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Chapter 1


[bookmark: _Toc42713192]She knew. 
It was absurd. Impossible…and yet she knew. It would be the same. A scene guaranteed to haunt her dreams and ensure her waking hours be spent fighting the desire to slip into oblivion. 
The first indication that something was wrong was the gaping hole where the Hadley’s front door used to stand. Only the hinges remained. Natalie shivered as she spoke to the air. “Insane. This isn’t right. Talk about one impossibly precise gust of wind.” She poked her head inside and called, “Mr. Hadley? Mrs. Hadley? Aiden?” 
There was no answer. A second indication that more than bad weather had ripped apart a once peaceful space. She glanced back at her own house as if to confirm it hadn’t disappeared during the time she’d made her way across broken branches strewn across the connecting yards. At that precise moment, the lights in her upstairs bedroom flickered for a brief moment, then all went black, making this the third power outage in the last forty minutes.
 Natalie gripped her flashlight tighter and forced herself to turn away from the front door, retrace her steps to the yard, then head for the back of the Hadley’s house. She took a moment to call emergency services in case of what were doubtless injuries suffered by anyone in the house when the tornado hit.
[bookmark: _Toc42713193]She dialed 9-1-1 and received a prompt response from the dispatcher.
[bookmark: _Toc42713194]“Moon Valley Police. This is Kenisha. Who’s callin’ and what’s the emergency?”
“Hi, Kenisha. Um. This is Ms. Starr. I’m out on County Road Forty-three. It’s the cul-de-sac by the pond leading to the Terrapin River. The one with only three houses. Anyway, my place is fine but my neighbors...Craig and Emma Hadley...well their house has suffered some damage from a roof collapse and I’m afraid they might be hurt. The front door doesn’t exist anymore and I’m not getting any answer when I call out.” She paused before adding, “Also, please tell your driver that there’s a huge tree down right where you make the left turn from Baines Road onto Forty-three. It could be problematic getting emergency vehicles through without some heavy equipment to move it. Oh! Almost forgot. The power’s been intermittent. Actually, as of about a minute ago, it’s non-existent.”
“Got it. Thanks, Miz Starr. Call us back if it turns out someone’s hurt and someone should be able to talk you through some emergency first aid.”
[bookmark: _Toc42713195]“I’m certified, but I’m grateful for any help. Thanks.”
The back door was also open but still on its hinges and intact. She stepped into the mudroom. Boots, coats, bags, and umbrellas…all were on the floor in disarray, yet the hooks on the wall were in place.  
She called out, “Anybody there? It’s Natalie from next door. Is everybody okay?” Again, no answer. The weather services, via five different radio stations with deejays announcing far too cheerfully that the storm was going to be bad, had been telling folks since early afternoon to skip any Halloween trick or treating and stay safe…costumes and candy could wait. She hoped the Hadley’s had heeded the warnings and hidden in the bathroom during the worst of the storm, but the knot growing larger and tighter in her chest was a clear message that she was about to enter a site where Hell had arrived…and stayed.
She stayed in the kitchen and aimed the flashlight into what had recently been the Hadley’s living room. Part of the roof had collapsed and crashed through the attic and second floor. Loose shingles and wood covered a space that appeared to be no more than four feet wide and about ten feet from where she stood. Loose nails had apparently bounced across the hardwood floors and landed in the kitchen. Natalie glanced at a portion of a mangled tarp. Aiden had told her his dad was doing his own roof repair. He obviously hadn’t been able to finish before the storm hit. 
She wasn’t given to premonitions but she instinctively knew something was way off. It was too quiet.
“Hello? Everybody okay?” she shouted. Again, there was no answer. She had to force herself to take a step inside, away from the kitchen.
[bookmark: _Toc42713196]The living room was clear of debris from the storm…but it wasn’t clear.
Natalie’s throat tightened. She couldn’t breathe. She gripped the flashlight, more in an effort to cling to reality than for illumination, but her duffle bag fell to the floor, sending water bottles bouncing across the room and blankets tumbling at her feet. She clung to a heavy chair in an attempt to stay upright as she stared at the blood spattered over every piece of furniture, on the rug, on the walls…and on the bodies of Emma and Craig Hadley. 
Blood intermingled with scraps of fabric from the floral-patterned chairs and sectional sofa. It appeared someone had used a very sharp knife to methodically slash through the furniture. Tables were overturned and an entire china cabinet had toppled over and now rested on its side. Glass from the cabinet had merged with the mounds of broken dishware and what had once been ridiculously cute figurines. The mess lay about a foot from where she stood. Her body and her mind froze.
Natalie let the flashlight drop. She closed her eyes but she couldn’t stop the visions or erase the panic. She’d stumbled into a time machine set to the worst night of her life and was reliving the horror of another Halloween, seven years earlier, when she’d come home from a party and found two masked figures literally shoving aside the bodies of her parents. In her mind, she could still hear them…shouting obscenities as they vandalized the living room furniture, slashing through sofas and chairs, tossing end tables across the room. A crashing sound had signaled the destruction of the heavy sideboard in the dining room. Dazed, Natalie had followed a trail of collectibles leading into the kitchen. She dropped to her knees when she spotted her twin siblings, huddled together in the doorway between the kitchen and mudroom. 
Blood stained the entire front to Mandi’s pink princess dress and leaked onto the huge pink sash behind her and on to the floor. The silver plastic tiara remained on her curls; each sparkling fake jewel still intact. Marty Willis had fallen on top of his sister, with his arms wound around her as if he’d spent his last moments trying to protect her. Age seven. Dying a hero in his Halloween costume…a Superman unitard complete with cape and large red logo.
Natalie ran to the twins, gathered them in her arms and rocked them, sobbing, knowing they were dead, yet willing them to come back. Take her instead. She barely processed the presence of anyone else until the taller of the two men grabbed her, slung her away from her brother and sister, and threw her to the ground. He repeatedly slapped her, shouting, “Where is it?” and she screamed and cried out she didn’t know what he wanted. 
He stopped yelling. The quiet was worse. He slashed her leg and she watched her blood mingle with that of her younger siblings. Then he slipped the knife under her shirt and snapped off the top of her bra strap. She’d fought back with kicks and scratches. He’d calmly slashed the knife across her right cheek. The intent appeared to cause pain rather than seriously wound…and it worked. Then the wool scarf she’d worn against a late October chill turned into a deadly weapon as the killer tightened it around her throat, slowing cutting off her air. She could feel her vocal chords bending and stopping her cries. 
The world faded into darkness and for a moment she was grateful. She was going to die. Death would mean the end of pain. Death would reunite her with her family. She squinted. Mandy and Marty had gotten up from the floor and were waving at her; bags of Halloween candy held out for an enthusiastic inspection. She could hear them giggling. She tried to smile but the vision faded along with hope.
Then she heard a different sound…gunshots. A police officer took aim and her assailant slid off her, loosening his grip around her throat. His blood seeped into her shirt, her scarf, and her face, mixing with the blood of the twins.
 She was alive. Angry at not being able to join her brother and sister. The pain…both emotional and physical…was unbearable. Natalie heard someone asking, “Are you okay, Miss? Can you speak?” and another voice shouting, “She’s lost a lot of blood from her leg. Make a path and make it snappy.” She was lifted onto a stretcher and carried outside, unable to speak and tell whoever was bearing the load to just let her stay there. She didn’t mind. A light rain increased and became a steady, hard downpour. The EMTS covered her and kept her dry but she wanted to tell them to stop. Let the rain wash away the blood. Wash away her life. She didn’t care.
Natalie blinked, brought herself back to the present, grasped the arms of the heavy chair, pulled herself up, and walked out of the Hadley’s house. Their killer could have been in the next room or the next county. She didn’t care.
The rain hadn’t slackened in the fifteen minutes she’d been inside. Within seconds she was soaked. She didn’t care. It was all the same.
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