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Prologue


It is December 1937 in the middle of Kansas.  Mack Simms is about to start his new job, the midnight janitor’s shift at the Waskas country station.  As he begins to sweep the floor, he sees the station door open.  He peeks to see who or what it is.  There is a faint gasp and a loud thud, as Mack Simms falls to the ground.

The Pick of the Devil


“I jus’ found ‘im on this here floor.  His eyes was open and bloodshot. Jus’ lyin’ there starin’ inta space.  Pity, ‘e’s a youngstah, an’ new on the job.  Wish they had struck an old guy like me, instead. Not many folk come through here pas’ midnight, ya know.  Wonder who coulda did it? Called the docta right afta.  Took ‘im to ‘is office.”


“Do you know any of his family?”


“I told ya, he was real new on the job.  No one knows a hoot about ‘im.”


“Can I have your name please?”


“John Stark.  Bin doin’ this job for 27 years now.”


“Thank you.”


“ Ya welcome, jus’ hope the boy’s okay.”


Benjamin Stokely was a detective who studied crimes that were peculiar and sudden. He was 52-years-old, but still keen enough to be a detective.


As he stepped into his car, Ben Stokely thought that this was not a typical case, and was anxious to get the details.  He was going to the doctor to check on the young janitor.  He stepped on the pedal and sped off into the misty, snowy day.  Within 15 minutes he was at the front door of the office.


“What’ can I do ya for?” yowled the man at the front desk.


“I’m looking’ fer a Mack Simms.”


The receptionist looked down his patient list and shouted, “ROOM 207!”


As he walked down the hall, a nurse in a little white hat passed him in a flurry. Ben Stokley stopped at room 207, and lightly tapped the door.


Wutch ya wan’?” said a blurry voice.


The detective stepped into the room and answered, “I’m Detective Stokely.”


“What ya want wit’ me? I ain’t done nuttin’ wrong!”


“I just want to know what happened.”


“I tole dem doctas als’a seed was the devil.”


“Are you sure?”


“I seed ‘im wit’ my own damned eyes.”


“What did he look like?”


“He ain’t lookin’ like nutin’. ‘E’s the devil.”


“He must have looked like something. What color was he?”


“Well…he ain’t red, that’s fer sure.  ‘E was looking’ like a regala guy bu’ ‘e was da’ devil.”


“Was there anything peculiar about him?”


“His eyes. His eyes was whiter den the fur on a lamb.”


“What about his hair?”


“I ain’t seed nutin’ else but ‘is eyes. His hair was cuvud by his black hat.”


Suddenly, the doctor stepped into the room.


“Let him rest, Detective, he’s still woozy.”


Detective Stokley tiped his hat and left the room.  As he left, the receptionist blurted out, “’av a nice day, Suh.”


The detective decided to have one more look in the station.  He stepped on the pedal and was off.


As the station was still a crime scene, police tape was surrounding it. Detective Stokely ducked under it and opened the door.  He realized that the door the supposed  “devil” had come through was broken.  He went over and looked at it.  All the broken glass was on the outside of the station door.  Detective Stokley realized that that was impossible… unless the person came from inside.  He also realized that there was not a single speck of glass inside the station.  Odd.  He decided to look on the second floor.  He was looking around and saw a ticket booth.  That might have meant that there was another person in the station when the janitor was attacked.


The Waskas City Hall was the place to see who worked where and when.  If Detective Stokely could find out who was in the station when Mack Simms was attacked, maybe he could find out who the “devil” was.   Detective Stokely pulled up to the City Hall and went in.  It was quiet and lonely. He went up to a man at the desk and said, “I’m looking for information on Waskas County Station.”


“He’ ya’ are.”


The man pulled out a slim manila folder and handed it to Stokley.  He took it and sat down at a small tale.  He opened the folder and took out the papers.  One of the papers showed who worked what shift at the station ticket booth. The ticket booth clerk on the midnight shift was Shirley Flanagan.  Her address was written as 232 Lester Street.  That was where Detective Stokley needed to go.  He handed the folder back to the man and said, “Thank you.” As he walked out, there was a loud but empty echo.


As he was trying to start the engine, Detective Stokley realized that his engine had frozen.  He had to walk.  He set out on the cold winter day and put up his collar.  It was only half a mile to Lester Street, but Stokely stopped for a cup of coffee just to warm up.  Denem’s Coffee Shoppe was the name.  He stepped in and sat down at the counter.


“How about a decaf?”


“Yeseree…Uh, so how is ya?”


“I’m good, but the weather isn’t.”


Stokely finished his cup of coffee and walked out of the shop thinking. “That Mack Simms must be some kind of kook. The devil is fictional. He isn’t anything but a myth. Nothing more, nothing less, just a myth.”


He sluggishly walked through the snow, and when he finally got to 207 Lester Street, he rapped on the door.


“Who is it?” yelled a raspy, but young, voice.


“Is this Shirley Flanagan?”


“It might be, but who are you and what do you want?”


“I’m Detective Benjamin Stokely from the F.B.I.  I want to know what happened in the Waskas County Station on December 14th.”


“Nutin’ happened essept me crouching in that wiry chair and waitin’ for who knows what to buy a ticket.”


“Please, Miss Flanagan, let me in.”


“I ain’t lettin’ no cowboy into my house.  You wanna talk, you stay out there in fron’ a ma door.”


“Please, Miss Flanagan, I’m freezin’ up my toes out here.”


“Well then, may God help ya cuzz I ain’t lettin’ no copper inta my home.”


Stokely stood there for a moment cursing under his breath and blowing on his hands to keep warm, but finally said, “ Okay, Miss Flanagan.  At least answer a few of my questions.”


“Shoot!”


“Did anything suspicious happen on December 13th in the station?”


“Nada. Ain’t nutin’ happenin’ in that old damn station but my waitin’ to sell tickets.”


“Did anyone come into the station that night?” questioned Stokely.


“There was one guy, dressed in all black.”


“Was there anything peculiar about him?”


“ He was wearin’ all black.”


“Did you see any of his features?’


“Nope!”


After that, Stokely thought about what she had said and left 232 Lester and bounded back to his home.

THE WASKAS COUNTY DAILY

MACK SIMMS DIES IN HOSPITAL.  FRIENDS SAY HE WILL BE MISSED.


“He’s dead!” said Stokley. “The devil man is dead!”

THE WASKAS COUNTY DAILY

SHIRLEY FLANAGAN DIES OF WHO KNOWS WHAT. NO MARKS OR SIGNS OF FATALITY, JUST A BRUISE.


“Another one in the station. She was in perfect health, and yet she still manages to die,” commented Stokley. “Hey, Ben,” he asked himself. “Are you starting to believe this devil crap?” Stokely shook his head.  “I really don’t know.”


As he walked into the morgue, he could smell the stench of death in the air.  It was very humid and dark. “Excuse me, may I please see the body of Shirley Flanagan?”said Detective Stokley, as he flashed his badge.


“Number 665,” answered the clerk.


“Also, where is Mack Simms?”


“667”


“Thank you,” replied Stokely.


Six-six-five was right near him, so Stokley easily found Shirley Flanagan’s casket.  He slid it open and realized that the lady merely looked asleep.  He checked for any bruises or marks of fatality, but nothing was to be seen but a small, black and blue bruise on her arm, exactly the same as Mack Simm’s. “That was definitely not enough to kill someone,” thought Stokely. He closed the casket and made his way out of the morgue.


Stokely was starting to think that the sudden deaths of Mack Simms and Shirley Flanagan could have been related.  They both had slight bruises on their arms, but no other sign of death.  And last but not least, they had both claimed to have seen the devil.


He had to figure out what had killed the two people who witnessed the devil. The deaths had to be a coincidence. He had to have an autopsy performed on both bodies to see what they had in common.  He especially wanted to investigate the bruises more carefully.  That night, feeling wasted, he undressed and went to sleep.


The autopsy reports came back with nothing in common except for the odd bruises on the arm, except for the fact that the bruises weren’t regular.  The blood vessels hadn’t broken or anything.  The mark was just there.  “Perhaps, it was a bruise,” thought Stokely.  “Perhaps it was the mark of the devil.”


The Waskas town was so small that whenever someone died, the whole town would show up at the funeral and weep. And since Waskas, Kansas, had such a small population, when one person died it would be like losing a thousand people in New York.  Therefore, Detective Stokely showed up on January 21st in the Waskas County graveyard.


It was rainy that day, the perfect weather for a funeral. The grave lay open for Mack Simms, The Devil Man.  Many people were there to pay their respects, but there was one man there that Detective Stokely did not recognize. The man was wearing all black.


Just as the funeral was ending, Stokley shuffled back to his car. He started the motor and zoomed down the road. When he was half an hour away from his home, he glanced in his rearview mirror and saw, to his surprise, a red man, with horns jutting out of his head, white eyes, and a very toothy smirk. “Odd,” he thought, and then everything suddenly went black.


“He crashed right inta this here tree.  He was ju’ lyin’ there starin’ inta space.  His face was as blank as the clouds of heaven.  The only thing dat was found round in this here scene was a black black hat.” 
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