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    Preface 
 
      
 
    What scares you? Spiders? Snakes? Airplanes? Your own mortality? Potentially losing a loved one? That’s all pretty cliché shit but, truthfully, those things wouldn’t be cliché harbingers of fear if they weren’t pretty damn scary to a lot of folks. 
 
    Probably the single scariest moment of my childhood happened when I was seven or eight. There was a hat rack in the entryway of the house I lived in with my parents and brother (or brothers, depending on if I was seven or eight). On it, my parents hung a variety of hats that I don’t really remember them wearing. Old fedoras and cowboy hats—stuff that looked appealing when people walked in the door. One of those hats was a wool ladies’ cloche, with a floppy brim that went all the way around. It was peach colored, as I recall, and had a matching scarf. It must have been Mom’s, though, as I said a moment ago, I don’t remember her ever donning the thing. 
 
    I do remember putting it on myself, however. It was in the evening, late spring or early summer, and my brother Phil and I were running through the house like kids have been rumored to do. I don’t recall if we were playing a specific game or just goofing off, but I do remember—very vividly—deciding that I was going to put on that wool hat and turn around and make a silly face at Phil. So, I grabbed the hat off the rack, plopped it on my head, spun around to face my brother, and…a spider went crawling down my face. A big, fat spider with hairy legs. 
 
    I screamed and threw the hat off and went to slapping at my face like some character from Looney Toons. I was absolutely terrified. My parents came rushing in (Lord knows what kind of fears were going through their heads at the sound of their child wailing like his appendix had just been surgically removed without anesthetic), asking what happened and if I was alright. And then they looked for the spider. The little bastard had gotten away. I laid awake all that night waiting for it to return, to finish whatever horrors it meant to inflict on me. Maybe it intended to call a bunch of its little spider friends to help him out: There he is! There’s that little shit-stain kid that had the audacity to knock me on the floor! Let’s get him! 
 
    Pretty scary for a seven or eight-year-old, if you ask me. The only thing is, it didn’t really happen. At least, it didn’t happen like that. But somehow over the course of the next ten years or so, that’s the experience I came to remember. I was in the army, about twelve years after this incident, when I mentioned it to my mom. She remembered the hat, and she remembered the spider. What she didn’t remember—and she was pretty confident about this—was me putting the hat on and having the spider crawl down my face. What really happened was far less dramatic. I did indeed pick up the hat with every intent of putting it on, but when I flipped it over, there was the spider. And, as you can probably guess, it wasn’t as big as I recalled either. It scared the shit out of me all the same. My imagination took care of the rest. 
 
    All horror tales have at least a smidgen of fear nestled in their storylines. I don’t mean to suggest all horror tales are scary; not all the stories in this book are scary in the traditional sense. Certainly, I wouldn’t consider “Evermore” a scary tale. But fear? You’re damn right it’s about fear.  
 
    They’re all about fear. It’s what makes horror horror. Jack Ketchum’s The Girl Next Door might not be a “scary book,” not one that’s going to have you peeking under your bed or in your closet to make sure the boogeyman hasn’t chosen your room to haunt this fine evening. But there’s no question, it’s horror. And the depravity and fear depicted within its pages will leave a permanent scar so deep in your gray matter that even the best brain surgeon can’t get to it. 
 
    Though it might not be blatantly obvious in some, the stories in this collection are all about fear. As I did with the first installment of 5 Tales, I’m going to give you a little insight into how each story came about, and what fear influenced them. I hope you enjoy them. And I hope next time you’re putting on a hat, you check for spiders first. 
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    I used to have Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” memorized. It was an extra credit assignment in the seventh grade, and being the less-than-stellar student that I was, I needed the extra credit. But it helped that I truly enjoyed the poem. I still enjoy it quite a lot, even going so far as to listen to the audio version on Librivox recently. “Evermore” is a tribute to “The Raven” (even a retelling, one might say), and as with the latter, it deals with perhaps the most heart-wrenching of fears: the fears of loss and regret. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Evermore 
 
      
 
    It’s mid-afternoon when I wake up for the third time, feeling no less lousy.  
 
    The previous night is a series of snapshots in my skull. A white caplet washed down with some cocktail Marilyn called the Green Demon. Aaron biting his tongue and smearing the blood across his face in a sinister impression of a clown’s smile. Lilith dancing nude on the glass coffee table, smoking a Djarum Black, while “I’m Blue” blares from the Bose. Harry vomiting over the balcony. Lights and laughter. Drinks and drugs. A good time until it was over, and she was gone. 
 
    The hotel phone is ringing but I don’t answer. It’s a full ten feet from the couch to the small table where the phone is, and that’s about nine feet too far right now. Anyone that really needs me can call my cell phone, though I’m not quite sure where it’s at. I sit up, my world spinning, as the ringing ceases and the hotel room descends into silence. The living area and kitchen are spacious and cluttered, and I can’t help but notice the sharp angles of the countertop and television and how the painting above the TV, a scene of casino lights on the strip, appears to be moving and dripping, the colors mingling with each other like people at a party. 
 
    Did I drop acid last night? 
 
    I’m queasy and my mouth is parched. A sip of water would be akin to an orgasm, but that means walking to the kitchen, which is even further away than the phone. I consider laying back down. But I also have to pee. It’s becoming painfully evident I’ll need to remove my ass from the couch cushion in the very near future, unless I intend to piss myself and die of dehydration. Hopefully I can get up without falling over. 
 
    There’s an empty bottle of Grey Goose and an equally empty bottle of Cuervo on the coffee table and I have to turn away from them as I brace myself to keep from spewing whatever remnants of the night are still in my gut. I push up, my legs wobbling and aching. I nearly do fall over but catch myself on the armrest and bring myself successfully to a standing position. A crowd cheers my accomplishment then peters out.  
 
    The door to the bathroom is closer than the kitchen so I stagger toward it, realizing I probably look like a toddler learning the finer points of walking without holding Mommy’s hand. I make it to the door remaining upright and reach inside and flick on the light. Smears of blood on the sink and floor. From Aaron’s tongue-biting performance. I think. 
 
    I look at the toilet and suddenly there’s no holding it back. I dive forward, grasping the bowl as vomit explodes from my mouth like a cannon, my abdomen and neck and face tensing so tight that I’m certain blood vessels are going to burst. Three times I barf before flushing it and falling over onto the tiles, moaning, a trickle of emesis dangling from my mouth, tears falling from my eyes.  
 
    Eventually, my need to urinate overwhelms my post-vomiting misery, so I again fight my way to my feet, then yank down my jeans and boxers and have a seat on the toilet. Attempting to stand and piss seems risky. The phone starts ringing again as I finish. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I say, burying my face in my hands.  
 
    But it keeps ringing.  
 
    Groaning I get up, yanking my jeans back up, and stomp out of the bathroom and across the living area to the phone, which stops ringing the moment I reach for it. I sigh and turn away, ready for that glass of water, when the phone rings again. I snatch it up. 
 
    “Hello,” I say, my voice sounding like sandpaper on tree bark.  
 
    No one responds. There is no dial tone, nor breathing or the sound of movement; only silence. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I say and hang up. 
 
    Looking down at my feet, I realize I only have one sock on. The remaining sock is pulled down and about three inches of footless sock extends beyond my toes. It looks like I’m wearing a clown shoe. For some reason this bothers me, so I reach down and pull the sock up properly, and when I stand straight again I’m once more greeted with dizziness.  
 
    I walk into the kitchen to one of the cupboards where I find a glass, which I fill to the brim with tap water and drain quickly, then fill it again. I look through the cabinets for Tylenol or Motrin or something that will possibly alleviate my headache, but find nothing; it’s a hotel room after all.  
 
    There’s a knock at the door as I finish the second glass of water. 
 
    “No room service right now!” I yell, setting the glass in the sink and looking around the kitchen and living area at the mess. Bottles and trash everywhere. Someone’s bra draped over the couch. Empty packs of cigarettes on the counter and floor. Someone’s glass pipe on top of the fridge. Someone’s syringe nestled in the rug. Who the hell was shooting up? Checking my forearms, I don’t see any track marks. Thank Christ. I look to the closed door that leads to the bedroom, where things really went south. 
 
    A knock at the door again—three knocks in quick succession. 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake,” I say, walking to the door, “I said no room service!” I look through the eyehole but see no one standing there. I lean to one side then the other; still nothing. I throw open the door and lean my head out. The hallway is empty. Somehow this doesn’t surprise me. I don’t think anyone I know has rented a room on the same floor. Who is fucking with me? Butler, maybe. He’s always being a jerk. But didn’t he have a flight to San Diego this morning? Harry, then, or Gavin. I decide it doesn’t matter and say “Very funny, asshole” and close the door. 
 
    Buzzing. 
 
    It’s my cellphone buzzing from somewhere. I dazedly walk around looking for the damn thing and finally spot it beneath the coffee table and hidden under the menu for a Chinese restaurant. I don’t remember ordering or eating Chinese. I don’t even remember reading the menu, but there it is atop my phone. I grab the phone, see that it’s Harry and accept the call. 
 
    “I wish you’d stop fucking with me,” I say, more angrily than I really mean. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Don’t ‘huh’ me, Harry. I feel like I got run over by a goddamn bus.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, join the club. Vegas, right? Hey, did I leave my pipe over there last night?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. Little green one?” 
 
    “That’s the one. Fuck. You gonna check out the strip later? Maybe do some gambling? Maybe you can bring my pipe.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not really feeling up to it right now. Just got done puking.” Remarking on my puking makes me remember Harry puking off the balcony the night before. For some strange reason I decide I want to see if he got vomit splatters all over the place. If he comes to get his pipe, he can clean up whatever mess he left while he’s at it.  
 
    “Yeah?” Harry says as I fling open the curtains, the Nevada sun nearly blinding me. “How did it turn out with your lady?” 
 
    I pause, my free hand on the balcony door handle, then say, “She’s gone.” 
 
    Harry sighs. Then: “I’m sorry to hear that, man.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say and pull open the door. Something flutters past me—a blur of black—brushing against my hair and ear, startling me, nearly causing me to drop my phone. “Fucking hell!” 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    My eyes frantically search the living area and kitchen but don’t immediately see anything, my vision dulled by the brightness of the day. 
 
    “Dude, you there? What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say, feeling sweat on my forehead and above my mouth and under my arms. I’m dizzy again, and the walls seem to be elongating. The furniture too. “Harry, did we drop acid last night?” 
 
    I think I hear him laughing just before the line goes silent. Unsure if Harry hung up on me or if the connection failed, I give my phone an irritated look then shove it in my pocket. Glancing over my shoulder at the balcony and the Vegas strip beyond, I suddenly feel an overwhelming sense of despair. This was supposed to be our weekend, a weekend of fun and memories to last a lifetime. We were going to see Cirque du Soleil tonight. I sigh and slide the balcony door closed and pull the curtains. My headache is dissipating a bit and I wonder if a Jack and Coke would be good or bad for my disposition. I decide one more water is probably the smart choice, before trying something meaner. 
 
    On my way to the kitchen, I stop, as something catches my eye. I turn to look at the door to the bedroom—where everything went sour. Perched dead center on the frame above the door, as still as a statue, is a bird. A black bird. Its head is turned slightly to the side and it appears to be staring at me from one glossy, black eye. 
 
    “You bastard,” I say, “I knew something flew in here.” I start to move toward it, then realize if I shooed it away now, it wouldn’t have anywhere to go, seeing as I just closed the balcony door. I point at the bird as I walk back toward the balcony and say, “You need to get out of here before you shit everywhere. This place is nasty enough already.” 
 
    “Nevermore.” Quick and high-pitched, the one word and nothing more. 
 
    Halting my journey back to the balcony, I turn to look at the bird, my eyebrow raising. Did it seriously just talk? Nevermore, did it say? My stepmom has a parrot—a macaw—that squawks words on occasion and screams every time the house is full of family. It tries to bite anyone that ventures within range. It’s named Bruce and it’s charming. Can other birds talk like parrots? Like…crows? I’ve never heard of such a thing, but it’s possible. Especially in Vegas, where shows are put on every night. Maybe some shows include talking birds.  
 
    I stare at the bird a moment longer, then decide it’s more likely that I did acid last night and was hearing things. I continue to the balcony and slide open the door, then turn toward the bird and wave my hand encouragingly at the sky and the Vegas strip beyond the balcony. The bird just sits there. It cocks its head one way, then the other, but doesn’t move from the doorframe. 
 
    My phone begins buzzing in my pocket. Pulling it out, I see that it’s Andrea. 
 
    “Fuck,” I say under my breath, as if the bird would be offended by my harsh language. I answer. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey there, sexy pants.” 
 
    “Sexy pants?” I’m nonplussed by her call.  
 
    “Yes. I think I’m going to call you sexy pants. So, what are you doing? Can I come up to your room?” 
 
    “No,” I say, more curtly than is necessary. 
 
    “Why? She isn’t still there is she?” 
 
    I look at the bedroom door then at the bird. “I’ve got a bit of a crow problem going on right now.” 
 
    “A crow problem?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, a crow or a grackle or a…raven.” Raven sounds right the moment it comes out of my mouth. “One got in the room.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s weird. So, sexy pants, about your, um, bitch girlfriend—” 
 
    “She’s not a bitch.” 
 
    “She most certainly is. Did you break it off with her?” 
 
    “Do you think I really had to after what happened?” 
 
    “So, she’s gone?” 
 
    I sigh. I know what she’s wanting. The two glasses of water in my stomach are threatening to come up. 
 
    “Let me come up and we’ll finish what we started last night.” 
 
    “No, Andrea, not right now. I told you, I’ve got a fucking bird to deal with. And, to be honest, I feel like shit, physically and emotionally.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything for a moment and I think maybe the line has gone dead, then she says, “Are you being a pussy, sexy pants? Don’t be a pussy. I’ll come up there and take care of you.” 
 
    “No! Damn it, no. I’ll call you in a little bit, okay? Let me take care of the bird and get a shower and shit, okay?” 
 
    “Did you just tell me you need to shit?” 
 
    “What? No, that’s not how I meant it. I jus—Can I call you in a bit, Andrea, please?” 
 
    “Fine. But make it quick. Cause I want to take out your—” 
 
    I end the call before she says anymore. My head is throbbing anew. Sighing, I mumble, “Can’t I just take it all back?” 
 
    “Nevermore.” 
 
    My eyes cut to the raven. That’s what it is—I know it in my bones—a raven. And I swear on everything holy it just spoke again. That same odd word—nevermore. Was nevermore an answer to my question? Is this damned raven capable of understanding me and responding appropriately? Of course not. It’s a ridiculous notion. Either I’m still enduring the aftereffects of some psychedelic I don’t remember taking, or some performer (a magician, perhaps) has lost a piece of his act. Surely this is the case. One of the hazards of falconry is that your falcon may never return. Or it could claw your eyes out. Is the same true of ravens? 
 
    “Did you flee your master?” I say, asking in a manner like speaking to a dog. “Looking for new work, maybe? Got tired of the stage game, am I right? All those crowds. It probably gets annoying.” I look around at the hotel room and hold my arms out. “Maybe you want a job as a housekeeper?” 
 
    “Nevermore,” the raven says, quick and direct. That single word seeming to mean more than it should, like not an answer to my ramblings but the answer to life itself. The word hangs in the air between us. Nevermore. 
 
    “Fuck off, bird,” I say and turn away from it. 
 
    “Nevermore,” it says again, without hesitation.  
 
    I laugh, walking to the kitchen, opening the cabinet where half a bottle of Jack Daniels sits. I snatch it and slosh some into a glass tumbler, then open the fridge for a soda. Except there is no soda. Not a Coca-Cola or Dr. Pepper or Sprite in sight. Looking over at the trashcan, I see crumpled soda cans, along with beer bottles, piled high and overflowing onto the floor. Looking up to the raven, I say, “Don’t suppose you brought any coke with you?” 
 
    “Nevermore,” it says. Its head cocks to the side, as if getting a better look at me through that black eye, as if that black eye is staring into my soul. 
 
    “Course not,” I say, then dump the Jack Daniels into my mouth and swallow hard, the whiskey’s bite like fire on my already weakened throat. Looking at the empty tumbler in my hand, I decide it would make an excellent projectile for taking out an annoying talking bird.  
 
    I hurl the glass at the raven but miss my mark. It shatters to the right and high, and it occurs to me that my pitches were always up and in when playing high school baseball. Always. Not much has changed, apparently. Glass showers down on the carpet and there is a jagged scar in the drywall where the tumbler hit. I wonder how much that will cost me. 
 
    “Nevermore,” the raven says, mocking me, mocking my throw. Its feathers are ruffled and its wings slightly raised, as if it may soon take flight. But the feathers and wings relax. 
 
    “That’s it, you bastard!” I yell, having had enough of the damn thing and its one proclamation. That word—nevermore—digging into my skull, into my grey matter, like sharp black talons. There’s a wooden stool beneath the kitchen’s island counter, and I grab it with two hands, raising it over my head as I approach the door to the bedroom and the raven perched above. “Get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    “Nevermore.” 
 
    I’m within striking distance when the shard of glass pierces my one sock-covered foot. I scream, falling forward, trying to hop on my as yet uninjured barefoot, but losing my balance all the same, my panicked hands clutching ever tighter to the stool’s legs. The stool crashes into the door, followed presently by my face with the full weight of my body behind it. It all makes a great deal of racket and pain explodes across the bridge of my nose outward, and the door gives way, swinging open sluggishly, like the door of a long-sealed coffin. 
 
    I hear a flutter of wings as I groan, releasing my grip on the now ruined stool, feeling my traumatized nose, my fingers coming away dripping with fresh blood. Blood, too, saturates my sock. I pull the glass shard from my foot, wincing in pain, and toss it aside. Brilliant move, charging the raven after sprinkling glass all over the floor. Utterly brilliant. 
 
    Sitting just inside the bedroom, looking like I just lost a bar fight, I lean my head out the doorway and peer up, knowing I won’t see the raven perched there. Indeed, there’s the door frame, nothing more. Was it ever there at all? Was the raven and its accusatory utterance of nevermore simply a figment of drug-enhanced imagination? 
 
    “Nevermore,” as if reading my mind, as if searching my soul, the raven answers. It’s perched on the headboard, I see, dead center, standing straight and still, its wings tucked back, as if presiding over death. 
 
    This is the case, of course. My eyes drift down from the raven, tears welling. 
 
    Lenore lays there; poor, betrayed Lenore. 
 
    It’s amazing how quickly color leaves the body when the heart stops beating. From my spot on the floor, I see the pail, lifeless tone of Lenore’s cheek and forehead, a color like the absence of color. Her hand hangs off the edge of the bed, and it’s a different story, not pale at all, but purplish blue, mottled, her blood having succumbed to gravity, all the way to the tips of her fingers, which are almost black. Almost as black as the raven. 
 
    It cocks its head at me, eyeing me, beckoning me for a closer look. 
 
    Wincing, I struggle to a standing position, tears rolling down my cheeks. I walk to the bed, my bloody foot leaving red imprints on the floor. I look down on Lenore—beautiful, even in death—and clasp my hands over my mouth to suppress sobs and screams. The empty pill bottle lays inches from her face on the pillow, like the empty casing to a bullet.  
 
    God in Heaven, let this be a dream, a nightmare to end all nightmares! My loving Lenore can’t really be gone! I can’t have betrayed her last night! Not me! I wouldn’t drive her to death at her own hands! We’re in love! Together forever, Lenore and I! Please, God, tell me this is all a dream! 
 
    “Nevermore,” the raven answers, as quick and direct as an arrow through the heart. 
 
    I kneel beside the bed, taking Lenore’s cold hand in my own, kissing it, allowing my tears and blood to roll onto it before dropping to the floor. I throw back the linens, revealing her body, clothed in the silk pajamas I’d bought her for Christmas. I wrap my arms around her, under her, pulling her to me, caressing her death, trying with all my might to remember her laugh, her kiss, her love. But it’s all lost somewhere in the depths of despair, her memory as lifeless as her heart. She deserved better of life and better of me.  
 
    I crawl into bed with her, crying full now, my heart aching, holding her like I never held her in life. My poor, sweet Lenore, forgive me! Forgive my sins! Come back to me, Lenore! Embrace me like I embrace you! Hold me and kiss me and make love to me like never before! 
 
    My eyes blink open between sobs, and through the haze I see the raven perched atop the headboard, staring down on me. It’s saying not a word. It doesn’t have to. The raven is my curse—my penance—for what I’ve done. The raven is my guide into heartache and suffering; a suffering to last forever-evermore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Few, if any, TV shows had a bigger impact on my creative life than Unsolved Mysteries. That’s where my fascination for UFOs and ghostly apparitions likely stems from. I still get chills when I hear the theme song or Robert Stack’s calm yet creepy voice suggesting “Perhaps you may be able to help solve a mystery.” There were lots of episodes that frightened me, and not just the paranormal ones. But the episode that influenced “It’s in the Blood” was one of the scariest. I’m not going to give it away (season 9 - episode 14, if you want to watch it yourself), but if what was suggested in that episode really happened—holy shit, that’s terrifying! I first wrote this story in a notepad twenty years ago one night as I sat at a desk performing fire watch duties in the army. It’s changed significantly from that first draft (it wasn’t very good), but the overall story holds, like all good terror does. Is there any fear more intense than that of your own mortality? And how would that fear be magnified if you knew death was coming and that there was probably nothing you could do about it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    It’s　in　the　Blood 
 
      
 
    Susan had never known agony until now. She tensed, her hands grabbing and pulling on the sheet beneath her as tears welled at the corners of her eyes, a helpless moan escaping between her clinched teeth. Beads of perspiration covered her body, dampening her tank-top and gray panties, and matting her blonde hair to her forehead and neck. There was a time when Susan thought the discomfort of the antique operating table would be a problem. But as the discomfort in her right knee increased, her only worry was that Martha would not arrive in time. 
 
    She blinked through stinging tears and sweat and looked about the basement, brightly lit by an overhead lamp. The med cart sat untouched beside the table. The faucet across the room and pails beneath it were dry. The wood stove with its pipe to the outside world was unopened, though its stench of black, charred death mixed unpleasantly with the mustiness of the basement. None of that really mattered to Susan, however. She turned her attention to the door atop the stairs, waiting for Martha, her bulging eyes pleading for her arrival. 
 
    She chanced a quick glance at her leg, the flesh surrounding her knee reminding her of the skin of a tomato, a swollen, deformed tomato, oozing frothy pink liquid like hamburger meat on a hot grill. She had feared for this day her entire life. At 36, she thought she had beat it; she thought the affliction had skipped a generation. Susan was wrong. 
 
    The sound of a car screeching into the driveway was followed shortly by that of the front door being opened and slammed and then running footsteps.  
 
    “Mar!” Susan yelled “Hurry up! Hurry the fuck up!” 
 
    The door to the basement was thrown open, the force bouncing it off the stairs’ rail. Martha stood momentarily in the doorway, looking down at Susan, her eyes too bulging with panic, her curly, amber hair coming out of its bun, her green, wrinkled scrubs hanging loosely on her body. Susan briefly wondered if Martha looked this anxious when one of her patients had an emergency. She thought not. 
 
    “Sue!” Martha yelled as she jogged down the creaking stairs. “I’m calling the ambulance! You should have been at the goddamn hospital thirty minutes ago!” 
 
    “No!” Susan screamed, spittle soaring from her mouth, her body trembling from a mixture of fear, pain, and anger. Mar reached her side, the operating table at waist level. Her hands, slick with sweat, hovered over Susan’s knees as she muttered unintelligible curses.  
 
    “Sue” she said, moving to the head of the table and wrapping an arm under Susan’s shoulder. “I have to get you to the hospital. Let’s go” 
 
    “No!” Sue screamed, jerking Martha’s arm from beneath her. She hammered her fists on the table top, causing a metallic clank and a burst of pain in her hands. Tears spilled from her eyes, rolling down her flushed cheeks. She took several slow, deep breathes then said, “Just give me the medicine, Mar. Just give me the fuckin’ medicine and get on with it.” 
 
    “Sue… Susan, I can’t do-” 
 
    “Just do it, Mar!” she yelled, her eyes now closed in an attempt to compose her thoughts. “My dad died at that hospital. You know that. They waited too long and they’ll wait too long on me, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, your dad died at the hospital. And your grandmother died at home trying to beat it herself, so-” 
 
    “Martha!” Sue screamed so loud that it burned her throat. “I’d be a smoldering pile of ash by the time you got me to the hospital. Grow some fuckin’ balls and cut my goddamn leg off!” 
 
    Susan didn’t know how far back in the family line this murderous genetic phenomenon had been occurring. She had looked as far back into her father’s family as she could, and what she did know was that it went back at least four generations.  
 
    Her great-great-grandfather, Franklin Carlson Jr., had died in a fire in his cornfield, just south of the Red River in 1921. A newspaperman from Clarksville reported on the incident, stating that Carlson’s remains, which were nothing more than seething bones and ash, were on the edge of the cornfield with no apparent indication of what started the fire. He then quoted a farmer by the name of Pinkston who said, “I seen him from my porch, cross the field a-working and such all mornin’. Then I seen him rubbin on his shoulder like it was a hurtin’ him. And, next thing I knows, ‘ol Carlson is runnin cross the corn patch with his arm ablaze. Damndest thing I ever seen.” 
 
    Before Carlson’s peculiar demise at the age of 29, he had fathered three daughters: Ruth, Betsy, and, Sue’s great-grandmother, Abigale. Ruth, who had moved to Oklahoma with her soldier husband in 1932, had climbed to the top of one of the smaller Wichita Mountains and there, watching the sunset, she burned to death in what investigators dubbed a suicide, though they never could determine how she lit herself on fire or why she did it.  
 
    Betsy joined the war effort as a nurse in 1943 and was shipped to France in late ‘44, where she reportedly did more prostituting than nursing—which was arguably more important to the morale of the troops than applying gauze to gunshots. Her remains were found following a blaze in a US Army canvas tent with the bodies of five American GI’s and two Brits. Sue’s readings of the incident indicated that the officer in charge suspected that alcohol and cigarettes were the likely cause of the fire, the idea of enemy infiltration and sabotage in their camp being unlikely. 
 
    Abigale, who was raising her two children in south Texas while her husband fought the Japanese, received word of Betsy’s death in the spring of 1945. In her diary, Abigale, so far as Sue could ascertain, was the first in the family to acknowledge the fiery curse of their family. It read “Mar. 13, 1945- I received word today that Betsy died in the service of our country. How my heart is saddened to have lost my best friend and sister. I’m comforted only in knowing that her tender, caring hands had healed many of our brave soldiers so they could fight another day. I questioned the soldier who brought the fateful news about the circumstances of her death. Though not knowing the details, he indicated that she had died in a fire.  This, of course, conjured up thoughts of poor Ruth and Papa. Why has God burdened my family with such an affliction that we are all doomed to die by fire?” 
 
    A chill as cold as a January wind went through Sue when she had read that passage. Had Abigale known that burning to death ran in the family just as blonde hair and freckles did? Or was she simply frustrated by the oddly coincidental ways in which her family had succumbed? Either way, Abigale suffered the same fate the following year, catching fire while her husband had her bent over the couch. According to the police reports that Sue had unearthed, Abigale’s husband, Fred, having recently returned home from the Pacific, sent the children off to play at the neighbor’s so he and his wife could have time alone.  
 
    The reporting officer quoted Fred as saying, “We had just starting going at it, you know. And Abi, she started squealing like a stuck hog and hollering fer me to quit. I figured she was just hurting on account-a it had been so long. I was gone fighting those damn Japs you know. Just got home. Well, then she really started screaming and my pecker went to burnin’ like I had dipped it in gasoline. So, I pulled out quick and—I’ll be damned if I’m lyin’—a little flame shot right out of her twat.” At this point in the story, according to the report, Fred began crying hysterically. 
 
    Fred had gone on to explain how the flame quickly disappeared, but that smoke began billowing out of her vagina and anus. He said, not having a clue what to do or what was happening, he had run to call for help and grab a pail of water while Abigale was wailing. By the time he returned, Abi was sprawled out on the couch, unconscious, steady streams of smoke escaping every orifice, the skin around her pelvis bubbling and sloughing off like old paint peeling off a wall. In a frantic attempt to save her life, Fred had gotten the water hose and shoved into her “twat” at full blast. The report didn’t indicate where Fred shoved it into her, but Sue had a pretty good idea.  
 
    Abigale burned to death despite his efforts and the police hadn’t been too sure of ol’ Fred’s story. They interviewed friends, family, and neighbors, always being sure to ask how the couple got along and how Fred had been acting since returning home from the war. The lead detective, in his notes, eluded to the idea that Fred may have been suffering “shell shock,” a term that has since been replaced by PTSD. As it turned out, it didn’t much matter what the police thought. A week after her death, Fred blew his brains all over the dining room wall, leaving their two children, William and Grace, to ponder the death of both their parents. 
 
    Grace was taken in by Fred’s parents north of Dallas while William, who had been a bit of a trouble maker, ended up in an orphanage. The orphanage, whether by coincidence or not, burned down in 1949, taking the lives of nineteen children, including fifteen-year-old William. Grace, who had been 12 at the time of her mother’s demise, had become aware of her family’s odd string of deaths. Thus, she became obsessed with being around water.  
 
    Grace started swimming every chance she got. Her grandparents (they had their doubts about the string of burning deaths in her family but had no intention of keeping her from a sport she loved) enrolled her in private lessons to go along with her participation on the school team. She actually got so good that she was in the running for a spot on the U.S. Olympic team for the 1952 games in Finland. By 1955, at the age of 21, Grace had given up competitive swimming, married a firefighter of all things, and was giving swimming lessons at a YMCA in Dallas. In 1959, Grace gave birth to Sue’s father, Benjamin Prescott. 
 
    In 1965 Grace met her fate. Despite being submerged in water and, according to her husband, Mitch, having drank nothing but water for the last twenty years, including gallons worth on that critical day, she burned to death. Mitch would later tell authorities (and years later he would tell his granddaughter, Susan) that Grace had gotten up that morning stating that she felt hot, and indeed she had a fever of 101.5. As she had always done with a rise in temperature, she began drinking large volumes of water. Within an hour Grace was complaining of burning sensation in her throat and chest. Mitch confirmed that her neck did feel alarmingly warm, but insisted that she likely was coming down with strep throat or some similar illness. He left her to take Ben to school and stop at the pharmacy for ibuprofen as Grace, looking extremely anxious, expressed intentions of taking a bath. 
 
    When Mitch returned home forty-five minutes later, Grace’s legs and torso were immersed in a boiling bath of blood and water. Her neck, upper chest, and much of her face had been reduced to blackened, charred tissue, her nose and eyes gone, her cheeks having melted away, exposing her jaw, which billowed steam and smoke. Fierce, bright flames seared through the flesh and fluids around her chest, reminding Mitch of an underwater welder. The white tiled walls surrounding the tub had darkened, the calking between them creeping towards the floor like slow-moving snot. 
 
    Like Abigale’s husband, Mitch was investigated in Grace’s death. Dallas police apparently found the idea of spontaneous human combustion to be a hard story to swallow. However, he was ultimately cleared of wrongdoing. 
 
    From that day forward Mitch would take Sue’s future father to the hospital for damn near everything. If Ben got a runny nose, he was taken the hospital. If he had a stomach ache, he was taken to the hospital. Even if all he did was stub his toe, he ended up with a doctor visit. If Ben’s temperature hovered even slightly above 98.6 then Mitch was likely to call for an ambulance in total panic. 
 
    So, in 1991, when Ben was 32 and Sue, his lone child, was 10, when his left hand began to swell and turn red, Ben drove straight to the hospital, which incidentally was directly across the street from their apartment. Attempting to ignore the intense pain, he calmly informed the ER physician that his hand was burning from the inside out. The young doctor smiled and explained that it looked more like cellulitis and Ben would need IV fluids and antibiotics. Ben, who couldn’t remember the death of his mother and was far less anxious about his family medical history than his father had been, sighed and laid back in the hospital bed, thinking perhaps the doctor was right. 
 
    Within fifteen minutes Ben was screaming in agony. The redness had traveled up his forearm to his elbow, and the skin covering his swelling hand had begun to split in places, seeping frothy liquid. A nurse who was attempting to calm Ben at the time had some of this frothy liquid drip on her arm. She reported to the physician that it felt like hot wax when it touched her skin. The doctor was now convinced that his arm was indeed burning. Though he deduced that Ben had accidently stuck his hand in a fire or a chemical and his body was now experiencing the horrifying delayed effects that burns can sometimes cause. Thus, he loaded him up on pain medications and called the burn unit. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later he was calling the fire department as Ben’s arm exploded in a combination of fire and gore. The left shoulder was a smoldering nub. Despite the presence of healthcare personnel with fire extinguishers and firemen with hoses, Ben burned like the rest had. 
 
    Sue’s mother hadn’t been in the picture for years, so when her father died, she was passed off to a foster family, where she would remain for the rest of her childhood. But during the ten years she had spent with Ben and her grandfather, Mitch, they had explained the curse of their bloodline. Sue had spent her entire life thinking and preparing for the moment it would happen to her.  
 
    She knew that submerging in water was useless. Likewise, she came to the conclusion that hospitals couldn’t solve the problem in time to save her life (the hospital where her father had died had ultimately decided that the cause of his death was most likely that he had injected himself with chemicals that upon mixing caused them, and him, to ignite).  
 
    Sue, in her endless contemplations and investigations into her family’s history, had come to two decisions: One- If one of her extremities were to be the initial source of the burn (like her father and her great-great grandfather), then she had no choice but to cut this extremity off.; if the burn were to start elsewhere, like in her torso or head, then it was hopeless and she would probably just put a bullet through her head to save the agony. Two- Sue did not want this trait to be passed down another generation. The horrors had to end with her. Though she would never admit as much to Martha, whom she had unending love for and wouldn’t trade for any man on the planet, that decision may have played a small role in her attraction to women. 
 
    “Just do it, Mar,” Sue said through trembling lips.  
 
    Martha’s eyes had closed and tears teetered on her eyelids. “Okay,” she said at last. When her eyes opened again, she began moving with the urgency of the seasoned nurse Susan knew her to be. Needles and syringes and vials were quickly pulled from the med cart and tossed upon the tray beside it. Martha hurriedly strung up normal saline to its tubing. “I’m going to start the IV,” she said with a calmness that Susan presumed was simply a habit from saying the same thing to hundreds, maybe thousands of patients over the years. Despite her pain and fear, Susan felt reassured by the composure that had come over Martha. 
 
    “Okay,” Susan said, and before she could even look down Martha had stuck the needle into the top of her hand and slid the plastic catheter into her vein with ease. 
 
     “Have you eaten lately?” Martha asked, hooking up the IV fluids and securing the tubing to Susan’s arm with tape. 
 
    “I’m not hungry, Mar,” Susan hissed through pain, considering that to be a ridiculous question to ask at such a time. Perhaps she was just trying to distract her. 
 
    “Sue, dear, I’m about to give you Morphine. It can make you nauseated. I would prefer not to have to worry about clearing vomit from your airway when I obviously have other shit to worry about.” 
 
    “Well, fuck, I don’t know these things,” she said, noting again how Martha had transitioned so easily from her love to her nurse. “No, I haven’t eaten in several hours.” She watched as Martha first drew liquid from a small vial into a syringe that already had several milliliters of what Susan assumed was saline, then removed the needle and screwed the syringe onto a port on the IV tubing. She began pushing slow but steady on the plunger of the syringe. 
 
    The pain didn’t come close to going away, but it dulled a little as the Morphine delivered its signature warming sensation. Susan figured she was in too much pain to get the euphoric feeling that usually came with the warming. It suddenly occurred to her that the procedure was about to begin. The pain medicine was coursing through her veins and Martha was drawing up Lidocaine now, and once she had injected that then the cutting would begin. She would lose her leg today. And possibly her life. One thing the Morphine had done was allow her to think. She didn’t much like that either.  
 
    Despite her trust and undeniable love for Martha, she had never done anything like this. She was an RN, not a surgeon, and the only invasive procedures she had experience in performing involved putting tubes in one orifice or another. She had never even sutured a simple laceration, much less chopped off someone’s limb. Yes, it’s very likely I’ll die from this, Susan thought. 
 
    “Mar,” she said, sounding more tired than she would have expected. Martha looked up from the tray where she was arranging syringes and gauze and alcohol pads. Her face was stoic and focused. Susan thought that even as Martha was looking her square in the face, her mind was still looking at the tray, counting the items, ensuring she had everything she would need. “I love you, Mar.” 
 
    And with that the sternness seemed to evaporate from Martha’s face, as if she suddenly realized that this was no normal patient; this was her one and only Sue. She leaned down and kissed Susan gently on the forehead, running her hand across her sweat dampened hair. 
 
    “I love you too, Sue,” she said. “I love you more than you know, baby.” Their lips met, caressing each other, rather than simply kissing, Martha’s hands going to Susan’s cheeks, her own embracing Martha’s neck. 
 
    “No, Mar,” Sue said, their faces still touching, “I know exactly how much you love me.” 
 
    Martha kissed her forehead and nodded, tears welling in her eyes. She wiped them away with the back of her hand and took a deep breath. She’s trying to kick the emotions out of her skull, Susan thought. She apparently succeeded, her face going stern again as she turned back to the tray of medical equipment. 
 
    Susan looked down at her right knee, her vision beginning to blur at the edges, unable to focus. But she could tell that it was redder and had split in several places, more of the frothy liquid seeping from the openings. 
 
    Martha had put on sterile gloves and was scrubbing Susan’s upper thigh with copious amounts of betadine, turning her skin dark orange like someone who had used far too many tanning products. 
 
    “Lidocaine,” Martha said, holding up a syringe with a long needle. Susan nodded, and before she could protest, Martha had plunged the needle into her thigh, injecting the numbing medicine. It didn’t numb at first, but burned. Compared to the knee that really was burning, it didn’t bother her. Martha removed it from her tissue after injecting about a third of the Lidocaine, then thrust it through her skin again an inch or so away from the first injection site. Using multiple syringes and an unknown amount of Lidocaine (unknown to Susan anyway), Martha made injections all the way around her leg above the knee. The agonizing pain of her knee was almost completely gone and Susan was actually feeling a bit sleepy. And then she saw the saw. 
 
    Martha was busy tying a tourniquet near the top of her leg when Susan looked over and saw the instruments that her lover had most certainly kept hidden for a reason. Atop a second medical tray were the tools that would be used to cut her leg off: A saw that looked very similar to the type Susan had seen at hardware stores, except this one was all stainless; multiple scalpels, some with larger blades than others; and, most frightening of all, a shiny stainless hammer and chisel, the head of its blade a good two or three inches wide. 
 
    “Oh dear god,” Susan said in a trembling whimper. 
 
    Martha, noticing the dread on her face, twisted a syringe onto her IV tubing. “A little more Morphine,” she said. “I wish I could take all the pain away, Sue. But I have to keep you breathing first and foremost.” 
 
    “I know, Mar. Do what… you can. I… trust… you.” Before she could even finish speaking, the extra pain medicine was having its effect on her head. Her thoughts were swimming around in an uncoordinated mess. She wanted to tell Martha that she loved her once more, but she couldn’t seem to remember how the words were said or in what order they needed to be put. 
 
    “Time to get started, baby,” Martha said into her ear and the words seemed to echo through Susan’s head, like she’d heard them through a tin can. She closed her eyes and tried to sort the words out in her head, trying to remember what was being started on and who was doing the starting. The euphoric effect of her second dose of Morphine had arrived and the fear she previously felt melted away like a spring frost. She felt warmth and was dreaming of their vacation from the preceding summer, when Susan and Martha had cuddled in the sizzling natural springs in Hot Springs, Arkansas. How she had wished that vacation would never end; that she could hold Martha forever in those springs. And perhaps she would. Perhaps she had died and would live out eternity in the romantic hot waters with Mar.  
 
    Then the cutting commenced and Susan’s eyes shot open. It didn’t hurt, at least not exactly. Several winters ago, Susan had gone hiking behind her house. It had started sleeting and by the time she got home she felt frozen to the core. She had decided to take a shower and quickly realized that she couldn’t tell if the water was hot or cold. It wasn’t until several minutes later that she realized the water was scolding hot. This is what the cutting feeling of her leg reminded her of. 
 
    She looked down, seeing the scalpel unzip the flesh of her thigh with ease, revealing the red meat of her muscle amongst layers of yellowish fat and white tendons. Fear had still not returned and she thought for a moment that she was way too fat down there and really needed to start working out. How embarrassing that Mar was having to see all this fatty tissue in her leg.  
 
    There was surprisingly little blood with this first slice as Martha went all the way around her thigh. Susan briefly wondered if this was because of the tourniquet, the Lidocaine, or both. Then Martha made the second cut and blood and pain made their appearance. She winced at the pain which was still little more than the feeling of receiving a shot. But the blood was copious and bright red, spilling out over Martha’s gloved hand and onto the stainless table and the floor below. Susan assumed that an artery had been cut. Martha was slicing fast and deep and it wasn’t long before Susan felt a dull painful thud as the blade made contact with her femur. 
 
    “Sue, honey, this is going to hurt,” Martha said as she tossed the scalpel into the waste basket and grabbed the saw. 
 
    Susan nodded sluggishly, letting her head fall back to the table. She could smell the burning flesh now. Though she wasn’t looking at her knee, she could tell that the burning had now moved to the outside tissues surrounding it. She took a deep breath as Martha leaned over what was left of her leg. 
 
    The sawing began. 
 
    Susan screamed. Whatever the Lidocaine and Morphine had prevented her from feeling before seemed to disappear when Martha started working on the bone. The teeth of the saw ground against her femur like a branch of hard oak. Susan could feel the vibrations of the saw echoing intense waves of pain up her leg to her pelvis and throughout her skeleton. 
 
    “Fuuuuck!” she screamed, her hands gripping the edges of the table, her back arching in agony. 
 
    “Don’t move, Sue,” Martha ordered. “Let me finish, honey. I’m sorry. Just let me finish.” 
 
    She forced her body to be still, though she couldn’t stay all the quivers that the agony induced. The saw ground forward, then back. Forward, then back. Though Martha’s arm worked quickly, Susan could feel each individual saw-tooth strike her femur in slow motion, brushing off dust-sized bits of bone. She wailed, unable to hold back tears and unable to withhold shaking and tensing all over. She wished Martha had given her enough Morphine to knock her out, even if she did stop breathing. It no longer mattered. Death would be a blessing. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sue. I’m sorry, but the saw isn’t working fast enough. Forgive me, Sue. Close your eyes. Forgive me.” Sweat was soaking through Martha’s scrubs and Susan could see fear in her eyes. She was setting the saw aside and reaching across the medical tray once more. The hammer was in her right hand. The chisel appeared in her left. Sue watched the chisel disappear from her line of sight, landing gently against her bone as Martha took a deep breath, her eyes bulging, and brought the hammer up shoulder high, then brought it downward swiftly, the stainless finish of the hammer reflecting ghostly apparitions from the overhead light. 
 
    The hammer collided against the chisel with a loud crack, and Susan’s lights went out. 
 
      
 
    ! 
 
      
 
    Susan had been right. Despite all their love and no matter how much Martha trusted her, she had never really believed that spontaneous human combustion really ran in Sue’s family. But it did. 
 
    Martha leaned against the med cart, the adrenaline seeping from her pores just as the sweat had done during the procedure. She’d never felt so exhausted. Removing her love’s leg had taken every bit of strength, both physical and mental, that she could muster. 
 
    Susan’s leg lay smoldering in the woodstove, small but steady flames poking through blackened flesh everywhere, thick dark fluid draining from each opening. The mustiness of the basement had been replaced with the stench of burning tissue. Martha thanked God that the flames had not been more threatening during the procedure, since she’d forgotten to fill the pails with water. Sue could probably use a pint or two of blood. But with all the checks and rechecks that go into acquiring blood products, it would have been next to impossible for Martha to get any without a patient ID. She wouldn’t have trusted any black market blood, if there was such a thing. 
 
    All-in-all, Martha thought the procedure went well, considering she had no experience in such things. She’d never seen an amputation, not even during her surgical rotation in nursing school. But she had completed it without passing out and in relatively good time. 
 
    She looked now at the portion of Susan’s right leg that was still attached to her body. The stump. The word stump revolted Martha, conjuring up thoughts of crippled war vets wheeling themselves down hospital hallways, yelling at unseen enemy soldiers beyond every patient’s doorway. The stump was heavily bandaged with gauze 4x4s and wraps, and yet blood was already soaking through. Martha had managed to clamp off the three main arteries, but she thought maybe there were a few more she couldn’t get to and countless capillaries that would just have to stop bleeding on their own. She would need to change the bandages soon and wondered if Susan would be out long enough for her to accomplish that. 
 
    Her eyes moved higher, seeing Susan’s panties, wet with sweat and betadine and even blood, clinging prettily to the tulip between her legs. Sue would no longer be able to wrap her legs around Martha’s neck as she kissed her in the most intimate of intimate ways. She was immediately ashamed of herself for thinking of such things at this time. 
 
    She counted Susan’s respirations by the rise and fall of her chest, slow and steady at sixteen per minute. Her lips were dry and eyes swollen from tears. Her blonde hair still clung to her sweaty forehead. Martha looked up at the bag of normal saline, seeing that it would soon run dry. 
 
    She turned to the med cart to prepare another bag of saline, smiling, thinking to herself that she loved Sue more than ever, thinking that if they could pull through something like this together then they really were meant to be, thinking that once Sue’s leg had healed she would take her back to Hot Springs and they would soak in the warm waters and hold each other like their two bodies were melted together. 
 
    “Mar,” Susan said quietly, startling Martha out of dreams of Hot Springs.  
 
    “Welcome back, Sue,” Martha said, turning towards her with a grin that quickly slinked away. 
 
    “Martha!” 
 
    Susan’s back arched, her remaining leg kicking out in a thrust of agony, her stump spurting blood through the gauze as her muscles stiffened, her eyes staring in panic at the ceiling, her mouth agape in a soundless scream. Her hands tore at her breasts, finding the tank-top and ripping it open, revealing the blistering, bubbling red flesh of her chest. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You may have noticed at the beginning of this book that it’s dedicated to Dad, Grandad, Uncle Mark, and Daniel. That’s specifically because of this story (novella, actually). Stagsville isn’t a real place (in fact, my wife came up with that town name and I have no clue where she got it), but the campsite and hunting grounds described in From the Woods are very much a reality. They’re located near the little town of Honey Grove, TX. Growing up, and on into my twenties, that was where the Harrison clan went deer hunting, typically myself, Dad, Grandad, Uncle Mark, and my cousin Daniel. Sometimes a few others. The conversation around the campfire was always vulgar and absurd, just like in the story. The hunting, however, was a serious matter. Before I was old enough to wander into the woods myself, Dad would bring me along with him, showing me how to walk quietly, heel to toe, “like the Indians walked,” so as not to alert a deer of our presence. He would sit me down next to a tree with my rifle, telling me to keep watch, then he would find a spot of his own several yards away. Sitting there, I would hear things—a snap of a twig or the rustle of leaves. Maybe even an animalistic grunting sound. But, more often than not, I wouldn’t see anything through the trees. My mind would always wonder, What the hell made that sound? And why can’t I see it? Perhaps it was a bobcat or coyote or wild boar, just waiting to rip me to shreds. Perhaps it was something worse. Fear of the unknown is limitless fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    From　the　Woods 
 
      
 
    He ran. 
 
    Thorns tore at his flesh as he struggled through thickets, and branches snapped beneath him as he scrambled over deadfall of trees long lost, his thighs burning, his knees creaking and aching with each stride, his chest heaving as he gasped for air that wouldn’t come. He gagged and coughed, spraying a cloud of blood into the frigid, windy air. But they followed, so he kept running. 
 
      
 
    DAY 1 
 
      
 
    It was colder than Mike Walsh thought it would be. He cupped his hands over his mouth, breathing warm air into them. The oak and pecan popped as the freshly lit fire of dry leaves worked its warmth into the wood, sparks and white smoke rising into the cool winter air. He stuffed his hands back into his jeans and inched closer to the flames. I’ll need to pile the wood up high before nightfall, he thought. 
 
    His Toyota pickup was one of only two vehicles currently at the camp, the other being an older model Chevy van in the far corner of the grounds with frost still on its windshield. Presumably, the owner was either still asleep inside or had already made his way into the woods with his trusty rifle and orange cap and vest. The campgrounds itself, fenced-in by ages old barbed wire, was barely larger than two football fields side-by-side and lay directly across the dirt road from the expansive hunting land to the north. A dozen or so ancient, sprawling oaks and a handful of pecan trees dotted the camp, providing good cover even on misty, wintry days. The forecast hadn’t called for precipitation, but then again, it hadn’t called for sub-freezing temperatures at 10am either. 
 
    Mike shivered and pulled his knit cap over his ears and wondered if he should rummage through his truck (it was chock full of more camping gear than he could possibly use over the next few days) and find his camouflage parka. But once he started setting up camp and once the sun broke through, the flannel jacket would be plenty. And once the beer starts flowing.  
 
    The beer would most certainly flow today and well into the night. The last time he had gotten together with Wes and Hatfeld—just over six years ago; or, to be more precise, two military enlistments, three children, and one failing marriage ago—the three of them had drank until the sun was peeping over the horizon, giving them just enough light to pull the trot lines out of Lake Spirit’s muddy waters. That was a late spring adventure—with the water still cool, but the air nice and warm—and the three of them had been happy and full of life. Would this be any different? Mike wasn’t sure, but in the icy, windless emptiness of the camp, with the eerie fog refusing to lift, the small fire failed to thaw his pessimism. 
 
    It will be fine, Mike thought. It will be fun. It’s been too long.  
 
    He pulled a piece of jerky from the package in his pocket (beef jerky and camping always seemed to go together) and stuffed it in the back of his jaw like chaw, the hickory and peppery juices making him moan with instant satisfaction. Pulling down the tailgate of his Toyota, Mike grabbed his cooler (it was weighed down with a case of Miller High Life, a six-pack of Shiner Bock, two packages of Ball Park Franks, and two bags of ice) and drug it to the ground and sat on it, kicking his feet out so the fire warmed the soles of his boots. The wood was catching now and a more sustained fire taking hold. 
 
    “This is the life,” he said smiling, wondering if it was too early in the day for a beer. His eyes closed and his ears took in the sounds—the crackling fire, the scurrying of a small animal (probably a squirrel or a cotton tail) through dry leaves, the creaking of tree branches as a gentle breeze disturbed their statuesque state, the gliding open of a door. 
 
    Mike’s eyes opened to see that the van’s side door had slid open and an elderly man in long johns was dropping his bare feet on the grass just outside the vehicle. The old man yanked down the front of his thermals and pulled his pecker out and, with a brief grunt, commenced urinating. His head leaned back and he made a noise similar to that Mike had made when he put the jerky in his mouth. Then the old man saw him. He lifted the hand that wasn’t holding his dick and waved with a big, toothless smile. Mike nodded and waved back, then looked away. Good lord, Mike thought, I figured I would be two sheets to the wind before I’d have to witness someone watering the grass. 
 
    A moment later the van door slid closed and everything was as if the old man had never interrupted. Mike laughed to himself and chewed on the jerky and sucked out its juices until there were none left, then swallowed it down. A crow cawed nearby, signaling a warning of intruders to whatever birds had stuck around for winter or not flown south far enough. A dog barked—distant. A mooing cow—even further. The still air combined with dissipating fog allowed sound to travel for miles. Mike heard the crunch of gravel and the low rumble of a large engine. 
 
    Is that Wes and Hatfeld driving slowly down the dirt road? Mike wondered. It occurred to him that he didn’t even know what each of them drove anymore. The last he had seen Wes, he was driving a souped-up Honda Civic with a ridiculously tall spoiler and red lights that glowed from beneath the car. Mike gathered, through text messages and emails over the years, that this phase was short-lived and Wes had run back to his country roots. And in those days before Mike signed his life away to the US Army, Hatfeld regularly bumped around from one piece-of-shit car to another. The last vehicle Mike recalled was an ancient Datson pickup with well over 300-thousand miles on its resume. 
 
    The sound of the vehicle grew louder and Mike knew that, whether it was Wes and Hatfeld or not, it was undoubtedly someone approaching the campgrounds; they were past the handful of residences along the first quarter mile of the dirt road. He tore off another strip of jerky and planted it between his cheek and gum. He checked his phone: no messages, as he expected. She won’t be texting me this weekend. Why would she? 
 
    Coming into view, passing by the barbed wire fence and the young oaks that grew from the ditch along the road, was a large Dodge Ram truck sitting on massive mud-grip tires. A tarp covered a mound of gear in the bed. It pulled into the entrance of the campgrounds and Mike heard it park alongside his truck behind him. A door opened. 
 
    “Goddamnit! I can’t believe this motherfucker doesn’t have camp set up yet! Look at him, sittin on his ass shitfaced already!” 
 
    “Hell, I didn’t want y’all to miss out on all the fun,” Mike said, turning around on the cooler to see Archimedes Hatfeld (Archie or Hatfeld, whichever you preferred) walking from the passenger side of the Dodge with a can of Natural Light in his hand. Hatfeld sported a long red beard, which was different from the man Mike remembered, but still had the same slender, wiry figure. He wore tattered jeans that weren’t really suited for cold weather and a flannel shirt and a faded Texas Rangers ballcap.  
 
    “And look at this little pussy-ass fire!” Hatfeld said, pointing at it in mock disgust. 
 
    “If you had gotten here earlier, you could have made the fire your damn self.” 
 
    “I wanted to, Mike, but your mom wanted a good fuckin before I left for the weekend.” 
 
    The two of them burst into laughter and Mike stood up and embraced his friend. “Good to finally see you, Hatfeld.” 
 
    “Break it up, you fags,” Wesley Walsh said, coming around the front of the truck, decked out in a camouflage hat, jacket, and pants, none of which were the same design. Wes, Mike’s cousin, was tall and broad-shouldered and his hair was a darker brown than Mike’s. His smooth cheeks (smooth because he admittingly could only grow a beard in odd patches) were flushed from the cold air. He too sipped at a beer. 
 
    “Wes, good to see you,” Mike said, shaking his hand. “Here I was wondering if it was too early to crack open a beer and you two assholes have already started; driving down the road no less!” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” said Hatfeld. “As soon as we turned down 1129” (the dirt road) “we reached into the cooler for a couple of Natty Lights!” 
 
    “Yeah, I see y’all brought Naturals. Wes, you own a fuckin liquor store and the best you could bring was Natural Light?” 
 
    “Oh, I brought the good stuff. Don’t you worry, blood.” Blood was Wes’s typical moniker for anyone of blood relation, usually the men of the Walsh family. “Who we got in the van?” he said, nodding towards the old Chevy. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mike shrugged. “Some old geezer. Maybe a squatter.” 
 
    “Well shit,” Wes said, “Let’s get this camp set up and fix Mike’s pathetic fire.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Mike said, opening and reaching into his cooler. “Let’s get this started the right way.” He grabbed a bottle of High Life and twisted the cap off. Lifting the bottle in the air he said, “Here’s to a hell of a weekend, drinking beer and shooting deer.” 
 
    “Here, here,” said Wes. 
 
    “Are you a poet now, Mike?” Hatfeld said, laughing. “Have no fear, we’re in the clear to drink our beer with Mike the queer!” 
 
    “Shut up and drink,” snapped Mike, smiling.  
 
    They clanked their beers together and drank them down, then tossed the empty cans and bottle into the fire. Wes walked to the bed of the truck and lifted the tarp. A furry head popped out—a German shepherd, its mouth open and grinning and long tongue lulling, its tail dragging back and forth with glee along the underside of the tarp. 
 
    “Who is this?” Mike said, stepping beside Wes and petting the dog’s head. 
 
    “This, my good man, is Glenfiddich.” 
 
    Mike laughed. “You named your mutt after scotch whiskey?” 
 
    “He ain’t no mutt, Mike. Full blood German Shepherd! Ol’ Glenfiddich ‘ll tear your nuts off for talking shit if you don’t watch it. Ain’t that right, boy?” The dog wagged its tail and shook its head excitedly. Wes yanked the tarp completely from the truck, allowing the dog to pounce out. 
 
    Over the next few hours, the three men pulled camping gear from their vehicles—tents, sleeping bags, chairs, coolers, lanterns, and various other things—and collected wood (the campsite and neighboring woods were littered with fallen branches), piling them high not far from the fire. To the enjoyment of his friends, Mike, with substantial difficulty, set up his tent, cussing and kicking at the dirt the whole time. Hatfeld, with a cigarette constantly poking out of his face, arranged fold-out chairs (four of them for whatever reason) around the fire and set up a small table not far away with paper towels, a water cooler, and a lantern. Wes, with far less difficulty than his cousin, staked his six-person tent to the ground and unrolled his and Hatfeld’s sleeping bags on opposite ends, putting a massive 200-quart cooler stocked with beer between them. The dog, for its part, relaxed by the warmth of fire, greedily gobbled up a dropped piece of jerky, and was kind enough to shit a good distance from camp. 
 
    The fire now provided enough warmth for Mike to shed his flannel jacket and feel relatively comfortable in only a long-sleeved shirt. Wes too had removed his jacket, revealing yet another shade of camo—this time a tiger-striped t-shirt. Hatfeld emerged from his and Wes’s tent with three Naturals in his hands. 
 
    “Can we get this party started?” he said, falling into one of the fold-out chairs and kicking his feet out to the fire. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Mike and Wes said simultaneously, joining him around the fire. 
 
    Hatfeld tossed them each a beer, then plucked a cigarette from the pocket of his shirt and lit it with a burning twig. 
 
    “Last I saw you, you had quit smoking,” said Mike. 
 
    “Me? Shit, Mike, that was years ago. I’m going the other direction now: smoking unfiltered Camels.” 
 
    Mike laughed, nearly choking on his first gulp of beer. “Unfiltered?! Jesus! You’re gonna end up like my old man doing that shit. Fuckin emphysema keeps him from even walking to the mail box, much less going hunting or fishing.” 
 
    “But can he still lay some pipe, Mike? That’s the real question. If you can have emphysema and still pound the pink from time to time, then I think I’ll go right on smoking.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say you were fuckin his mom this morning,” Wes chimed in. “If that’s the case, then I guess Uncle Earl isn’t doing her any favors in the sack. Especially if she resorts to screwing scraggly, short-dicked bastards like you.” 
 
    They laughed and drank and enjoyed the fire, tossing more wood on until the thought of being cold was a distant memory. Mike thought he felt his soul thawing along with his feet and legs. He felt a friendship—a belonging—he hadn’t felt in years. His troubles with Mary and the kids were, for now, forgotten. Even his memories of the army—the friends he had made and the few he’d lost—were temporarily tempered. But that was short-lived. 
 
    “Let me see if I got this right, Mike,” Wes said, absently stroking the dog’s head as he spoke. “You spent, what, like six years in the military?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Six years you were stationed in Okla-fuckin-homa, right?” 
 
    He nodded again, knowing this conversation had been inevitable. 
 
    “Six years. Stationed in Fort Sill, Oklahoma. That’s maybe five hours from your home town of Stagsville, Texas, and you never once—not once, Mike—came back to visit your friends and family? I’m not missing something, am I? You weren’t shipped off to Iraq or Afghanistan or some other raghead country?” 
 
    Mike shook his head. “Nope, Fort Sill for six glorious years.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” Wes said, his arms outstretched. 
 
    Mike shrugged and began to say something in his defense when Hatfeld spoke. 
 
    “Wes, you’ve had no better obligations than stocking Mangle County’s liquor cabinets for the last four years. You go fishing every damn weekend, and you even go gambling in Okla-fuckin-homa on occasion. So why don’t you explain to Mikey-poo why you never drove your big ass up to Fort Sill?” 
 
    Wes thought about this for a second. “Well, you didn’t go either, Hatfeld.” 
 
    “I know it. But I always have the excuse of driving a car that can’t go forty miles without needing work done. Plus, I never really liked Mike that much.” 
 
    “What did y’all bring to hunt with?” said Mike, changing the subject. He finished off his beer and tossed the crumpled can into the fire where the remaining suds instantly boiled, the aluminum darkening and shrinking into itself. It’s a damn good fire now, he thought. 
 
    “Savage Axis,” Hatfeld said. “It’s a .308. Had that sucker down at the range yesterday. Let me tell y’all, if the Mangle County Sheriff’s Department ever needs a sniper on their payroll, they can just give me a call.” 
 
    “Oh please,” Wes said, “you couldn’t hit the ground if you stuck your barrel in the dirt. Now, let me show you fellas what a real outdoorsman hunts with.” He got up and walked to his truck. Glenfiddich followed. 
 
    “A real outdoorsman?” Mike said. “What, did you bring a fuckin tomahawk?” 
 
    “Check this motherfucker out.” Wes emerged from his truck with a massive stainless-steel revolver with a matching silver colored scope. “This, boys, is a Ruger Redhawk .44 mag with an eight-inch barrel—I know cuz I measured it next to my dick—rosewood grips, and a Leupold VX scope. This’ll be bringing home the buck this year.”  
 
    Sitting back down, Wes passed the revolver to Mike. It was heavy and gleamed beautifully even in the dull afternoon light. He opened the empty cylinder and spun it and closed it back. Uncapping the scope, he looked through it, putting the black crosshairs on a dry leaf that clung to the barbed wire fence, wavering gently in the breeze that had recently picked up. 
 
    “Pretty damn clean. Have you even sighted it in?” 
 
    “Well hell yeah. You think I’d bring it huntin without sighting it in?” 
 
    Mike shrugged and handed it to Hatfeld. 
 
    “Goddamn,” Hatfeld said, “looks expensive.” 
 
    “It is, so wipe your finger smudges off and keep your cigarette ash away from it, dickhead.” 
 
    Hatfeld laughed. “I guess that shitty liquor store of yours is bringin in some dough after all. It was probably you that shot holes in my mailbox last weekend. Asshole.” 
 
    “What about you, Mike?” said Wes. “You bring that old Winchester 30-30?” 
 
    “No, I’m keeping it in the safe this go ‘round. I stopped by a gun show last month and picked up an H&R Buffalo Classic. I wanna give it a try.” This was only partially true—the only reason he had not brought the Winchester, which he had been hunting with since he was twelve, was because Mary, who remained in Oklahoma (maybe or maybe not dating an army first lieutenant) when he moved back to Stagsville, currently had the gun in her possession. 
 
    “H&R? Is it a single shot?” Wes asked. 
 
    “Yeah. When you’re an expert marksman like me, you only need one shot.” 
 
    Wes rolled his eyes. “What caliber?” 
 
    “45/70” 
 
    “45/70?!” Wes and Hatfeld exclaimed simultaneously.  
 
    “Jesus, Mike,” Hatfeld continued, “you trying to blow the deer in two?” 
 
    “That would make it easier to carry back to camp,” he laughed. 
 
    “Seriously though,” Wes said, “you’ll put a hole the size of your fist in it. Might fuck up some of the meat. We’re huntin’ Texas whitetail, not fuckin’ moose.” 
 
    “Y’all want a Shiner?” Mike said, changing the subject again, before they asked why he hadn’t brought the 30-30. 
 
    “Oooo, you brought good beer,” Wes said. “Hell yeah!” 
 
    “Nope,” said Hatfeld, “I’m a Natty man.” 
 
    They drank on. They talked about fish they’d caught (often exaggerating), cars they wish they owned, ballgames and politics, and women they’d like to mount. The old man emerged from the van in heavy coveralls and lit a campfire of his own, then collapsed on a lawn chair with what appeared to be a small bottle of schnapps or vodka. Afternoon turned into evening and the sporadic gentle breeze morphed into a more sustained wind. The temperature was dropping with the sun, and the men redonned their jackets. 
 
    “Goddamn,” Hatfeld said, shivering, “it’s so cold my dick has shrunk down to ten inches.” 
 
    Wes raised a leg and squeezed out a long, high-pitched fart. 
 
    Mike responded with a short, loud fart. 
 
    Glenfiddich snorted his nostrils and laid his head on the ground. The men laughed. 
 
    “That Kate Upton sure has some nice tits,” said Hatfeld, lighting another cigarette. “You see her in Sports Illustrated? Sure would like to motorboat those motherfuckers.” 
 
    “Katy Perry’s are better,” Mike said. “Or Jennifer Love Hewitt. She’s a Texas girl, you know.” 
 
    “Like that matters when you have titties in your face.” 
 
    “Matters to me.” 
 
    Wes farted. 
 
    They heard another vehicle on 1129, driving faster than it should, the engine revving in brief spurts, then dying down as the tires skidded around the road’s twists and turns. 
 
    “Sounds like we have an asshole on his way to camp,” said Mike, who imagined a deer or a hog or—worst of all—a kid getting plowed down by the driver. 
 
    A shiny SUV blurred past the young oaks, kicking billowing clouds of dust. The vehicle, a Cadillac, screeched to a halt in front of the camp’s entrance, a bloom of dirt settling on and around it. It turned in, driving slow now, passing Mike’s and Wes’s trucks and coming to a stop beneath a pecan tree about fifty yards from their campfire. 
 
    The passenger side door faced the men, and it opened. Getting out, was a slender young woman wearing black yoga pants and a camouflage fleece top. She pulled a knit cap over her ears and picked the pants out of her ass. 
 
    “Damnation,” Wes said. They all stared at her firm thighs and bottom. 
 
    “God hath sent us fine gentlemen a gift,” said Hatfeld in a mockingly biblical voice. 
 
    “Whoever created yoga pants deserves their place amongst the great inventors of our time,” Mike said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Hatfeld said. “But they ain’t for everyone. You ever see those fat chicks at Walmart?” 
 
    “Good God Almighty,” Wes said as the girl bent down to adjust her socks or the tongue of sneakers. 
 
    A man of about their same age walked around the front of the Cadillac and embraced the girl, kissing her long and grabbing her rear with both hands. He too was decked out in camo (unlike Wes, his pants, coat, and hat all matched). He slapped the girl’s ass cheek and smiled, saying something in her ear that she apparently found very amusing. Then he looked over at the men and waved.  
 
    They waved back. 
 
    “Which one of us is gonna knife him in the back so we can take that chick to our tents tonight?” Hatfeld said. 
 
    “You never know,” Wes said, “he may be up to sharing.” 
 
    “Nah,” Mike said. “He’s putting on that little display of affection so we know she’s his.” 
 
    “Look at mister psychologist, here” Hatfeld said. 
 
    The man hit a button on the rear of the Cadillac, lifting the hatch automatically, and began unpacking gear, all of which looked new and expensive. The woman folded out a padded chair and sat in it, tapping on her cellphone and playing R&B music on a device at her feet. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can handle that music out here,” Wes said. “I was hoping to just hear the breeze and the crackle of the fire.” 
 
    “Maybe we could get her to dance,” said Hatfeld. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mike said, “let her get a few drinks in her and let the music play and, who knows, her clothes may be falling off by night’s end.” 
 
    “If we could get her to ditch the douche, I would have her drinking some of the good stuff,” said Wes. 
 
    “What good stuff did you bring?” 
 
    “Lake Spirit Bourbon.” 
 
    “Lake Spirit?” Mike said, moving his line-of-sight from the girl to Wes, raising an eyebrow. “Mangle County has a distillery?” 
 
    “Yep. About four years now. Damn good stuff. Puts Jim Beam to shame.” 
 
    They drank on as the air got colder and drier and the wind picked up, rustling the branches overhead. It was going to be a cold night. But Mike doubted they would notice. Regardless, he strained himself to lift the largest oak log in the pile and dropped it atop the fire, nearly falling in with it. Wes and Hatfeld ridiculed him for being weak and clumsy and they all laughed. 
 
    Then the men sat in silence for a while, watching Glenfiddich sniff various spots of the campgrounds and following an invisible trail for a while before being distracted by a different, more desirable scent. The woman produced a fruity looking drink from a Yeti cooler and relaxed in her chair while her man continued getting their camp ready. The man started his campfire with lighter fluid, then hung an LED lantern from a tree branch; both were insults to outdoorsmen, Mike thought. 
 
    “Y’all seen anythin?” 
 
    It was the old man—the likely squatter—who had inexplicably traveled from his camp to theirs without being noticed. He looked like he could have wandered from a dingy alleyway of homeless drug addicts and hookers. His coveralls (they had perhaps once been blue, maybe green) were matted with oils and ages old dirt, giving the fabric a sheen look. His white hair stuck out in every direction and his toothless face was unshaven, though the long hairs grew sparsely. In his right hand was a bottle of peppermint schnapps. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Mike said when it became clear that neither Hatfeld nor Wes were going to speak up. 
 
    “Deer, hogs, coons… Ya seen any?” The old man took a long swig of his schnapps. 
 
    “Oh, uh, we haven’t been out yet. Plan to start the hunt tomorrow morning. What about you?” 
 
    “Shit nah!” the old man exclaimed, followed by an open-mouthed cackle that revealed one lonely tooth on the bottom right side. “I ain’t been in dem woods in a country mile!” 
 
    Mike, Wes, and Hatfeld looked at each other, suppressing laughter. As far as Mike knew, “a country mile” was an inexact reference to distance and had absolutely nothing to do with time, but whatever. The old fella smiled wide, a drip of saliva falling from his open mouth to his dirty coveralls. The three men nodded silently and took uncomfortable drinks from their beers. 
 
    “You just camping?” Mike finally asked. 
 
    “Uh, yay, suppose so,” he said, staring into the darkening skies as if this required substantial consideration. He tugged at his nuts and smiled at them again.  
 
    This isn’t the least bit awkward, Mike thought. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Wes said. Mike silently thanked him for speaking up. 
 
    The old man looked up to the sky again, thinking. More drool dripped from his chin. This time, none of them could suppress laughter. Hatfeld choked on his swallow of suds and had to spew it in the dirt. Glenfiddich raised his eyebrows in curiosity.  
 
    “Bill!” the old man said at last and laughed with them and sucked on his bottle of schnapps. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Bill,” Mike said when the laughter had died down, then they each introduced themselves. 
 
    “Much obliged,” Bill said and tipped an invisible hat. Another response that didn’t really fit the situation, but (again) whatever. Then, rocking his head in the direction of the neighboring camp, “Y’all seen dat pretty piece a twat?” 
 
    This got them laughing again. It took Mike a full minute to stop and he had to wipe tears from his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, we saw her,” Hatfeld said. “She’s a pretty piece a twat, indeed.” He had said this a bit loud and Mike looked over at him with wide eyes that said, You trying to get our asses kicked by her rich prick of a boyfriend? 
 
    “Dern tootin!” Bill said. 
 
    “Have a seat, why dontcha,” Wes said, pointing at the one remaining lawn chair. 
 
    “Don’t mind iffa do,” Bill said and fell into the chair so clumsily that it nearly tipped over. “Gonna be a cold night. Freeze your goddamn nutsacks off ifin you ain’t careful.” 
 
    The three men agreed. Wes grabbed another round of beers, offering one to Bill, who happily took it. The last remnants of sunlight dipped below the horizon. The clouds that had kept the world gray all day moved on, and a billion stars and a sliver of a moon, looking like a giant fingernail clipping in the sky, gleamed. The temperature dropped, but the breeze, which seemed to not be able to make up its mind on its intentions, relaxed a little. The girl in the neighboring camp, the “pretty piece of twat,” switched her music to country to the relief of everyone. It was what Hatfeld called Bro-Country (more southern pop like Florida Georgia Line and Luke Bryan than traditional cowboys and outlaws country) but it was a ton of shit better than the trash she had been playing. They drank on. 
 
    They talked about movies for a while as the drinks flowed. Mike and Hatfeld were fans of the recent explosion of superhero movies. Wes was more of a horror guy. The old man said he didn’t go see many movies but watched porn when he got the chance. Everyone laughed. 
 
    “I seen this one where five fellas were all servicing this tiny, chink,” Bill said, smiling and showcasing his one tooth. “She had one dong in her mouth, one in each hand, one up her twat, and one in her poot-shoot. Shit, I ain’t never seen nuthin like it!” 
 
    Hatfeld, laughing, began to tell of some outlandish porn video he had seen, when Mike cut him off. 
 
    “When you going to break out the whiskey?” he asked Wes. 
 
    Wes raised his eyebrows as if he had suddenly remembered something very important. “Damn it, blood! I almost forgot!” He jumped to his feet and had to steady himself briefly before walking to his truck. 
 
    “Drunk already,” Hatfeld said. 
 
    Moments later, Wes emerged with the bottle, a label roughly in the shape of Lake Spirit on the front, golden heaven sparkling on the inside from the fire light. He produced four paper cups and splashed a shot into each one, then passed one each to Mike, Hatfeld, and Bill, whose gaping smile seemed never to evaporate. 
 
    “Down the hatch,” Mike said, holding the cup up for a second, then dumping the bourbon in his mouth. It was smoky, with a subtle sweetness, and the burn rose slowly in his throat. Mike closed his eyes and moaned. Damn, that’s good, he thought. 
 
    “Dern, boy, there ain’t no stank to that rot-gut!” Bill exclaimed. 
 
    “Damn good rot-gut,” Hatfeld agreed, finding it amusing to frequently repeat Bill’s odd dialogue. “No stank at all.” 
 
    “I know it,” said Wes. “Don’t let me catch you sneaking shots behind my back, Archie Hatfeld. You’ll be yackin it in the dirt before the night’s up anyhow.” 
 
    “What the fuck ever.” 
 
    They had another round. 
 
    Mike blew hot whiskey breath through pursed lips, thinking that he better leave it at two shots or he would be the one yacking in the dirt tonight. He looked over at the other camp, hoping to see the girl bending over as she pulled another fruity drink from the Yeti cooler. Instead, he saw the girl’s boyfriend (or husband or whatever) walking in their direction.  
 
    “We got company,” he said. 
 
    Everyone turned to watch his approach, his shoulders swaying in the typical I own this plot of the world fashion. He held a tasteless low-carb beer in one hand. Figures, Mike thought. I bet he goes to the gym everyday too, even on holidays, and watches himself in the mirrored walls as he does bicep curls and tricep extensions and squats and lunges and whatever the fuck. 
 
    “Well don’t he look like his shit don’t stank,” Bill said, finally using a witticism somewhat correctly. 
 
    “How y’all doing,” the man said as he reached their campsite, his country accent sounding a trifle forced. 
 
    Everyone nodded and said their hellos. The man, predictably wearing Under Armour camo and shiny Ariat boots that appeared to be on their first excursion to the outside world, introduced himself as Todd Renfro. Todd was a talker. Without much attention paid to the introductions of Mike and the others, he was off to the races with his tales of superior hunting skills. 
 
    “I tell you what, last year I came down here—it wasn’t as cold as it is now—and wasn’t in the woods thirty minutes before I had myself a twelve-point buck. He was a big motherfucker, too. But I dropped his ass right where he stood. Then, as I was dragging his ass back to camp, I came across two hogs and blasted those sons-of-bitches too, both of ‘em. Hell, I stocked my freezer for the year in just over an hour!” 
 
    Everyone nodded and complimented his accomplishments (however unlikely), except for Hatfeld, who simply cracked open another beer and lit another cigarette. 
 
    “Yeah,” Todd Renfro said, “I get a deer or two every year. And I have this lease in Oklahoma where I can knock down an elk or another whitetail. Don’t have to wear the orange when I hunt there, of course. Not that I’ll be wearing orange when I cross the fence tomorrow either.” 
 
    “What are you hunting with?” Wes asked. Mike wished he hadn’t. No doubt it would be a top-of-the-line Browning or something insanely expensive, like a Jarrett or Cooper, probably decked out with some futuristic scope with night vision and heat vision and shit vision whatever kind of vision a stuck-up prick of hunter could want. 
 
    “Oh, uh, I brought a Savage Axis,” Todd said, looking down and moving dirt around with the toe of his boot.  
 
    Wes and Mike smiled. There was nothing wrong with an Axis. It was just an “economical” rifle, which was why Hatfeld carried the same thing. 
 
    “My Browning,” Todd said, “is uh, being worked on by a gunsmith. It was jamming.” 
 
    Mike had to refrain from laughing and spewing beer all over his jeans. It was silent for a moment. Wes poured himself another shot and tossed it back. Toothless Bill sipped on another Natty Light, thanks to Hatfeld’s graciousness. Hatfeld lit a cigarette with the butt of the previous one, then put a hand in his pants and scratched his balls. Mike drained the beer in his hand and tossed the can in the fire, where it shriveled and disappeared in seconds. He swayed with drunkenness. As was common when he drank in excess, he wanted to smoke. 
 
    “Let me have a cigarette, Archie,” he told Hatfeld, who reluctantly gave him one. 
 
    “You’re going to feel like shit tomorrow,” Hatfeld warned. 
 
    “Nah,” Mike said, though he knew he was probably right about that. He lit the cigarette and inhaled, the smoke hitting his lungs like a knife. He coughed and hacked on that first breath, his insides turning to outsides, his face turning red and veins sticking out from his neck, tears forming in his eyes. “Fuck,” he finally said, with everyone laughing and a new smoker buzz filling his head. Then he took another drag. 
 
    “That ya wife,” Bill said to Todd, “that perty lady, there?” 
 
    Thank God he didn’t call her a twat, Mike thought, wiping tears from his eyes. 
 
    “Stacy?” Todd said, looking over his shoulder at the girl, who was sitting in the foldout chair looking at her cellphone. “Nah, we’re just kinda seeing each other, I guess. She won the Mangle County beauty pageant about ten years back. I saw her sexy ass at Antlers in Stagsville—y’all know the place?—and I just had to bring her home. And I did too. I fucked the shit outta that girl all goddamn night. She had to put some ice on that pussy when I was done with her!” 
 
    From hunting exploits to fucking exploits, Mike thought. 
 
    “That girl can suck some dick too, goddamnit! Anyway, we’ve been dating about three weeks or so.” 
 
    “You taking her hunting?” Hatfeld asked, one eyebrow raised. “She doesn’t really look like the hunting type.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Todd said, “but she’s gonna come along anyway. She can play on her cell and suck my dick when we stop to rest or watch for deer. We got a long fuckin walk tomorrow. Going through the woods, past the river bottoms, and through all those fuckin thickets after that. Then we’re going over that fence at the very back of the hunting grounds. That’s where the big deer are. It’s several miles, obviously. We’ll be walking all day and camping out there tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Past the hunting grounds?” Mike asked, suddenly curious. “Is it private land?” 
 
    “No, it’s still government land. You’re just not technically supposed to hunt there. But I had a buddy that hopped that fence a few years ago, and he said there were big whitetails every-fuckin-where.” 
 
    “Really?” Wes and Hatfeld said. 
 
    “Yep.” Todd beamed.  
 
    “You best watch out going down there,” Bill said, then burped loudly. 
 
    Todd looked at him smugly. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Witches,” Hatfeld said, a giant grin on his face. 
 
    “What?” said the old man. 
 
    “Yeah, witches down in those spooky woods, capturing folks and putting them under spells and cooking them in their caldron.” 
 
    “I thought it was ghosts,” said Wes, he too with a smile. 
 
    “No,” Mike joined in, “it’s bigfoot. Sasquatch, some may call it. Been roaming those woods for years.” 
 
    Todd looked unamused. 
 
    “What in the hell y’all talkin bout?” said Bill. “Nah, there ain’t no witches or ghosts or sansquinch. Game wardens! Gotta watch out for dem fuckin game wardens. They patrol that back fence.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, even Todd Renfro. But Mike thought he did remember something about those backwoods; a local legend or Indian myth or maybe just a tall tale from his childhood. But he was drunk and getting drunker, and giving it much thought wasn’t going to happen tonight. 
 
      
 
    DAY 2 
 
     
 
    I can’t keep doing this, Mike 
 
    This isn’t working, it’s bad for the girls 
 
    I want a divorce 
 
    Mike’s eyelids pried apart, revealing swollen, red and watery eyes. He laid haphazardly in his sleeping bag, still fully clothed with the exception of his boots. Even his ballcap still sat askew on his head. His throat felt as if he had swallowed a gallon mixture of sand and salt. Rolling to his back, Mike watched the plumes of white breath that exited his parched mouth and entered the frosty gray air of morning, seeing also the ice crystals that had formed on the inside of his tent. 
 
    He grudgingly sat up, a lightning bolt suddenly striking the inside of his skull. Turning his head slowly, he looked about the tent for a bottle of water but saw none. He groaned. The smell of still burning oak was on the air, mixed with other tantalizing scents—bacon, sausage, coffee. Jesus, Mike thought, who is alive enough to be cooking breakfast? He crawled to the tent’s opening, his world swimming with dizziness and his head pounding, and unzipped it. 
 
    Pulling on his boots, then exiting the tent, Mike staggered to his feet, standing motionless for a moment, waiting for the world to stop spinning. He walked slowly to one of the chairs and collapsed into it. Atop the smoldering fire was a kettle with a steady stream of steam billowing from it and a cast iron skillet filled with sizzling bacon and sausage. Wes sat on the other side of the campfire, reading a book by someone named Ryan Harding, its cover decorated with a grotesque illustration of a torture scene. He always was into that weird horror stuff. 
 
    “How you feeling?” Wes asked, looking up from the book. “You look like you’re ready to tackle the day with enthusiasm.” 
 
    “I feel like shit,” Mike croaked. He reached into the cooler at his side, removing a bottle of water and drinking the entire thing in thirty seconds. “Don’t even remember laying down.” 
 
    Wes laughed. “Yeah. You took a piss right here in front of everyone, then you nearly fell in the fire, and then you just kinda fell into your tent, mumbling something about the stars and the earth moving without your permission. Me and Hatfeld had to drag your drunk ass the rest of the way into the tent. You’re lucky I decided to cover you with the sleeping bag. It got as cold as a penguin’s pecker last night.” 
 
    Mike shivered. It was still pretty damned cold. “Damn it. Did our neighbors see me making an ass of myself?” 
 
    “Nah. Bill went back to his van for the night and the dickhead had gone back to his camp. You missed out on the sounds of them fuckin though. She was screaming like a coyote in heat. Only for about two minutes though.” 
 
    Mike managed a weak smile at this. “Hatfeld been up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, laughing. “I thought you couldn’t hold your liquor. Fuckin Hatfeld crawled out of the tent and puked under that oak tree about an hour ago. Then he crawled back in the tent. He was snoring loud enough to wake Glenfiddich for a while. Sounded like an eighteen-wheeler in low gear.”  
 
    “Jesus,” Mike said, closing his eyes, “I knew we shouldn’t have started on the whiskey.” 
 
    Wes removed the skillet and kettle from the fire, pouring Mike a cup of mud and piling a plate with the breakfast meats. 
 
    “I don’t know that I’m ready to eat,” Mike said. 
 
    “Eat. You’ll feel a hundred times better with something on your stomach.” 
 
    So, Mike did, and he did feel better. The greasy bacon and sausage links, washed down with strong, hot coffee, seemed to lift the hangover almost instantly, while also thawing his shivering body. Wes added some wood to the fire and stirred the coals around until fresh flames were peaking up around the logs. Glenfiddich gobbled up a piece of dropped bacon, then made his way around the campgrounds, sniffing here and there, but not following any particular trail. Hatfeld started snoring again, making a gargling noise with each long inhalation. Mike’s nose and cheeks were cold in the winter air, but his body and soul were warm. It was amazing what a campfire and a little meat and coffee on your gut could do for your mood. 
 
    “Have Dickhead and his girlfriend been up yet?” he said. 
 
    “They already headed into the woods, not long after Hatfeld decided to puke everywhere. The girl was in some kind of camo coveralls; not much to see. Of course, her head was in her cellphone even as they disappeared amongst the trees. She’ll be upset when that fuckin thing dies about two hours into their journey. The dude was already bitching at her to keep up before they had even crossed 1129.” 
 
    Mike poured himself another coffee, the steam billowing from the top of his aluminum mug. He looked up at the gray sky. The clouds did not appear threatening at the moment and there was no wind to speak of. It was cold, but not miserable. 
 
    “Mike,” Wes said, looking serious, “I have a question.” 
 
    Great, Mike thought, here it comes. No doubt, Wesley Walsh was about to inquire about his marriage and the kids. Where were they? Why hadn’t he been talking about them? Is everything okay? Are y’all separated? Getting a divorce?  
 
    “What’s up?” Mike said, less than enthused. 
 
    “What do you think about going beyond the hunting grounds? You know, hoppin that back fence and seeing what’s out there?” 
 
    Mike smiled and sipped at his coffee, relieved and intrigued. The questions about his marriage and the kids would come. They would come and he would answer; but not right now. 
 
    “You really want to head out there?” 
 
    “I don’t know, blood, it’s a long fuckin walk,” he shrugged. “You remember Peter Tingle?” 
 
    Mike snorted laughter, damn near blowing hot coffee out his nose. Peter Tingle was a boy he and Wes had gone to high school with, and his unfortunate name was the least of his worries. Peter—frequently called Penis Tingle or Tingle Dick or Tallywhacker Tingle—was absurdly tall and thin, and his back was in a permanent bending slouch that revealed sharp, boney shoulder blades beneath his shirts, making him look like some odd creature of the night with batwings folded up beneath his attire. Peter’s face wasn’t much better: he was prematurely balding, with a giant hooked nose, a weak chin that sloped into double flesh folds that jiggled with even the slightest movement of his head, and he had a severe case of acne.  
 
    “Yes,” Mike said, “I remember Peter Tingle.” 
 
    “Well, Pete became a bit of an alchy. He would come into the store damn near every day. He wasn’t the type to buy enough booze for the coming week or month. Nope, he came in everyday, always by himself, and would either buy a twelve pack of Bud Ice or a sixer of Lone Star and a small bottle of Canadian Hunter Rye. 
 
    “He didn’t talk much, as I’m sure you recall. I think he had been beat down both physically and verbally for so long that he decided socializing with others was against his best interest. We weren’t the worst of them by a long shot, Mike, but I feel damn bad for the hell we used to give that boy. 
 
    “Anyway, he did talk on occasion when he came to buy his booze. When he did, it was always about hunting. Peter would hunt everything: ducks, dove, squirrels, rabbits, and of course deer. He came down here every weekend during deer season for about five years straight. The last time I saw Peter Tingle—last February, this was—he told me he had found a spot with deer so big and beautiful that it was hard to believe that he was still in North Texas, where the deer are usually as thin as Peter himself.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” Mike asked, intrigued. 
 
     “I don’t know,” Wes shrugged. “I didn’t think anything of it at first. A few days went by and he hadn’t been in the store. I figured he was sick or was, like he said, out hunting. But then a week went by, then two weeks and I got to thinking something must have happened to him. So, I called Miller’s Taste of Home, the butchery and game processing store where Peter worked, to check on him. Derick, the prick who owns the place, told me Pete no-showed and if I see him to tell him he was fuckin fired. 
 
    “Obviously, this fueled my concerns. So, I called Tom Lawton—he’s with the sheriff department now, you know—and asked him to go check on ol’ Peter Tingle. Tom went by his house, and he wasn’t there. No car either. I told Tom about Pete’s hunting and where he said he was going, so Tom assembled a search party and they came down here. They searched the woods for a week or so, but never found even a hint that Peter was in the area. His car wasn’t at the campgrounds either. They never did find him, Mike.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Mike said and sipped on his coffee. “Peter Tingle just…vanished?” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened,” Wes said. “Nobody does. He didn’t have enough people that cared about him to keep the search going for very long. I think the most popular theories are that he drove his car into Lake Spirit while in a drunken stupor or it was suicide. Either is plausible, I suppose. But, Mike, that spot Peter was telling me about was over the fence, beyond the hunting grounds, just like that dickhead said.” 
 
    Mike thought about this for a moment, then: “So, you think maybe Peter Tingle got lost out there or something, beyond the fence? And this makes you want to go out there?” 
 
    “No, dipshit,” Wes laughed, “big fuckin deer make me want to go out there. But I know you and Hatfeld are hungover, so-” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I’m feeling better already, and Hatfeld will be fine. It is a long walk though. And getting a late start like we would be doing, we wouldn’t get much hunting done unless we camped out there.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured that. And Hatfeld won’t like that much, I reckon.” 
 
    “True,” Mike laughed, then took a long drink of coffee. “He’ll be bitching that we can’t haul all the beer with us in the woods.”  
 
    “I still have half a bottle of bourbon that can go with us though.” 
 
    “And I sure would like to see what’s beyond that fence. Although, I give no credence to anything Todd ‘Dickhead’ Renfro says. There may not be shit beyond the hunting grounds but some farmer’s wheat fields. But I want to see it.” 
 
    “So, what are you saying, Mike? You want to do it?” 
 
    “It’s my decision?” 
 
    “It’s your decision.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mike said, thinking, smiling. The allure of the unknown was strong, along with the chance—even it was a sliver of a chance—that there were massive bucks out there just waiting for him and his 45/70 to stumble across them. “Fuck it, let’s do it.” 
 
    “Cool,” Wes said, opening his book and finding his spot. “I wonder how long before Archie comes back to life.” 
 
    “I’m awake, you assholes!” Hatfeld yelled from the tent. “Let me tell y’all one fuckin thing: I’m not touching a drop of alcohol for a fuckin month! And Wes, I’m touched by your affection for Penis Tingle.” 
 
    An hour later, their stomachs stuffed with more breakfast meats than they thought humanly possible, the three men, wearing the orange hats and vests required by Texas law and carrying their firearms (Wes’s revolver was strapped to his chest with a holster that slung over his shoulders), made their way across the dirt road and into the woods of the vast hunting grounds. Glenfiddich followed, despite Hatfeld’s protests that the dog would scare away any deer within a mile. Wes assured him he wouldn’t. “Deer share these woods with coyotes, don’t they?” he had said. They each carried backpacks stuffed with jerky, dried fruit, socks, knives for cleaning whatever kill they made, matches, lighters, bottles of water, and rolled-up and strapped to the packs were their sleeping bags. Hatfeld carried half a carton of cigarettes in his bag; Wes, the bottle of bourbon; Mike, a package of sausages for their dinner. 
 
    As they crossed into the woods, Mike checked his cell: no messages. He debated sending Mary a text saying where he was going and that his phone would likely die before he got back to his truck to charge it, but he decided against it. She doesn’t give a shit, he thought and shoved it back in his pocket. 
 
    The woods were still but cold, and light shimmered off icy tree trunks and branches, the morning sun squeezing through the leafless foliage in odd beams despite the gray clouds that threatened to block it. The terrain was not flat, but rolled like waves of the ocean, ascending to leaf-littered ridges and descending to dry creek bottoms with the remnants of ancient, fallen trees. 
 
    Silently, the men and the dog followed a trail that would wind north through the woods for more than a mile before tapering, becoming faint, and disappearing completely. Mike took the lead, holding his 45/70 at the ready, his eyes scanning the ground for tracks, then raising and scanning the woods for movement, his ears ever listening. Every hour or so, they would stop, find a tree to sit against, and watch the woods for deer as they rested their legs. They had agreed that if a good deer was spotted before they reached the land beyond the hunting grounds, then they would take the shot; they could make the long trek another time. But the woods were quiet on this day. By 1pm, they hadn’t heard so much as a scurrying squirrel, much less a buck with a rack that would sit nicely on the wall of Wes’s liquor store for years to come. 
 
    “Y’all ready to stop and eat a bite?” Mike said quietly after stopping and waiting for his chums to catch up.  
 
    Wes and Hatfeld nodded. Even Glenfiddich, who was actually panting more than the men, seemed to nod. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s get to the top of that next ridge so we can have a good view, and we’ll stop for a while.” 
 
    A cluster of leafless sycamore trees were atop the high ridge, and the men trudged up the slope to them, their thighs burning with the last few steps as they reached the apex. Each of them picked a tree and slumped to the ground to rest against it, tossing their packs to the side and propping their guns across them. The dog lay at their center like a conversation piece in a living room or the water cooler at an office where men in ties gather on their breaks. Hatfeld lit a cigarette—the first since they had set out from the camp—and inhaled deep, sighing with the pleasure of it. No one spoke. 
 
    The ridge jutted out like a peninsula amongst a sea of withered leaves and brush and thickets. Below its slopes, two narrow creeks converged with a larger ravine (still little more than six feet across) and together they twisted around smaller hogbacks, timeworn trees hanging over the tributary with half their roots exposed in the channel like tentacles frozen in time. Their view from the ridge was vast despite the trees (this most certainly would not be the case come spring), and the men looked down upon it in wonder, each of them imagining a deer—preferably a big buck—unwittingly creeping down to the creek, dipping its head to the cold waters and taking its final drink as the sound of gunfire echoed through the hills.  
 
    Wes unzipped his pack and removed packages of jerky and of dried fruit. Glenfiddich eyed him eagerly. Hatfeld lit another cigarette with the butt of the last, then removed a water and a can of cashews, which he opened and dumped a large quantity of into his palm. Mike chastised him for not informing his longtime friends about his secret stash of cashews. Hatfeld explained his lack of disclosure by saying that he never really liked the cousins Walsh and only stuck around because he felt sorry for them. Mike scoffed at this and opened his beef jerky, which he proclaimed to be far superior to Wes’s brand. Wes pointed out that Glenfiddich wasn’t begging Mike for a tear of his jerky, which looked a bit like a dried up and shriveled labia. All of this was spoken quietly, the men’s ears always listening for movement. 
 
    “Do you really think that big deer are out there?” Hatfeld said, looking at Wes. “No offense, but Todd Dickhead and the missing Tallywhacker Tingle don’t seem like pillars of honesty to me.” 
 
    Wes shrugged. “I don’t know. I want to find out though. You seem a little reluctant, Hatfeld. Are you gonna wet your britches if those woods turn out to be haunted?” 
 
    Mike laughed. “I may wet my britches if the game warden finds us trespassing!” 
 
    “Hey,” said Hatfeld, “ghosts are real!” 
 
    Mike and Wes burst into laughter, putting their hands over their mouths to suppress the sound. 
 
    “Here we go, Mike,” Wes said, “he usually spins this yarn when he’s hammered. Must still be a little boozed from last night.” 
 
    “That’s a fuckin lie!” Hatfeld exclaimed, trying to simultaneously yell and whisper. 
 
    “What is it?” Mike said through more laughs. He cleared his throat and attempted to hide his humor. Ghosts? No, Mike didn’t believe in ghosts. But there was something about these woods, some tall tale or legend. He remembered hearing something as a child. He could almost grasp at what it was, or at least a sliver of what it was, but then it was gone. “What is it?” 
 
    Hatfeld poured cashews into his hand, then tossed a few in his mouth. He began, speaking softly.  
 
    “It wasn’t long after you left for the army, Mike. You know, we had run those trot lines down at Lake Spirit right before you signed the dotted line. We did damn good too. Probably pulled in, what, two dozen nice sized catfish?” 
 
    Mike nodded. He didn’t remember how many, but it was a good haul. 
 
    “Well, that gave me the itch to catch some more. Plus, I was dating that big-tittied Barbara Leary, and she had told me that if I could bring her a mess of fish for her mom’s fish fry, then she would suck my Tallywhacker Tingle like I had never experienced. (It’s a story for another time, but that chick sure knows what to do with a dick in her mouth.) So, anyway, I went down to pretty much the same place we had caught all those fish before. I love that part of Lake Spirit, with no houses or roads, just trees and dirt paths with mud holes that never go dry even during the longest droughts. 
 
    “Well, I somehow got all the way down to the lakeshore without getting my piece-of-shit truck stuck in one of those mud holes. It was a hot day, I remember that. My pale, white ass had forgotten sunscreen. And I didn’t have this sexy beard back then, so I knew I would be coming back burnt if I didn’t stick to the shade. So, I decided to wait for evening before I would run the trot lines. 
 
    “I sat in the shade for what seemed like ten hours, though it was actually only a couple, waiting for that blistering sun to drop a little bit. Eventually it did, and I grabbed my old trot line with all its rusty hooks from the truck and got a small bag of dog food from the bed. You know, that fuckin dog food works great for catchin’ catfish in the spring, but come summer, all you ever get is turtles! 
 
    “I was thinking just that as I kicked my shoes off at the lake’s bank and dropped my feet into the stinky mud—I’m going through all this trouble and all I’m gonna catch are goddamn, useless ass turtles! So, I figured the best thing I could do would be to wade out a little deeper than usual and get the trot line in cooler water. So, that’s what I did.” 
 
    “You waded out deep into Lake Spirit—home to more jagged stumps of wood than a rain forest—carrying a trot line in one hand and a bag of dog food in the other?” Mike said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, the trotline was slung over my shoulder. But, yes.” 
 
    “I’m sure this ended well.” 
 
    “You know it. I saw right away which two trees I wanted to run the line between, if I could get to them with my head above water. They were both about a hundred yards out and were nothing but ancient tree trunks with a handful of broken branches on their sides. So, I waded out. The water was warm, like a bath, unlike the last time the three of us had been there. My journey was like you’d expect: the mud was sucking on my feet like Barbara Leary on my dick, I stubbed my toes on old stumps half a dozen times, and perch kept nibbling at the hairs on my legs. By the time I got to the first tree, I was about ready to drop the trotline and dog food, swim my ass back to shore, and call it a day. But the hard part was over—so I thought—and the water and setting sun felt good on my skin. 
 
    “The water, at this point, was about at my shoulders, gently lapping up my neck the way lake waves like to do. I blindly tied the trotline to the first tree at about waist high, then set about unraveling the line and baiting the hooks as I walked towards the other tree. I discovered pretty quick that, although the other tree appeared to be the same distance from shore, the lake bottom was descending with every step I took. 
 
    “It wasn’t sloping fast, but it was steady. Every fuckin step was taking me half a centimeter deeper and I knew that by the time I reached the other tree, the water would be at least a foot over my head. I started cussing and stomping my feet into the mud. Again, I was about to say ‘fuck it’ and go home. But then came this image of Barbara riding my cock with those massive milk jugs in my face. ‘Fuck it, I’m going home’ became ‘Fuck it, I’ll swim if I have to.’” 
 
    Mike and Wes both laughed at this.  
 
    “Pussy tends to get men in trouble from time to time,” Wes said. 
 
    “So, I kept trudging forward,” Hatfeld continued without acknowledging Wes’s philosophical opinion, “taking a step and baiting a hook, taking a step and baiting a hook. Well, about halfway to that other tree, the lake floor fell off. One moment I was walking and the next I was falling in the muddy, green abyss.” 
 
    Hatfeld stopped here for a moment, absently rolling a cigarette back and forth in his hand, his eyes staring at his boots without seeing them. He was silent for so long that Mike thought perhaps he needed to ask his friend if he was alright, but then Hatfeld started again. 
 
    “I knew I was fucked the moment it happened. A dozen or more hooks imbedded themselves in me. My neck, my arms, chest, back. Even my cheek.” He pointed at various spots on his body as he said this. Mike, for the first time, noticed the little white scar on Hatfeld’s neck, not far from his jugular vein. 
 
    “The line itself—which was triple-knotted to that first fuckin tree and looped around my arm—went under my chin when I fell, cutting of my windpipe. I hadn’t carried a knife with me that day. I was fucked as fucked could get. I dropped the dog food immediately, of course. Then I spun around in the water, which further wrapped the trotline around me, and tried to swim back to where I was. But with my arms pinned by the trotline and with my legs kicking almost uncontrollably out of panic, I wasn’t getting anywhere. 
 
    “I did manage to get my head barely above the water, though with the line around my neck, I couldn’t take a breath or manage a gargled scream for help. That first tree looked like it was a mile away, and I had time to think that that dead oak probably looked exactly the same on the day I was born as it was gonna look the day I died. 
 
    “Just as my head was about to dip below the water for what had to be the last time, I turned and looked to the shore. And there—if I’m lyin, I’m dyin, Mike—were nine ghosts, just staring at me. They were standing on that muddy beach, all about arms-length from each other, looking out at me. They were all white and kinda glowed in the low evening light, and I could see through them. Not completely, but I could. Just like you imagine a ghost, Mike. Just like from the movies.  
 
    “And, as I was going under, I saw the ghost in the middle—it was a female, I could tell by the dress—raised her hand and gave me a little ‘come hither’ gesture with her finger. ‘Fat chance,’ I thought as I slipped back below the surface. Then I stopped fighting, Mike. I stopped fighting because I knew I was dead. I wouldn’t say peace came over me, that’s not right. But, as the blackness converged on me, I felt acceptance, I guess. 
 
    “That’s all I remember,” Hatfeld said, looking up at Wes and Mike with tears in his eyes. “I woke up some time later, laying in the mud on the beach, the trotline all tangled around me—it had somehow come loose from the tree—and hooks decorating my body like one of those guys that gets weird piercings everywhere. I was hurting—hurting bad—but I was alive. Somehow, I was alive.”  
 
    For it’s not the ghosts, but something more. 
 
    The phrase popped into Mike’s head seemingly out of nowhere; first there was nothing, then, For it’s not the ghost, but something more. It was something he had heard before, like a poem or a nursery rhyme (whatever the difference was). Something from his childhood? He was almost certain it was. And it was something that had…frightened him. Mike shivered, then zipped his coat up to his neck and rubbed his hands together, making as if it was the cold that made him do so. 
 
    Wes was laughing. “You dumb shit,” he said to Hatfeld. “You weren’t seeing ghosts.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Wes! Mike, what do you think? I swear on everything holy that I saw fuckin’ ghosts!” 
 
    For it’s not the ghosts, but something more. 
 
    “Um,” Mike thought for a moment, then: “Angels?” Mike wasn’t a particular religious person, but how else was he supposed to explain how his friend escaped certain death and what he had seen. “Angels, I guess. I don’t know.” 
 
    Wes laughed even harder, unable to keep quiet as they had been doing. 
 
    “Angels?” Hatfeld said, as if this thought had never occurred to him. “But they didn’t have wings.” 
 
    At this comment, Mike and Wes both exploded in laughter. Wes’s face turned red and tears formed in his eyes. Glenfiddich looked from one man to the other like there was something to be alarmed about. Hatfeld was unamused. 
 
    “Fuck y’all. You’re the one that’s into spooky shit, Wes, you asshole, what do you think happened?” 
 
    “It’s just a near death experience,” Wes said, wiping cold tears from his face. “Shit happens all the time. You blacked-out and washed ashore. Whatever you saw was basically a dream. Hell, think about it, Archie! You have seven brothers and sisters—fuckin seven!—plus your mom and dad. You saw nine apparitions, or whatever, on the beach. You were just imagining your family—the people you love—while you were out. Simple as that.” 
 
    Mike didn’t bother refuting this by pointing out that trotlines don’t just undo themselves and the gentle waves of Lake Spirit didn’t generally have the strength to wash a dead fish ashore, much less a 160lb man. 
 
    “That ain’t it,” was all Hatfeld said. 
 
    The men finished their snacks, tossing the dog some jerky, and rose to their feet to continue their journey. The trail they had followed for the first couple of hours was long behind them, and Mike would frequently look at the compass on his cellphone (always noting that Mary had still not sent him any texts or attempted to call) to keep headed north. The gray skies made it impossible to find their direction the old-fashioned way. 
 
    “How much further you think we got to the fence?” Mike asked Wes. 
 
    “I don’t know. I figure we could get there by nightfall pretty easy, even if we take it slow and stop a few times to piss and watch for deer. But we may want to setup a little camp before then, give ourselves time to collect wood and make a good fire before the sun sets.” 
 
    Mike and Hatfeld agreed. 
 
    The air grew colder and a stiff breeze creaked through the tops of the trees. This night would be colder than the last, of that Mike was sure. And with only their sleeping bags and whatever fire they managed to make, it could be a particularly miserable night. The bourbon might provide a since of pseudo-warmness, but it would be regretted in the morning. The men walked slower now, with Wes taking the lead, their legs growing tired from the hills and their guns feeling like fifty pounds in their arms, their eyes not as keen on the woods, no longer watching for any modest action amongst the trees or looking to the ground for tracks. 
 
    If they had been more perceptive, as they hopped a narrow creek that zigzagged from the north country, they would have noticed, under the giant jutting root of an old oak, the skeletal remains that lay half buried in the frozen mud, the exposed bones littered with leaves and grime and tattered camouflage. They would have noticed, too, laying just within reach of the corpse, a compound bow with one word stenciled on its camo upper limb: “Tingle.” 
 
    As 5pm arrived, the weak sun already low on the horizon, Mike found a spot that he deemed perfect for them to camp for the night. It was a relatively flat patch of dirt, cushioned with thousands of leaves from surrounding oaks, and two massive logs—each over ten feet long—would provide a good place for the men to relax around a fire. The chosen campsite was situated about halfway up a long, low hill, keeping them higher than where the coldest air settled at night and low enough to have most of the wind obstructed by trees and land. 
 
    Talk was sparse as they gathered wood for a fire and unrolled their sleeping bags atop mounds of dry leaves; the men were tired. As was Glenfiddich, who, rather than snooping and sniffing the surrounding area for the scents of delectable critters, simply plopped himself in the middle of the camp, watching the men at work. With the small fire crackling and smoking (it started easily with all the dry leaves, and Mike made a circle of dirt and logs around it to be safe), the men found comfortable spots to sit on the collapsed logs, the bark long ago worn away, providing a more comfortable surface for a man’s bottom. 
 
    “We’re gonna freeze our nuts off tonight,” Hatfeld said, staring into the fire. “I may need to snuggle up to your pretty ass to keep warm, Mike.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Mike said. “You and Wes can zip your sleeping bags together and get nice and close.” 
 
    “Wes‘ll be fuckin the dog.” 
 
    “Yep,” Wes said, looking blankly at the darkening woods. 
 
    Glenfiddich looked worriedly from Wes to Hatfeld, then back at Wes. Master, you failed to inform me of these intentions prior to our departure, the look seemed to say. I would appreciate full disclosure next time you desire my company on an excursion into the wild, please and thank you, Master. 
 
    Another piece of the nursery rhyme or poem or whatever was suddenly in Mike’s head, and he said it aloud: “Be wary the woods around Stagsville for-” 
 
    For a moment there was silence other than the crackling fire. Although he didn’t look, Mike could feel Hatfeld’s eyes on him. After what seemed like ages, Hatfeld spoke.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Mike shrugged. “Just some poem I was remembering. I had another piece of it earlier. I don’t know where I heard it, though. Something from pre-school, I think. I’m almost positive. Be wary the woods around Stagsville for…something, something, something.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Hatfeld said. 
 
    Wes, his eyes still fixed on the trees, said, “Be wary the woods around Stagsville for; the myths are more than hollow lore. When the sun descends, mothers, latch the door; and wrangle your children who want to explore; beyond the trees of Lake Spirit’s shore. For it’s not the ghosts but something more. In the woods around Stagsville, draggers roar.” 
 
    A chill ran through Mike and he shivered, goosebumps sprouting everywhere. 
 
    “Jesus fuckin Christ,” said Hatfeld, “we’ve got Edgar Asshole Poe in our presence.” 
 
    This managed to elicit a smile from everyone, including the dog. Wes looked back towards the fire and then at Hatfeld and Mike.  
 
    “It’s an old Mangle County nursery rhyme,” he said. “I tried looking into its origins several years ago; didn’t find much.” 
 
    “What did you find?” Mike asked. “Where do I know it from? My folks? Grandad?” 
 
    “What the hell are draggers?” Hatfeld said. “The only draggers I know are the hammered sons-of-bitches that drag their asses out of Antlers every Saturday night after one too many gin and tonics.” 
 
    Wes smiled, but his face showed seriousness. The air was frigid, and a stiff wind gust around them despite the coverage of hills and trees. The flames waivered, making a sound like a flag mounted and whipping atop a speeding car, then the heat intensified and the fire burned brighter than ever. 
 
    “It was a nursery rhyme Pauline Pruitt used to tell us kids. You remember her, Mike? She was the old bag that taught Sunday school at Saint Gabriel’s and watched us snot-nosed kids for the Mother’s Day Out program.” 
 
    Mike remembered her, however faintly. A withered old woman with a permanent scowl and wrinkled lips that never stretched into a smile. 
 
    “She had to be going on eighty, the hag,” Wes continued. “Anyway, she was always quoting bible verses to keep kids in line, you know. Like Exodus 20:12, ‘Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the LORD your God gives you.’ And Ephesians 4:32, ‘Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.’ And all kinds of Proverbs; they always use Proverbs. 
 
    “But rowdy kids are rarely calmed by bible verses. More useful is threatening to tell Santa Claus of a child’s behavior or, best of all, scaring the shit out of them. The nursery rhyme about the woods around Stagsville was intended to do the latter. And it worked—on me anyway.  
 
    “Several years ago, I got the itching to find out more about the nursery rhyme. In particular, I wanted to know what ‘draggers’ referred to. Pauline Pruitt was long dead when I decided to do my research, and Grandad, who had heard the rhyme in his childhood, wasn’t much help when it came to its origins, either. The only thing I found that shed even a little light was a book on Mangle County history and folklore, written in the ‘60s. The portion on folklore was particularly sparse, which was very disappointing given the number of tall tales that come from the area. The book made no mention of the nursery rhyme but did have a short passage about draggers.” 
 
    “What’d it say?” Hatfeld said, apparently interested now. 
 
    “Not a whole lot really. They’re some kind of creature that lurks in the woods around Stagsville and drags off misbehaving children in the night. Hell, every culture has myths of pretty much the same thing. The Inuits had one called the Ijiraq that would kidnap kids and leave them in the Artic winter to freeze to death. There are dozens more, maybe hundreds. It’s all bullshit to keep kids in line.” 
 
    “That’s disappointing,” Hatfeld said. 
 
    Mike said, “Why did you research this, anyway?” 
 
    “You know I’m into spooky shit.” 
 
    This didn’t really satisfy Mike’s curiosity, but he could see Wes was done with the subject. The sun had set completely now and darkness creeped in around them, the firelight weakly flickered on their faces and the surrounding trees. Some damp branches already showed the sheen of ice. The men impaled sausages on sticks and roasted them over the fire and ate them quickly. Glenfiddich happily gobbled one, too. They tossed more wood on the fire and crawled into their sleeping bags as the temperature plummeted, speaking very little.  
 
    Mike, with head and all tucked in the sleeping bag, drifted to sleep with thoughts of Mary and their honeymoon in the mountains of Colorado. The night had been cold and snowy, and the wind had howled outside their cabin as Mary orgasmed for the third time and collapsed on Mike’s chest, their bodies shining with sweaty sex. He had wanted the night to last forever, and still did.  
 
    Mike slept comfortably, despite the cold. As did Wes and Hatfeld. Until the screaming started. 
 
      
 
    IN THE NIGHT 
 
      
 
    Todd Renfro was the best hunter and outdoorsman west of the Mississippi. He could live off the land if need be, killing deer and hogs and coons for sustenance, using their hides to make coats and blankets, and using their bones to craft tools and weapons. He could forage the land for berries and pecans and walnuts and a myriad of edible plants that most people wouldn’t recognize. He could start a fire in a snow storm using nothing but twigs—a true mountain man had taught him how years ago. He could build a lean-to using branches and foliage, and beneath it, bedding made of leaves and soft cedar twigs. Hell, he could build a cabin if the situation warranted him roughing-it for an extended period of time. All of this, Todd had confidently proclaimed to Stacy Allagash as they planned their trip into the woods two days previous, lying naked together in the bedroom of Todd’s small, but “upscale” apartment. 
 
    Condo, Stacy reminded herself now as she waited patiently for him in the tent. Todd wants it called a condo. She wasn’t ignorant to the tall tales that braggadocios men like Todd were apt to tell. She had noticed that he started the fire again tonight with lighter fluid, and his choice to lug the expensive and probably heavy tent all the way out here suggested that he probably wasn’t as accomplished at shelter-building as he suggested. Stacy would have preferred to sleep under the stars, but she wasn’t complaining; it was cold, anyway. 
 
    Todd was good-looking (a plus), maybe slightly above par in the bedroom (a plus), despite his slightly below par penis size, and he was always on the move (a plus-plus-plus). He was more fun than the stagnant, boring ex-husband who had taken Stacy Allagash (formerly Stacy Windom, Mangle County Beauty Queen 2007) for nearly a decade of her life. The housecleaning days were over for Stacy, along with the nights spent doing nothing but watching Conan or SNL reruns. 
 
    Todd had money, though, Stacy suspected, not as much as he pretended. But the money he had, he spent. They would eat out most every night. They would go to the rodeo or to the movies or to the nightclubs, where Todd was sure to run into more fun friends. They had stayed one weekend at the casinos in Oklahoma, and another weekend in Galveston. This weekend—camping and hunting. Stacy didn’t consider herself an outdoorsman, but she had grown up in sparsely populated Mangle County, so she could make do. 
 
    She huddled the fleece blanket around her nudeness, shivering, her body covered in gooseflesh, her nipples like granite spikes. She was horny as people so often are in a young relationship, especially after a messy divorce. But she was also cold. The tent blocked the wind, but the frigid air was another story. I bet even my pussy juices are cold, Stacy thought.  
 
    “You ready?” Todd said from outside the tent. He stumbled over something and cursed whatever it was that dared to get in the way of his foot. 
 
    “Yes, I’m ready,” Stacy said. “Get in here and fuck me before my pussy freezes shut.” 
 
    “You foul-mouthed slut.” The zipper on the tent was quickly being undone, then it caught a snag and Todd cursed again. But he remedied the predicament, and a moment later the flap was thrown open and Todd appeared in the entrance with a small LED lantern which he set just inside, illuminating the gray interior of the tent. “I like it when you talk dirty.” 
 
    “I know you do,” Stacy said, then threw off the blanket, spreading her legs, the winter air stinging her flesh. “Come here and get it!” 
 
    “You know I will.” Todd crawled into the tent, not bothering to zip it closed. “I was just gathering some wood to add to the fire later,” he said, undoing and taking off his camo Under Armour parka, his eyes wide on Stacy’s hairless nether regions. “I heard something moving around out there in the woods. Probably a raccoon.” 
 
    “A raccoon?” Stacy said, only mildly interested. Her hand went between her legs and began massaging there. “Are you sure it’s not a coyote or bobcat?” 
 
    Todd let out a sneering laugh that was intended to inform Stacy that he knew far more about the outdoors than she. “Bring ‘em on,” he said. “I killed a bobcat with my pocket knife last year after it attacked my dog. Tackled him and slit that bastard’s throat.” He ran his thumb around his neck to demonstrate. 
 
    Stacy was certain this was a falsehood but didn’t let it bother her.  
 
    Todd undid his camo pants and pulled out his erect penis. “Lay back and hold those legs up,” he said, “I’m gonna hit it hard.” 
 
    He said “hit it” as if Stacy’s pussy was something apart from herself. Like it was a separate entity. She was nothing but a life support system for this golden honey hole that Todd Renfro wanted to plunge his penis into. Had her ex-husband spoken of her body in that way, she may have protested—nay, she most definitely would have protested—but this relationship was still young, so she let it slide. It still bothered her though. What bothered her more was that he apparently intended to seduce her while fully clothed. She thought, Is he really going to fuck me with shirt, pants, and even boots on, after telling me to get naked? 
 
    Indeed, this was the case. He hunkered over Stacy, tugging his britches down just a hair so the zipper wouldn’t grind against the flesh of his cock. Then he grabbed it like a sword, the little head peeking out above his fingers, and guided it towards her. And then he was gone. 
 
    To Stacy, it looked as if Todd Renfro had been wearing a deployed parachute on his back, and a sudden gust of wind jerked him quickly and almost soundlessly from the tent. Here he was one moment, fully-clothed except for his cock, bending over her, about to be fucking her. The next moment, cold air and nothing more. Except he was yelling, cursing. 
 
    “What the fuck!” he roared along with other things that Stacy couldn’t understand, and then his shouts turned to shrieks of… of what?  
 
    Of pain, Stacy answered. He’s screaming in pain. And those screams were getting further away. Someone had pulled Todd from the tent and was running off with him. And hurting him. 
 
    “Todd?” Stacy said in a voice far too quiet to be heard. She sat up, wrapping the blanket around her once more. “Todd?” Louder this time. She was shivering—no longer from cold but fear—and her heart galloped like a racehorse. 
 
    “Nooo! Please! AAAAHH!” His shrieks were frantic now, and Stacy could here other noises: limbs breaking, the crunch of leaves, and…growling? Snarling? Todd was silent now. But whatever had taken him was not—were not. She could hear them now. It wasn’t a person or group of persons who had taken Todd from her in their moment of intimacy; it was animals. Were there wolves in this area? Stacy wasn’t sure but didn’t think so. Coyotes then. Or hogs. She had heard that wild boars could be aggressive. But she didn’t suspect that that meant they would yank people out of their tents and…feed on them. That’s what they were doing—feeding. 
 
    Tears welled in Stacy’s eyes. She waited, shuddering, for Todd to emerge from the dark, laughing at the hilarity of this prank. It wasn’t beyond him to do such a thing. In fact, Todd Renfro had been known to get enjoyment at the expense of others’ fears and embarrassment. But this sliver of optimism—that her boyfriend was simply being an asshole and had somehow derived a complex prank that included him being wrenched from the tent at high speed and drug through the woods—was quickly replaced by a grimmer image. If Todd were to come out of the darkness, he wouldn’t be the man he was a few moments ago; he would be torn and bludgeoned, hobbling on injured legs, his face tattered and dripping an eyeball from its socket, where it swayed back and forth on his cheek with every painful step he took. It was not a prank, this Stacy knew. 
 
    Something grazed across the back of the tent and Stacy screamed. If she’d had her wits, she would have realized that the sound was nothing more than the low-hanging branch that had been brushing against the tent with the wind all night. But she didn’t have her wits, and when the branch scratched on the thin fabric of the tent like a claw, Stacy, with the blanket clinched tight around her naked body, sprang from the shelter and, acting solely on the impulses that complete horror can invoke, ran into the night. 
 
    Stacy shrieked at levels that would have impressed her high school choir teacher. She didn’t notice the rocks and twigs and roots that bit into her feet. She didn’t even notice, in the lightless woods, when she slipped and stumbled through the bloody remains of Todd Renfro. Stacy Allagash didn’t stop screaming and running until the ground disappeared beneath her, and she fell blindly into the ravine. 
 
      
 
    ! 
 
      
 
    Mike Walsh’s eyes shot open. For a bleary moment, he was a kid again, shivering and scared under the blankets of his racecar bed. The nursery rhyme that Old Miss Pruitt recited was fresh on his mind: 
 
    Be wary the woods around Stagsville for 
 
    The myths are more than hollow lore. 
 
    When the sun descends, mothers latch the door 
 
    and wrangle your children who want to explore 
 
    beyond the trees of Lake Spirit’s shore. 
 
    For it’s not the ghosts, but something more. 
 
    In the woods around Stagsville, draggers roar. 
 
    And then he was back, huddled under the thick cloth of his sleeping bag, wide awake. Why? Mike was a man who could usually count on falling asleep fast and staying asleep, even if he were lying on the ground. The army taught him that. Then he heard the sound that had awakened him. Screaming. 
 
    He threw back the sleeping bag and sat up, the instant touch of cold air causing him to gasp, the sleepy moisture of his eyes chilling at the peaks of his crow’s feet. His breath blew out in large, white clouds. 
 
    Hatfeld was also sitting up in his sleeping bag, a look of confusion on his face, his red hair sticking in every direction. Wes—always a light sleeper—was standing at the edge of where the fire’s light reached, peering into the darkness, wearing only boxer shorts and a camo t-shirt. He must be freezing, Mike thought. Glenfiddich was still curled up close to the fire, but his head was raised and looking in the direction of the screams, his ears peaked. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Hatfeld said, almost whispered. 
 
    The screaming wasn’t constant. Instead, it was a high-pitched shriek that lasted a second or two, then there was a brief pause followed by more screams. The sound was distant. Maybe a mile or two away, Mike guessed. Sound traveled far when all the leaves had fallen and the wind was low. 
 
    “Is that a chick screaming?” Hatfeld said. 
 
    Wes, continuing to look out at the woods, shrugged. 
 
    “Mike?” Hatfeld looked at him, as if hoping he would dispute what he too was hearing. 
 
    “Sounds like screams to me,” Mike said, then quickly ran through his mental catalogue of wildlife noises, trying to match this screaming with the cry of an animal. “Maybe an owl or something. Or a fox. It seems like I read something about people hearing what they thought was a woman being beaten, but it turned out to be a fox.” 
 
    “A fox was being beaten?” Hatfeld asked with complete seriousness. 
 
    Mike looked at him. “No, it was just a fox doing its thing. Not getting beaten. Wes, what do you think?” 
 
    Wes held his hand up, telling them to shut up. But the screaming stopped. The woods were silent except for the crackle of the burning embers of their campfire.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Wes said, “maybe a fox, I guess. I’ve never seen one around here though. Maybe a bobcat.” 
 
    “Maybe that chick we saw last night,” said Hatfeld. “The chick with the yoga pants and the dickhead boyfriend.” 
 
    “Why would she be screaming?” Mike asked. 
 
    “How the fuck should I know?” 
 
    “Are you wanting to get geared-up and go for a walk to find out?” Wes said, finally turning around to face them. 
 
    “Fuck no,” Hatfeld said. “I want to go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Mike? Your call.” 
 
    Mike shook his head. “No. It was probably some sort of animal. Creepy as hell, maybe, but still just an animal.” 
 
    Wes nodded and walked back to his sleeping bag and got in. It occurred to Mike that Wes didn’t believe that explanation. He had spent more time in the outdoors than he or Hatfeld, and knew well the sounds associated with the woods, and he didn’t think that screaming was made by any fucking fox or owl or bobcat. Mike laid back down and pulled the sleeping bag over his head. But sleep was elusive. 
 
      
 
    DAY 3 
 
      
 
    When Stacy Allagash’s eyes opened, it was as if she was looking at someone else’s body. She saw two blood-smeared legs, one frozen to an icy, muddy puddle, and the other suspended in the air by the jagged root of a bois d’arc tree. The thigh—her right thigh—was impaled by this sharp root, its tip jutting out the front of her leg like a crooked finger, a single drop of blood frozen on its tip. She saw this and her hairless pubic area and her arms splayed out amongst damp, frozen leaves and old horse apples, the fleece blanket (now wet and frozen) partially covering her left arm, but she felt none of it. 
 
    Above her were the steep banks of the gullet in which she had fallen, and beyond that, gray skies obstructed by hundreds of bare branches from overhanging trees. A squirrel was perched high on one of these branches, and it peered down at her, curiously. Its head cocked one way and then the other, its black eyes staying on Stacy. I don’t have to worry about you, do I? the squirrel was saying. Cuz you’re fucked, Stacy. F-U-C-K-E-D, fucked! 
 
    She moved her arms briefly, wanting to prop herself up on her elbows, but pain shot through her extremities like bullets made of dry ice. The coldness of her hands was so great that the slightest undertaking—a mere twitch of the fingers—elicited intense agony. Stacy’s head fell back to the frozen muck and she sobbed. Tears grew cold and froze on her cheeks. Through the foggy haze of her crying eyes, Stacy saw that the blanket had fallen off of her left hand. The hand had seen better days. It was swollen and pink, and the index finger and thumb were pointing in directions they weren’t meant to point, the tips of these two digits already turning dark. 
 
    F-U-C-K-E-D, fucked, the squirrel said. 
 
    Stacy nodded in agreement. From high school head cheerleader, to a junior college track star, to Mangle County beauty queen, to a beautiful fun-loving woman that should be turning heads for another two decades, at least, to bludgeoned by tree branches and freezing to death at the bottom of the ditch in the middle of nowhere. Stacy Allagash was as fucked as a two-dollar hooker. 
 
    “No,” she whimpered with this sudden realization, her voice horse, her throat feeling swollen and like it was lined with sandpaper. Fresh tears flowed and froze. Trying once more to sit up, she shifted her ass—so plump and delectable the night before, when Todd Renfro had slapped it and told her to get undressed—and realized that the skin down there was frozen to the blanket and ground beneath her. As Stacy shifted and worked her elbows up, ice tore at the flesh of her back and bottom. She cried out briefly, before choking on her inflamed throat and falling silent. 
 
    Tearing away from the frozen fleece blanket, the cracking of ice causing the curious squirrel to scamper off to higher branches, Stacy sat up. Her body shrieked with pain. It was impossible to know whether she hurt more from the fierce cold weather or from last night’s fall. Her right leg, speared by the bois d’arc root, should have hurt the most, but didn’t hurt at all. While there was a flicker of gratefulness for this, she imagined that having the most traumatized part of her body also be the only part that was pain free, was probably not a good thing. 
 
    “Help,” Stacy croaked, barely more than a whisper. “Help me.” 
 
    Just above her was a tangle of sharp tree roots jutting from the earth. It would be impossible for her to navigate through this mess without injuring herself further, probably resulting in another fall to the bottom. On the adjacent side of the creek, the ground rose twelve or more feet. Though this side was completely free of roots and branches, the steep slope was littered with old leaves made slick with morning frost. Neither bank offered Stacy much chance of escape from the narrow ravine, assuming she could dislodge her leg from the root without bleeding to death. 
 
    I wonder what’s worse, Stacy thought, bleeding to death or freezing to death? Or would hungry coyotes find her before she died of either? She knew coyotes were normally skittish of people, but if a squirrel could gaze upon her without fear, then surely a pack of coyotes would have no issue gnawing flesh from her bones as she screamed helplessly. Or what if the thing or things that had taken Todd from her came for her next? The memory of the night before seemed almost like a dream, a horrible nightmare. His screams had been the worst part of all. Screams of fear and pain from a man who was always so confident. 
 
    A branch creaked in the distance, followed by the scurrying of a small animal. Stacy’s heart scurried with it. Her eyes bulged with fear, looking in the direction of the sounds. Another sound of cracking tree limbs and movement through brush. Was it closer this time? She thought so.  
 
    “Fuck,” she muttered, her throat burning. Stacy didn’t want to die; not today. And certainly not eaten alive, which was undoubtedly what happened to Todd. There was more movement through the brush and leaves, closer for sure this time. Perhaps still a few hundred yards away, but moving in her direction. Stacy looked up to the trees, looking for that squirrel that had gazed at her, scampered higher into the tree, then gazed some more. It was gone. Whatever was coming had scared it off. 
 
    She had to move, to hide. Without a second to reconsider, Stacy put all of her weight on her elbows, ice crunching beneath them, pain blasting through her arms, especially on the left side, and, applying pressure with her left foot on one of the sturdier bois d’ arc roots, thrust herself backwards, ripping her right leg from the tree and propelling herself to the other side of the ditch. The pain that had been missing in her right thigh, exploded there now. She gritted her teeth, veins bulging in her neck and forehead, as she pinched off the much-needed scream of agony. Her tear-filled eyes opened. Blood gushed from the gaping wound in her thigh, pouring across the once perfectly toned muscle in all directions, turning the icy leaves and dirt of the ditch red. 
 
    Bleeding to death, it is, Stacy Allagash thought. Her eyes scanned the trees for the squirrel. It remained gone, uncaring that the former Ms. Mangle County lay dying in a ditch. Bleeding to death, cold and alone, she thought. 
 
      
 
    ! 
 
      
 
    Be wary the woods around Stagsville for 
 
    the myths are more than hollow lore. 
 
    When the sun descends, mothers latch the door 
 
    and wrangle your children who want to explore 
 
    beyond the trees of Lake Spirit’s shore. 
 
    For it’s not the ghosts, but something more. 
 
    In the woods around Stagsville, draggers roar. 
 
    The rhyme played over and over in Mike Walsh’s head as he restlessly tittered between sleep and wakefulness. The screams had caused it, of that he was certain. He dreamed that the screams came from Mary as she was being attacked by an intruder at their home in Oklahoma. The girls awoke and they too screamed, pleading for their lives, pleading for Daddy—now gone from them and the home they had grown up in—to save them. He dreamed that the screams were from the soldiers of his platoon. They were being bombarded with mortar fire in an Iraqi town that didn’t want their help. They screamed for instruction from their NCO—the man who took Mike’s place—but he froze-up, frightened beyond the point of rational thought. And the mortars kept coming. He dreamed of screaming children lost in the woods, and of horrid creatures lurking in the shadows. He dreamed of draggers. 
 
    Movement outside his sleeping bag brought him fully awake. A twig snapped mere feet from his head. He jerked the sleeping bag back, his eyes and hair equally wild. Wes stood within arm’s reach pissing onto the frozen ground. Steam rose from his stream as it left the warmth of his body. 
 
    “What the fuck, Wes,” Mike said, sitting up and turning away from his cousin. “You couldn’t take a few steps away from camp to take a piss?” 
 
    “Gotta go, you gotta go,” Wes said, as if that justified peeing right next to Mike’s head. 
 
    “Hell, I’m gonna take a squat in the middle of camp here in a minute,” Hatfeld said. He too was sitting up, his sleeping bag bunched up around him. “Too fuckin cold to go shit without the warmth of the fire close by.” 
 
    To Mike’s surprise, the fire was still going good. Much of the wood from the night before had morphed into white, useless powder, but several of the larger logs still burned lazily, providing a ring of warmth around the camp. But it was still cold. 
 
    “Feels colder than it was yesterday,” Mike said. 
 
    “Yep,” Wes said. “It’s supposed to get colder as the day goes on, too. May even sleet this afternoon.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Mike said. 
 
    “Y’all have a nice hunt,” Hatfeld said, “I think I’ll stay my ass by this fire.” 
 
    “Like hell!” Wes said, spinning around and zipping his fly just in time to prevent Mike from seeing something he didn’t want to see. “You best run off and take your little shit, Archie. We got a fence to hop and deer to shoot.” 
 
    “Damn right,” Mike agreed, fishing around in his jacket pocket for trail mix. He brought the bag out and frowned. A dozen or so peanuts and even less dried fruits were in the baggy. Not exactly the preferred breakfast on a day that required miles of walking. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that damn trail mix,” Wes said, as Hatfeld kicked his sleeping bag off and put his boots on and trudged into the woods with a roll of toilet paper. “I’m going to roast a few dogs before we head out. Also, I got some limes you can chew on.” 
 
    “Limes? Were you afraid we might come down with scurvy?” This last word, scurvy, Mike articulated in his best version of a Hollywood pirate. 
 
    “Arrr!” Wes exclaimed, and they both erupted in laughter. 
 
    Moments later, the dogs were darkening on sticks over the hot coals. The sizzling aroma had Mike’s belly screaming for attention, and Glenfiddich stood staring at the sausages like they may make a run for it if he looked away. Wes stirred the coals with a branch, his face looking serious now. Mike knew what was coming. 
 
    “You haven’t said much about Mary and the kids this weekend,” he said. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    Mike looked down at the dirt, shuffling leaves around with his boots. “Could be better, I guess.” 
 
    Wes waited patiently, taking the hotdogs off the fire, eyeing them, deciding they weren’t quite dark enough, and putting them back over the coals. 
 
    “She’s, um… I mean they, are still in Oklahoma. We just weren’t getting along, ya know?” 
 
    Wes nodded, listening. 
 
    “It’s been rough for a while. Fighting and bickering over little shit. But, a few weeks ago, I caught her texting another guy. An officer for fuck’s sake!” 
 
    “She’s cheating?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mike said, still shuffling leaves like a young child mixing up a deck of cards. “I mean, they weren’t talking about sex or anything like that. They were talking about football. Fucking football, Wes! Mary hates football. So, why the hell is she talking football with an army officer who I barely fuckin know?” 
 
    Wes was nodding. “Yeah, that’s awful fishy.” 
 
    “Fishy my ass! She was trying to impress the commissioned prick.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean she was cheating, Mike. What did she say?” 
 
    “Oh, she denied any wrong-doing, of course. She said he has a daughter in Girl Scouts with Savannah, and they exchanged phone numbers to keep up with meetings and such. ‘We’re just friends,’ she says.” Mike rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Well,” Wes shrugged, “maybe they are.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Anyway, we had a big fight after that. It all happened right as I was doing my final discharge paperwork. I had everything set to move our shit from Oklahoma to Stagsville, and then Mary tells me she and the girls are staying. So, my little rent house in Stagsville is pretty much empty. No furniture, no tv, and no family.” 
 
    Wes nodded, his eyes staring at the same leaves that Mike had been moving back and forth, but not seeing them. He was on the verge of saying something, a word of advice or perhaps the well-intended but rarely helpful It will be alright when Hatfeld spoke-up from behind them. 
 
    “Damn it! Y’all need to come check out this turd I just laid! Looks like a goddamn snake coiled and ready to strike. I wanted to take a picture, but my fuckin phone is dead. Jesus Christ, Wes, are you ever going to take those hotdogs off the fire or are we eating charcoal for breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    ! 
 
      
 
    Archimedes Hatfeld was carefully pulling his pantleg loose from a pesky thorn bush when the sleet started. He jerked his leg free, tearing a small hole in the jeans, cursing under his breath. He looked up to the gray skies, the small dots of ice stinging his face. God forbid it be snow, he thought. Never any fuckin snow in Texas; just sleet and wind that will cut right through you. 
 
    His eyes dropped back to the trees and hills around him. The cold was good, despite his mental bitching. The sleet was good too. Whitetail deer were always more active in the cold. Hatfeld had seen tracks aplenty since departing camp. They were especially thick since crossing the fence. Maybe that asshole, Todd, and ol’ Tallywhacker Tingle new what they were talking about, he thought. 
 
    The three men and the dog had found the fence that marked the end of the state-approved hunting land less than two-hundred yards from where they camped. It was a tall, aluminum fence—perhaps ten feet high, with barbed wire across the top. But, after walking a short distance more, they came to a shallow ravine that allowed for safe passage beneath. After crossing under the fence, which ran east and west, the three of them parted ways to hunt alone. Mike went northwest, Wes went north, and Hatfeld had gone northeast, but more or less followed the fence line. Unlike Wes, and probably Mike, Hatfeld wasn’t confident he could navigate the woods without ending up as lost as a priest with pussy in his face. Especially since the gray skies prevented him from using the sun. He supposed there was probably a compass app on his cellphone, but it was dead. So, he would simply keep the fence within eye-shot, even if it meant trekking through thorns. 
 
    With the racket made from pulling his leg free from the branch, he stopped for a moment and listened, his eyes scanning the frosty trees, his rifle held at the ready. Nothing moved and not a sound was heard, other than angry sleet fighting its way through branches and dead leaves. It sounded like static—like white noise—on low volume. He planted a cigarette in his mouth and struck it. 
 
    Hatfeld moved on, heel-to-toe, walking slowly, quietly. His hands felt like blocks of ice on the synthetic stock of his Savage. Of all the things he could have forgotten to bring, gloves had to be one of the worst. Not as bad as forgetting cigarettes, Archie! he thought. Although, if his hands became too cold, he could run into issues lighting those delectable cancer sticks. Oh. I’ll get it lit. I’ll always get it lit. If I have to hang my cigarette over the open mouth of my rifle and blast a .308 round across its end, I’ll get that fucker lit. 
 
    It was almost 10am when Hatfeld decided to rest his legs. The world was turning white now—a dirty, muddy white. Not a soft, comfortable white, like the winter wonderland that kids dream about. The sleet that now covered this rugged terrain was somehow more ruthless. More dangerous. The only kids who dreamed of a hauntingly frozen landscape like this were having nightmares. Nightmares about what? Why, the draggers, of course, Hatfeld’s mind answered. He checked over his right shoulder for the fence, seeing it—just barely—a few hundred yards away. 
 
    He reached the crest of a small ridge and sat beneath a large, sprawling oak, its wonderous branches providing shelter from the increasingly steady sleet. He lit a cigarette and watched the woods, laying his rifle in his lap and stuffing his freezing hands in his pockets.  
 
    It wasn’t an animal, he thought, remembering the screams from the night before. But, if not a fox or an owl or whatever the fuck, then who was it? That chick from the night before? Why would she be screaming? Todd seemed like an arrogant prick, but Hatfeld couldn’t see him wielding a bloody hatchet and chasing his girlfriend through the woods. So, it wasn’t her. Couldn’t have been. Then what? A screaming ghost? What are they called? Banshees! Am I supposed to believe it was a fucking banshee or some shit? 
 
    Ghosts were real, that much Hatfeld knew. Despite the joshing from Wes and Mike, Hatfeld knew his experience at Lake Spirit was real. He knew those ghosts, or whatever they were, had drug him to shore. And for what reason? To serve what purpose? To— 
 
    A twig snapped a hundred yards or so behind Hatfeld, followed by a rustle of shrubberies. He turned, looking over his left shoulder and past the tree in which he rested. The woods were still and his view was obstructed by dozens of trees and bushes and deadfall, all of them covered with that thin layer of murky white ice. At the distance and direction it had come from, he was unsure the size of the creature that had made the noise. It could have been a squirrel, though it was perhaps unlikely that a fluffy-tailed rodent was heavy enough to snap a twig. Or, just maybe, it was the giant buck he had been waiting on. 
 
    Turning in the direction of the sound, another crackle of movement came from the opposite direction. Hatfeld paused, looking back that way, now. Again, he saw nothing. The woods were silent except for the staticky sound of sleet. Snuffing out his cigarette, Hatfeld brought the Savage to his shoulder and peered through the glass. The scope magnified his view, and he swept it slowly across the landscape, looking for the slightest movement. A small tree’s branch waivered in the distance, surely from the touch of an animal. Hatfeld’s heart fluttered with excitement. There was something out there in the trees, had to be.  
 
    Come on, you fucker, he thought. Show yourself! Show yourself, so I can blast the fuck out of y— 
 
    Movement close by cutoff Hatfeld’s thoughts. He jerked his face away from the rifle and looked to his right, where, just a few yards away, the leafless undergrowth of a multitude of bushes and thickets shook with movement within. Whatever was in it was too small to be a deer. But, Hatfeld rose to his knees and brought the rifle around anyway. If it was a bobcat or, worse yet, a feral hog, then he intended to put the beast down. He watched, waiting, holding his breath. 
 
    Pain suddenly shot through Hatfeld’s left ankle and his leg was jerked from under him, his arms flailing wildly as his chest thudded on the frozen ground, knocking the breath from him, his hand clinching the rifle, causing it to fire uselessly into the trees.  
 
    “What the fuck?” he yelled, realizing that he was being drug from the ridge at incredible speed. Downed branches and thickets tore at his clothes and flesh. He tried to shield his face from the foliage, simultaneously clinging to his rifle and trying to chamber another round. 
 
    The force of being dragged pulled Hatfeld’s shirt and jacket up on his chest, and exposed roots and winter-hardened ground ripped at his abdomen. He grunted pain through clinched teeth. His mind didn’t try to tackle the absurdity of this situation. It didn’t grapple with the fact that it suddenly felt like he had vice grips clamped around his ankle, and someone or something was dragging him through the woods like he was chained to the backend of a dirt bike. Not even the screams from the night before or the poem—the nursery rhyme about draggers—flashed through Hatfeld’s mind. All he cared about was chambering another .308 round and putting an end to this before a jagged rock or sharp root opened up his belly like a gutted catfish. 
 
    Ignoring blood that seeped into his eyes from a gash on his forehead, and the fresh barrage of trauma from another thorn bush, Hatfeld grasped the bolt of his Savage Axis and pulled it back, ejecting the empty shell, and then shoved it foreword, chambering the next round. Then he came to a stop and his ankle was released. 
 
    Hatfeld whirled to his back and sat up, wiping at his blood-filled eyes with one hand, holding his rifle with the other. He could hear movement on all sides of him. It was as if the woods, which had been calm all weekend, had suddenly come alive with all its inhabitants.  
 
    “Get away,” he said through tattered lips in a panicky voice, his hand rubbing feverishly at his eyes. “Get away!” 
 
    His eyes struggled open, peering through blood and tears and sweat. Archimedes Hatfeld gasped and brought his rifle up. But, they were on him before the trigger could be pulled and his scream was ripped from his throat. His dying eyes scanned the trees for the ghosts that had saved him once before. But there were only skeletal branches, gray skies, and sleet. 
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    “Goddammit,” Mike Walsh muttered when he heard the report of gunfire to the east. Without a doubt, it was the confident crack of Hatfeld’s .308.  The sound echoed through the trees for a moment, then choked to silence beneath the sleet. 
 
    I knew I should have gone east, he thought. 
 
    The heft of the 45/70 was wearing on his forearms, so he slung it over his shoulder. It wasn’t as if he was in the military anymore and needed his weapon at the ready. Besides, Hatfeld would probably be firing three rounds into the air pretty soon to indicate he needed help dragging his deer back to camp.  
 
    That’ll be a long ass haul, he thought, remembering the miles they put in to get here. Unless there is some back entrance I’m not aware of. 
 
    He’d travelled far enough northwest now that the fence they crossed was no longer in view. Ahead of him, he saw a ridge with several trees that would provide a good backrest were he to sit at their base. A couple of them might even provide shelter from the sleet. He made his way there, accidently snapping a couple of twigs that probably frightened off any nearby wildlife, his thighs beginning to burn as he reached the top, then he settled into a sitting position with his rifle across his lap and pulled out his water and trail mix; his body had burned through Wes’s single hot dog wiener before they’d even reached the fence. 
 
    He was about to deposit a handful of nuts and dried fruit into his maw when he thought he heard something. It was rattle of wood, followed by a brief cry of pain. And it sounded…human.  
 
    Dropping the trail mix back into its baggy and stuffing it into his pocket, Mike quickly got to his feet, once more holding his rifle at the ready. He wasn’t sure where the sounds had come from, but it was more to the west. He scanned the woods, everything turning white with the miserable sleet. There were trees all over the place on this side of the ridge, and even without their leaves, they made it difficult to see far. There was a ravine about a hundred yards ahead of him, at the base of the ridge, and then the terrain inclined again, though at a more manageable angle than what Mike had just climbed. He was about to sit back down, dismissing the sound as his imagination, when he heard something else—a sniffle, perhaps, or a whimper. And he triangulated the location this time—the ravine, straight ahead of him. 
 
    Mike bounded down the hill as quickly as he could safely, being mindful of the sleet-covered earth. Despite his best efforts, his boots slid as he neared the bottom, threatening to come out from under him. His right hand shot out to the side, making mad circles in the air in an attempt to steady himself, while his left arm uselessly held the rifle, only perpetuating his fall. His hand grasped at the branches of a bois d’arc, but they slipped through his gloved fingers like icicles. Crashing to his bottom, Mike slid to the edge of the ravine in a seated position, coming to a stop with his legs dangling over. 
 
    Directly below him was a naked woman, and she looked as good as dead. 
 
    He knew right off who it was. Who else could it be? 
 
    Her left wrist and a few fingers on that hand were clearly broken, there were scrapes and bruises all over her breasts, abdomen and arms, and the sleet collecting on her body was no longer melting, which meant she was probably slowly freezing to death. But, Mike saw, her most immediate problem was her right leg. A river of blood was seeping from a hole in her thigh, and there was already a sizable puddle accumulating beneath her. If he didn’t act quick, she would be dead in minutes. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Mike said, loud, “I’m coming down there to help. Give me just one second.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes fluttered momentarily, but she offered no response. 
 
    Setting the 45/70 aside, he lowered himself down, working his way through a tangle of roots. The ravine was about eight feet deep and ten feet wide, and it was steep and slick in both directions. Thank Christ there wasn’t more standing water when this cold front moved in, he thought, she would be frozen solid. What little moisture there was crunched beneath his boots as he reached bottom. He quickly knelt beside the woman, brushing frozen hair from in front of her eyes.  
 
    “I’m gonna get you out of here,” Mike said, nodding to her, looking into her eyes, hoping she understood. 
 
    Again, she didn’t respond. 
 
    Mike removed his belt first, struggling to get it out the last loop, cursing at it and yanking until it came free. Moving to her right thigh to apply a tourniquet, he pulled carefully at her leg, realizing with horror that her flesh was frozen to the ground beneath her. He cursed under his breath, watching the blood course from the woman’s leg like a faucet. Sighing, knowing he had no choice, Mike pulled hard on her upper leg, tearing it free from the frozen riverbed. At last, the woman showed signs of life, screaming weakly, then muttering something that Mike didn’t understand or have time to listen to. He slid the belt under her thigh and brought it around, positioning it about an inch above the wound, then he pulled it tight, squeezing another cry from her. Despite the woman having large, muscular thighs, the belt’s holes ended shy of where they were needed. So, Mike punched a new one through with the belt’s prong, and secured the makeshift tourniquet. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, watching the flow of blood slow to a trickle, “now I need to get you out of here, honey.” After brushing sleet from her naked body (he felt a bit awkward touching a woman’s flesh whom he didn’t know, even in this situation), he removed his parka and draped it over her. “I suppose your entire back is frozen to the ground?” he asked leaning towards her, trying to look sympathetic. 
 
    She only shivered. Tears were frozen at the corners of her eyes.  
 
    Mike nodded, her lack of response telling him everything. Squatting down, working his right arm under her knees and his left under her shoulders, he picked her up, cringing at the tearing sound of flesh pulling away from ice. The woman cried out, but it lacked strength, and as he stood up straight, she rested her head in the crook of his elbow, seeming to instantly fall asleep. 
 
    Deciding to follow the ravine north, Mike had to walk a good two-hundred yards before coming to an area with a gradual enough incline for him to climb with the woman in his arms. By that time his arms and legs were burning with an exhaustion he hadn’t felt since basic training. It was a gradual slope, yes, but with the sleet continuing to fall and his inability to use his hands for anything but holding her, it was going to take a little luck to make it out of the ravine. 
 
    Hefting the woman up a little higher in his arms, his biceps protesting fiercely, Mike took a deep breath and headed up the embankment in long, powerful strides, reaching the crest, to his amazement and relief, without slipping once. He wanted desperately to put the woman down and rest a moment, but knew that he needed to get back to his rifle and reach out to the others for help. The sleet was heavier now and it was collecting more thoroughly on the leaves and dead grass of the forest floor than in the ravine, making his travels all the more difficult. The last few steps before reaching the spot where his 45/70 lay were little more than shuffles, his extremities feeling like soggy noodles. Mike collapsed to his knees, then laid the woman on the ground, positioning his jacket around her top half and zipping it up. I’ll have to cover her legs too, he thought. She’ll probably lose that right leg anyway—if she doesn’t die—but she’ll lose both if I don’t get her some heat. 
 
    He realized, too, that he’d started sweating as he carried the woman. The quickest way to hypothermia was to start sweating when it was freezing outside, this he knew. Mike pulled his cellphone from his pocket, hoping by some miracle that he still had a signal out here in the middle of nowhere. But he didn’t. So, the gun was his only means of communication. Three shots into the air would signal that he needed help, though it didn’t signal an emergency. To his friends it could mean he got a deer and needed help hauling as much as it could mean his leg had been chopped off in an unfortunate whittling accident. 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Mike pulled out the four rounds of 45/70 ammo he had there. Counting the one loaded, he had five shots; three for the call for help and two for whatever else. This girl didn’t end up naked and near death without a little help, after all. If that Todd Renfro fella was to blame, he may be lurking nearby. 
 
    Pointing the rifle to the sky, clicking the safety off, Mike laid his finger across the trigger, just as three successive shots rang out from the north. 
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    When he heard the blast from Hatfeld’s .308, Wes sat and waited on a rotten log that felt almost like a well-cushioned couch. He was sure Hatfeld would be firing off three more shots soon, indicating he needed help. Or maybe the deer didn’t drop instantly and Hatfeld would have to track it through the sleet, then he would fire his shots. Or maybe the red-headed bastard missed, Wes thought with a chuckle after waiting a good thirty minutes and hearing nothing else from the east. 
 
    Glenfiddich sat patiently at his feet, occasionally looking up at him, as if to ask when they were going to get moving again. Wes fished a piece of jerky from his pocket and fed it to the dog, who gratefully gobbled it up, then licked at the accumulating sleet on the ground. 
 
    “Well,” Wes said quietly, looking down at Glenfiddich, “let’s keep looking, I guess.” 
 
    Out of habit he checked to make sure his Ruger was secured safely to his chest, then he stood, nodding his head for Glenfiddich to follow, as if the dog would have done anything else. Wes headed north again. The woods were growing thicker with trees the further he walked. He’d noticed this almost instantly from the time he left the fence. The forest was older on this side of the fence, the trees taller and wider, with almost no sign of human activity. And there were tracks everywhere. Even with the ground quickly being covered in sleet, Wes could see a deer track here and a hog track there and a bobcat track over there. Judging by the ground alone, it appeared the dickhead from camp and Peter Tingle were both correct in their stories of beyond the northern fence. 
 
    He walked slowly, heal to toe, weaving between trees and thick brush. Dragging a dead deer out of here would be a nightmare, he realized, but kept going, deeper into the woods. They’d been walking only a few minutes when Glenfiddich drew Wes’s attention. The German shepherd had stopped in his tracks, his legs crouching, stiff and ready to spring into action, his eyes staring intently just to the left of the direction they were walking. From deep within the dog’s chest, Wes heard rumbling growl. Glenfiddich knew better than to bark. 
 
    He followed the dog’s stare with his own, scanning the trees and branches, trying his best to see between them, to see what nature wasn’t allowing him to see at first glance. And then there it was. Camouflaged by tangles of bald tree limbs was a massive rack of antlers, almost too massive to be a North Texas whitetail. Wes silently gasped, his heart quickening with excitement. He’d never come across a deer like this, certainly not in this area. From his current perspective, a briar patch was blocking his view of the deer’s midsection, but with a rack like that, it had to be huge. 
 
    Wes turned to Glenfiddich, winked at him, and put his finger to his lips, telling the dog to keep quiet. Taking three quiet steps to his left, the buck came mostly into full view; enough to make the kill, anyway. He’s fuckin’ beautiful, Wes thought, slowly pulling his Ruger Redhawk from the holster across his chest. He held the revolver in front of him, his arms slightly bent, and pulled back the hammer as he looked through the eyepiece to find his target. He’d ungloved his right hand and his fingertip felt cold against the stainless trigger. Aiming center mass, his finger began to pull back. 
 
    And then the deer was gone from his line of sight, replaced by shaky tree branches. Wes dropped the Ruger to his side, cursing under his breath as the buck bounded its way north. Within seconds, it was gone from view altogether. Wes sighed and turned to look at Glenfiddich. 
 
    “You scared him off,” he said quietly. Glenfiddich cocked his head curiously. 
 
    Then the dog’s head whipped to the right, its ears perked, that low growl once more rumbling. 
 
    “What is it, boy?” Wes said, almost a whisper, turning to look. 
 
    Glenfiddich jumped, turning midair to face the other direction, as if something startled him badly. The growl turned into a whine. Wes looked at his dog, oddly, never having seen him behave this way. Glenfiddich skittered around him, his whine growing more intense, his eyes darting from one direction to another to another. Wes scanned the woods, not sure where to look. The way the dog was acting, it was like they were surrounded. But by what? Coyotes? Hogs? There were certainly no wolves this far south, that he was aware of. Whatever was out there—and he was sure it was something—he couldn’t see it. For that matter, he couldn’t hear anything, aside from Glenfiddich’s whining.  
 
    And now barking. Glenfiddich was barking wildly, the way a younger dog does when an unknown person crosses into its yard for the first time. 
 
    “Shhhh,” Wes urged, bending down, tugging at the dog’s collar. “It’s okay, boy. What do you see? What the hell do you see?” He heard movement through brush behind him, and he spun around, pulling the Redhawk from its holster, seeing movement of some kind amongst the dense limbs, but unable to focus on its exact location. 
 
    Glenfiddich yelped and Wes felt a sudden movement behind him, like the quick brush of the dog’s tail against his leg. He spun around again—it seemed he would get dizzy from all the spinning he was doing—and saw Glenfiddich being dragged rapidly through the woods away from him, as if he was chained to a pickup that was driving forty down the highway. He was being dragged backwards, and his paws clawed at the icy ground. Brush and thorn bushes tore at his coat, and Wes saw his dog’s head collide with a large oak tree, and heard the crack.  
 
    Aiming his revolver ahead of Glenfiddich, Wes looked through the eyepiece, hoping to see whatever had hold of his dog, hoping to get a shot. And he did see something; something unlike anything he’d ever seen before. Whatever it was, it was camouflaged perfectly with the sleet and tree branches. He focused the crosshairs on it and— 
 
    —had his feet yanked out from beneath him. 
 
    His mind’s eye told him, from the piercingly powerful pain he felt in his ankle, that it was indeed a wolf, or perhaps even a bear. Never mind that neither animal was known to frequent these parts. It could have been the jaws of an alligator, as bone-crushingly tight as its grip was, but that would have been ridiculous. Or so Wes thought. It wasn’t until he was able to look down at his legs—mere seconds after having them pulled from under him—that he saw how ridiculous nature could be. 
 
    It wasn’t a jaw that had hold of him at all; it was a tail of some sort. Three boney protrusions from the end of the tail were clamped down tightly on his ankle, crushing it like it was stuck beneath the wheel of a semi. From his vantage point, Wes was sure he could see the jagged and sharp inside edge of one bony protrusion, the thing’s tail-claw. And stretching out beyond the tail-claw was a whiplike tail that was almost comically long. At least ten feet long and covered with white and brown fur that seemed to shimmer and change as the beast moved. And at the base of the tail was the beast itself, not much larger than your average dog, though with muscular hindquarters that allowed it to run and drag things through the woods. It’s body, too, was covered in the same shimmering fur coat. 
 
    Wes saw all of this in half a second—enough time to see, comprehend, and decide what had to be done. By this time, he was already being dragged through trees and bushes, their branches and thorns doing their damage, one sharp piece of wood slicing open his cheek like a new pocket knife would. At least he hadn’t dropped the Ruger when he hit the ground. He pointed it at the beast as best he could, unable to even attempt looking through the scope, and fired three quick rounds, hoping to God that at least one would hit home. 
 
    One did, and the dragging stopped. 
 
    Wes, panting, worked himself into a sitting position, his whole body seeming to ache from the clobbering it took from the forest. Blood dripped from the cut on his cheek to his camouflage jacket and on the revolver, which he cradled there. The tail-claw was still around his right ankle, but loosely. Reaching down, he pried it off, noting that the three claws were each about eight inches long and curved and covered on the inside with rows of jagged edges, almost like teeth, all of them slanted inward towards the fleshy tip of the tail at the center. Wes understood even in his pain and horror that this tail-claw was perfectly designed to grab something and never let go. 
 
    Until you put a bullet in it, he thought. With that, he looked up at the rest of the beast, noticing that its fur no longer shimmered or changed to suit its surroundings. The whole thing was a pail brown shade now, almost the color of a fresh pecan nut. The bullet had entered just above the base of its tail and exited, it appeared, through the head, of which there was not much left. A furry, bloody pulp was all. 
 
    Then he was startled by movement in the trees…on all sides. 
 
    There was no time to get to his feet and make a run for it, not that there was anywhere to run. From his ass, he aimed the Ruger—with only three rounds left—looking for the next one to take a bullet. But before his eyes could focus on one of the beasts, a tail-claw clamped around his wrist, crushing the bones there, the revolver falling from his now useless hand, sliding several feet away on the ice. He screamed, seeing blood pour around his ruined extremity. Another tail shot forward from the other side, the tail-claw hitting his abdomen, ripping away pieces of his coat and shirt and a chunk of flesh. 
 
    They were all around him now, approaching slowly, eagerly. They ceased camouflaging themselves with their shimmering coats. There was no need, Wes thought. He was helpless. They were all shades of the same light brown, and they all approached like scorpions, their tails hovering above and in front of them, ready to strike, ready to pull away their piece of meat. Their faces, he thought, looked like a cross between cats and chimpanzees—almost hairless, except for their cheeks, and with a certain look of intelligence, like an ape, but an undeniable fierceness, like a predatory wild cat. Their mouths opened as they grew near, revealing sharp teeth and long tongues. Wes grabbed a broken branch from the ground with his left hand and gritted his teeth. 
 
    “Come get me, you fuckers,” he said. 
 
    Wesley Walsh was torn to pieces, but he went down swinging. 
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    The small fire crackled and tried to give off heat in the sleet, and Stacy Allagash shivered, despite now having on the man’s socks, jeans, sweater, and coat. He stood away from the fire—in nothing but a brown t-shirt, basketball shorts, and boots—looking out at the woods, likely contemplating his next move. Her right leg was completely numb. While she was grateful that the injury wasn’t producing intense pain (like her left arm was), she knew that the lack of feeling was likely a pretty bad sign. With the exception of that leg, the warming effect of the fire produced a needle-like pain on her frozen flesh. 
 
    “Wesley!” the man yelled through cupped hands. “Archie! I need help!” 
 
    He turned, looking down at Stacy, who stared back at him, shivering, her eyes feeling swollen and cold. The man looked surprised to see her eyes open.  
 
    “My friends should be nearby,” he said. “Those three shots a few minutes ago, those were from Wes, my cousin. It may mean he got a deer. It didn’t sound too far away. That’s the good thing. I’m Mike Walsh, by the way.” 
 
    Stacy only shivered. Even if Mike had asked her name or asked if she needed anything, she doubted she could respond in any understandable way; her lips felt frozen and cracked, and her throat felt as if it was lined with sandpaper.  
 
    Mike turned once more to face the woods to the north and yelled for his companions, then turned back to Stacy and said, “I’m gonna do everything I can to get you out of this.”  
 
    Stacy was fairly certain he was one of the men camped out near her and Todd’s camp two nights ago, which meant they were a long way from a vehicle. So, she thought her chances of getting out of this were pretty damn bleak. And muddled as her mind was in her current state of pain and hypothermia, it was not lost on her that Mike didn’t say he would get her out of this, but that he would do everything he could. Big difference. If it kept sleeting and getting colder, Mike himself may run into difficulties wearing only a t-shirt and shorts.  
 
    And what of the things from last night? Stacy thought.  
 
    Yes, what of that? What kind of nightmare from the woods had run off with Todd in the night, undoubtedly killing him? If they came back—whatever they were—could this Mike guy protect her from them? Hell, could he protect himself from them? Stacy was no firearms expert, but she knew by looking that Mike was carrying a single-shot rifle. Meaning, he would only have one shot before having to reload. Stacy was certain that whatever had taken Todd in the night, there had been many of them. Perhaps a dozen or more…coyotes? Bobcats?  There was no telling.  
 
    Suddenly, Stacy was overwhelmed with the feeling that she needed to warn Mike; to warn him that something very dangerous was out here; something with a taste for human flesh. 
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    “Wesleeeeey! Archiiiiiie!” 
 
    Fuck, Mike thought, having yelled to the point of hoarseness over the last ten minutes. Why the hell aren’t they answering? Despite the heavy sleet, there was very little wind, so his voice should be audible for a good distance. Wes, for sure, should have been able to hear him. Unless those three shots he fired were a call for help—a real emergency—rather than an indication that he nabbed a deer. Afterall, I didn’t hear a gunshot from his Ruger prior to those three. 
 
    This could possibly be because Mike was busy carrying a half-dead woman down a creek bed, with ice and twigs snapping and cracking beneath his boots. But as close as the three shots sounded, surely he would have heard a single shot during the exertion of bringing the woman out of the ravine. If Wes was experiencing an emergency of his own—perhaps having fallen or twisted an ankle or God knows what—then things were looking very bad indeed. 
 
    And what of Hatfeld, who’d fired a shot of his own not too long ago? Was he on the way to help Wes? If so, he should have been close enough to hear Mike’s yells by now. Yet, all he heard in return was the steady static sound of sleet falling through the trees.  
 
    Then there was the matter of Todd Renfro. If he was to blame for this woman’s condition—and really, who else could be to blame?—then yelling through the woods could be putting both their lives in danger. It was almost inconceivable that she ended up naked and freezing to death in a ravine of her own volition. Mike found it entirely likely that she’d been raped, perhaps beaten, and had fled the attack and ended up in the ravine. Perhaps it was even more likely that Todd had thrown her in the ravine himself, leaving her for dead, certain that it would be years before anyone found her, if she was ever found at all. It wasn’t as if this part of the world was teaming with human activity. 
 
    Regardless, he was going to have to fire his rifle to alert the others where he was and that he needed help. As much as he didn’t want to waste ammo with the possibility of Todd Renfro lurking in the trees nearby, Mike saw no other option. Unless he could climb to the top of some ice-slickened tree and hope to have cellphone reception. He reached in his pocket to check his phone when he heard rustling twigs behind him. 
 
    Turning back to the small fire, he saw the woman had grabbed a small branch and was scraping on the ground to get his attention. Noticing the fire was dwindling quickly, Mike grabbed a nearby fallen log as he returned to the woman’s side, placing it atop the flames as he crouched down to her. 
 
    “Did you need something?” he said, knowing this was a ridiculous thing to ask her. She needed a fuck ton of medical attention and a couple of electric blankets. But what else could he say? 
 
    She was shivering something fierce, and when Mike spoke, she immediately dropped the branch and tucked her hand back into the coat. Her lips trembled. She was trying to say something and he could see the seriousness of it in her eyes. Maybe she needed some water. Mike had a small pack beside the fire, and he reached in came out with a bottle of water. (He wished they hadn’t left their backpacks and sleeping bags at the fence line when they crossed.) There were ice crystals forming around the edges of the water. Unscrewing the lid, he leaned toward the girl with it. 
 
    “Are you thirsty? Take a sip.” 
 
    He tilted the bottle up, allowing a small amount to pour over her lips and into her mouth. She winced, her senses likely shocked by the coldness. But she swallowed it down and took a second sip. As Mike screwed the lid back on, she seemed to be trying to say something, her jaw quivering. 
 
    “I’m here,” Mike said, gently. “Tell me what you need.” 
 
    “T-t-t…” She grimaced and tried again. “T-Todd. Todd.” 
 
    “Todd, yeah, we met him,” Mike said, looking at her concerned, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Did he do this to you?” 
 
    “N-no,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    No? That wasn’t expected. If that Todd Renfro guy wasn’t the cause of this, then who was? The fire crackled and finally started putting off decent heat. Mike, with only a shirt and shorts on, was shivering almost as much as the woman. “What about Todd then?” he asked. 
 
    “T-think he’s d-d-dead.” She sniffled and pulled the coat’s hood around her face. Her teeth chattered. 
 
    “Dead? How? Was it someone else?” Mike looked around, suddenly feeling as if he was being watched. Maybe they’d been cornered by other hunters; hunters with a little more on their minds than bucks and screwing in the woods. Maybe there were dopeheads out here, cooking up meth beyond the reach of the local PD, and maybe Todd and his girl had stumbled across them. Maybe there were devil worshipers or cannibals out here, there was no fucking telling. 
 
    Maybe it’s the draggers. 
 
    Even if he had the slightest idea what a dragger was, he knew he was letting his imagination run wild now. There weren’t any devil worshipers or cannibals out here looking to score sacrifices and fresh meat for winter. An obscure legend about draggers around Stagsville held no more truth than movies about Jason Voorhees lurking in the woods around Crystal Lake, if there was such a lake. Or so he figured. 
 
    “Why do you think Todd is dead?” 
 
    “A-a-a.” She was struggling to speak now, her entire body shivering. She had to be on the verge of shock, if not death. Mike prayed she could hold onto consciousness long enough to explain what the hell was going on. “A-a-animals. Some k-kind of a-a-animals.” 
 
    “Animals?” Mike said, unsure. It wasn’t as if North Texas was a mecca of dangerous beasts. There were no bears or wolves, and very few mountain lions. Wild hogs aplenty, sure. And poisonous snakes, though not in winter. “What kind of animals?” 
 
    “D-don’t know,” the woman said, shrugging, wincing as she did so. She must be in incredible pain, Mike surmised. “I h-heard them k-killing him. E-e-eating him, I t-think.” 
 
    “Jesus.” He dusted the sleet off some more twigs and logs and loaded them onto the fire, considering what the woman said, considering, too, his options. One, he could leave the woman here by the fire and go in search of help. Who knew how long that would take, given the lack of response he was getting from Wes and Hatfeld. And who knew what condition the woman would be in upon his return. Two, he could wait it out with her by the fire, continuing to yell for his friends, maybe firing his rifle into the air if yelling continued not to work. But if no one came, he would be delaying the inevitable departure, making it less likely that the woman would survive. (He didn’t even want to consider why he would be getting no response from Wes and Hatfeld.) Or three, he could bring the woman with him in search for help. This seemed the least doable, considering the exhaustion brought on by simply getting her out of the ravine.  
 
    As if reading his thoughts, the woman spoke. 
 
    “D-d-don’t leave me. P-please.” 
 
    Mike smiled and nodded. Reaching into his pocket, he once more pulled out the four rounds of 45/70 ammo, as if looking at them would produce more. He was going to have to spend some ammunition on alerting Wes and Hatfeld. There was no way around it. He would be left with two rounds. That wasn’t good, but at least, if what the woman was saying was true, they weren’t watching over their shoulders for an angry boyfriend with a rifle. Even better, there were no cannibals or meth heads or devil worshipers out for fresh meat. If what she said was true—that animals of some sort killed Todd Renfro—then it was likely they had moved on. The animals were probably miles away. Having two rounds of 45/70 would be more than enough for whatever troubles came their way. 
 
    As if to challenge this notion, a twig snapped behind Mike, in the woods to the north. He spun, unslinging his rifle, putting it to his shoulder, and scanning the woods. Another snap, followed by another. Mike could hear movement in the trees. There was something approaching. He pulled back the rifle’s hammer with his thumb, breathing out calmly, his finger gently tightening on the trigger. He could feel his pounding pulse on the cold steel. An animal emerged from a cluster of bushes and Mike increased the trigger pressure. 
 
    Then he let off. He stood there confused for a moment, blinking, not sure if he was seeing what he was seeing. It was Glenfiddich, and he was beat to shit. Mike lowered the rifle, looked back at the woman (he still didn’t know her name) and said, “It’s Wes’s dog. I’m gonna go check on him. Maybe Wes is nearby.” 
 
    This is fuckin bad, Mike thought as he trotted toward Glenfiddich, his rifle at the ready. No matter what reassuring words he fed the woman, this was looking worse by the second. The dog would not have left Wes’s side unless there were serious problems. And by the looks of things, even before seeing Glenfiddich up close, there appeared to be serious fuckin problems indeed. When he got within a few feet of the dog, Mike knelt, holding a hand out. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, boy, what happened to you?” 
 
    Glenfiddich stepped gingerly forward and licked Mike’s fingers with a bloody tongue that had a hole in it, as if he’d bitten through it. His fur was matted and red with blood, some of it already beginning to harden from the cold. Half of his left ear was gone. And his left hindleg was severely mangled, with shredded flesh hanging from it like the meat on an overcooked sparerib. Glenfiddich was struggling to keep from putting weight on this leg as he limped forward. 
 
    “I got you, boy,” Mike said, slinging the 45/70 over his shoulder and putting his arms around Glenfiddich, lifting him up. Though he was a slender dog, he was all muscle and plenty heavy for a guy who’d already done his share of toting for the day. Probably around eighty pounds, Mike guessed. 
 
    He staggered back to the campfire as best he could, having to set Glenfiddich down twice along the way before eventually letting him limp the last several feet. The dog collapsed wearily in front of the fire, panting, his ragged tongue hanging to one side. 
 
    “H-he d-d-doesn’t look so h-hot,” the woman said. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Mike said, offering a wry smile. If she’s trying to be somewhat humorous, he thought, that has to be a good thing, right? Unless she’s delirious from shock and hypothermia. Either way, the outlook was as bleak as ever. And now there was a question that needed answering: Where the fuck is Wes? 
 
    Mike spent the next fifteen minutes yelling for Wes and Hatfeld until his throat was so sore that he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to communicate with the woman if he didn’t quit. He walked back to her, by the fire and Glenfiddich. His legs and arms were freezing. The sleet was coming in hard now and everything was turning white. We could all die out here, Mike thought. If I can’t figure a way out of this, we will most likely all be dead by morning, the girl, the dog, and me. Hatfeld and Wes…they may be gone already. 
 
    This realization hit him like a punch to the chest. He’d been yelling for Wes and Hatfeld off and on since he’d gotten the woman out of the creek. How long ago had that been? An hour or more. Probably more. And there had been not a peep from them. Nothing. Despite hearing Wes’s gunshots, which sounded well within range of his cries for help. And then Glenfiddich came strolling up looking like he’d been in a fight with a pack of lions. Meaning, Wes was probably either dead or severely injured. And Hatfeld, there was no telling. He was walking east. Might still be walking east, for all Mike knew. If he’d looped around after hearing Wes’s gunshots, surely he would have heard and responded to Mike’s yells by now. So, maybe he’d run into trouble too. Maybe they’d all run into trouble when they decided to cross the fence. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Mike said, looking at the woman, both of them shivering. 
 
    “St-Stacy.” 
 
    “Stacy, this isn’t working. My friends aren’t hearing me and I’m afraid, judging by what’s happened to Glenfiddich here, they may be hurt or in danger. Maybe even dead, I don’t know. All I know for sure is, they’re not hearing me. But if we stay here and it continues to sleet and gets colder as the sun sets, I—I don’t know if we can make it. I think it’s unlikely.” 
 
    Stacy sat silently for a moment, taking this in, then said, “W-w-what d-do you suggest w-we do?” 
 
    Mike breathed warm air into his hands, scanning the land as he did so. His hands were bright red, probably not a good sign. “You’re not going to like what I suggest, Stacy.” 
 
    “T-tell me,” she said, and in those two words Mike saw a resolve in her that he didn’t realize she had. That was a good thing, at least. 
 
    “We need to get to higher ground. For two reasons. One, and most importantly, I need to find cell reception so I can call for help. If I can call 911 and we can build a nice big fire, Care Flight should be able to find us. And two, it should be a little warmer on a hill, as long as the wind isn’t too bad. Cold air settles in the low spots, like where we’re at now. So,” Mike turned and pointed, “I think we need to head northeast. It looks like the ground steadily rises in that direction.” 
 
    “Okay,” Stacy said, propping herself up on her elbows, wincing. “Y-you told m-me what we n-need to do, n-now t-tell me how.” 
 
      
 
    ! 
 
      
 
    Stacy Allagash didn’t think a man wearing basketball shorts and a t-shirt in a rare Texas blizzard would have much luck getting a crippled woman and nearly just as crippled dog to “higher ground,” but damned if he wasn’t trying. 
 
    Mike had wasted no time in finding two long, fairly straight branches, cutting off the smaller branches that grew off them, and crafting a makeshift cot with sticks laying across the branches and tied on with his bootlaces and strips of tree bark. It looked uncomfortable but sturdy. He walked over to the campfire, where Stacy and the dog (whose name Stacy couldn’t pronounce, much less remember) were sitting while he worked. 
 
    “Okay,” Mike said, looking her in the eyes, “I’m gonna have to pick you up and place you on the cot.” 
 
    “Don’t y-you have a p-pain shot for me f-first?” Stacy asked, attempting to inject a little humor. 
 
    “Um, no, I’m afraid not,” Mike said, actually patting the pockets of his shorts and looking behind him as if he possibly left a syringe of morphine laying around in the snow. He probably thought she was delusional. Maybe she was. 
 
    “I’m j-joking.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Well, um, it’s going to hurt when I move you. Probably pretty bad.” 
 
    “Figured so. What about the d-dog?” 
 
    Mike looked down at the dog, then knelt to his level and said, “Glenfiddich, I can’t carry you, boy. You’re gonna have to walk, as much as that sucks. Okay?”  
 
    The dog looked at Mike, his bloody fur collecting sleet. He looked like he’d been through hell. Surely whatever had taken Todd had attacked this dog too, and was likely responsible for Mike’s friends not turning up. For all Stacy knew, those things—whatever they were—were lurking in the woods around them right now, waiting for the most opportune time to make dinner out of them. They might snatch her right off the cot while Mike was trying to pull her.  
 
    Mike reached into the pocket of his shorts and brought out a little baggy of nuts and dried fruit. Taking a handful from the bag, he offered it to the dog, who lapped it up quickly. “Good, boy,” Mike said, then turned his attention to Stacy. “You want some? It’s just trail mix.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Stacy said, not the least bit hungry. She actually wasn’t as cold as she had been. She felt sad that they would presently be leaving the warmth of the fire. And she was not looking forward to being hefted in the air and dropped atop a bunch of sticks. She knew Mike would do his best to be gentle, but it would hurt like hell regardless. 
 
    When Mike stood up again, the dog stood too, weakly, lifting his poor, retched back leg off the ground. Stacy thought he was as likely to lose his leg as she was. If they survived this adventure, that was. Which was looking less and less likely by the minute. 
 
    “You ready?” Mike said, looking down at her with concern on his face. 
 
    Stacy nodded and took a deep breath. 
 
    Mike crouched, taking a deep breath of his own, sliding an arm beneath her legs and wrapping the other around her shoulders. “Here we go,” he said. 
 
      
 
    ! 
 
      
 
    “Fuuuuck!” Stacy screamed through gritted teeth as Mike lifted her from her spot. Then she buried her face in his arm, biting down on his t-shirt sleeve. Tears poured down her cheeks. Mike half expected her to faint but she didn’t. Not yet. 
 
    “Sorry,” Mike said, carrying her over to the cot. His right boot caught a particularly slick spot on the ground, nearly causing him to fall forward, an incident that would have proved disastrous. But he caught himself, barely, lunging forward with his other foot and steadying himself before continuing. “Down we go,” he said. “You ready?” 
 
    Stacy nodded without looking up at him, biting down on his sleeve even harder. Mike bent down, doing so slowly, his knees creaking, and placed her gently on the cot. Stacy grimaced and cried out somewhat, but not as bad as Mike expected. Her eyes closed and still shedding tears, Stacy whispered something, either a curse or a prayer. Either was appropriate. 
 
    After checking his phone and confirming he still had no signal (the battery was also getting low), Mike offered another apology to Stacy for her pain, then strapped his rifle to his back and walked around to the two longer ends of the cot, squatting down between them, grabbing hold with one branch in each hand, and beginning to walk northeast. The makeshift cot was easier to pull than he expected. The accumulation of sleet likely helped. 
 
    “Come on, Glenfiddich,” Mike said, looking over his shoulder at the campfire where the dog still stood, looking unsure, his bum leg jutting out awkwardly.  
 
    “Come on, Glen-fidget?” Stacy said. 
 
    “Glenfiddich. It’s a brand of scotch.” 
 
    “Come on, Glenfiddich.” 
 
    At last, the dog decided to join them, hobbling away from the warmth and possible security of the fire. Mike smiled down at the dog and nodded. The poor thing probably wouldn’t last long in a fight, but he was glad to have him all the same. 
 
    The sleet seemed to have let up a little, and with the exertion from building the cot and now dragging it, Mike felt sufficiently thawed. He was sure Stacy was quite cold, but she’d pulled the hood of his parka over her face and pulled the string tight. She seemed as content as could be expected. Either that or she’s on the brink of death, he thought and immediately hated himself for it. It was true, she could die in the coming hours or minutes and it would not surprise him. Sure, she had seemed more alert and responsive moments ago, but with the injuries she sustained, she could very easily die—and die soon—without medical attention.  
 
    After thirty minutes of walking, Mike stopped and checked his phone. Still nothing. He tried turning it off then back on, but no signal was detected. He could see a peak through the trees, maybe half a mile away. If he could get there, maybe there would be reception. He prayed that there would be. His legs might not be able to keep dragging Stacy much further than that. He checked on the girl. She appeared to be sleeping, breathing slow and steady. Not dead yet, he thought. Then he gave Glenfiddich another handful of trail mix. After eating a handful himself, Mike once again grasped the cot and continued the journey, wondering again what the hell happened to Wes and Hatfeld. 
 
    He’d walked about halfway to the peak he was trying to reach—a quarter mile or so—when Glenfiddich suddenly decided he wasn’t going any further. The dog was walking along beside Mike, keeping up just fine despite his bum leg and general state of trauma. Then he simply stopped, and moaned low in his throat, like a quiet growl. 
 
    When he noticed Glenfiddich had stopped, Mike too stopped. He’d been contemplating a rest for a while; his thighs and forearms burned like mad with exhaustion. But he needed to make it up the hill quick, before Stacy froze to death. Not to mention himself; despite the cold, his shirt was becoming wet with sweat. That would spell bad news when they stopped if he didn’t get a fire started fast. “What’s up, Glenfiddich?” he asked, looking down at him. 
 
    The dog glanced back at him then at the woods before them. He took a few uneasy steps backward, continuing that low, bothersome growl. 
 
    Mike set the cot down gently and scanned the woods, seeing nothing but ice and trees, hearing nothing but that steady buzz of sleet. “Come on, boy, we need to finish this little march,” he said, bending back down and picking up the handles of the cot.  
 
    He started walking again but Glenfiddich immediately started protesting. Quiet, whimpering barks. He was backing up further. Several steps now. The dog had absolutely no intention of proceeding further. Not northeast, anyway. Mike looked again from the woods to the dog and back to the woods. He saw nothing and heard nothing. Whatever Glenfiddich was sensing could be a mile off for all he knew, and Mike didn’t have the time or patience to keep stopping and scanning the woods when there was nothing there. He was growing irritated with the dog—unwisely so, if his exhausted mind stopped to consider the dog’s condition and what might have caused it. Mike just wanted to keep moving. “Either come or don’t, Glenfiddich,” he said, and began walking once more. 
 
    “They dragged him off,” Stacy said suddenly, quietly. Mike had almost forgotten she was laying there. 
 
    “What?” he said, stopping and looking at her over his shoulder. She was motionless on the cot and the hood was still drawn closed. 
 
    “Todd. Whatever th-they were…they snatched him out of the t-tent and dragged him through the woods. I could h-hear him screaming and colliding with stuff. They dragged him off and k-killed him.”  
 
    Be wary the woods around Stagsville for 
 
    the myths are more than hollow lore. 
 
    When the sun descends, mothers latch the door 
 
    and wrangle your children who want to explore 
 
    beyond the trees of Lake Spirit’s shore. 
 
    For it’s not the ghosts, but something more. 
 
    In the woods around Stagsville, draggers roar. 
 
    The poem or nursery rhyme or whatever it was played flawlessly in his mind, as if he’d heard it a thousand times in the last few days instead of just once. Draggers, Mike thought. What the fuck are draggers?  
 
    “What do you think got him?” Stacy said, her right hand coming up to the hood and loosening the drawstring so she could look up at him. The flesh of her face was pale, almost blue, with specks of dried blood here and there.  
 
    I should have cleaned that blood off her face, Mike thought. It wouldn’t have helped anything, but it would’ve been the right thing to do. Looking from Stacy to Glenfiddich, he suddenly felt sorrowful. Was he really about to leave the dog here when he was clearly sensing trouble ahead? His mind felt muddled and tired. He looked back at Stacy and said, “Draggers, I guess. Maybe draggers got him.” 
 
    “Wh-what are draggers?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mike said, shaking his head. 
 
    Suddenly, he felt a buzzing in the pocket of his shorts. His phone! 
 
    “Fuck!” he said, nearly dropping the cot, then setting it down gently but quickly. He pulled the phone from his pocket, ready to accept the call no matter who it was trying to reach him. Maybe it was Hatfeld trying to find him or Wes calling for help. Maybe it was his First Sergeant from Fort Sill calling to tell him that there had been a mistake, he still had another year in the army to serve. Whoever it was, he was accepting the call and telling them all about the current state of affairs. 
 
    Except it wasn’t a call. He’d received a text message. A text message from Mary: 
 
    “Just wanted to see how things were going in Stagsville. Did you end up going hunting with Archie and Wes? You left your 30-30 here, you know. Well, I hope you’re doing good. The girls miss you. I do too.” 
 
    Mike saw that the text had been sent over four hours ago. He’d apparently finally reached a spot that allowed the text to go through. Pressing Mary’s name, Mike then hit ‘call’ and waited to hear ringing. It did not come. After several agonizing moments of silence, the dreadful double-buzz indicating there was no signal sounded in his ear.  
 
    “Sonofabitch!” Mike said, hitting the call button again. 
 
    “What is it?” Stacy said. 
 
    Glenfiddich moaned uneasily and began backing away. 
 
    “My wife sent a text. I’m trying to call but signal still isn’t very good.” He took a few steps up the way he was headed, holding his phone up as it tried to connect. The call failed again. Glenfiddich began barking, though his barks were weak and wet. “Shhhh,” Mike said, hitting call again as he stepped a little further away from them, trying to get even a few inches higher, “gimmie just a minute, Glenfiddich. Just one minute to make this—” 
 
    “I think he’s trying to warn us of—” 
 
    He was barking furiously now, continuing to back away, staggering and panicked.  
 
    Mike, finally realizing that something must be seriously wrong, ended the call as it too failed, quickly turning to look at the woods that seemed to so terrify Glenfiddich. Something shot out from between two oaks, something he both saw and didn’t see, something that, with its speed, seemed to blur the very space it moved through. He had only a split second, not enough time to jump out of the way, but enough time to begin the process, moving his leg ever slightly, enough to where the clawed thing couldn’t get a proper hold on his leg. 
 
    “Fuuuck!” he screamed as the thing (it appeared to have three moving claws) snapped closed, tearing a chunk of flesh from Mike’s right leg just below the knee. Stacy screamed from behind. Blood sprayed from his leg and he fell over, dropping the phone and grasping at the wound as if he could fix it. He looked anxiously up at whatever had injured him, seeing the three jagged claws open, dropping the piece of meat that had been a part of Mike’s leg. The claws almost seemed to hover there in the air, but on closer inspection, he saw that they were attached to a snake-like appendage, with fur that seemed to perfectly blend with the surroundings—white like the sleet, with flecks of brown like pieces of wood.   
 
    From the corner of his vision, something came diving in at the clawed thing. Mike flinched as Glenfiddich landed on top of it. The thing began curling around the dog, the tail-claw tearing into his side, ripping away fur and flesh. It was then that Mike realized that this furry snake-like thing was actually a tail. He saw the creature crouched between the two oaks, the fur of its body shimmering with white and brown, seeming to move with the sleet—the perfect camouflage. Its catlike, monkeylike face almost seemed to be grinning as its tail tore Glenfiddich to shreds.  
 
    With the screams of Stacy echoing through the hills and the fierce last hooray of Glenfiddich going on before him, Mike unslung the 45/70 from his back, pulled back the hammer, took aim at the beast’s head and blew it away. All movement stopped. The jagged tail-claw fell to the ground, opening, revealing a bloody hunk of innards which it had been dug from Glenfiddich. The dog was clearly dead, losing his life in battle, like warriors should. 
 
    The beast—the dragger, Mike thought—slowly lost its camouflage in death, the white and brown seeming to melt away into a lighter brown that reminded him of rabbits or the groundhogs he’d seen around Fort Sill. What was left of the creature looked smaller than Glenfiddich, but all muscle. And that tail, Mike thought, if that bastard’s tail had got a good hold of my leg, could it really have drug me off like a rag doll? He remembered what Stacy had said about losing Todd and supposed it could. 
 
    Stacy was sobbing not far away, still lying on the cot, though sitting up in what looked like an extremely uncomfortable position. “You say you think there were several of them that got Todd?” Mike asked, popping open the 45/70, ejecting the empty casing and replacing it with a new bullet from the pocket of his shorts. 
 
    “Yes,” Stacy said gravely. “I’m positive.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He closed the barrel with a snap and half-cocked the hammer. Looking down at his phone, which was lying face up among leaves and sleet, he pressed the home button and saw the screen light up. No signal and the battery life had turned red. “Fucking excellent.” 
 
    Blood streamed steadily from the wound on Mike’s right leg. He looked down at what clothes he had left—t-shirt, basketball shorts, boxers, one glove, and a hat—and wondered how the hell he supposed to stop the bleeding without freezing to death. Using the 45/70 like a cane, with the stock on the ground, he pulled himself to a standing position without having to put too much weight on his right leg. It hurt surprisingly little. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Good in the short term, he supposed. 
 
    Scanning the woods, listening for any movement, with one hand curled loosely around the rifle’s barrel and the other clutching the infuriating cellphone, Mike felt hopeless. The sleet had stopped, but it was getting colder; the sun was now making its slow descent somewhere beyond the clouds. His friends were gone, likely dead, and he—now hobbled by a supposed folkloric creature from his youth—had to somehow get himself and a one-legged woman to safety. It was impossible. 
 
    “D-do you see that?” Stacy said, breaking his train of thought.  
 
    “See what?” Mike said, sticking his phone in his pocket and raising the rifle as he looked at her to see the direction of her eyes. Following her gaze into the woods to the east, he saw nothing but the emptiness of a winter forest. “What do you see?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s something, though. It’s t-too straight.” 
 
    “Too straight?” he said, squinting, still not seeing anything. 
 
    “Yeah, you know how there aren’t really straight lines in nature. There’s a straight line there. Maybe a small structure or something, it looks like. Covered in snow, though.” 
 
    Mike took a few steps toward Stacy then squatted down to her level, the pain in his right leg suddenly coming to life and screaming like all get-out. And there, a few hundred yards away, he saw…something. Stacy was right, there was something straight, something boxy there, hidden beneath sleet. It almost, he thought, looks like the size and shape of a car. 
 
    “Do you see it?” Stacy said, then winced as she tried to sit up a little more. 
 
    “I see it,” Mike said. Standing back up, he looked around for any sign of more draggers. He didn’t see any movement, but their camouflage made that plenty difficult. He didn’t hear any movement either. Not even the usual creeks and rustles one hears in the woods. That made him feel uneasy. Slinging the rifle across his back, Mike said, “Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    Squatting down, he grabbed hold of the cot again, and a stream of blood shot out from the gaping wound below his knee That can’t be good, he thought, looking at the spatter of red across the white ground. It looked almost like art. Standing back up, his right leg burned like fire, and Mike wondered if he would be able to make it all the way to whatever it was they were seeing. He could stand the pain, but had that damn dragger nicked an artery? Was he going to have to tie a tourniquet around his leg before he bled to death? Surely not. It was bleeding but not that damn bad. If Stacy can live through the night in her condition, by God, I can make it to that structure in the snow with her in tow. 
 
    “Are you sure you can make it?” Stacy asked, as if reading his mind. 
 
    Mike looked over his shoulder and smiled. “We’ll get there.” 
 
    He looked over at Glenfiddich as he started walking. The poor pooch deserved a burial. He deserved more than to be left in the snow, left in the elements to rot and be eaten by God knows what. Wes would not approve of his dog—a heroic dog, truth be told—being denied a proper burial. Wes would understand, Mike thought. Wes would want us to get the fuck out of here. To get the fuck to safety. 
 
    “Let me know if you see anything coming from behind us,” Mike said, his right leg burning with each step. He thought of handing her the pocket knife from his pack, but realized now he’d left it by the little campfire by the ravine, along with his water and matches.   
 
    “I’ll probably scream,” Stacy said. 
 
    “You want the rifle while I walk?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t do much good. I’m left-handed and my left hand is fucked. If I tried shooting with my right, no telling what I would hit.” 
 
    She was tough as nails, Mike decided. He’d served with many soldiers—some with guts, some without—and he would place Stacy firmly in the gutsy bunch. In her condition, she could have easily given up. But there was a fighter in her. 
 
    Even as he walked, his arms straining from holding the cot and his thighs straining from the constantly pulling, Mike realized he was freezing. His sweat-soaked shirt was becoming stiff. He should have removed it when they’d stopped. His feet—sockless inside leather boots (socks were another thing he left in the backpack by the fence)—were cold to the point of pain. It was like needles were being stuck into them. He was shivering uncontrollably. Well, if I don’t bleed to death, I could always freeze to death, he thought. 
 
    They were about halfway to the structure, which was beginning to look very much like a car, when Mike saw movement to his left. Lightning quick. Stacy screamed as a tail-claw struck her right arm and pulled her from the cot, twisting it in Mike’s hands. He let go and unslung his rifle, seeing Stacy pulling at the tail-claw with her broken left hand as its sharp edges dug through the fabric of the jacket into her flesh. It was dragging her through the snow like a sled, quickly and effortlessly, as Mike pulled the hammer all the way down and aimed. The draggers were easier to see when they moved with a quickness. He fired and the bullet hit home, bringing the dragger and its prey to stop less than five seconds after the attack had begun. Stacy had been dragged a good thirty feet. They’re not very big, Mike thought, but they’re strong and fast bastards. 
 
    Looking down at the cot, Mike noticed the two branches he used to haul had snapped during the tussle. He didn’t have time to fix it or build a new one he thought, not if there were more of those things around. He trotted over to Stacy, ignoring as best he could the continued pain in his right leg. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mike said when he came upon her. A dumb question. 
 
    “Super,” Stacy said. There were tears in her eyes and she was still attempting to remove the tail-claw from her arm with her ruined hand. She appeared to have sustained a few more cuts and bruises during her dragging, but nothing too serious. 
 
    “Here let me help.” Mike squatted beside her and gently removed the claws. Inspecting them as he did so, he could see the jagged, almost serrated inner edge of the three claws. He worked them in his hand for a moment, opening and closing the claws. The way it worked reminded Mike of the origami fortune tellers kids used to make out of notebook paper, collapsing to a point then spreading wide to reveal the center. It was perfect product of nature. Perfect for dragging. 
 
    “What now?” Stacy said, her voice fraught with pain. 
 
    “The cot is broken,” Mike said, dropping the tail. He reached in his pocket, grabbing a new round, and reloading the 45/70. “Only got three shots left.” 
 
    “I-I think that’s a car over there.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mike said, looking as he pulled back the hammer so all he would have to do is pull the trigger. “I’ll have to carry you.” 
 
    “Maybe I can hop on my good leg.” 
 
    “Nah,” Mike said, smiling. “That’s at least a hundred yards away. Hopping on ice and on uneven ground with bushes and sticks and everything else, I think you’d end up on your ass at least a dozen times before we got there. And who knows what kind of further damage would be done to your right leg.” 
 
    “My leg is fucked. Can’t even feel it.” 
 
    Mike nodded. She was probably right about that. He would have to cradle Stacy in his arms like a child in order to carry her, with the 45/70 slung across his back. The fireman’s carry would likely be too painful, not to mention difficult to achieve because of the size of his rifle. Could he manage to carry her like that for another hundred yards? If I survive this adventure, he thought, my muscles will be sore for the next month. 
 
    “If you see one of those bastards—or hear one or anything—tell me quick,” Mike said, once more slinging the rifle across his back. 
 
    Stacy nodded and winced as he slid his arms underneath her and hefted her. The added weight made the wound on his leg hurt all the more. Blood had streamed into his boot and he could feel it squishing between his toes with each step. Mike shuffled quickly and purposefully toward the car—indeed, it was a car! He could see the sides of it now, a light blue shade where ice had not yet accumulated, a four-door sedan, by the looks of it. It was no doubt locked, but he would bust out the window if need be. It would still be cold, but the car would provide shelter from the elements and from anymore draggers. Mike figured he could fend off any attacks through one broken window. But even more importantly, if there was a car here, surely that meant there was a road nearby. And people nearby. This car may belong to someone who’d come out to hunt, just like they had. How the car had gotten so deep in the woods was anyone’s guess. 
 
    “Fuck,” Mike said through gritted teeth as he struggled the last several yards, his legs and arms both threatening to give out. 
 
    “Don’t drop me,” Stacy said. “Let me down. I can hop the last little bit.” 
 
    Mike did as she suggested, easing her to the ground. The moment her weight was free from his arms, Mike fell to his knees, breathing heavily. “Fuck,” he muttered again, feeling as if he’d just run a marathon. 
 
    “You’ve convinced me to lose a few pounds,” Stacy said, hopping over to the car. 
 
    He wondered how she was able to joke at a time like this, when she was very likely to lose her leg if not her life. “Try the door. I’m sure it’s locked, though.” 
 
    “Probably,” Stacy agreed and took one last hop to the driver’s door. “But let’s hope.” She was looking at Mike when she said this, but then her eyes looked past him and went wide, her complexion turning white as a sheet. “Mike, we have trouble,” she said quietly, as if speaking loudly may entice an attack.  
 
    “How many?” Mike said, still on his knees, not moving. 
 
    “I-I can’t tell. A lot.” 
 
    Fuck. Slowly, Mike peered over his shoulder. To his horror, he couldn’t tell how many there were either; it was impossible to tell. There could be two dozen of them or fifty or a hundred, he had no idea. The frozen ground itself appeared to be moving. The draggers’ camouflage didn’t make them invisible, but it made it near impossible, especially in great numbers, to tell where they began and ended. As they moved slowly—creepingly slow—it was like the ground was a series of lethargic waves, gradually working their way toward them. Except, they don’t have to reach us, Mike thought. Once they’re close enough for their tails to do their thing, we’re as good as gone. 
 
    “Try the door,” he said, quiet but stern. “Get in if you can. Move slowly though.” 
 
    Stacy lifted up on the doorhandle. At first, nothing happened. It appeared it was, as suspected, locked. Then, with a snap of ice along the door’s exterior, it came open. Stacy gasped in relief and looked at Mike, nodding for him to get up and join her. But he could hear them, inching closer. Surely, they were almost within range for their tails. If he made a sudden dash for the car—a dash slowed by his weakened right leg—he would be toast. He mouthed the words ‘get in’ to Stacy then slowly unslung the rifle as she climbed inside the car. He tried to slow his breathing, tried to slow the pounding of his anxious heart. There was only one way he was making it to the car. 
 
    Twirling on his knees to face the draggers, Mike, without bothering to aim, fired into them, then ejected the empty shell and quickly replaced it with another and closed the breach and cocked the hammer. He wasn’t sure if he’d hit one, but the shot had scared them. The moving ground seemed to slink back a little, and he saw some of the draggers on the outer edges take off through the woods. He got to his feet, backing towards the car, the rifle at his shoulder, ready for more. 
 
    A dragger bounded forward, its mouth open, revealing rows of sharp fangs, its tail rising high above it, then thrusting down toward Mike like a missile, its three-pronged tail-claw open. Mike jerked the barrel of the 45/70 skyward, defensively, not aiming but only hoping to block the incoming tail-claw from landing on his face and ripping his head off. He pulled the trigger just as the tail collided with the end of the barrel. The tail exploded, opening up like a banana peel, the three claws flying harmlessly in different directions among blood and gore. 
 
    The dragger screamed, the fur of its remaining tail turning light brown as the rest of its body shimmered from camouflage white to brown to green and all manner of earthy shades, like a glitching electronic. The tail waved erratically in the air, slinging blood all over Mike and the ground and the frost-covered car. Mike opened the breach, ejecting the casing and loading the last round—The last fucking round, he thought. 
 
    “Get in the car!” Stacy screamed from behind him. She had, thankfully, not closed the door after getting in. 
 
    The other draggers had backed away with the second shot, some of them retreating into the surrounding woods, but this one—the one with half its tail blown away—continued advancing, its teeth bared, its fur in a constant state of change. “Fuck it,” Mike said, leveling the rifle at it and pulling the trigger.  
 
    Its head exploded, and Mike lowered himself into the car and slammed the door shut. 
 
      
 
    ! 
 
      
 
    “I’m out of ammo,” Mike said with the rifle propped between his legs, the barrel nearly touching the ceiling of the small car. It was a Volvo, he realized, a small sedan.  
 
    “I think they ran away,” Stacy said, then winced as she shifted position in the passenger seat where she’d moved before Mike entered. 
 
    Mike tried to look out the window but it was mostly covered with ice on the driver’s side and windshield. The passenger side had apparently taken less sleet and he saw nothing but the empty woods beyond. He looked about the inside of the vehicle. It was cluttered with empty beer cans and crumpled bags from various fast food restaurants. Then he saw in the cup holder a set of keys—two of what could be house keys and one key with a Volvo logo on it. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Mike said, snatching up the keys. “Our luck may be changing.” He shoved the key in the ignition and turned. Nothing happened. The engine didn’t attempt to turn over and the dashboard lights didn’t even flick on. He tried a few more times, turning the key back and forth, trying to will it to work. “Fuck.” He sighed, leaving the key in the ignition and resting his head back on the seat. He pressed on the horn but nothing happened. The battery was as dead as dead could get. “Fuck.” 
 
    “I think there’s a road back there,” Stacy said. 
 
    Mike, lifting his head and looking at her, said, “A road where?” 
 
    “Back there.” She was looking through the passenger window at the side mirror. “Way back there, I think I see where the woods end. And…and there is a little trail that leads to it from here.” 
 
    Mike leaned over, trying to see what she was seeing. It was hard to tell, but he thought maybe she was right. There was a road back there. Afterall, this car had to get here somehow. He wasn’t sure what direction that was. East? Was that FM 36 back there or some county road? Or were their eyes deceiving them?  
 
    My phone! he suddenly thought and reached into the pocket of his shorts and came out with it. It showed to have no signal still but he tried dialing Mary anyway. When the call failed, he tried calling 911, but it too failed. If I’m near a road—a blacktop road—the signal will have to pick up somewhere around here. He shivered, feeling colder now that he’d stopped moving. They couldn’t just sit here in this car waiting for someone to find them. If it had been sitting long enough to die, then it had been sitting for quite some time. The driver of the vehicle, likewise, was long gone, probably having left the vehicle here after it wouldn’t restart or some such thing. No one would find them before they froze or died of injuries. Or before those things—those draggers—broke through the windows and killed them both. Could they break through car windows? he wondered.  
 
    “I’m gonna have to make a run for the road,” Mike said, staring straight ahead at the ice-covered windshield. “Maybe my phone will get signal. Or maybe I can flag down a passing vehicle.” 
 
    “That’s a long way to go,” Stacy said, peering into the side mirror. “Quarter mile, maybe. What if those things—” 
 
    “Don’t have much choice. We can’t just sit here and hope someone wanders by. No offense, Stacy, but you look like shit and I don’t think you’ll make it through the night without medical attention.” 
 
    Stacy looked at him but didn’t say anything. Her flesh was pale and her lips were blue. Her silence seemed to say more than words could have, like the realization of her impending death was a sudden monumental revelation to her. Tears hung at the bottoms of her eyes. Finally, as if her approval was needed before Mike departed, she nodded and sniffled and turned back to look at the side mirror again.  
 
    Mike nodded. “I’ll try to be quick. I’m taking the rifle with me. It’s out of ammo but maybe I can club those damn things if they get too close.” 
 
      
 
    ! 
 
      
 
    Ice cracked and fell from the window as Mike slowly opened the door. 
 
    Sitting motionless for a moment in the driver’s seat and peering about the frozen landscape, he saw nothing. No movement whatsoever, aside from a dry leaf floating lazily down from a naked tree. But the draggers’ camouflage was beyond good. They could be standing in plain sight, he thought, yet all he saw was the woods. 
 
    “I’ll get help,” Mike said, looking over his shoulder at Stacy. “Don’t leave the car, okay?” 
 
    “I don’t think I would get very far if I did. Good luck, Mike.” 
 
    “I’ll need it,” he said, exiting the Volvo and closing the door as quietly as possible, gripping his 45/70, his right leg burning with fresh pain. It felt like the temperature had dropped another ten degrees since they’d entered the car. His breath floated on the air like pipe smoke. No wind and no noise. Taking a step, the ground crunched beneath him, a sound that seemed absurdly loud in the silence of the woods. They’re out there waiting, he thought. Watching me, waiting to strike. 
 
    Mike decided trying to be quiet was likely a fruitless endeavor. If the draggers were still near, they knew he was outside the car and moving, whether he tip-toed around or not. His best course of action would be to move quickly, regardless how much noise he made. Looking past the car, from the direction it had likely been driven, he could see there was indeed a path of sorts leading to what appeared to be a road. The path was crude and narrow through the trees, likely cut out with a chainsaw and weedeater by some hunter, perhaps the owner of the Volvo. The path was littered here and there with fallen branches, leading Mike to further believe that it had not been traversed in a good while. And it was narrow enough to probably be hidden from view from the road, unless a driver was specifically looking for it. 
 
    Here we go, Mike thought. He took to trotting, limping as he went, holding the rifle at the ready. Blood seeped from his wound with each step, draining into his boot. The pain was intense at first but eased as he continued. He no longer bothered scanning the woods; if the draggers came, they came. There was no question now, up ahead was indeed a road, and as Mike stepped over a fallen branch in the path, he saw a vehicle zoom past the spot where the path met the road. He gasped when he saw it—a red pickup with a trailer—and couldn’t help smiling. The end to this nightmare of a day was very much in sight.  
 
    His phone began buzzing and Mike came to a stop, reached in the pocket of his shorts and saw that it was Mary calling. The phone had a weak signal, but a signal it had. “Mary,” he said, accepting the call. 
 
    “Mike, hi, I sent you text earlier,” she started. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he said somewhat out of breath, and hoping she would detect the anxiety in his voice. “Signal is bad. Listen, Mary, we’re in serious trouble.” 
 
    “Trouble? What do you mean? Where are you?” 
 
    “We went hunting, north of Stagsville like usual, but…we went a little further. We hopped a fence onto some other land and, well, I can’t really explain it all right now. But Wes and Hatfeld are missing and there is this woman who is hurt really bad who says her boyfriend is missing. And—” 
 
    “What on earth? Mike, what happened?” 
 
    “We need help. We need paramedics and search crews. We need people with guns, cause…it’s not safe out here.” 
 
    “Wha—,” Mary started, sounding confused. “Where are you exactly? Can you tell me that?” 
 
    Mike heard movement in the woods from two sides of him and he twirled to look in those directions. He saw the limb of a young tree wavering, but nothing else. “Near FM 36, I think. Not positive, though. Mary, we need help. We need help quick!” 
 
    “I’ll call 911, Mike, but I don’t how they’re supposed to find you. Have you tried calling 911? Maybe they can track your position or something. Can’t they do that?” 
 
    There was more movement. This time Mike saw it. In several spots, the ground appeared to be moving toward him. The draggers were coming close. They would be within striking distance in seconds. Mike turned to continue his progress down the path, but saw the ground there too was moving. Two maybe three draggers blocked his way. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said. 
 
    “What, what is it?” Mary said, sounding frightened. 
 
    “Send help, Mary. And Mary?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too. And I miss you. Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Tell the girls I love them,” he said, turning in the direction he thought was north, the only direction that didn’t appear to be covered with oncoming draggers. He ran, ignoring the pain and spurting blood of his leg wound. “I love you, Mary. Send help. I love you.” 
 
    The woods behind and to the sides of him came alive with movement. Mike was no longer headed toward the road, but hoped that if he could get far enough away from the draggers, then he could turn that way. But the draggers were gaining ground not losing it. The woods were growing thicker and more difficult for him to traverse, but the draggers seemed to move through it like torpedoes through water.  
 
    A tail-claw struck his forearm, closing around it, cutting into his flesh and jerking. Mike yelled, pulling the opposite direction and swinging his rifle, the barrel colliding with the thing’s tail. The tail-claw pulled loose, taking chunks of forearm meat with it. Mike continued forward, but a second and third dragger attacked, one tail-claw grasping his left ankle and another hitting him hard in the left ribs. This one—hitting his ribs—was not open and ready to grab like the others had been; the tail-claw was closed when it hit Mike, the three claws forming one long, sharp talon. It hit him like a medieval spear, piecing easily through his shirt and skin and between his ribs, puncturing his left lung. 
 
    Mike tried to scream, but the scream wouldn’t come. He fell as the one tail-claw retracted from his chest and the other began dragging him on his stomach. He rolled to his back, the icy ground and accompanying brush ripping at him, and swung the rifle down at the tail-claw once, twice, and a third time, each time inflicting pain on his ankle along with whatever damage he was doing to the dragger. With the third swing, one of the claws broke and another cracked, and the dragger let go. His ankle was bleeding and swollen, and tattered meat hung from it. But Mike jumped up, breathless, and tossed the rifle down. It suddenly felt too heavy to bear. So, he just ran. Without knowing which direction to go, he ran. 
 
    Thorns tore at his flesh as he struggled through thickets, and branches snapped beneath him as he scrambled over deadfall of trees long lost, his thighs burning, his knees creaking and aching with each stride, his chest heaving as he gasped for air that wouldn’t come. He gagged and coughed, spraying a cloud of blood into the frigid air. But they followed, so he kept running. 
 
    In the end, the draggers caught him anyway. Mike Walsh died with a blood-spattered cellphone in his hand and regret in his heart. 
 
      
 
    ! 
 
      
 
    Stacy Allagash saw it all play out through the side mirror and the few iceless portions of the rear window. 
 
    She saw Mike stop and answer his cellphone, her heart fluttering with excitement and optimism. She saw him run, changing course, as the very woods around him appeared to converge. She saw the draggers attack and saw Mike fend them off, briefly. Then she saw him taken down for the last time, the tail-claws of numerous draggers seizing him at once, pulling him in all directions. She heard his screams as he was ripped apart. The last thing Stacy saw before forcing herself to look away, was Mike’s head being torn from his body. By this time, the draggers no longer camouflaged themselves. There was no need. 
 
    “No,” she said, crying into her right hand, the one that wasn’t ruined. “No, no, no.” 
 
    All hope was lost. Mike had been on the phone for less than a minute by Stacy’s estimation. Whether he’d been on the phone with a dispatcher or someone else, she found it unlikely he could’ve communicated their exact location and situation in such a short time. She didn’t think he knew where they were any more than she did. So, here she sat with a useless right leg, a left arm in constant pain, numerous other cuts and bruises, wearing a man’s oversized clothes, and without any means of communication. All while being trapped in a dead Volvo in the middle of a forest apparently populated by muscled-up killer raccoons with taloned tails longer than the average car. 
 
    How had her life come down to this? Stacy had followed her jerk of a boyfriend into the woods only to bleed to death or freeze to death alone. She’d been married once. Perhaps not completely happy with life, but content for the most part, until she thought she could do better. And this is what the greener pasture turned out to be, she thought.  
 
    Sniffling, Stacy reached out and opened the glove compartment before her, thinking perhaps there was a pistol in there, something to protect herself with at least for a little while. Or, maybe, something to end things with on her own terms. But there was nothing but the typical car manual and insurance papers. The car belonged to someone named Peter Tingle, and his insurance was expired by two years. Definitely not a good indicator for how long Stacy would be seated in Mr. Tingle’s vehicle. Long after my heart beats its last beat, she thought. 
 
    Her mouth was parched and her head was pounding. The drink of water Mike had given her had done little. The blood loss, she guessed, was affecting her body much the way severe dehydration did. She considered opening the door and scooping ice into her hand. Surely the draggers wouldn’t attack her quick enough to prevent her from scooping up ice. But even as she thought this, she saw a flicker of movement outside her window, not very far away. Training her eyes more intensely on the woods, she noticed several of them weaving through the trees. The draggers’ camouflage fur was almost flawless. One truly had to be looking for them to see them at all. And even then it was difficult.  
 
    Something thumped onto the hood and a sheet of ice slid partially off the windshield. This close, Stacy had no difficulty seeing the dragger on the hood, its fur shimmering white with brown that looked almost like sticks growing along its body. Its face, however, was less camouflaged, looking almost black where the fur was sparse or absent. It looked catlike, she thought, and intelligent. Cunning and fierce. The dragger was looking at her through the windshield, its tail hanging high above, the tail-claw open and ready to strike. 
 
    “So much for reaching out for a bite of snow,” Stacy muttered, then she thought, Surely that thing can’t break through the windshield. She wasn’t at all confident in this notion. It looked pretty damn strong, and if it decided to enlist its buddies to help, they could probably open the car like a can of tuna. But right now, Stacy wanted something to quench her thirst. If she came across a gun or knife or anything that could offer protection in the process, all the better.  
 
    There had to be something she could drink in this filthy car. Looking around, all Stacy saw were crumpled cans of Miller High Life and Natural Light. Even a few drops of stale beer sounded enticing to her. A bottle of water would be preferable, though. Rummaging through the trash at her feet, she came up empty handed. She then turned slightly in her seat to look in back, her right leg suddenly screaming with pain from the movement. Blood was seeping through the jeans Mike had put on her. Cursing under her breath, Stacy sifted through the clutter of the back floorboard. She found one Dr. Pepper bottle with maybe an inch worth of cola left. It was better than nothing. She unscrewed the lid and was tilting it up to her mouth when she noticed the grainy appearance of the bottle’s contents. It was not Dr. Pepper, but spit and chewing tobacco. Mr. Tingle was dipper, it seemed. 
 
    “Fucking shit,” Stacy said, throwing the bottle to the floorboard where it bounced off a red plastic box of some sort. Fresh tears began to fall. Then she realized what she was looking at, what the plastic box was. “A jump starter,” she said. “Holy shit, please have power.” Her mind raced with the possibility here. She was in a Volvo. She’d owned a Volvo before, and it housed its battery in the trunk. Which meant, if this Volvo was the same, she could conceivably lower the backseat, hookup the jump starter, start the car and get the fuck out of there. 
 
    Reaching into the back again, forced to only use her good right hand, Stacy grabbed the jump starter and lifted it. It felt incredibly heavy with only one arm to use. Grunting and straining, she managed to settle it on the center console. It looked in fairly good shape, other than the dip bottle juice she’d just slung all over it. She wiped this bit of nastiness from the small screen and power button with the back of her hand. 
 
    There was a sudden thump from the hood again. Stacy looked and saw that the dragger had been joined by another. They were both looking at her, one of them inching close to the windshield, sniffing it. 
 
    Stacy pressed the power button and the small screen lit up with a soft green glow. 12% the charge read. Not great, but a hell of a lot better than zero. She didn’t have a clue how much charge was needed to jump the Volvo. To find out if it was enough, she would need to get to the battery. This was going to hurt. 
 
    Straining, Stacy set the jump starter on the backseat. She took a deep breath and blew it out, then looked out the windshield where the two draggers peered in at her, their monkey-cat faces looking cold and calculating. One of them raised its head and screeched, a high-pitched squealing noise that reminded Stacy of a crotch rocket motorcycle engine revved to the max. “Fuck,” Stacy muttered, realizing immediately that this was almost certainly an alert to the other draggers to come assist in prying open this coffin on wheels. 
 
    There was no more time to waste thinking about it; she had to move, to get the backseat down, to get the floorboard in the trunk up and get the battery connected to the charger. She was likely to die anyway, but if she couldn’t do those things, she would die for sure. Stacy took another deep breath and, using the only two limbs that worked—her right arm and left leg—she began pulling and pushing her way between the front seats. In the cramped space of the Volvo, it was impossible to keep her injuries from banging against the seats and console and gear shift. She screamed out in pain—mainly in her left arm, which was wedged against the passenger seat as she squeezed through the narrow space between—and fresh tears formed in her eyes. Darkness bled into her vision and she momentarily thought she was going to faint, but it passed. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud crack from behind her. Stacy didn’t need to turn and look to know that one of the draggers had just hit the windshield with its tail-claw. And judging by the sound it made, it wouldn’t take too many more hits like that to break through. 
 
    Screaming, Stacy gripped the top of the backseat, pulling as hard as she could, while simultaneously pushing off the dashboard with her left leg. She slid through to the backseats, landing with her bottom half falling to the floorboard, her right leg shrieking with sudden pain that radiated up her side. Breathing heavily and looking through tear-filled eyes, she pulled herself onto her knees and grasped the loop of fabric to the side of the driver’s side backseat, and pulled. The seat fell easily forward, revealing a cluttered trunk, full of more beer cans and garbage, along with stacks of porno mags.  
 
    A tail-claw again banged against the windshield, followed quickly by another. The two draggers were taking turns, it seemed. Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack! Four more quick hits, the last one coming with a concerning crunch sound. 
 
    Stacy grabbed the jump starter from the other seat and yanked it atop the seat she’d just lowered. Then she pulled herself on top of the same seat and halfway through the opening to the trunk. Pushing aside trash that reeked of stale beer and rotten food, she frantically searched for the handle that would allow her to pull up the floorboard. For a terrifying moment, she thought perhaps there wasn’t one. This was a different model of Volvo than she’d had, after all. The floorboard might not come up at all, and there certainly wouldn’t be a battery beneath it. But then, pushing aside an old issue of Fox, featuring a woman with tits the size of watermelons on the cover, Stacy came to the handle and quickly pulled.  
 
    The floorboard folded upward and trash and magazines fell upon whatever was beneath. Stacy cursed, scrambling through the mess as something cracked against the back windshield now. And then a bang against the passenger fender. The two draggers on the hood had company. Stacy rummaged through the junk, barely about to see through the darkness of the trunk, and at last came to the battery.  
 
    Praise fucking God, she thought, tossing aside one last porno mag in her way. She reached back to the downed seat, pulling the cables from the jump starter one at a time. Something banged loudly on top of the trunk. There was a dragger up there now, no doubt. Stacy paid no attention. Sweating despite the intense coldness within the car, she clipped the cables to the appropriate terminals. She thought perhaps she’d seen a tiny spark of life when she attached the red one.  
 
    Trying to do as little damage as possible to her already wrecked body, Stacy maneuvered back into the cab of the Volvo. The tail-claw of a dragger smashed against the driver’s side rear window, causing the glass to spiderweb. Another crushing blow was inflicted on the front windshield. The ice and sleet that had accumulated on the vehicle was falling away during the repeated abuse, and Stacy saw now, camouflaged though they were, draggers had her surrounded. It looked like the snowy forest around the car was closing in on her.  
 
    She backed through the front seats, her right leg colliding painfully with the steering wheel, then lowered herself into the driver’s seat as a third dragger hopped onto the hood. All three of them stared menacingly at her. The windshield, Stacy noted, was bowed inward now, with over a dozen weblike cracks across its surface. Just then, there was a loud crash right beside her head, a sound that instantly caused her ears to ring. The driver’s side window had just been hit and nearly smashed completely through with one blow. Flecks of glass decorated her lap. One more hit like that and she was done for. 
 
    “Please, God,” she said, taking hold of the key in the ignition, “don’t fucking fail me now.” With the tail-claws of three draggers soaring toward the windshield, and with more attacking from all sides, Stacy turned the key. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    Be wary the woods around Stagsville for 
 
    the myths are more than hollow lore. 
 
    When the sun descends, mothers latch the door 
 
    and wrangle your children who want to explore 
 
    beyond the trees of Lake Spirit’s shore. 
 
    For it’s not the ghosts, but something more. 
 
    In the woods around Stagsville, draggers roar. 
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not too long ago, I read Jeff Strand’s The Writing Life. Though Jeff doesn’t spend much time focusing on the writing process in this book (it’s more about how authors can scratch out a living without signing the rare Stephen King-sized contract), he does mention how he sometimes formulates ideas by combining two horror tropes and seeing where the idea leads. His novel Clowns VS Spiders is the example he gives, if I remember correctly. Plain and simple, that’s what I did with “The Last Kill on Riley Pen.” It’s a bloody little tale, and it plays on the fears we all have of those bad decisions coming back to bite us in the ass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    The　Last　Kill　on 
 
    Riley　Pen 
 
      
 
    He flicked off the television when the news broke with some new crisis, people in the street and madness and blah-blah-blah. It was always something. Some ill-advised riot in a secluded corner of a distant city, splattered all over the national news like it affected everyone. Stanton Riley wasn’t having any part of it tonight. It’d been a long yet satisfying day, and he wasn’t going to let a “Fox News Alert” ruin that. 
 
    He wore only his robe and boxer shorts now, and he propped his bare feet on the leather ottoman, his right hand gripping a glass of Lagavulin scotch whisky and a splash of plain water, and his left hand holding an unlit Churchill. This was his favorite room of the lake house—what he called the den—with the wall of shelves containing leather bound volumes of classic literature, a high-end entertainment center including an eighty-inch TV and surround sound, and, of course, the large window along the west wall that looked out on setting suns and lake-goers and the back lot descending to the boat house. Only a vague glow on the western horizon remained of the day, and stars were already decorating the night sky.  
 
    Stanton took a sip of scotch and set the glass on the end table, then looked at his reflection in the wall mirror beside the bookcase and ran his hand through his shower-dampened hair and stuck the cigar in his mouth, lighting it with a butane torch. He watched the smoke curl slowly up, expanding in a myriad of web-like designs. The smoke had a sweet but woody scent, and he loved it, along with the sharp whisky notes still on his tongue. 
 
    “The perfect end to the perfect day,” he said, laying his back in the leather cushion of the chair and closing his eyes. 
 
    He’d named the place Riley Peninsula when he’d purchased the spot from a couple of retired surgeons twenty-three years prior. It wasn’t as large a place as he’d wanted, but it offered the seclusion. Riley Pen, as he came to call it, jutted out into the chilly waters of Lake Michigan like a finger. It had steep slopes on both sides, along with rocky terrain and numerous tall pines, making it beautiful to look at but hell to build on. Thus, it had never been a place for people looking to build a home, other than the surgeons, who’d built it when they were still young. The driveway leading up to the house was a long one—nearly half a mile, wooded on both sides, leading into a country black-top that travelled another mile, whether you turned left or right, before coming upon another residence. The seclusion was perfect. 
 
    It was where Stanton came to get away from work and family. His wife and son had only been to Riley Pen a handful of times. Neither of them found it particularly grand. Kate was a city girl and always had been, and she much preferred staying in Chicago or travelling to one coast or another on her own getaways. And Leonard, well, there wasn’t any getting him away from his devices. Stanton had tried getting his son interested in exploring the woods of Riley Pen and fishing off its rocky banks, but it was all for not. In reality, he liked it that way. The place felt like his and no one else’s, because it was. And it was a place where he could be himself, enjoying his pleasures as opposed to settling for someone else’s. He didn’t get out to Riley Pen as often as he would like, so he made the most of his time there. 
 
    Stanton finished off his scotch and puffed slowly on his cigar, the sound of a thunderstorm playing quietly on a Bluetooth speaker. An actual rainstorm, though free of the thunder coming from the speaker’s artificial storm, started. Feeling his eyes growing heavy, Stanton set the cigar in a polished brass ashtray, then settled his head back, moving a small leather pillow beneath his neck. He was almost off to the vast dreamlands of serious slumber when the screaming started. 
 
    At first it was part of a vague imagining—the odd beginning of a dream that often starts before you’re fully asleep, when you can still somewhat bend them to your liking—and Stanton was standing in the woods near the tip of Riley Pen. His robe was getting wet from rain and his bare feet felt cold as he stood on a large rock. And there was the screaming. He thought he knew that scream. An old girlfriend, perhaps. 
 
    His eyes fluttered open, his mind still clinging to the vision in the woods. Then it was gone and his mind suddenly comprehended what his ears were hearing. Stanton sat up quickly, accidently knocking his empty whisky glass to the stone tiles, where it shattered. 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered, standing up slowly and carefully, avoiding shards of glass. 
 
    The screaming continued. Not long, sobbing cries or drawn out shrieks of terror, but short bursts of…anger? That was indeed what Stanton thought it sounded like—screams of anger. 
 
    Picking up his now extinguished cigar and sticking it in his mouth, Stanton walked from the den to the dining room to the kitchen, coming to the door that led into the garage, where the screaming was coming from. He opened the door. 
 
    Harriet was still hanging from the heavy chains fastened to the ceiling, with big game fish hooks jabbed through her flesh above each shoulder. Her abdomen was still sliced open and her intestines still lay on the concrete floor amidst a puddle of blood. Yet, she was screaming frantically and reaching out with her arms. She hadn’t seen Stanton yet, given the way she was facing, so it looked like she was grasping at the closed garage door, which was still several feet from her fingertips. 
 
    This was a first. 
 
    Stanton walked into the garage, his hands in the pockets of his robe, avoiding the puddle of blood beneath Harriet, and stood in front of her. He looking at her curiously. Her eyes widened as he came into view, and, yes, it was rage he saw in them, not fear or pain. Blood dripped from her mouth and nose. Her arms were covered in it, like she’d been sifting through her own guts before he’d opened the door. But now there was no doubt, she wanted at him. She screamed at him—unintelligible screams—and grasped at him, clawing the air. 
 
    Yes, for sure, this was a first. 
 
    Stanton stepped over to the five-tier toolbox and opened the middle drawer. This was where he kept his Smith & Wesson .357 magnum with a six-inch barrel. He grabbed it, checked the cylinder to ensure it was loaded, even though he already knew it was, and stepped in front of Harriet again, aiming the revolver at her head. 
 
    “We’ve already had our fun for the night,” Stanton said, then pulled the trigger. 
 
    Harriet’s head exploded like a grape between squeezing fingers. Her arms fell to her sides and her body was limp, again. Stanton lowered the gun, the scent of hot gun powder in the air. He looked at Harriet curiously. He’d never had anyone survive a disembowelment before, much less behave the way she was, like she was ready to rip his head from his shoulders. She’d seemed pretty damn dead when he was finished playing with her earlier in the evening. When he left the garage to take a shower, Harriet had been as limp as she was now.  
 
    Stanton shrugged and put the revolver back in the toolbox drawer. It was raining harder outside now and it pattered against the garage door. He looked around Harriet’s body, seeing a small hole in the wall behind her. The bullet probably went straight into his bedroom on the other side of the wall, and if the trajectory stayed the same it probably ruined a painting he’d spent a small fortune on. Stanton groaned.  
 
    Realizing he still had the cigar in his mouth, he took a butane torch—which he occasionally used during his play sessions—from the bottom drawer of the toolbox and lit it, sucking in the smoke, making the tip glow. He tossed the torch back into its drawer and entered the kitchen, deciding he could use another scotch. Or a good stout beer, that sounded better. Opening the fridge, Stanton retrieved a Bell’s Cherry Stout. He popped the cap off on the edge of the counter and poured the beer into a glass. The scent was like cherries and dark chocolate. He puffed on his cigar and walked out of the kitchen. Passing through the dining room, he grabbed his phone off the table and used it to turn off the rain sounds he had playing on the Bluetooth speaker. A news alert popped up on the screen, but Stanton quickly X’d it away, tossing the phone onto the couch when he reentered the den. 
 
    It was the fear he saw in their eyes that really drew him to his hobby. The pleas for help. The tears. The realization that death was imminent. His getaways to Riley Pen weren’t initially meant for these purposes, of course. Stanton loved the scenery and the absence of human activity even before he’d made killing hookers and hitchhikers his pastime. He’d only killed twice when he bought Riley Pen, and one of those was his twin brother when they were both five, so that didn’t really count. Stanton wasn’t even sure holding Seth under the waters of Lake Michigan would kill him, that’s how young he was. To this day, he could still see his brother’s frantic eyes staring up at him through the ripples. 
 
    There was part of him that thought he’d known from the beginning what he would use Riley Pen for, perhaps subconsciously.  But he didn’t dwell on it. The place was perfect, as if crafted for crimes to be committed, so Stanton had taken advantage. Even the backyard, which the den window looked out on, was perfect. Before the terrain slopped steeply toward the boathouse, there was nothing but a smooth plot of grass, and the soil was soft and rock free. The previous owners had made a garden in the backyard, tilling the ground every spring before planting. So, the ground was perfect for digging holes and burying bodies. 
 
    Harriet, he’d found at a crummy bar in a no-name town about fifty miles away. The crummier the bar, the better it was for Stanton’s purposes. Over the years, he’d found that the more economically unstable a woman was, the easier she was to pick-up. There were lots of such traits that tipped him off to potential. Smokers were generally easier—if they smoke, they poke, he’d once heard. Women with tattoos were generally easier than those without, though this was far from a sure thing. If she had shitty, home-done tattoos, however, Stanton could call his search off instantly, she would be going to Riley Pen. Braless, easy. Alone, easy. Big 80s style hairdo, easy. Occasionally, Stanton had to resort to hiring hookers or picking up hitchhikers (hitchers were always men, so this was a last resort), but Harriet checked off several of these and was incredibly easy to convince to take a little ride to Riley Pen. (Stanton had called it simply “my lakehouse,” of course.)  
 
    The evening had gone so well upon their arrival at Riley Pen. A nice steak dinner, with mashed potatoes and asparagus and quality red wine. A surprisingly interesting conversation in which Harriet talked about her nine-year-old son, who was a paraplegic and an exceptionally skilled painter, for his age. A couple of glasses of scotch, one with a sedative in it. And then the real fun began, of course. Stripping her, hanging her from the hooks, waking her up, beating her, violating her, slicing her open, watching her grasp at her own guts as they slid from her abdomen. 
 
    It was splendid, until Harriet decided to be not-quite-dead-yet and startle Stanton awake, causing him to break his whisky glass and shoot a hole through his wall. He decided he would wait until later—maybe morning—to see what kind of damage was done on the other side. He was still in a relatively good mood and didn’t want to ruin it. 
 
    Avoiding the broken shards of glass that he didn’t feel like cleaning up at the moment, Stanton settled onto the couch, shoving his phone aside and kicking his feet up on the coffee table. He took a long refreshing drink of his beer and puffed on his cigar and considered putting on a movie, perhaps a classic noir film, his favorite. Rain pattered on the den’s window. But it sounded odd, Stanton thought suddenly. It didn’t sound like rain at all; rather, it sounded like tapping. 
 
    Thinking maybe that the rainstorm had a little more wind than he thought and had blown a limb against his window, Stanton sighed and sat up, turning to look in that direction. Being that it was dark outside, he couldn’t see squat. The tapping continued, though. Not like a windblown limb, however, but like a rhythmic, purposeful tap. His curiosity got the better of him. He gulped down the beer and put the glass down loudly on the coffee table, then put the cigar in his mouth and walked over to the window. The big bay window in the den started at about Stanton’s knees, and it was at this bottom portion that the sound of tapping was coming from. 
 
    “What the hell?” Stanton said, looking down through the glass. 
 
    There was a thin, emaciated and muddy hand, and at the end of one of its fingers was a long fake fingernail, which was tapping repeatedly on the window. Stanton recognized the hand at once, despite its condition. The cheap silver ring on the pinky gave it away, along with the fake nails. The muddy, tattered flesh hanging from the hand like overcooked meat, however, was new. Cat had been her name, and Stanton had found her in Detroit, at a motel that doubled as a brothel. She’d had long legs, so Stanton sawed them off while she watched. Cat was now tapping at his window, and as he leaned closer to the glass, he saw what was left of her face staring up at him. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Stanton stammered backward, bumping into the couch, his mouth dropping open with pure shock, the cigar falling and thumping on the floor.  
 
    Cat had been fairly attractive on the day her legs were surgically removed with a bowsaw. But now she was a leathery greenish brown, with holes in her cheeks and gelatinous drooping eyes, an earthworm protruding from her rotten, gaping nose. Her once blonde hair hung down around her face, clumps of soggy soil clinging throughout. Beyond her tapping finger and her rotting—almost smiling—face, was Cat’s legless body, filthy and sagging with day. Stanton had buried her there beneath the window, and then planted petunias over her. One of the pink flowers, Stanton now noticed as he stared down at her with horror from beside the couch, was tucked behind Cat’s withering ear. 
 
    Tap-tap-tap 
 
    Ding-dong 
 
    Stanton screamed at the sudden ringing of his doorbell. It’d been years since he’d heard that doorbell; perhaps more than a decade. Riley Pen did not get visitors. Certainly not at this late hour. He couldn’t, however, pull his eyes away from Cat’s corpse, somehow alive and tapping on his window. The shock of the doorbell was almost immediately forgotten with the horror his eyes were seeing. Would she ever stop that goddamn tapping? Would her jelly-like eyes stop staring at him? 
 
    This had to be a dream—a nightmare—Stanton realized. Only in movies and books had he ever heard of dreams that felt so real that the person experiencing them could scarcely tell them from reality. Yet, what other explanation was there? That the legless corpse of Cat from Detroit was a…zombie?  
 
    Even thinking the word was absurd. This wasn’t some Romero picture. Stanton was surely asleep, and his slumbering mind was grappling with the odd occurrence of Harriet still being alive after he’d gutted her. That’s all it was. A fucking dream. Stanton closed his eyes, squeezing them tight until he saw stars in the blackness, trying to will himself awake. Then the doorbell rang again. 
 
    His eyes opened. Cat was still there, rhythmically tapping. Faster now, like Stanton’s heartbeat. 
 
    “This is insane,” he muttered. 
 
    Tap-tap-tap 
 
    Ding-dong 
 
    “Fuck,” he said, squeezing his eyes closed again and slapping himself, feeling ridiculous for doing such a thing. Was there really someone at the door or was it part of this too-realistic dream? Stanton decided, dream or not, he’d go check the door. As he turned to walk toward the door, a sick, gargled screech sprang from outside the den window, and Cat’s tapping became a full handclap against the glass. Startled, Stanton stumbled over the rug, looking back over his shoulder at Cat, her rotten hand leaving muddy imprints on the window, wet soil and worms dripping from her screaming mouth. This image—of mud and worms and Cat’s dead, drooping eyes—terrified him beyond comprehension, and he staggered further, stepping on a shard of the shattered whisky glass. Stanton screamed as pain shot up through his right foot. 
 
    Slap-slap-slap 
 
    Ding-dong 
 
    “Who the fuck is it?” Stanton yelled, limping now as he shuffled quickly toward the front door. Lifting his foot, he pulled an inch-long shard of glass from his foot. Tossing the shard angrily at the den’s wastebasket, he cursed and limped onward, trailing blood. If he was dreaming, Stanton thought, shouldn’t pain like that in his foot awaken him? 
 
    He’d been drugged. That was the answer for this madness, surely. He’d accidently taken a drink from Harriet’s wine glass instead of his own. This elaborate and horrifying nightmare was drug-induced. Perhaps even the part of Harriet still being alive and screaming was a hallucination. He’d never experimented with the drugs himself, so he hadn’t a clue what kind of affect it had on him. Apparently, it made him see a legless zombie woman tapping on his window. 
 
    Ding-dong 
 
    Arriving at the front door, Stanton peered through the peephole. 
 
    Blakely had been a gorgeous redhead, with a big bosom and an equally impressive bottom. He’d picked her up at a poolhall in Madison, smoking cheap cigarettes and drinking two-dollar margaritas. She’d given him a blowjob on the way to Riley Pen, and Stanton had torn her nipples off with vice grips, then stabbed her tits and ass repeatedly with an ice pick. He shoved a bottle rocket into her ass and lit the fuse. He was surprised when the exploding of her rectum didn’t immediately kill her. She stopped breathing forty-seven minutes later, with burnt bowels and blood hanging out of her ass. Now, Blakely’s corpse appeared to be ringing the doorbell. Her long red hair, though filthy and tangled, gave her away. The years of decay had taken much of the plumpness out of her breasts. 
 
    “Okay,” Stanton said, stepping back from the door, wincing at the pain in his foot, “time for the dope to ease up a bit.” 
 
    Ding-dong 
 
    The door handle jiggled. It was locked, however. 
 
    The sound of crashing glass came from the den. 
 
    Stanton spun around, startled. Hallucination or dream or not, if that was a window breaking… 
 
    He hobbled back into the den. 
 
    Darryl had been a hitchhiker on the outskirts of Chicago. He was young, a college boy trying to get home for the holidays. He was muscular and cleanshaven and intelligent. A young man with his whole life ahead of him. Until Stanton drilled bolts through his hands and feet, securing him to the concrete floor of the garage. The sledge hammer to the knees, elbows, and shoulders ended any athletic aspirations for the boy. The sledge hammer to the crotch ended any thought of passing along his genes. A can of insulating foam sprayed down his throat ended his life. The fear and pain in his eyes as he suffocated had been glorious. Now, Darryl—his muscles and toned fleshed deteriorated and torn—was climbing through the den’s shattered bay window, jagged edges of glass digging into his legs and arms but causing no apparent pain. One eye was missing and his skull was exposed on the left side and his jaw hung open in a silent, angry scream.  
 
    Cat, having benefited from Darryl’s breaking of the window, was climbing in as well. Broken glass was ripping at her already delicate flesh. Her hand, with the long fake nails, reached out toward Stanton, and she made a wet, unintelligible sound. To Stanton, it sounded like a mixture of anger and excitement. 
 
    “Wake up, you fucking idiot,” he said, breathing fast, his eyes wide with worry. 
 
    Ding-dong 
 
    Stanton heard the metallic rattle of the garage door now, as if someone was pounding against it. 
 
    Glass shattered from the direction of his bedroom—surely coming from his window being broken. 
 
    There were other sounds too, above that of the rain: moans and screams, shrieks of madness. 
 
    Lightning clapped over Lake Michigan, and Stanton saw more of them—his victims—silhouetted against the blue blast. They were staggering through his backyard and pulling themselves from the soil. Leslie, who’d had all her fingers and toes lopped off, would be among them. Jennifer, with her tongue removed and teeth smashed out, would be there too. Gale, who’d been violated with a bat wrapped with barbed wire, was somewhere out there. A woman named Helen with severed hands. A man named Garth with mashed testicles and nails in his chest. A teenage prostitute with all her beauty burned from her body. They would all be out there, and more. All naked and dead by harsh means; all coming toward the house on Riley Pen. 
 
    Stanton stood horrified, unbelieving, as Darryl and Cat climbed through the window. This couldn’t be happening, he thought. Yet, his eyes and heart told him otherwise. He reached for the drawer of the end table, pulling it open, then grabbed the Beretta from within, his hand shaking uncontrollably. As he did this, he noticed the television remote atop the table. Pressing the power button, the TV flicked to life. The breaking news of the day roared—madness in the streets, looting, killing, riots, and more. The dead were rising from their graves, the newsman insisted. There were screams in the background. Lights flickered on some city street, and people ran and fought. The dead killed, tore and ate the flesh of the recently living. 
 
    It couldn’t be real, Stanton thought, even as he raised the Beretta, aiming it at Darryl’s staggering, withered corpse, his crushed knees creaking with each wobbly step, the pointy tip of his shattered femur jutting out from the dripping tissue of his right leg. 
 
    Ding-dong 
 
    Wet, angry moans from the bedroom. 
 
    Rattling of the garage door. 
 
    Pounding on the front door. 
 
    Cat, crawling along the floor, leaving a trail of mud and deteriorated flesh, her mouth open, almost grinning. 
 
    Gunshots rang out. Stanton fired three times into Darryl’s chest, leaving gaping holes that dripped black goo. He mumbled something, spitting up more black goo with each syllable, and kept walking, undeterred.  
 
    Jennifer, Francine, and Sarah were climbing through the bay window now. There were some Stanton didn’t even recognize because of their state of decay, including one corpse that was little more than a skeleton draped in a thin layer of green tissue. Debbie, with a butcher knife still buried in her impregnated gut, wobbled from the bedroom. A tiny, bony arm emerged from between her legs, the hand clenching and unclenching, as if grabbing for something. It must have been Debbie who broke through the bedroom window. How appropriate, since that’s where the baby had been conceived. 
 
    Stanton shrieked upon seeing her, and turned the gun on her, unloading four more rounds on Debbie’s oncoming corpse. One shot hit her in the gut and her stomach exploded in a black mass of mud and putrid, black sludge. The baby fell out, its head cracking on the floor. It twitched there, trying unsuccessfully to crawl on limbs that had never developed such an ability. Debbie stepped over the zombie infant, her dead eyes fixed on Stanton. 
 
    The front door burst open, and the sound of joyous screams followed. It wasn’t just Blakely there now, but a band of four or five others, all of them squeezing through the entrance. Stanton turned and fired his gun into them, then turned again and fired at Darryl and Cat and Jennifer. He shot Debbie in the head and she dropped. At last, one dropped. 
 
    The headshot, he realized, was key. But this realization came too late. He pulled the trigger whilst aiming at Darryl’s one-eyed head, but came up with only an empty click. The click of impending doom. 
 
    “This is a fucking dream,” Stanton cried, continuing to pull the trigger despite its uselessness. 
 
    Two zombies coming through the front door dropped to their knees and licking Stanton’s bloody footprints from the tiles. The zombie infant convulsed and cried. They poured through the bay window. Cat grabbed Stanton’s ankle and he kicked out at her, breaking her brittle hand off at the wrist. The now armless hand still clung to his ankle. Darryl was upon him and Stanton punched him, crushing the zombie’s jaw, causing more black sludge to fall from his gaping maw. Darryl’s hands tore at Stanton, pulling at his robe and clawing his skin. Cat’s remaining hand grabbed his other ankle and she pulled herself to him, biting the top of his foot, tearing away a chunk of meat.  
 
    Stanton screamed and the zombies converged. Fingernails and teeth came for his flesh. They were all over him now, and blood poured from open wounds only to be lapped up by the thirsty dead. Stanton begged for mercy—pleading screams—tears mixing with blood, and he caught a glimpse of the wall mirror and saw the terror of immanent death in his eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My brother Paul did the cover art. Isn’t it awesome?! I gave him free rein to create what he wanted, as long as there was a woman in distress, with the promise that I would write a story based on it. I must admit, I was a little nervous about doing this. What if the idea never came? Luckily, I had a general idea for the story almost immediately after seeing his artwork. The ending is really going to fuck with you. “The Order of Org” plays on our fears of aging and death and the mystery of an afterlife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    The　Order　of　Org 
 
      
 
    Almost hidden from the rest of the world, except for a couple of twisting county roads that occasionally brought cargo trucks and curious travelers, was the small town of New Rome, California; and there a temple sat atop a hill overlooking the Pacific, where, on this late afternoon, the descending sun looked like a distant nuclear blast setting the ocean ablaze with shimmering spider-like arms in every direction. Ten Cadillac limousines drove slowly up the asphalt path leading to the temple, each containing three passengers—thirty very important passengers in all. The parking lot was full with the vehicles of parishioners and clergy, so the limousines parked along the curb of the cul-de-sac before the temple.   
 
    Sharon Gaily was applying lipstick when the door opened and a chauffeur bowed his head and swept his arm outward, imploring they disembark. She wasn’t one to normally wear makeup, nor dress in fancy attire. But her mother had told her a dress was appropriate. And the elegant appearance of the other two passengers, Harriet and Neil, convinced her that the night called for more than simply a little blush on her cheeks.  
 
    Harriet had said she was nervous, while Neil said he was excited. None of them were talkative during the short drive from New Rome proper, where children waved cheerily at them and blew whistles and threw confetti. The anxiety in the air, the gravity of the day, was heavy. And joyous. 
 
    Sharon was a devout member of the Order of Org, of course; everyone in New Rome was. But to be chosen—Heavens!—Sharon had never thought it possible she would be chosen. It was one of those things little girls and boys dreamed about as their minds wandered during arithmetic courses in grade school. It was a fun fantasy to have when your teacher was rambling about quadratic equations or when, in later years, your boss was holding a meeting that was dragging on far too long, but you didn’t really expect it to come true. Yet, here Sharon was. One of the thirty. 
 
    “May I see your stone, madam?” the chauffeur said as he assisted her from the limousine.  
 
    “Of course,” Sharon said, reaching into her handbag. For a moment her fingers couldn’t find it and irrational panic was setting in, sending her pulse to the races. But then her thumb landed on its smoothness and she brought it out triumphantly, a relieved smile on her blushing face. 
 
    “Congratulations,” the chauffeur said with genuine pleasure. 
 
    “Thank you.” Sharon had to fight back tears. They wouldn’t be the first she’d spilt since yesterday morning. Likely, the whole town had shed their share of tears over the last two days.  
 
    She’d gotten up like it was any other day, brewing her coffee, toasting her toast. Sharon was in the middle of brushing her red hair, preparing to go to work at the New Roman Bakery, when her eyes landed on it sitting dead center on her dining table, a smooth-as-glass white stone, sparkling as if brushed with glitter in the morning sun that squeezed through the windows. It was a miraculous stone, the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, and she knew exactly what it signified. 
 
    Thirty years it had been since the last Delivery of Stones, since the last Ceremony of Life, when Sharon was but a baby. When all thirty of them were babies. It was incredible how the Great Org had made his decision; nearly everyone Sharon had grown up with and gone to school with had been chosen. Thirty of the forty-eight from her graduating class. Her father said it had been much the same way last time, with everyone being about the same age. Sharon wondered if this was always the case, not that it mattered. What mattered was that she was chosen. 
 
    Sharon looked at the stone for a moment, admiring its gleam, like a million tiny stars, and feeling its smoothness, beyond the smoothness of glass, then she tucked it safely and carefully back into her bag. Neil and Harriet followed, each showing their stones. Harriet had tears in her eyes. Sharon watched as all the limousines were opened by chauffeurs in tuxedos and disembarked by former classmates and friends. 
 
    There was Darrel Glick, who’d grown up to be a knife maker. Mandy Bowen, the former prom queen and head cheerleader. Linda Pasqual, who once vomited on Sharon in the third grade. Jerry Bledsoe, who excelled at every sport as a child and grew up to be New Rome’s high school football and baseball coach. Who will coach them now? Sharon thought, wondering if Jerry was even for a second hesitant to accept his newfound destiny. 
 
    Had anyone been hesitant? Surely not. There was no greater gift than to be chosen by the Great Org. No matter how fulfilling your life was up to that point, no one would ever refute His beckoning. Certainly not. 
 
    “This way,” the chauffeur said, extending his arm, indicating the sidewalk leading to the tall mahogany doors that opened onto the Temple of Org. Sharon—indeed, everyone there—knew their way around the temple from weekly services and dinners and the yearly gala. But, Sharon supposed, chauffeurs will do what chauffeurs do. She nodded politely to him and followed his outstretched hand to the sidewalk. The other chosen ones were doing the same, lining up along the sidewalk leading to the door. 
 
    Harry Gifford, who Sharon once dated for a couple of months, nodded and smiled, getting in line, his cheeks red with excitement. Milly Henderson was crying tears of joy, barely able to control herself, causing her makeup to smear. Gale Ashford was dressed in a beautifully elegant white dress which sparkled in the setting sun. It was clearly made to look reminiscent of the white stones. Even Sam Custer, who Sharon thought had a permanent scowl on his face, was finding it hard to suppress a smile as he got in line, dressed in a suit that was a little too baggy. 
 
    “Can you believe it?” Sharon heard a familiar voice say from behind her. Turning, she saw that it was Elenore Sax, her best friend from high school and someone she still had coffee with on occasion. 
 
    “It’s…it’s a miracle,” Sharon said, because it truly was. 
 
    “Yes!” Elenore agreed excitedly. “Org has blessed us all, Sharon. You know, when I saw my stone, one of my first thoughts was to pray that you would be coming with me. We’ve had some many good times together. It seemed right that we should experience this together too, you know?” 
 
    “Sure, of course,” Sharon said, not quite believing Elenore was thinking of her when she first saw her stone. “It’s wonderful, Elenore. I am, I must admit, still a little nervous. Are you?” 
 
    “Oh goodness, my tummy’s been twisted up like a pretzel. I think it’s only natural to be nervous. But the Great Org will—” 
 
    Just then, there was a collective gasp from some and a silencing of conversation from others. Sharon looked around, trying to spot what had gotten everyone’s attention. Then she saw: Bethany Webb was being assisted out of a limousine, and she was pregnant. Very pregnant. New Rome being a small town, Sharon had known of Bethany’s pregnancy. Every pregnancy became local gossip. But Bethany’s pregnancy had been more gossip-worthy than most. New Romans and members of the Order of Org were expected to be pure until their thirtieth birthday. Unwed and undeflowered by desires of the flesh. 
 
    Sharon knew instantly why some people gasped at seeing her. Was Bethany one person or two? Did she receive one stone or two? If she received a stone…was it even her stone, or the baby’s? Sharon looked ahead and quickly counted the number of people in front of her: eighteen. She was nineteen. She turned and counted ten behind her. So, Bethany Webb made thirty. Plus one?  
 
    “I’m surprised she was chosen,” Elenore said snidely as Bethany slipped in at the end of the line, not appearing joyful at all. “You wouldn’t think someone that violated one of Org’s golden laws would be chosen.” 
 
    “Elenore,” Sharon said, turning to face her, “you know you can’t question the Delivery of Stones. It’s Org’s will. If the Great Org had chosen a murderer or rapist or anyone we found unworthy, we still couldn’t question it. It’s His will.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I’m not questioning. Just saying I’m surprised.” 
 
    “I forgot all about her being pregnant. I wonder what that means for the—” 
 
    “Lucky baby, I guess,” Elenore interrupted. “Along for the ride.” 
 
    Before they could discuss it any further, the doors to the temple swung slowly open. Conversation among the thirty dwindled to silence. Chants from the choir drifted out, along with the scent of candlewax and potpourri. This is really happening, Sharon thought, watching the darkening skies and the first few twinkling stars. It was surreal, really. It almost didn’t seem to be real, like a vivid dream. Sharon’s eyes burned as fresh tears threatened to push their way out. Her hands trembled. Her stomach tightened. All her life—all thirty years of it—had led to this moment, to this one momentous occasion, to this Ceremony of Life. 
 
    The sounding of flutes, like songbirds, suddenly joined the low chants of the choir. The chauffeurs bowed once more to the thirty, then walked single file into the temple. Sharon wished she could see inside, but from her vantage she could not. The anticipation was almost maddening. A figure cloaked in white, an elder, emerged from within. It was impossible for Sharon to tell who it was with the shade of the cloak and the obstruction caused by those in front of her. But it was a smaller man, she thought, quite elderly. Perhaps Ben Raimi or Herbert Dalton. 
 
    The cloaked man bowed to the thirty, pressing his hands together in prayer. After a few moments, he rose and extended his arms and turned to face the sea to the west. “Our Great, Loving, Eternal Org,” he said, “the thirty, as chosen by You with the Delivery of Stones, have arrived. And thus begins the Ceremony of Life. Org be with us all.” 
 
    “Org be with us all!” the thirty repeated, bowing their own heads. 
 
    The elder turned back to face the thirty and pulled the cloak from his head. It was Ben Raimi. His eyes twinkled like the stars with tears. He couldn’t suppress his smile. “Congratulations to you all,” he said, his voice cracking. “Please, come in and be seated.” 
 
    They began filing in, slowly, quietly, listening to the beautiful melodies of the choir and flutes. The front two rows of pews were empty, waiting for the thirty. Sharon had never sat in the front; it was always reserved for the elders. She looked around at the tall, cavernous ceiling, seeing the thirty white globes that lit the interior, representing the original thirty, the first thirty to join the Great Org in the first Ceremony of Life, some 360 years ago if the stories were accurate. She looked at the crowd beyond the first two pews—elders, including her parents, cloaked in white, clergy cloaked in red, and the rest dressed in their finest suits and dresses. Sharon looked for her parents among them but the cloaks made it impossible. Nearly half the congregation was cloaked in white. New Rome was an old community. 
 
    “Please kneel,” said Cleric Anthony, his voice booming from the alter. He was the only one in a blue cloak—blue to signify the ocean and a closeness with the Great Org. Beyond him was a wall of glass that looked out on the sea. And glass double doors trimmed in ornate gold designs were dead center in the wall of glass, and through them was the Mezzanine of Life, an expansive stone balcony that was forbidden to be tread upon by anyone other than the Cleric, except during the Ceremony of Life. For thirty years only Cleric Anthony stood upon the Mezzanine of Life, looking out across the waters, praying to Org, praying for New Rome. 
 
    Sharon knelt slowly, trembling, trying not to rush into position nor be the last of the thirty standing. It felt so odd being up front, knowing the entire congregation could see the back of her head. If her hair was frazzled, everyone would know. What a silly thing to be thinking about on this day of all days, Sharon thought.  
 
    The temple was quiet now. The choir and flutists halted their tunes when Cleric Anthony gave his order. No one spoke. Someone near the back coughed. Another person sniffled. During a regular service, a baby or two may interrupt mass with wails, but no children under sixteen were allowed at the Ceremony of Life. Sharon wondered why, but didn’t ponder on it long. 
 
    “Let us pray on this joyous occasion,” Cleric Anthony said, and Sharon saw that even he was smiling. Cleric Anthony—man of bushy eyebrows and saggy skin and an accusatory scowl that sometimes seemed permanently stamped on his face during typical mass—was smiling. Only around the children did he ever smile like that. He confessed frequently it was because they made him feel young again. 
 
    Everyone bowed their heads and clasped their hands together as Cleric Anthony recited Our Great and Holy Org. He asked everyone to rise and they did so. Then the choir sang “Hail to the Sea,” their voices bouncing off the temple walls, creating an echo effect that made it all the more beautiful. Then the congregation was instructed to sit. They did so quietly, except for Bethany.  
 
    Sharon heard her sobs from the row behind her. She turned, briefly, quickly, and glanced at Bethany, seeing her wipe tears from her eyes with one hand, while the other massaged her swollen belly. Pregnancy pains, perhaps? Or maybe the emotions of pregnancy combined with this momentous occasion were too much for her. It was understandable. Sharon herself was on the verge of tears. If she was pregnant to boot—goodness, it would be overwhelming.  
 
    Cleric Anthony told the story of the First Thirty—a sermon typically reserved for the solstice—explaining how Org had called to them from the sea, inviting them to climb upon the rock where the Temple of Org now stood, assuring them peace and happiness ever after if they submitted to him and donned the Irons of Faith. He promised them immortality. He promised them infinite joy, beyond any joy they’d ever felt. He promised them Elysium.  
 
    Then Cleric Anthony told of Elysium, of its endless crops and sandy beaches, of the many generations of thirties that would be waiting for them, of the angelic workforce that provided all necessities for those that were chosen, and of Org Himself, who would provide council on all things—spiritual, philosophical, scientific, everything. And all he demanded was their unending servitude, their undying worship. 
 
    “All rise,” Cleric Anthony said, and the congregation did so. “Our dear chosen thirty, to whom we are so blessed to have known and cherished, go to your loved ones, bid them farewell. Allow the elders among them to shackle you with the Irons of Faith and lead you to me, to the alter.” 
 
    Tears began falling from Sharon’s eyes as she turned, looking for her parents among the white cloaks. There were so many people, she found it near impossible to spot them with her bleary eyes. But, finally, she did. Her mom, Mary, was waving frantically from near the back. Her dad, Joe, stood beside her, beaming. He looked so proud. Sharon rushed to meet them, unable to hold back the tears. When she got there, she threw her arms around her mom and sobbed, burying her face into the shoulder of her mom’s cloak. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is happening!” she cried, muffled. 
 
    “I know, baby,” Mary said, kissing her daughter on the top of the head. “It’s wonderful! My baby girl, chosen by the Great Org!” 
 
    “I wish you could come, Mom,” Sharon said, pulling away, brushing Mary’s gray hair away from her face and looking into her eyes. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “Oh, Sharon, baby, I’ll be along when Org is ready for me.” 
 
    “That’s right, honey bear,” Joe said, “we won’t question Org’s plan. This is the happiest moment of my life, getting to see my daughter go off to Elysium, to a life of infinite glory. It’s…it’s just wonderful.” 
 
    “Oh, Dad,” Sharon said, releasing her mom and going to him, “I know the Great Org has his plan. But I’ll still miss you both. Surely you understand that.” 
 
    “Certainly, honey bear. But I think time is different in Elysium. Some have said so. A whole millennia may pass on Earth in the span of day in Elysium. You’ll barely—” 
 
    “Dad, if you and Mom die before Org chooses you, do you think I’ll still get to see you?” 
 
    “Of course! You know how it is. Cleric Anthony has talked about it in many sermons: The spirits of the deceased interact frequently with the chosen ones in Elysium. Heck, I may even apply for a job as an angel when I get there, so I can wait on you hand and foot.” 
 
    They all broke out laughing. But the thought of her parents dying without her here saddened Sharon. Fresh tears were coming and they weren’t altogether joyous. She looked at Joe and smiled. 
 
    “Your mustache is as white as your cloak, Daddy,” she said, calling him Daddy instead of Dad for the first time in ages. 
 
    “Getting old and crotchety,” he said. “Come on, honey bear, let’s get this around your neck.” Joe reached into a satchel that sat on the pew where they’d been and brought out the Iron of Faith. 
 
    “Okay. I’m ready.” She cut her eyes to Mary, who leaned in and kissed her cheek as Joe brought the iron ring up to Sharon’s neck. It looked old and hand-forged, with a well-oiled hinge that allowed it to open and close, and a heavy iron ring in back. “Did the First Thirty wear the same irons we’ll be wearing?” 
 
    “No,” Joe said, chuckling. “I believe the Org keeps the Irons of Faith when he brings the chosen ones to join him.”  
 
    Opening the shackle, the hinge squeaking, Joe placed it around Sharon’s neck with the heavy ring in back. It was cold and Sharon flinched and gooseflesh cropped up along her skin. Joe fastened a padlock on the opening end of the shackle, making it impossible to remove without a key. 
 
    “Is the lock really necessary?” Sharon asked. “I mean, what kind of faith is needed to keep on an iron that can’t be taken off.” 
 
    Joe smiled, a silent laugh, but said nothing. 
 
    “Dad, don’t you tru—” 
 
    “What a magical moment!” Mary said, cutting Sharon off.  
 
    Sharon was a bit confused by the lock. She’d never heard of them being used on the Irons of Faith. Perhaps they were always used, but that seemed to make faith unnecessary, didn’t it? She looked around the room, seeing that everyone was having locks applied to their shackles. She wanted to question her parents about this, to ask them to remove the lock so she could go to the Great Org on faith alone, but then there was screaming. 
 
    “NO! NO, PLEASE! LET ME GO, PLEASE! PLEASE! NOOOO!” 
 
    It was Bethany. She was screaming as two elders drug her by the arms, quite forcefully, away from the main floor where the pews and people were. Two other elders in white were following, one shaking their head. Her parents, perhaps? Sharon wasn’t sure. But where were they dragging her? And why? And why was Bethany putting up such a fight? Maybe pregnancy really did change a person mentally. Bethany should be overjoyed, not throwing a tantrum in front of most of New Rome on the most important day in thirty years. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Sharon said, alarmed and confused. “Shouldn’t Bethany be getting ready?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Bethany, dear,” Mary said. “She’ll be ready. Just focus on this wonderful occasion and what it means for you.” 
 
    As Mary was saying this, Bethany was violently yanked through one of the temple’s side doors to a room, Sharon recalled, that was typically reserved for confessionals and private council with Cleric Anthony. The door slammed shut behind them. 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “She’ll be fine, honey bear,” Joe said, running his hand through Sharon’s red hair. “Pregnancy is a…a difficult thing when the Org calls upon you.” 
 
    “That’s right, but everything is fine. We’re so happy for you, for all of you. It’s a wonderful, wonderful day indeed!” 
 
    Sharon looked at her mom, who suddenly looked too eager, too happy. Sure, she should be happy that her daughter was chosen to spend eternity in Elysium with the Great Org. But shouldn’t she also be a little sad about seeing her daughter go? Sharon didn’t see a sliver of sadness in her mother’s aging eyes. She didn’t think she saw any in her father’s eyes either, now that she thought about it. Was anyone here crying tears of sorrow at seeing their loved ones leave forever? Or was every teardrop a joyous teardrop? Somehow, that seemed very sad indeed. 
 
    She wanted to tell Mary the things that were running through her mind, the ridiculous anxieties that probably everyone ever chosen felt. Everyone probably felt scared a little bit, and all the parents and families probably felt sad to a certain degree, but wanted to keep that sadness hidden, for the sake of the thirty. So as not to put a damper on their day. Right? Was that it?  
 
    “Our blessed thirty chosen ones,” Cleric Anthony said, ending Sharon’s train of thought, “please make your way to the alter, to me, on the arms of two elders—your guides—and have your stone in hand.” 
 
    Mary gasped. “Oh goodness, Sharon, it’s time! Joseph, it’s time!” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe,” Joe said, sticking out his elbow at Sharon so she could interlace her arm with it. 
 
    “I’m kind of nervous, Dad” she said, locking her arm into his. She removed the stone from her purse, this time finding it easily, once more seeing its beauty. 
 
    “Of course you are, honey bear. It’s only natural to be a little nervous. But everything will be as perfect as perfect can get, here soon.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Sharon said,  
 
    “Certainly he is,” Mary agreed, smiling up at Joe. Then to Sharon: “Here dear, I don’t think you’ll be needing that purse in Elysium.” She took the handbag from Sharon’s hand and set it in the pew, then pulled Sharon’s arm around her own. “There we go. Let’s get in line!” 
 
    Sharon turned and saw that a line was forming to the alter, with the chosen ones down the middle of the aisle of pews, an elder, mostly parents or grandparents, on either side of them. Once more, Sharon thought it odd how eager her mother seemed. But she pushed the thought away. Thinking of such meaningless things during this momentous time was silly, if not absurd. She got in line, her right arm interlocked with Joe and left interlocked with Mary. 
 
    They stood behind Gil McKenzie and his parents. Gil had been a poet in high school and grew up to be a journalist for the New Roman Times. Gil was leaned forward saying something to Elenore, and over Gil’s shoulders, his parents—both cloaked elders—stuck their tongues out at each other, then silently laughed. His mother then turned slightly, saw that Sharon was watching her, smiled quickly and seriously—a ‘what are you looking at?’ smile—and turned back to face the alter. What an odd way for parents to act at this moment, with their son leaving them for the rest of their lives on Earth. 
 
    Something isn’t right, Sharon suddenly thought. This whole situation isn’t right. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. 
 
    “Wh-what about Bethany, Dad?” Sharon said, turning to Joe, who was looking oddly at the glass wall or the sea beyond it. “She’s one of the thirty.” 
 
    “Oh, she’ll be along. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry,” Mary said, nodding and smiling abnormally wide. It was, Sharon thought, the same smile her mother used when trying to convince their four-year-old nephew William to eat his vegetables—'They taste wonderful!’—or take a mouthful of medicine—'It’s not that bad; it tastes like cherries!’ It was a smile of persuasion. 
 
    But why? This is the moment all of New Rome waits for? Mom doesn’t have to convince me to go with the Great Org. 
 
    She looked ahead, at Cleric Anthony taking the stones in a woven basket, drawing the Sign of the Org on each chosen one’s forehead, then saying something to them and motioning for them to proceed to the Mezzanine of Life. There were only six more of the thirty in front of her. Maybe a dozen behind her, excluding Bethany. Sharon glanced over her shoulder at the door where Bethany had been taken. It was still closed. Did she hear something from that direction, muffled beneath the choir and flutists? Yelling? Or screaming?  
 
    Was her imagination getting the better of her? 
 
    Or is something really wrong here? Should I be questioning this? Have I been led blindly to this moment like a dog following a trail of bacon? 
 
    Three of the thirty in front of her now. 
 
    “This is so exciting,” Mary said. 
 
    “Certainly is, hon,” Joe agreed, then patted Sharon’s arm. 
 
    Aren’t they going to miss me? Shouldn’t they be crying and talking about all the things they’ll miss about me? About how they won’t see me at the bakery anymore and won’t get to have me over for dinner and won’t get to see me grow old and fall in love and get married. Doesn’t that bother them? 
 
    Two in front of her. 
 
    The white stone was slick with sweat in her hand, the one interlocked with her mother’s. Sharon opened the hand slightly and the stone nearly slipped out. She held it tightly and looked at it, at the sparkling beauty of it. What did it all mean? Why had she gotten the stone instead of a thousand other people? If her parents had gotten a stone, would she have been so happy to see them leave? Happy for them, yes. But... 
 
    My tears would not be completely of joy. They would be tears of loss and sorrow too. Just like the tears I’ve shed today. But Mom’s and Dad’s tears… 
 
    One. 
 
    …are they tears of joy for me? Truly tears of joy for me? For some reason, I don’ t believe that. Their smiles are hiding something. I know it in my bones. I know in this instant that their assurances and excitement, they provide cover for something. The truth, perhaps. The truth of this whole thing—the Ceremony of Life. Is it all a play, a charade? And if so, then for what?  
 
    “Dearest Sharon,” Cleric Anthony said, opening his hands to her as she stepped onto the alter. He smiled pleasantly at her, his creased face looking both joyful and sorrowful. He appeared sincere and nostalgic. “Twenty or so years ago, you were attending youth services and somehow ended up with gum in your hair. Do you remember that? Myself and some of the younger teachers spent ages trying to get it out. In the end, we—much to your mom’s displeasure—had to cut off more than a foot of that beautiful red hair. And do you remember what you said when we were done chopping, Sharon?” 
 
    Sharon smiled (she couldn’t help it) and said, “The Great Org will never pick me now; he likes girls with long hair.” 
 
    Cleric Anthony laughed heartily then put his hands on Sharon’s shoulders and said, “I don’t know if He chose you on account of your hair having grown back out, but He chose you, and the Great Org never chooses wrong. Congratulations, Sharon. From the bottom of my heart, congratulations. You deserve Elysium.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cleric Anthony,” Sharon said, blushing and looking down at her feet. 
 
    “May I have your stone, please?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Sharon said, almost having forgot about it. She placed it in Cleric Anthony’s open hand. He looked at it, remarked that it was beautiful, and dropped it into the basket with the other stones, of which there were hundreds, each one having come from a chosen member of the Order of Org. Some of the stones in that basket, Sharon marveled, were collected before the temple was even built. 
 
    “Now, Sharon,” Cleric Anthony said, “bid farewell to your guides and make your way to the Mezzanine of Life.”  He then made the Sign of Org on her forehead. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Sharon said, and she meant it. Her parents released their grasp on her and they all embraced. Mary was crying again, and this time…was it genuine? Joe hugged her tight, kissing her head. They said they loved her and she said she loved them back. They were both trembling when they released her and Sharon turned toward the glass door. She gave them one last smile and walked through. 
 
    Her thoughts of negativity had been ridiculous, surely. Blame it on nerves, Sharon thought. 
 
    The Mezzanine of Life was made of marble and had no barrier to keep aimless wanderers from wandering straight into a hundred-foot drop into the Pacific. There were thirty iron rings imbedded in the marble, and from the iron rings, chains were clamped and extended and dropped over the edge of the balcony all the way to the sea floor. The Chains of Deliverance. 
 
    Sharon took her place in front of one of the chains, facing the temple, watching the next person in line speak to Cleric Anthony. The sun was completely set now and the interior of the temple put off a glow that extended to the Mezzanine of Life. A slight breeze swept around the chosen ones, but that was the only sound to speak of. There was no rule, that Sharon was aware of, against conversing on the Mezzanine of Life, yet no one spoke. They all simply watched the next person join the ranks, until they were all there, except one. 
 
    Where is Bethany? Sharon thought. Surely the Ceremony of Life can’t reach its conclusion without her.  
 
    The ten chauffeurs in their tuxedos came out on the balcony now, followed closely by Cleric Anthony, who walked proudly with his hands tucked behind his back. The chauffeurs proceeded to move behind the twenty-nine chosen ones, unclamping the chains from the rings in the marble and raising them, with some degree of difficulty, and clamping them to the rings on the rears of the Irons of Faith.  
 
    When Sharon’s shackle was attached to the chain, she was surprised at how heavy it felt. She could almost lose her balance if she wasn’t thinking about it. Indeed, she saw Harriet nearly fall backwards, catching herself just in time before landing on her tuchus. Or, worse, Sharon thought, she could have stumbled and fell off the Mezzanine of Life before Org called for them. She wondered what the outcome of that would have been. Would Harriet still land in Elysium if she took her leap before Org was ready? It was probably best not to find out. 
 
    And what if all thirty are not present when the Great Org comes calling? 
 
    Bethany still had not accompanied them on the balcony. As the last of the twenty-nine had the chain attached to their shackle, the chauffeurs returned wordlessly back inside. A crowd of elders and family members and friends were gathered on the alter, peering through the glass wall at them. But where was Bethany? Surely things could not continue without her. This notion bothered Sharon endlessly. There had to be thirty, didn’t there? And here was Cleric Anthony, his arms still folded behind his back, walking back and forth in front of them, as if inspecting a formation of soldiers. Shouldn’t he be checking on Bethany? Sharon wondered. Shouldn’t he drag her out here no matter how upset she is? No matter how distraught Bethany was, it would no doubt pale in comparison to an unhappy Org. His rage was the cause of earthquakes, tornados, and all manner of natural disasters, after all, few as they were in New Rome, where Org rarely had a reason to be displeased. Sharon was on the verge of a panic attack, which her rational side told her was uncalled for, when the crowd beyond the glass wall began to move and part for someone’s approach.  
 
    It was Bethany. 
 
    She was hunched over as she made her way slowly—almost painfully slow—through the crowd. Two elders were on either side of her, helping her along, and neither of their cloaks were completely white anymore; splotches of red covered them and the white tunic beneath their cloaks. It was clearly blood. Whispered conversation could be heard from indoors, and among the twenty-nine there were gasps and brief murmurs. With Cleric Anthony standing there—still facing them rather than the glass wall and the oncoming Bethany—no one dared speak up.  
 
    As Bethany at last broke through the crowd and came to the glass door and crossed over to the balcony—still with the elders on either side of her—Sharon noticed—horrified—that Bethany’s dress was soaking with blood, like she’d just been stabbed a dozen times or gone through surgery or Org only knows what. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Descending from under her dress, from between her legs, and dragging across the marble, was a what looked like a bluish, veiny tail. It was the umbilical cord, and its raggedly severed end left a trail of blood behind her. 
 
    “Oh my!” Sharon gasped, unable to help herself, her eyes going wide.  
 
    She wasn’t the only one. Uneasy rumblings began amongst the thirty. Everyone was looking from one person to another, then to Bethany, then to Cleric Anthony, everyone looking for answers. Cleric Anthony stood there not moving at the center of the Mezzanine of Life, a pleasant smile on his face.  
 
    Meanwhile, Bethany was sobbing as she was led into place. She looked physically and emotionally crushed. Crushed beyond repair. Tears and snot dripped from her face. Blood seemed to drip from everywhere. The elders jerked her into place, unclamped the chain from the balcony ring and clamped it to the shackle ring. “Why?” Bethany could be heard saying, though it was barely audible. The elders walked quickly back inside, bowing their heads to Cleric Anthony as they went. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” Neil said, pointing at Bethany, directing his question at the cleric.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Gil, “what’s been done to Bethany? Mistreatment of others is strictly forbidden by Org’s Laws.” 
 
    “Yeah,” others echoed. Worried and angered questions followed. Sharon, trembling, watched them asking and demanding, and watched as Cleric Anthony raised his hands to quiet them. 
 
    When voices had sufficiently been lowered, Cleric Anthony said, “What was done, had to be done.” And with that, he turned around and looked at one of the elders standing in the glass doorway and said, “Ring the bell.” 
 
    “RING THE BELL!” the elder turned and shouted. 
 
    “RING THE BELL!” more shouted, the exclamation being passed along through the crowd like a hot potato. “RING THE BELL! RING THE BELL! RING THE BELL!” 
 
    The thirty, including Sharon became quite alarmed by the formerly loving Cleric Anthony’s dismissal of Bethany’s treatment. They became quite confused. But there was no time for retort; no time for answers. The Bell of Org—which remained ever silent except during the rare Ceremony of Life—rang in the top of the temple, deadening all other sounds. 
 
    It was the first time Sharon had ever heard the Bell of Org. It was louder than she’d imagined. The sound seemed to reverberate in her skull, making her ears ring along with the bell. It was likely loud enough to be heard all around town, even in the woods surrounding New Rome. Could it be heard in the ocean, below the surface of the water, down in the depths where the Great Org lurked on his infrequent visits from Elysium? 
 
    Billy Crider was the first to find out. Not that he really found out much of anything with his skull being cracked open almost immediately. His chain whipped back ever so slightly—only a foot or two—but it was enough to jerk Billy backwards, falling to the marble without the time to brace himself. His head colliding with the marble sounded very similar to a well-struck baseball. And then Billy’s lifeless body slipped over the edge after another tug, falling to the ocean, his tailored suit fluttering in the wind like a kite. 
 
    Everyone, including Sharon, gasped and began stepping away from the edge of the Mezzanine of Life. But the chains held them close and the clamps on the rings at the back of their necks could not be undone. It was too late. 
 
    Four of the chosen—the ones who’d been standing next to Billy—flew off the balcony like they’d been shot from a cannon, all four of them screaming as they fell and disappeared amongst the waves. Screaming from everyone now. Pleads for help as five more were jerked from the Mezzanine of Life as quickly and easily as flicking a mosquito off one’s arm. 
 
    Sharon was crying, and they were much different tears than she’d shed earlier in the day. She looked at the glass wall, at all the parishioners—the New Romans, the elders, everyone—standing there, doing nothing but watching them, watching them being jerked off the balcony like playthings, watching them fall terrified to the ocean. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. This wasn’t how it was described in the Book of Org.  
 
    Frantically, Sharon looked for her parents as she heard another group of the thirty get pulled off, their screams following them to the sea. She found Joe and Mary to the left of the glass door, watching her. Joe had his hands tucked casually in the pockets of his tunic, an indifferent stare on his face. But Mary, she was much worse. Mary was smiling—ecstatically smiling—and waving. She was waving at Sharon the way a child waves at his friends from a school bus window. 
 
    All is lost. The thought entered Sharon’s mind like a bullet, and it was the truest thing she’d ever thought.  
 
    As her defeated eyes drifted from her parents, they landed on Cleric Anthony. He still stood on the Mezzanine of Life (What a joke of a name, Sharon thought) with his arms crossed. He too was smiling, the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes seeming to stretch all the way around his grinning, rotten face. 
 
    “Why!” Sharon yelled at him over the screams of the remaining thirty. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    He was about to respond, Sharon thought. He was uncrossing his arms. His eyebrows were raising; whether of amusement or contemplation, Sharon didn’t have time to discern. Because she was suddenly propelled backwards by a swift and menacing tug at her neck. 
 
    Her immediate instinct was to pull at the iron shackle digging into the flesh of her neck. But once she went over the edge, falling was all that mattered. Sharon saw the top of the Temple of Org and the bell, whose ring still seemed to echo from everywhere. She saw the stars, and saw clouds were moving in from the west. She tumbled further, the chain tangling around her midsection, and saw the water fast approaching, and saw something glowing beneath it. 
 
    Sharon didn’t linger on the large glowing oddity beneath the surface of the water; she hadn’t the time. She braced herself for impact, squeezing her eyes closed and curling herself into a ball, having no idea if this was good position to take. She hit the water on her right side, and the sensation was like being struck by a car. Her bones jostled inside her flesh and her brain did the same inside her skull. For the briefest moment, Sharon slipped into unconsciousness, but the stinging coldness of the sea brought her back quickly. She was under water. 
 
    She’d only been under for a matter of seconds, but her lungs were already burning with the need for air. Sharon kicked her legs, ignoring the pain in her right side, and waved frantically with her arms, trying to reach the surface. But, she realized, she was being slowly but forcefully tugged down. She noticed, too, that she could see. The sun had fallen and she was in the ocean, but she could see just fine. The sea was alight with a fuzzy luminescence, reminding Sharon, even in her current state, of a foggy morning lit with streetlamps. Sharon turned away from the surface, wanting to glimpse whatever it was that was impeding her progress, wanting to see what was dragging her slowly and painfully to her doom.   
 
    Though the Great Org had been described in many ways, taking many forms, she’d never imagined Him like this. 
 
    Org was impossibly large, a sea monster if there ever was one. 
 
    His bottom half was like that of shark, finned and powerful, gray and white and spotted. But Org’s resemblance to any other creature of the sea ended there. His torso, also gray, was veiny and clusters of seashells clung to it by the thousands. And from this torso sprouted six arms that seemed to stretch out forever. Indeed, each arm had two elbows that appeared capable of bending in whichever direction the Org pleased. At the ends of these long arms were hands—very much like human hands, in their design—and wrapped around each finger, was a chain. 
 
    Thirty fingers for thirty chains for thirty chosen ones. 
 
    But what most filled Sharon with both astonishment and terror was the Great Org’s head. It was from there that the luminescence originated. The bulbous, jellylike mass growing from the top of the Org’s body glowed with the brilliance of a thousand lanterns. There were no eyes or ears or mouth—no facial features whatsoever to speak of. There was only that globular, menacing thing, wavering in the current. And it was feeding. 
 
    Those long, spiderlike arms were swinging the chains, propelling the people—the chosen ones—in the direction of that bulbous head. And when they reached it, Sharon saw, they plopped through its surface as if they were swimming into a giant glob of gelatin. It quite literally absorbed them into its head. 
 
    The long arm that controlled Sharon’s chain pulled. She frantically tried swimming in the other direction and tried uselessly to pull the shackle free from her neck. It had been near a minute since she’d last taken a breath, and she could feel the pain and panic of hypoxia gripping her body. She was floating toward the Org’s terrible head and there was nothing she could do to stop it. A limp, lifeless body, perhaps that of Harriet, drifted into the glob. So too did a man—Gil, Sharon thought—anxiously attempting to swim his way out to the very end. 
 
    And then it was Sharon’s turn. At the last second, before she slipped into the globular head of Org, she thought, Maybe Elysium is in there. Maybe there is nothing left to fear; the worst is over. Maybe it’s eternal happiness from here forward. 
 
    The glowing goop sucked her in, and Sharon knew immediately that she was wrong. She’d been wrong all along.  
 
    The jellylike substance burned like fire, like acid.  It burned through her dress and undergarments.  It burned through her flesh. When she opened her mouth to scream with what strength she had left, the goop burned oozing down her throat. It burned through muscle and fat and eyes and ears. It burned through her lungs and heart and even her brain. And when all that was left of Sharon was a skeleton, the Great Org burned through that too. 
 
    The crowd of parishioners and clergy had gathered on Mezzanine of Life after the last of the thirty had fallen to the sea. They stood well away from the edge, however. They watched from a safe distance, waiting for the moment when the last of the thirty would be consumed. When it finally was, the Ceremony of Life began in earnest. The Great Org shot his enchanted lights into the air like fireworks, illuminating the entire valley in colorful swirls and sparkles, like an abstract painting in the sky, descending down on the residents of New Rome. Music was played and drinks were consumed into the night, and the magic of Org did its work. 
 
    ! 
 
    “I wish you’d let me sleep a little longer,” Joe said, rubbing his eyes as they stepped out onto the beach, the sand squishing between his toes. “The sun is barely up. Are you sure it’s been three days.” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure it’s been three days, Joseph,” Mary said, looking at him with an eyebrow raised. She was glad he didn’t bother putting a shirt on when he got out of bed. “You look handsome, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah. First time in about twenty years,” Joe said, smiling at her. “You look pretty damn good yourself, young lady.” He brushed her black hair away from her face and gave her a kiss. His lips felt soft and moist. She was glad he’d shaved his mustache after the ceremony, with his hair no longer white. 
 
    Mary laughed and blushed, smiling sarcastically as if posing for a picture. She was in a bathing suit and felt as beautiful as the sunrise. She looked out at the waves as they walked, watching them crash gently against the sand. There was man—thin and muscular and young—out there surfing. She was almost certain it was Anthony, back to the spoils of his youth. Mary passed by the first egg without even slowing down. 
 
    “What was wrong with that one?” Joe said, pointing to the veiny, glistening sack as they passed. But he knew why Mary walked on. Other men and women were making there way to the beach now, looking young and healthy and full of vigor. They walked amongst the eggs, inspecting, trying to decide.  
 
    “I want the same one as last time,” Mary snapped, though not harshly. She looked over her shoulder and smiled as he fell behind. “You knew that, you turkey. Come one, handsome, I don’t want someone else to get it first. Especially not the Webbs—Org, help us, please not them.” 
 
    “Are you sure you know which egg it is?” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure, Joseph. A mother doesn’t forget things like that.” 
 
    “Hell, you’ve been mother to half of them over the centuries.” 
 
    “Well, I liked the last one most,” Mary said, giving Joe a you should know this glance. Then she stopped in her tracks. “There it is.” 
 
    Low on the beach, with the tide lapping around it, was her egg, similar in size to a half-deflated beachball. It was gray and veiny and slick with a mucous substance—more a gelatinous sack than a traditional egg. And there was color amongst the gray of its surface—white and orange and yellow—like strokes from a paintbrush. The egg moved slightly as a wave rushed around it and the occupant inside shifted position. 
 
    “She doesn’t like the waves,” Mary said. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the one?” Joe said, standing behind her as she knelt before the egg. 
 
    “Yes, Joseph, I’m sure.” 
 
    Mary put her hands atop the egg, feeling the slipperiness of its surface and the gentle movement from within. When she found the spot least likely to do harm to the contents, Mary pushed through the outer membrane with her fingers. The egg burst, and thick milky-white yolk poured over her hands. She didn’t mind. Joe knelt down now, peeling back the egg’s membrane so Mary could better see. She reached in, tears building in her eyes, and grasped the baby. 
 
    Standing, Mary brought the baby up to better see her in the morning sun. Yolk dripped from the baby’s naked body, and she was beginning to cry her first cry. She had red hair. 
 
    “I think I’m gonna name you Sharon,” Mary said, bringing the baby to her shoulder and starting to walk back up the beach.  
 
    “Sharon again?” Joe said, then shrugged when his question went unanswered. He looked down into the broken mess that was the egg and saw a smooth, twinkling white object. Reaching in, he grabbed it and wiped it clean on his shorts. “You nearly forgot the stone, dear,” he said. “You’ll be wanting that in thirty years or so, when New Rome is old again.”
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