to call Erica and just got home when he got home, she’d go insane with worry that would conclude with rage. The initial phone call was the lesser of the two evils. 
 
    Craig got in his car, turned on the ignition, and immediately jacked up the heat. Then he called Erica on his cellphone. 
 
    “Hello?” she said. 
 
    “Hi, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, Craig! Have you seen outside? Please tell me you’re coming home soon?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, honey.” 
 
    “Wh-why not?” 
 
    “I have to make an additional friendly house call to a couple of our senior citizens.” Craig imagined Erica shaking her head in frustration. 
 
    “Why do you have to do it? Can’t one of the airheads do it?” 
 
    “I’m doing what I’m being asked to do,” he said, frustrated. His wife’s annoying paranoia was driving him crazy. “Now, I’m sure all will be fine, and when it’s finished, I’ll head on home. I promise.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end. Then Erica said, “You’d better come straight home,” and hung up. 
 
    Craig stared out into the snowy afternoon, phone still pressed against his ear. He’d blown it. When the baby was born, maybe she’d shift her focus, he hoped so anyway. 
 
    Craig drove away from the police station, headed toward Mary Clydelle’s house first. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Taylor’s prisoners stepped away from the window, disgusted and horrified at what they had just witnessed. Mrs. Carter was crying uncontrollably. Mr. Carter wrapped his arms around his wife in an effort to comfort her but failed. She continued sobbing. 
 
    “A pity,” Taylor said softly as if he didn’t want anyone else to hear it. 
 
    Everyone heard it. “A pity?” Jim shouted. “That’s all you have to say? You’re one sick old fuck, you know that?” He wanted to wrap his hands around the elderly man’s neck and strangle him to death but thought better of it. What good would it do? They’d still be trapped in the mansion with the monster. 
 
    “I did warn her not to go into the cellar.” The insane old man left the room. 
 
    Once Taylor was out of earshot, Jim said, “Do you believe the nerve of this guy? He has absolutely no remorse.” 
 
    “Leave it alone,” Mr. Carter said. “He’s crazy. Always has been.” 
 
    “We need to go out there,” Jim said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We need to go out and collect Betsy’s remains. We’ll put them with…Jessica and our baby. Not just for proof of what happened here, but so we can properly bury her. She deserves that.” 
 
    “Jim, do you honestly think there is anything of Betsy left?” Mrs. Carter replied. 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    — 
 
    The back door to Taylor Crane’s mansion opened and the prisoners, all bundled up for the frigid weather, crept out into the stormy afternoon. The sky was a creepy gray, indicating the wind and snowfall weren’t letting up any time soon. Gusts blasted against them from all directions, drifting over Betsy’s prints and burying the path. 
 
    “Do you see her?” Mrs. Carter asked, trailing the rear.  
 
    Jim led, the obvious captain of the expedition. He stared ahead, trying to see anything, but could make out nothing so far, despite the fact they’d all seen where Betsy had fallen. He scanned the surroundings for the Catcreeper. With the snow blowing in every direction, it would be easy for the monster to silently sneak up on them.  
 
    “Look!” Mrs. Carter pointed. 
 
    Jim stared ahead: a small area was red on top of a cover of snow. Blood. The group hurried to the crimson-stained spot. It was Betsy’s blood, but no Betsy. The Catcreeper had devoured her entire body. 
 
    “Oh, God!” Mrs. Carter cried. 
 
    Her husband didn’t comfort her this time, just stared down at the bloody snow and shook his head. “Jesus Christ! We need to get out of here!” 
 
    Jim nodded in agreement. But where? He scanned their surroundings again, not so much in search of the Catcreeper, but seeking out a possible escape route. All he saw were woods stretching a far distance and completely covered in snow, which would make it even longer to walk to safety without freezing to death. 
 
    The plan would never work. As much as it pained him to admit, he knew in his heart they were still trapped. Jim’s and the Carters’ only option was to wait for the snow to cease. 
 
    Or for the Catcreeper to finish them off, one by one. 
 
    “Let’s head back in,” Jim said. “I’m cold.” 
 
    — 
 
    The Catcreeper watched the prisoners discover its handiwork. It didn’t know why it enjoyed that, but a smile grew on the monster’s face, something that rarely happened. 
 
    It ran into the woods and would continue running to work off its lunch, for supper tonight was going to be a feast. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Jim and the Carters assembled in the living room while Taylor was busy in the kitchen brewing a pot of tea. At one point, Jim said to the Carters that tea was the solution to all of Taylor’s problems, and that he thought it would ease their fears.  It didn’t. 
 
    Jim sat in a comfortable green and black armchair and the Carters sat together on a large blue sofa. The atmosphere in the room fit the situation. Only one lamp was lit, which gave little light. A French vanilla candle burned on a table near the kitchen door as both a light and a vigil for the two people who suffered the wrath of the Catcreeper. 
 
    With Taylor Crane out of the room, Jim said in a quiet voice, “Maybe there’s a way to stop it.” 
 
     “How, Jim?” Mr. Carter said. “This creature is abominable, relentless. How can we possibly fight it?”  
 
    Jim thought long and hard. It seemed hopeless. They couldn’t take the Catcreeper on, even together; the creature was too strong. They would be killed in an instant. He shook his head. “I don’t know, but we have to do something. We don’t have a gun, and I doubt I can get close to this thing with a butcher knife without getting mauled to death.” There was a brief silence while everyone tried to think. Jim suddenly brightened. “The book!”  
 
    “What book?” Mrs. Carter asked. 
 
    “That resurrection book Taylor used to raise his cat from the dead.” 
 
    “What about it?” Mrs. Carter said. 
 
    “Maybe we can summon that final flame or whatever to destroy the monster, like Taylor considered at one point?” 
 
    “Even if we could do it,” Mr. Carter interjected, “where do you suggest we find the it? For all we know, Taylor destroyed it years ago.” 
 
    “But what if he didn’t? What if it’s still here in the mansion? It may very well be our only shot at getting the hell out of here.” 
 
    — 
 
    Once teatime ended, Taylor announced he was going to get some writing accomplished. Jim and Mr. and Mrs. Carter watched him go and then took their chance to search the mansion for the book. They didn’t dare split up. They checked every possible hiding place. The living room had a bookshelf, but nothing with the title The Resurrection. Taylor had a small den adjacent to the living room and kitchen, but no dice. Finally, they silently crept upstairs and walked down the hallway until they came upon the door to the attic. 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Mrs. Carter said. “What if we come upon the creature?” 
 
    “Then we scream and hightail it the hell out of here,” Jim answered. He was ready to journey up into the attic with or without the Carters. He had a good feeling about this spot. Jim figured Taylor had only used the book once, and then hid the demonic tome in the attic so nobody would find it. 
 
    “Either way, honey, we have to stick together,” Mr. Carter whispered to his wife and she acquiesced. 
 
    They began their ascent. The old wooden stairs creaked, step by step. Jim felt it was appropriate, for he was definitely in an old horror movie situation—tourists trapped in a spooky old mansion and stalked by a crazed killer. 
 
    When they reached the attic, Jim glanced around first, then meandered his way about the room, the Carters following. It was like most other attics—a musty, dusty mess. Objects cluttered the floor. Old and obsolete lamps were stored on tables, as were boxes. Jim rounded a corner, which led to a window overlooking the snow-covered backyard. To his right stood a wooden bookcase littered with old and worn books. Paperbacks and hardbound, all tattered by time, as if abandoned in a forgotten age. Jim eyed the titles one by one: The Cat and the Mouse Go to Washington, How to take Care of Your Cat, and to top it off, Cats and You: Why Cats are So Important. 
 
    I can’t believe anyone actually published this crap! Jim thought, glancing at the many other titles occupying the bookshelf. One book seemed to stand out. It was worn like the rest, but the binding was different, big and leather. Jim grabbed it and then almost dropped it in fear. 
 
    Just like that, they’d found it. Almost as if it had wanted to be found. 
 
    The Resurrection. 
 
    “Take a look!”  
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Carter stood closer. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned!” Mr. Carter remarked. “We actually found the thing.” 
 
    “It’s just as he described it,” Mrs. Carter said. 
 
    Jim flipped through the pages to locate the original incantation. It took a moment but he finally found it under the chapter titled Reviving Dead Beings.  
 
    “Is that it?” Mr. Carter said. 
 
    Mrs. Carter was too paranoid to look in the book and kept glancing back to the door, fearing that damned creature would emerge and it would be game over for them. 
 
    “Give me a second,” Jim said. 
 
    “We may not have many seconds left,” Mr. Carter said. 
 
    “Don’t say that!” Mrs. Carter grasped her husband’s bicep as she spoke. 
 
    Jim read through until he found the spell. “Got it!” he said.  
 
    “You going to read it?” Mrs. Carter said. 
 
    “I’m thinking I’ll have to for it to work, right?” Mr. Carter had hard eyes on Jim. 
 
    “Okay, here goes nothing. I hereby banish the creature known on earth as Green forever. I summon the final flame to purify its soul.” 
 
    Silence, save for the fierce winds outside. 
 
    The group looked at one another. 
 
    “I don’t think it worked,” Mr. Carter said. 
 
    Jim was about to speak when a loud sound rang out, echoing throughout the mansion. 
 
    It was a scream of rage. They looked up from the book—and the Catcreeper hissed at them from across the room by the doorway—as if touching the book had summoned him. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” Mrs. Carter cried. “What should we do?” 
 
    “Get behind me,” Jim told them. 
 
    The Carters immediately stepped behind Jim. The Catcreeper crawled closer, its hiss growing louder, into a low yowl. The sight and smell of the monster made Jim want to vomit, but he held strong. 
 
    “No! Green!” a voice cried out. 
 
    It was Taylor Crane, standing behind the Catcreeper. Taylor stepped to the side and moved in front of Jim, right in the path of the monster. “You’ve just had your lunch. Leave these people be.” 
 
    Jim grabbed Taylor’s shoulder. “Mr. Crane, we must destroy this creature. We must finish the ritual!” 
 
    Taylor’s face suddenly twisted into a hellish grin. “Never!” With that, Taylor snatched the book from Jim’s hand and stepped back toward his monstrous friend. 
 
    “Mr. Crane, what are you doing?” Jim sneered at the old man, the man who’d taken his one true love and the child he’d never know. 
 
    Taylor tore the spell from the book, and threw the book to the floor. He looked to the group and grinned. Then he ripped the paper in half.  
 
    “No!” Jim wanted to strangle the old man, but held back. The monster would defend its master. 
 
    Jim’s jaw dropped as Taylor tore the paper to pieces, their only hope for survival gone. He flicked the torn pieces at the guests and said, “Show’s over. Let’s everyone go back downstairs.” 
 
    The Catcreeper bounded away and Taylor’s prisoners followed his orders. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    It was late in the afternoon. 
 
    Taylor lay in his bed with his arms folded across his chest. He thought about Green and what his pet had become over the years: a misunderstood and troubled being. That was all. He thought about what his beloved cat had done to poor Jessica Deveans, and her unborn baby. And the death of Betsy Travis. Green had chased the frightened woman out into the snowy afternoon and devoured her whole. A shame. She seemed to be a pleasant woman. 
 
    This was definitely not the Green that Taylor, as a young boy, had raised. That Green was a kind and loving cat that used to snuggle next to Taylor in bed in the morning, kneading at his legs to wake him for breakfast. The cat that used to love to fetch his ball of string, thrown by his master, the only one who ever loved him. The cat who used to enjoy bringing Taylor presents—dead mice—even though Taylor was disgusted by it, but always forgave him.   No, this was not Green. 
 
    Over the years, Taylor had had long conversations with Green. They discussed an array of subjects: sports, movies, theater, books, and even politics from time to time. Of course, Taylor did all the talking; Green either answered with a purr or a soft meow. Taylor even read Green his latest short story or book sale. “How would you like to hear the latest story featuring the greatest cat in the world, Green?” Taylor never admitted to himself that Green didn’t care. The Catcreeper had no interest in sports, movies, theater, or politics. He especially didn’t have an interest in books, even those featuring him as the star. 
 
    Taylor knew his pet was unhappy in his current state—that all he wanted was to be put out of his misery. Taylor selfishly would not do the deed. He couldn’t kill his cat. Green was all Taylor had for a friend, for a family. And as the old man lay in his bed, he decided that, in spite of what his pet had done, that was how it was going to be. 
 
    “But what happens when the storm ends, and my guests can finally leave?” he said, as he stared at the shadowy ceiling overhead. 
 
    What will they do?  
 
    Taylor knew exactly what they’d do: inform the police and have Taylor arrested for murder. The police would comb the mansion and discover his friend. Green would be destroyed once and for all, and Taylor would be locked away forever. Taylor would be alone. He couldn’t let this happen. If Green had to slaughter all of the guests to guarantee their safety, so be it. They were simply trespassers interrupting the lives of a man and his cat. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Night had settled over the mansion when Taylor’s guests heard a knock. Jim stared at Mr. and Mrs. Carter in shocked amazement. He stood and walked out of the kitchen to the front door. He opened it gently, trying to see if it was the Catcreeper lying in wait, while also avoiding the biting winds rushing through the crack. 
 
     Standing at the mansion’s front door was a six-foot, black-haired man wearing a badge on the front of his brown winter coat. The newcomer shivered, snow practically covering every inch of his body. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Officer Craig Stearns with the Fallsbury PD. How are you folks holding up?” the officer asked.  
 
    “Horrible,” Jim said and stepped aside. 
 
    Craig entered the mansion, followed by Jim. Mr. and Mrs. Carter walked over to them. 
 
    Mr. Carter extended his hand and Craig shook it. “We’re in big trouble, Officer. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Can’t we just go?” Mrs. Carter said. “I can’t stay in this place another minute.” 
 
    “Hold on. What kind of trouble are you folks in?” 
 
    “There’s a monster. Please, let’s just go, now!” Mrs. Carter said. 
 
    The officer frowned and then glanced at Jim. 
 
    “Okay, so we were all on a tour of Vermont when our bus broke down. We took shelter in this mansion where, over the course of a day, my wife, our unborn child, as well as our bus driver were murdered.” The words came out quickly and Jim’s face was red with strain. 
 
    Craig’s eyes went wide-eyed. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Officer,” Jim said, still trying to keep his emotions under control, “what we’re dealing with here is a part cat and part human monster.” 
 
    He regretted the last sentence after the words flowed out of his mouth. The officer’s jaw dropped, as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t. 
 
    He thinks we’re from the loony bin, all right! Jim thought to himself. Or from some cult! 
 
    “I’m sorry but…what?”  
 
    “It’s called the Catcreeper. I know you think we’re crazy, but it’s true—we all saw this creature holding my dead wife in its monstrous paws. We also saw our bus driver get devoured by this psychotic predator. You have to believe us.” Now Jim was seconds away from losing his temper completely. 
 
    “Hey, mister, I only came up here to check on Mr. Crane because of the blizzard. Us folks at the station know he lives up here in this big old mansion on this long stretch of road all by himself. We do not have time for pranks. Sick pranks especially.” 
 
    “He doesn’t live by himself and we’re not playing a prank on you, officer.” 
 
    Craig nodded his head as he stared at Jim, not really sure what he made of him. “Then prove it.” 
 
    “I’ll prove it to you.” Taylor Crane stood at the top of the front staircase. 
 
    Craig peered up at him and sighed. “You’re Taylor Crane?” 
 
    “Welcome to my home, Officer …?” 
 
    “Stearns. Do you mind telling me what the hell these people are talking about? 
 
    “I’d be delighted. Let’s go to the basement and you’ll know everything.” Crane seemed to grin. 
 
    “Oh god,” Mrs. Carter said, grabbing her husband’s hand for comfort. “Not that place.” She sobbed into his shoulder. Mr. Carter patted his wife’ arm gently. 
 
    “If Officer Stearns wants to know the truth, that’s where he will be.” 
 
    The officer shook his head gently. “This ought to be interesting.” 
 
    — 
 
    Taylor, Jim, and Mrs. Carter led Craig down the cellar stairs. As Craig descended, he saw claw marks running up and down the wall. The jagged marks were uneven, and some dug through the wall. The stairs creaked beneath Craig. Craig was beginning to realize that these people were crazy and at this rate, he’d never make it home for supper. 
 
    The scent hit them first and Craig grimaced. The cold breeze came next. When they finally reached the bottom of the stairs, Craig examined the room carefully. Dead animal parts scattered on the black rug. Blood—the officer assumed it was the animals’—stained the rug, the walls, even the ceiling. 
 
    An open cage rested on the rug along the right wall. Craig stiffened some. Something lived there: a mouse’s head lay on the wooden floor, completely hollowed. Its eyes had been chewed out, and blood splattered the floor. He knelt down for closer inspection. The odor from the head and blood made Craig woozy. Never in his life had he ever smelled or seen anything so horrible. He turned toward the group who, except for Taylor, had wrapped their arms around their chests. 
 
    “That was a bad idea.” Craig suddenly turned around at the sound of the voice behind him and saw Mrs. Carter stare at Jim, her face filled with concern. She whispered into his ear, “We shouldn’t have left John.” Jim whispered back that they needed a lookout in case the monster returned, or if anyone else showed up. Like more calvary. 
 
    “Wait a minute!” Taylor Crane shouted. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice this before. Look!” Taylor pointed to the door. Everyone turned. Snowflakes blew in from the backyard. Craig thought to himself that they would’ve been blowing in regardless of whether the door was shut or not, because it was busted in, barely hanging off its hinges.  
 
    “Oh my God!” Mrs. Carter cried. “John!” 
 
    Everyone bolted for the stairs. 
 
    — 
 
    Mr. Carter paced the living room in circles. He stopped by the large window overlooking the spacious backyard, his hand on his forehead in frustration. While he tried his best to stand guard, he had difficulty wrestling the many worries swimming around in his mind. He wanted nothing more than to sweep his wife safely away from this nightmarish mansion. 
 
    We should’ve made the officer take us to town and then he could’ve come back with an entire squad, he thought, and then said aloud, “But he needs to see it to believe us. Fool.” 
 
    The sound of frantic footsteps storming up the cellar stairs brought him back to the present. Mr. Carter turned his attention to the cellar just as the door burst open and his wife, Taylor, Jim, and Craig entered the living room, all in a panic. His wife flung her arms around her husband, weeping. 
 
    “Sally, my dear, what is it?” he said, patting his wife’s shoulders, comforting her. 
 
    “I was so worried. We can’t split—” 
 
    “Watch out!” Taylor shouted. 
 
    The Carters turned to discover the Catcreeper leaping into the snowy air and crashing through the window. Glass shattered onto Mr. and Mrs. Carter as they fell, bringing with it a gust of cold wind and a snow shower. Mrs. Carter slid away and crashed into a small end table. She slowly stood. Her husband remained where he fell, bleeding from the broken glass.  
 
    The Catcreeper bared its sharp teeth at Mr. Carter as it dropped to all fours. The Catcreeper crawled on the floor, arching its back, much like that of a normal cat. The monster snarled; its eyes narrowed, slobber dripping from its gaping mouth .  
 
    Mr. Carter heard Jim ask the officer, “Do you have a gun?” 
 
    Craig nodded and drew his weapon. He aimed and fired. 
 
    “No!” Taylor screamed in horror. 
 
    The Catcreeper leaped back, roaring in pain. It grabbed its shoulder. Blood seeped out of the wound and matted its fur. The creature turned and began inching its way toward the rest of the guests. Mr. Carter scrambled to his feet, limped a couple of steps, and reached for the monster’s neck. He grabbed a tuft of fur and yanked, trying to get the thing’s attention.  
 
    “John, no!” Mrs. Carter cried. 
 
    The Catcreeper swiped at Mr. Carter with a fur-covered arm, knocking him to the floor. The creature towered over the frightened man. 
 
    “Oh, God, somebody please help him,” Mrs. Carter wailed in terror. “For the love of God, help him!” 
 
    Mr. Carter was not a church-going man—never was—but he prayed to whatever God would listen for Officer Stearns to shoot the monster again, and to make the damn shot count.  
 
    The shot didn’t come. Craig sat against a wall screwing around with the clip of his gun. “Damned bullet’s jammed!” 
 
    As Mr. Carter backed away, the demonic predator crept forward. Mr. Carter’s heart beat faster and faster as the monster drew nearer. The broken glass beneath his palms dug painfully into the skin, and his knee burned from the fall. 
 
    As John staggered to his feet, the Catcreeper attacked. Its sharp claws pierced flesh as the man tried in vain to ward off the creature. He punched the monstrous entity as hard as he could but it did nothing to thwart it. The Catcreeper shoved him to the floor. Defeated, Mr. Carter finally surrendered and the Catcreeper’s sharp claws tore into his chest. Blood spurted from his mouth and his abdomen as he stole one last glance at his wife. 
 
    Mrs. Carter screamed for her husband. 
 
    The Catcreeper went on a rampage as it cradled tendrils of gore in its terrific maw. It tore through the walls, slashing with its claws. It knocked over the couch and the chairs, ripping the cushions apart, then raced toward the broken window. Craig finally freed the damaged round and popped the clip into the weapon. He took aim at the monster and fired. 
 
    Missed! 
 
    “Shit!” Craig said. 
 
     He aimed again at the creature but it jumped out the window into the dark and snowy night. 
 
    “What the hell was that thing?” Craig asked as Mrs. Carter rushed to her mutilated husband lying in a pool of blood. 
 
    “It’s a very long and complicated story,” Jim answered.  
 
    Craig got to his feet and hurried for the door. Jim followed him. 
 
    “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Craig asked. 
 
    “I’m going with you. Figured you’d need an extra hand.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’m not in the business of getting innocent bystanders killed.” 
 
    “Listen! This monster killed my wife and unborn child. I need to see it destroyed. Now, I’m coming with you, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    This guy definitely has guts, Craig thought. “All right, I get it, but you better stay close—and don’t do anything stupid. You got that?” 
 
    Jim nodded. Craig got on the radio and spoke to the police dispatcher. “This is Officer Stearns. We have a…ah…situation unfolding. A dangerous predator is on the loose. I need all available units to be on the lookout for a…” Craig looked at Jim, who just shrugged. 
 
    “Lookout for what?” said the police dispatcher, Marcey. 
 
    Craig didn’t have time for a back and forth. He just shook his head—everyone at the station would think he was off his rocker—and said, “A really pissed off cat!” He ended the conversation. 
 
    Craig opened the front door and he and Jim stepped out into the night, leaving Taylor and a sobbing Mrs. Carter alone in the mansion. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    The Catcreeper stampeded through the snow-filled woods, fleeing its pursuers. The creature moved on instinct—but where could it go? Where could it hide? In a cave? No, the monster knew all too well that would be the first place its enemies would search. It had to flee to the one place they would never look, but it could still find a temporary haven. 
 
    Town. 
 
    The Catcreeper searched the recesses of Dermond’s mind for any possible hiding spots. There was the old church on Farnhaven Road, but it was too far away. The men with guns might catch up to it by then.  
 
    Bang! 
 
    A bullet ripped into a dying birch tree next to the Catcreeper. Many more bullets rang out but they either whizzed past him, missing him by mere inches, or he leaped away from them. He was a skilled dodger, having learned the ultimate lesson that got him killed the first time around. 
 
    The monster hissed in anger but did not turn to face its pursuers. Instead, it took a right and headed up the highway. Its destination: the nearest house, and pity the poor homeowners inside. 
 
    — 
 
    “Shit, I missed!” Craig said. 
 
    Craig had managed to get another shot off, missing by a mere foot. The two men gazed around the wintry forest, snow piling about them and spattering their faces in the fierce wind. 
 
    “Do you see it?” Jim asked. 
 
    Craig shook his head. “No, I lost it.” 
 
    “Where did it go?” 
 
    Craig thought hard for a moment. “It banked right. But why the hell would it go…oh, shit!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Panic engulfed the young police officer’s face. “The son of a bitch is heading into town!” 
 
    — 
 
    The Catcreeper came upon Orchard Drive—at least, according to Dermond’s memories. It couldn’t deduce why it remembered this particular street, and it didn’t care to delve deeper. It had more pressing matters to deal with. The monster ventured down the dark, snowy, deserted street. It looked from side to side at the houses lining the neighborhood. Most of them had their lights on. The Catcreeper couldn’t decide which one to hide out in. Any house would do, just until the coast was clear and it could disappear for good. 
 
    The creature sensed…something, emanating from one of the houses. It had sensed this before, in the young woman it had slaughtered the previous night. What did they call her?  
 
    Jessica!  
 
    The expectant mother. The monster sensed the same thing again: two heartbeats in one body. A woman and…a fetus.  
 
    And it smelled good.  
 
    Nourishing. 
 
    The Catcreeper had discovered its hiding spot. 
 
    And a snack. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Erica had waited for Craig long enough: it was already seven and her husband still wasn’t home. Sitting in a recliner in her living room and watching TV was not easing her frustration. She wanted Craig here beside her, safe and sound. Erica had a good mind to drive down to the police station and give the squad room holy hell, but the horrible conditions squashed the idea. 
 
    The safer method would be to call them and vent her anger. 
 
    Erica turned off the TV and walked to the accent chest by the staircase.  She grabbed the telephone and dialed the station. She was thrilled when Chief Murphy answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Fallsbury Police, this is Chief Murphy. How may I help you?” 
 
    “Chief Murphy, it’s Erica Stearns.” 
 
    “Oh, hi, Erica. How are you faring in this storm?” 
 
    “Not well, Chief.” Erica thought she was going to burst into tears, she was so nervous. “Craig still isn’t home and it’s been hours since I last spoke with him.” 
 
    “I know,” the chief said, and if Erica could have reached through the receiver and strangled him, she would’ve. “Look, I didn’t want to alarm you, but Craig sent a call through our dispatch about a half an hour ago.” 
 
    And now you decide to tell me? 
 
    “Oh, my God! Is he all right?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you’re not sure?” 
 
    “He didn’t sound like himself at all. He was reporting that there was a murderer on the loose and that it was…” 
 
    “A what?” The suspense was killing her. 
 
    She heard Chief Murphy inhale deeply over the phone. “An angry cat.” 
 
    “What?” She was ready to lose it.  
 
    “Erica?” Chief Murphy’s voice brought her back to reality. 
 
    “Where—?” 
 
    Click! 
 
    The phone went dead as the lights abruptly went out. Erica stood alone in her living room. The only sound was the wind blowing outside in the dark and snowy street. 
 
    The storm must’ve knocked down the lines.  
 
    Erica carefully walked into the kitchen, fished around in a drawer, and pulled out a flashlight, praying the battery still worked; it hadn’t been used in ages. Erica clicked the flashlight on and sighed in relief when a beam of light glowed a bluish swatch over the cabinets and open drawer. 
 
    She returned to the living room and slowly ascended the staircase. When she reached the top of the stairs, she stopped and grabbed her belly. She felt a kick. 
 
    Bad time to start playing around, kiddo. 
 
    Erica entered her room and crept to her nightstand. She picked up her cellphone and dialed the station again. 
 
    “Fallsbury Police, this is Chief Murphy.” 
 
    “Chief, it’s Erica again. Both the power and phone lines went out.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve been getting a lot of reports of power outages. I’ll send a message off to the hydro guys to get an electrical crew out to your area as soon as I can. But, as you can see, it’s pretty bad out there. It might take a while.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Listen, I’m not sure what’s going on with what Craig said, I think it’s very possible Marcey misheard him. As a precaution, I’ve dispatched other officers to aid in…whatever it is Craig saw. If I can reach him again, I’ll tell him to head on home. He’s done enough today already. How does that sound?” 
 
    Erica sighed in relief. “Oh, that would be great.” 
 
    Crash! 
 
    Glass shattered explosively downstairs. She gasped in horror and almost dropped the phone and spun on her heels. Cold air wafted up the stairs and through the open bedroom door.  
 
    “What was that? Erica, is everything all right?” 
 
    Erica didn’t hear anything the chief had said, but cupped her free hand to her mouth in fear. Something was moving downstairs.  
 
    Whatever had crashed through the window was now moving throughout the living room. She heard more crash noises, they sounded like furniture being overturned. Then she heard a tearing sound as if the intruder were slashing at the walls. Whoever was in the house emitted bizarre cries: inhuman grunts and what sounded to Erica like cat hisses. 
 
    “Erica!” Chief Murphy said still on the other end. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Erica dropped to a clumsy squat. “There’s an intruder downstairs,” Erica whispered nervously. 
 
    “I’ll dispatch officers to your house. Can you find a safe place to hide and a weapon of some kind, in case you need to defend yourself?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yes, you can. I’ll stay on the line with you.” 
 
    “O…okay.” 
 
    Still fraught with worry and terror, Erica searched for a weapon. She tiptoed to Craig’s bureau. She rummaged through the drawers. The top drawer held a mishmash of items, from buttons he seldom wore, to old business cards, to even older student IDs; stuff he should have trashed years ago. Nothing that could be used as a weapon. The second and third drawers were no better—they were all stuffed with clothes. 
 
    What Erica wanted was a gun.  
 
    Bingo!  
 
    As much as she protested originally, Craig had won the argument. Craig kept a spare Glock in the house. Luckily for her, he kept it in his own walk-in closet in the bedroom. 
 
    Slowly, Erica crossed to the closet. She rifled through the endless chaos of shoes, shirts, and pants littering the floor. God forbid he should clean this closet! She finally found what she was looking for on the top rack in between a pair of workout sneakers. She gripped the weapon tightly, the phone in her other hand, stood, and walked out of the closet. 
 
    “Hissssssss!” 
 
    The intruder! Erica shook her head. The sound was godawful, disgustingly moist and animalistic. She didn’t know what was down there. Was it a human making the monstrous hisses to scare Erica out of her mind? It was doing a great job. Or was it a wild animal, emerged from the forest scrounging for food? She didn’t know, which only intensified her fear and frustration. 
 
    Creak! Creak! Erica gasped: footsteps on the staircase. 
 
    “Oh, God!” 
 
    “Erica, I want you to stay in the house,” Chief Murphy said on the other end of the phone. “Barricade yourself in a closet or the bathroom. I alerted my dispatcher, and she’s sent officers to your house. Help is on the way.” 
 
    Erica made her decision. She crossed the room and entered her bathroom, slowly closing the door behind her and locking it. She stepped into the tub and sat down. 
 
    A roar emanated from out in the hallway. The intruder had reached the top of the stairs and was snarling at the top of its lungs. She heard the tearing of wood and then silence. 
 
    Erica breathed heavily, her heart pounding a mile a minute. The bedroom door opened. The floorboards creaked as the intruder walked across the room. She closed her eyes as she said to herself, “Please don’t come in here. Please don’t come in here.” 
 
    Smash! 
 
    “Erica, is it close?” the chief said. 
 
    Erica leaped back in fright from the sound. She opened her eyes, dropped her cellphone, and screamed in absolute horror as the intruder smashed into the door. The wood thumped and reverberated until it splintered. A fur-covered hand reached through the hole, its claws hungry for her flesh. The creature retracted its paw and punched another hole in the door, then tore apart shards of wood, until it finally stepped inside the small bathroom. 
 
    The terrified mother-to-be stared at the monstrosity that stood across from her. It was a cat creature that walked like a human.  
 
    Craig was right! They hadn’t misheard! 
 
     She screamed again. 
 
    “Erica! Erica!” Chief Murphy’s tiny voice came from the dropped cell phone. 
 
    The terrified woman slammed the sliding door shut. The Catcreeper’s clawed paw smashed the glass, and Erica shielded her face and head with her hands as the shards fell. 
 
    The Catcreeper towered over Erica. The creature lowered its hands, a claw pointing at her belly. Erica then realized it knew what was inside of her and that it wanted the fetus. 
 
    “No!” Erica shook her head. “You won’t kill my baby!” 
 
    The Catcreeper crouched for the attack. Erica raised the gun and fired. Click! Click! Click! Nothing happened.  
 
    It’s not loaded!  
 
    Erica couldn’t believe her error. She was so frightened at her situation she forgot to check the magazine. 
 
    The Catcreeper swung its arm in back of itself to swipe at the horrified woman when voices bounded from downstairs. 
 
    “Mrs. Stearns? This is the police! Mrs. Stearns, are you okay? 
 
    I’m saved. 
 
    “I’m upstairs! Please, help me!” 
 
    The Catcreeper darted out of the bathroom. 
 
    — 
 
    Jim was quickly running out of breath. The snow beat ferociously against his shivering body. He didn’t care. He just wanted to see this monster, the thing that had forever changed his once happy life, destroyed for good.  
 
    “How are you holding up back there?” Craig asked as they trudged up a snow-covered path that led to town. 
 
    “F—fine!” Jim answered, panting. “Do you see it?” 
 
    “No. I lost the damn thing!” 
 
    “Me too. I don’t know where it is.” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, it was heading toward Main Street.” 
 
    Craig suddenly stopped. Jim caught up with him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I live right around the corner from there.” He scanned the snowy street for footfalls. He didn’t hear anything, but he spied an unusual set up footprints several feet up ahead. They were a cat’s paw print. A large cat’s paw print. He then thought of Erica, home all alone. 
 
    — 
 
    “Mrs. Stearns is in trouble!” Brett said. Both he and Kirby stood in front of Craig and Erica’s house. The front window was all smashed to hell in. Glass shards lay on the sill and glittered in the snow. 
 
    The two officers were having a great blizzard up until a half an hour ago. They had been on their way back to Thornton’s Bakery for a much-deserved coffee break when they’d received a call from Marcey stating there was a possible murderer on the loose. Chief Murphy was dispatching any and all available units to comb the town. Then, they received another dispatch from Marcey stating there was an intruder at 110 Orchard Drive, and the suspect was still on the scene. Marcey also informed them that Sergeant McClusky was on his way.  
 
    “Ya think!” Kirby said. 
 
    “We better get in there,” Brett said. “Be a shame if something happened to that fine piece of tail.” 
 
    Kirby glared at his partner. “Are you insane? Should wait for the sergeant.” 
 
    “Fuck McClusky!” Brett said. “McClusky’s an ass. Besides, we take down the perp, it’ll be momentous for us.” 
 
    “Yeah, or it could get our asses canned.” 
 
    “What? Are you a pansy? Gotta always do the right thing? You heard her. She was screaming her fucking head off. 
 
    Kirby shrugged. 
 
    “You can do whatever the hell you want, but I’m going in,” Brett said. 
 
    Kirby thought a moment. “Fuck it. Let’s go.” 
 
    Brett smiled at his partner. “That’s what I’m talking about! And who knows? We save the babe, maybe she’ll reward us after she has the babe? Catch my drift?” 
 
    Kirby smiled and said, “Fuck yeah!”  
 
    Brett climbed onto the windowsill; thankful he wore gloves because it was easy to brush the broken glass off to the side. He hopped down inside and surveyed the room. Slash marks tore up the wallpaper, chairs were overturned and broken, and the couch across from him had been ripped apart. 
 
    “Jesus,” Brett whispered as Kirby joined him. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on here?” was all Kirby said. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I don’t like it.” 
 
    The two officers drew their Glocks and searched the room.  
 
    “Mrs. Stearns, where are you?” Brett called. He walked over by the staircase. He turned to Kirby, but Kirby had mysteriously disappeared. “Kirby?” 
 
    No response.  
 
    “Dude, let’s stay together…”  
 
    Brett heard sniffling from upstairs. “Mrs. Stearns? This is the police. Is that you?” 
 
    He’d started his ascent when he heard a thud. Brett spun, gun drawn but saw no one. “Kirby?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Dude, stop dicking around!” 
 
    Brett walked down the stairs to the living room. He checked behind the overturned couch. Nothing. He peered into a closet. No sign of Kirby, just jackets hung up on two opposite racks and snow boots resting on the floor. His partner was gone and the seconds were becoming a minute. He was about to head into the kitchen when he noticed an odd object out of the corner of his left eye. Brett stalked to the object, telling himself it couldn’t be what he knew it was. He dropped the gun on the floor and cupped his mouth to stifle an incipient scream, but no scream came. Only tears. 
 
    Brett gazed down at Kirby’s severed head. Kirby’s eyes gazed up at him in fright, his mouth agape in horror: he’d been beheaded while staring at his killer.  
 
    But who could have done this? And so quickly and efficiently? 
 
    The frightened cop heard a sudden hiss. He turned and came face to face with the Catcreeper. Just like his best friend and former partner, Brett went wide-eyed, his mouth open to scream, but he never made a sound. The Catcreeper thrust its claws right through Brett’s neck and quickly retracted them as they hooked arteries and veins. Gore spurted from Brett’s gutted throat. He fell to the floor, dying in a pool of blood. 
 
    — 
 
    Erica still sat in the bathtub. She heard the slaughter of Craig’s fellow deputies and it made her sick to her stomach. Erica prayed that whatever was terrorizing her was finished and would move on. 
 
    She soon heard the steps creak again as the creature ascended the staircase, and cursed God for not answering her prayers. Its hisses were now replaced by angry snarls. 
 
    She closed her eyes. 
 
    — 
 
    The Catcreeper slowly climbed the staircase, its victims’ blood dripping from its whiskers and claws. The creature was still hungry—hungry for the flesh of the woman in the bathroom, and the fetus in her womb. 
 
    The creature reached the head of the staircase, walked down the small hallway, and entered the bedroom. Its claws extended in an attack position, the Catcreeper stepped into the bathroom and faced the pregnant woman. The woman no longer held her weapon. 
 
    She just screamed. 
 
    — 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Help me!” The screams, though low, echoed down the dark street. 
 
    “Christ!” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “That’s my wife!” 
 
    Craig and Jim picked up the pace, but the snow slowed them down. They stomped through the drifting accumulation. When they finally arrived, Craig gasped in horror at his broken window. He looked at Jim. Both men knew what had crashed through the front window. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Craig said, climbing on the windowsill and hopping into the living room. “Erica!” he shouted. “Erica, where are you!” 
 
    — 
 
    Erica picked up the gun again, even though she knew it wouldn’t do her any good. She threw the weapon and it struck the Catcreeper in the chest and fell to the floor, the monster never flinching. The monster continued inching toward her, as if her terror was an appetizer, saliva dripping from its grotesque mouth, claws outstretched. 
 
    “Please, leave me alone!” Erica begged. 
 
    Her pleas went unheeded. The Catcreeper still came for her. It crouched to spring—when a man’s voice startled it. 
 
    “Get the hell away from her!” 
 
    “Craig?” Erica said, surprised to see her husband. He was at the door, gun raised and pointed at the monster. 
 
    “Honey, just stay put, okay?” 
 
    The Catcreeper spun, hissing menacingly. Craig pulled the trigger. Click! Click! Click! The chamber was empty. 
 
    “Shit!” Craig muttered. Must have lost count firing at the thing in the woods. 
 
    The Catcreeper lunged at the frightened police officer. The cop leaped sideways into the bedroom as the creature smashed into the wall. It fell to the tiled floor, blood dripping from its cut face. Jim burst into the room and helped Craig to his feet.  
 
    “What the hell happened?” Jim asked. 
 
    “I’m out of bullets!” Craig answered, annoyed and scared. 
 
    “What’re we going to do?” 
 
    Craig turned and stared at a dazed Catcreeper as it got to its feet. Its green eyes locked onto Craig’s, filled with anger and hatred. 
 
    Craig knew there was nothing else they could do except, “Run!” 
 
    The Catcreeper followed. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Back at the mansion, Taylor brought in a tray of tea and cookies for himself and Mrs. Carter, who still knelt by the body of her murdered husband. He didn’t know what else to do. “Can I pour you a cup of tea?” was all he could say. 
 
    Mrs. Carter sniffled a tear, never taking her hand away from her face. “No,” she said simply. 
 
    Taylor nodded and sat on the couch. He poured himself a cup and gently sipped its hot contents. He stared at Mrs. Carter and shook his head in sadness and frustration. Just moments before, Taylor witnessed his friend slaughter a man. The man sacrificed his own life in order to save others, particularly his wife. 
 
    Taylor glanced at his front window, surveying the chaos and destruction caused by the Catcreeper. His best friend did all of this. Green. But Taylor knew in his heart it wasn’t all Green. It wasn’t Green’s fault he was now a bloodthirsty monster. That had been Taylor’s doing, and at that moment Taylor finally realized the horrible truth—Green was now an unstoppable killing machine. This was no way for his beloved cat to live. 
 
    The old man stood and walked to the broken window. Snowflakes drifted in and blew on his face, but he didn’t mind. The cold never bothered him. It suited his miserable lifestyle. A lifestyle he’d chosen. 
 
    But not anymore. 
 
    Taylor nodded in resignation and began speaking the ritual to rid the world of this monster—his best friend.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Jim and Craig raced down the stairs, the Catcreeper right on their tails. They entered the living room and looked for the best escape route. They could exit via the front door, the kitchen, or the basement; every route led to the cold and stormy night.  
 
    The Catcreeper bounded down the staircase, its paws stomping on each step with a loud thud to accentuate its anger. Its thunderous meow was a mixture of pain and searing rage. 
 
     Craig stopped in the middle of the living room, glancing back at the staircase in fear. Erica was still up there, probably scared out of her mind. He couldn’t leave her there. 
 
    Jim snapped the officer back to reality. “We need to get the hell out of here! That damn thing’s coming!” 
 
    “Erica’s still up there.” 
 
    “But if it’s after us, then she’s safe.” 
 
    Good point, Craig thought. 
 
    The hissing grew louder. Both men turned. The Catcreeper crouched at the foot of the stairs. It bared its fangs at Jim and Craig, who stood dead in their tracks, defenseless. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Craig said. 
 
    “Freeze!” a voice boomed. 
 
    Jim and Craig turned to see a man in the front hallway. He was a big man, broad-shouldered, with a goatee that was beginning to gray. He was dressed in a thick winter coat and wore a knit hat that read FVTPD. In his hands he gripped an AR-15. It was aimed at the Catcreeper. 
 
    “McClusky,” Craig said. “Great timing.” 
 
    “What the hell…?” the sergeant said, confused by the monstrosity in front of him. 
 
    “Sarge, shoot him!” Craig shouted. 
 
    Sergeant McClusky either didn’t hear him or was too scared and confused to act, because the seasoned cop just stood in Green’s tracks, eyes wide in horror. The creature rushed the frozen officer. As McClusky came to and raised the weapon to fire, the creature whacked it out of his hand, and rammed its claws through the sergeant’s chest, the sharp ends protruding out the back. McClusky grabbed the Catcreeper’s shoulders and whacked the creature on its head with his hands, but it was futile. The creature opened its mouth wide and clamped down on the cop’s neck. It tore a chunk of flesh away and gulped the chewed off skin—blood, arteries, and gore—down its throat. 
 
    The creature retracted its claws from the sergeant’s stomach. Intestines spilled out onto the floor and the cop’s eyes closed and his head dropped to his chest. 
 
    It tossed the dead cop aside. McClusky landed on the coffee table and toppled to the floor, blood still spraying from his exposed neck. 
 
    “We need a weapon, and now!” Craig looked around for anything they could use to defend themselves against the creature. His eyes went to the fireplace. Off to the side stood an oval-shaped, ceramic pot, containing a small selection of fireplace tools—including a poker. He nudged Jim, and motioned to the fireplace, and both men slowly backed toward it, never taking their eyes off the menacing monster. 
 
    Nor did the Catcreeper take its eyes from Jim and Craig, following their every move. It inched closer to the two men, swishing its tongue from side to side, salivating the delectable snacks in front of it. Blood dribbled down its furry chin onto the carpet. The wind that continued to blow in from the street wafted the rotten odor of McClusky’s spilled intestines in the men’s direction. They covered their mouths and noses in revulsion.  
 
    Jim grabbed the poker and swung it out in front of him. The Catcreeper swatted its clawed hand in defense to try and whack the weapon from Jim’s grip. Jim was not deterred, thrusting the poker at the monster as if fencing. The monster flailed, batting the poker out of Jim’s hands. It landed on the floor by the windowsill, too far away to make an attempt to retrieve it. 
 
    “Oh, crap!” Jim said. 
 
    “We need to run,” Craig said, his hands held in a fighter’s stance. 
 
    They made a dash for the kitchen just as the Catcreeper arched its arms out to envelop Jim. The monster missed by an inch, lost its footing, and crashed to the floor. Craig and Jim rushed to the door leading to the backyard. Craig grabbed the handle, unlocked it, and pulled. It wouldn’t open. Craig yanked again and again, but no dice. 
 
    “The doorknob’s frozen. Damn thing won’t open.” 
 
    Just then, they heard a soft purr behind them. Both men turned to stare at the Catcreeper. The creature crouched in the kitchen archway. It lunged at the two frightened men—but suddenly flailed its arms and legs in mid-flight and fell to the floor. 
 
    Jim and Craig looked at each other, puzzled. They then looked at the... 
 
    — 
 
    “I implore you, God’s of darkness!” Taylor’s voice shouted in Green’s inner ear. “Send this creature of pain and death back to the hell from which it came! Green. Come home.” 
 
    Even though it knew the sound of its master’s voice, his master’s intentions drove it mad. Master was going to destroy him. Many years ago, the Catcreeper would’ve been grateful for this, to be rid of this existence. However, over the last couple of days, it had acquired a taste for human flesh and pain, more than ever since its rebirth. It relished in the chase. No way was its weak master going to take this away from him! 
 
    The Catcreeper grabbed its head, shaking it from side to side. It snarled at the room, but it did no good. Its master was not here. He was home. With the woman whose husband it had slaughtered but an hour earlier. 
 
    The Catcreeper smiled eerily, then dropped to all fours, leaped into the air, and flew through the broken living room window. It dashed across the snow-covered street and entered the woods it knew so well from its many nightly runs. 
 
    The Catcreeper was returning home. 
 
    — 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Craig asked. 
 
    “It almost looked like it was angry or afraid of something that wasn’t there,” Jim said. 
 
    “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “Crazy’s pretty popular at the moment.” 
 
    Jim paced the room, thinking. Erica slowly emerged from upstairs. She walked across the living room, trying to avoid the pieces of glass, and embraced Craig. 
 
    “Oh, Craig. What was that thing?” 
 
    “A monster, sweetheart. But it’s gone.” 
 
    Jim turned to Craig. “I have a strange feeling that it’s going home.” 
 
    Craig’s eyes grew wide. “Mrs. Carter! She’s still there.” 
 
    Jim nodded. Erica shook her head, knowing what her husband’s intentions were. “No. You’re not going after that thing.” 
 
    “Honey, if this guy’s right, there’s an innocent woman who may be in danger. I have to go. Do you understand?” 
 
    Erica fell silent. Jim could tell by her look that she did understand but was still so afraid of losing her husband. Erica nodded. “You just come home, you hear me?” 
 
    Craig hugged his wife and kissed her. Then he extracted a magazine from his gun belt and loaded his Glock. He walked over to Brett’s dead body. Erica moaned at the sight. Craig knelt down by the fallen police officer, took Brett’s cruiser keys, and walked over to Jim. 
 
    “You ready, partner?” 
 
    “You’re damn right I am.” 
 
    “Language,” Erica chimed in an almost humorous tone, obviously trying to lighten the mood. “We still have a baby in the room. A baby that needs a father.” 
 
    Jim nodded and the two left the house via the front door. They hopped in the cruiser. Craig turned on the ignition and said to Jim, “Let’s do this.” 
 
    They drove off into the stormy night for one final showdown at Taylor Crane’s mansion. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Taylor waited patiently by the broken window, the snow beating ferociously at him. He folded his arms across his chest and shivered. Taylor wanted to see Green emerge from the woods. He knew his best friend, his monster, would not be happy, but this was the right thing to do. 
 
    From far across the snow-covered street, Taylor heard a ferocious snarl. A smile formed on his face. His friend was returning home for good. Taylor backed from the window as the Catcreeper pranced across the front lawn. It leaped through the broken window and stared at its master, who now stood by Mrs. Carter and her dead husband. Mrs. Carter gasped and held her husband tighter as if somehow this would protect her. 
 
    “Welcome home, Green,” Taylor said to his cat. 
 
    The Catcreeper let out a low growl. 
 
    “I did wrong by you, my friend. And for that, I’m truly sorry. I only wanted your companionship, and what I brought back was a monster. I knew for quite some time that it wasn’t just you inhabiting your body, but Dermond as well.”  
 
    Green took a step closer. 
 
    “Hello, Dermond. The old witch’s book did not divulge everything. Instead of truly removing you from this earth and my life, your soul was infused with Green’s. It is you who has been punishing me all these years. I hate to admit it, but I deserved it. Do what you will to me, but leave this poor woman, and all those who may enter this mansion and our land, in peace.” 
 
    Taylor was lying, of course. He had no intention of sparing Green’s life. It had to be destroyed. 
 
    The crunch of tires on snow penetrated from outside, catching the attention of everyone in the room. Moments later the front door opened and in stepped Jim and Craig. 
 
    “Everyone get back!” Craig ordered. 
 
    The Catcreeper roared in fury. 
 
    Craig fired, but the Catcreeper dodged the bullet. Craig fired again, the bullet striking the monster in the leg. It wailed in pain as it leaped onto the wall and scaled the living room at top speed. Craig continued to fire, spinning around as the monster crawled on the high ceiling. 
 
    Click! 
 
    “Shit!” Craig said. The chamber was empty. “Not again.” 
 
    Thump! The Catcreeper landed in front of the police officer, grabbed him by the neck, and raised him off the floor. Craig batted at the monster with his hands, but it did no good. The Catcreeper was too strong and wasn’t letting go.  
 
    “Green, do you want to play with your ball of string?” 
 
    The Catcreeper immediately dropped Craig, who fell to the floor gasping for air. All eyes turned to Taylor, now standing by the cellar door. Taylor held a large, frayed ball of string in one hand; with the other, he held a lighted candle.  
 
    “Go and save yourselves,” Taylor pleaded with his remaining guests. To the Catcreeper: “Green, my beloved cat. Do you want to play?” 
 
    A memory formed in Green’s head. It began to remember when he was alive, and his young master, the only person he knew that ever cared about him, would throw him the ball of string…the ball of string that had gotten him killed! 
 
    The Catcreeper turned to its master, waiting by the cellar door. Warily, it limped toward Taylor. 
 
    — 
 
    As Taylor distracted the Catcreeper, Jim grabbed a sobbing Mrs. Carter. The two walked over to Craig, who still knelt on the floor. “Are you okay?” Jim asked. 
 
    Craig only nodded, still trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Then let’s get the hell out of here!” 
 
    Craig stood and Jim got between him and Mrs. Carter. Slowly, the three people walked out of Taylor Crane’s mansion into the cold and stormy night. 
 
    — 
 
    The Catcreeper was a few feet from Taylor. Taylor held out the candle so his beloved cat could see what he was doing. Opening the cellar door, he threw the candle down the stairs. The candleholder—which was in the shape of a black cat—with a large red candle sticking up from the base, broke upon impact. The cat rug at the foot of the staircase ignited, but it was only a small flame; nothing a little water couldn’t douse. 
 
    Taylor uttered the remaining words to the spell: “Let the flame envelop me for my crimes. For Green—I summon the final flame to purify your soul.” 
 
    The small flame erupted with such force it spread from the rug to the curtains hiding a window overlooking the backyard. The floor soon became a swirling inferno of orange flames.  
 
    “Now, at last Green, we can be at peace!” 
 
    “Mrrow,” the Catcreeper said, staring at its master. Even though Taylor had heard Green meow at him before, this time it sent a chill down his spine. 
 
    Taylor lunged forward and grabbed the Catcreeper’s arms. The Catcreeper, sensing it was about to be harmed, seized Taylor and pushed forward. Both monster and master tumbled down the stairs into the flames. Taylor was killed in an instant, his neck snapping upon impact, but his best friend suffered the most, hissing in pain as flames burned its body. Soon enough, there was nothing left of Taylor Crane and the Catcreeper but their bones. 
 
    — 
 
    The fire spread rapidly throughout the entire mansion. Windows shattered as flames engulfed the first and second floors. The fire spread to the living room, burning the Oriental rug and pealing the paint from the walls. When the fuse box in the cellar went up in flames, sparks sizzled. The staircase lit and the ceiling fixtures began sparking. 
 
    Even if the fire department had arrived in time, no amount of water was enough to put out the blazing inferno that was rampaging its way through Taylor Crane’s mansion. 
 
    Jim, Mrs. Carter, and Craig gazed at the burning mansion. Craig shook his head. Mrs. Carter cupped her mouth with her hand and sobbed, while Jim looked contented. He nodded—justice had finally been served. 
 
    Craig shook his head. “My god.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Jim said. 
 
    Mrs. Carter said, “Yes. Let’s get away from here. Please.” She touched the back passenger’s side window with her hand, and rested her head against the glass. 
 
    Craig put the car into ignition and they drove off into the darkness of the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
     A crowd of people gathered the next morning across the street from Taylor Crane’s mansion. The huge structure was now in ruins. Smoke still seeped from the burnt ground. Nothing was salvageable. 
 
    People stared in mourning for the beloved and famous cat author. Some were neighbors from down the road. Others clutched copies of Taylor’s books, as if holding them would preserve their memories of him.  
 
    One woman, however, stood out from the crowd. She was old and weathered, with gray-streaked hair. When she spoke, it came out very hoarse: “That’s too bad. He was such a nice young man.” She smiled that sweet and mischievous smile. 
 
    Wind picked up again, strong enough to kick up snow from the drifts. As people shielded themselves from the freakish event—some taking cover behind the two police cars and two fire trucks that remained at the scene—unbeknownst to them, the snow enveloped a still smiling Tabitha Cravits. When the wind ceased and the snow fell once again to the ground, the old witch had vanished.  
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