
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		THE ARTISTS

	DEDICATION

	AN INTRODUCTION FROM CASIE SMALLS

	THE LONELIEST JACKALOPE

	RUNNING WITH JACKALOPES

	THE NIGHT MY JACKALOPE AND I FOUGHT THE CHUPACABRA

	THUMPING

	THE THING INSIDE

	BEWARE OF THE DANGER!

	THE MASCOT

	THE EASTER JACKALOPE

	TANGLE CROWNED DEVIL

	MILES AND MILES STILL

	NEW JACKALOPE CITY

	JOHNNY VERSUS THE CREATURES

	WAYWARD GULCH

	CAUTIONARY TALES

	THE HOLY CARROT AND THE HORNED HARE

	WAR DANCE

	THE JACKALOPE AND THE JELLYBEAN

	DEAR JACK

	HAROLD AND LINDSAY CRUMP IN:

	DRAWN TO THE LIGHT OF SCIENCE

	AFTERWORD

	ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS



Unnatural Tales of the Jackalope
Edited by
 
John Palisano
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Western Legends Press



 
 
 
Unnatural Tales Of The Jackalope
Copyright © 2012 individual authors
and Western Legends Press
 
 
Cover Artwork © 2012 Jason Mones
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places are either invented by the authors or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real events, locations, or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental. Or so the King Jackalope wants you to believe.
 
 
 
Book Cover Design
By D.T. Griffith
 
 
Interior Design
By Stephen Tallarico, John Palisano, D.T. Griffith
 
 
Copy Editing
By Joseph A. Perry, John Palisano, Aaron J. French
 
 
Western Legends Logo Created by D.T. Griffith
 
 
Ebook Formatting
By Kate Jonez
 
 
All rights reserved.
 
ISBN: 978-1477451915
ISBN-13: 1477451919
 
Western Legends Press
P.O. BOX 1226
Hollywood, California 90078
 
 
www.facebook.com/WesternLegendsPress



THE ARTISTS
 
 
The cover art was created by Jason Mones. Please visit his website: www.jasonmones.com
 
The graphic design and layout of the book was created by D.T. Griffith.
You can check him out at:
www.dtgriffith.com
 
Thank you both for doing a superlative job at bringing this anthology to life.



DEDICATION
 
 
A portion of the proceeds from this book
will be donated
in loving memory to
Michael Louis Calvillo
 
Please check out:
The Calvillo Hope Fund
CalvilloHopeFund@gmail.com
 
 



AN INTRODUCTION FROM CASIE SMALLS
 
 
WHEN I FIRST MET THE EDITOR of this book, that wild-haired, scurry-footed man John Palisano, I really thought he was out of his mind. Or on the other side of sober. Probably both. Who′d want to assemble a book of stories about mythological creatures most people believed were invented to sell postcards in the American Southwestern during the 1960s? Rabbits with antlers glued on top? Ain′t real. Just a goof. Right? Sure. ″There′s truth behind every joke,″ he said. ″I want to find that truth.″
So why would he approach me? I′m small time. I work at a small College in Arizona teaching about the critters of the area, mostly to soon-to-be ranchers and farmers. People that work the land. Most my students wouldn′t have any idea about what I do in my spare time. I′m a pretty practical man. I do my best not to smile when I′m working. Smiling′s no fun, and wins you no respect. And I don′t take kindly to myths and make-believe. Jackalopes? You kidding me? Them things are fake. Made up. Silly. A fad that′s probably about ready to fade away.
Except that it isn′t.
Except that people started seeing them. People I trusted. Good women and men who didn′t have time to make up stories and pretend. The kind of people who don′t like reading unless they really have to. The kind of people that don′t like movies or made-up things. So how could this be?
I went out and waited with one good man, George Smith. We waited one night on his ranch out by where the steer fences fade into the distance. Now, listen: I didn′t expect nothing. I didn′t bring a camera. I didn′t bring a gun. Just my skepticism and my thirsty throat. George told me he′d ply me with beer if I came. ″Sure,″ I′d said. ″Sounds like a fine way to kill an evening.″
I saw one.
And not just any one, I tell you. She was a big sucker. Like a King Penguin. I should probably correct that because I think she saw us first. She raised an arm and pointed at us, one yellow nail right at my eye. Right then I knew there was something to this. Rabbits don′t get that big, and they sure as heck don′t point at people.
She spoke in a tongue I can′t describe. Her King waddled up next to her. He was shorter than she was, and I got the feeling she was the one calling the shots and he ended up doing all the dirty work. She leaned over and spoke again, but it was quieter.
A second later the King Jackalope charged us. I mean to say that sucker was faster than shit after Taco Bell. My legs almost went right out from under me when I twisted round and saw those antlers reflecting moonlight...I was sure they′d be reflecting my gored insides if I didn′t hurry.
I caught poor George looking down at himself while he ran. He sported a large pee spot that ran from his belt all the way down his right leg. Couldn′t have made it any easier.
Why didn′t I bring my camera? Or take out my phone and take a picture?
We ran fast as we could. Details are blurry, but somehow we got away. Chalk it up to adrenaline, I guess. Or willful forgetfulness.
 
Either way, I ain′t seen one since.
 
But I′m gonna. One day I′ll have my proof.
 
That′s what′s been driving me all these years. Collecting people′s stories. I turned John onto a few of the people in these pages. Course we had to change some names and events to protect the guilty, and some of them took some whisky soaked convincing, but they all made it to the finish line with us.
So there you have it, friends.
Check out these artifacts and make a conclusion for yourself at the end of the book. And if you believe, come look me up. I′m always looking for good folk to come join me on the lookouts. Maybe you′ll be my lucky charm. Just make sure you bring something to drink that′ll keep you warm, �k? Never know what you′re going to discover if you let yourself believe.
 
— Casie
 
 



THE LONELIEST JACKALOPE
JEFF STRAND
 
 
BOB THE HIKER FLAILED around on the ground, screaming as eight or nine jackalopes jabbed at him with their razor-sharp antlers. Gordon the Jackalope sat off to the side and sadly watched.
"Ow! Ow! Ow!" Bob shrieked. "I have never encountered such a high volume of pain! These fierce beasts will be the death of me! Ow! I've just lost three of my ten fingers! Doomsday has arrived; not on an apocalyptic scale, of course, but for poor Bob the Hiker, the end approaches! Ow! My armpit! I never imagined that my armpit was so sensitive! Ooooh, I can see a rainbow in the mist of my blood...or am I merely hallucinating?"
The jackalopes continued their gruesome attack. One might assume that with so many pairs of antlers stabbing into a human body at once, they would get tangled, or at least clack against each other. But these jackalopes, these fearsome monsters, had killed so many hikers (thirty-eight, not including Bob the Hiker, who still drew breath, if not very efficiently) that they were a well-oiled machine of murder.
"If only I had not hiked on this trail by myself!" Bob cried out. "It upsets me to see so much of my blood no longer contained by my skin! Why, I think I even see a bone! How peculiar to see something that was not meant to be seen without the use of an X-ray machine! I feel that in seven seconds I will have expired...perhaps four now...less than four now...woe..."
And with that, Bob the Hiker died (thirty-nine). The jackalopes laughed amongst themselves, a most dark and ghoulish laugh indeed, and then they began to devour Bob's dead body, veins and all.
But not Gordon. Gordon the Jackalope just watched, feeling great sorrow. He even cried a little, his tiny nose twitching with each tear.
Before long Bob the Hiker had been replaced by Bob the Skeleton. The jackalopes, those sinister creatures, played merry games with his bones. They bowled with his skull and played marbles with his toe-bones and wore his hipbone like a silly hat and had swordfights with his leg-bones and, oh, those nasty wretched demons used them all!
Soon the sun began to set, and as everybody knows, jackalopes are afraid of the dark. So they hopped away from the scene of grisly carnage to return to their den.
"Why are you so sad?" asked Vincent the Jackalope, joining Gordon at the back of the line. He had some blood on his fur that he was saving for later. "It was a great kill today, don't you agree?"
Gordon shrugged as well as a rabbit can shrug. "I guess so."
"You guess so? At one point he was spraying like a fountain from three different places. I'll have his muck under my paws for the next week, and I approve of that. Had I been just a hair quicker, I would have gotten part of an eyeball. Why aren't you basking in the post-human-shredding glow like the rest of us?"
"Because, Vincent, I only got to watch."
"But why did you only...oh, that's right. I forgot. I'm so very sorry."
Vincent suddenly seemed to realize that socializing with Gordon was a good way to get shunned, and he hopped further up the line.
Gordon the Jackalope had been born terribly disfigured. Oh, his ears were fine, and his legs were fine, and his fluffy brown tail was fine, but Gordon — it was almost too unspeakable to admit — had no antlers. Not even one.
William, the elder of this pack of jackalopes, had scowled at the newborn bunny, as Gordon's mother and father averted their eyes in shame. "A jackalope without antlers? What's the point of that? Why, he might as well be a regular old rabbit!"
"Please don't banish him," Gordon's mother had pleaded.
"Or squash him under your foot!" Gordon's father had added.
William the Elder had thought for a while. A jackalope without antlers was about as threatening as a clown without fangs. If another pack of jackalopes saw them, oh, how they'd laugh! The only solution to this problem was to have the other jackalopes rip the new bunny to pieces, and then console the distraught parents with an unrelated amusing anecdote.
"Please show mercy!" Gordon's mother had said. "He might still grow antlers!"
Jackalopes were born with their antlers intact, which is why jackalope mothers were not as keen to breed as other rabbits. William the Elder had never heard of a jackalope sprouting antlers later in life, but he supposed that it wasn't out of the realm of possibility. What if Gordon grew the largest, mightiest antlers of them all? What if he was fulfilling some sort of prophecy?
"Very well, I will allow him to live, and we will strive to treat him as if he were not a grotesque mutation. I'm not saying that he won't occasionally be ridiculed; in fact, I'd be disappointed if he weren't. A bit of ridicule is good for the soul when you're a misshapen aberration. But though we will never let him forget that he is inferior to the rest of us, at least we won't pretend he's a leper." He almost added "A Lepus leper!" but as the jackalope elder that kind of joke would have been inappropriate.
And so Gordon was given permission to not be stomped upon. But he did not grow antlers. For six long years, at least once a day he'd close his eyes and scrunch up his face and squeeze all of the muscles in his head as hard as he could...yet no antlers grew.
He was an antler-free jackalope.
Nothing could be sadder than that.
Except for an orphan jackalope, which is what he became when he was two years old. Bears were so unkind.
Sometimes Gordon tried to put a happy spin on his birth defect. For example, unlike the rest of the jackalopes, he could sleep on his side. He could also duck under things with greater ease. Sadly, those were minor benefits, and Gordon was the loneliest jackalope in the entire land.
 
* * *
 
"Die! Die! Die! Die! Noooooooo!"
Each time he said to die, Paul the Hiker had stabbed at a jackalope with his hunting knife. The first, second, and fourth stabs had missed, but the third got Vincent right between the eyes. Though of course there were no good places to be stabbed, this was a particularly bad one, and Gordon watched his closest friend fall dead. The rest of the jackalopes swarmed around the hiker and severed both of his legs with their antlers, inspiring the "Noooooooo!" comment.
Gordon hurried over to Vincent, who was too dead to even let out a final gurgle. His best friend...gone! His only friend...gone! And he wasn't even that great of a friend. What a sad, sad life it was when his dear friend could perish and yet Gordon would only lose a few minutes of companionship each day?
"Please spare me!" wailed Paul the Hiker. "I beg you not to turn me into a man with no legs and but one arm! Argh! Now I beg you not to turn me into a man with no legs and no arms! Argh! Now I beg you not to shorten my torso! Argh! Now I beg you not to...argh, you're already unspooling my upper and lower intestines! You have failed to heed all of my requests! Such cruelty!"
Soon the jackalopes, those unconscionable fiends, had whittled Paul the Hiker into a form that was no longer capable of speech. Though a couple of them looked sadly in Vincent's direction, most of the thrill-killers were too overcome by bloodlust to pay much attention to their fallen comrade.
Jackalopes, like most animals living in nature, didn't own much in the way of physical possessions. But as the sun began to set and the jackalopes finished playing with Paul's remains, Gordon sniffed at the knife that had punctured Vincent's skull and picked it up in his mouth.
It was difficult to bring the weapon back to the jackalope's den, because despite their homicidal nature, it must be remembered that they are still tiny little furry bunnies whose bodies were not physically designed by God for knife carrying. But Gordon dragged the knife all the way home.
The next time there was a group kill of a hiker, Gordon did not sit sadly and watch the other jackalopes have all the fun. Instead, he nosed through the contents of the hiker's backpack until he found another knife. It was smaller than the first, but it would have to do.
In their den, while the other jackalopes slept and dreamt of screaming human baby heads, Gordon stared at his knives. Though he was afraid of the dark, there was something he had to do at night, and so he'd have to do it alone.
Two knives were even more difficult to drag around than one (it's simple mathematics and simple physics) but Gordon was a very determined jackalope. Oh, how scary the night was! There were strange sounds, and spooky shadows in the full moon, and even the ghost of Bob the Hiker, wandering the earth like a lost soul desperately seeking passage to the next world.
Gordon didn't let these distract him. He needed to find a real live hiker at night. It had to be at night, because what he really needed was...
There! Up ahead! A campfire!
Gordon crept up to the fire. A hiker lay next to it in a sleeping bag, asleep. Gordon twitched his nose with delight and dropped both knives into the edge of the flames.
The first time Gordon saw a fire, a couple of days before the bear ate his parents, he'd put his paw right into the beautiful orange light. It hurt. And as he scampered away, he'd noticed that a small rock stuck to the skin of his burnt paw.
He gazed at the two knives in the fire.
This was not going to feel good.
Not even a tiny bit.
But if it meant an end to the loneliness...
Gordon waited until the knives looked ready, braced himself for an extremely uncomfortable sensory experience, and then pressed his forehead against the hot steel.
The smell of burnt fur and sizzling bunny flesh was not pleasing to his adorable nose, and he felt safe equating this pain to the eternal torment of jackalope hell. But he did not lift his head until he felt his brain begin to cook.
The agony was beyond description, and, yes, he could tell that he was less sane than he had been before shoving his head into the fire, but now Gordon the Jackalope had two sharp, gleaming steel antlers!
He cackled with glee for a while, then stabbed the hiker to death right through his sleeping bag. He'd done an excellent job — the blades didn't even wobble.
Obviously, a tiny little creature like Gordon couldn't drag the entire body back to the jackalope den, but the hiker's head was round and it rolled easily.
"Look what I have done!" Gordon said, kicking the head right over to where six or seven of the others slept in a big bunny pile.
Well, those jackalopes, those horrid devils, were delighted by what they saw! None of them had ever witnessed self-mutilation before, and they all agreed that it was a fine thing.
And so Gordon was no longer the loneliest jackalope in the land. Oh, he certainly wasn't the most popular. They called him "metal head" and "burnt head" and "silver head" and lots of other mean names, but he was more popular than he'd been without antlers at all, and the other jackalopes usually let him be the first to sever a hamstring.
Though the knives did eventually fall off, it was a simple enough task for Gordon to burn them back on again. And, yes, the third time he did so he went completely mad, but at least he was happy during his total descent into madness, and his story should be taken as an inspiration to us all.
 
 



RUNNING WITH JACKALOPES
Sephera Giron
 
 
THERE WAS THAT SINGING AGAIN.
I lay in my bed in the darkness of my room, goosebumps rippling my flesh as the grating high pitched lullaby echoed from the living room. At first, I thought it might have been a cat in heat howling outside of my window but the sound was coming from inside my small apartment. Sighing, I threw back the covers and slipped out of bed to follow the sound. It was sticky hot in the apartment, as always, and I wiped my sweat soaked hair from my eyes as I stumbled out into my tiny narrow hallway. The living room glowed faintly with the full moon shining through the sheers. The haunting noise screeched higher and then stopped as I entered the living room and turned to face the couch.
It made a horrible twisty Tim Burton-esque shadow so I flipped on the overhead light.
"You..." I said with gritted teeth.
Was it that thing making all that noise?
I glanced around the small living room to see if there was a cat or rat or something else darting from my presence but nothing moved or had been moved. I stared again. I picked the huge heavy thing up and examined it for a music box contraption of some sort. It was the ugliest thing I'd ever seen but thought that one of my nephews, Billy, would get a kick out of it for his impending birthday.
But right now, that thing just creeped me out the longer it hung out in my apartment.
I know a bit about Jackalopes. I know they were a taxidermy joke starting sometime in the early 30's somewhere down in the southern states so when I stumbled across one in northern Ontario at a garage sale, I thought it would be a hoot. A gag gift. A laugh a minute.
But the last laugh was on me.
Sure, the thing was ugly, hideous, ridiculous. It stood almost two feet tall, three if you count the crazy deer antlers sewn into its big bunny head. In fact, in the shadow of the darkness, it looked like a demon troll or a renegade reindeer.
I laid him down on the couch and turned off the light. I decided to grab a bottle of water from the fridge. I guzzled down half the bottle before I even shut the fridge door. Pressing the bottle against my forehead felt refreshingly cool in that tropical jungle I called home.
Jack a lope
Big tall bunny with antlers sewn on top.
Hilarious.
Until you're staring at one in the dim shadows of your living room believing that he's not exactly hanging out where you left him.
Jackalope lay on the floor, his smooth ebony eyes staring unblinkingly at me. I thought he winked at me but I realized it was just a shimmer of moonlight, a slight lilt of the sheers on that hot windless night. The heat, the creepiness of the doll; my mind was playing tricks on me.
I returned him to his rightful spot on the couch and turned him so that he could see out the window.
The damn thing was heavy and maybe that's how he had fallen over. Though you'd think something that big would make a thumping sound landing on the floor. And wouldn't those antlers clatter or scratch on the wood? I was only about four feet away with my nose in the fridge. Wouldn′t I hear a twenty pound doll fall onto the floor?
I righted him up checking him securely.
"Now you watch the pigeons when the sun comes up," I suggested.
I double checked that the TV and radio were off. I looked back at Jack again as he stood regally staring through the curtains at the city below. I returned to bed, a cold sweat causing me to shiver. My nerves were shot. I was beginning to fear that damn doll but it was better that it was out there then in the room with me. I hoped that there would be no more noises that night but I still tossed and turned, bracing myself for that eerie song that never came.
After a restless night, it was finally morning. I could finally justify getting up and starting my day.
When I got up, I went to see him first and in the light of day, Jackalope wasn't that scary. He still kept sentinel where I had left him, his expression grim, not a peep from his little sewn shut mouth. I even talked to him while I made my coffee and asked him if he'd like some veggies.
He didn't answer me of course, and I poked around to see what I even had in my fridge that would resemble a vegetable. I wasn't the best shopper, cook, or healthy eater, but I did keep a stash of veggies in the freezer for the odd day I might actually eat them. I opened a bag of mixed veggies and another one of baby carrots and poured them into a bowl. For a second I debated microwaving them then got a grip. Hello, you're going to microwave food for roadkill?
I carried the large silver mixing bowl into the living room. I turned Jackalope around so that he could see my offering.
"Look. Food if you get hungry later." I felt foolish pushing the bowl slightly closer to him.
Time was marching and I had to get to work. I grabbed a muffin and filled my portable coffee cup with the rest of my coffee and headed for the subway.
I could barely stay awake at work, images of jackalopes running through my head. I even Googled them and read all about their legends. It made me laugh and reminded me about why I bought the damn thing to begin with. It was a joke. It was funny. I was just tired because I scared myself. Some city girl I was!
That night, I watched TV and positioned Jack so he could watch too. Maybe watching a bunch of sitcoms would be relaxing and I could sleep. As I sat there, I noticed the bowl of veggies I had put out for Jack that morning was empty. I looked over at him. He said nothing but continued to watch TV.
"So, I guess you liked the food?" I asked. I don't know if I expected him to answer or not. I likely would have had a heart attack on the spot if he did.
"You'll like my nephew. He's going to be eleven. His name's Billy, if you care."
I laughed at myself, why do I care what Jackie thinks? I looked back at Betty White and Valerie Bertinelli trying to explain their way out of some compromising position and decided that tonight, I'm going to take some melatonin and see if that doesn't knock me out enough so that I don' t have to deal with jackalope shenanigans.
"Night, Jack," I told him as I clicked off the TV and turned him so that he could look out the window. I turned off the lights and took a deep breath. The melatonin tablets were dissolving quickly under my tongue and then I faced the dilemma of when it is exactly that I brush my teeth in such a situation. I figured that when I inevitably got up to go the bathroom, I'd brush my teeth.
The matter solved in my head, I snuggled into bed and prayed for a deep dreamless night.
But it wasn't.
I fell into sleep, a darkness within a darkness within a darkness. I fell and fell, Alice down the rabbit hole puns weren't lost on me as I tumbled and spun until I landed firmly but not horrifically on the ground. I dozed for a moment until I smelled something most foul and gazed up at a ring of heads staring down at me. But they weren't heads, they were full on jackalopes, their noses twitching, their antlers bobbing as they nodded at each other. As I sat up, I saw they were all very much male and ready for some kind of action with someone, but it sure wasn't going to be with me.
I sprang up, and jumped, or loped, or hopped, something, my legs were long and backwards and I realized that all of me was strange. My body wasn't human at all anymore. No fingers. No long arms with hands. No shoes. I flashed in and out of the dream, running through brush and getting tripped up when my antlers got caught.
Jackalopes circled me and this time didn't stare. Their sharp teeth, their clawing nails, their evasive organs tore at me and I woke up screaming. I flailed and clawed my way from my sheets, sweat pouring down me like I'd run a marathon. My beating heart filled my ears and only when I finally untangled my legs from my damp sweat soaked sheets did I hear that eerie singing again.
I marched out into the living room and looked for Jack's shadow on the couch. But he wasn't there. I clicked on the light but there was nothing. No sign of him. I shivered as I marched back into the bedroom and turned on the light. I was terrified that I would see him there but breathed a sigh of relief as I shook out the bedclothes and flung around the laundry pile. No Jack.
Again I returned to the living room, the singing growing louder and when I entered the room this time, it stopped. Jack was sitting on the couch, staring at me as I entered the room.
"What the...?" I stared down at my torn nightgown and the muddy streaks and scratches on my arms and legs. My breasts were heavy like they get before my period yet I was weirdly horny. I stared back at Jack. I didn't know if I was going mad or if I should run screaming into the night that I was in possession of a haunted Jackalope doll.
"Jack, please, I have to work in the morning..." I whispered not daring to move towards him in case he lurched at me as the creatures had in the dream.
"Let me get you something to eat. I'm sure you must be hungry after your adventures..." I hurried into the kitchen and tore open the rest of the bags of frozen vegetables. It was a heaping high potfull and I placed them on the coffee table, not taking my eye off that thing for one minute.
I returned to my room and locked the door. No damn jacks were coming to get me now. The pull of the melatonin lured me back into sleep and there were no dreams at all.
When I woke, he was standing over me. I screamed and jumped away so fast it was almost supernatural. Jack was in my bedroom, the door was hanging open. My body ached and drops of blood oozed from scratches on my body. My jaw throbbed and there was a gritty musky taste in my mouth. My stomach rumbled and nausea swelled through me. I nearly didn't make it to the toilet as I threw up.
Once my retching subsided, I looked over to the bathroom doorway, expecting to see that jackalope watching me. But it wasn't. In fact, I could see the tip of one of its antlers on the bed where it still lay after I flung it.
I shut the bathroom door and locked it. Not that that had stopped anything from happening before. I kept the shower curtain open as I washed. Marveling at the length and depth of the claw marks across my torso, breasts, arms and legs.
As I lathered up my long dark hair, clumps of mud fell out along with clumps of knotted hair. Even though the heat of the water was soothing, my body ached as if I'd been flung from a cliff. All I cared about was getting to work on time. Well, that's not true. All I really cared about was getting the hell out of that apartment.
Refreshed from the shower, I decided I would get dressed as quickly as possible and treat myself to a fancy ass coffee and a big carrot muffin in a café and worry about my make-up in the café's bathroom. I couldn't take another moment in this creepy apartment. Thank god Billy's birthday party was the next day and Jack would be gone from my life and hopefully the freaky dreams too. A boy wouldn't be as freaked out by that doll as I was. Boys like disgusting gross things like rabbits with antlers sewn on their heads.
Jack watched me from where he lay in my bed. I didn't make eye contact and just went about my business.
"I have to go in a bit early today, Jack. There's some business I have to attend to." Sure, explain yourself to a furry corpse. That makes sense.
Of course Jack didn't answer. He probably hadn't done anything all along and I had brought him to bed myself, all hopped up on that vitamin stuff everyone always recommended. I bet even absinthe doesn't make you dream crazy shit like that melatonin.
The air was thick with the humidity of an impending thunderstorm. The distant rolls of thunder majestically rumbled in chorus with the underfoot humming vibration of the subway trains. It was as if heaven and hell were both dissatisfied with me and were getting ready for a smack down. However, I'm not THAT crazy, not crazy enough to believe that the entire universe and beyond has it in for me. I descended into the subway tunnels, headed for the little café that served homemade muffins.
The butter drizzled down my fingers as I devoured the last of my carrot-raisin-walnut muffin. My sugary cinnamon-laced latte had been a delectable companion but now was long consumed. A sense of saneness returned. I'd been way more overtired at other times in my life then in recent days but I had been under a lot of stress lately.
Well, no, not really.
No more stress than usual.
Job. Single life. Wondering if I'll ever date again.
In fact, in the dim light of a dreary day, I had actually slept quite well the night before, just had some bad dreams, was all. Everyone gets bad dreams once in a while.
Perhaps.
Maybe.
At work, I swore I spied him out the corner of my eye every time I looked up from my cubicle. An antler skimming the top of my stall, unaware it's sticking up as it eavesdrops on me. Or I meet its gaze as it peers out at me from behind another person's cubicle wall. I was going to the elevator and I know it was him who hopped ahead of me and pressed "door close" before I could get there.
Flickers and shadows out of the corner of my eye haunted me all day long. Or were they protein deposits flashing in my eyeballs as an eye doctor once told me when I went in complaining about "spots before my eyes." Well, you can't blame me. All those old Bugs Bunny cartoons described the number one symptom of insanity when Bugs would freak out his enemy with numerous gaslighting techniques and then act like a doctor..."Are you seeing spots before your eyes?"
But it was me obsessing over a toy. A stupid toy, grotesque sure. But old, back when people did that kind of thing. So passing it along where it will be taken care of seems better than just letting it rot in a garbage mountain somewhere. But then again, I guess his buddies are all already roaming there in garbage fills, in the land of the Jackalopes. Where Jackalopes go to die. Maybe he wanted to go be with his friends.
On my way home from work, I stopped in at a bakery party store and picked up special chocolate sprinkled cupcakes for Billy's birthday. I also bought him a card and a pack of sparkler candles. I stopped at one of the vegetable stands and loaded up on carrots, lettuce, peppers, and other veggies.
While on the subway, I filled out the card and scrawled a few paragraphs about the legend of the Jackalope. The legend I had read about on the internet, not the weird dreams and moving jackalope scenarios I was experiencing.
I even put a fifty dollar bill into the card and then sealed it. Might as well make the most of subway commuter time.
By the time I arrived home, I was exhausted. I wondered if I should try the melatonin again or just try to crash.
Jack was looking out the window. The veggies were all gone.
I put the cupcakes into the fridge and tossed the card envelope onto the coffee table.
"I see that you had a nice feast today," I said cautiously. "Look! I brought you more food. It won't even be frozen. Just let me sleep tonight so I can enjoy the party tomorrow."
I turned Jack around so he could see the TV and put on The Big Bang Theory. I went into the kitchen to chop a million vegetables. I ate almost as many as I chopped. I hadn't realized how hungry I was. I guess I hadn't eaten since breakfast; I was trying so hard to just get through my day.
I put the fresh bowl out, poured myself a glass of juice and went to bed. I left Jack to watch TV; I figured that I would be better that way. Maybe he'd leave me alone if he wasn't lonely and bored.
I fell into a fitful sleep and woke to that singing shrieking sound. My mouth was full and as I pushed the pressure away from my face, I saw it had been filled with the swollen tit of a jackalope, bitter sweetly sour milk pouring into my mouth. I retched as another jackalope shoved his swollen nipple to my lips, other jackalopes clawing and scratching and even taking bites out of me. Despite the horrible taste of the jackalope milk, my senses were starting to take on a Pink-Floyd-Jimi-Hendrix-are-you-experienced -on -the -dark-side-of-the-moon type overtone. Though I'd never tried SM type practices I now was appreciating the pleasure-pain paradox. These creatures were mauling me, hurting me, yet also pleasuring me. And the longer it carried on, the more endorphins kicked in and the more I wanted it.
It was only a dream. I knew it had to be the melatonin, a side effect from the other nights. I was freaked out by that doll and so gave myself night terrors coupled with that drug that isn't a drug that is worse than a drug.
Once that doll is safely with Billy, my worries will be over.
I kept waiting to wake up as jackalope after jackalope had his jack rabbit way with me. A strength grew within me. A lust for more power. A lust for more lust. A lust to finally shake off these jackalopes and get on with my day.
When I woke, I heard voices behind me. I couldn't turn my neck to see. I couldn't move my arms or legs. I was perched in a crouching position.
There was no blinking. There was no moving. My view was the gauze curtain fluttering in a wind that wasn't a wind, my fur making me overheat more than my naked pink flesh ever had.
"What the hell is that?" my sister's voice rang in my ears. I was picked up and there was Billy's face pressed up against mine.
"Look there's a card with your name on it." Sandra handed the envelope to Billy. He opened it up and read the contents out loud. He read the legend of the jackalope in that slow faltering voice that little boys have when they are too excited to read anything at all and just want to check out the cool gift. At last, he was done and rough hands grabbed me.
"So cool," Billy said and took me from his mother. "Wow it's heavy."
"It's almost as big as you."
"It's going to look great in my room," Billy said.
"It's too bad Vera couldn't be here to see the look on your face," a man's voice said. "She'd been looking forward to giving it to you."
"Well, thanks for letting us in, Jack. We'd been worried when she didn't come to the party and no one at work would actually come over here to see how she was."
My world grew dark and I realized I was being wrapped in newspaper and then put into a large box. I could still hear the conversation as muffled as it was getting with all the noise of wrinkling paper and duct tape.
"Yes, well, she didn't want you to worry about this sudden jury duty. Since it's a murder trial, she might be cloistered for weeks. Top secret. Even I'm not supposed to know but I figure I should tell you since you're so close and all."
Was my sister actually giggling at that douche?
"It's nice that she has a friend like you who can watch her place until she returns," Sandra said.
The rest, I never heard. What does it matter? I know what's going on.
Life goes on. Or death. Or limbo. Or whatever the hell kind of existence I'm existing in.
When Billy's asleep, I go crazy with wanting to jump around and get laid but I'm nailed to this stupid board. I sing loudly, the notes that Jack used to sing ringing easily from my unfamiliar throat. My body throbs with unrelinquished tedium but there's nothing I can do. Sometimes, another Jackalope will slip into the open window and have his way with me. I can't do anything, I haven't mastered the magic of movement whenever I want just yet. So I wait.
And watch Billy do his homework and play video games and play with himself and snore.
A time drags on, I see a rhythm. During a full moon, anything can happen. I too can run in the fields and hump whoever I want. I can sing and laugh and mock humans or love humans. I can vent my frustrations in a short but eventual window of opportunity. My multiple breasts are heavy with milk that everyone wants because it's an elixir of passion. All jackalope milk is which is why everyone is always clawing at each other to get drunk on milk and then get off on each other.
I look forward to the full moons most of all.
The daytimes are far more grueling then the nights. I'm usually used as a laundry hanger for sweaty hockey socks and jock straps and can't see anything that's going on. Most of the time there's no one there at all. Nothing to look at. All I smell is dirty feet.
Now and again, the family cat comes over and takes a piss on me. It tries to hump me too which I don't mind as much as being pissed on but in my head I'm laughing.
Be a real Jellico cat and dance in the light of the Jellico Moon with the Jackalopes, stupid cat.
But he's too proud to deal with the likes of me except when he wants to sharpen his claws on my antlers.
But I'll bide my time. I love my nephew and would never hurt him. Ever. No matter what curse I have to endure in the meantime. However, Billy has to grow up sometime and once he does, he'll bring a girlfriend over. Then the real magic begins.
In the meantime, I'll run with the Jackalopes in the full moon. It's not so bad.
 
 



THE NIGHT MY JACKALOPE AND I FOUGHT THE CHUPACABRA
RICK PICKMAN
 
 
ON THE MORNING OF MY 13TH BIRTHDAY, Pa said, ″Boy, you′ll become a man tonight, 'cause we got us a chupacabra to hunt down.″
I should probably tell you right now that Pa was a bullet short of a full cartridge. I ain′t no boy — my name′s Annie, and I′m the eldest of the three James girls. Somehow Pa thought, though, that he had him three sons, and he called me ″Andy″. We never were completely sure if Pa was putting us on, had wanted boys so bad he just decided that′s what we were, or if he was just plumb nuts.
Anyway, the James ranch was the biggest one in three states — we had five thousand head of goats, and a ranch house so big we gave maps to overnight guests. With that many goats, you can imagine that we took any incursion of goat-killing chupacabras pretty seriously. Fortunately we didn′t get many — in fact, at thirteen I′d still never seen one. But we′d found two goats down in the lower forty that morning, mutilated and bled out. ″Pa,″ I said, kind of breathlessly as we stood over the little furry carcasses, ″is that...was they...?″
″Yep,″ he nodded, making his white ten-gallon hat bob, ″that′s the mark of a chupacabra, Andy.″
I don′t mind telling you that made me plenty excited. I hoped that Pa′d let me come along when he went after the thing what had killed those poor little goats. So I nearly choked on my cornbread when he said that about me becoming a man tonight.
″You mean I can come, Pa?″
″Let me tell you somethin′, Andy: Chupacabras is mean, and fast, and vicious. I ain′t about to assign anyone else to do this job. When you′re the boss, you gotta take responsibility, and sometimes that means endangering yourself before you put anyone working for you in harm′s way.″
I gulped. Mean and vicious? Sure, I knew that already, but hearing Pa say it just brought it all home. Still, I nodded, showing I understood. I knew Pa was grooming me to take over the Triple-J Ranch someday, and I wanted him to know that I′d be good at the job.
He reached over and patted my head. ″You′re a good boy, Andy.″
″Thanks, Pa.″ I′d long ago given up trying to correct him.
″Now, finish up your grub and let′s head outside — I got a little birthday surprise for you.″
I couldn′t stuff that chow down fast enough. What′d he get me that required going outside?
Ma saw me choking down the food, and she told me to slow down, then winked at Pa. So they were in on it together. It must be good...
It was. Oh lawd, it was.
I finished up, wiped my mouth, and stood up. Pa kind of chuckled, and then led the way out back to the stables. Our half-Aztec stablehand Smoky José stood there, holding the reins of the most beautiful thing I′d ever seen:
It was a jackalope, full-grown so that it stood over me by a few feet, but young enough to still be full of spunk. It had already been saddled up, with a gleaming new rig over its tawny hide. Its liquid brown eyes watched me cautiously as I walked up to it.
Pa stood nearby, grinning ear-to-ear. ″This here′s Sandy; her daddy was a six-time Derby champion, and I reckon she′s about the best damn jack in the west.″
Sandy, of course, had a huge rack of antlers, so I knew she was really a he, but I didn′t mind a lick right then. I ran a hand along Sandy′s side, and he twitched his tail in happiness. ″Is she mine, Pa?″
″All yours. Happy Birthday, Andy.″
I gave Pa a big hug while he chuckled indulgently, then I went back to Sandy. ″Can I ride her?″
″That′s what she′s for, son.″
I jumped into the saddle, and grabbed the reins from Smoky José. Sandy jumped forward with so much power I was nearly tossed out of the saddle, but I clung on, tightening my legs and leaning forward. That jack flew, and I bared my teeth, feeling the wind against my face and his powerful strides under me. We thundered across the prairie behind the stables until I reined him in. He obeyed and came to a stop, barely panting. I stroked his neck.
″We′re gonna be great friends, Sandy, you and me, boy.″
He gave his head a little wiggle which I took for agreement.
Finally we turned around and headed back to where Pa waited with Smoky José. ″She′s beautiful, Pa.″
″Now remember, son: She′s your jack, so it′ll be up to you to take good care of her.″
″I will, I promise.″
″Good.″
I jumped down from the saddle, and Smoky José grabbed the reins. I was going to groom him myself when Pa came forward. ″No, let José handle that. You and me, we need to talk about tonight.″
″Oh.″ Everything turned serious again. ″You mean...″
″Yep. The chupacabra.″
 
***
 
I sometimes forget that not everybody grew up on a goat ranch in the southwest, so maybe you ain′t heard much about the chupacabra. Well, here′s what you most need to know: Chupacabras are nasty critters that prey on small livestock, especially goats. They bite their victims in the throat and drain 'em dry, leaving these shriveled corpses. They′re about three feet high, with ugly gray skin, big fangs, spikes running down the back, and a smell like the deepest pit of Hell. They′re nearly impossible to kill, so the most you can hope for is to capture 'em. Fortunately they′re pretty scarce. Legends say these prairies used to be packed with 'em, but nowadays there ain′t too many left. Nobody knows why. I think that legend stuff is a load of goat manure, myself.
Chupacabras are nocturnal (they burrow into trees or caves or the ground during the day and are pretty much impossible to find), so we′d have to go out at night to track this one down. Guns ain′t no good against that leathery hide of theirs, so we′d be using the latest Winchester net-guns, the ones that fire out a weighted steel-mesh. If we could trap the thing, we could rope it and turn it over to the Federal Chupacabra Disposal Team.
Pa′s plan was: We′d lure the critter with some goat blood we′d put out around sunset, then we′d hide nearby and wait. The two goats we′d found dead this morning were near a stand of hemp we could hide behind. ″You just follow my lead and we′ll be fine,″ Pa told me.
�Course it didn′t turn out that easy. Nothin′ ever does.
We saddled up long about six p.m. and rode out. We brought one goat with us that Pa rode across his saddle, mounted on top of Rex, the biggest jack in our stables and Pa′s pride and joy. It was about a half-hour ride, and I loved Sandy more with every minute; he was strong but sweet-natured, responsive but still full of wild, young energy. He was without a doubt the greatest birthday present ever.
We found the two dead animals from this morning right where we′d left them. The sun was just setting as Pa took a knife to the live goat. I′m sorry if that disturbs you city folk, but I′d been seeing animals butchered for food long as I could remember. I didn′t like watchin′ it, but it was a fact of life to me, like death is to us who live out in the country. We honor our critters, but know a time comes for everything.
So Pa made sure some of that goat blood splashed around, then we ran. We tied Sandy and Rex up behind some trees, and I don′t mind telling you that I was sorry to leave Sandy, but we knew we couldn′t risk having our jacks around a thirsty chupacabra. We found the hemp and crouched behind it, our netguns held loose at our sides. We waited.
The sun went down, and it got mighty cold on that prairie; I woulda give anything for a fire to warm my hands at, or even a nice hot cup of Ma′s soup, but of course we couldn′t light anything. Fortunately the moon was almost full, and it rose after an hour or so, painting the prairie in silvery tones. It woulda been pretty, if we′d been there for any other reason.
I was darn near dropping off — I think it must′ve been close to midnight — when Pa gave me a little shove. I followed his nod, and my heart froze at what I saw:
Two red lights were moving through the darkness, not fifty feet away.
Did I forget to mention that chupacabras have glowing red eyes? I wasn′t sure I believed that part until I saw it just then for myself. Every hair on my body must′ve stood straight up as I watched those eyes glide towards the freshly-slaughtered goat. The moonlight picked out a small body balanced on two rear feet, spikes running down the back.
It didn′t look that threatening; I′d imagined it would be bigger. I started to wonder how dangerous this little varmint could be —
Just then Pa fired his netgun — and that′s when everything went straight to hell.
Pa′s netgun just kind of exploded in his hands, and he cried out as the net flew back over him, not forward over the chupacabra; we′d later find out the gun′s load had been sabotaged by a coward from a rival ranch. But right then that didn′t matter; what did matter was that Pa was hurt, and captured in his own net, and that hungry chupacabra was running right at me.
I screamed like a little girl then — hell, I was a little girl, and I wasn′t ashamed to admit it at that moment. I raised my own netgun, but knew the chupacabra was moving too fast, hopping up and down on those big back legs. I could smell it as it came, and I wasn′t sure if I′d throw up from disgust or pass out from fright first. Either way, I was about to be a chupacabra′s next meal —
Then something flashed between me and the monster. It was dark, and fast, and the hemp was in the way, and I couldn′t see at first what it was. I rolled to the side, got another vantage point, and realized:
Sandy had pulled away from the tree I′d loosely tied him to, and charged the chupacabra. With his head down, his antlers hit the thing right in the mid-section. They didn′t break that tough skin, but they did throw the chupacabra back, and make it turn its attention away from me.
I was so stunned I couldn′t move at first. The chupacabra took a huge leap into the air — it must′ve gone up twenty feet — and it came down right on top of Sandy. It clung to his back with its claws, its snout lashing the air near his throat, trying to reach a tender vein. Sandy bucked and spun and shrieked, but he couldn′t loosen that devil from his back.
Well, that brought me out of my paralysis; I was damned if I was going to let some filthy goat-sucker hurt my Pa and eat my jack. I found a good, heavy branch on the ground and jumped up. Behind me, Pa was screaming at me to get back, but I couldn′t do it. If Pa wanted me to be a man tonight, he′d get it.
I swung the branch, and knocked the chupacabra off Sandy, then I jumped back. I saw that Sandy was hurt — there was blood on his neck — and I prayed I wasn′t too late. The chupacabra was about to spring again, but I was faster — I fired the netgun. This one wasn′t sabotaged, and my aim was true. The net hit the chupacabra just as it left the ground, ready to leap onto me; the weight finished its move, and the net had centered perfectly on the furious critter. It screamed and struggled like crazy, but it just got itself wrapped up tighter and tighter. Still, I knew it was up to me to make sure it didn′t escape, so I yanked my rope from my belt, threw out a perfect lasso that landed right over the chupacabra′s middle, and pulled tight. It shrieked loud enough to wake the dead for at least ten counties around, but it was caught good now. I ran around it a few times, wrapping it up so clean it finally couldn′t even stand. It fell over, still keening and squirming, but the fight was over.
Pa was just untangling himself, so I knew he was okay...which left me to run to Sandy, who′d staggered a few feet off. He was bleeding pretty badly from where the chupacabra had dug its claws into him, and I felt tears spring to my eyes. ″Sandy...boy...″ It didn′t help that I knew he′d gotten those wounds while trying to save me.
Pa got himself free then, and came up to us. He got a lighter out of a pocket, and held it up to Sandy′s sides, examining the wounds while I waited, trying to stifle my sobs. Finally Pa turned to me, smiling. ″She′s gonna be okay, son. Those wounds aren′t deep. We′ll clean 'em back at the ranch, and she′ll be fine.″
I was so relieved and happy that I threw my arms around Pa. ″You did good, Andy,″ he said, giving my shoulder little pats. ″I′m real proud of you, boy.″
It was probably the best moment of my life.
 
***
 
That was a long time ago now. Pa died last year. We cremated him out on the prairie, not far from that stand of hemp. Just as the sun sank below the horizon, we saw his ghost stand up, give us all a little wave, and then walk off into the night.
I run the Triple J ranch now, just like Pa wanted. We′re still successful, and I love what I do. We haven′t had any more chupacabra attacks on our herds since that night. Sandy′s still around, although his coat′s got a lot of white in it now, and he′s not quite as fast as he used to be.
As for the chupacabra...it′s still here, too. See, we brought it back to the ranch, all trussed up, but Pa had this crazy idea. He had a cage built for it, and we′ve kept it there ever since. We found out a while back that we didn′t even need to feed it fresh goat; turns out that doggone critter likes chocolate even more. We just toss it a chocolate bar every now and then, and it′s happy. �Course it′d still try to eat us if we ever let it out of that cage, but visitors to the ranch sure do get a kick out of it. Some come just to see the chupacabra. We don′t mind. I think it′s what Pa wanted.
So there you have it — the story of how me and my jack beat the goatsucker. And if that night didn′t exactly make a man out of me...well, Pa was none the wiser.
 
 



THUMPING
RACHEL TOWNS
 
 
″I SHOULDN′T HAVE LEFT THE CAR.″ That is the only thought I have been thinking for almost ten minutes as I gingerly walk on the ground. Sometimes sandy, sometimes wild tussocks, each footstep is liable to let me down on the ground and then I am afraid, I am very afraid that I will sit down and just start screaming.
The problem is the dark. There are stars above and even a moon, I am lucky enough for that. It gives me enough light so that I don′t fall over with each faltering step. But in some ways it is worse. It creates shadows. Shadows where people could be hiding, just waiting for me. I desperately want to see someone, anyone and yet the thought of meeting someone I don′t know just leads me to think of the front covers of movies like The Hills Have Eyes or Texas Chainsaw Massacre. Two movies that I have been too terrified to even watch and now just have my imagination haunting me with evil events that could be in them. This land looks like a perfect backdrop for it, quiet and alone. I can′t even see the highway anymore, or hear any cars speeding their way along it. Is it that I have gone too far away or is it just that nobody uses the highway this late?
″I should have stayed with the car.″
There is a loud breathing sound and I stop for a second. I hold myself very still and just listen. It takes me a while to realize that the sound is coming from me. I stand still clutching my hands together and try and remember which way I came from.
I thought I had seen lights in the distance. A campfire or a lonely farmhouse. I wasn′t sure, but I had already been sitting in the car for about an hour after it had slowed to a stop. And then when I had left the car and started walking I just kept walking towards that light, hoping to ask if I could make a phone call or see if they could fix the car. I′d tried looking under the bonnet myself, but it hadn′t helped that it was dark and even if it had been light I would not known what to look for. My boyfriend always used to try and tell me stuff about cars and I would just look at him with an annoyingly blank expression until his voice faded away into silence. I wish I had listened now.
″I should have stayed with the car.″ I whisper again, my voice breaking into the silence of the land. There are no sounds here. Nobody but me. Nothing but me. Not even the sounds of animals. Just silence like the world ended and I didn′t even realize. Nobody is left but me.
It was stupid, so stupid to walk away from the car. Everything tells you that you always need to stay with your car and that is how they will find you. I don′t know how that would work here. An hour, a whole hour on a highway and no-one came by. Not even a truck. Not even someone that didn′t stop. I′ve never been a on a highway where I haven′t seen someone else. Not even at some ungodly hour. I′d understand if it was two in the morning or three, but it hadn′t been. It still might not be.
The car had slowed to a stop, and I only managed to edge it to the side of the road with a quick twist before it faded to a spluttered stop in front of a sign. It listed all the towns with the closest thirty miles away. On the other side there was another one telling me I was fifty miles from the last town I had driven through. Not that I could remember the name for the small place with one street of houses that had been the last I had cruised through.
″Shit.″ I want to say it again but it is too loud. Too loud in the silence. I want to find someone but I don′t want them to find me. I want to see who they are before I throw myself upon their charity. I have to keep moving. But I don′t even remember which direction the light was in.
The light was on when I started walking and then when I had got so far away from the car that I couldn′t easily get back, it stopped. Probably, just someone going to bed. But it was the wrong time for me. I′ve got to keep moving. Surely it must be around here somewhere. If I just get to there I can call someone and work out where my car is.
I can′t stand still.
Thumping. On the ground I think. But it could be my heart. Everything I feel inside of me seems to become part of the landscape. I feel cold and empty and the wind chills along my spine. I feel like I′m breathing huge gusts and the winds drag their way around me.
Thumping again. Probably just an animal or my feet. Or my heart, or my lungs struggling to get all the air inside and out.
Surely the light couldn′t have been this far away. Or maybe it could. I don′t know anything anymore. Everything I know comes from books. And it doesn′t mean anything out here.
″Come this way.″
My heart stops.
For a second.
Someone else is here. A male voice I think. Do I follow it or do I stop? What do I do? I don′t know what to do. I have been looking for someone for god knows how long but now that I have found them I don′t know what to do. My teeth bite my lip but only gently and they are shaking. My hands are shaking and even my legs.
If it was a woman it would be easier. But...I don′t know.
″Come this way,″ he says.
My legs start to follow the voice. Quiet slow gentle footsteps. Maybe if I get close enough I can see who he is. I can work out who it is and whether to stay or whether to run. I know not to judge a book by their cover, but if they are holding a butcher′s knife that would be enough.
I still can′t see anything. But it is still so dark.
″Come on,″ It is a male voice. Strong and commanding. But young. Or young sounding. Maybe some kind of farmer out for a pleasure stroll? Or not. I don′t know and yet my feet follow.
Thumping. There is thumping ahead.
My ears don′t seem to be working properly. Hearing sounds but not certain what they are.
″It′s this way,″ he says again.
I just need to get close enough to see him.
The ground feels rougher and it is rising. Going up higher. My thighs becoming tired and sore. Careful steps, raising my knees high and lowering them gently. Slow footsteps. I′m sure the light was level. Across the horizon from me, but still I follow this voice.
″Just a little longer.″ Maybe I can trust him. I mean he hasn′t hurt me yet. And he could have. A guy out in the desert with a girl, he could have done anything by now and I couldn′t have stopped him. Instead he is just in front of me telling me where to go.
It feels colder now. I shouldn′t feel so cold now that I have found someone, but I do. It is probably just the night sky turning the desert cold and icy. And windy. I pull my cardigan tighter around me. It hadn′t seemed cold when I left.
″Just a little...″
A footstep. A misstep. And instead of going forward I am going down. Down. Scrabbling at the ground and dragging fingers. Tussocks bristling past my skin. Painful. Nothing seems to slow me down. Then falling.
Falling. The wind is rushing past me now. No ground beneath me. No earth near me at all. Falling. Falling. Until. Crack.
″Longer.″ His words are coming from above now. High up above me.
The ground is hard and heavy and digs into my body. I can′t move anymore. Everything is awkward. My arms in different directions and my legs scissored out. I feel some pain. But not all of it. I can′t move anymore.
All I can do is stare up.
The road had been dark when I was driving along it earlier. I switched off the headlights, trying to keep the car going to get to the next town before I had to stop and refuel. I wasn′t even sure if it would do anything but I had more miles than petrol and I had noticed too late. It was dark. No headlights. No streetlights to see the lines properly. Just the moon and the stars. My car thrumming along.
A thumping outside and then a thump. Then my car slowing down. Walking out and trying to fix the car to keep it moving. Two horns at the side of the car. Red splashes on the bumper bar.
All I can do is stare up now. Look up to the moon and the top of the ravine. No man. Just two horns. And a light.
 
 



THE THING INSIDE
KRISTI PETERSEN SCHOONOVER
 
 
SHE AND REESE HAD NEVER TALKED ABOUT IT, what their dead baby had looked like. They′d both seen it, something Kristina would forever regret, even though she couldn′t quite recall the image; it lurked, fuzzy and blurred, at the edge of memory. She remembered blood, lots of it. She remembered a dripping shape. She remembered the feel of Reese′s large, hot hand around hers and his screaming, as well as a foreign sound that had left her wondering why the doctors had let a tortured cat into the room.
Then she′d realized the sound had been coming from her own mouth.
They′d tried to discuss it, a couple of times, but the words had remained unspoken. Then, when she′d gotten pregnant again, that′d been the burial of any further attempt.
Now, as she sat in the passenger seat of their Grand Cherokee and watched the fleeting Texas landscape as they trundled toward Austin, she wondered what was truly ahead. During the earliest weeks of this second pregnancy she′d fallen into catastrophic depression, spending hours in what would have been their son′s bedroom, all painted robin′s-egg and graced with spruce furniture and stuffed bunnies. It was then that Reese had decided they needed a new environment, someplace in which they could both pack that horrifying, undefined visual in a cardboard box and forget about it.
″You comfortable? You′re quiet,″ he said.
″I′m fine.″ She rested her hand on her protruding stomach. ″We′re fine. This is just...very different.″
″Far cry from New York.″ He reached over, set his hand on her knee. ″No more dark skies. Well, once these fires clear.″
Despite the promise of sun, they hadn′t chosen Austin; it had chosen them. Reese had agreed to stop firefighting. His brother′s position in the state Fire Protection Office had secured him a desk job processing certifications, and as several thousand acres had been burning for months due to the drought, he was guaranteed overtime. Their new brick house wasn′t too far outside the city, in Bastrop, close to conveniences but isolated enough so Kristina would have peace. Everything had fallen into place so quickly, so cleanly, it′d felt perfect. But the dense gray smoke channeling in the distance, the thick smell of hot tar, soot, and mesquite coming through the A/C vents, and the taste in her mouth�left from when they′d passed the carcass of a charred cow and she′d made him stop the car so that she could get sick under the relentless August sun�was changing her opinion.
She shifted in her seat. ″Can we stop? I just feel like I could use...a cold drink.″
He eyed her.
″Like juice! Just juice.″
His gaze lingered before returning to the road. ″Sure. Soon as we see someplace.″
A Mobil station sign glowed against the smoke from the distant fires, and she laughed at her own surprise�she′d expected some decrepit shack plastered with antelope skulls. See, she thought, this is gonna be fine.
Reese pulled into a slot next to the handicapped space.
She reached for her door handle.
″I′ll get it.″ He whipped the keys from the ignition, climbed out and went around.
″I′m not crippled, you know.″
″Every little bit helps.″ He held out his hand. She took it and stepped onto the pavement, noticing it felt soft.
The place was just like every other chain�fluorescent lighting, immaculate tiles, aisles rainbowed with Nutter Butters, Pringles, Oreos; the faint smell of burnt coffee and cherry cleaner.
Reese squeezed and released her hand. ″I′m going to get the bathroom key. Do you need it?″
″No, but give me a minute.″ She′d had no problems with incontinence during her last pregnancy. This time, it had started almost immediately.
He kissed her on the cheek. ″Get me a root beer.″
She heard him talking to the cashier while she, not knowing what she wanted, headed toward the back of the store. She neared a long waist-high bin and stopped. Inside, the Lone Star and Dos Equis beer cans on ice gleamed like rubies, emeralds and topaz. She had never been a beer drinker, but on a day like today, a cold can would′ve been a Godsend.
She moved on, reaching the coolers and grabbing his root beer. She settled on a cranberry juice, made her way to the counter and rummaged through her satchel for some cash. When she looked up to hand her bills to a gangly, flannel-shirted kid behind the counter, what caught her eye was the giant, furry, mounted head of what looked to be a rabbit with antlers growing out of its skull.
Its malicious stare startled her.
″What is that?″
He looked surprised and stroked his immature excuse for a beard. ″You never seen one?″
She smiled politely. ″No, we′re new to the area. Moving to Bastrop.″
″Well, that′s a jackalope.″ He tapped in a few numbers on the register, which emitted high-pitched beeps. ″Cross between a jackrabbit and an antelope.″
She laughed but realized it was more out of nervousness than anything else. ″Interesting. Nice sense of humor you′ve got down here.″
He frowned. ″No, they′re real. My brother, he′s a big dude at UT at Austin, he studies ′em.″
The cash register drawer sprung open and she heard the schwick-schwick of her change scraping against the molded plastic.
He put the change in her hand. ″See, they′re actually just these rabbits and they′re all infected with this virus, it′s like a papa-whatever, sorta the same shit that causes cervical cancer, and they all end up like that, all rabid and with horns growin′ outta their heads. They′re mean, they imitate people′s voices, and they get pretty big, too.″
She dropped the change in her wallet, anxious to get away from him and the thing on the wall. She was sure it was watching her.
He leaned over the counter and lowered his voice: ″You know, some stupid town in Wyoming claims it′s the capital for jackalopes, but they′ve got nothing on us. The state park in Bastrop, plenty of places for jacks to live there. Wyoming only says that because what the fuck else they got? That skeleton volcano or something?″
Apparently, she thought, he′s never seen Close Encounters. ″Devil′s Tower, you mean.″
″Yeah, right,″ he said. ″Devil′s Tower.″
She looked at the beast again and shuddered. Something was tugging at her, but she didn′t know what. Had she seen something like this on one of those shows, like the In Search Ofs she used to watch when she was a kid?
″Thanks.″ She grabbed both drinks and started making her way to the door. ″I′ll be sure to steer clear of them.″
″They are real, you know,″ Gangly Kid called after her. ″They even got a Latin name. Things that aren′t real don′t get Latin names.″ He twisted his body under the overhang where the cigarettes were stowed and pointed to a gold plaque on the mount. ″Le-pus tem-pera-men-talis.″
″Thanks,″ she repeated, because she didn′t know what else to say. Then she sat in the Jeep. She watched Reese come out of the bathroom, go inside, come back out again. When he climbed into the driver′s seat, she was grateful.
″Did that kid say anything to you in there?″ she asked.
″No. Why? He say something to you?″
She cracked open his root beer, passed it to him, and filled him in on her encounter. ″Did you see it?″
Reese shook his head and backed the Jeep out of the lot. ″No.″
″It was gross. It was all...deformed.″
He stopped the car and looked at her, and she felt that familiar tension that signaled she′d gotten too close to the flame. There′d been a lot of those moments lately.
″Don′t,″ he said at last. ″Just don′t. Just a weird kid, that′s all.″
Then he jammed into first gear and they were moving again, but no matter how many more disturbing sights they passed�clouds of smoke, the occasional burnt animal�she couldn′t get the leer of that jackalope out of her mind.
 
***
Their new house was much as she′d recalled, brick-faced and large-windowed, but the grass was dead, and the once-lush mesquites loosed brittle leaves. The tangled branches reminded her of that...thing′s antlers, and it didn′t look as though the trees in the woods that surrounded 2nd Avenue′s houseless cul-de-sac had fared much better.
″Home sweet home.″ Reese busied himself with his keys. ″Wait here. I′m going to open us up.″
She watched as he approached their stained-glass front door, then heard rustling and turned toward it: the cul-de-sac. There, at the edge of the woods, a cat-sized brown something moved.
Her breath caught in her throat.
It turned to look at her. It was a jackrabbit. Just a normal jackrabbit, chewing thoughtfully. She chided herself. Of course there were going to be rabbits. The realtor had said there was lots of wildlife, and beyond the woods was a lake, and there was a nice state park�
The state park in Bastrop, plenty of places for jacks to live there.
She heard the thwuck of the front door. ″We′re in!″ Reese yelled.
Startled, the rabbit leapt into the woods.
Reese emerged, opened the back of the Jeep.
″How far are we from the state park, exactly?″ She reached for a box marked KITCHEN.
″Oh, no. You′re not carrying a damn thing.″ He waved her away, hefted the box into his arms. ″The park′s a few miles north. Why?″
″No reason.″
He eyed her with what she took to be mistrust.
She followed him into the house, but when the smell of varnish and fresh paint nearly overwhelmed her, she stopped.
Reese put the box on the counter. ″You okay?″
″Yeah, I just�strong smell.″ She took a deep breath. ″It didn′t bother me when we saw the house.″
″′Cuz you′re further along now. Come here.″ He settled his arms around her. ″It′s going to be different this time. You′ll see.″
She kissed him on the mouth then, grateful for the taste of him, like root beer and pine. It′d seemed to her like months since they′d really enjoyed each other; after she′d gotten pregnant again the focus had been on being careful, taking it easy, keeping her calm, and, finally, moving. They leaned against each other in the quiet and then she heard, from somewhere, thump.
She pulled away from him. ″What was that?″
He shrugged. ″Acorn or something on the roof. House is only one floor, remember?″
They′d purposely chosen a one-story; Reese hadn′t wanted her climbing stairs this time around.
Still, something didn′t seem right, and even though she was grateful that she′d never have to worry again about getting the call that he′d been killed on the job, she wished he didn′t have to start work for at least a week so she could settle in before being alone all day.
It′s going to be different this time, like he said. Don′t you trust him?
″Now.″ He rubbed her arms. ″I′m starving. Don′t suppose anyone delivers subs out here.″
She laughed. ″I don′t suppose anyone delivers decent subs out here. Maybe we should settle for barbecue.″
″Too spicy for you.″
″No,″ she said. ″I think I′m craving it, actually.″
She heard it again: thump.
She trusted him. She just wasn′t sure if she trusted herself.
 
***
 
It wasn′t as if there was nothing to do, but during the day Kristina still wished she weren′t alone. She emptied boxes, stowed towels, organized pots and pans, and decorated their bathroom with the Caribbean-themed ensemble populated by festive (frankly, creepy) stick figures that Reese had bought with cheer-up intentions.
The house was almost too open; there were so many windows that from any room she could see the lawn and surrounding woods. The Texas light was different from the light in New York, however. There, afternoons were soft gray, chick, or lavender; here, they were golden-olive-rust: if heat had a color, this was it. There was something stark about it, stark and unforgiving. Even the shadows were too bright.
They hadn′t brought much furniture, because Reese wanted new things, and she hoped they would buy them soon, because, despite her unpacking, her footsteps still echoed. In a vain attempt to absorb sound, she left emptied boxes in the rooms instead of shuffling them to the garage. She′d just finished the few in their bedroom when she found one Reese had top-shelfed in their master walk-in. When she reached for it, she couldn′t quite grab it, and it crashed to the floor and broke open.
Out spilled the baby clothes she′d gotten for her shower.
She remembered that morning, being caught off guard not because her few friends had surprised her, but because, in her superstitious family, no one ever threw a shower before the birth�it was considered bad luck. At first, she′d faked her glee; eventually, though, the tiny booties, burp cloths, and elephant-and-bunny patterned jumpers had assuaged her discomfort, and by the end of the day she′d been excited.
Now, however, she reacted to the pile of still-tagged clothes as she would a litter of dead kittens. She sank to her knees, and her sobs bounced off the pristine walls, shiny floors, polished countertops.
She′d calmed down and had just resolved to get a trash bag when a movement caught her eye.
Out on the lawn.
She stood up, wiped her eyes, peered out the window.
Blinking back at her was a rabbit.
A rabbit, with antlers, the size of an adult Golden Retriever.
She froze, fearful that it could leap at her and break through the glass.
Its expression seemed to change. As though it had emotion, as though it could read her mind and that it was thrilled that she felt threatened. It opened its mouth and snarled at her, baring several dagger-like teeth.
She bolted for the bathroom, yanked down the blinds, locked the door, and perched on the edge of the tub. For a moment, the flamingo and chili stick figures on the shower curtain seemed to move, but she wasn′t going back out there. She′d wait here until Reese came home�
She felt a gush between her legs.
She′d wet herself.
Well, I can′t sit here soaked.
She ventured into the hall and through every room, cautiously creeping up on each window from the side, in case it was waiting.
It wasn′t.
She recalled the jackrabbit outside the woods the day before. Silly. Your eyes were blurry with tears; those probably really weren′t antlers but sticks or something and you got confused.
She pulled fresh clothes and while she was showering decided not to mention the creature to Reese.
This became increasingly difficult over the next few days. At night, she′d startle awake and out the window spot what she′d swear were two or three of the beasts back by the line of trees, watching her. When she took out the garbage, she′d catch a fleeting swatch of fur ducking around the house. The thumping on the roof became frequent. And sometimes, when she was in the bathroom, she′d hear scratching on the other side of the wall.
Finally, one night at dinner, she said something.
″Jackalopes, huh?″
″Yes.″ She focused on a piece of lettuce in her bowl. ″I told you all about them at�″
″I know what you told me.″ He set down his fork, wiped his mouth with his napkin. ″Last time it was trolls, Kristina.″
″But�″
He reached across the table, set a hand on hers. ″You want me to check around the house?″
She nodded.
 
***
He found nothing; he′d even waited up at night. The thumping continued, and each time they heard it, he′d gone to check and discovered only acorns. Yet during the day, she still saw jackalopes�more of them, even, and babies, too. Once, she pulled down every blind in the house, but all that yielded was the sight of their shadows, following her from room to room.
Reese became increasingly impatient.
″I checked everywhere. The garage. Back by the well. Even a few hundred feet into the woods. There′s nothing. It′s how pregnancy affects you, and I know you′re spooked, but maybe you could leave the TV on during the day to keep you company. Or go out.″
″It would help if I weren′t here alone all the time,″ she argued. ″They didn′t say you were going to be in that office seven days a week.″
He opened the fridge, grabbed a root beer, and cracked it open. ″I have to be. The state′s in crisis. Everything′s burning. Hopefully it′s just for a bit longer.″
But she knew what she was seeing wasn′t caused by her pregnancy, and the next day she Googled ″Ways to Get Rid of Jackalopes.″
She learned that the female′s milk was medicinal. That they only gave birth during lightning storms. That they were masters at mimicry, even of a person′s voice. That they were shy (my ass) unless approached (and then God help you). But all she had to do to capture them so she could kill them was put out bowls of whiskey and wait until they were too drunk to move.
Whiskey.
Jack Daniels, her old, comforting, dangerous friend.
She hadn′t drunk much during her last pregnancy�at least not that she remembered. At first, she′d only taken a couple of sips here and there because of that burning need she could neither ignore nor defeat. Then, she′d taken a glass at noon to take the edge off the loneliness, the fear of that call telling her Reese wasn′t coming home. She′d exchanged that for a couple just after he left for work, so she could focus on the household chores; later, she′d added just one glass after he was asleep, to knock herself out. It hadn′t added up to much. Not really.
And the women in her family had always spoken the truth, that there was a membrane that protected the baby, so she hadn′t been drinking enough to cause...
You swore to him you wouldn′t touch another drop.
She wouldn′t. This wasn′t for her.
This was for those damn jackalopes.
A round trip to the Rite Aid liquor aisle later, Mr. Jack Daniels was eyeing her.
She looked away. No. No. No.
She went to the cupboard, grabbed a Tupperware bowl for the bait, opened the bottle, and poured.
God, it smelled delicious. Like vanilla and chilled cantaloupe.
Have some. Just a sip, said a familiar voice in her head.
No. She stopped pouring.
Come on, said the voice. You′ll feel so much better.
I said no. She opened the microwave, set the bowl inside, and slammed the door shut.
″Walk away,″ she spoke aloud. ″Walk away, pull yourself together, and then you can put the bait outside.″
But she didn′t walk away. She stood, staring at the open bottle.
And then she found herself rummaging in the cabinets for anything she could use as a rocks glass. Reese had tossed them long ago, so all she found was a Pyrex measuring cup. She looked back at Jack, then into the cup, which had markings: 2 OZ 4 OZ 6 OZ. She could have two ounces, just two.
Relief awaits you inside there, a nice cold drink that understands you when no one else does...
She opened the freezer, seized the ice cubes, listened to their soothing music as they hit the glass.
Now, the voice had changed its opinion: You promised.
It′s no big deal, she argued back.
″It was no big deal last time either, was it? And look what happened,″ Reese′s voice echoed from the empty foyer.
Shit! The one day he′d come home early! ″I was getting a glass of�″
No one.
″Reese?″
No response.
″Reese? Are you home?″
Not a sound.
She rushed to the garage door. It was open, but there was no Jeep. Reese wasn′t around. No one else was in the house...
But the garage door had been open. Her eyes drifted to the pages she′d printed about the jackalope: masters of mimicry, including the human voice...
...except maybe one of them. In her house.
A flickering near the trash caught her eye, and she heard a low growl.
There.
A jackalope. A little grayer than the one at the gas station, but a jackalope nonetheless. Staring, baring, snarling.
Another thump on the roof.
A second one appeared.
They upset the garbage cans, which shifted with hollow thuds�
�and then there were three. The one that appeared to lead the pack was the Golden Retriever-sized creature she′d seen around; a thread of mucus dangled from the corner of its mouth.
They advanced.
She slammed the door and backed against it, her chest aching as she struggled with what felt like an inflated balloon inside her.
She beheld the J.D. on the counter. Still. Absolutely still, quiet, as what she imagined an ash-buried landscape might be like.
Clink!
She jumped.
An ice cube in the Pyrex had melted, shifted.
Don′t drink any. You need every drop to get those fuckers drunk. There were three, they were big, and one fucking fifth of J.D. might not be enough.
But suppose it was. Once they were wasted, how would she slay them?
A knife.
There were knives in the house, somewhere. Reese had packed them away, hidden them in those dark weeks between the still birth and the new conception, forced them both to use plastic knives. But he wouldn′t have thrown them away, she knew that. They were probably in one of the kitchen boxes.
She eyed the first box he′d brought in; he′d placed it near the back slider, stacked others on top of it.
That′s the one.
Thump. Thump.
They were trying to get in.
The thumping became banging became shuddering, and she turned to the door, squeezed her eyes shut and pushed with everything�
″Are you kidding me?″
Reese′s voice.
She slowed her breathing, opened her eyes.
″I said, are you kidding me, Kristina? Are you fucking kidding me?″
She turned.
It was him. He was standing next to the counter, holding up the open bottle of J.D.
She was still panting but managed, ″Oh, no, I′m not drinking�″
″I can′t believe you′re pulling this shit again!″ He brought the bottle down against the marble counter. Glass and brown liquid fountained to the tile, but he′d only broken the bottle′s neck. He slammed it down, chest heaving.
Her face burned. ″But I′m not! I′m not! I swear, it′s�″
″It′s what, Kristina. What?″
Still shaky, she swiped the print-outs from the counter, thrust them at him. ″Here!″
He rolled his eyes. ″We′ve been through this, Kristina. Last time�″
She couldn′t stand it anymore; her flesh crawled. ″That′s because I was drinking last time, okay? I admit it, I was a drunk, but this time I′m not! The kid at the gas station said these things are real and vicious and they imitate people′s voices and I heard you talking when you weren′t here and there′s been growling, and banging, and thumping, and I see them all the time in the yard and they stalk�″
″Stop!″
For a moment, there was only the sound of her breathing.
He said, ″Okay, I′ll bite. What′s the whiskey for?″
She cleared her throat, read: ″It is believed a jackalope can be caught by putting whiskey outside. It will drink and become intoxicated, and then you can capture it without it mauling you to death.″ She turned the text to face him. ″Wikipedia, see?″
He crossed his arms. ″A fifth.″
″They′re really big. But they′re so big I don′t think even a fifth′s going to be enough.″
He nodded, pressed his lips together. ″And what are you going to do when you catch them?″
″Kill them.″ She felt a pain in her lower back, rubbed it. ″They could kill the baby, Reese. We can′t have this.″
He just stood, and she was relieved: he believed her.
Then his expression darkened. He grabbed the broken bottle, marched to the sink, and poured the booze down the drain.
She panicked. ″No! Don′t! We need�″
He smashed the bottle against the porcelain basin and glowered at her. ″Do you think I am an asshole?″
The phrase felt like a slap. ″No�″
″You. Promised.″
″I�″
″I. Nothing. You think I wanted to stop fighting fires? You think I wanted to move all the way down here?″
″You�″
″Bullshit, Kristina! I gave up doing something I loved to get the pressure off you so you wouldn′t drink and our baby might have a brain!″
The words hit her full in the stomach. ″What?″
″Our kid was born with Anencephaly. No brain, no spinal cord. Whatever was there looked like raw giblets. Thank God it was born dead!″
She fought the bile rising in the back of her throat, succeeded when she stopped trying to picture it. She took a deep breath, could barely eke: ″But you said you didn′t remember eith�″
″I fucking remember! Of course I fucking remember, I hadn′t spent the past nine months drunk off my ass! It was horrifying, Kristina! It′s burned into my brain! Right here!″ He pressed his thumb to his forehead. ″I see it when I sleep! I see it all day long! And I see it when I look at you!″
He stormed from the room, slamming their bedroom door so hard the house shimmied.
She collapsed to her knees and threw up.
When her head cleared, she desperately wanted J.D. and lamented its loss.
Then she remembered the bowl in the microwave, and for the first time, something else: her baby′s swollen, misshapen head (aliens
in Close Encounters): one eye lidless, the other the size of a tangerine; a bulging, plum-colored cheek and the smell of rancid meat and alcohol.
She set her hand on her stomach. No. Not this time.
She toed into the bathroom and curled in the tub.
The creepy stick figures felt like old friends.
 
* * *
 
She woke up in their bed, and from the light, she could tell it was afternoon; the glowing red letters on the clock confirmed nearly four. She called for Reese, but there was no answer; she padded into the kitchen, dimly recalling it was Sunday of Labor Day weekend but glad, for once, he was at work.
The broken J.D. bottle was gone, the spilled whiskey had been wiped away, the Pyrex was upside down in the dish drainer.
Thump.
Scratch, scratch.
Had Reese found the bowl?
She opened the microwave door, relieved for the sweet whiff of vanilla-melon. The bowl was there. Still half full.
She reached for it, set it down on the counter.
Her cell phone. Ringing.
Reese.
″Listen to me. There′s a brand new fire, like an hour ago. Just north of the State Park, not far from the house. This one′s a storm, it′s moving fast. We′re being evacuated.″
She pulled up the blinds. A thin haze of gray smoke filtered the sun. At least it′s not so bright anymore.
″Honey?″
″I′m here.″
″Pack. Essentials, grab only essentials. I′m on my way, I′m coming to get you out of there, okay?″
At the edge of the woods, there were seven pairs of eyes. Their owners were hopping furiously toward the house.
You won′t have time to get them drunk, now. You′re going to have to do this the hard way.
She went to the kitchen.
The hard way.
With a little lube to help.
No.
″Honey?″
Yes. You have no choice. Just a little bit. It won′t hurt anything. Not just this once.
″Kristina?″
″Yup.″ She balanced the phone between her shoulder and ear and lifted the bowl to her lips.
″I′m sorry about last night. What I said.″
She took a long swallow. And another. God, it was like hot honey on a sore throat. ″I know.″
″Just pack.″
″I will.″
She hung up. The smell of fire was in the air, but she felt calm.
She returned to the living room. The jackalopes had multiplied; a raft of them was gaining ground.
The knives. Find them.
From the kitchen pile she hurled one box after another aside until she got to the last one. She struggled with the tape, destroyed the box cover; inside, stacks of bubble wrapped packages.
Thump, thump, thump.
She glanced into the living room. Outside, clouds of smoke blacked the sun.
The fire was coming.
And so were they.
She started to cough, grabbing bundle after bundle, tearing into the plastic with her untrimmed nails: soap dish, pitcher, cutting board�
At last. The very expensive boning knife. She was getting somewhere. Where was the chef′s knife�
She heard the shattering of glass in the living room. The jackalopes funneled through the window and swarmed her.
The big one poised on her stomach. She could feel its asthmatic breathing and a low growling, like the purr of a rabid cat, in her body.
A bloody thread of mucus dripped from the corner of its mouth onto her shirt.
Her hands trembled. Do it, thrust the knife into it right now and this will all be over...
The thing snarled savagely. She could feel its pressure on her belly, on her baby, she could smell something like mold�
It was about to go for her throat.
She raised the knife as high as she could and came down on it.
Labor-like pain splintered her innards. She opened her eyes.
There was no jackalope.
There was only the knife thrust deep into her rounded belly, blood geysering to the shiny floors.
 
 



BEWARE OF THE DANGER!
BRENDA KNUTSON
 
 
JACKALOPES.
 
While it appears like a jackrabbit with antelope horns, and both the jackrabbit and the antelope are herbivores, the jackalope is unable to graze with its head to the ground, as its horns prevent the mouth from reaching the roots.
No animal would be created that cannot survive, so therefore, the jackalope is neither hare nor antelope. With this in mind, it follows that its innards are made for something other than grazing or vegetation.
Its speed allows swift travel, not for flight, but for following its prey and for fight. The legs are powerful, like a kick boxer, knocking out its prey. They have canines, which can be used to clean its mate′s antlers or to pierce its prey, drain blood to weaken it, and then have an easy kill.
Once thought to travel alone, the jackalope has recently been discovered in pairs, alluding to a growing intelligence.
Additionally, the antlers, once thought to be hard, like bone, are actually made of an unusual material that can be both hard and malleable. The jackalope has been known to strangle their prey, the antlers wrapping around their throat.
Recently, scientists have tried to reproduce such a material for cars. How wonderful it would be to withstand accidents while creating a cocoon to protect its inhabitants from harm. Unable to reproduce such an extraordinary material, it appears as though two scientists attempted to capture a jackalope (or two) in order to gain some of this miraculous material, and met an unthinkable end in doing so.
Once its prey is weakened, either through blood loss, strangulations, or both, the jackalope will then chew off a hand or foot; letting the prey realize it′s being eaten alive. Like a child gleefully eating his or her chocolate Easter bunny, ears first, then paws, then feet, etc., the jackalope does the same. Additionally, it appears that the protein is better when eaten live.
 
In this regard, two scientists were found in a major metropolitan city strangled, drained, and half eaten.
It now appears these dangerous creatures can bend their antlers back at will, not merely a biological predator response when playing with its prey, thereby camouflaging themselves to look innocent, like cute little bunnies.
The hare that went for the jugular in Monty Python no longer appears so innocent! Perhaps it was really a Jackalope!
Be careful with your children, for it appears the jackalopes have begun hitching rides to the cities, where prey is plentiful.
 
And the prey it seems is you or me!
 
 



THE MASCOT
MICHAEL BAILEY
 
 
WHY DID THE MASCOT CROSS THE ROAD?
For us to run him over is the only explanation. A lure. We were not drunk, let that much be clear. Leslie had a few too many drinks, but she rode shotgun and counted sheep when our RAM plowed into the sucker�a horrendous sound as red painted the hood and something large smashed into the windshield and rolled over us. Both headlights blew, the dark highway enveloping the truck in a moment. If truth be told, the man in the rabbit suit had leapt.
Let it be repeated: we were not drunk.
This really happened.
Leslie woke, of course, screaming, ″What the hell, Greg!″ and looked around the cabin, confused, terrified, trying to see through drunken eyes and smears of blood over spider web glass; thunk-thunk, thunk-thunk, thunk-thunk before she reached over and turned off the wipers.
″We hit something.″
″No kidding,″ she said.
The truck slowed, slid a bit in the shoulder gravel, stopped, and we stepped out into the black. Stars speckled the sky, clearly visible over the lightless highway. A crescent moon smiled upon us, as if it understood the answer to the joke.
For us to run him over, the moon would say.
We were a good thirty miles from any form of civilization and hadn′t passed another vehicle in over an hour. Taillights lit the asphalt behind us red and in the distance lay a hazy silhouette of a crumpled man.
″A deer?″ she asked.
″Larger than a deer.″
″Tell me it was an animal. Tell me we didn′t just murder someone.″
″We didn′t murder anyone, Les. The bastard jumped into us.″
″Jumped?″
″Hopped, really.″
Leslie circled the truck and held a hand over her mouth when she saw the gore. Blood splattered the entire front end of the vehicle and had smeared across the hood. Shreds of rabbit suit and flesh clung to the chrome grill. A meaty rib protruded from the radiator as steam vented. The man must have split apart like a water balloon, splashing everywhere.
″I told you it was a deer,″ Leslie said, pointing to an antler lodged into the other broken headlight.
It wasn′t a deer; it was a man in a fucking rabbit suit, and he had hopped across the road. He had turned his head before we struck him, and he had smiled.
The cellphone couldn′t find a signal as we walked to the lump in the road, but it worked as a light source, creating a wedge of white to lead the way.
″Oh God,″ Leslie said, retching once before doubling over to puke.
The dead man remained smiling, his head twisted toward us while his body and limbs faced the opposite direction. One incredibly long bunny ear pointed up; the other soaked the fluid leaking from his cracked temple. He even had a fluffy white tail. A single antler stuck outward from his head; the other broken off�the one Leslie had tried prying out of the headlight. He wore one of those sticker nametags you′d get at a party, but the words were smudged and looked Latin: LEPUS TEMPERAMENTALUS. The bunny suit had either unzipped or had ripped open in the back, which was now the man′s front. Inside he was naked.
″He′s not wearing any clothes, Les.″
She squatted on the ground near the fence that lined the highway, staring into the field, far enough away so that she was just another shape in the night.
″What are you doing out here, dressed like this?″
The dead man′s eyes reflected the light of the cellphone.
Still no signal, which meant we either had to find help, or help had to find us. Both directions were lifeless. We stared at each other for a good while before Leslie joined us and closed his eyes for him.
″Jesus, Greg. Have some respect. The man′s dead. Look at him�well, don′t look at him�but don′t gawk at him like that either. Have you called the police?″
″No signal.″
She took the cell phone and tried herself, handed it back.
″What are we supposed to do? We can′t leave him here on the side of the highway like road kill.″
We both stood in silence, waiting for answers, waiting for headlights.
″Is that a nametag?″
″Yeah.″
″Did you find a wallet, a phone? Maybe he has a cell with coverage out here.″
″He′s soup, Les. The only thing in that suit�″
″We need to do something, Greg!″
″We can bring him with us.″
That quieted her. The thought of putting him into the truck bed was unsettling, to say the least. We′d either have to drag him thirty feet to the truck, or reverse the truck to him; either way, the process involved lifting.
″You can′t be serious.″
″What choice do we have?″
″Leave him here, report the accident, and return with the police.″
Something rustled.
″What was that?″ she said, turning to the field.
″Leslie, it′s past midnight, we′re out in the middle of nowhere, and there are who knows how many types of nocturnal animals roaming about.″
It didn′t seem to matter. She reacted to the smallest of sounds.
″Let′s come back for him,″ she said, ″with help. Let′s get out of here, Greg.″
″We at least need to get him out of the road. Can you agree to that?″
She nodded, understanding the importance. The last thing this poor sicko needed was to be run over a second time. It was the last thing we needed. He was already as dead as dead can get, but not moving him on our part could result in a hundred bad outcomes: someone swerving out of the way to avoid the lump in the road and crashing into the ditch, or swerving head-on into another vehicle, or rolling over his body and the remaining antler puncturing a tire and sending them end over end.
This guy in the middle of the road was a deathtrap.
Someone else could die.
Since the man′s legs were already facing the ditch, we each grabbed a leg and pulled, and it was like pulling... well, it was like pulling a large, bloodied animal across the asphalt. He must have weighed two hundred pounds and his fur created friction. His blood trail appeared black.
When Leslie fell onto her ass, it wasn′t because she had slipped or had lost her hold. The man′s leg had disconnected at the knee somewhere within the bunny suit. She dropped the limp appendage, bit her fist and ran to the truck.
It was then the field livened.
Small crunches.
Field grass brushing aside.
Leslie screaming.
It proved difficult moving the man in the bunny suit alone, but soon he was in gravel and less prone to get hit a second time.
Something assailed Leslie in the truck.
The dead man smiled like the moon.
Leslie stopped screaming and held her throat. At first it looked as though she were holding back another retch, but as she staggered closer, trails of red escaped from between her grasp and a second creature the size of a cat jumped down from the passenger seat of the truck and scuttled into the field.
Small crunches.
Field grass brushing aside.
Leslie no longer screaming.
Lurching forward, she let go a moment and blood shot out of her neck and splotched the ground. Three wounds punctured her throat like bullet holes. Blood seeped from her chest from six others, three on each side. Something sharp had punctured her stomach and breasts. Small claw or bite marks pitted her face. All of this was revealed as she stepped closer to the cellphone light and collapsed, flat onto her face. A shaky hand rose and slapped the ground.
Something stirred in the field behind her.
Beady eyes reflected like red pearls from what light the cellphone offered, first one set, and then another, and another. Moving the phone back and forth revealed a dozen glowing eyes like embers gathered together. They stared at Leslie as a pack, at both of us, ready to pounce. The sound of a hundred more. One approached, its clown-like mouth dabbed in blood lipstick. It touched noses with their dead mascot on the side of the road, and the man′s eyes opened, this man in the bunny suit. His smile widened.
The joke was on us.
 
 



THE EASTER JACKALOPE
JACK HORNE
 
 
While hunting eggs the Easter bunny left,
I heard a sound that caused my blood to chill,
behind a bush, the speaker gruffly growled,
″He went that way, I say, beyond the hill.″
 
I knew at once I′d found a Jackalope,
and, trembling, backed away, my muscles weak;
I prayed the fiend would stay behind the bush,
but once again, I heard the monster speak.
 
″I said the Jackalope aint here,″ it swore,
and then a fearsome face appeared in view;
The sight of antlers nearly stopped my heart,
and faint with fear, I wondered what to do.
 
The rabbit head was huge, its features wild,
the menace from its glare so strong I froze,
and then I spotted Easter eggs and said,
″I wonder, would you care for those?″
 
I feared its sabre teeth would gnaw my throat,
its eyes so fierce I thought my end was nigh,
but then it snatched the eggs and sped away;
collapsing on the plain, I heaved a sigh.
 
And so, my friend, beware at Eastertime:
The Jackalope is fond of Easter eggs;
I hope the Easter bunny can out run
the terror with the antelope′s hind legs...
 
 



TANGLE CROWNED DEVIL
DAVID J. WEST
 
 
DEEP IN THE AGES before old men repeated the stories they were told as children about dying fires, the cannibal demon Átahsaia haunted the canyon lands above Pariah Crossing. These lands were his and the red man knew not to disturb him...but the white man didn′t.
 
* * *
 
A black scorpion crawled ponderously up Porter′s arm. His bowie sheared the stinger without knocking the creature off balance. He slid the blade back in its sheath silent as sleeping death.
He flicked the crippled creature away and continued watching the rustlers camp from just below the spine of a shadowy crag. He wouldn′t take the chance that even the dim web of stars might outline him.
Port was being extra-cautious as of late, quite a number of folks had been taking shots at him lately and he hadn′t yet been able to identify them all. The likelihood that it was the rustlers themselves watching their back trail was the most likely explanation, but if that were the case why were they being so careless now?
When the moon dipped behind clouds, he felt his way down the jagged granite boulders and stalked toward the fading orange glow of the campfire. The floor of pine needles concealed his approach and the rustlers slept soundly. Even the watchman, a half-breed Lakota, called Red Cap was resting against a tree, dozing.
The horses nickered at Porter′s approach. He grunted softly to them and they quieted, still shying away. The scent of the predator was strong even with the cool wind whipping through the pines.
A horse neighed, waking Red Cap who peered blindly into the palpable darkness. The smoky dying fire gave stark shape to the night, each tree seemed a slender column of rough tiger striped orange and black.
Port knew that old Red Cap saw nothing but might feel his presence and wake the others, he had to move fast.
Red Cap glanced toward his companions, likely taking false comfort in their nearness. The tree he sat under ran sap across his homespun blanket. The stickiness threatened to trap his hands. He rubbed them furiously against his pants so they wouldn′t mar his Sharps rifle.
A soft sound in the needles was all the warning Red Cap had before looking up in time to see Port′s snub-nosed Navy colt revolver trained on the his chest.
″Put it down. Quietly,″ whispered Porter harsh as a steel trap. His long wild hair and beard made him look every bit the maniacal gunslinger come feared lawman. For good or evil, people knew him when they saw him. Legend had it that he had shot well over a hundred men, some called him the Destroying Angel.
″Porter, I didn′t want any part of this. Honest,″ Red Cap said, putting down the rifle and rolling away from the tree. ″Two-Toes, he said...″
″On your belly.″
Port bound the Red Cap′s hands with stout rope and then put the man′s own dirty sock in his mouth to gag him. Porter then walked to the sleeping men and nudged the closest one with his boot. As the man rolled over angry, Port stuck the snub nosed barrel in his face.
″Shhh. Don′t need to wake your friends up just yet.″
Port repeated the process until three of the five rustlers were bound up like corn husk dolls. He kicked the last two awake. They yawned and exchanged horrified looks as they beheld the infamous gunman.
″Porter, you son of a —,″
″Save the sweet talk for the judge, Two-Toes,″ said Porter, tossing a length of rope at Two-Toes Turley, the leader of the gang. ″One of you tie up the other. And if it ain′t a top notch, I′ll be making you walk.″
That prospect alone was enough to make the two men fight each other over who got to bind who. Once they finished Porter bound the last one and double checked the other.
″My hands, I can′t feel 'em,″ whined Saw-Tooth Roberts.
″That′s alright, you don′t need 'em to ride anyway,″ said Porter, picking Saw-Tooth up by his belt and flinging him sideways upon a waiting horse.
With dawn′s early light, Porter led the five rustlers and their herd of horses back out the box canyon and northwest toward Fort Kanab. A way out across the vale Port thought he saw a small light brown creature standing on its hind end watching them. It had antlers. He shook his head guessing a shrub must have been beside the creature granting it a tangled crown. He kept riding on, but it was a strange sight.
It wasn′t yet noon when a boy of perhaps twelve or thirteen came riding from the east at a furious pace.
He was calling for Porter before he even hit earshot. ″Mr. Rockwell! Mr. Rockwell! I found you! Right where Mr. Lee said you′d be.″
″Easy son, give that horse a breather before she keel′s over on you. What′s got you so riled?″
The boy nodded and got off his horse, stroking the panting creature′s neck. The affection he had for the animal was plain. ″Mr. Rockwell, sir, I′m John Worrell, Hezekiah Deacon′s nephew. My uncle has rich claim of a mining camp on the other side of Lee′s ferry. We′re down a box canyon that he discovered.″
Porter listened and took a swig of Valley Tan whiskey from his dusters side pocket. ″So?″
″We need help, something is a murdering at night.″
″Claim jumpers? Ute′s?″ Porter took another swig.
The boy shook his head vigorously. ″No sir. My Uncle could handle other men.″
Porter squinted at the boy against the sunlight. ″What are you saying?″
″It′s a monster sir. Kills with its mouth and antlers.″
The rustlers bound and uncomfortable as they were, chuckled at the boy.
The boy glared at the rustlers. ″You tell them to keep their traps shut...sir. I′m sorry, but this thing is real. It may sound like a story but �tain't.″
″Monster huh? How big? Big as a man?″ asked Port. Holding his hand up to gauge height. ″This high?″ The boy shook his head. ″This high?″
″No, it′s a lot bigger.″
″This high?″
″No, bigger.″
Porter grinned, ″Lot bigger huh?″ He took another swig of his whiskey. ″What are you all mining in this canyon your Uncle discovered? Pyrite? Mercury? Guano?″
″You don′t believe me do you? Uncle says you′re the only one that can help us. He said you′ve dealt with monsters before.″
″Maybe I have, but I got a bounty I aim to collect on these rustlers. It′s gonna pay twenty dollars a head. I don′t have time for something that your Pa ought a shoot himself. Probably just a bear or panther.″
″No it isn′t. Its killed good men,″ protested the boy wiping away a tear. ″My Uncle said.″
″My uncle said, my uncle said, look kid. I haven′t got time. I′m riding to Fort Kanab.″
″Uncle Hezekiah said you might say that. Said you might not remember him from the old days back in California, back in Murderer′s Bar, but he remembers you. Said he knew what would motivate you.″ The kid reached into his saddlebag.
Porter, ever wary, kept a free hand near his gun.
The kid pulled something small enough to be concealed in his hand out of the saddlebag and tossed it to Porter. It glittered, capturing sunlight across its face. The rustlers saw it too, nudging each other in excitement.
Porter caught it and his eyes grew wide. A gold nugget bigger than any he had ever seen, even in the days of the gold rush no one had found one this big.
″There′s more where that came from, if you will come.″
″You could buy an army with this. Why′s it need to be me?″
″Bullets can′t kill this monster.″
″Course not,″ said Porter. ″What am I supposed to do? Grin it to death?″
″Everybody in these parts knows that Porter Rockwell can′t be harmed by bullet nor blade. That a holy man blessed you like Samson of old. Your long hair and you lead a charmed life. You coming with me is our only hope of killing what can′t be killed.″
Port admired the nugget again asking, ″Am I supposed to keep this for the job?″
The boy nodded. ″It′s to pay you to believe and have a little respect.″
Port glanced at the rustlers behind. ″Two-Toes, Red Cap, Saw-Tooth and you others, if I let you boys go...you leave the territory and I never want to see you again. Do we understand each other?″
The rustlers who knew they were facing a hanging, all nodded. Porter cut the bindings on the lead rustler and then the rest.
″You′re gonna listen to this kids tall tale and leave us out here? What about our horses?″ grumbled Two-Toes.
Port wheeled. ″You ain′t got horses anymore. Get going �fore I change my mind.″
″You′re a gonna abandon us without guns or horses? Why that′s practically a death sentence.″
″I could use you up right now Turley, ″ Port snarled, emphasizing the slang for killing.
″We ain′t forgetting this.″ The rustlers shook their heads and begrudgingly started walking.
Whether they meant that in a positive or negative light Port no longer cared. The nugget was big enough to be worth twenty bounties and if Two-Toes and the others tried any more rustling, he would just snag them again for possibly a higher bounty. Things have a way of working themselves out.
Porter ushered the pack of horses after the kid down toward the southeast. They rode the better part of the day, all the while Porter asked the kid for more information.
″So why don′t bullets work?″
″We′ve tried shooting it, cutting at it, nothing penetrates the skin. Uncle Hezekiah lit some bonfires a couple nights back. It stays away out from the fire but the box canyon don′t have much wood left. And when the fires die down it comes back and feeds.″
″Feeds?″
″It′s a murderer, a cannibal, its eaten seven men and one woman,″ said the kid, looking away to wipe a tear. ″A monster killed my pa!″
″Your pa?″
The kid nodded. ″I wanna kill that bastard so bad, but there′s nothing I can do...yet.″
″Alright, answer me this. Why not just leave?″
″You saw the nugget. My uncle and the others won′t leave. They keep pulling the gold out of a fissure the river must have cut open this last spring. Uncle says by next year the river may change and we′ll never get back. He′s rich and crazy as Midas. Me? I just want revenge on that murderer.″
Port nodded, ″Can′t say I blame ya.″
As Port watched his back trail he saw the little antlered creature away out in the distance and this time he was sure there was no brush or shrubs to give illusion to the diminutive abomination.
The kid looked back and grinned.
″You seen those before?″ asked Port.
″Jackalopes? Yeah, some reckon they are lucky, others say an omen of death.″
″What do you think?″
″I know they are.″
They reached Lee′s Ferry on the Colorado river by late afternoon. Porter arranged for his newly acquired herd of horses to stay there while he and the kid would be ferried to Deacon′s camp across the river. Once across what was known as Pariah′s Crossing, they followed a narrow trail upriver, half of the time in the river it seemed. Porter marveled at the stark canyon walls, they were carved deep red, streaked black and burning orange like fire in stone.
″I′ve been here before kid and there ain′t no canyon like you′re telling me.″
″There is. You just have to know where to look. It′s not far now.″
Sure enough, just around a long bend in the river a wide wet sandbar opened up along the cliff face and tucked into the slanting golden shadows of this grand canyon was a slot canyon no wider than six feet. It reached up hundreds of feet to the mesa above. The closer Port looked, it didn′t seem to be a force of erosion, instead it was a great crack in the high desert tableau; the birthing pains of an earthquake not long ago.
Beneath the musky scent of the river, Porter smelt the stink of death. This unhallowed natural hall reeked of grim loss and decay. The horses threatened to bolt and each rider was forced to dismount and lead.
At one point Port looked back and saw the jackalope again. He guessed it had to be a different one because there was no way such an animal could have crossed the wild Colorado. He wasn′t superstitious but he started to wonder about omens.
They walked through the serpentine canyon for only a few hundred yards when it opened up to the oblong size of a few square acres. Sunlight only touched down from the high canyon walls in a few spots. The ground was river rock and sand. A variety of tents, makeshift huts and lean-to′s were scattered throughout and a few mangy horses stood in a dilapidated corral made of rope and driftwood. The men looked worse. Haggard and hollow-eyed, like beaten dogs they watched Port fearfully.
Port′s gut told him they were up to no good but considering few if any wore gun belts, he didn′t figure they could be much danger.
A man with yellow hair fading to grey came forward to take his nephew in his burly arms. He then faced Porter. ″I′m Hezekiah Deacon, I want to thank you for coming.″
″′Lo, but I haven′t done anything yet.″
Deacon smiled saying, ″But you came. I was telling the men about that incident in Murderer′s Bar and I told 'em you were the only man who could take care of this.″
Port looked shrewdly at Deacon. ″How do you know about any of that?″
″Bloody Creek Mary told me, after you left following the incident with Boyd Stewart.″ He grinned at that, knowing full well it was more than just an incident. Porter narrowly escaped being hung following a thousand dollar shooting match — which he won.
″Don′t tell me you′re friends with that polecat Stewart.″
″No, but Bloody Creek Mary said you killed some monsters. Scariest things she ever saw.″
Port grimaced, recalling the event brought no pride or joy, just nightmares. ″I was in the wrong place, wrong time. We were blessed to escape alive.″
″I take it my nephew told you what we need here?″
Porter′s eyes caressed the hollow, taking in every feature where something could hide. He had suspected a trap, but the broken look of the men and stink of death spoke that this was no trap for him.
″He told me enough. When can I see this thing for myself? Has it got a lair?″
″It must, but we′ve never seen it. Lives somewhere up the canyon, possibly up top, we don′t really know. No one has dared follow the beast.″
″So it′s a dumb animal?″
Deacon′s face went serious as the grave, ″It ain′t dumb, Lord no, this thing thinks and it hates and it relish′s what it does. It′s an evil spawn of Cain himself.″
Porter rubbed a broad hand over his forehead and adjusted his hat. His hand instinctively felt for his pistol and the deadly comfort it gave. He had never heard of a beast that couldn′t be harmed by flying lead, though the creatures in California were damn close. What could this be? ″If I take care of this...beast...?″
Deacon wrinkled his face. ″Didn′t the boy give you the nugget?″
″He did, but I wanna hear it from you.″
″You′re right, if the monster can be killed. You deserve more. We just ain�t been able to mine more because of that thing.″
Port folded his arms nodding, then pulled his Valley-Tan from his duster. ″What makes you think I can take care of this?″
″You′ve got a charmed life, especially for a gunfighter and lawman. Word is no one can harm you with a bullet or blade, you′re a modern-day Samson. If anybody can face this thing it′d be you.″
″I been hearing that a lot lately, though I′ve had some folks trying to test that.″
Deacon grunted and shook his head. ″Straight up that wash, is where we think the beast is. Night will be the best time to try and trap it for you to kill...somehow. It only comes out at night″
″I only use the same tools as any man,″ said Port gesturing to his navy-colt and bowie. ″But sometimes you need a steady hand at the wheel.″
″You certainly do.″
″I am tuckered, wouldn′t mind a bit of shut eye before twilight.″
Deacon showed Port to his tent and said, ″We′ll holler when we′re ready.″
All of it made Port uneasy but he was dog tired from scoping out the rustlers all night and he truly wanted to make things right for the Worrell kid. Why did that name seem familiar? He drifted off to uneasy dreams and the heat seemed to climb making him sweat more than he should have this time of year. Jackalopes danced in his dreams, slapping their feet against the naked desert. A warning that something was coming?
Specters haunted his sleep and something stole over him until...
″Mr. Rockwell, its time.″
Port roused himself and felt for his gun belt, it was gone! As was his bowie knife.
Nothing to do but meet this challenge head on.
Stepping outside dusk washed blue black to the horizon that barely retained a shade of blood. Stars like serpent eyes blinked overhead and Port could swear that he didn′t recognize the constellations for a brief moment.
A handful of small fires blazed in a wide circular pattern and Port wondered at the devious mannerisms of Deacon and his men. ″What′s all this?″
″We′ve called out the beast to take care of you.″
Port furrowed his brow. ″Did I hear you right?″
″You did murderer!″ accused John Worrell, his voice almost cracking to splinters.
It was then Port looked at the ground and where the fires were placed. A great pentagram was drawn out on the ground surrounding him, alien glyphs written in blood were spaced between the dark stars points and Port was in the dead center. Alone.
″Now we′ve all heard the tales on how you cannot be harmed by bullet or blade. I never believed them myself, but hell we′ve been taking shots at you for three weeks now and haven′t been able to hit you once,″ laughed Deacon as if it were all in good fun.
″What′d I ever do to you?″ said Port stalling for a moment as he eyed the canyon walls watching for a way out.
″You killed my Pa! Frank Worrell!″
Port rubbed his chin. ″Yep. Got him right in the belt buckle. Thought your name was familiar.″
Deacon continued, ″And we can all see now you′re unrepentant son of a bitch too. No remorse for your killing!″
Port chuckled, ″I ain′t never killed anyone who didn′t need killing. Frank got what was coming to him. Everyone always does.″
He might have taunted them further waiting for an opening to make good his escape when an unnatural chill fell on him like the mantle of winter itself. It was a cold full to the bone and it drained any love of life Port held. Only a dim recollection of what he cared for remained, drowning in a sea of emptiness and despair.
Then he saw the eyes.
Eyes crimson and full of hate, crowned with sharp tangled antlers.
From out of the ethereal abyss the demon jackalope stood before Porter with a wide twitching nose. His matted fur was a slain brown and long black claws hung from his paws. An orange aura hung over the demon looking like flames about ready to boil over in stark contrast to the overwhelming cold emanating from this forgotten specimen of hell.
″The Zuni′s call him Átahsaia, and we decided that if you couldn′t be killed by mortal means we would summon a demon to do it for us.″
″Jackalope demon, that′s diabolical.″
″Indeed it is,″ confirmed Deacon. ″I was able to summon and control him through this book of black magic I stole from a man name of Godbe. I reckon I′ll get better use of it than that Brit.″
″You make a deal with the devil you′re gonna pay more in interest than you ever bargained.″
″Don′t lecture me murderer. We got you! And you′re gonna be the one to pay!″
″Want your nugget back then?″ Anything to buy some time, Port hoped even angering them might give him something to work with, but not this time.
″Átahsaia destroy him!″
The monster lunged and Port dodged, but the wicked claws still tore his jacket to shreds. Trying to roll away, Port was slammed to the ground, the air bursting from his lungs under the titanic pressure.
Port swept a leg out to trip the demon, but it merely hopped over his attack.
The treacherous men laughed at the spectacle calling out Átahsaia to slay their hated foe.
The Jackalope dropped down on all fours and tried to gore Porter with its hideous antlers, but Port grabbed the furthest one out and used the momentum against it, driving the monster into the ground.
Back legs kicked out sent Port reeling. Before he knew it Átahsaia was on top.
Turning blue from the pressure of a bear-sized creature on top of him, Port dazedly thought he saw a small typical enough jackalope slapping the ground with its big foot. No, it was scraping its foot along the ground, clearing a fresh trail of earth over the old. And Port understood.
Crushed down, Port′s boot cut across a portion of the pentagram′s circle. A whirlwind rushed through the gap and the monster sensed freedom turning its attention from Port to its unbidden masters outside, those foolish mortals who had dared try to command it.
″Now you boys messed up. I know the secret!″ Port wiped clean a wide swath of the blood-soaked ground opening the door.
Like slick lightning Átahsaia was through the gap.
Taking a precious breather for the moment, Port marveled at the look of shock and fear wafting over Deacon and his men like palpable smoke.
The monster took one of Deacon′s men by the neck and throttled him. Another was impaled by the antlers and flung away, jets of blood spraying the already tainted ground.
Gunshots fired birthed in chaotic abandon, but nothing harmed the demon.
Porter scuttled out of the damnable pentagram toward the canyon wall where the little brown jackalope had been. It was gone, but Port sensed it had stood there for good reason. Sure enough his bowie knife, gun belt and cartridges were lying there.
He checked the revolver, loaded and prepared to take whatever presented itself.
But all was now silent and gone. Deacon, Worrell and their handful of haggard men were all on the ground, bleeding out from voracious wounds.
Átahsaia was nowhere to be seen, but that vile cold still filled the camp.
Shadows moved out in the gloom and Porter prepared to give it his all against the devils jackrabbit.
Things swept in, surrounding. Chuckles and haunting whispers came and dread footfalls washed over the blood soaked sands. Voices crept and the dying hellish flames only made Port blind to the encroaching mass. A figure moved into the half-light.
″Told you we wouldn′t forget,″ said Two-Toes with a jutting grin.
Port then saw Red Cap leveling his Sharps rifle and Saw-Tooth his scattergun, the others close behind. ″I never doubted you Turley.″
″How′d you kill all these feller′s? And where is that nugget I saw and more? Speak or Red Cap and Saw-Tooth are gonna open you up.″
″You boys should run.″
Two-Toes Turley gave a charity chuckle. ″You ain′t immortal. You can′t use us all up.″
″No, but he can.″
Átahsaia loomed behind Two-Toes and rammed his blood-red antlers into the rustlers back. Rearing up, it flung his body away into the night. Red Cap′s Sharps rifle sang out once before he died but Saw-Tooth only screamed. The others full of terror ran gibbering a brutal moment before Átahsaia bound after them silencing them swiftly. The bone-crunching savagery lasted but a few seconds.
Porter held his ground, waiting for the demon to return, all went still and though the darkness was hard as obsidian, nothing materialized and the feverish cold vanished.
Looking down, Porter saw the little jackalope beside his leg, standing on its hind quarters. He reached down to its eye level and said, ″Thanks.″
 
***
 
The next day as Porter gathered his horses from the corrals at Lee′s Ferry, old Lee called out, ″Will you take a look at that?″ He cocked his rifle and took aim at a jackalope standing out on the flats beside the river.
Port put his hand on the barrel. ″Oh no, John. That′s a friend that is and good luck to boot. Don′t ever try and shoot one and that′s the God′s truth.″
 
 



MILES AND MILES STILL
ERIC S. GRIZZLE
 
 
″DO YOU NEED HELP getting up the steps?″ Lexi asked her ten-year-old son.
Alex shook his head. His mother shifted the infant in her arms that gurgled, and pumped her fists, raging against the raw day.
The OverTrail bus, its sides painted with a broad swath of grey and accented with a horizontal zigzag of yellow, and a light blue line cutting through a faint orange setting sun, waited for the three of them to board. Passengers shifted in their seats, in the aisles, and their silhouettes were a waving mass of darkness behind the tinted windows.
″Are you sure?″
″I′m fine, mom,″ Alex said.
He smiled at her to show that he could maneuver up the steps with his walkers. It wasn′t easy having cerebral palsy and having others always looking at him, laughing and snickering. So what if sometimes he talked funny and had difficulty walking? Sometimes, he hated that he wasn′t normal. Both children and adults could be cruel when they didn′t understand. But he was determined to always be strong.
″Really,″ he said. ″I can do it.″
″You know that we really had to get away for awhile, right?″
Alex looked up at the great, strange Texas sky, wondering if this would be the last time he′d see it. He loved it here. Thin clouds huddled far above, masking the sun′s full brilliance, and the sun was a bright halo in a dim sky. Spring often brought changes to El Paso, the only city Alex had known during his ten years, but morning seemed exceptionally unusual. It was almost disheartening, but he was going to be strong.
Goodbye heat, and sun-baked rocks. Goodbye Mexican culture in modern America: cheap clothing and craft shops, good food, taco shacks and iced frutas, the romantic-sounding babble of Spanish. Goodbye honest friends and smiles. Goodbye home and goodbye dad, maybe for a long, long time.
″You′re going to love Boise. Grandma and grandpa can′t wait to see you again.″
I wonder what school will be like.
″And I′m proud of you, Alex.″
The bruising under her right eye threatened to undermine her smile, but the warmth and honesty there, momentarily, outshined the dull copper ring in the sky. And in that midmorning instant, he saw his mother as beautiful and radiant again. Alex felt good for a moment, and felt that things would be okay in the future, and not a disparaging jumble of confusion, anger and sorrow. Together, the three of them would make it work. His father wouldn′t follow them, and it′d be okay after all.
Then Alex felt the pureness of his newfound optimism suddenly fall away, like the sun slipping behind a cloud again. The dullness of the morning sun felt like a spreading bruise on the sky and Alex was reminded of fear, anxiety, and uneasiness. Especially of the unknown. He watched the silhouettes of the passengers move behind their darkened windows, people with different sizes, shapes. Different motives. All hidden; all unknown.
Alex stepped awkwardly up on the first step, and adjusted his weight, using his metal walking braces. Lexi put a cautious hand on the back of his neck.
″I...I got it. I got it, mom.″
He took the remaining steps cautiously and began to work his way down the aisle towards the back, to an open seat on the right side of the bus. After a moment, Lexi kissed her daughter′s pink skin.
″Idaho here we come.″ The words felt like a hushed prayer, and she followed her son to the rear of the bus.
The unsettling, old man with the weather-beaten hat got on the OverTrail bus in Phoenix.
Alex suddenly shivered uncontrollably, and unexplainably.
Slowly, the man made his way down the aisle, looking left and right at the seats as he progressed, flashing his teeth. Despite the early March heat of Phoenix, the man wore a long-sleeved shirt with a leather vest. His hat was something that Alex thought Indiana Jones might wear, or perhaps an ancient explorer on an African expedition in the 1800s. The battered thing barely escaped the ceiling of the OverTrail bus.
″Is this seat taken, ma′am?″ he asked Lexi, indicating the one next to Alex. The man′s body was a muscular rope of a torso on spindly legs. His head seemed smallish on his neck, a peering pebble on a muscular stalk, but his smile was wide.
″No,″ Lexi replied. ″But can Alex remain in the window seat?″
″Of course,″ the man said. ″Personally, I like the aisle seat myself. More leg room, and easier to make it to the restroom back there if need be,″ he said, his smile faltering when he noticed the yellow, green, and purple on her face.
He nodded perceptibly, and proceeded to fold his thin body into the aisle seat. The man turned to Alex and smiled into the dull sunshine like a lizard, his teeth square boulders, yellowing in the desert sun.
″I′m Jimbo.″
After a moment, he realized the man was awaiting a response.
″H-hi. I′m Alex,″ he said.
″Nice to meet you, Alex. I know this is a long trip and I′ve miles and miles still. I′m going to try to get a little shuteye."
But before Alex turned away, he thought he saw a momentarily flicker of worry and discomfort break the shell of Jimbo′s façade, a crack in what was behind his unnatural smile. The old man′s eyes quickly scanned the horizon and sized up each passenger on the bus. Alex tried to follow his gaze, seeing nothing out of the ordinary.
The bus began to roll, eventually moving towards Flagstaff, then moving onto Las Vegas. Then, there would be a bus change before moving up through Nevada, towards Reno and onto Boise, Idaho. The journey from El Paso already seemed so long to Alex though. He watched the passing palm trees of Phoenix and dirty square city blocks pass in the window. Outside, the monotony of the road continued, the shops and stores of the inner city fading into the industrial sections of town before finally giving way to the harsh and empty environs of the desert. After several miles, they began to climb from the valley floor into the canyons and mesas of northern Arizona.
Inside, passengers seated before Alex shifted, laughed, bobbed their heads, whispered, spoke in dull chatter, and moved as monochromatic shades in the gloom of the approaching evening. And somewhere on those ancient mesas where indigenous Native American tribes like the Yavapai, Apache, Hopi and Havasupai sometimes crossed paths, in that foreign land before there were interstate exits to Prescott, to Camp Verde, or Sedona, Alex felt his eyes grow heavy with the dull roar of tires against blacktop, and acknowledged the presence of sleep almost like a vision. His head nodded forward and came to rest against the glass.
 
Uh... folks, this is your driver. It appears that we have a pretty strong spring storm picking up and dropping in from Northern California via the Gulf of Alaska. I believe we′ll make it to Flagstaff on time and even a few stops to the west, but we may... we may need to stop and ride out the storm.
 
The window was cool against the right side of his head, the thrum of the road felt like a familiar lullaby that he knew in his skull, in all his bones. And Alex heard his baby sister Savannah wake from a sleepy reverie and his mother′s own comforting sounds to reassure her that everything was going to be alright.
 
Right now, there′s...uh, there′s a lot of uncertainty about the path of the storm and exactly how much snow to expect. But rest assured...OverTrail�we′ll take good care of you.
 
When the bus jostled over a pothole, Alex snapped awake. The passenger overhead light was on next to him and Jimbo sat in quiet rumination.
″You′re awake,″ Jimbo said, his voice gravelly.
Alex saw only darkness outside the windows. His mother was another still shadow against the darkness of the passing landscape, shades of silver, and grey.
″Y-yeah,″ he said, rubbing his eyes. ″What time is it?″
″Dunno.″ The bus was eerily quiet; even the throb of the bus tires against the ground seemed distant.
″But I scored us a ginger ale and a root beer,″ Jimbo said. He pulled two cans and two plastic cups out of a pack on the floor.
Alex took the proffered plastic cup of root beer and took a sip. A&W�his favorite.
″Where are we?″ Alex asked.
″I′m afraid we′re ghost riders on the storm,″ Jimbo said, his mouth full of too many teeth. And then more to himself: ″The thunder and snow comes first, then the shrieks, the violence...″
Alex took another long pull on the sugary drink. It reminded him of sitting around the faux-fireplace at Christmastime with his family. El Pasoans almost never needed to use an actual fireplace. But Alex and his family would drink root beer together instead of eggnog during the holidays.
Jimbo reached into the back pocket of his dirty khakis, and pulled out a piece of paper.
″Here. Have you ever seen this before?″ Jimbo handed over the dog-eared photograph. He drained the plastic cup of ginger ale and then pulled out a silver flask from an inside pocket of his vest, and unscrewed the top.
Alex took the photograph and examined it. There was a black and white photo of a rabbit standing on his hind legs. Above his head, large black horns jutted in a series of abrupt, sharp protrusions. Alex drained the last of his root beer and shook his head.
″I thought you′d like the root beer,″ Jimbo said. He took a long pull from his flask, rescrewed the cap and placed it back inside his vest pocket.
″What is this, J-Jimbo?″ Alex gestured to the rabbit in the photo.
″This,″ he said pointing at the old postcard. ″This, my young friend, is what they call a jackalope.″
Alex looked confused, and tipped the empty cup back again to chase any stray droplets of root beer.
″A jackalope,″ Jimbo continued. ″A jackalope is a so-called mythical creature often thought up by lonely cowboys and those crossing the great expanses of the western territories. It is a rabbit with antelope horns, or a sort of hybrid creature rarely encountered in people′s everyday life.″
In front of the bus, far across the darkened horizon, Alex caught a brief white flash in the sky. The precursor of an oncoming storm. Alex handed the postcard back.
″Is it r-r-real?″ he asked.
Jimbo laughed quietly for a period of time and then looked left and right before pulling out his flask again. After another nip, he leaned in close to Alex, his teeth predatory in the occasional flashes of lightning. Alex suddenly felt weird and stared at the man′s teeth. They seemed to morph.
″Real?″ he asked. ″Most people think the jackalope is a hoax, something made to sell souvenirs in far off places. Places like rural Wyoming, or Nebraska. Sometimes Colorado. But...″
Jimbo′s breath was thick with whiskey, and something else... pride. Reverence, perhaps.
″But I know better. They exist.″
Lightning flashed again, closer.
″I found a massive tribe here in Arizona, up in the Superstition Mountains. These... these things...they′re evil, and much worse than people think, much, much worse than anyone knows,″ he said. Savannah cried uneasily and his mother slept dead-to-the-world.
″They are unbelievably evil, evil creatures. I could tell you stories.″
The lightning flashed again, and suddenly Jimbo′s overhead light extinguished, and in the lightning-strobe Alex saw the man′s fervent expression, his teeth open in mid-sentence, and also his mother slack-jawed in sleep with her back against the wall of the adjacent seat, little Savannah waving her arms quietly in the darkness of the bus.
″I′m... I′m n-not feeling so... not normal,″ Alex said to the man, dropping the plastic cup on the floor.
″I have the carcass of their leader in the undercarriage, hidden among the baggages. They′ll want it back, I′m sure.″
Alex′s head swam with the shadows of the night, the flashes of reality, and the pounding of his blood in his temples.
″But they can′t have it. Did you know they are said to breed only in thunderstorms?″
A barrage of lightning lit up the mountains in the distance and the following thunder was a low throb, the pulse of the landscape.
″...and even angry, even mightily pissed, they are said to ignore the innocent, and the sleeping...″
Alex fell asleep for a second time and thought about a rare snowfall preceded by an earth-shattering thunderstorm. In a dream, he was back in his house in El Paso and his father stalked outside, searching the yard for him and his mother. Inside, chasing infantile dreams, Savannah slept oblivious to the threat of violence. The sky shuddered and was rent into shades of neon purple and white, oblivion-black, while his father stood framed against the brilliance of the nature′s fury, his own anger boiling within the coiled sinews of his muscles and clenched fists. Nearby, from his own sheltered rabbit hole, Alex heard his mother′s soft weeping, and tears falling first like an approaching rain, and then as a furious downpour. And Alex, wanting to be so strong, trying to be the new man of the house, hunkered down and took shelter from the storm instead, curling up into a fetal position.
 
The wheels spun and the dreams roiled about Alex like a kaleidoscope night,�
uh...folks, this is your driver again. the snow is really...
�and Alex felt himself swimming, floating through various sections of warmth, and nocturnal pools of cold,�
it′s getting pretty ugly out there now...and I hear they′ll be closing...
�of light and darkness, �
down uh... the interstate soon...   �and between real and unreal.
 
Tap-tap-tap.
Ten-year-old Alex woke up briefly and noticed the seat next to him was empty and the bus rocked in the wind. Way up front, snowflakes spun by like stars in an endless darkness. The OverTrail bus slipped, slid, and barreled headfirst into the storm. Lightning still whispered around them, almost simultaneously with the strongest thunderclaps he′d ever heard. Alex felt that great slabs of some unseen mountain were being cleaved into sliding avalanches of rubble. It was getting closer.
″Hey, hon.″ His mother said. ″Thundersnow. Beautiful, isn′t it?″
Tap. Tap. A door was unlatched.
Another intense blast of light and he saw that she was smiling, not normally, but rather with a mouth full of dull, yellowing stones that seemed too big for her head.
Behind him, the restroom door tapped loosely against its frame. Alex peered back at the door and thought he saw the dull green sheen of eyes staring back at him, and then inexhaustible sleep took him again.
 
Grumbles from the great below and piercing Arctic coldness. Alex sat up again and the first thing he noticed was that the bus wasn′t moving. It didn′t even seem to be idling.
″M-mom?″ he said.
But she wasn′t there. The bus was empty and even the parking lot appeared barren. With his eyes, he traced the track of people through the snow to the front door of a 24-hour truck stop. There wasn′t a sign of anyone inside the lit interior covered by opaque windows.
Why would everyone leave him out here alone?
Alex looked for his walking braces, but they weren′t propped next to him against the side of the bus. They also weren′t on his mother′s side of the bus.
   He scooted over to the aisle seat, and stood up holding on to the back of the next seat.
One step at a time, he told himself. You′re strong. You can do this.
But wisps of his dreams came back and he remembered cowering in a cold, muddy hole, unable and unwilling to do anything but wish away the storm, and to wait out its fury.
That′s not me.
Alex stole several looks at the silent and closed restroom door at the back of the bus and tried to will himself to take a step further. He thought he heard a faint noise nearby, a sort of scratching, maybe below in the baggage area. He cocked his head and listened. The lightning came less frequently now, but still fierce like a war-cry. The heavily-lit sign advertising to the interstate drivers suddenly went dark.
A split second later, all lights went out.
Panic. Screams muffled by the swirling snowfall. Alex collapsed against the window, his breath making fog against it, and he frantically scanned the darkness for something, for someone. Shadows spilt from the front of the store, heading for the bus, followed by the dull glow of green. Eyes. Dozens. Hundreds. Little bouncing green emeralds; smoldering coals, herding them. Hunting.
More blinding light scratched the sky, and Alex saw his mother running towards the bus. And the green poured forth from within the building, from around the sides, from the surrounding landscape, a dark mass in the lightning, with odd-shaped, sharpened antlers held aloft like battle flags.
The scratching beneath the floor, in the belly of the bus, intensified. Several people stumbled up into the bus. The bus driver, whimpering and wiping blood from his forehead, hysterically sat in his seat, buckled the belt, and screamed for those who were going to get on to hurry the bejesus up!
″Alex?″ He heard his mother yell hysterically. Savannah was screaming.
Dang dang dang dang dang, the bus driver breathed. More shadows threw themselves onto the bus, the doors closed and then the bus rocketed forward.
Alex, then, felt himself falling back into the abyss of unnatural sleep.
 
Once Alex closed his eyelids, he knew that there was still something important waiting for him there, perhaps, a forgotten memory. But while he fell into a deeper nocturnal hole, he imagined the click of millions of small claws, and darting green eyes of dirty little beasts following him deeper, downward into himself. He could hear the gnashing of great yellow teeth, and feel carnivorous breath on his neck, as great bony protrusions scraped against the sides and ceilings of a small tunnel, causing sparks and shrieks in the dark.
It was freezing cold here. Alex opened his eyes and saw the silhouettes of his father and mother through the gauzy curtain of their bedroom in their home in El Paso. His father, Mark, was inside, arguing, and his mother leaned against the closet, tapping her wedding ring against a half-full Pellegrino bottle. Inside, his father sounded upset and his mother was barking at him aggressively. Alex stood on his tiptoes outside, trying to hear. In the twilight, it began to rain lightly and Alex shivered in the rain.
His mother was shouting, infuriated, full of excuses and blame.
Losing his balance momentarily, Alex slumped forward against the house and a walking brace slapped against the glass. There was an awkward silence to the previous thunder of harsh words. Steadying himself, Alex looked up into the window and saw his father′s figure rise.
″Someone′s out there. What if Alex is lis�″
″Don′t change the subject, Mark!″
Mark approached the window, and Alex saw his mother move to intercept him. There was a sickening crunch and the sound of breaking glass as he watched her arm arch around with the glass bottle and connect with the side of his father′s face. With fear thick on his tongue, Alex made his best to head out into the yard. The rain made the metal braces slick and Alex felt the sky opening up, a loosening of emotions, and the desert landscape welcomed the rain, the sudden downpour, with a hungriness. He felt sick, and afraid of the violence.
In a depression under a honey mesquite tree, Alex huddled down on the embankment and curled up under the sparse branches, his right hand underneath his head. Shivering, in a fetal position underneath the tree, he imagined being somewhere else. Somewhere far away, up north like Alaska or something. He remembered the last time his grandparents on his mother′s side had visited — the Thanksgiving the year before. His grandfather gave him a gift, a powerful blue laser pointer.  
″Top of the line,″ he had said. ″It′s great for pointing out stars at night.″
His mother was somewhere in the dark nearby, crying, cradling her suddenly swelling eye and his bloody father stalked the perimeter of the porch as if afraid to leave the safety of the porch light. He swore and cried, threatened and pleaded, and in the distance, sirens began to wail finally. This was the memory of the night that Alex′s steady and sure-footed world first began to mix with the unreal, and the unknown. But in this dream, Alex finally felt the confidence he needed to be the strong, and he stood up. The short rubber shaft of the laser swung from its wrist strap and Alex felt the hidden heat of it, like a secret wanting to be shared.
Aiming the blue laser beam into the heavens, he watched the dull clouds absorb the blue color, then part; the blue rain drops ceased falling, and the soft shadows sharpened into reality.
Now, he saw his mother and his father clearly.
 
The bus was moving again, rapidly, bouncing over ruts and holes. A cacophony of cries, groans and screams (and something else altogether) reached his ears before Alex could open and refocus his eyes in the gloom. To his left, Jimbo was holding onto the seat back in front of him. The hat on his head shook precariously in the jostling of the vehicle. His eyes rolled like a frightened animal. To his left, the familiar shadows of his mother and the upset cries of his sister reached his eyes and ears.
They were all back. Together again.
And they were moving forward, barreling through snowfall that seemed to fall in Biblical proportions. The window in the front was a constant changing mosaic of white and black. The bus driver, half-standing, his frame obsidian against the bus windows, wrestled the driving wheel as if he were the captain of an ill-fated ship. Maybe Jack Sparrow or Captain Ahab. He had abandoned using the intercom.
″I see something ahead!″ he shouted over and over.
″It′s gone, sport,″ Jimbo said through clinched teeth to Alex. Somewhere on the bus ahead of them, Alex heard the familiar clatter and clack of his walking braces as they slid forward, sideways, and recollided again in the aisle, underneath feet.
″W-what′s gone?″ Alex asked.
″The carcass! The body!″
Alex felt groggy, slow.
″The leader, the goddamn body I bagged and stored perfectly in the belly of this metal beast, man!″ Jimbo said.
Alex remembered waking (dreaming) earlier and hearing the noises beneath them. He remembered the shadows fleeing the safety of the rest stop.
″Alex?″ His mother asked with worry. He didn′t respond and wondered if her bruised eye burned, like a warning or an omen about misdeeds.
″He′s okay, aren′t you?″ Jimbo said to both of them. Alex nodded.
We′ve lost a tire, the driver shouted. But... but I see something ahead... something... it looks like cave so... so... oh jesus...
″Well,″ Jimbo said, trying to lighten the mood. ″If we all survive, just think... we can sue OverTrail!″
Jimbo saw the bewildered look on Alex′s face and added, ″But I′m sure it′ll pay in pennies! Hold on! We′re not done yet!″
Alex thought about the space beneath the bus, and imagined that the metal sheathing was ripped free and shredded on both sides. Ripped by the gnashing of sharp little teeth and shredded by coral-like antlers. And passenger bags falling out on the desolate northern Arizona landscape, in the snow, buried under the snow. Would anyone who happened to find them wonder what happened in their last minutes?
The bus plunged into absolute darkness and the white cascade of snowfall disappeared from around them and in front. They were underground, in a cave that seemed to adequately accommodate their moving bus. Alex wondered if it was a mining tunnel. Something�and Alex could only describe it as a roar, perhaps a creature not used to using it�erupted nearby, behind them and the sound shook the windows and chilled his bare skin.
″This could be the end of the line, chum,″ Jimbo said.
Alex couldn′t comprehend, couldn′t believe this declaration. The tall, thin creepy man with an ancient rocky smile wanted to give up, and Alex couldn′t help but to feel that they were plunging deeper into the storied earth, falling further away from sunlight.
Falling down the rabbit hole.
This must be what Alice felt like, of course if she had been real. And instead of a simple rabbit with a pocket watch and preoccupation with being late, ancient killer rabbit half-breeds that wholly existed and chased them with razor-sharp antlers and even sharper teeth. Perhaps with insatiable hunger pains.
″What I bagged, chum,″ Jimbo said. ″What I thought was a leader was only a minor deity, more like a servant or concubine. Or in other words, I killed one of the leader′s favorite whores!″
Alex cringed against another roar from within the tunnel. The sound was like bone grating against bone.
″That, my friend. That is a big one, if not the biggest one. Could you imagine this massive creature′s head decorating some wall somewhere? Obscene! The ground harbors more than we know... more than we can expect to understand.″
″Mom?″ Alex asked, overwhelmed by the situation. Was he dreaming again? What was real and what wasn′t?
″This fucker... it′s going to demand a sacrifice, I′m afraid. Retribution.″
Retribution, Alex thought.
I... the bus driver began hesitantly. I think we′re out of driving room. This tunnel seems to plunge down sharply, not straight anymore... I... I don′t know what to say...
The bus slowed considerably, almost immediately.
But thank you for choosing OverTrail bus lines for your mode of transportation. We know that when you travel, you have many options.... We...
The bus came to a stop and a massive force pressed against the rear of the bus.  Metal buckled and several windows shattered in the violence. Alex was thrown forward into the seat back ahead of him.
A sacrifice.
Absently, Alex felt for the laser pointer and was surprised to find it fastened to his wrist, its cool rubber grip an invitation to touch. With the bus stopped, he pressed the activation button at the bottom of the pointer and brilliant blue light shot upwards from the structure in his hand and collided against the roof of the bus. Those dark silhouettes, unseen bus patrons, turned around, eyes, faces, chins towards him and recognizable finally.
All anxious eyes fell on Alex and his beam of light, and hope became a flicker in a multitude of human orbs�now bluish-green, hopeful, and hungry for life.
The beast outside howled again, and Alex directed the brilliant blue beam outside from all the windows accessible to him. Small shadows with smaller shrieks against the night moved in his side vision. The burrow seemed to close in on them but Alex held fastidiously to the contraption and....
 
found himself aiming it over his mother′s head...
and moving it slowly downward...
the crash of glass again...
   screams...
...and finally
nothing
 
Alex felt sunlight on his face through the window, warm and comforting. He opened his eyes and saw Savannah, sleeping, lying next to him, her small fists positioned against her chin and abdomen as if to welcome any adversity.
Jimbo was gone again and so was his mother.  It was almost as if they hadn′t existed before the morning sun, except for the battered appearance of Jimbo′s hat on the floor. All the windows were intact and Alex felt the comforting grip of the laser pointer against his wrist. The absence of people in the seats around him caused him to pause, but it wasn′t just his own row of seats. It was many seats throughout the bus, as if their ranks had been thinned.
In the back, the bathroom door tapped absently against its frame. Alex noticed there wasn′t anyone inside either.
Picking up little Savannah, Alex then moved to the aisle and found himself able to move forward, one careful step at a time. Coming up next to an OverTrail passenger, Alex tapped the older woman on the shoulder. She turned and looked up at him expectantly, puzzled.
″W-what happened last night?″
The woman cocked her head, a question forming on her lips. He waited a moment but it was obvious that she wasn′t aware of anything extraordinary.
″I was asleep.″
″Did you s-see my mother?″
″No,″ she said, and then a smile. ″Is that your baby sister?″
Uh... this is your driver again. We′ll be in Las Vegas soon, with continuing service to Boise, Idaho, Spokane, Washington, and ending near the seaside in Seattle, Washington...
″I think things will be a lot different from now on, sis,″ Alex whispered to his sister. He reached his seat, and slid in next to the window.
You will have a new driver for the next couple of legs of the trip. My... uh... my portion is done here in sunny Vegas... I′m outtie...
Alex watched the desert landscape spin by, the last vestiges of the quick-moving desert storm melting under the celestial influence of the sun.
″...enjoyed being your driver and OverTrail bus lines thank you for your patronage...″
Seattle, Alex thought. Gray skies and rain. He sat wondering what it′d be like to see the cold blue ocean.
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MISS SHIRLEY LEANED FORWARD and peered through her spectacles across Beaumont Street where the small creature had just disappeared into the vacant lot.
″What′n the name-a Jesus is that?″ she exclaimed.
She watched a moment longer, seeing nothing, then leaned back, the old wood chair squeaking beneath her. She started to rock, fanning herself with what had once been her grandmama′s handfan.
″Hey there, Thomas,″ she said, calling at the teenage boy walking along the sidewalk in front of her porch.
″Hi, Miss Shirley.″
″Shouldn′t you be in school?″
″I′m going.″
″It′s close to noon.″
He shrugged. ″Mama and I was fightin′ this morning. She gots a new boyfriend.″
″Ahh...″ She made a noise of disapproval with her mouth, then shook her head. ″She need to be spendin′ more time at the church,″ she remarked, more to herself than to Thomas, ″and less time at the bar.″
Thomas glanced at her but continued walking.
Suddenly it was back. She knee-jerked, quit her fanning. This time she was positive she′d seen it. ″Come out here, you little bugger...″ she said.
The half ruined rooftops of the surrounding houses loomed over the vacant lot; a ratty old sofa that someone had dragged out there, which the vagrants sometimes used as a bed, sat toward the rear. The little vermin was bouncing in that direction.
″Make me get up,″ she complained, struggling to her feet and smoothing the front of her dress. She stretched her aching bones, then headed down the steps.
Beaumont seemed unusually deserted. The air was hot, though she felt a cool breeze. She searched the sidewalk and yards for folks, but found no one.
She looked to make sure no cars were coming and moved slowly across to the other curb, hiking up her dress to step onto the sidewalk. She steered her attention toward the vacant lot, and sure enough, there it was�undoubtedly a rabbit of some sort�hopping around by the abandoned sofa. The largest hare she′d ever seen, and the most strange-looking. It had twisty ears that coiled upward off its head and large red eyes in lieu of glossy black ones. It sniffed at the sofa cushions, then disappeared around back.
Miss Shirley started across the lot, picking through the rocks, weeds, broken bottles, and junk heaps. ″Just what are you up to, little bugger?″ she said.
She crept behind the stuffing-plumaged arm of the sofa and found the crouching creature. She pointed her finger. ″There you are!″
The rabbit glared at her with unblinking eyes. Its small pink nose twitched as it seemed to sniff the air.
″Aw well ain′t you sweet,″ she said, softening at the sight of the animal. ″You certainly is cute. What′s that on your head?″
She leaned forward to have a better look, and realized that what she had mistaken for long twisty ears were, in reality, two bone extrusions. Horns, actually, as crazy as it sounded. Horns of a full-grown buck.
She gasped. ″I′ll be darned. You′re a curious thing, ain′t yah? You like fried chicken?″
The bizarre rabbit-deer stretched out its neck and sniffed with its nose, as if seeking a pet. Miss Shirley couldn′t see the harm in it. She stuck out her hand, fingers extended.
Its mouth suddenly dropped down several inches too wide, exposing rows of gleaming canine teeth. Drool seeped. Red eyes burned. The creature even emit an awful sound�a kind of eeping.
It leaped at her.
″Oh Lord Jesus, help me!″ she cried as the thing pounced on her, driving her down to the ground with its wide, flat feet. Teeth like a swarm of bees tore into her, and she screamed so loud it hurt her lungs. Birds nesting in the nearby treetops flapped away.
Blood splattered the fabric of the dirty sofa.
After a minute or two, her screams ended abruptly, and Beaumont Street went silent once again.
 
***
 
″Did you hear? Miss Shirley got murdered!″ Ray doubled over, clutching his boney knees, panting and out of breath.
Thomas flicked the ash from the cigarette he was smoking. He didn′t want Leo to see him coughing because that would mean he would get called a punk or a buster again. Leo was always looking for an excuse to be a jerk. Thomas remembered this as he passed the cigarette to the older boy.
″What the hell you talking about, Chopstick?″ Leo said.
Ray stood, still panting. Half Asian, half black, he was the skinniest boy in town. Thomas often wondered if it had anything to do with the stuff they ate at his house. He′d eaten over there a couple of times and Ray′s mom had fed them plates of stringy vegetables and white rice�stuff Thomas′s mom would never make.
″Miss Shirley is dead,″ Ray said, waving a noodle-like arm. ″I just ran by there. They was cops all over the lot across from her house.″
″What happened?″
The boy shook his head. ″I don′t know. Blood was all over the sheet and she got wheeled into the ambulance. I heard one cop say they was bite marks all over her.″
Thomas was shocked by the image. ″Damn.″
Leo, standing a foot taller than them, flicked the last of the cigarette into the alley, which they were hiding themselves in for the remainder of the school day. His eyes shone hot brownish-green. He grinned, revealing his busted teeth.
″Dope,″ he said. ″Let′s go check it out.
 
***
 
Lots of folks were out on their porches all along Beaumont Street, while some stood in their front yards, shielding eyes against the sun. Reese and some of the other known gangbangers were there in front of the Burger King on the corner, looking on with half-muted gazes, clutching 40oz beer bottles.
Thomas followed Ray, who was following Leo in a single file line, moving up the side of Beaumont Street. The area was choked with police cars, some with doors open, most with visibar lights flashing silently. Stern-looking white men in blue uniforms a couple of black dudes as well; one or two women were all gathered around the vacant lot, where cordon tape had been stretched in a wide triangle from several fences and one tree trunk.
″What′s happening?″ Leo asked a small group of men and women who were out on their front porch. Thomas recognized one of them: Mr. Jeffrey, one of his mother′s drinking buddies; Mom had even dated him for a while.
A tall man smoking a cigarette and wearing a white t-shirt and jeans answered: ″Some psycho kilt Miss Shirley. Hacked her up into bits and left bite marks all over her. Now they is scraping what′s left of her into little evidence baggies.″
″Word?″ Leo said.
Mr. Jeffrey added, ″You punks better be carful. Killer may still be in the area. You could be next. Might find your own selves getting scraped into little baggies before the sun goes down, with teeth marks covering your skin.″
The group chuckled hoarsely, but Leo flipped them the bird.
″Why don′t you shut up, yah old fool,″ Ray said, trying to sound tough.
Thomas′s skin crawled. Images of Miss Shirley′s hacked-up body danced in his head, and he pulled his jacket tighter against his shivering torso, tugging his ball cap over his eyes.
They made their way to the small crowd, which had assembled where the yellow tape was stretched taut. Everyone was talking about what′d happened, laughing, smoking, cracking jokes. Hardly anyone seemed upset. Thomas found this disturbing. He didn′t know Miss Shirley all that well; she was just another old church lady; but he had seen her just that morning.
Thinking about her being alive one moment and dead the next made him feel strange, like he had smoked some of Leo′s herb. His mind raced.
″Check out the sofa,″ Ray said. ″Told you they was blood.″
Thomas peered past the yellow tape and the cops meandering in the vacant lot and saw the reddish-brown stains on the dirty sofa. He had never seen anything like it outside of a horror movie.
″Yo, look at that!″ Leo said. ″Real blood! That′s dope!″
A few people glanced at the boy and chuckled, but Leo paid them no attention. He looked just like a kid at the circus.
Thomas didn′t say anything�couldn′t say anything, actually. Something like syrupy fear had wound its way into his bones, paralyzing his limbs and causing his heart to beat too fast.
After a while Leo said, ″This is boring. I gots one more smoke left. Let′s go behind these houses and light up.″
″Word,″ Ray said.
Thomas could only manage a nod, but as they turned away from the cops and yellow tape, he swore he glimpsed sudden movement in the corner of his eye something small and skittering that seemed to vanish into the hedges, something that very closely resembled a severely messed-up-looking jackrabbit.
 
***
 
He dreamed, lying in his bed that night with the experiences of the day still rattling around inside his head. He stood on a sloping grassy hill somewhere outside of town without a single manmade building around, only miles of blond waving grass. The air smelled sweet, woodsy, and there was a gentle breeze. The clouds puffed themselves up overhead, and sunbeams rained down intensely.
Thomas perched atop the hill, wearing only his boxer shorts, his arms outstretched as if to receive a hug. His eyes were closed in a meditative way, yet he could see everything around him, as if from outside his body.
At the bottom of the hill he saw a large rabbit, hopping in the grass and gradually making its way toward the top. The rabbit had fiery red eyes that cut through the air like laser beams, and horns sprouted from its head like twisted tree roots. It was a horrible abomination, a twisted mockery of nature. Thomas even sensed some kind of intelligence behind its eyes. That was the worst part that it was almost human in its perverseness.
As it neared the top of the hill, Thomas stretched his arms wider as if he wanted the small beast to jump into them. Suddenly the animal parted its jaws and displayed a set of teeth like a nest of wriggling white worms. With a horrible keening sound, it leaped at him, teeth gnashing.
He screamed, and awoke screaming, gazing into the darkness of his bedroom. He stopped when he recognized the walls and sports posters of his room. The desk, his old computer, his TV and X-Box, piles of dirty laundry. The window that looked out on the backyard, which was open for some reason, letting in the breeze. He was certain he had closed it earlier.
He sat up, rubbing his eyes, feeling the cool sweat on his back. As he wondered about the nightmare he remembered the bloodstained sofa of Miss Shirley′s murder. The old woman was dead.
Voices from the living room filtered into the darkness. He could hear his mom laughing with some of her friends. Drinking, playing cards. What they did every Thursday night. He was a little shocked saddened, really�that she hadn′t come to check on him after his screaming. She probably hadn′t even heard him. He really felt like the invisible man sometimes.
He got up to close the window but paused halfway, surveying the backyard. A line of overgrown oleanders and shrubs separated their house from the neighboring ones. As he scanned them, he did a double take. Had he seen that? Was it...?
Yes. There. A pair of beady red eyes peering intensely at his window from the bushes. He tried to imagine them into leaves, flowers, or branches, but they remained. Gooseflesh blossomed all over him, and he squeaked through his fear-constricted lungs.
″Go away... Get outa here!″
The eyes lingered a moment longer, then blinked, turned, and vanished.
Finally he managed to draw a breath.
 
***
 
The next day it happened again. This time the victim was a homeless man in the area who most people knew simply as ″Luis.″
Rumors and jokes of Miss Shirley′s murder were still circulating about some alleged ″ax-man″ prowling the streets. Thomas and Ray heard about it from Dennis, the only white boy at Booker T. Washington High School, a frail-looking youth with buckteeth wearing a Ludicrous t-shirt. They were standing in the hall between classes. ″Where′d you hear about it?″ Ray asked.
Dennis showed more of his oversized fronts. ″Lemme tell yah sumthin, Chopstick, ′cause you ain′t heard nuthin yet. Ol′ Luis, they found him behind the drive-thru liquor store over on the corner of Grant and Martin Luther. He was found like this.″ he stretched his arms out, ″lying by the dumpster lookin′ like Jesus or sumthin. His head was cut off and his guts was ripped out and his skin was pricked all over, like vampire teeth or sumthin.″
The two of them made sounds of disgust, and Thomas felt the paralyzing dread returning.
″Man, this is crazy,″ Ray was saying. ″What we supposed to do, with some psycho on the loose? Ain′t the cops ′pposed to catch ′im? If they don′t, man, I′m a get me a strap. Let the punk try something on me, get two to da dome.″ The boy made a pistol with his thumb and forefingers, feigning gunshots.
Dennis laughed, but Thomas could tell this kind of talk made him nervous. Made Thomas nervous, too. There were enough people packing heat in this town already; this whole killer thing would only stir things up more. Poor people walked a very tight rope, and if they get pushed off it they usually went crazy real fast.
″Catch you fools later,″ Dennis said. He looked worried as he vanished into the sea of passing students.
Ray turned to him. ″I was just playin′. I ain′t really gonna get no strap. Probably shoot my own Nikes off.″
Thomas laughed. ″Yeah, I know. But that is crazy about Luis. Makes me want stay out of the streets.″
″Word.″
″Can we still meet up after school?″
″I′m down.″
″Cool, see you then.″
″Peace.″
 
***
 
No dreams, but the eyes were back, and this was the fourth and fifth time that he′d seen them. He stood for a long time at his bedroom window, staring out into the dark, with the cool air blowing in. Moonlight shone down on the backyard, illuminating the patch of shrubs and oleanders at the far end, where the red beady eyes watched him back.
He wondered if they belonged to the ax-murder. Not a pleasant idea; the thought made his whole body cringe. But if it was true then it meant the ax man was really some kind of ax-animal, because the eyes in the oleanders undoubtedly belonged to a beast.
Thomas sighed, shutting the window. He felt disgruntled. He knew he had to go outside to prove himself, but he didn′t really want to. He wanted to crawl back in bed. Finally he forced himself to swipe the pocket knife off his dresser and head outside.
The house was silent and dark; slats of moonlight darted in through various windows. His mom wasn′t up like she usually was but had actually passed out early: the last two nights she had stayed up, partying with friends. A man they called Big George was passed out on the sofa in the living room. He′d been staying with them these past several days. Thomas could see his boots by the coffee table.
He went through the kitchen to the back door, took a deep breath and opened it. Stepping into the moonlit night was like stepping into another world. The air felt strange and everything was glowing with pale spectral light. In the distance, he could hear sirens and the deep thudding bass of a car stereo.
The oleanders rustled as he came within two feet of the foliage. The eyes, this close, were like burning hot embers. He could see the shadowy outline of the creature they belonged to, not a man, no, certainly not, but some kind of animal, a jackrabbit or a skunk, maybe even a raccoon. The animal was also disfigured or deformed in some way.
When he tried to speak, it came out a wheeze. He cleared his throat. ″Get out of here,″ he whispered, shooing with his hands. ″Come on, get lost. What are you? What do you want?″
He began shooing more vigorously and the beast darted forward, emerging into the yard. Thomas lurched back, tripped, and landed on his butt. He had a full view of it now: three feet tall not counting the horns, with a fat furry body of light brown hair. Eyes like lava, flopping ears and Jesus what was up with those horns?, like elk horns, twisting from its head, sharp and gleaming.
Rabbits weren′t supposed to have horns, he was pretty damn sure of that.
He wanted to yell at it, to chase it off, he did have his pocket knife after all, but his fear prevented him. The animal hopped several feet to his left, glaring at him. Then it made a horrible eep and dropped its jaws. Pointed teeth in the moonlight, glistening. Was this the killer? Had this crazy animal killed Miss Shirley and Luis? He saw images of their bloody, mutilated bodies and became even more overwhelmed by fear.
The rabbit-thing hopped closer.
Thomas managed a small plea. ″Leave me alone!″ he hissed.
The beast eeped back at him, stabbing him with its eyes, then did an unexpected thing, it spoke. It actually spoke to him.
″I be the jackalope / You ain′t gotta hope / When you step to me / You betta geta rope / Cuz I′m so dope�″
The beast lunged forward, snarling at him, spitting drool from its razor-sharp teeth. Thomas flinched and closed his eyes, sure he′d be ripped to shreds at any moment. He prayed to Jesus, even though he wasn′t really a believer, and he told his mama he loved her, even though he wasn′t really sure he did, and he even told his father the same thing, wherever the man might be (he′d never actually met him), but when he opened his eyes�, the rabbit-thing was gone. He let himself breathe, chest heaving, and scanned the yard. It was empty.
″Holy crap,″ he exhaled, dropping his head back on the ground. He stayed for a long time staring up at the moon before going back inside.
 
***
 
Thomas was walking to school when Ray′s lanky form came bounding up to him; the boy looked freaked: pale, tired, somehow thinner.
″You look like hell,″ Thomas said.
Ray glanced at him. ″You one to talk, fool. Look like you seen a ghost.″
″I think I did.″
Ray stared harder. ″Yo, I got something to tell you, man. You can′t make fun of me, though. And I don′t want Leo to know, either.″
Thomas nodded. ″What′s up?″
″I think I seen the killer last night.″
Thomas′s muscles flared up with a cold, biting chill. He felt numb, even to the pollutant smells of the surrounding neighborhood. He said, cautiously, ″What′d you see?″
Ray slugged him once in the arm. ″Promise you won′t say nuthin′?″
″Ow! Yes, I promise.″ He rubbed his bicep.
Ray took a deep breath. ″Last night I heard this scratching on my window, right. And so I woke up and went to check on it. Thought maybe it was 2pac my stupid cat wanting to get in, but what I saw in the glass, man, that wasn′t no cat.″
″I think I know what you saw,″ Thomas said, ″but go on, tell me.″
″It was this big jacked-up rabbit, bigger than a small dog and covered in fur. It had horrible red eyes, like a demon, and it was sitting on my windowsill, peering into my room. Had these great horns, and I know rabbits don′t have horns, but these were devil horns. I told it to get ghost or I′d bust a cap in its ass. Then it showed me its mouth full of killing teeth. You know how Miss Shirley and Luis was ripped up and had weird marks, like bite marks, on their bodies?″
Thomas nodded, shuddering.
″It′s them teeth that done it, I think. Finally I hit the window with the back of my hand, and it barked at me and hopped away.″
″I saw the exact same thing last night.″
Ray lifted his brows. ″Word?″
″Yep. I′ve seen it a few times, actually. But I didn′t tell anyone because I didn′t want to sound crazy.″
Ray gave him a hard glare, almost comedic coming from a boy who couldn′t weigh more than a hundred pounds. ″You′d better not be messing with me, Thomas.″
″It′s legit,″ Thomas said. ″I′ve seen the same little demon rabbit thing. And I think you′re right, I think it is the killer. And last night, you′ll never believe this, but it spoke to me.″
″No, I believe you,″ Ray said, pulling a manila folder out of his backpack. He handed it over to Thomas. ″Check that out.″
Thomas opened the folder. Inside was a computer printout of an article from the Wikipedia website on something called a Jackalope. As soon as he looked at the picture in the upper right hand corner, showing a deformed jackrabbit with deer-like horns, he knew this was the creature he′d seen last night.
″Holy crap. These exist?″
″Supposedly,″ Ray said. ″White people think so. But it′s like a myth, like a Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster.″
″Well it ain′t a myth no more.″
Thomas read the entire article as they continued toward the school. It said that jackalopes were a mix of jackrabbits and antelopes and were rumored to live in the Midwest, in places such as Wyoming�wherever that was. Farmers and ranchers had told stories about seeing them in their fields, killer horned rabbits that sometimes attacked livestock, and they were even reported to be able to mimic human speech. Some theories went so far as to call them alien beings from a distant planet.
″This is crazy,″ Thomas said, handing the folder back. ″Totally some white people shit.″
″But one thing′s for sure.″
″What′s that?″
″I think the jackalope I saw last night wanted to kill me.″
Thomas had been afraid he′d say that. He felt certain it′d wanted him dead too, and it had had the opportunity but for some reason it let him be. Almost like it was toying with him.
As they reached the iron gates of the high school, he said, ″I think you′re right, Ray.″
″So what does it mean?″
″Means we need to watch each other′s asses.″
Ray nodded weakly and they merged into the throng of students.
 
***
 
The third victim was known as ″Little Doo,″ a neighborhood gangbanger who was only sixteen years old. Little Doo had dropped out of high school and lived in a halfway house, from which he was usually on the run. Most kids stayed away from him because he was nothing but trouble. Not even Leo hung around with him.
Several state troopers found his body by the train tracks in the early morning hours. He′d been decapitated, his neck sawed clean in half, and his innards had been liberated. The bite marks were again present, and now this information had been leaked into the media, and the local news reporters ran stories about a serial killer they dubbed ″The Biter″ who ate his victims.
That was how most folks found out about Doo′s death. If not for the broadcasts, he might have passed out of existence totally unnoticed. No one really gave a damn about him. To the rest of the world, boys like Little Doo were just ghosts without a name.
 
***
 
A week passed with no more murders, no more jackalope sightings, no more dreams for Thomas. He and Ray mentioned the creature now in private, so nobody else would overhear them. They′d even begun joking that maybe they were crazy, that maybe they′d imagined seeing the thing. But these jokes were halfhearted: deep inside, they both knew the truth.
The news broadcasts continued to run warnings and bulletins on ″The Biter,″ but so far it had been limited to warnings only. But the whole city remained on edge, and at night sirens rang out as cops patrolled the area.
 
***
 
Leo passed the cigarette in the alley beneath an overcast sky. Piles of gray-black clouds mounted higher on the horizon. A large storm was coming.
″What′s the matter with you punks lately?″ Leo said. ″You been actin′ all scared.″
Ray took the cigarette and inhaled, staring off toward the end of the alley. Thomas stuck his hands in his empty pockets, felt around on the fabric lining. That morning he′d awoken to the very disturbing sight of his mama passed out on the kitchen floor, a brandy bottle by her head, a cigarette still burning between her fingers. For a split second, he′d thought she was dead. He′d thought the jackalope had gotten her.
Ray forwarded the cigarette. As Thomas smoked, he surveyed the graffiti-stained brick walls, the lengths of chainlink fence, the trash-strewn clumps of ferns, vines, and shrubs. He was looking for the jackalope. Had he ever really seen it? Was it all just a bad dream?
″Come on,″ Leo said. ″Now you guys ain′t sayin′ nothin′. Out with it, Chopstick, before I mess you up.″
Ray′s panicked, troubled eyes glanced at Thomas for support. He looked like he was about to cry.
Thomas shoved the cigarette at Leo. ″Leave him alone,″ he said. ″We′ve just been a little freaked with The Biter on the loose.″
Leo snatched the smoke and glared at them. He puffed out his chest, his shadow falling across the concrete. ″Man,″ he sneered. ″I ought to beat both your asses right now, just for being a pair of sissies.″
″Go to Hell,″ Thomas replied. His muscles tightened with fear, but he kept his resolve.
Leo mashed the cigarette butt between gnarled teeth, then flicked it away. His eyes lost all trace of friendliness.
″What′d you say, punk?″
″You heard me.″
Out of nowhere a right cross connected with Thomas′s cheek, sending a shower of stars through his vision. He felt lightheaded. He tasted blood as he went down, dropping to his knee on the concrete.
Leo′s foot came next; not so much a kick as a push and Thomas flopped over on his back. He stared up at the mushy clouds, thinking that they looked very strange today; otherworldly; and were those jackrabbit ears he saw?
″Leave off him, fool!″ Ray shrieked.
There was the sound of a scuffle, then suddenly Leo′s face appeared directly in Thomas′s view. The older boy had his lips scrunched up like a savage pitbull. He spit down at Thomas, the saliva pooling in his eye sockets.
″I′m through with both you chumps,″ he said. ″You′d better learn to watch y′alls backs in the ′hood.″
Leo′s ugly mug finally withdrew to the sound of departing footsteps.
Tomas lifted himself to a seated position, rubbing his left cheek bone. It was swollen like a bee had stung it. He wiped blood from the inside of his mouth, wincing as he touched the tender skin.
Asshole, he thought. He stared after Leo who was walking down the alley. Then he saw it: movement to the left of the boy, past the chainlink fence where the back of a building attached to an overgrown, weed-infested yard.
Thomas recognized the movement immediately. He turned toward Ray, who stood beside him with his hands on his knees, spitting blood. When the boy looked up, he displayed a winner of a black eye. He was crying slightly.
″I hate that fool,″ he said.
Thomas struggled to his feet. ″Check it out,″ he said, pointing toward Leo.
″I hope he gets hit in a drive-by,″ Ray said.
Thomas nudged him. ″No, look.″
They watched as the small movement came again in the yard, shaking the weed stalks and vines. There was a scratching sound and then the fence bulged outward with tremendous force.
″It′s the jackalope!″ Ray yelled.
Thomas hissed at him, ″Shut your trap!″
But it was too late. Leo had already been alerted. He′d stopped walking and was turning back around. When he saw the fence shaking, he flinched in surprise and that′s when the creature vaulted over the top, a giant furry floppy thing, with horns pointing up to heaven and teeth filling with drool, eyes like burning fire. It landed squarely on the boy′s chest, driving him to the ground and pinning him to the concrete.
″Jesus!″ Ray and Thomas shirked together.
The jackalope tore into Leo′s chest, spraying blood and guts upward in a grisly geyser.
Thomas felt cold, sick, and he heard Ray vomiting off to the side. ″Come on, that thing is coming after us next!″ he said. ″We gotta�″
But the jackalope was already flopping toward them, bounding up the alley. It spoke in a voice that was artificial and corrupted.
″I be the jackalope / You ain′t gotta hope / When you step to me / You betta geta rope�″
″Holy shit, it′s talking!″ Ray screamed. He shouldered into Thomas. ″It′s a talking rabbit, man!″
Thomas pushed him away. ″Yo get off me, fool! I already told you it could talk!″
Then the jackalope was only five feet away from them, its fur drenched in blood, entrails and flesh dangling from its teeth. It hacked up one of Leo′s gnawed bones which pinwheeled and skidded out of sight.
″I be the jackalope / You ain′t gotta hope / When you step to me / You betta geta rope / Cuz I′m so dope / You can′t step to this / Play with my horn / You gonna be missed / Cuz I rhyme too fast / And I run with speed / Put you in the ground / Won′t need no deed / I tear you up / Eat your gut / You don′t stand a chance / You can′t say what / So back off / They call me Jackaleezy / I′m so sleazy / Try hard as you can / You can′t know my steezy / I blow up your home / Send you to hell / Ain′t no hope / With jackalope / You need wishing well / Cuz it′s me / The mighty MC / Jackalope / Push yo ass off a slope / You can′t cope�″
″What the hell, is it rhyming?″ Ray whimpered.
But Thomas couldn′t answer. He couldn′t possibly speak now, not ever again, for his eyes watched the sky, where the storm clouds had parted with unnatural speed, like paint being wiped from a canvas. Like they weren′t real at all, like they had never been real, like they were only just an illusion.
Great geometrical ships began dropping down through holes in the clouds. The liberated sunlight reflected off their shiny, metallic surfaces. There were hundreds of them, stretching back as far as his eyes could see. A sound, a low electrical hum, filled the air.
One of them descended silently directly over the alley, hovering above the rooftops. Ray looked up, saw the ship, and released a bloodcurdling scream, the cry of someone gone mad.
The ship′s exterior was a flickering field of lights and complex patterns, of alloys and odd angles, and a slowly opening circular hatch, unfurling from the center outward, growing wider by the second.
″Cuz it′s me / The mighty MC / Jackalope / Push yo ass off a slope�″ the jackalope said.
Thomas caught one mesmerizing glimpse of the contents of the ship, a surging sea of fur and teeth, a literally endless number of beady-eyed jackalopes stacked one upon the other, like an army amassing for battle, and some of them even wore metallic armor and mighty helmets from which their horns protruded like rifle bayonets.
Ray took a single look and somehow managed to scream louder. Thomas dropped to his knees in awe, and he swore he heard the jackalope standing before him begin to laugh.  
 
 



JOHNNY VERSUS THE CREATURES
D.T. GRIFFITH
 
 
AS IT HAD BECOME CUSTOM EVERY NIGHT before bed, Johnny peered out the bedroom window and looked for the creatures. He could not sleep knowing they might be circling the house. Mom and Dad never noticed them, he thought, it was his duty to protect his family. With his flashlight in hand and his dog Onyx by his side, Johnny opened the window and investigated the backyard from his vantage point.
The moon illuminated the swing set and the woods behind the house. Leaves rustled in the breeze carrying with it the scent of chimney smoke from the neighbor′s house way down the road; the backyard contained no movement. Having satisfied Onyx and himself, Johnny closed the window, climbed into bed and extinguished his flashlight. Onyx took his position across Johnny′s feet and within ten minutes, they were both asleep.
 
* * *
 
Bang! The bed and floor vibrated, the windowpanes rattled. Onyx barked and jumped off the bed. Johnny rubbed his eyes and focused on a mass outside the glass. What is that? Onyx stood upright, pressing his nose against the lower windowpane and growled. Johnny screamed for Mom and Dad, but they did not respond. The window continued to rattle and Johnny aimed the flashlight at the object that had obscured the moonlight; it did not move. Dots of light reflected from a pair of small eyes staring at him. He yelled for his parents — no response. He darted to the doorway and called their names again. Nothing. Onyx continued to growl.
A loud thump came from the thing outside the window. Johnny covered his ears and shut his eyes. Chain links crashed as several claws dragged across the glass. The rattling ceased. Onyx stopped growling and barking. He turned back toward the window. The object was gone; he could see the moonlight through the window again.
All was quiet. Did that happen?
Trembling, Johnny returned to his bed and tried to sleep, Onyx resumed his position on Johnny's feet.
 
* * *
 
Sunlight filled the bedroom waking Onyx. The dog stepped over Johnny′s chest to lick his face.
Johnny opened his eyes and noticed the windowpanes were smeared in dry mud with scratch marks. He hastened to the window; the entire yard was torn up, mounds of dirt everywhere. His swing set was on its side, a chain from a swing wrapped around a strange mass on the ground, and a pickaxe was stuck in a tree trunk. He backed away and caught his breath. The creatures were here, he thought, they got his parents! He bolted to his parents′ room; it was empty. He repeatedly yelled their names and heard no reply.
He flew down the stairs and could hear something outdoors. Digging, he thought. He checked the kitchen and the living room, no Mom or Dad.
Onyx perched himself on the stairs and growled at the front door. The doorknob twisted. Johnny stood in the foyer, one foot pointed away from the door ready to dash. Mom opened the door, catching her breath and covered in dirt. She wiped her sweat-laden hair and specs of red off her face with her forearm. She wore work gloves and held an axe smeared in wet blood. An odor of earth and decay permeated the entryway. Johnny froze.
Mom dropped the axe and knelt down. She wrapped her arms tightly around Johnny, holding his head against her chest. She gestured to a dark brown lump in the yard behind her, attempting to smile.
Onyx leapt past them out the door and to the yard in one motion. The dog sniffed at the corpse; its head severed from the body. Johnny cleared the tears from his eyes and followed Onyx outside in his pajamas, studying the large rabbit-like thing Onyx was nudging, fascinated by its — antlers? This is one of the creatures, he realized. Dad′s voice called his name from behind. Covered in mud and gore, Dad was filling a hole in the ground with a spade; Johnny could see the jagged tip of another antler still protruding from the loose dirt.
A cool breeze carried the scent of chimney smoke from the neighbor′s house; it was calming and refreshing. Stepping over the piles of dirt, replacing the creatures′ paw prints with his own footprints, Johnny approached his father and hugged him. He looked back as he heard his mother swiftly knock the creature′s head out of the way with the hollow thud of a shovel, and watched as she proceeded to dig a hole next to the fur-covered corpse in the front yard.
 
 



WAYWARD GULCH
ERIK WILLIAMS
 
 
TERRY DRUMMED THE STEERING WHEEL to the beat of Metallica′s ″Four Horsemen″ and pushed pedal to the floor. The Challenger′s hemi roared and the tires ate asphalt. The sun dipped toward the horizon. The Arizona desert passed by in a dying beige blur. The sky, flooded in shades of orange, purple, and pink.
Up ahead, a person standing on the side of the road. Just visible. A man with his arm out, thumb up. Terry slowed and pulled over to the shoulder. He threw the car in park about fifty feet down the road.
The guy jogged up and leaned into the passenger window. ″Thanks for stopping. This is the first anyone′s ever stopped.″
Terry nodded. ″I′m only heading as far as Wayward Gulch. You okay with that?″
The guy smiled. ″That′s just where I′m heading.″
″Well get on in.″
The guy opened the door and climbed in and closed the door. ″Name′s Hank.″
″Terry.″ He shook Hank′s hand and floored the gas and spun the back wheels before they bit and the Challenger screamed back down the freeway.
Terry looked Hank over. Young. No bag. Leather jacket and blue jeans. Slicked hair. Almost like the kid was trapped in a time warp from the fifties.
″So what′re you doing out here hitchhiking?″ Terry drank a swig of Mountain Dew and vodka. ″Car break down?″
″Something like that.″
″Either it did or you didn′t.″
″What?″
Terry took another sip. ″Either you did break down or you didn′t. There′s no something like it.″
″I broke down.″
Terry nodded.
″Why are you going to Wayward Gulch?″ Hank said.
″A pit stop on the way to Tucson.″ Terry looked at him. ″Why do you ask?″
″Just curious. Not exactly a place people go visit. Anymore at least.″
Terry shrugged. Glanced over his shoulder at the bag in the backseat. Slightly open, a few bills peeking out. He doubted the kid noticed it but maybe...″I′d thought it be an interesting place to visit with the name and all.″
″People don′t visit Wayward Gulch. People left it. Or tried to.″
Terry chuckled. ″Damn, Hank, you make it sound like it′s haunted or something.″
″Worse than that.″
″What′s worse than that?″
″Haunted isn′t the right word.″
″What is the right word?″
″Infested.″
″With bugs?″
Hank chuckled. ″If only.″
Terry looked from the road to Hank and saw a stark face and lost eyes. ″Why are you heading there if it′s so bad?″
″Don′t have a choice.″
Terry turned back to the road. ″Sure.″
″You′d be wise just to pass on through.″
″Oh would I.″
″Especially with it getting dark.″
″Right, right.″ Terry chuckled. ″Or things worse than bugs and ghosts will get me.″
″On this day, yeah, something worse than bugs or ghosts.″
Terry tapped the jackknife in his pocket. There was something...off about the kid.
Shouldn′t have stopped, he thought. Should have just rolled on by. But you had to, didn′t you. Because he′s young. Because he′s cute. Just couldn′t resist a taste-
″It′s not much further to town,″ Hank said. ″You can drop me off here. I′ll walk the rest of the way.″
Terry moved his hand from his pocket to the wheel. ″Sure.″
He pulled over and parked. The engine idled. Heavy. Hungry.
Hank turned to him. Smirked. ″Seriously, just pass on through.″
Terry noticed a red mark. On Hank′s cheek. It hadn′t been there when he picked him up.
″Something bit you.″ Terry pointed at the spot. ″Looks like it′s swelling up.″
Hank touched it. ″You need to go now.″
Another red mark. Opposite cheek. ″Hey, what the-″
Hank opened the door and jumped out. ″Go. Now.″
He slammed the door shut and started walking. Terry watched as more red marks appeared on the back of Hank′s neck. Then they opened. Like sores. No, like bites had torn the flesh away. Blood oozed and then flowed. Down the back of his jacket. Down his arms and legs.
″What the hell?″
Terry shifted and pulled up alongside Hank. Pieces of his cheeks were gone. Chunks of his ear.
″I told you to go.″ His lips disappeared.
″What the hell is happening?″ Terry yelled through the lowered passenger window.
″The same thing that happens every year.″ Hank pointed down the road toward town. Parts of his jacket disintegrated. ″You got about five minutes to either turn around or make it to the other side. Stay and you′ll be theirs.″
Terry stared, tried to speak but couldn′t find the words. Almost all of the flesh on Hank′s head was gone. So was the hair. Eaten away by some imaginary force.
″It′s the night of the jackalopes.″ Hank stopped and turned. His head, nothing but a bleached skull now. ″Don′t end up like me. Go. Now!″
Terry floored it. The tires spun and spat smoke. The Challenger devoured the road. In the rearview, Hank blew away like ashes on the wind.
″Christ.″ Terry rubbed his head. Rubbed his face. ″All in my head, man. All in my fucking head.″
It took him another minute to realize he was heading toward town instead of away from it. He looked at the horizon. The sun was almost completely gone. The town, no more than a mile ahead.
You can make it, he thought. Too late to turn around now.
He shook his head. It was all bullshit. Too much vodka and Mountain Dew. Hell, the adrenaline was still up from the bank robbery. All in his head.
He slowed as he reached the outskirts of town. Didn′t want to give a cop any reason to pull him over. It took him another minute to realize there were no cops to worry about. Or people.
The Challenger rolled through what had been the business district of Wayward Gulch. Empty buildings. Busted windows. Graffiti covering every square inch of vertical surfaces.
Ghost town, he thought. A relatively recent one. By the looks of the buildings, Terry figured it died sometime in the fifties.
-Hank. The hair cut. The style of dress-
Oh, shit.
He tried to floor it but the engine died. He drifted a few seconds, trying to start the car, slamming his hand on the dash, but the engine wouldn′t turn over. He looked at the horizon. The sun was gone.
Stay and you′ll be theirs.
No, no, no, he thought. Again, trying to start the car.
Terry gave up after a few more minutes. He buried his face in his hands and wondered what the hell he was going to do. No car in a dead town infested with...something bad. Something that apparently ate Hank a long time ago.
Stay in the car, Terry thought. Don′t go anywhere until sunrise. Hank said Night of the Jackalopes, whatever the hell that is. So sit tight and wait.
He reached down under his seat and grabbed the .357. He′d prefer the Mossberg but the shotgun was in the trunk and he was going to. Sit. Tight.
Terry leaned back and rested the .357 on his thigh. Made sure all the doors were locked. And sighed.
Something reflected the headlights. Something small in the middle of the road. Terry squinted, tried to make out what it was. Short, two eyes. Squirrel?
No, bigger than a squirrel. More like a jack rabbit.
Yep, jack rabbit. Hopping up the road toward the Challenger. As it neared, Terry made out more of it. Pale white. Almost spectral looking. Big ears. Big front teeth. Cartoonish. And-
″Antlers?″
He leaned forward and strained his eyes. Two protrusions, no longer than a few inches, grew from the jack rabbit′s head, forward of the ears. Looked like two big sticks, with the exception of the multiple points on each. Terry counted ten.
″A ten point jack rabbit.″ He laughed. But the laughter soon died as he saw several more emerge from the darkness into the light. All hopping toward him.
He lifted the .357. Watched as more poured into the light. Had to be fifty now.
Terry swallowed, glanced in the rearview. In the red of his tail lights, he saw more. More coming toward him. Not jack rabbits at all. Jackalopes.
Sit tight, he thought. They can′t eat through metal.
He could hear them just outside the door. Their feet drumming the asphalt. Thump. Thump.
The front left tire exploded. Terry shrieked and dropped the gun. He pawed on the floor for it as the other front tire blew. The back tires followed.
Terry found the gun and sat up and shrieked and dropped the gun again. This time he didn′t reach down. Instead, he remained locked on the windshield. His hood, covered in jackalopes. Thousands of eyes on him.
Thump. Thump.
The roof. They were on the roof. It dented and sank under their weight. How many could be up there?
Then they stopped moving. The ones on the hood still stared.
″Can′t eat through metal and glass can you, assholes.″ Terry flicked them off. ″Ha, ha!″
One closest to the windshield lifted its left leg and stomped. Lifted and stomped.
″Oooo, scary.″
Another followed suit. Then another. Soon, they became a quartet. Then a chorus. The car started to rock and bounce.
Terry sank into his seat and covered his ears. The car moved like a plane flying through heavy turbulence. His stomach flopped. Dizziness hit his head.
Cracks spider-webbed across the windshield. Across the side windows. Across the back window.
No, Terry thought. This isn′t happening.  All in my head. I drove off the road somewhere and crashed and I′m dreaming all this shit.
The thumping stopped. The car stopped bouncing and shaking. Everything went still.
Terry watched the one who started the song. The one staring at him with mirrored eyes even though no light shined in them.
It tilted its head, studying him. Tilted it to the opposite side, studying him.
″Please, no,″ Terry said, begging.
The lead jackalope sucked in a great gulp of air and opened its mouth. What followed was a screech so loud Terry could do nothing but cover his ears and scream. It felt like the very sound drilled into his ears. Into his mind.
The other jackalopes joined in. The screech became unbearable. Terry leaned over into the passenger seat, trying to push his head into the crack. Trying to get away from the terrible wail.
But he couldn′t get away. Couldn′t block out the sound even as his ear drums exploded. As the blood oozed around and between his fingers. As the glass of the windows shattered inward, raining him with the remnants of the last barrier of protection.
The screech stopped. But the echoes in his head remained. The pain in his ears pulsed. Terry shook and wondered what next?
He lifted his head, hands still clasped over his ears. Jackalopes sat on the dashboard, peering down at him. Saliva dripped from their mouths. Their great teeth glimmered.
Terry laughed. What else could he do? This was how it was going to end. This morning, he thought he had it made. Rob a bank and flee to Mexico and set up a king′s life. And now he stared at his death, reflected in the mirrored eyes of fucking jackalopes.
″I′ll see you soon, Hank,″ Terry said as the lead jackalope jumped on his chest and bit.
 
 



CAUTIONARY TALES
ABBIE BERNSTEIN
 
 
IN A LITTLE NEW ENGLAND TOWN, In a little New England town, not unlike the one where Ms. Phipps was teaching her English lit high school class, it was said there lived a young man named Aldin Beuel. Aldin was tall, good-looking and charismatic. As a consequence of this, even young women who did not know him tended to smile at Aldin and look at him warmly. Aldin appreciated the regard of the young women. Those he especially liked he would court, and once he got them alone, he would embrace them from behind, then slit their throats with a small silver scalpel and cut out their eyes, which he kept so that he could continue to appreciate the way they looked at him.
This story found its way into the neighboring towns. The young women there, taking the story of Aldin Beuel to heart, glared at any young man they did not know, especially those they found unattractive. Another young man named Fletcher Hogden, who was not attractive, grew so worn down by the hostile expression on the face of those young women who met his gaze, and the others who simply glowered preemptively at his back, that he purchased a rifle, walked into an indoor shopping mall and opened fire on every young woman he saw there until at last he was subdued by the police.
When Ms. Phipps judged that her students had taken sufficient time to finished reading the two paragraphs above, she said, ″Well, what can we learn from this?″
Several hands waved tentatively, but Jennifer Foley′s arm shot straight up.
″Yes, Jennifer?″
″Never trust misogynistic urban legends that have the underlying aim of repressing women′s sexuality?″
″Thank you, Jennifer,″ said Ms. Phipps. ″Who can tell me the folklore regarding alligators in the sewers?″ This time, quite a few arms shot up. Ms. Phipps pointed and nodded. ″Yes, Tom.″
 
Tom Clofield was small for his age, but he had what Ms. Phipps regarded as commendably outsized enthusiasm for all things regarding narrative. ″Well, there was this family — no, wait, it had to be a bunch of families, for there to be alligators, plural. Anyway, a bunch of families in New Jersey — is that right?″
″It′s usually New York,″ Ms. Phipps said, ″but go on, the locale isn′t the point.″
Tom continued. ″They bought baby alligators for their kids, but when the alligators started to grow, the parents didn′t think they were good pets anymore, so they flushed the baby alligators down their toilets. The baby alligators landed in the sewers, where they grew and grew and grew, until they started eating sewer workers.″
″That′s the gist,″ Ms. Phipps agreed. ″And what is the point being made by this tale?″
Tom raised his hand again. ″Don′t be a sewer worker.″
″That′s self-evident,″ Ms. Phipps said. ″No, that′s not it. Someone else? Come on, anyone.″
″Um, don′t buy something you don′t want?″ said Sally Rawley.
″Not quite,″ said Ms. Phipps. ″Hugo?″
″The whole story doesn′t make sense,″ declared Hugo Larch. ″If the alligators got too big to deal with, they′d also be too big to flush down a toilet.″
″Perhaps they simply got too difficult to deal with, rather than too large,″ Ms. Phipps suggested. ″Let me put it another way — what do you think happened in that neighborhood, assuming there were stories about alligators eating sewer workers?″
A confused murmur went around the class. Finally, Ron Martinez raised his hand. ″Then the sewage workers didn′t want to go down there and the sewage started backing up?″
Ms. Phipps clapped her hands together, just once. ″Yes, Ron. And what does that tell us?″
″That when people are irresponsible with pets, they wind up knee-deep in their own shit?″
″Exactly, Ron,″ Ms. Phipps nodded, pleased.
″Would serve them right for doing that to a pet,″ Hugo declared. ″Except they wouldn′t fit in the first place.″
″Then there is the legend of the Vurdulak,″ Ms. Phipps said, resuming the lesson. ″A father leaves home, is gone for several days, returns, but insists upon being invited into his own home. When a family member complies and does invite him in, he reveals himself to have become a vampire and makes his entire family into vampires.″
Benny Hakawara spoke up. ″Could be a metaphor for sudden wealth, Ms. Phipps. The father leaves home poor, comes back rich and turns his entire family into soulless rich who drain the poor.″
 
″That′s an interesting notion, Benny,″ said Ms. Phipps, ″but it doesn′t take into account the new need for permission to enter the home. Yes, Lawrence?″
″It′s one of those fables designed to keep people insulated and ignorant,″ Lawrence Kelten declared. ″Anyone leaves home, goes outside the community, changes — well, don′t let them in, because they might be different now, and being different is dangerous. The �let me in′ part implies that you personally can prevent change by refusing to accept anything from outside your world view.″
″Exactly,″ Ms. Phipps said, satisfied that her students were indeed comprehending her teachings. She gazed thoughtfully around the room, her eyes taking in the pile of clothing near the door, before deciding the note on which she′d conclude today′s lessons. ″Now, what about the boy who cried wolf?″
″Well, we all know that one,″ said Suzy Maynard.
″Then tell it, Suzy,″ said Ms. Phipps.
Suzy shrugged and obediently launched into the story that often signified the end of the school day in Ms. Phipps′ class. ″Well, it′s a sheep-herding community, and this boy, to get attention, says he′s seen a wolf. Everybody goes out and looks for the wolf, it′s a big deal, and everybody winds up tired and frustrated. The boy does it again, same thing happens. Finally a wolf comes and he tries to tell people, but nobody believes him, everybody goes to bed, and the wolf comes and does its thing.″
″And what 'thing′ would that be, Suzy?″ Ms. Phipps prompted.
″Well, in the story, the wolf finds the boy and kills him.″
″Do wolves really kill people?″ Ms. Phipps asked rhetorically.
″That′s just part of the story,″ Suzy replied. ″No, they don′t.″
″But we do!″ the class shouted in joyful ritual, fur and feathers and scales erupting from their bare human skin, pink and brown and black becoming luxuriant white fur, tawny and black plumage, glittering green diamonds. Fingers sharpened into claws and talons, jaws sprouted fangs and sharp beaks tongues grew forked. Hissing, squawking and howling, they ran and flew and slithered past the clothes they′d shed by the door when they′d arrived in the classroom, readied for this moment, and bolted out into the night, seeking the tellers of false tales.
Ms. Phipps dropped to all fours, relishing the feel of the soft, warm hairs now sprouting all over her body. She hopped forward, her now-long ears brushing happily back and forth against the antlers that gave her head a comfortable weight. It was a tight fit through the classroom doorway, as she was large even by jackalope standards, but a bit of wriggling and she was clear. She leapt eagerly forward, ready to put her antlers to use.
″And what do we learn from this, class? Anyone?″
 
 



THE HOLY CARROT AND THE HORNED HARE
MATT KURTZ
 
 
IN ALL HIS EIGHTY-ONE YEARS, Floyd Buford Jenkins had been a peaceful man. But tonight, with his livelihood on the line, he was forced to come out swinging (well, at least as much as his arthritis would allow...especially with what felt like an approaching storm out west).
Slamming the gas pedal to the floor, his rusted ′56 Chevy truck belched under the hood and farted exhaust as the vehicle puttered down the highway. Hitting a top speed of forty-five, he ignored the honking cars that swerved around him.
Floyd squinted to read the approaching highway sign and saw that it was his exit. He jerked the wheel to the right and cut across two lanes, nearly side-swiping a minivan coming up beside him. The van lurched to the safety of the far left lane with horn blaring.
″Ah, Shuddup!″ Floyd yelled out the window. He exited the highway, grateful to be leaving such a dangerous stretch of road (and oblivious to the large, dark figure stealthily pursuing him, gliding through the shadowy woods and fields that ran parallel along his route).
A few minutes later, the Chevy truck slid to a stop across the rural gravel road. Floyd killed the engine and climbed out. Reaching behind the seat, he withdrew a double-barreled, twelve-gauge shotgun. Cracking it open, he gave a final check then snapped it shut. He tightened the ties on the tarpaulin that covered the large lump in the back of the pickup then wobbled up the long driveway toward the farmhouse.
Even with most of the lights on inside the two story house, its surrounding yard was an inky void. The black silhouettes of the nearby crops and wooded area swayed against the gray night sky. Moving through the darkness, Floyd made his way to the front porch and climbed the creaky steps. Once at the door, he gave it a hard rap.
The sound of booted footsteps came from the other side. Floyd raised the shotgun and aimed it for a headshot.
The knob twisted. The door ripped open.
Floyd exhaled at the sight of the hulking man-child that towered in the open doorway, gnawing on a strip of beef jerky. The clod′s name was Delmont, only twenty-five years old and never the same since being kicked in the head four years ago while trying to shoe an ornery mule.
Floyd pulled the barrel away from the halfwit′s face.
The oaf, ignoring the gun just aimed at him, casually said, ″Hey, Floyd″.
Floyd nodded. ″Delmont.″
An awkward silence.
″Yer Grampappy home, Delmont?″
″Sure is.″
Delmont′s eyes shifted to the darkness behind Floyd and he stopped chewing his jerky.
Floyd couldn′t help but feel the hairs on his nape stand on end. He glanced over his shoulder to see what the dimwit was looking at. Seeing nothing, he turned back and waited. Delmont continued his steady stare into the void.
Floyd cleared his throat. ″Hey...ah...Delmont...″
The man looked at Floyd as if seeing him for the first time that night. ″Oh, hey Floyd.″
″Yer Grampappy? Is he home?″
″Sure is. Hold on.″
Delmont slammed the door in Floyd′s face.
″Grampaaaaaa!″ The footsteps faded away. ″Floyd Jenkins is at the door.″
Floyd shook his head and stepped back into position, re-aiming for a headshot.
The door suddenly swung open. ″Why Floyd, what′re ya doin′ in these parts�″
Horace Keenly stopped short in his tracks with mouth gaping.
Floyd shoved the shotgun in his face. ″I came for the Jesus, Horace! And I don′t want no trouble! Just hand him over and I′ll be on my way.″
 
* * *
 
Ever since that train carrying toxic waste derailed and puked its contents across the Jarvis County landscape, its townsfolk had nothing but headaches and heartaches. The glowing green goo soaked into the soil, contaminating an underground stream that spread the poison throughout the entire region.
All the crops, from peas to pumpkins, became super-sized! What first seemed a blessing quickly became a curse because of how freakishly large things grew. Hell, even someone of Delmont′s limited intelligence would know that abnormally large produce grown in an area known for a toxic waste spill wasn′t safe for consumption, resulting in a complete halt of commerce for the farmers in the area.
Those that didn′t lose their property to the banks packed up and went to live with relatives while the folks at the Environmental Protection Agency promised to sort things out.
Horace and Floyd were of the few that stayed, refusing to abandon their farms. While Floyd tried the last ditch attempt of ripping up his crops and replanting, Horace struck gold trying to uproot one particularly stubborn carrot in his patch. When it wouldn′t give, he dug around it...and kept digging. Deeper and deeper, he clawed at the soil until finally dislodging the beast from the earth, pulling it free with the help of his hefty grandson.
″Jesus!″ Delmont said. He pointed at the five-foot tall carrot that was now propped against a tree in front of the setting sun.
Wiping the sweat from his wrinkled brow, Horace fought to catch his breath. ″I...I know, boy. �T′was a bitch to get up.″
Delmont shook his head. ″No, Grampa,″ he said, pointing again, ″Jesus! Jesus!!″
Horace fought the urge to throw something at his grandson. But then he looked at what the boy was pointing at and his jaw unhinged. ″Jesus. H. Christ.″
″Told ya,″ Delmont said, smiling.
With the warm orange sun providing a beautiful backlight for the carrot, the damn thing looked like the spitting image of Our Lord and Savior. From the way the floppy green shoots cascaded over the vegetable like long strands of hair, to the dark stains of dirt resembling a beard, nose, and eyes.
Horace had once seen news reports about the Virgin Mary being spotted in a tree′s bark and how people flocked to see it. The masses were a faithful bunch, coming from all over the globe to witness the likeness of the Holy Mother, some even passing out cold when it wept sap.
Dollar signs danced in Horace′s noggin. He could charge a buck a pop for a gander. Hell, make that two! Forget farming, a godsend like this could provide a steady income for quite some time�or at least until the carrot rotted beyond recognition.
At about the same time that Horace was uprooting his Jesus carrot, Floyd was taking the Lord′s name in vain over a broken fence, knocked down by a mysterious guest that had been squatting on his property.
Over the last few months, his returning crops were being trampled and devoured by the unseen visitor. Floyd saw the rooting marks in the earth and first thought the culprit to be feral pigs tearing up his land while scavenging for grub. Then he saw the scarred trees from the sharpening of antlers�with the marks being a good ten feet off the ground!
That afternoon, while mending the fence trampled by the interloper, Floyd spotted a large mound of fresh earth down by the creek. Taking a shovel from his Chevy, he poked and prodded the loose dirt. Then he dug.
His shovel clanked against something hard.
Continuing his excavation, he unearthed a large pair of six-point antlers. A little more digging and he was shocked to find the carcass to be not one of a deer, but a gigantic jackrabbit. With antelope horns!
It was the infamous jackalope! Part rabbit. Part antelope. A mythical creature that, although faked for postcards or constructed in taxidermy shops, had yet to be seen in the wild.
The animal was monstrous. Lying on its side, the thing had the mass of a black bear. Multi-colored fur. Razor sharp talons. Huge buck teeth on top and bottom that resembled a staple remover from hell. One of its floppy ears hung limp, partially covering a ghastly blood-red eye that stared up lifelessly at Floyd.
The sight of the freakish beast gave him the heebie-jeebies. Had the thing naturally grown to such a size or was it from the effects of the toxic waste spill?
Floyd glanced at the ground on the opposite side of the mound.
Footprints. Not human.
Hare. And Huge.
By God, there were two!
He hustled over to the footprints, sized them up, and returned to the mound, comparing them with the corpse′s feet. The tracks were twice as big, making the thing that left them jumbo-sized! Probably at least nine feet tall...not counting the antlers!
Floyd had found his interlopers and when the world saw his discovery, especially if he could snag the living one, he was going to be rich! Or at the very least, be able to save his farm.
Scrambling up the incline, he went to fetch his truck while trying to figure out the best way to catch the one still roaming his land.
″Hootch!″ Floyd screamed a half out later. The memory hit him like a slap to the face while driving home with a truck bed full of dead hare.
He remembered the jackalope spook tales told by his MeeMaw concerning a surefire way to lure the beasts from hiding: booze. A flask of whiskey left in the open would draw them out. They′d drink the alcohol, get sloppy drunk, and become easier to catch. It was the only way to dull their senses in order to sneak up on the swift bastards.
Floyd had to admit that a rabbit being attracted to alcohol was more than far-fetched but it was worth a shot.
By the time the moon was high in the night sky, Floyd was hidden in the brush with his double barrel and lasso, ready to catch him a drunken monster. He eyed the opened bottle of cheap whiskey in the middle of the clearing and licked his chops.
Five minutes later, he gave into temptation and ran out for a swig. One gulp turned into two and the next morning he awoke in the middle of the clearing, tangled in his own rope, missing a boot, and clutching the empty bottle.
So much for the whiskey method.
While replenishing his supply at the town′s liquor store, its owner, Clinton, made small talk about their buddy Horace and his oversized Jesus carrot.
Floyd guffawed. He wasn′t about to spill the beans about his (much better) find. Even if he couldn′t catch the live jackalope, he still had a dead one hidden under the tarpaulin in the bed of his pickup, parked just outside the store. So, go ahead...let Ol′ Horace brag about his stupid, overgrown vegetable resembling the son of the Big Guy Upstairs. It didn′t take a genius to figure out which the paying public would be more curious about.
On his way back home, Floyd laughed a little more over Horace and his giant carrot. Then it hit him like a man betting on a fart but drawing mud. He flinched and the smile dropped from his face.
Them jackalopes are nuthin′ but giant bunny rabbits. And what′s the one thing everyone knows bunnies love to eat?
Floyd ripped the steering wheel to the left, making a sharp U-turn in the middle of the busy downtown street. He barely heard the honking of the other vehicles over his own screeching tires.
″Ahhh....shuddup!″ he said, maneuvering the Chevy towards the highway in order to pay his buddy Horace an unannounced visit.
 
* * *
 
 ″Now, Floyd don′t be stupid,″ Horace said. The end of the shotgun′s barrel bent his already crooked nose a little more. He raised his tan, calloused hands high in the air. ″I got plenty of other carrots that you can have. Why don′t we just�″
Floyd cocked both hammers on the double barrel.
″Yeah, okay,″ Horace said. ″Jesus is yonder.″ He ticked his head to the right. ″In the barn.″
Floyd nodded. ″First we fetch my truck.″
With arms raised and a shotgun shoved in his back, Horace led the way to Floyd′s vehicle at the end of the winding driveway.
″Floyd, I know these are desperate times for all of us, but stealing ain′t�″
″Don′t ya worry, Horace. I′m gonna pay you back. Might even give ya a cut of my profits.″
″Your profits?″
″Oh, hush now. What I got in the back of my pickup is probably worth thousands more than your lil′ carrot man.″
″Ain′t little! And it′s more than a man. It′s Our Savior, The Lord Jesus Chr�″
″Spare me your bullshit. You ain′t seen the inside of a church in years.″
″So?″
″So in order to call yerself a good Christian, you kinda have to at least follow the first rule in the Good Book: Thou shall always go to church on Sundays. Or somethin′ like that, ain′t it?″
Horace shrugged.
″Exactly. Now the way you need to look at things is that I ain′t stealin′ your carrot. I′m just gonna take it and invest it.″
″Invest in what?″
″Somethin′ much more profitable, that′s what. Somethin′ I′m willing to split with ya. Let′s say....sixty-forty.″
″Let me guess, you get the sixty?″
″Yep. �Cause it′s my discovery. But you help me and your forty cut will probably be more than enough to keep your head afloat for years to come. Even if the EPA condemns our properties as toxic waste dumps.″
″That′s a mighty big promise, Floyd.″
Floyd lowered the shotgun, taking it off his buddy. ″Don′t worry, once ya see what I got in the back of my�″
Horace halted, swung around, and belted Floyd across the chin.
Floyd dropped like a sack of potatoes then went straight as a board. ″My back!″
Horace grabbed his knuckles and hopped up and down. ″My arthritis!″
Floyd groaned and rubbed his jaw. ″Then why ya hit me for, stupid?!″
″For shoving a gun in my face.″ Horace reached down to grab the weapon but Floyd pulled it away like a petulant child.
″It ain′t even loaded fer Christ sake!″
″Bullshit!″
″I swear. I double-checked it when I first pulled up.″
Horace lunged for the weapon. ″Gimme that goddamn thing!″
″Just tell me that you′re interested in my offer,″ Floyd said, rolling over on top of the firearm.
Horace dove on top of him. ″I am! But I wanna be the one holdin′ the gun. Don′t trust ya with it. So gimme!″
″Owww! My back! Watch yer boney knees, ya sumbitch!!″
As the two men struggled a loud crack echoed from within the darkness beyond the tree line. It sounded like a large branch snapping in half.
With Horace planking Floyd, the old timers turned in the direction of the noise and froze.
″That wouldn′t happen to be yer imbecile grandson playin′ in the woods, would it?″
″Nope. After you arrived, he ran in his room with his toolbox and a mess of other stuff under his arm.″
″Plannin′ on buildin′ somethin′ is he?″
Horace shrugged.
″Ya know,″ Floyd said, ″he always was the creative type. Even before the accident I remember him�″
There came another loud crack from the woods that made the men lurch away.
Then one of the larger trees fell.
It crashed across the driveway, blocking access to Floyd′s Chevy. From where the tree once stood, something gigantic rushed out of the shadows and leapt into the air, momentarily blocking the bright light of the full moon.
The thing landed in the distance at the rear of Floyd′s truck.
Both men sat up and craned their wrinkled, turkey necks to see over the fallen tree.
A huge black mass of inky void erased the back half of the Chevy. The thing moved around the bed of the pickup and stopped on the opposite side.
″What. The. Hell?″ Horace said.
As if on cue, the dark blob, backlit by the moon, slowly stretched upwards and gave Horace his answer. Floyd gulped, already knowing what it was.
The jackalope.
″That there′s why I needed your Jesus carrot, Horace.″
Rising, the thing towered over the pickup. Long and thick, twisted antlers adorned its pate. Muscular arms stretched out from its sides. Sharp, gigantic talons glinted in the moonlight. A pair of glowing, red eyes burned like hot coals in the darkness. Then two, long and enormous ears grew erect, standing atop its skull and bookending the entanglement of antlers.
Tilting its head from side to side, the beast stared into the back of the truck. With a lightning fast swipe of its hand, it ripped away the tarpaulin and leaned down. A moment later its head lowered and shoulders slumped. Its whole body deflated.
Even in the darkness, Floyd could easily read the sorrow the beast felt. He also realized that he didn′t need Horace′s carrot anymore. He had unknowingly been driving around with the proper bait the entire time.
″What′s it lookin′ at, Floyd?″ Horace asked, his eyes glued on the beast. ″What ya got back there?″
Not feeling too particularly proud at the moment, Floyd exhaled and whispered, ″Either its mate or kin.″
The creature whipped its head at the men and sucked in the cold, night air. Its entire body puffed up to twice its size. A guttural growl broke the silence. Its eyes seemed to glow even brighter�in pure, unadulterated rage.
″Oh, Geez. What ya go and do now, Floyd?″
″Nothin′. I found it like that. It was already dead. I swear.″ Floyd didn′t feel the need to add that he also desecrated its final resting place by digging it up.
The beast swung down and smashed the side of the truck bed, caving it in. The back window and taillights blew out and the rear tire exploded from the impact. The truck bounced and rocked then sank.
″Hey, now! C′mon!″ Floyd said, whimpering a little. Was it really necessary to go and smash his Chevy like that?
The jackalope leapt into the air, clearing the truck and half the driveway, and landed on top of the fallen tree. It sat perched on the trunk with its gigantic fuzzy feet (that might have looked kind of cute if not for the massive, hooked talons that dug an inch deep into the tree trunk).
Both men, too petrified to move, kept their eyes on the beast.
″Shoot it, Floyd,″ Horace whispered from the corner of his mouth in case the thing could read lips.
″Told ya it ain′t loaded.″
″Ya dummy! What′s the use of having a gun if ain′t loaded?″
″Didn′t load it on account I was gonna stick it in your face.″
″Well...thanks, I guess. But given the present circumstance, I kinda wish you weren′t so thoughtful.″
″Well, at least I can use it as a club. More than what you got to bring to the fight, now ain′t it?″
Horace had to agree. His bulging orbs shifted back and forth for his own weapon. A few yards beside him lay a flimsy leaf rake and a small pile of dead leaves. Once again, Delmont must have got distracted by a colorful bug or funny-shaped twig and forgot to complete the simple chore of raking the yard earlier that day. But this time Horace was grateful for his grandson′s simplicity because if he had completed the task, he would′ve put everything up. And there wouldn′t be a weapon right now, located a few feet away, in the form of the wooden rake handle.
″Think I might of found something if you′re ready to scrap,″ Horace said.
″Yeah?″
″Yeah. Only thing is you have to distract him so I can get it.″
″Please tell me you gotta gun or machete planted out here somewhere.″
″Nope. But I gotta rake.″
″A rake?″
″Yep.″
″What good′s a rake against something like that?!″
″About as good as an unloaded gun.″
Floyd turned and shot him a look. ″How many times do I have to tell ya�″
The Jackalope suddenly rose on the log, quickly recapturing Floyd and Horace′s attention. The creature threw its arms out, stretching them high in the air. The men braced themselves for a mighty roar but, instead, got...
A series of fast clicks from a tongue (after all, it was still a rabbit and rabbits can′t roar).
What intimidation it couldn′t provide with a scary, deafening howl, it more than made up with the bloodthirsty glare it gave the men and the way it stretched its whiskered lips back to reveal sharp and gnarly incisors. It clacked the ivory weapons together, proudly showing them off. Then, like a dozen mini-switchblades retracting, the talons on its feet let go of its grasp on the log.
And the thing took a step forward. Toward the men.
Floyd felt the fear rising in his belly, making its way up his throat. He had lived over eight decades dreading this day.
Eighty-one years is a loooong time, He thought. Most ain′t so lucky.
″Ah, screw this. I′m too old to give a shit about dyin′,″ Floyd said. ″Let′s have us some rabbit stew.″ He struggled to his feet, his joints popping loudly.
That was Horace′s cue. He dropped flat and rolled across the lawn toward the rake.
Gripping the shotgun by its dual barrel like a baseball bat, Floyd raised it behind him and watched the mighty behemoth approach. ″Bottom of the ninth...″
Completely dizzy and disoriented from all the rolling, Horace overshot the rake by a few yards. He rushed back for the weapon, swaying and shambling like a drunken Frankenstein′s monster.
As the beast approached, Floyd waved the bat and shook his hips, planting his feet firmly on the ground. ″Bases loaded...″
″I′m comin′, buddy!″ Horace said, snatching up the rake. ″Save some for me!″
The jackalope swung before Floyd could. Its huge hand swiped at him, knocking him off his feet and the gun from his hand. He flew across the yard and slammed against a tree.
″My back!″ Floyd groaned, sliding down the trunk to the ground.
″My leg!″ Horace yelped, falling to the lawn. He had tried to make two jagged weapons by snapping the rake′s thin wooden handle over his raised thigh. There was a cracking sound, all right, but not from the handle!
The creature turned to Floyd, who was sitting slumped at the base of the tree. Of the two men, he was the one guilty of desecrating the grave. Floyd shuddered over the fact that the beast seemed to be smiling at him, a wicked grin highlighting those ivory incisors again.
Like a bull ready to charge, the jackalope lowered its head and aimed its thicket of antlers at Floyd. It had every intention of shish kabobbing the old timer and ripping off his tastiest bits, a piece at time, for consumption.
Horace rose and hobbled to the monster with the unbroken rake�the metal, wispy end flopping and clanking loudly, giving away any attempt at a stealthy approach. Still, he was able to jam the round, wooden end into the beast′s backside.
The thing reared up. And kicked back.
A huge padded foot thumped Horace, the impact sending him flying backward across the lawn. When he landed, any deadly impact between his skull and the ground was cushioned by a small pile of leaves in the grass. Thanks again to Delmont.
The jackalope spun back to Floyd.
It lowered its head.
And charged.
Seeing the beast barreling toward him, Floyd squeezed his eyes shut and accepted certain death.
But before he could be impaled, a pair of beefy hands came from around one side of the tree trunk and yanked him out of the way.
Floyd heard the crash and felt the leaves, knocked loose from the jackalope′s impact, cascading upon him.
″Hey, Floyd.″ a voice said, casually.
Opening his eyes, Floyd saw Delmont standing over him.
″Close one, huh?″
Stunned, Floyd simply nodded.
Both men turned to the commotion at the base of the tree.
The jackalope had its antlers stuck in the trunk. Fluffy feet ripped at the earth and taloned hands clawed at the bark in an attempt to free itself.
Delmont dragged Floyd further away to a relatively safe distance then gingerly patted his head with his large hand. ″Now it′s time to get that rabbit.″
″No, Delmont! You′ll get yourself killed. Just run. Go! Get outta here!″
Delmont did as he was told, disappearing back into the shadows at the side of the house.
Floyd climbed to his feet and tried to straighten from a hunched position. His spine cracked its objection, forcing him to stay stooped. Hissing from the stabbing back pain, Floyd waddled his way over to Horace and helped him up. He grabbed his arm and threw it over his shoulder to help steady his hobbling buddy.
Kicking up a cloud of dust and shredded bark, the jackalope finally pulled free. It whirled around toward the men and lowered its head for another attack.
Horace and Floyd glanced around and saw they were standing in the middle of the open lawn. There was no place to hide. Their tickets were about to get punched.
″Been real, buddy,″ Floyd said.
″Sure has, Floyd.″
″Didn′t mean to ruin your night like this, ya know?″
Horace shrugged.
″Delmont got someone to help look after him?″ Floyd said.
″Yep. Gotta cousin in Texas. He′ll be fine without me.″
The beast growled and arched back, ready to spring.
From out of the darkness came a loud, grating noise. It sounded exactly like one of those tin ratchet noisemakers handed out as party favors. The annoying sound did its job and drew all attention to the side of the house, where, from out of the shadows stepped a large pale shape.
Both men and beast squinted to make out the thing.
It looked like one of those Chinese parade dragons, but just the head. Horace noticed one of his bed sheets stretched taut across some sort of armature that formed the structure of the face. Rabbit eyes, a nose, and buckteeth were drawn on the fabric with black shoe polish. Mounted smack dab in the middle of its forehead were a set of twisted tree branches like a large pair of antlers. The whole getup resembled a homemade Halloween costume of a jackalope that a child might make. And sure enough, there were Delmont′s thick legs sticking out from below the faux beast, propelling it forward.
The real jackalope growled at the obnoxiously loud and approaching creature.
Once the jackalope lowered its head to ram its threat, the sound stopped and tin noisemaker dropped out from under the costume.
Arching back, the jackalope was milliseconds from charging with a deadly barrage of antlers, incisors, and claws.
Then the face of Delmont′s getup blew outwards in a deafening boom and the top of the real jackalope′s head exploded in a pink mist full of skull and antler fragments.
Floyd and Horace jumped from the unexpected blast, their withered tickers now drumming even faster than they ever thought possible.
After the pump of a shotgun, another blast blew additional pieces off the jackalope′s head.
The near headless beast reared up in reflex then collapsed, its limp body crashing to the ground.
Delmont threw off his costume and reloaded the shotgun with another pump, aiming the weapon at the prone beast and waiting for it to move.
It didn′t.
Once the ringing in their ears subsided, a pale Floyd turned to a shocked Horace.
″Don′t...don′t get me wrong,″ Floyd whispered, ″But what′s with the costume? Couldn′t he have fetched the gun and shot it just as easily without that whole getup?″
Horace shrugged. ″Like you said. The boy′s creative.″
Floyd sat wondering how the boy could′ve prepared like that for the beast. How could he have known? Then he remembered how Delmont stared over his shoulder earlier when they were on the porch. He′d seen it then...
Floyd shook his head and smiled, knowing that he′d personally make sure that Delmont drank for free the next time they all met at Pooter′s Bar.
 
* * *
 
Although any evidence of a genuine jackalope had been blown off the larger beast′s head by the shotgun, Floyd still had the smaller corpse in the back of his smashed truck. He sold the near headless one for a pretty penny to the university for research and the determination of whether the mutation was caused by toxic waste or the Lord′s sense of humor. The smaller one was stuffed and mounted (with every step documented on video to prove its authenticity). Floyd transformed his barn into a den of oddities and showcased the beast, charging an admission price for a gander.
Likewise, Horace spread the word to the masses about his miracle carrot, the very effigy of Christ. And sure enough, the believers came. Over time, after listening to what they had to say, Horace became a believer himself.
Eventually, both men raised enough money to keep the bank at bay and save their farms.
Floyd was always grateful for his encounter with the jackalope, even though he almost lost his life to (what was essentially) a large bunny rabbit. He wondered if he would be as grateful over the new set of tracks that appeared on his property a year later. The extremely large wolf prints were embedded in his soil, leading to and fro the tree line of his yard. As he stared into the darkness of the murky woods, with the sun slowly setting and full moon rising, a somewhat familiar sense of dread rose in his throat.
He took a deep breath and swallowed it down.
″Ah, screw this,″ he said, ″I′m too old to give a shit about dyin′.″ And with that he unzipped his pants and marked his territory, ready to battle any lupine interloper that was brave enough to cross his urinary threshold.
Besides, he was always looking for another piece to showcase in his collection of oddities.
 
 



WAR DANCE
JEZZY WOLFE
 
 
MURKY DUSK FADES INTO EARLY EVENING as a crisp breeze snakes through the tall grass, ruffling Fido′s thick chocolate colored guard hairs, standing them tall on his backside. His whiskers twitch as he skips along the unmarked path. The scent of earth and something unidentifiable fills his nostrils...something...meaty. His paws barely touch ground as he follows his nose. It′s there, right in front of him, a dark cavern tucked in the weeds.
He pokes his head in blackness, and his face feels a damp chill. His eyesight isn′t great, but he′s used to that. Sniffing the air, he searches for the scent of meatiness that lingers somewhere just beyond his vision. Squeezing into the hole, his bones compress to fit comfortably in the tiny space.
The meatiness moves! He can′t see it, but the aroma shifts, swirls a little like dust in shafts of sunlight, and then recedes. Running towards a blurry dot of white, he snakes through the length of the tunnel. He′s almost there. The meatiness will be his!  He′s so close now, he can see big eyes fixed on him. Two pointy ears perked at his approach, as he emerges from the tunnel and leaps...
Oh no!
 
* * *
 
Itchy butt!
Fido rolled on his back in a blind fury, gnawing first on his tail, then his backside, then his toes. He sprawled across the platform in his cage, bumping against the food dish and water bottle. Beyond the metal bars he could see blurry restless lumps. His people were still asleep. One snorted and shifted under the blankets. He shrugged and inspected the kibble in his food bowl.
Not meatiness. Sighing, he returned to his hammock, curling around Fifi, his cage mate. Although younger only by a year, she was nearly as small as a kit, and he almost completely encircled her dainty body. Her tongue poked out of her mouth as she slept and her whiskers twitched. She must be dreaming of meatiness too, he decided. He should go back to sleep and dream of meatiness with her.
Sudden movement in the room caught his attention. A beige blur fell off the bed and slipped through the door. It loped down the hallway, receding into darkness. He couldn′t see it well enough to make out what it could be, but holy dook, it smelled delicious! Just thinking about it made his paws antsy. I need to sleep. I will feel better in the morning. Fifi looks so cozy.
I must lick her ears.
Three licks later, he was asleep again, tunneling through grassy dreamland, searching for the elusive meatiness.
 
* * *
 
Fido stretched one leg in the air, yawned twice, then licked his paws and rubbed them across his eyes. Awake already, Fifi crunched kibble over their bowl. She looked tense, her white fur tufted and messy. Fido slowly stretched his lanky body on to the platform, sliding to her side on his belly.
He licked her cheek, and said, ″What′s wrong?″
″Something bad happened last night. Mommy had a nasty mark on her leg this morning. Daddy said it was a bite.″
″Probably just a spider. We′ll eat it later.″
Fifi′s bright red eyes were full of fear as she shook her head. ″It′s not a spider this time. Daddy took her to a doctor!″ She whimpered softly. ″What if they don′t come home?″
Fido frowned, remembering the weird blur from the night before. He sniffed the air, but couldn′t detect the mystery meatiness. His stomach grumbled, not just because he really wanted to eat whatever that thing had been, but because somehow he knew it meant to hurt their people. He didn′t know why, but...It was on the bed last night, right?
Fifi loved their people almost as much as she loved Fido, because she was separated from her mom and siblings too early. And she worried a lot...about everything. So if he told Fifi about what he saw, she would panic. Panic gave her the hiccups.
He never slept well when Fifi had the hiccups. It was worse than having itchy butt!
Together, they curled up in the hammock, waiting for their people to return. Fido rested his head on Fifi′s shoulder as she drifted to sleep. His eyes were locked on the hallway. The daylight illuminated the house, revealing the shadowy corners he couldn′t see the night before.
So when the creature returned, he recognized it. Rabbit! Brown, furry, big footed...the only difference being the pointy things jutting out of its head, like mangled head teeth. Head teeth? Smelled like delicious meatiness, alright. But it looked...wrong. Mean. Moving toward their room with lopsided hops, its huge ears pricked in his direction.
Fido let out a long hiss. Leaping from the hammock, his tail fur standing on end like a bottle brush, he locked his masked eyes on the intruder and hissed again.
The rabbit loped back down the hall and disappeared.
 
* * *
 
The owners returned while the ferrets napped. Mommy woke them for their playtime as she did every day, giving them both kisses before releasing them. Fido and Fifi thanked her by arching their backs and erupting into spastic dances of joy at her feet. Fido even nibbled her big toe for good measure, dooking when she squealed and reached down to tickle his belly.  
But Fido didn′t feel especially playful. He′d barely napped as Fifi snuggled against him, his mind too busy concocting a plan that would save their people from the evil rabbit. He could smell the creature faintly, could feel its eyes watching him from its hidey spot. Fur bristling, he sniffed the floor, searching for his prey.
We are going to eat you tonight, rabbit.  
Fido led Fifi to their dig box, and they played in the rice as Fido told her about the creature with the delicious aroma and the bizarre head teeth.
Fifi stopped digging, her eyes wide with fear. ″A monster rabbit? Holy dook! Is it gonna eat us?″
″No!″ Fido pounced on her back, so Mommy would think they were wrestling. ″It had that same smell, the smell that means we can eat it. We′ve eaten rabbit before, so I say kill it. Then we munch it all up while our people are sleeping. We get a big tasty treat, and they have no idea they were ever in danger. DANCE!″
They both leaped around the dig box, showering uncooked rice all over the floor, scrambling away as Mommy exclaimed over their mess.
″What was that for?″ Fifi dooked softly, her tiny fangs latched onto the back of his neck.
″We need to be ready. It will be back tonight, I can feel it. Go play with Mommy so she won′t see what I′m doing.″
Fifi bounced across the room and latched onto Mommy′s ankle, her impromptu ambush a successful diversion. Mommy was too busy tickling and chasing Fifi around the living room to notice Fido scampering back to the bedroom.
In the cage, Fido packed a few pieces of kibble into a hole below the door with his paw. That will do. When Mommy put them up for the night, she would close the bottom door, but the lock would not catch. Once their people were asleep, he would be able to push the door open.
It′s time to practice my war dance.
 
* * *
 
Daddy′s loud snores woke Fido. He′d eaten only a little kibble after playtime, curling up in the hammock to dead sleep as he waited for their people to retire. Dreams of delicious aromas circled nightmares of jutting head teeth and empty round eyes, leaving him both edgy and hungry as he stretched awake.
Fifi yawned and climbed from the hammock, red eyes glinting in a wayward shaft of moonlight. After a drink of water she licked her lips, bouncing her head from side to side. ″Do you think this will take long? I was dreaming of pinky mice, and now I′m starving!″
″I haven′t seen it yet, but I can smell it. Get a whiff.″
Fifi lifted her head and sniffed. Her eyes widened and her tail puffed, her fuzzy body poised to pounce. ″I need to eat that!″
″Me too!″ He licked her ear before taking the lead. ″Now, follow me and stay close.″
They descended the ramps and paused at the cage door. Fido squinted into the dark. No sight of the rabbit. Paws on the cage bars, Fido gave them a shove.
The door hinges squealed as it swung open. Their people didn′t stir.
But just past the dark of the hallway, something else did.
 
* * *
 
They crept along the wall, bodies low to the floor. Fido was tense, ready to attack... but he was not afraid.  Squeezing under the scalloped trim of a sideboard, they peered into the gloomy dining room. A rabbit couldn′t reach them there...the perfect command central for two slinky assassins.
″Okay,″ Fido whispered. ″The plan is easy. Distract and attack. If I can get on his back, I can bring him down.″
Fifi licked her lips again. ″Hey! What if I poof on him? Will that distract him?″
″Holy dook, that′s a good idea! Give him a big poof in the face, then come back here.  Do not come out until I tell you it′s safe.″  Fido crawled into the open, and sniffed the floor. ″I′m gonna get him over by that chair, so I can leap on him from behind. Wait here until I bark. Then run out, poof like crazy, and come back. The evil bunny won�t know what hit him!″
Fifi chuckled, her eyes twinkling in excitement. ″I bet he tastes like chicken...″
A long shadow fell across the floor, sending Fido scampering back under the sideboard in surprise. The shape jerked forward awkwardly, blocking the shaft of light that spilled from a kitchen night light. The biggest rabbit they′d ever seen followed, stumbling over its feet as it padded across the carpet.
Fido could see the head more clearly than before, and his tummy contracted when he realized the weird head teeth were actually large antlers.
Fifi clucked softly, every hair on her body standing on end. ″What is that thing?″
Fido never saw a rabbit with antlers before. It looked...ridiculous. ″A rabbit suffering from an identity crisis?″
Fifi dooked. ″It looks like an abdominal snowbunny!″
The smell wafted into their hiding place, the same wonderful aroma Fido hunted in his dreams. ″Abdominal or not, that′s dinner!″
Fifi, overcome with excitement, darted from the hidey spot before Fido could hold her back. Her tiny white body bounced across the floor into the path of the evil horned rabbit, and spun around. Tail erect like a miniature skunk, she hopped up and down as she poofed, barking almost as loud as a dog.
″Get him, Fido! Come on! He′s right here!″
″Yeah, Fido, come and get me!″ The rabbit′s voice was a low growl meant to taunt, spittle dripping from his incisors as he turned towards the sideboard. His eyes were red-rimmed, his fur mangy, and mud caked his oversized feet. Mixed in with the delicious aroma of raw rabbit was an unusual smell Fido didn′t catch earlier. Vaguely familiar, sort of chemical...Fido sniffed hard, trying to identify the foreign odor, but he couldn′t place it.
Meanwhile, the rabbit turned back quickly, head low, his antlers arcing to the right and lifting Fifi off the floor. She hissed and barked, wrapping her legs around a horn as he thrashed his head back and forth.
Fido watched his beloved being tossed above the monster′s head, and for the first time, he felt afraid. He needed to get Fifi back to the safety of their hidey spot where the rabbit couldn′t hurt her. For a moment he thought about waking their people to intervene, until he remembered the fat bandage on Mommy′s leg.
No! This is my plan, and I′m gonna bring down that oversized buffet if it′s the last thing I dook!
Puffing up his dark fur, he charged into the open, his banded eyes locked on their attacker. Just inches from the rabbit′s feet, he pushed off his feet and leaped into the air, arcing and twisting his body. Bouncing and hopping back and forth, he proceeded to war dance like never before, a streak of chocolate and musk that mesmerized the interloper. Jumping over the rabbit′s head, he catapulted over his backside. The rabbit staggered, struggling to stay upright.
″What are you doing,″ he shouted. ″Stop that ridiculous jumping! Have you lost your mind?″
But Fido continued dancing, around the floor, up and over, cart wheeling and spinning faster. The rabbit swayed and stumbled, Fido′s crazed movements confusing his reflexes. He snapped at Fido as the ferret somersaulted across his nose, and Fido caught a whiff of the strange smell again. Only this time he recognized it. He smelled it on Daddy′s breath sometimes.
Whiskey!
Suddenly the rabbit roared, jerking his head forward and flinging Fifi to the floor. ″You farted in my eye! That is absolutely revolting! What is wrong with you?″
Fido did not stop moving, his dancing erratic. He was pouncing circles around the horned rabbit, who stumbled and fell like an inebriated old man. Seizing the moment, Fido leapt onto the rabbit′s back and sunk his fangs into the back of his neck, the familiar taste of blood in his mouth. Digging his claws into the monster′s fat haunches, he bit down again, deeper this time, over and again. The rabbit screamed and flailed under his assault. Driven by the coppery flavor in his mouth and the metallic smell that flooded his nostrils, Fido ripped into the rabbit′s flesh, severing the tough tendons of his spinal cord.
The rabbit collapsed, his movements reduced to involuntary twitches. Fido continued decimating his body until he went completely limp, arterial blood seeping into the carpet. The monster was gone, the remnants of life fading from his black marble eyes.
Fido scampered to Fifi′s side, nudging her with his nose, licking her ears frantically. She did not move, her body lifeless as he tried to wake her. He tugged on her neck, blew on her whiskers...but she didn′t respond.
Exhaustion won over, so he wrapped his body around hers, rested his chin over her face, and drifted to sleep.
 
* * *
 
The smell of meatiness filled his nostrils, wafting in circles around his head, and his stomach grumbled. Slowly opening his eyes, he looked over at the giant horned rabbit, and sighed. He should′ve felt jubilant, satisfied...but he was weary. Lonely. Rather than making a well deserved meal of his kill, he decided to return to the bedroom and wait for his people to wake.
I miss Fifi. Mommy is gonna be so sad when she finds her.  
″Hey! Where are you going?″ A tiny white head popped up from behind the carcass, mouth as ruby red as her eyes. ″You have to taste this! Abdominal snowbunnies are delicious!″
Fido, overwhelmed by joy and relief, danced again — but this was no war dance. He bounced around the dead rabbit and leapt on Fifi′s back, covering her in licks and nuzzles as they wrestled, oblivious to the blood smeared all over their fur. They chased each other around the dining room, dooking their victory, leaving tiny crimson paw prints in their wakes.
Then light flooded the room and they heard Mommy scream, ″My carpet!″ And then, ″What on earth is that thing?″
Daddy, who followed the muddy monster tracks into the kitchen, shouted, ″My expensive whisky!″
 
* * *
 
Despite their people′s horror, Fido and Fifi were allowed to eat their fill of the giant rabbit before Daddy burnt the remains in the garden. The antlers were saved and mounted on the wall in the dining room above the sideboard.
After the night of the Jackalope, Mommy let Fido and Fifi inspect the house before bedtime to be sure more monsters hadn′t found a way in. She would kiss them both on the noses, calling them her little jackalope assassins, and watch them drift to sleep.
In his dreams — night after night — Fido ate that giant monster bunny.
And holy dook, was it delicious!
 
 



THE JACKALOPE AND THE JELLYBEAN
FAWN
 
 
IT WASN′T ALWAYS THIS WAY. There was a time when Jackalopes stood silently among us as respected visionaries and guardians. After the great depression of 2190 and near destruction of the Earth, the Jackalopes evolved from their former selves into practically another species — Jackalones. What caused this bizarre mutation? Trillions of lies, the loss of integrity, the loss of truth, greed, destruction and broken hearts overwhelmed the Universe. The only Jackalope who had not mutated was Sagacious Amerigo Vespucci, the Jackalope who′d helped Ronald Reagan become the United States President back in the ancient days of 1981.
Sagacious and Ronald met by chance when Sagacious had taken a wrong turn into Ronald Reagan′s vast and impenetrable Californian ranch. Slamming hard into Reagan′s broad chest, each let out a slightly loud and startled bellow. Reagan, falling backwards off of his horse, promptly rolled over on the ground and gripped his shotgun tightly.
With an amused look on his face, he pointed the weapon straight at Sagacious, shouting, ″Who and what are ya little fella?″
Sagacious did not appreciate the word ″little.″ He stood four feet eight inches, after all; a rather large size for a Jackalope.
He spat back at the athletically strong man, looked right down the barrel of Reagan′s rifle, squinted his eyes, scrunched up his nose, and made the scariest face possible. He shrieked as loud as he could: ″I am Sagacious! Who...are...you?″
Silence filled the timberland as their eyes locked. Then suddenly, for no apparent reason at all, they simultaneously burst into boisterous, gut-wrenching laughter. Reagan couldn′t believe he had actually come across a Jackalope — a legendary figure he′d only heard of through children′s fairytales.
Surprised, Reagan said, ″I didn′t know Jackalope′s were real, or could talk!″
Sagacious stepped up on a nearby boulder so he could look Reagan straight in the eye on his six foot, one inch frame, and spouted proudly, ″My family and I have been in this country for over four hundred years. Of course we exist!″
They laughed, and from that moment on, Ronald Reagan and Sagacious Amerigo Vespucci became the closest friends that ever were.
In 1974, Reagan named his ranch after his long lasting, deep endearing friendship. 'Rancho Del Cielo' he called it, meaning Heaven′s Ranch. He believed his dear friend Sagacious was, indeed, an angel from heaven brought down by God to watch over and guide him. Ronald often told people: ″There are no accidents in this Universe.″ He always made sure his auspicious friend was nearby, although most people never realized it.
One of their favorite tricks was for Sagacious to crawl up into a hole they had cut out on top of Reagan′s Oval Office wall and stick his head out, freezing his face when people walked in, as if he were taxidermy mounted on the wall. Reagan would claim to visitors that he had, ″hunted and caught the Jackalope himself.″
Every single time, without fail, he and Sagacious chuckled over the prank for hours after every one left.
The trick never got old.
Reagan often tried to do mischievous things to make Sagacious twitch, sneeze or move in some way when visitors were present.
One time, he took a sugary, pink jellybean from his mouth and threw the sticky oblong shaped candy at Sagacious, watching it land in his ear. Sagacious kept his face as stiff as stone, determined to remain expressionless. Reagan marveled at his friend′s extraordinary determination, willpower and discipline.
He quickly copied his old friend, mastering the art of how to keep his own facial expressions controlled, especially when under intense presidential scrutiny. Being a Hollywood actor years before, Reagan found it quite easy to mimic his friend. In fact, he often said, ″How can a president not be an actor?″ Only he and Sagacious got the true meaning of his joke. Ronald and Sagacious shared a mischievous twin-like twinkle in their eyes and smiled.
 
* * *
 
Ronald Reagan would be the first to admit Sagacious was single-handedly responsible for his becoming the 40th and 41st President Of The United States Of America. He told people: ″I never make a move without consulting my Oval Office Jackalope.″ People always laughed politely, thinking Reagan a bit odd and not quite understanding the joke. The truth was, it wasn′t a joke. Reagan honestly never made a move with out the advice of his treasured undercover friend. Sagacious was his true ally, confidant and Reagan′s secret weapon against atrocities in the world. In knowing firsthand America′s history, Sagacious had a sixth sense as to what America needed and the direction it should go.
 
* * *
 
Sagacious was born in The United States of America in 1490 before the continent was 'discovered′ in 1492 by Christopher Columbus. Alone and shivering underneath a rock, a Spanish explorer of Italian descent named Amerigo Vespucci discovered the soft, small, frail creature, who had a badly injured back paw, only steps away from where his ship, the San Antiago, had landed. He spotted a scarlet trail on the sand. Amerigo followed the path of dried blood through the thicket and came upon Sagacious. His fuzzy, tiny paw had been cut by a blunt object and was bleeding profusely.
Picking up the delicate Jackalope, whose antlers had just barely begun to pop up from his forehead, Amerigo cleaned the wound with an opened bottle of sherry and wrapped the injured paw with a tan colored piece of fabric, which dangled from his belt.
Amerigo knew the small creature′s wound must have hurt intensely when he poured the alcohol on it, but the brave little Jackalope never once flinched or even batted an eye. Amerigo looked into the frail young Jackalope′s stoic coal-colored eyes and said, ″Here I am. I′m not in Asia, but in a New World. Here I discover a new being.″ He thought for a moment and said, ″Because your eyes hold so much knowledge and courage in them, I′m going to name you 'Sagacious,′ which means, 'wise′.″
He grinned through his grease-covered face. ″You remind me of a small version of myself, so I think I′ll add Amerigo Vespucci to complete it. Yes. Sagacious Amerigo Vespucci it is! How do you like the sound of that, fearless one?″
Hearing his shipmates approaching, Amerigo stashed Sagacious into a scratchy brown burlap sack he had tied to his belt with a rope, hiding the small, injured creature. He feared the hungry sailors might discover Sagacious and wish to cook and eat him for dinner, even though he was a petite critter, and barely just a bite sized morsel.
Amerigo whispered, ″You never know what this crazy crew may do if they find you. You will be safe here — just don′t make a sound.″ Looking around, he spoke quickly, ″I will get you some food and water after they′ve all fallen asleep.″ Amerigo was happy to oblige, since he had scarcely lost his life and his entire family to a couple of large feathered creatures bearing razor-sharp claws and enormous wings. The raptors had swooped down from out of the blue, and one by one, abruptly abducted each or his family members, as they scattered in vain to safety. Thanks to the quick thinking of his dearly departed mamma, who quickly wrapped the stunned newborn in leaves and hid him under a huge boulder, he had been sparred. The memory of her body being flung through the air as she was ripped from the side of the boulder, right in front of his innocent eyes, was seared into his memory forever. Amerigo had solely survived the sea eagle attack. Rather than become immersed in his immeasurable sadness, he chose to focus on the next 2,800-3,000 years of living that he had left to do. From that moment on, he made a decision to never waste a moment, as a tribute to his fallen family, who had unexpectedly lost that opportunity.
 
* * *
 
Amerigo′s 'large wooden ship vessel,′ the San Antiago, had landed not far from where he encountered Sagacious, on unclaimed land that was later recognized by another Spanish Explorer, Christopher Columbus, and was curiously named America.
Once the men were fast asleep and snoring loudly, he snuck food and water to Sagacious and told him stories underneath the stars, about his land, family and a variety of adventures he had experienced. Over time, Sagacious completely healed from his injuries and Amerigo released him back into the dense forest foliage. When it was time for Amerigo to leave, it was an emotional farewell. Their happenstance meeting had turned into a life long friendship of mutual respect and adoration. Amerigo swore he would do 'everything in his power′ to come back and visit, since taking Sagacious back with him was out of the question, as it was too dangerous. And so began Sagacious′s wait for Amerigo′s return. Night after long night, he anticipated and longed for the arrival of his dear, treasured friend.
One day, not long after Amerigo left, Sagacious saw three ships sailing ashore. Excited, he thought it must be Amerigo, but his enthusiasm soon turned to terror. When he saw a stout middle-aged man, responding to the name of Christopher Columbus, Sagacious high-tailed it into the bushes, but not before being fired upon by long sticks that sounded like the ocean beating the rocks.
Barely escaping gunfire aimed his way, Sagacious realized he had made a grave mistake. He peered from the safety of the forest and read the names on the three ships: ″Santa Maria,″ the ″Pinta,″ and the ″Nina.″ Amerigo chose to stay completely out of sight until Columbus left the island. At night, he hid nearby, listening to the tales and journeys of the men from the ships, learning about life around the world. Eventually, the men packed up and left the island, leaving Sagacious behind with new ideas, expanded knowledge, and new languages in his head.
For years after Columbus, whenever a ship appeared on the waterscape, Sagacious would hop to the highest point near the shore, desperately hoping to see the return Amerigo, the human who had saved his life and become a great friend. Unfortunately, the two never crossed paths again, and this made Sagacious a very sensitive and heartbroken Jackalope.
 
* * *
 
Over the years, decades and centuries, Sagacious saw millions of people come and go. He survived many unpredictable, delightful, devastating and dangerous events such as the Pilgrims landing, Native peoples being murdered for land, settlers being scalped by Native peoples, The Battle Of Baltimore in 1814, the Battle of New Orleans in 1815, the Great Depression, the Lincoln assassination, the John F. Kennedy assassination, the rise and fall of Elvis, the Boston Tea Party, the rise of the Beatles, the invention of the light bulb, the invention of electricity, the introduction of rag time music, the death of Marilyn Monroe(his personal favorite human of the female kind), the introduction of the Blues, Rock n′ Roll, Rap, Hip Hop(his particular favorite), the signing of The Declaration Of Independence, and a legion of other memories filled his brilliant, massive mind.
Sagacious held on to one keepsake from every century. One of his favorite mementos was a picture drawn by President Lincoln′s son Thomas ″Tad″ Lincoln - a portrait of the Jackalope, which Tad had drawn at the age of six. Sagacious had it framed and hung proudly over his bed so he could remember his young friend. Another favorite keepsake was a hand written rough draft of the first inaugural address written by George Washington. Sometimes Sagacious would recite his own experiences and memories back to himself to pass the time away and revel in the happy memories. His brain could spit out dates, times, places and names in the blink of an eye, at any moment, in an instant. He had become quite the authority on the history of America for all those who knew him.
Which brings us back to Reagan. It was from the retention of all these important recollections that Sagacious gained the respect and heavy dependence of the 1980-1988 President. Ronald Reagan relied on Sagacious for important historical facts, always commenting, ″I will trust, but verify.″ 
Whenever there was a major decision to be made or a crisis arising, Reagan consulted Sagacious first. He knew that Sagacious was the first true American, human or not, and Sagacious was revered for that. Reagan once told the country, ″We will always remember. We will always be proud. We will always be prepared, so we will always be free.″ This made Sagacious proud to be an American contributor and an American. Reagan credited his partner for some of the famous quotes from speeches they wrote together. ″Mr. Gorbachev? Tear down this wall!″
″Of the four wars in my lifetime, none came about because the U.S. was too strong,″
″While I take inspiration from the past, like most Americans, I live in the future,″ and Sagacious′s personal favorite, ″You can tell a lot about a fellow′s character by his way of eating jellybeans.″ Reagan and Sagacious liked to eat their jellybeans the same, depending on their mood. Sometimes they would suck on their jellybeans, all the way down to a tiny piece before swallowing and other times they would chew on them, then have to scrape the inside of their gums with their fingers and wait for the jellybeans to dissolve from the tops of their teeth.
 
* * *
 
After 1988, Ronald Reagan, along with Sagacious and his wife Nancy, retired together to the ranch where Ronald and he had first met. They bounced between the widespread farm and the wealthy enclave of Bel Air, where the Reagan′s had an additional home. Sagacious helped the Reagan′s organize Ronald′s memories and co-supervised the creation of the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library in Simi Valley, California.
They worked tirelessly for six years planning the details of the library before Ronald was diagnosed with Alzheimer′s disease — a type of dementia in which parts of the brain that control language, thought and memory slowly deteriorate.
Sagacious helped his compassionate, forthcoming friend write his final speech to the American public which he addressed the nation on November 5, 1994.
The announcement began, ″My Fellow Americans. I have recently been told that I am one of the Americans who will be afflicted with Alzheimer′s disease.″ Ending on a final note, which touched millions of empathetic hearts, he eloquently explained: ″I now begin the journey that will lead me into the final sunset of my life. I know that for America there will always be a bright dawn ahead. Thank you, my friends. May God always bless you. Sincerely, Ronald Reagan.″
As Reagan rapidly deteriorated, Sagacious recited historical facts and funny memories to Ronald in the morning and in the late afternoons. It broke his heart as his closest friend in over four hundred years no longer knew who he was. Nancy Reagan and Sagacious leaned on each other for support during this horrific ten-year period before Ronald Reagan′s death on June 5th, 2004. He was accorded a state funeral, which meant that leaders from all around the world, both Republicans and Democrats and millions of American citizens could pay their respects. He was buried on the grounds of the Reagan Presidential Library. Nancy Reagan arrived early and placed Sagacious on the grounds before the memorial began, so he could be part of it. It was the toughest job Sagacious ever had to do — keep an expressionless face while his dear friend was remembered and put to rest. At one point, he felt a tear trickle down his cheek. He hoped no one noticed it. Luckily no one ever did.
After Reagan left the United States Presidential Office all hell broke loose. Patriotism and hope declined. Terrorism and war were threatened and eventually declared on America, which drove the United States into financial ruin. By the beginning of the following century, the State of the Union′s future was looking glum.
Action needed to be taken, so Nancy Reagan decided to step in and make a decision which didn′t go over too well in the beginning over at the White House. Nancy Reagan took a leap of faith and introduced Amerigo to President George W. Bush. You see, things seemed to be going rather smoothly when George Bush took the presidential office after Reagan, for that one term, followed by Bill Clinton for two more terms. But somewhere during that twelve year period after Reagan′s reign, all of the policies which kept the country glued together — all of the hard work Sagacious and Reagan had put into place began to unravel.
By the time George W. Bush came into office, the situation was quite dire, then a few months later 9/11 put the nation to the fire, which pushed Nancy over the edge, so she took Sagacious back to the White house, marched right on into the Oval Office and said, ″George, I want you to meet Ronnie′s secret weapon which helped him in the White House for all those years, and will once again, save this country now. George, I introduce to you, Sagacious.″  
As George W. Bush looked at the Jackalope (who had his body and face still frozen, waiting for it to be safe to unfreeze), started to chuckle, saying under his breath, ″I think Ronald ate one too many of those jellybeans in his time.″
At this point, Sagacious couldn′t listen to the rhetoric and balderdash any longer. He yelled right in George W.′s face, ″He never ate too many jellybeans!! How dare you mock my friend who was the best man and president that ever was!″ George W. fell back in surprise as Sagacious got within two inches of his face and screamed again, ″You should be so lucky to ever be as great as Ronald Reagan!″ Completely taken aback, George W. stuttered, fumbling for the right words, of which he never found. He chuckled with embarrassment then shrugged it off, stating, ″Well if you were good enough for Ronald Reagan, then you′re good enough for me! Tell me your plan.″
 
* * *
 
The rest is history. Instead of being hidden away, Sagacious became a well-kept secret inside the White House, sitting high up in the ranks as a permanent residence, with his own secure office and secret entrance adjoining the Oval Office. After all, the United States realized they would be nothing without him. Every President since Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush lived by Sagacious′s council, and as long as nothing happened to him, each President followed suit.
After working so many years on the improvement of the human race, and after President Barack Obama′s groundbreaking and controversial ″outing″ of the Jackalope species in 2012, stating he ″understood″ what it felt like to be ″misunderstood″ and not ″believed in,″ Obama explained that ″Change will not come if we wait for some other person or some other time. We are the ones we′ve been waiting for. We are the change we seek and with Sagacious Amerigo Vespucci by our side, we shall overcome.″ President Obama made important groundwork by publicly acknowledging Jackalopes with a the Bill granting them Rights equal to those of the human race. Many years later, Sagacious added an additional personal goal: to help make the Jackalones have hope again.
 
* * *
 
So here in the year 2200, the world is still in the process of rebuilding, with the Jackalone′s and Sagacious the Jackalope at the forefront. Only time will tell if Sagacious can once again build the country back up, and this time, maybe heal his own species in the process.
Standing in front of millions, Sagacious looked up into the sky and quoted his jellybean eating friend, Ronald Reagan, to instill hope for the world.
″I know in my heart that man is good, that what is right will always eventually triumph and there′s purpose and worth to each and every life.″ Looking at the crowd of Jackalopes, Jackalones and humans, he continued, ″If you′re afraid of the future, then get out of the way, stand aside. The people of this country are ready to move again!″
Sagacious had come to realize that all those years ago, when his unforgettable and precious friend Reagan had placed a jar of jellybeans nearby during the cabinet meetings, in his office and also by his bed side, that they actually had represented something. Something important. A reminder he had long since forgotten. Those jelly beans were much more than just a colorful, sugary treat to share and welcome people with. They were a representation of each individual′s originality and greatness, gathered together in a harmonic union, one complimenting the other. Exceptional and unusual on their own, but entirely brilliant next to one another, and necessary to be put together to accentuate their uniqueness and substance.
Sagacious lifted up a large, glass jar of jellybeans, held it up to the heavens, Then picked out a red jellybean and popped it in his mouth as he pronounced another Reagan quote to a loud, cheering crowd, ″You can tell a lot about a fellow′s character by his way of eating jellybeans.″
He stood silent for an instant. In that moment, Sagacious realized that Ronald Reagan had taught him more than he could have ever known on his own and, oh, how he missed his beloved friend.
 
 



DEAR JACK
MISTY DAHL
 
 
This letter was found April 13th, 2001, crumpled up and covered in blood, outside a Mojave desert gas station.
 
Dear Jack,
 
The first time I ever saw something supernatural, I was eight years old. We were on a road trip from the place where our Mama was having a nervous breakdown, to a place where we would live with our Grammy and Pop. It was a spur of the moment kind of operation, on account of some strange new situation, is all Grammy would say. I cried a lot that week and by the time we got to Wyoming, I′d had two big accidents. I remember we were parked in our grandparent′s old Chevy out at the crossroads before I knew what a crossroads was, and I had a feeling come over me. I shrugged it off because my brother Buddy was saying something interesting. Course he was always saying something interesting when he talked. Some of my best memories of him were the stories he′d tell. Always talking about how he′s gonna write books and what he′s gonna do when the apocalypse shows up.
It was a beautiful town with daisies and dandelions sprinkled on rolling green hills. Earlier that day we stopped at a park. I made dandelion-chains with the yellow flowers, wearing them around my head, and I used the white ones for wishing, calling them the wishing flower, thinking they were a different flower altogether; funny how something can change so much from what it was to what it is. On the way out west there seemed to be towns filled with dark somethings on the outside, but this little town in Wyoming was idyllic, its darkness was on the inside. Sitting at the crossroads I could feel a sense of something just not right. I couldn′t shake that feeling come over me, but I remember how I pined on anyway, curious about Grammy and Pop in the general store. I remember thinking they probably had dresses in there — that′s what my heart kept telling me. ″That′d be a reason why Grammy is taking so long,″ I told Buddy. I kept thinking that she wasn′t looking at dresses for herself, but maybe since I′d cut my hand the day before (and bloodied my dress), maybe she was looking for dresses for me. It was the spring of 1954, the year the Comics Code was introduced but that wasn′t until September so Buddy, who was my older brother by exactly ten years, sat in the car and read me Zombies Eat Flesh For Breakfast: Part Two. I remember smiling as best I could, listening to my big brother as he continued to read the comic, all the while wondering if zombies would bite me because I had blood on my dress.
″Grammy and Pop are inside for so long because Grammy wants to make sure we have enough food for the next thousand miles,″ said Buddy. It had been a mostly perfect day, perfect except for the blood and the boredom, and perfect except for the missing my Ma and the dark somethings. Staring up at the sky, watching the clouds on parade, I thought about everyone: Ma, Buddy, Grammy and Pop and my imagination danced. I imagined the zombie apocalypse had come and how I′d be the one to save everyone, especially my Ma. It′d been a long time since she′d really talked to me; I didn′t and don′t remember much about her. The only thing I could recall, and still recall is what she told me the night before they took her away: Be brave and just breathe. Three days had past since we left and as I sat there in the car I wondered if she was being brave and just breathing, then I started to be brave and just breathe, and then I started to cry. Buddy continued to read his book.
We were parked over to the right, and down-a-way from the middle of the road but what I saw, I knew I saw. Buddy was sitting in the front seat and had turned the car radio up so loud that I knew I could slip out the back door without him hearing me; I wanted to get out of the hot car despite the fear of what I saw. Truth be told, I was intrigued. ″You always had an investigative streak,″ said my Grammy. When I got out of the car I snuck over to the trees and hid behind some tall grass. I stared for long minutes at the bloody, torn up body that lay up under the old oak tree�the letter ″J″ carved into its bark. Thanking the good Lord that I wasn′t the dead girl I sat there in the tall grass staring at her for a long time. I knew that the dark something was still coming, but felt myself stay stuck like I was in a quicksand kind of mud. Then, before I could run, they came. First there were three. Then came more. They all stood in a circle as if waiting or conversing. Then they began to smile. They wore smiles not like any animal you or I had ever seen-except maybe a hyena or a cat, everyone knows that cats are sometimes evil but no one, least of all me, would ever believe that a bunny would be evil.
The bunny, my Grammy explained to me, is the state mythological animal in these parts. She said, ″It′s called a Jackalope and they ain′t real.″ I thought about that while I watched them bunnies do horrible things to that girl's bones snapping and blood seeping, coloring my memory of her forever.
 
Then I heard them. ″Hey, over here.″ I turned around and that′s when I saw the smiling face of a jackalope lunging at me. I don′t think it bit me. I think I fell to the ground, passing out too quickly; that second accident fortuitous in a way. Next thing I know I′m awake, up against the tree marked with a ″J.″ I remember all them jackalopes were standing in a circle and foaming at the mouth, their teeth jagged and putrid like knives that′d been left in a dirty sink too long to rot and rust. They had antlers and bloody fur and I especially remember that awful sound; it was a high-pitched humming that I can only describe as supernatural. I couldn′t move and one of the jackalopes, who was drinking whiskey, had his face pressed up close to mine; his eyes were glass stones and they shone my own reflection. He smiled at me with barbed teeth and whiskey breath, bloody saliva running down his fur and for a few seconds, I think my heart stopped. Then the humming stopped and another creature walked towards me. He was a jackalope, and then he turned into a man — a well-dressed man with antlers. I don′t remember what happened after that; it was a kind of trance I got snapped into and let out of, like diving into a dream and then waking up too suddenly and forgetting. When I woke up Buddy was telling me it′s gonna be okay sis.
Back when I was eight, I didn′t understand, but I know now that the crossroads is a place where the Devil will make a deal with you. I never told you this, but ten years later that creature came to get Buddy, but I guess maybe you already know that. I′m sorry I had such a hard time talking about things when we were together, but I′ve changed: funny how things change from what they were to what they are. It′s been hard to bare this truth alone but I figured it was a family curse and that nobody but family should have to bare it. I was wrong to think that you weren′t my family. You′ve always been my family but now you′re gone and I′m not sure we can ever go back to what we were. You′re missing, Ma, Grammy and Pop disappeared, and even Buddy didn′t survive it. I′m sorry you got involved in this, but I understand why you did it. I′m on my way to Wyoming now and all I can say is that I miss you and I love you, Jack. I love you more than the moon and the stars and chocolate chip pancakes, but I′ll do what I have to. Maybe it′s not too late for you, for us, for them, or for our daughter. This may be that, that may be this, and things may change from what they were to what they are. The devil may be a powerful jackalope, with dark somethings like you and Buddy and Ma, but he forgot one thing — I always wanted to save the world.
 
Love,
Kate
 
 



HAROLD AND LINDSAY CRUMP IN:″SAME KIND OF BAD AS ME″
BY DEAN M. DRINKEL
 
 
SLACK BOTTOM′S HELL-HOLE
No-one could explain what really happened that fateful weekend, in a normal looking house on Mockingbird Lane, Slack Bottom, Yorkshire. Five bodies discovered, all in various stages of decomposition, most beyond recognition — beaten, eaten, burnt and broken. Of the owners of this charnel house, the mysterious Crump family, nothing is known. It has been suggested by distant neighbors that they were smuggled out of the country and were headed for the Americas.
God help them.
God help them all...
Lead Article As Appeared In ″The Daily Stargazer″, February 16th, 1976
 
* * *
 
...a cabin, somewhere deep in the Douglas Woods, Wyoming, USA, six months later.
″AAARRGGGHHHHHH!″ Harold Crump screamed, quite pathetically in reality for once he′d jumped up off the sofa, he fell right back down, grabbing his spine. There on the floor, he writhed in agony.
″Woman?!″ He shrieked. ″Aren′t you going to help me? Are you just going to sit there and watch me? I am in pain damn you! Pain!″
His wife, Lindsay, the woman he referred too, was confused. After all, he had asked her three questions. She was lost after the first one.
But something else now grabbed her attention, that odd look on her face, stuck somewhere between pain and pleasure, terror and excitement.
″Harold?! There′s something at the window, it′s watching me, I can see its eyes, horrible Harold, HORRIBLE!″
This was the kind of statement that had caused Harold′s outburst in the first place. He had replied something like: ″What?! Who do they think they are? I′m not having someone stare at my Lindsay!″ He′d then dropped the bone that he′d been gnawing and had exploded into a fit of rage, but as luck would have it, it didn′t do him any good at all.″Woman!″ He shouted again. ″Help me off this damn floor! The carpet′s chafing my inner sanctum, the holy of holies!″ Harold was pouting.
Lindsay didn′t reply, she was totally lost in her own mental bemusement. She continued to stare at the window, believing that whatever she had seen looking back at her was still out there prowling around.
Harold lifted his head, eventually realizing that his beloved wasn′t paying him any attention so (somewhat with ease considering the song and dance he had just made about his bad back) he slowly made his way to his feet. For added effect however, he moaned and groaned as he did so. He slumped back onto the sofa. His face strained.
After several moments silence, he turned and looked upon her. ″Lindsay? What on earth are you doing just sitting there like that?″
It was her open-mouth and wide-eyed stare which was causing him serious offence.
Harold didn′t wait for her to come round however, he quickly grabbed his newspaper, rolled it up and struck the object that lay by his feet until it stopped shuddering. The insolence of the damn thing was winding Harold up, even if he had tried his best to ignore it thus far. Right now Harold was like a coiled spring and it was only a matter of time before he EXPLODED.
″I can′t stand all this nonsense, can′t you comprehend that?″ He said to no-one in particular. ″A cultured man like myself needs to be left in peace.″
Lindsay didn′t reply, so he scratched his forehead, played with his spectacles. He wondered how the hell he had ended up in this god-awful country. What had gone wrong in his life? Blasted Colonies. Damned ignorant natives, the whole bleedin′ lot of them! Harold thought.
But just as he was enjoying a moment′s tranquility, Lindsay screamed.
″Cease that blasted howl, woman!″ Harold commanded. She didn′t hear, she was lost in her own personal terror.
Harold, intrigued, sat forward, the grip on the rolled up newspaper tightened until his knuckles went white.
″What? What do you see?″ He wondered whether she was having one of her so-called psychic episodes, perhaps she had one eye in this world and the other in the next. ″Witch, tell me, tell me everything!″ Not that he believed her of course. But it was a laugh for those quieter moments.
She still didn′t answer, but her finger moved, he followed where it pointed. To the window, through the window...″WHAT THE HELL IS THAT?″ He hollered.
Lindsay vomited. ″I don′t know Harold, but it beckons me.″
Something was indeed outside, staring back at them. Harold couldn′t see too much because of the darkness (after all, it was the middle of the night) but it did appear that something was there watching them. Something with two red beady eyes.
″Hideous!″ He screamed. ″Yet it′s no match for me, Harold Aloysius Crump.″ He jumped up again, waved his newspaper in the air but in his excitement he stumbled over the thing on the floor.
″Gadzooks!″ Harold shouted as he landed in a heap. As he picked himself up, he mock threatened the object by shaking his fist in anger, even if his wrist was fairly limp. ″Haven′t I told you to be quiet already?″
Further debate about chicken soup was halted when Lindsay began to weep. ″It′s staring at me Harold, it′s staring at me.″ Her hand went to cover her mouth.
Harold looked over. An odd expression on his feature: total disgust. He couldn′t work out what irked him so but when he looked down and saw that wrinkly old hand reaching out from under the sofa holding his ankle, he went into palpitations.
″It′s out Lindsay, it′s out.″ He tried to break free of the errant hand′s grip. It wasn′t moving, it was like a vice, gripping his leg so tight, cutting off his blood supply.
Normally, Harold′s actions would launch Lindsay into hysterics, but this wasn′t the time for mirth. Eventually, after a great deal of effort, he managed to break free.
″I′m going to beat you within an inch of your pitiful existence.″ He screamed but before he could follow through his threat, there was a tap and a scratch at the window.
Harold broke wind.
″What is it Harold? What is it?″
He didn′t explain himself, his ablutions and bodily noises were his own affair but his eyes narrowed that was for sure. He stared hard and fast at whatever it was that dared bead back at him.
″Evil. Pure evil.″ He cursed through pursed lips. ″But I′m going to teach it a lesson.″
Harold didn′t pounce right away however, probably because whatever it was that was outside was doing all the moving for them. They both watched as it then disappeared, dropping below the window-frame.
Of the hand under the sofa, it was never referred too again.
 
* * *
 
 ″Has it gone Harold?″ Lindsay enquired about five minutes later.
″How do I know woman? I′m in here protecting you!″ Knowing Harold, he probably wanted to offer further explanation but he was halted in his tracks, for outside, there came a massive boom of noise.
Predictably, Lindsay screamed.
″Desist with that damned screech will you?″ Harold ordered. ″It′s probably just one of the bins falling over, you know, the bad weather?″ Ignoring the fact of course that he′d seen something out there. Uncanny it sure was, uncanny.
Lindsay coughed up some phlegm. ″Don′t they call them trash cans over here Harold?″
″I′ll give you trash-cans! Whore!!!″ There was no stopping him now, he was frenzied. All red-faced and his skin was blotchy, he emanated an ephemeral scent, a heady musk which was not often out of place in deep dark and dank places. Sewers mainly.
He put his hand in his mouth, bit down as hard as he could, some kind of guttural sound in his stomach, his tongue twitched. He was incensed, no doubt about that.
But Harold then screamed in agony as eventually he managed to retrieve his fist, blood everywhere, one tooth too was sticking out from his third knuckle. He was his own worst enemy.
″Harold?″ Lindsay asked. ″What are you doing?″
He didn′t answer, in fact he was completely exhausted. He fell back onto the sofa, picked up the newspaper, started to flick through it, something had caught his eye.
Lindsay stared on, licked at the vomit on her cardigan. It was quite tasty. ″Harold...what are you doing?″
″Can′t you see you stupid cow? I am reading the newspaper!″ He shook it in front of his face for good measure.
″But Harold, you can′t read!″ She teased him, laughed (or gurgled, it was much the same) which reminded him of a kitten being strangled. It did not excite him. Not at all.
″Hush that noise woman, you′re beginning to get my goat...″
He was distracted, he looked up.
″Did you see that?″ He dropped the newspaper.
″No.″ She replied. She was picking her feet. With her teeth.
″It′s back.″ He whispered. ″That damn creature, it′s returned to taunt me.″
Lindsay panicked, rolling herself into a ball for good measure.
″What are you doing? Your weak-spot is exposed.″
His so-called wife wasn′t listening, she was trying to wrap herself as tightly as possible, attempting to blend into her environment. Hoping that the vomit would camouflage her — she was barely successful.
But eventually nothing-doing, for even her attention was diverted when a second crashing sound came from outside.
″Can′t I have a moment′s peace?″ Harold screamed, jumping up (ignoring the fact that he had previously complained of a bad back). He grabbed the newspaper and a half-chewed pencil from the table and rushed to the door.
Lindsay unfurled herself. ″Where are you off to Harold? Don′t leave me!″
He paused, stared at her, his hand on his hip, his head titled back. He flicked his hair. ″Woman, I am about to enter battle, to do to it what it is obviously wanting to do to us. There will be pain and misery but I will emerge triumphant, victorious!″
She shook her head. ″But with what Harold?″
″With this.″ He waved the newspaper about. ″In my hands this is a lethal weapon, I can do wonders with it and this pencil, albeit it′s a stubby one. Do not doubt me, I saw it once on a TV-show. Take that insipid look off your face, it′s not the size you know, it′s how you use it.″
Lindsay roared with laughter, he curled his lips, a look of utter disdain crept over him. Who was she to laugh at him? ″A newspaper and pencil? What are you going to do Harold, beat it in a game of hangman?″
Harold spat on the floor, held up his palm. ″I have said it before and I′ll say it again, hush your noise you slag.″
Lindsay licked her lips. ″I love it when you talk dirty to me. You make me feel moist.″
A third crash from outside. Harold literally shook with rage. ″Doesn′t this trespasser know that it′s messing with Harold Aloysius Crump?″
He waited for Lindsay to answer but gave up after it was obvious she wasn′t going to reply. He grabbed the door handle and stepped out into the darkness, the cold and wet of the night. For one moment in his life, he had grown some cojones.
 
* * *
 
With an open mouth and wide eyes, Lindsay waited.
And waited.
And waited.
She fathomed something was happening out there. Movement at the window. Harold′s greasy curly hair, the dim light glinting off those bottle-end glasses, those buck teeth.
But something else, something that Harold had in his hands, something big and white, something that looked like...
...the door came flying open, crashing against the wall. Her husband hurtled in. Still the newspaper in his hand, but now it was ripped, shredded.
He was covered in blood. This time, some of it not his own.
Harold was huffing and puffing, he slammed the door shut behind him.
″TOADS!″ He exclaimed. ″That was damn close. But I was its master, even if it dared show its sweeeeeet tooth at me.″
Lindsay clapped her hands together, slapped her forehead. ″Did you get it Harold, did you get it?″
He looked this way and that (not that he could actually see anything, his lenses had steamed up), wiped the spittle from his moustache and beard.
″Yes woman, I did indeed get it.″ He breathed in hard. ″What is that stench? Don′t bother, I′ll tell you....it′s the scent of victory!″
Lindsay eyed him up and down. She pointed. ″What′s that?″
Harold, high as a kite due to his exaltation, thought that she was talking about the shredded newspaper. ″This my wife, as you full know, is a copy of the....″
His words trailed off as she shook her head. ″I′m not talking about that, I′m talking about that!″
As was often the case during their courtship, he had absolutely no idea was she was droning on about and even went some way to tell her that. ″I have absolutely no idea....″ But then his jaw slackened, realization dawned upon him. He threw the newspaper to the sofa, looked at the end of his hand.
There, amongst the blood and dirt, a feather sat, glued to his digit.
It was pure, brilliant, white.
″What is it?″ Lindsay asked.
And to be honest, there was more than one. They were stuck to his brown chord flared slacks, the bottom of his once-suede shoes, his too tight paisley shirt — there were even one or two caught up in his hair.
Harold turned.The thing with Lindsay that really wound him up was that she really was as thick as a brick. Some would call her a dunce, yet on nights like this, when hot blood pumped around his veins, he would call it...an aphrodisiac. He needed to calm himself though because once Lindsay got her end up, there was no escape for him.
Just like one of those posh muff-divers from down south, carefully removing a silken glove for a drunken (and often overweight) paramour, Harold made a great meal of trying to retrieve the feather from his hand. He held it between his fingers, squinted as he held it up to the light, turned it over and examined the underside, he cooed, he aahhhed, he sighed, then whistled.
Lindsay on the other hand was like a rabid dog, chomping at the bit, pawing at herself. ″What is it Harold? What is it?″ She was in heat.
He softened the rumples on his shirt. ″There is no doubt about it woman, this is a feather.″
″A feather?″ She sounded completely bewildered.
Harold nodded. ″Indeed it is, and if I′m not mistaken, it is from one of those strange creatures I′ve heard discussed in the local saloons and taverns.″ He took a deep breath, cleared his throat for added campiness.
Lindsay hung on his every word. ″Tell me Harold, tell me.″
″It is known as the jackalope!″ He whispered in hushed tones.
She frowned. He let his words sink in. That look of utter confusion chiseled into her features.
He shrugged. ″Have you not heard of this creature, woman?″
She dropped her head in shame. ″Don′t be angry with me Harold.″
His eyes narrowed. ″I′m not angry...I′M FURIOUS!″ He screamed, looking about for something to kick, to punch, to make an example of his displeasure. But he couldn′t find anything so instead he jumped up and down on the spot. He was like a whirling dervish, if indeed he knew, what a whirling dervish actually was.
Calming slightly, he wagged his finger in the general direction of his displeasure: Lindsay.
You see, if there was something Harold hated above all other things (well, that was probably a slight exaggeration as there was in fact, a great number of things that Harold hated) then that was a feeling of untidiness, of unkemptness and right now he was thinking his wife something that should be tidied away and instantly forgotten.
Momentarily he was distracted by a groan which emanated from the thing on the floor. Instinctively Harold kicked out but cursed as he grabbed his foot and began to hop and skip around the room. He had missed the blasted thing completely and had stubbed his toe on the corner of the glass coffee table.
″OOOOOOPPPPPAAAAA!″ He exclaimed between gritted teeth.
Lindsay touched herself.
″I love it when you get all hot and bothered, Harold.″ She licked her lips, she was frothing. ″It turns me on in ways you can′t imagine.″
Harold held out his hand. ″Unfortunately woman, I can imagine many things and right now you are making my blood curdle.″ His whole body slackened, his eyes widened. At first Lindsay thought it was because he too was scared about what had been lurking around outside in the darkness, but she knew her husband better than that, he was never frightened (well, there was that one time....). He started bouncing around, holding his groin in quite a suggestive manner.
″Have I excited you Harold? You want to come over here and snuffle my truffle and...″
″Woman!″ Harold hissed. ″I am very far from excited, it′s my damned hernia. It′s popped.″ He grimaced. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. He did appear to be in a great deal of pain.
The door banged open.
Harold jumped back. Lindsay looked up, her lank hair fell in front of her eyes. She screamed.
″What is it wife? Now what has happened to you?″
″I′m blind Harold, I′m blind! Something crept in here when I wasn′t looking and cut of my eyes...my beautiful eyes Harold! Those eyes you love to caress with the underside of your tongue!″ She went to stand up but didn′t get very far. The chains that shackled her to the table were expertly tied.
″Stop crying bitch.″ Harold ordered. He puffed out his chest. ″I am lord and master of this cabin, pathetic as it is and now my very being, my masculinity, is being threatened by whatever lurks out there, a devilish creature from the deep dark pits of hell itself. The oft-feared jackalope!″
Lindsay, who eventually realized she wasn′t blind once she′d removed the strands of hair from her face, was smitten.
″That′s what I like to see, a real man!″ She muttered, then added something about cheesy bits and bemules (whatever a bemule was). ″Has your thermocouple genked Harold?!″
He stared on, ignored her utterances (he wondered where she got some of these words at times), but she didn′t realize that he was actually staring right through her. He couldn′t look at her. He was disgusted.
″I will deal with you anon.″ He stated, trying to get a grip of a situation which was rapidly overwhelming him. ″For now, I have more important fish to fry.″
He marched towards the door, banged his chest like a silverback gorilla and then strolled into the darkness.
Lindsay searched around on the floor, hoping to find the key which would undo the shackles around her neck. Try as she might however, she just couldn′t locate it. The truth eventually dawned upon the silly moo that Harold probably had it about his person, as was his want — after all, he never easily gave up something that was precious to him and whilst he often shouted, screamed, beat, spat and swore at her, at the end of the day he really did love her. It was all for her own good.
″And what have you got to say for yourself?″ She questioned that thing on the floor. The way it was wrapped in what appeared to be a black sack, made it look like a large black beetle.
Yet Lindsay didn′t have an opportunity for further berating as the door was yanked open with such force that the damn thing just about came off its hinges.
Harold stood there in a heightened state. He was covered in more of the red stuff and several dirty feathers were stuck to his face. His shirt had been torn open, revealing the pasty torso underneath. His glasses were steamed up but his eyes darted this way and that, insanity ruled. There was also the smell of burnt cork but Lindsay wasn′t going to dare mention that. It wasn′t polite.
″I AM RAMPANT!″ Harold shrieked. ″Where are you woman? By god, you′re going to get yours. Let me see you, I demand to see your face!″
Lindsay creaked, scratched at herself, pulled at her clothes, her skin. She was hot for it too. She rolled onto her back.
″I′m here Harold, I′m here.″
Harold looked this way and that. ″I can′t see you, you brazen hussy. Tempting me with your slutty ways. Making me drink the devil′s wee-wee.″
″Quick Harold, I′m dripping!″
Of what she meant by that, Harold no idea, nor her further comment about bananas and boats.
Something had indeed turned him on, that was evident by the tightness in his trousers — although if truth be told, the telltale bulge there had more to do with the slipping of his truss than anything erotic.
Yet, he wasn′t going to let that get the better of him tonight, both he and Lindsay were up for some tomfoolery. No doubt about it.
″Where woman? Where?!″
She rattled her chain, Harold′s tongue extended. His head fell back, he breathed in the musky pong.
″I can smell you woman, you′re ripe.″
Lindsay purred. ″That I am Harold, that I am.″ The snot was running. And not just from her nose.
″Your growler must be tamed.″ Harold commanded.
He headed towards the kitchen door, Lindsay′s eyes followed him.
″Harold? Where are you going? I′m over here.″
As he cast a cursory glance in her direction, she started to unbutton her cardigan, lift up her blouse. That clammy stomach revealed.  
Harold shivered, which did not go unnoticed.
″What′s wrong Harold? I thought you wanted....″ She rubbed at her own bloated, scaly, bruised flesh.
His raised hand stopped her in her tracks. ″You can never know what I want or what I think, that′s why I am the paterfamilias. A mystery wrapped inside an enigma don′t you agree? Anyways, I have decided that I am feeling a little peckish and as such, I am going to consume something that will satiate my hunger, quench my thirst. As you know full well, I have battled and bested a wild creature of these hereabouts. I would like to wash the remnants of that hideous demon from my pores, from my hair, from my skin woman, from my skin! Do you understand? No, I can see that you don′t. Lindsay, it′s like pulling teeth talking to you when you′re in one of these moods.″
She barked, coughed up something dark which when it hit the floor made a dash for it, scampering away into the darkness. ″Don′t go Harold, I like it when you′re dirty. Now, come on, stick it to me before I dry up.″
Luckily she didn′t see the face her husband pulled as she was too busy pampering her inner folds. That divine rose of gestation.
Harold sighed, he knew he was done for, he′d said too much, made a rod for his own back. His head fell in defeat, he couldn′t get out of what was about to happen. ″Okay, okay, five minutes.″
Lindsay′s bark became a gargle, she lifted her legs in the air. Grabbed the back of her feet.
Harold approached her, kicking the beetle for good measure, didn′t want it getting any ideas. He stood over her, fiddled with his belt, leant forward, but then, still in motion, he froze. As still as a statue.
″Harold? Harold? What′s the matter?″
That icy look of twisted agony written upon his face, spoke volumes. He couldn′t speak — damn it, he couldn′t move a muscle. The pupils of his eyes had enlarged, threatening to drown the whole of his whites. He also began to froth at the mouth. Yes, that old trick again.
His wife was beside herself. ″Harold?″ She implored. ″What′s wrong?″ But then she had an idea — dangerous, as per. ″Is it your hernia Harold, is it? Is it?″ She was hot for some beastly action.
Harold, on the other hand, wasn′t. And didn′t have time to answer for there was an explosion of sound from outside the window and everything went dark.
 
* * *
 
 ″Harold?″ Lindsay eventually asked. ″Where are you?″
How long she′d been lying on the floor she had no clue. Sometimes when she closed her eyes she lost all sense of time and space, her mind expanded infinitely and she began to question life, the universe....she banged her head on the carpet, she wasn′t allowed to have those thoughts. Not with Harold in the room (if indeed he was in the room). She needed some sense knocked into her.
Lindsay guessed that a great deal of time must have passed because the floor was wet beneath her. What the cause of that (and knowing her, it could have been many many things!) was open to much conjecture.
Taking a chance, she searched around. There was no sign of him.
″Harold?″ She called again.
″Over here, bint.″ A voice replied, which she took to be her husband.
″Where Harold? I can′t see you.″
Harold was starting to get irritated. ″Naturally you can′t see me you stupid bitch, the power′s out. The lights no longer function.″
″Don′t be angry with me Harold...what′s happening?″
″Stop wittering on will you? Something is moving around out there. Keep your voice down.″
Lindsay started to shake. ″What is it Harold? What is it? I′m scared.″
″Stop repeating yourself, I heard you the first time. I′m at the door, I′m trying to see what′s going on.″
As best as she could, she maneuvered herself so she was able to get onto her knees. She squinted, just in time to see a shadow move off in the distance.
″Harold? Is that you?″
″Of course it′s me you silly cow.″ Harold said more loudly than planned but then added, ″DAMN!″ Some kind of kerfuffle or other was occurring. Scratching on the walls. Something being castrated, the noise it was making.
″Has it got you Harold? Has it got you?″ Was that a hint of excitement in Lindsay′s voice?
″No you bleedin′ broad, I′ve hit my knee. I think it′s dislocated.″
Lindsay turned away, her hand over her mouth. It was good he couldn′t see the wide smile planted across her face. She knew it shouldn′t, but for some reason, the situation tickled her.
But Harold must have sensed it because he quickly turned on her. ″Woman? Are you laughing at me?″
She tried to hide her mirth. ″Of course not Harold, why would I...″ Her words trailed off.
The reason? Her attention was diverted by something she could see through the far window. Even though it was the middle of the night and as dark as pitch outside, there was a bright light. Like a pin-prick at first but it was moving, heading towards the cabin!
″Harold?″ She questioned, her voice barely audible.
He totally ignored as rubbed his knee, it damn well smarted, didn′t that inconsiderate bitch understand the pain he was in?
″Harold?!″ She cried so loudly that he jumped back, slamming into the door-jamb, hitting his head on the frame.
″DAMN AND BLAST!″ He screamed. ″Now what is it?!″
″The light Harold, the light!″ Was she having another of her turns (funny, or otherwise)?
Once he′d rubbed his knee and the back of his head, he saw what she meant because it was true, a bright yellow light shone through the window, illuminating the room, accentuating shadows, everything now had a strange and eerie glow.
″Harold?″ Lindsay prompted. ″What do you think it is?″
″I have absolutely no idea.″ Which for once, was dead right.
″Perhaps, it′s the eyes of that strange creature you thought you′d killed, that Jackadoodoo. Maybe you didn′t kill it after all and it′s come back for revenge. Its eyes have escaped and are threatening us all!″
″Jackalope you ignorant moose! But have no fear. It has been dispatched from this world. Quite easily as it happened. Not so cleanly, quite bloody, but dispatched.″
″Surely, it must have friends, a family, perhaps they′ve come to seek retribution?!″
Harold′s breathing was shallow. ″Stop that nonsense, I′ll be seeking some retribution if you′re not careful.″
Lindsay didn′t reply, the light had her totally captivated.
″Watch out. It′s heading your way Harold, be careful.″
″I have eyes woman, don′t you think I can see for myself?″ He replied through gritted teeth, his mouth dry.
As it got closer to the door (and as the door was open), a dreadful din, a droning could be heard. And the sound of something heavy, being dragged along the wooden porch.
In Lindsay′s immature mind, she was totally convinced that hideous creature Harold had battled had resurrected itself and was pulling its huge tail along the ground. Its jaws open wide and salivating, ready to devour them both. She so wanted to scream, but she knew there would be hell to pay if she did.
″I can hear your teeth chattering from here wife, show it no fear.″ Harold ordered but his voice too wavered.
The light shone brightly through the door. The moaning and the groaning reached a crescendo, completely deafening. A loud THUMP as something was dropped to the ground. The door frame began to shake, to rattle.
″I′m scared Harold, I′m scared.″ Which wasn′t a lie, Lindsay was.
Harold rolled up his sleeves, his legs apart, his hands formed into fists, arms extended as if he was ready for a bout of Queensbury Rules.
″Who goes there?″ Harold warned. ″For I should tell you that you have dared invade the domus of one Harold Aloysius Crump and his mare Lindsay.″
″What in the name of Hades?!....″ A voice complained as it came through the doorway, bumping into Harold and went crashing to the ground (not that Harold′s extended leg had anything to do with tripping this mysterious stranger). The light (which in reality was nothing more than an old gas lamp stuck on the end of a stick) was catapulted across the cabin.
As luck would have it, right at that moment (coincidently natch!) the electricity was restored, the power returned and the lights came back on. It took everyone a moment or two for their eyes to adjust.
Lying there in a heap, was an older man. He was severely bald save for a few strands of wispy white hair which he combed from one side of his pate to the other other (though oddly this appeared to be a wig of some kind and underneath he sported a full head of hair).
His face was manically made up with white chalk, bright red lips and rouge had been rubbed into his cheeks. He wore a threadbare black suit (it appeared only the moths were keeping it together) and gloves, a silk cravat around his neck, a dirty handkerchief had been forced into his top pocket. What was once a bright white carnation stuck on his lapel. He also held a cane (in reality it was a sword-stick, minus the sword) which amazingly he still gripped. With great difficulty he climbed to his feet.
″BAZ!″ Harold and Lindsay exclaimed in unison.
″Yay, �tis I brother and yonder wife. Don′t fret yourselves. I′ll sort myself out.″ He dusted himself down. ″Pray tell, what has been the occasion that one finds oneself in?″
Harold looked briefly confused as he tried to calculate what Baz had actually asked, Lindsay picked up the mantle as she uncurled herself. ″Harold fought a hideous monster, out there, he did us proud.″
Baz stoke his chin. ″Is that correctumundo? You need a dousing in gripe water you spindly Amazonian. Have you been out on one of your walks again brother? You′re like a couple of albatrosses around my neck — but no worries, we′re kith and kin I guess. Well, so it′s been said though I′ve had my doubts. I of course have the better genes.″
Harold, tried to regain his composure but failed miserably. For the second time that night, he broke wind. It was more than a trump, there was a definite squelch-like quality to it. He did the only thing that came naturally to him: he sat back down, but the look on his face said it all. ″More tea vicar?″ He whispered, much to his own amusement only, followed by a belch.
Baz surveyed the scene. He appeared most displeased. ″I have no idea what′s been occurring whilst I have been hunting and gathering....but whatever it was, I am somewhat perturbed. However, for our perusal and before you enquire, I have been most successful in my quest. We have not gone wanting.″
He headed back towards the door. ″And brother, you can remove your fist from your mouth, I do find it quite offensive.″
Harold did as asked, annoyed somewhat that Baz had caught him out.
From outside, came the sound of hysterical laughter. Shrill-like, the giggling of a hyena.
″What′s he laughing at Harold?″ Lindsay enquired, not wishing to be ignored but feeling that she was being goaded.
Harold shrugged. ″Where Baz is concerned, it′s best not to interfere.″
Baz, with a massive smile across his painted face, leant round the door frame. ″Brother, I am most intrigued by this monster it has been purported you fought.″
″Leave it Baz, there′s no need to scare the little lady, you get my drift?″ He motioned towards Lindsay, trying to laugh it off.
Baz frowned. ″Indeed I do.″ He played with a strand of hair. ″Perhaps you can describe the creature Lindsay?″
Harold made a sound, like a death-rattle, but his brother ignored it, he was in an inquisitive mood and wanted the woman to explain herself (probably before he throttled her into one inch of her miserable existence, and boy, would she would enjoy it).
Lindsay was a caged animal. She grabbed her chain, smashed it over and over again against the floor. Her open cardigan flying around like a crazy cape. ″You should have seen it. At least seven feet tall, teeth like razors, huge talons for claws, scales all over its body, but my Harold fought and killed it. He deserves a medal.″
If he could, Harold would have reddened (not that you would have seen it amongst the pock marks and his usual blotchiness). ″Now now Lindsay, no need to exaggerate.″
Baz nodded. ″Sounds quite a scary critter.″
″Oh it was, it was.″ Lindsay continued. ″It was called a Joooggaallo, no, a Jodddooodoo, no a Jacalllooodooo.″ She gave up.
″Horrific.″ Baz added. ″And what choice of weapon did you use to best this mysterious creature brother, for I′m sure you would have required something exceptional other than just your wits. Limited as they are.″
Lindsay pointed to the remnants of the newspaper. ″He used that, and a stub of a pencil. Don′t tell me how he did it, but he did. And lived to tell the tale. It′s a pity he didn′t have your cane...″
Baz frowned. ″And the cushion, where did that come into all this? What was its involvement?″
Lindsay was like a flock of seagulls flying into a sandstorm: completely bemused. ″Cushion?″ But there was no denying that Baz′s words must have had some ring of truth about them as in his hand he held what was left of one. Several of the feathers fell from the case, fluttered to the ground.
″Harold?″ Lindsay asked.
Baz burst into another fit of those awful giggles. ″This has also been discovered - is this the monster you battled brother?″ He disappeared out of sight before returning, he held a small white bunny-rabbit. He stroked it. It must have been digging in some bushes or other undergrowth because it had various twigs, branches and leaves stuck to its head, caught in its ears, making it appear like it had huge horns.
″Is this your mysterious Jackadoo?″ Baz enquired.
″Are you both fucking insane?! It′s called a fucking jackalope! How many more fucking times do I have to tell you?!″ Harold gave up, exasperated.
Lindsay didn′t seem that disappointed, in fact, she appeared quite intrigued by the pretty little thing. ″Can I have it Baz, can I have it? I′m feeling all dark and deadly.″
Baz shrugged. ″What harm would it do I wonder?″
He confidently strolled across the room, handed her the small fluffy creature.
″Why, aren′t you a darling?″ She removed the leaves and twigs from its head. It loved the way she tickled it under its chin.
Harold (thinking no-one was watching) slinked away towards the kitchen door, he was hoping to sneak out the back and have some private time.
But Baz being Baz of course noticed and clapped his hands together. ″Dear dear brother, before you go, there′s some breakfast in that sack out there, I happened across him on the freeway up yonder, his vehicle had broken down, conveniently, and as he was taking a winks behind the trees, well you get my drift. Flesh seems quite tender, probably no more than nineteen or twenty, right up your street hey Harold?″ He smirked. Annoyingly.
Harold, embarrassed, shook his head, turned on his heels and headed outside. ″I have no idea what you′re talking about, I′m all man, me, all man.″
″Yes, such a dear pretty little thing.″ Lindsay cuddled the rabbit tightly to her breast. A definite twinkle in her eye. She leant down and kissed its cute little button nose.
But before the creature realized what had happened, it was dead. Lindsay had snapped its neck. She held it in the air for the others to see. She threw it on the floor.
″Typical, bloody typical.″ Baz said. ″But no matter, sun′s coming up. Time to get the breakfast on the spit.″
Harold dragged the sack into the cabin. The boy that was inside, fought and kicked, tried to make his escape. Harold licked his lips — he liked food he had to tame and the way Baz described him, he sounded a right spunk.
″Come on Granddad, stop lying about will you? There′s flesh to be flayed!″ Baz ordered.
The beetle stood up, dusted himself down. For all intents and purposes it was human, well, it resembled something human: it was dwarfish, a hideously burnt face, a black Nazi SS hat sat on its head and leather gloves on each hand. It stunk terribly.
″I′ll get the spit turning.″ Granddad mumbled through a toothless mouth, limping into the kitchen,
Seeing that Harold was struggling (making a song and dance of it, as per) Baz said. ″Let me help you brother.″ They dragged the sack into the kitchen. Baz hitting Harold′s rump with his cane to encourage him.
Lindsay sat there for a moment or two before realizing she was all alone. Not wanting to miss out on all the fun, she put her hand in her mouth, reached down deep into her throat and vomited up the small key Harold had put there for safe keeping, she undid the manacle around her neck and once she was free from the chain, she ran to join the others.
The door slammed shut behind her.
A gust of wind blew over the small gas lantern, the glass smashed into a thousand pieces and the flame escaped. There it danced merrily around the cabin consuming everything that came into its path. The eyes that stared through the window opened wide and perhaps it was just the breeze but if you listened hard enough you would have sworn you could have heard the laughter of the mysterious jackalope....
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DON RODGERS TUGGED on his yellow leather work gloves and made his way through the cool morning air out to the horse barn. He moved past the rusted iron gate and up to the barn where he heard his horse Joe give the side wall a heavy kick. Ace and Joe were both pretty spooked. It was more than just the nervousness of the new place.
Don had only lived in this particular house for seventeen days since downsizing the ranch, the horses had been there even less time. It had taken a while to get the barn ready and the new well dug, but now everyone was in. Don figured they would have gotten over the move already and they still shouldn′t have been acting this way. No, this was something else, something really had them bothered.
Don had heard a story from Pete at the hardware store about potential horse thieves in the area. He couldn′t believe after all these years that, that of all things, still fuckin′ happened, but it made sense, times were tough all over and out here in the rural areas it was easy to get onto someone′s land. The Sumner′s had lost five horses and ten head of cattle that season alone and old Bill Wiley had some jackass up and take off with his beat up Ford tractor one night. Bill had even heard ′em drive it off, but he was so slow getting up and around that the bastards got away.
So having known all of this and with the horses being more than a little agitated, Don had kept a vigilant watch the previous night with the heavy weight of his Mossberg 12 gauge pump his lap. No Goddamned thievin′ shit-bird Mexican was gonna get onto his property by God.
Around midnight his tired eyes had gotten the best of him and he began to drift off. All night long the horses kept stirring him awake, but each time it was a false alarm, other than the moths and insects in the florescent lighting there was nothing out there. No matter how much Don checked on them and tried to reassure them they still whinnied and kicked the stalls till the sun came up. After the fourth false alarm Don had gotten so mad at them he yelled out of the window to; shut the hell up or he′d personally take them to the glue factory. Then he went to bed. Now he kind of felt bad about it, they couldn′t help it, they weren′t trying to be annoying, in-fact they were probably trying to tell him something...but what?
Now that the sun had risen it was horse breakfast time. Both of the big beasts were quick to turn a head and bolt upright, sometimes with an added spin like a demented ballerina, all legs, whirling around. Don looked at what was left of Joe′s dinner, there was still a good third of a flake of three-way there, maybe more. That meant one thing, either the hay was bad or he was really upset. The old saying, I could eat like a horse, was more than true, and if your horse wasn′t eating, something was definitely wrong.
Don tried not to be too concerned with it. He still went through the motions and patted them on their heads and told them they were good horses. Ace ran a quick circuit of his twelve by twelve stall and rushed up to the Dutch door, eyes wide and black, ears pinned, nose in a perpetual snort. He was apprehensive for a moment, Don held his empty hand out so the horse could rub his face on it. The young paint horse wrinkled his nose for a moment, then velvety lips scrubbed Don′s palm looking for a special treat of a carrot or cookie. Ace turned to the side annoyed when he found no treat and that′s when Don noticed several small reddish brown spots that stood out on his mostly white, coat. He opened the stall and examined them closely. They all appeared to be dried blood spots. Like the big horse had leaned up against a nail or scratched his hide on something.
Don made a round of the stall examining the walls for exposed nails or something Ace might have gotten into. He next went into Joe′s stall and found the same type of marks camouflaged on the big bay. Something had bitten them. It had been too warm for him to put a blanket on them. So whatever it was had a free meal. ″God damn horseflies″ he said as he made a mental note to mix a stronger batch of fly spray and get them spritzed soon.
He went on about his morning ritual of mucking the stalls and spreading around the shavings. It was quiet, real quiet. He paused for a moment and listened intently. The only sound was that of the horses breathing and a slight breeze through the hills. Normally there were crows squawking, sparrows chirping, and surly finches fighting other birds off their nests.
But today it was just the sound of air being pushed by animal and nature. Don scanned the landscape for signs of life, nothing moved. He looked down the hill into the valley and knew that six miles away there was a the local diner and market, most likely teeming with the sounds and sights of daily small town life, but up here it was just him. That′s okay, that′s the way he liked it. Since his wife had passed seven months ago and he downgraded the farm to this little ranch in the hills it was all he wanted, to be left alone. People were too full of horse-shit these days and the last thing he wanted was to be shoveling their shit as well. He took the stall rake and dumped what little dung there was into the can and flipped the lid shut.
It was on his way back to the house that the strange pine cones caught his attention. He couldn′t remember if they were in season or not. He also couldn′t remember if they had been there a few days ago. He would have bet money on it that the pine trees were barren then, they couldn′t have grown that fast in just a couple of days could they, and why only on three trees?
He wandered up to the affected tree and took a good long look at the cones. They appeared to be overrun with webbing. The closer he got the weirder they looked. In-fact they weren′t pine cones at all, but more like dirty sacks of webbing with small twigs and bits of weeds stuck to them. On the side of one was the desiccated body of a humming bird. Don scratched his head, he had seen a special on TV about African bird eating spiders, but never thought that such a thing existed here. He made a mental note to come out and eradicate the little fuckers once he got some bacon and eggs in his growling belly.
After breakfast the day wound down quickly as Don made his rounds on the new ranch. So many things needed to be done. The fence out by the North gate needed to be fixed where the coyotes or something had gotten through at one time, the roller on the door to Ace′s stall was stuck and the vent in the master bathroom ceiling was being held on with duct tape. The early evening began to chase the day away and bring with it a slight breeze, warm and comforting. He put the last screw into the pine board at the fence when he heard the horrible squawking. It was coming from one of the trees. He got up and started for it watching the branches tremor as something fought for its life inside. Don felt an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach that the fading light of the sun only added to the closer he got to the tree. On his way he picked up a rake, he wasn′t sure why, but the well worn wood of the long handle made him feel...safer.
The racket died down as he grew closer and ended with what sounded like a last dying gasp as a small crow, probably a fledging, made its final twitch. Don moved in slow, the black bird was stuck chest first to one of the larger sack like things. Blood dripped and glistened. Don reached out with the rake and gingerly poked the back of the crow. It peeled away from the sack with a grotesque sticky sound, that made his lunch, turn over in his stomach. The bird hit the ground hard and flat. The shade of the branches above and the dim light made it hard to make out the birds wounds. Don reached for the beat up mini-mag light key chain on his belt, he had purchased at a hardware store years ago, its anodized green handle was almost worn clean as he expertly twisted it with one hand. He shone the light onto the sack first, which looked like a teardrop the size of a large man′s fist, the center was torn out of it and edged in shiny crimson. Don focused the light down to the bird. Writhing in the birds chest cavity was what looked like living spaghetti. He whirled back in revulsion. The rake caught one of the sacks on the bottom and tore it open, crimson and yellow caterpillars poured out of it onto the ground. Don spun out from under the tree catching another sack with his shoulder. He instantly felt a powerful sting like a jolt of 220 down his neck. He dropped the rake and made a football move out from under the tree. Two of the wicked caterpillars dropped off of his shoulder. He swiped at his neck his hand came away slick with blood. He was overcome with horror as he danced and whipped his body around hoping to get whatever they were off of him.
He made it to the house still twitching and grossed out, his skin feeling somehow alive. He quickly took off his jacket and shook it hard.
Nothing.
He bent over and rubbed his head.
Nothing.
He was clean, but his entire body felt like it was crawling with the freakish caterpillars, the only thing that he wanted to do was jump into a hot shower.
He spent extra time in the shower thinking nothing of water conservation as he let the hot water cleanse the wound on his neck with a hot stinging touch.
If it doesn′t hurt it ain′t getting′ clean. His dad used to say.
When he was done, he toweled off and examined his neck in the mirror, there was a raised welt speckled with droplets of blood, It looked like a curling iron burn his late wife June had gotten many years ago when she slipped in the bathroom. He opened the sparse medicine cabinet and gingerly rubbed some Neosporin on it.
By the time he finished it was dark out, he looked out of the big sliders and saw the horse barn lights swarming with a large amount of moths. He could still see that the horses were nervous pacing around in their stalls. Don decided he would blanket them, but first on the list was to relax for fifteen minutes and have a beer.
Don was sitting in his easy chair with a cold bottle of Bud in one hand and the local newspaper in the other as the tapping started. It was light at first.
Tip, tap, tip, tip, tap.
Don continued to nurse his beer and flip through the paper. The sound slowly built up to a frenzied thumping, that couldn′t be ignored.
TH-TH-TH-THUMP THUMP THUMP, THA-THUMP, THUMPTHUMP.
He glanced at the sliders and saw nothing, but the blanket of night, darker than usual. Don couldn′t make out the shapes of the landscape in the moonlight like he normally could, or see the glow of the horse barn′s new halogen. It was as if beyond the windows was nothing. Nothing but a thumping blackness.
Don slowly pulled himself out of his chair, his knee groaning. He moved toward the window, the thumping and tapping became more frantic almost in response to his getting up. The window seemed to shimmer with life. The closer he got the easier it was to make out. The entire window was covered with large dark moths, flitting, tapping thumping, pressing against the heavy glass trying to get to the light of the lamp near his chair.
His skin crawled and began to phantom itch. The mass of black squirmed against the window like a living curtain. Don grabbed a broom from the side closet. ″Disgusting,″ he said under his breath. He had never seen anything like it in his life. He put his hand on the cold metal latch and was about to pull the door open when he thought better.
He turned around and went to the lamp and clicked it off. ″Don′t want you fuckers streamin′ in to the light,″ he muttered. Satisfied he went to the door and slipped it open just enough to get his body outside.
He slid the door closed behind him and moved a few feet from the house. The moon was reflecting brightly off his white short sleeve t-shirt. He could see the horse barn now with its halogen lamp showing a cloud of moths around it. The horses were agitated, knocking back and forth, snorting. In front of him most of the moths were concentrated around the glass of the big sliders.
He took a step forward planted his foot firmly and reached out with the broom. With a heavy sweep he brought the broom down across the glass. The moths flew up into a burst of dusty wings. At least 30 or 40 of them were smeared across the glass in the process. The soft bristles of the broom began to sizzle and smoke. The stench was overpowering, chemical, choking his breath in his throat. He hid his mouth and nose into the t-shirt at the shoulder.
Within a moment the moths were on him. Angry. Don spun right, then left to try to avoid them, but it was no use. They were hitting him from all angles. His hands wildly swiped at them, instantly burning his skin if he smashed them. The more he tried to swipe at them the more it burned like napalm. He closed his eyes and stumbled for the glass door. Shrieking in agony as his arms and neck felt like they had acid splashed on them.
Don slammed into the door hard slapping his arm against it, crushing moths and instantly causing quarter sized burning wounds on the tender underside. His left hand scrabbled for the door, fingers slipping, burning, his legs jumped and danced. His fingers found purchase on the pitted handle. He slid it open and tumbled through, smashing his shoulder hard on the door as he fell to the floor.
He rolled over, squinting his eyes, and saw a stream of ten to fifteen of the Moth′s flutter in. He shot up and slammed the door closed.
He could hardly believe what was happening, his arms, neck and cheek were burning with pain. He could almost smell them destroying the fabric of his shirt, without a second thought he whipped it off over his head, struggling to get out of it, dancing around like some kind of mad man on fire, smearing a couple more moths into a searing mess in the process.
″Fuck, fuck, fuck!″ He pulled the shirt off and threw it on the floor in disgust, holding back the urge to stamp on it. His eyes were wild and darting following the moths that streamed in the house. They were bouncing around the glass as if they were communicating to the rest that they had made it inside.
Don Grabbed an afghan off the couch and began to swing it at the moths smashing and stunning them. When they dropped to the floor, he crushed them into a sizzling mess under his shoe.
Don hurried to the small guest bathroom and flicked on the light. The window was open and the moths were heavy on the sagging old screen. He thought could hear them chewing through the screen, tiny razor sharp pinchers working the thin mesh.
He slammed open the medicine cabinet in a crash of mirrored glass, his panicked trembling hands tore through the shelves of old medicine, toothpaste, and dull disposable razors. The burning was becoming increasingly more painful, almost like what he imagined a jellyfish burn to feel like. His head was swimming with ideas of poison bites and flesh eating viruses as he desperately searched the cabinet for any kind of a cure. He grabbed a third of an old bottle of rubbing alcohol and thought better.
″Vinegar,″ he said aloud as he bailed off to the kitchen.
Within moments he was knocking coffee filters and spices out of the way to get to a bottle of white vinegar. His trembling fingers spun the lid off. It hit the floor and rolled haphazardly under the refrigerator. He paused for a moment wondering if it was the right idea. The increasing pain of the burn forced him to splash the backside of his red welted forearm. Instantly the burn subsided in sweet relief, within moments he had practically bathed in it.
The sound of the bathroom screen caving in shook him back to reality. Don sprinted across the dark house. In the light of the bathroom doorway he could see the room was filling with a cloud of the moths. His foot caught the edge of the afghan on the floor and shot out from under him throwing him backwards to the hard wood. All of his breath was forced out with the hard slam. He rolled on the floor groaning, gasping to suck air into his lungs.
Moths continued to fill the bathroom like a cloud of dark, dimming the light.
Don rolled over and managed a deep breath into his heavy chest. He tried to get up, but his ankle gave way under him. He knew he had twisted it when he fell. He flopped over onto his hands and knees and began to slowly crawl towards the bathroom door twelve feet away, moths began to filter into the hallway, ten feet away, he could see their smoke grey wings flapping in the dusky darkness, eight feet away, more moths poured into the hallway bouncing themselves off of the ceiling, six feet away, he began to feel them land on his bare back, four feet away the burning started as they began to chew into him, two feet, he reached out with his arm, but could not quite reach the door. One more shuffle forward and he was able to grasp the bottom of the door with his fingers. He pulled it toward himself with a slam as the door latch caught.
The moths on his back felt like they were boring holes straight through him. Don dropped one shoulder and collapsed over onto his back crushing the hungry insects. The acidic burning of their smashed bodies lit up his back like live wires.
He rolled back over and started to scramble towards the master bedroom skinning his knees on the hard floor as he went. He reached the carpet of the bedroom which felt like a brief respite on his battered stinging knees. He kicked the door shut behind him having no idea how many of the little critters had already made it into the room. He continued on his hands and knees straight into the master bathroom. He rolled over onto his ass and leaned his wounded back against the cabinet doors as he shut the door with his good foot.
Don sat for a moment gathering his thoughts as he examined his already swollen ankle, his skinned raw knees, various red welts teeming with droplets of blood mixing with sweat. His arms were covered with the red raw burns some of them having opened up into weeping sores. Don began to laugh, ″Fuck, ain′t nobody gonna believe this shit.″ His laughter turned to tears as he deeply missed June.
Seven months, seven long and miserable months of adjusting to life without her. Most of it he couldn′t give up, he′d never really been a horse man, but he certainly wasn′t going to get rid of them after she was gone. He felt they were a part of her and a part of his obligation of love to her. The same went for most of her stuff, he just didn′t have the heart to get rid of any of it, so he didn′t. The bathroom was still stocked with a box of her belongings, brushes, hair sprays, makeup, perfume it was all still there. Her best friend Margaret had offered to empty the place of all of that stuff when he made the move, but he wouldn′t let her.
Don started to fish through the box, a flood of memories and smells assaulted him the more he took it in the more he cried. Part of him wanted to give up, let what ever this was that was happening, take him over end it, maybe go get the gun from the hallway closet and meet her at the pearly gates, except they always said if you kill yourself there weren′t no way you were goin′ to Heaven and he sure didn′t want to end up somewhere else.
The sound of the scraping above his head drew his attention to the vent. ″Fuck!″ He realized at that moment that he should have fixed the broken vent earlier, the loosened grate was falling in, even more so now because the vent, was full of twitching devious little hungry moths.
Don jumped to his feet favoring his good leg. He grabbed a towel off the towel rack and wadded it up, he reached up but couldn′t quite get to taped vent. He needed to prop himself up onto something. He looked at the counter top and plopped his ass onto it, he brought his good leg up first to steady himself and then slid the bad leg up, with his arms and his good leg he powered himself up into a crouching position, he was able to reach out and steady himself against the wall with one hand while he pushed against the ceiling with the one that had the towel in it. The vent grate sagged more with a squeak, the tape was slowly peeling away from the ceiling.
The sheer weight of the moths piling in was becoming ridiculous, he could see the ones at the edge of the grate, their demonic little pinchers working in excitement. He tried to jam part of the towel into the vent but the fabric was too thick to get it into the vent grates. He was going to have to pull the grate down and stuff the towel into the hole at the same time.
His pulse quickened, one wrong move and hundreds of those evil things would be upon him. He stood up on both legs, shifting his weight to the strong side. He had to crouch over so his head wouldn′t hit the ceiling. He brought up both battered arms in front of himself, fingers outstretched, ready to grab the edge of the grate. He knew it wouldn′t take much for the grate to come down once he grabbed a hold of the loose tape.
″Just do it, just reach in and do it, they′re only god damn moths, just do it, they ain′t gonna kill ya.″ He wasn′t so sure about the last part, but saying it out loud helped steel his nerve. Before he could talk himself out of it he whipped down the grate and jammed the towel into the open duct in one quick move. Moths poured in around his arm as he shoved the towel home with a series of stuffing jabs.
The quickness of his move threw him off balance and his last jab at the towel was more of a punch as he was falling off the counter. His worst fear came true as he tumbled to the floor hard, with the towel in hand. Moths poured out of the open hole and descended into the room. Don′s mind was a whirl and the first thing he thought of was fire. He dumped over the box of June′s old cosmetics and grabbed at the tall thin can of hair spray, without a thought he began to spray it around him in all directions while his other hand dug into his tight pants pocket for the lighter.
His fingers closed around the zippo and he came out with it flicking it open in front of the spray like an action hero, he felt a moment of pride as he struck the wheel. Flames shot forth, instantly vaporizing the cloud of spray into a flash fireball, Don felt the heat on his face and immediately smelled burned hair.
He blasted the flamethrower around the ceiling and the hole of the vent. Burning moths rained down and twitched on the rug and tile, snapping like popcorn in the heat. He blasted fire up into the hole, watching years of dust and spider webs disappear in the inferno.
The edge of the vent caught fire as the can of hairspray started to sputter. He dropped it and grabbed at the towel again, whipping it back and forth at the flames smashing them out. Don wrapped his fist in side the towel and on one foot he hopped in the air plunging his arm forward into the hole, after three tries he got the towel to stay, he kept hopping and stuffing his fist into the hole trying to jam it deeper when he hit the ground awkwardly twisting his ankle even worse. Pain shot through his brain like white hot lightning. He screamed out loud and felt his vision tunneling out to blackness. His last vision a victory flag of the towel stuck in place.
 
* * *
 
He had no idea how many hours had gone by. There was no clock in the bathroom and outside the window was still covered with a few moths as the sun light began peeking in. He looked up at the duct, the towel still hung there like a maroon terry cloth ghost, three quarters of the towel had been stuck up into the hole and that had apparently been enough. He heard a tick against the light bulb, he looked quickly to the light. There were a few moths hovering there around the light, bouncing off of it drawn to it like a God. All around him on the cold tile were hundreds of crisped moths their wings and legs burned away. None moved. He laid there for a moment staring at the hanging towel wondering what it looked like outside, wondering if the coming of day was driving them away to sleep, or maybe to die.
Don′t they have short life spans? He thought.
He tried to stand but couldn′t and instead decided to crawl out into the rest of the house, past the devastation of the night before. Most of the moths were quietly resting on the curtains, on the ceiling, on the walls. Don crept quietly out into the living room trying not to disturb them into a frenzy, the sliding glass door held a large smear of gray, yellow-green and red. There were no more than a few hundreds moths still on the outside of the windows, most of them seemed to have gone in the mornings light. Don grabbed a smooth driftwood walking stick and used it like a cane to get up onto his feet. He slowly limped toward the sliders, a battered warrior, June would have been proud. He pulled it open and felt the fresh clean crisp air of the morning, it smelled like victory.
The tree caught his eye, not just a few like the day before, but all-of-the trees, were filled with the horrible bag worms as far as the eye could see, sacks hung off of every low hanging branch.
 
* * *
 
Mick Jones opened the cage and stepped back a few feet. ″Come on little guy don′t be scared″ There was no movement from the cage. He stepped forward and nudged it with his foot, the cage jumped and what looked like a rabbit shot out of it. The little creature tried to scurry under a bush, but found its head would not fit. So it turned around and stood up proudly on its haunches sniffing the air. Its long black and brown striped pheasant tail twitched with its nose. Jack got a good look at his creation, well partially his anyway. When he joined DARPA as a geneticist he never had any idea that he would one day create a strange crossbreed of Jack Rabbit, Antelope and Ring-Necked Pheasant.
Who could have conceived of such a thing? He thought.
But it all made sense. Once the weird strain of Gypsy Moths became immune to the BT bacterium and started overproducing a heavy stomach acid as a side effect, they became a plague, towns were overrun, thousands were killed, practically devoured by the acidic moths. Hundreds of thousands of acres of crops were destroyed by this new scourge of the Southwest, so something needed to be done and done fast. That something was called the Jackalope. The speed and jump of the Jack Rabbit, the appetite and tail of the Ring-Necked pheasant and the horns and striking power of the Antelope.
Mick smiled as his baby hopped forward toward one of the trees the moths seemed to be breeding in. It paused sniffed the air, took two small steps forward, sat up again, again tested the air, then bounded forward to underneath the tree. The Jackalope sat up on its haunches, its long brilliant tail twitching with delight. One of the sacks of caterpillars hung off a low branch. Mick watched with excitement this was the moment-of-truth. The Jackalope crouched down low and then sprang forth almost straight up into the air, its rack of four horns caught the silken bag and ripped it wide open, dumping its contents out. Within moments the Jackalope was gorging itself on the fat juicy caterpillars. Mick smiled and turned around to look at the flatbed truck full of live animal crates, and spotted his two assistants. ″Lets get 'em off and cut 'em loose boys, it looks like its gonna work out just fine.″
Mick smiled. Once-again, the light of science had saved the day.
 
 



AFTERWORD
JOHN PALISANO
 
 
Behind every joke there is a truth. Or so I′ve heard. ″Unnatural Tales Of The Jackalope″ began one morning while I was looking through calls for submissions for stories. I found tons and tons of listings for topics I′d seen done to death. I was so uninspired. How come there wasn′t anything interesting? What hadn′t been done? What would be fun and exciting and invigorating? Why wasn′t anyone thinking outside the norm anymore?
If I had a dream project, what would it be?
Jackalopes.
It sprung inside my head immediately. I′d always been fascinated with the little creatures after a road trip out west with my family when I was a little boy. We stopped at a gas station and I remember seeing a postcard on a display rack. I thought they were real. After all, we were heading to California, where all sorts of things everyone else thought were make-believe actually existed, right? Of course these little things existed, too. Why wouldn′t they?
So that morning I made the decision to edit my first anthology. Not sure what possessed me. Many of my good friends have edited anthologies, and I knew exactly the amount of work involved. I also knew that in this era, doing so is really an uphill battle. I didn′t care. I′ve forged my own way so many times before that this just seemed like a natural progression. How could it hurt? So I did a little experiment.
I posted a call for submissions on Facebook. On April Fool′s Day. Just to see what kind of reaction I′d get. Boy, was I surprised. So many great writer friends responded seriously. I was blown away by the interest. Now I′d have to go through with it, didn′t I? I′d opened my big mouth and I′d have to make good on my word. Fine. I was ready.
Me and the very inspirational artist Fawn sat on her couch and brainstormed possible titles and very quickly came up with what you′re reading. Then I realized I′d need a name for the imprint and thought Western Legends sounded just perfect to put out a book about jackalopes. We′ve got a couple more interesting things on deck brewing, and I hope you′ll all come along for the ride.
The recollections, stories, poems, and articles contributed to this book really surprised me. So much love and effort was put out. I′m floored. Everyone really brought their A-game to their contributions. I really hope whoever has had a chance to read this book has enjoyed it as thoroughly as we all have had in finding this curious collection of oddities. See you all further on down the trail.
 
John Palisano
Somewhere in California
Summer 2012
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AARON J. FRENCH is actually not French at all, and has dealt with that irony since grade school, so shut up about it, already. Okay?
 
D.T. GRIFFITH fantasizes about slicing fresh garlic cloves into paper-thin pieces with his daughter's ice skates to flavor your materialized soul for his felines' supper. Meticulous communicator on a usual day; dark and stormy fiction writer sitting rink side during the most ungodly hours. Inspired by children's acute awareness and the diabolical psyche of monsters, his tortured creative brain never shuts off. www.dtgriffith.com @dtgriffith
 
ERIK WILLIAMS is a Defense Contractor, former Naval Officer, Iraq War Veteran, and former Kenpo Karate instructor. He is the author of DEMON, WALKING SHADOWS, BLOOD SPRING, and numerous short stories. He has three daughters and is undergoing testosterone treatments to continue to feel like a man. Erik Williams is the Demon Squid.
 
ABBIE BERNSTEIN is a writer/filmmaker/entertainment journalist. She produced and directed the "Making of Robin of Sherwood" documentaries. She thinks jackalopes are swell!
 
MATT KURTZ is a lover of all things horror. When not writing twisted tales, he enjoys watching a frightening flick or reading a terrifying tome. His fiction can be found in anthologies from Evil Jester Press, Pill Hill Press, Blood Bound Books, Comet Press and Necrotic Tissue Magazine.
 
MISTY DAHL is a writer from Santa Cruz, California with higher than average high heels, who lives near the Cliffs of Insanity with her fire-breathing cat Lucy. She′s penned three NaNoWriMo novels and read a portion of her third book titled The Others as part of the NaNoWriMo series of interviews for Unbedtime Stories on KFJC 89.7 FM radio. She′s currently working on a new novel called Of Night and Light and the Half-Light and plans to seek publication. Her short stories, flash fiction and interviews will begin to appear this year in the fantasy, horror and dark fiction markets. You can find out more about her at www.mistydahl.com
 
FAWN is an award winning ASCAP singer, songwriter, composer and recording artist, who has shared the top of the Billboard Dance Charts with Lady Ga Ga, Mariah Carey and Janet Jackson with her song 'Wish U Love′, which went to #6 in 2010. The music video of the same song, remained in the top 10 on MTV's LOGO Channel for 5 months, with sales second only to Madonna the first two months of it's release. She won the JPF Music awards for Best Dance Album and Best Dance Single in 2009 and was nominated for the 2010 Best Dance Single for the Hollywood Music in Media Awards. She has won songwriting awards from Berklee College Of Music and SESAC for her ballads "Just Look At Us Now," "Playin' The Fool" and "Livin' With Out Your Love." In 2010 she won the VH-1 Behind The Music Songwriting Competition with her trance song "Into The Light." Her songs and voice can be heard in Film, TV and Commercials such as The Natalee Holloway Story, The Young and The Restless, Ugly Betty, Charlie's Angels, Supernatural, CSI Miami, The Little Red Wagon, Witchblade, Missing, Guiding light, Barbie, Ford, Mazda and Pontiac, to me a few. In 2011 she made a cameo appearance in the Award-winning Documentary film "How I Became An Elephant." She was also chosen as the 2011 Cover Model of The Year for LIC Magazine and appears in the 2012 Coffee Table Book entitled 'A Day In My Shoes, Pumps and Pups'. www.fawnmusic.com, www.myspace.com/fawnakasongirl, www.myspace.com/bodysoulandmind, www.facebook.com/fawnmusic and On IMDB: Fawn II
 
JEZZY WOLFE is an author of dark fiction ...with a predilection for absurdity. Her stories have appeared in such magazines as The World of Myth, The Odd Mind, Twisted Tongue, and Morpheus Tales. She has also been published in a variety of anthologies, such as Graveside Tales′ HARVEST HILL, THE 2009 LADIES AND GENTLEMAN OF HORROR, THE BEST OF THE WORLD OF MYTH: VOL II, Library of the Dead′s BACONOLOGY, the Choate Road fun book, KNOCK KNOCK...WHO′S THERE? DEATH!, and Smart Rhino Publishing's debut anthology, ZIPPERED FLESH: TALES OF BODY ENHANCEMENT GONE BAD! Currently she writes reviews for Liquid Imagination, a fantasy and speculative fiction magazine.
A life-long native of Virginia Beach, Jezzy lives with her family and quite a few ferrets. She is a ferret advocate, and is involved with several related projects, including a blog and storefront for ferret owners and lovers, known as FuzzyFriskyFierce.
You can visit Jezzy Wolfe on her author′s blog at jezzywolfe.wordpress.com, on her FuzzyFriskyFierce blog at FuzzyFriskyFierce.wordpress.com, or visit her storefront at www.cafepress.com/fuzzyfriskyfierce
 
DEAN M. DRINKEL, published author, poet and film director. His plays based on characters from "The Crumps" have been staged in London and theatres around the South of England. Dean currently spends his time between London and Paris and more about him can be found at http://deanmdrinkelauthor.blogspot.co.uk/
 
MIKE D. MCCARTY works as an artist and show supervisor at one of the top make-up effects companies in the film industry: KNB Efx Group Inc. His list of film credits number well over 100 and include films like Grindhouse, Kill Bill 1 and 2, Sin City, The Mist, Hostel 1 and 2, and Piranha 3D. Besides having a cool day job, Mike also enjoys being a writer. Anything from short stories to movie scripts. He lives on a ranch outside of LA with his lovely wife Grace, dogs, Mac, Brody and Hooper, and horses, Ace and Joe. When he's not writing, or killing people in movies he can be found riding his Harley. His debut novel WEREWORLD BOOK ONE: GEMINI RISING is coming from Bad Moon Books.
 
JASON MONES is a professor of painting and printmaking at Dowling College. His recent paintings focus on the current economic and political environment, ultimately exploring a broader interest in the human condition. Jason currently lives in Brooklyn, NY. His work can be seen at: www.jasonmones.com
 
CASIE SMALLS works for Xyxxyx College in the heart of Arizona, where he teaches a course on Local Biology for ranchers and farmers. In his spare time, he has gained notoriety for cataloging sightings of rare creatures throughout the American Southwest, as well as running a site dedicated to the plastic harmonicas of the 1970s. Don′t ask him if he′s related to Biggie. People have been hospitalized.
 
JOHN PALISANO has 13.2 short stories out there, a novel, NERVES and a novella, THE BIPOLAR EXPRESS, with more oddities to come. Unless the Jackalope King tracks him down. Then it′s game over. Because of that factoid, he′s currently in the Witness Protection Program until all this blows over.
 
 
www.facebook.com/WesternLegendsPress
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