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Algernon Blackwood

“The Wendigo”


Before

It was a week before the grand opening. A week before the bloodbath.

Shane Dulin slowly climbed toward consciousness.

There was a smell like raw hamburger juice and a silence so complete he was sure someone had shoved wads of cotton in his ears. Weakly, he pawed at his ears, and though there was a stiff, crusty coating on the side of his head, there were no cotton balls to obstruct his hearing.

Shane opened his eyes, but everything remained black. A sickening dizziness grabbed hold of him. His chest tightened, his breathing grew labored and shallow. Wherever he was, it wasn’t just dim, it wasn’t just dark, it was blacker than fresh tar, blacker even than the goddamn slash marks his mom used to make on his papers even when he brought home a C or, on a few glorious occasions, a B. What kind of mother was that? he wondered. What kind of mom graded your papers after they’d been graded and invariably reduced the score?

He felt cold all over. Cold and weak and frightened. He realized with growing distress that his lungs wouldn’t work properly.

Shane tried to suck in air to fight off the encroaching panic, but his attempt was futile. Jesus God, it felt like some huge object, an anvil or his mother, was sitting on his chest, but as the nerveless feeling in his limbs began to dissipate he realized he was lying on his stomach, and that was why his breathing was restricted. He was laid out face down on some rough, moist surface.

What the hell was this?

Shane made to push away from the dank rock floor, but as he did a holocaust of pain gusted through his legs. Shane howled, flopped down on his belly and pummeled the slimy rock with palsied fists, but now that the floodlight of pain was glowing nothing would diminish its merciless brilliance. Shane cursed, thrashed his head in the slime and sobbed harder than he had in his life.

The pain continued to intensify.

A long time later—or perhaps it was only a matter of minutes—Shane grew accustomed to the agony. Or rather he created other pains so his mind wasn’t wholly focused on his shrieking legs. He’d bitten clear through his bottom lip, the teeth easily shredding the soft tissue until his incisors ground together like bits of gravel. He’d awakened a throbbing ache in the side of his head, which told him the crust he’d fingered earlier was dried blood. He knew this should have alarmed him—he couldn’t imagine bleeding from an ear being a good thing under any circumstance—but it did help him stabilize his caroming thought processes and begin to analyze his situation.

You’re on your belly, he told himself, and though you’re near water, you’re not in danger of drowning.

At least he didn’t think so. Shane swallowed, made himself go on.

Your ear hurts, you’ve beaten the shit out of your fists and bitten through your bottom lip and on top of that there’s something seriously wrong with your legs.

Shane speculated about his legs but forced himself to stop. Things were already bad enough without adding to his catalogue of miseries. A wave of dizziness steamrolled through his head, but Shane forced himself to continue assessing…

Though it’s a struggle, you can breathe. You can’t see, but your other senses are working.

Yes, Shane thought. He realized this was true. His hearing wasn’t impaired—it was simply that quiet. He couldn’t imagine a place this silent existing on earth, but wherever it was…

Shane sucked in startled breath. He had it.

Holy Mary Mother of God, he thought, his sluggish thoughts quickening. You’re working on the new state park, the one that’s opening next weekend. You’re behind schedule, and you’re tired of that bitch park ranger Linda Farmer driving you and the rest of the crew like a bunch of damned mules.

Shane made a face in the darkness. It wasn’t like the goddamn park couldn’t open if the walking bridge wasn’t completed on time. But to hear Linda Farmer tell it, constructing a rope bridge over a half-flooded river was not only necessary for the park to be complete, it was also the easiest job in the world. As if she’d ever built anything before in her life. The woman wore so much makeup she looked like a deranged clown. If she couldn’t even make herself look presentable, what the hell could she know about building bridges?

Shane shook his head, his anger elbowing away some of the pain. If Patterson, the foreman of the crew Shane was stuck working with, had any balls, he’d have told Linda Farmer to take her demands and her clown makeup and jump in the river. The image actually brought a half smile to Shane’s face, agony and all.

Then the smile vanished and his eyes grew very wide.

He’d shared with Patterson his thoughts on the matter of the rope bridge, and Patterson the Prick had elected Shane to paddle across the river in that damned canoe to find a good spot where they could begin staking out the opposite side of the bridge. Like there was any good place. The river was wide enough to begin with. But with the flooding and the muck it dredged up, Shane had been forced to climb out of the boat and slog an extra fifty feet before he found relatively dry ground. He’d stopped—pant legs soaked to the thighs and his work boots weighted down by water and mud—to take a piss and to curse Tom Patterson and Linda Farmer and his mother, who’d caused him to hate school so much he barely graduated and never even applied for college. He’d been thinking about how unfair it all was, how nobody saw his potential or understood how smart he really was, when he first noticed the cave.

Patterson had told them there wouldn’t be any surprises. Though the land was low-lying, the beady-eyed foreman had informed them, the Peaceful Valley Nature Preserve’s terrain was fairly uniform.

Eyeing the cave entrance, Shane had chuckled. Uniform, my ass, he thought.

He made his way to the cave entrance and peered inside. Seeing nothing, he was about to trudge back through the muddy floodplain when something—Curiosity? A nasty urge to learn all he could about this new discovery so he could shove it in Patterson’s face?—compelled him forward into the gloom. Shane remembered edging forward, stoop-shouldered, while a gleeful momentum pushed him deeper and deeper into the dark…

That was all. Had he hit his head? He must have knocked it against the low cave ceiling and lost consciousness. How else to explain the scrim of dried blood painted on the side of his face or the amnesia with which he seemed to be afflicted?

But what about his legs?

Maybe, he reasoned, he’d stumbled forward—down a sharp decline, perhaps—and skewered his legs on some jagged rocks.

Shane heaved a frustrated breath and peered into the murk. It didn’t add up. None of it did.

He froze at a furtive scraping sound from somewhere behind him.

Shane licked his lips, his pulse accelerating. It sounded like a small animal. A possum, maybe? It made sense. Possums were nocturnal creatures. He’d crossed the river some time during mid-afternoon. That meant it could be dusk or later by now, and the animals that came out at night would be stirring.

Sure, he thought, it was a possum. And though disgusting creatures, they were not dangerous ones, unless of course they had rabies—

“Oh Jesus,” Shane whispered. The wounds in his legs. Had the possums been at him?

A nightmarish image of the black-eyed, white-haired creatures feasting on the meat of his legs with their disease-infested fangs made his stomach curdle. Gasping, he scuttled forward on knees and elbows, but almost instantly the conflagration in his legs forced him to the ground again. Shane moaned, beat the ground with lacerated fists. He wanted nothing more than to escape this stinking tomb and breathe the beautiful river air again, but first he had to figure out why his legs ached so badly, why with every movement, no matter how infinitesimal, it felt as though his shins had been spitted and were roasting on an open flame.

With a sharp tug of misgiving, Shane reached down and inspected the sides of his legs. His breathing stopped.

At first, he refused to credit what his fingers told him. The messy, squishy horrors he touched could not be his upper thighs. Then, though the movement brought on a flare-up so intense Shane felt nauseated, he bent at the waist and forced his fingers to explore his hamstrings.

It was at that point that he realized where the raw meat smell was coming from.

Shane shrieked, clambered forward over the slimy rock, oblivious to the protests of his ruined legs, advancing in a wild series of tortured spasms that only served to heighten his pain and terror. His thoughts churned like turbid gray water, unconsciousness tugging at him like a drowning swimmer. 

He’d crawled perhaps ten or fifteen feet when he heard the weird squelching noises echo somewhere behind him. Shane paused, immobile, for a long moment. Then, with a cry, he surged forward again, peering into the darkness for some sign of the cave entrance. If only he could see the daylight or even the starlight, he’d be able to fend off whatever vile animals had been gnawing on him. He imagined the possums chewing on his flesh. Or raccoons, those goddamned garbage eaters. The nasty beasts, they were so unclean they probably carried the goddamned bubonic plague.

The noises behind him grew louder: smacking sounds like bare feet on a wet floor, the clicking of toenails on stone. Shane shivered. If it was a possum or a raccoon, it was one hell of a big one. Shane heard a deep growl.

He crawled faster. His legs were a howling blaze, his heartbeat a jittering jackhammer. But ahead—he couldn’t believe it—there was a faint cone of light. It brightened and clarified as he drew jerkily nearer, and though he doubted his savaged legs would support him, for the first time Shane attempted to gain his feet.

Anguish so huge it obliterated thought squeezed him with a bone-splintering fist and hurled him face first onto the coarse stone. He vomited long and hard on the cave floor and found himself writhing in his own regurgitated lunch. It didn’t matter, though. Nothing mattered anymore, nothing but the pain. Shane abandoned himself to it. He squealed and flopped on the ground in a paroxysm of anguish. It was bright enough to see now, he realized, and unthinkingly he caught a fleeting glimpse of his lower left leg. With a deathly chill he lifted the leg again to confirm what he’d seen.

His left foot was gone. Reefed with flaps of bloody skin, only a pale, ragged stub of shinbone remained.

Unable to breathe, Shane peered down at his other foot.

It was gone too.

He threw up again, but this time there was nothing in his stomach to eject. Beneath the noise of his own retching and sobbing, Shane heard the approach of whatever horrid vermin had done this to him.

It’s not fair! he thought. If only they’d given him a chance. If only his dad hadn’t run out, if only his mom wasn’t such a soul-crushing sow, if only his foreman didn’t treat him like the rest of the illiterates on the crew. None of them appreciated Shane, which was why he’d ended up in this fucking cave. He was going to die here, he realized. He was dying already—he had to be. He’d lost so much blood it was a wonder he could still draw breath.

The footsteps sounded just behind him.

Whimpering, he pushed up on an elbow and craned his head around, expecting to see a glittering pair of black eyes staring back at him.

But the eyes weren’t small. They were the size of baseballs.

And they weren’t black, either.

As Shane watched in atavistic dread, the glowing green eyes loomed nearer, nearer, until the pale figure crouched over him. Though the creature was bent-backed and moving on all fours, Shane could see it was far taller than any person could be. But this wasn’t a person. This was…this was…

Shane gasped as the creature scooped him into its long, emaciated arms. And though he desperately wanted to, Shane could not look away from its luminous green eyes. Cradling him like an infant, the creature lowered its long, pale face. The twin odors of feces and animal sweat closed over Shane like a shroud. And before he could utter a plea for mercy, the creature’s sharp, powerful jaws crunched through his face.


Chapter One

Eighteen hours before Jesse Hargrove witnessed the brutal slaughter of more than two hundred people, he was riding shotgun in Emma Cayce’s beat-up white 1975 Buick Electra.

“Pretty out here,” Jesse said.

“Could be worse,” Emma allowed.

“What?” Colleen asked from the backseat. “Being in the forest doesn’t give you the urge to sing John Denver songs?”

Emma glanced ruefully in the overhead mirror. “I’m finding it tough to concentrate on the scenery given the reception we’re bound to get.”

Colleen shrugged her blocky shoulders. “Isn’t my fault the park director’s a bitch.”

Emma gave her friend another sharp glance in the mirror. Not for the first time, Jesse doubted the wisdom of calling the passenger’s seat back at the newspaper. He’d thought sitting next to Emma would force her to notice him, that riding in back would’ve kept him off her radar like always. Yet now he wanted nothing more than to fade into invisibility. Situated as he was, he felt like a neutral country about to be obliterated by warring superpowers.

“Never met someone so stubborn,” Emma muttered.

“You’re taking the bitch’s side?” Colleen asked.

Oh hell, he thought and hunkered closer to the door.

“I’ve never even spoken to the woman,” Emma said.

“You don’t trust my judgment?”

“You’re not exactly charitable with people.”

Jesse stiffened as they approached a sharp bend. Emma’s eyes were fixed on Colleen’s, and the Buick was barreling toward the woods ahead. The tree trunks looked as wide as the car.

He ventured to brush his fingers along Emma’s bare arm, and even under these circumstances, the touch of her skin sent a wave of lightheadedness through him.

“What?” Emma snapped, and started to look at him when Colleen shouted “Turn!” from the backseat. Emma spotted the curve, her pretty green eyes doubling in size. Then she yanked the wheel left, the unwieldy old car groaning in protest. Their back wheels sprayed gravel while their front tires scrabbled for purchase on the loose macadam. Jesse tried not to shit himself, but it was going to be a near thing. Despite the seatbelt he was jerked sideways, the side of his face mashing against the window. He eyed the trees rocketing at him with dim terror. I’m going to die, he thought, and I’ve never even kissed Emma.

One moment Jesse was certain the swirly brown tree trunk would end his life; the next they were lurching forward, the Buick overcorrecting and yawing toward the other side of the lane. If another car appeared, they were toast.

“Cut the wheel, stupid!” Colleen was shouting. “Turn into the skid!”

“Shut up!” Emma shouted back, though she was doing exactly as Colleen said.

The back end continued sluing like a drunken pendulum. Jesse tasted hot bile in the pit of his throat. He didn’t think he was going to void his bowels, but if the car didn’t stop fishtailing soon he just might puke.

Emma uttered a growl and wrenched the wheel again. This time, the Buick’s tires got a better grip on the lane. Just when he was sure they were safe, Emma stomped on the brakes. The seatbelt tore into his chest, the top of his curly hair actually brushing the windshield.

They skidded to a stop, the Buick sideways in the lane.

“Apologize,” she said.

“What?” Colleen asked.

“Apologize for calling me stupid.”

“I’m not apol—”

“Now!” Emma screamed.

Colleen’s eyebrows lifted. “You almost killed us.”

Emma tore off her seatbelt, faced Colleen on her knees, poked her index finger over the seatback. “It’s your fault we’re out here. I said we needed to be nice to Shannon, didn’t I?”

“Shannon’s a dunce.”

“Who happens to be chief editor,” Emma said. “I told you to be civil to her-“

“Kiss her ass, you mean.”

“—but you had to shoot your mouth off like always.”

“She deserved it.”

“So now every time a good story comes up we get stuck doing fluff pieces.”

Jesse said, “It is going to be one of the largest state parks in the Midwest.”

Emma glared at him. Jesse shrank against the door.

“He’s right,” Colleen said. “A new state park is a big deal. I’d rather spend the weekend out here than listen to people barking at each other in Tibetan.”

“Mongolian,” Emma corrected. “And it happens to be the best story of the year.”

“Do you even know why they’re protesting?”

“The inhumane treatment of mine workers.”

“I’m bored already.”

“Of course you’re bored,” Emma said. “If it isn’t about some asinine reality show, you’re not interested.”

“I get attached to the characters.”

“Dumb people doing dumb things.”

Colleen crossed her arms. “We going to sit here in the middle of the road, or are we gonna check in?”

“Check in,” Emma muttered, resettling in her seat. “Not only are we stuck covering chipmunks and squirrels, we’ve gotta waste an entire weekend in a tent.”

“Didn’t your family ever go camping?”

Emma jerked the Buick into gear. Jesse breathed a sigh of relief as they rolled back into their own lane. Not that there were marked lanes out here. If not for the occasional hand-painted wooden sign, there’d be no indication they were in a state park at all. Over thirty square miles of forest and marshes, the Peaceful Valley Nature Preserve was proving as unspoiled as advertised. Now, if Emma would stop driving like she had a death wish, they might live to enjoy it.

“We never camped,” Emma said. “Mom was usually working or out with some guy.”

Jesse opened his mouth to ask Emma about her dad, but the sour expression on her face convinced him otherwise.

“We camped all the time,” Colleen said. “A few times we brought the pop-up, but most of the time we used tents.” She turned to Jesse. “That reminds me, where are you spending the night?”

Hopefully, Emma’s sleeping bag.

“I’ll rent something, I guess. I was thinking about going without a tent, actually.”

Colleen cocked an eyebrow. “You bring bug spray?”

“Uh-uh.”

“I’d recommend a tent.”

They neared a brown shack with a large window comprising most of its front. Slowing, Emma rolled down her window and reached into her purse. Jesse lowered his window, too, and though the air outside was wet with humidity, its warmth felt good on his face.

A tall man with a thick, black mustache appeared in the window and watched them stolidly. Though it was already late in the day and the western sun was falling, the man wore Ray-Bans that only revealed a vague hint of his eyes. He reminded Jesse of a surly traffic cop.

Emma flashed her credentials. “We’re with the Shadeland Truth,” she said. “Linda Farmer should be expecting us.”

“Speed limit’s fifteen,” the man said, leaning out the window on his forearms. Up close he appeared to be in his early fifties. His brown shirt said DNR, which stood for Department of Natural Resources. Jesse remembered one of those guys coming to his science class in junior high. The DNR officer was supposed to give them a lesson on boating safety, but instead spent most of the hour telling them horror stories about the corpses he’d fished out of the lake and the wide-reaching powers of his position. The DNR, that long-ago officer had claimed, could take away your car and your house if you went fishing without a license. They could also retrieve your body if you were decapitated by an outboard motor.

“I didn’t see the speed posted,” Emma explained.

“Going too fast to read the signs, I expect.”

Jesse braced himself for another argument, but Colleen leaned forward and intervened. “How long have you worked for the department?”

The man lowered his shades enough to reveal the smallish eyes beneath. His eyebrows were almost as bushy as his mustache. “Nineteen years this August. What’s your name, miss?”

“Colleen Matthews,” she said, sticking her hand through Emma’s window.

The man shook it. “Glad you came. Staying all weekend?”

“We’re doing a story about the opening,” Emma said. “Colleen spoke with Linda earlier.”

“Oh,” the man said, chuckling. “You’re the ones she was talking about.”

Emma shot Colleen a look.

The man nodded toward the rear of the shack. “Linda’s busy at the moment, but she’ll be out any time. You guys want a map?”

Emma said sure, and the officer handed her a glossy pamphlet. She tossed it on Jesse’s lap without looking at it. He pocketed it, figuring it might come in handy for erection coverage later.

The man gestured toward the register. “I don’t have the first clue how to use this thing, so you’ll have to wait until Linda gets done.”

“I got the impression our stay was paid for,” Emma said.

“I wouldn’t know about that,” the man said and withdrew into the shack.

Emma regarded Colleen in the mirror. “Well?”

Colleen shrugged. “We didn’t talk price.”

Emma turned all the way around, the blue fabric of her sleeveless shirt drawing taut over her breasts. Jesse felt his mouth go dry.

“What did you talk about?”

“Whether or not a state park should’ve been built here.”

Emma surveyed the woods. “Doesn’t look to me like they built anything.”

Colleen counted on her fingers. “Sand volleyball courts, playgrounds, dump stations…”

“What’s a dump station?” Jesse asked.

“Where RVs empty their shit.”

“Ah.”

“I merely asked if we had to stay on one of the marked sites, and Miss Park Nazi flew off the handle. Said if we made a fire outside a designated area, we’d be fined and kicked out of the park. I said, ‘What, you’re worried about wildfires?’ She said she wanted to maintain the integrity of the land. I said the Indians didn’t play volleyball. It went downhill from there.”

Jesse grinned, but extinguished it when he noticed Emma’s scowl. “You don’t have to pick fights with everybody,” she said.

“I only fight with people who take themselves too seriously.”

A figure emerged from the back door of the shack. She was short and skinny, all angles and bones. Her short, blond hair had so much hairspray on it, it resembled a helmet. And despite the official-looking, white, button-down shirt and navy blue shorts, something about her reminded him of the groupies he saw in those glam rock videos from the eighties. The woman stopped and beckoned them forward.

“Oh boy,” Colleen said. “Wants to show us who’s in charge.”

“Would you be civil?” Emma asked. “For once?”

“She’s the one with the attitude.”

Emma’s whole demeanor changed. Jesse thought of an anchorwoman telling off her co-host before they went on air and then smiling into the cameras. She beamed as the Buick crunched forward to where the short woman stood. “Hi, Ms. Farmer. We’re from The Shadeland Truth.”

“You Colleen?” the woman asked.

Emma’s smile didn’t waver. “I’m Emma Cayce, this is Jesse Hargrove, and—”

“Your friend needs a lesson in politeness.”

Jesse glanced back at Colleen, who looked unabashed. He waited for her to make some wisecrack, but she settled for a quiet smirk.

Emma nodded. “Colleen can be abrasive at times.”

“Hey,” Colleen said, but Emma was going on. “We’re so grateful you agreed to talk to us, Ms. Farmer.”

“Good publicity,” Linda Farmer said. “I trust you’ll paint us in a positive light?”

Emma’s face tightened almost imperceptibly. “Of course.”

“You can park over there,” Linda said and indicated a row of spaces. “I’ll show you some of the salient features of the park, then you can interview Ron.”

The mustachioed man in the brown shirt and, Jesse now saw, skin-tight brown shorts stepped out of the shack.

Ron the DNR officer said something to Linda, whose face lit up. Jesse marveled at how much mascara and lipstick she wore. Emma and Colleen exchanged a look. They’d noticed Ron’s shorty shorts too.

“We’ll take the Gator,” Linda said.

They parked and followed Linda toward a small green vehicle that reminded Jesse of a golf cart. As they climbed in, Ron pulled away in a white pickup truck with the DNR insignia on the door.

“Is he your special friend?” Colleen asked Linda.

Linda Farmer turned in her seat and stared at Colleen, who for some reason had opted to ride next to her. “Let’s get something straight, Ms. Matthews. I have a college degree, too. In forestry. Four years at WIU, same as you. I probably bring home double what you make at that pissant little newspaper, so you can just drop the patronizing attitude.”

Jesse glanced at Emma, who’d swallowed her lips to hold back laughter.

Colleen met Linda Farmer’s stare for a moment. She said, “I apologize if I offended you.”

Linda nodded curtly and started the Gator.

As they began to roll forward, Colleen said, “Should I call you Professor?”


Chapter Two

Charly barely heard Eric pull into the drive over the screaming on the baby monitor. She’d have gotten to the nursery thirty seconds ago, when Jake began crying, but her hands were slathered in paint thinner.

Her oldest daughter had decided to decorate the foyer wall.

Charly braced herself for Eric’s reaction. If she was lucky, he’d enter through the garage and not use the entryway, which had been splashed with garish swaths of purple and green, Kate’s favorite colors. Using her elbow—one of the few places on her anatomy not smeared with paint or tingling with paint thinner—Charly eased open the front door curtain.

She frowned. It wasn’t Eric’s Escalade at all, but rather a little red sports car she’d seen before but couldn’t immediately place. Then the driver cut the engine, and Charly saw the tall, longhaired brunette climb out.

Great, Charly thought. President of the Eric Florence Fan Club.

Easy, a voice soothed. Most women’s basketball coaches have female assistants, right? Would you rather he let you screen the candidates to make sure none of them are attractive?

Charly grinned. Actually…

Stop it, the voice told her. Meet them on the lawn and put on a good show like always. But first wash your hands. You smell like an old rag someone tossed on the garage floor.

But…Jake, Charly thought. The poor kid’s been cranking for well over a minute now.

He’s fine. Babies are supposed to cry.

Charly’s smile faded. That sounded way too much like Eric for her liking.

She peered out the window again and discovered her husband and the tall girl standing in the driveway, Eric demonstrating some sort of basketball move on her. Whatever it was, it apparently required him to nestle his crotch against her rear end.

Charly’s lips thinned.

She moved resolutely up the stairs. She poked her head inside the nursery and said, “Just a minute, Jakers, Mommy’s gotta wash her hands before she picks you up.”

Over the light blue crib liner she saw one pink foot peek briefly at her before dropping out of sight. Jake’s screaming intensified.

Charly twisted on the water. Below she could hear the side door opening, muffled voices. She scrubbed her hands, her forearms, and struggled to retrieve the new assistant’s name from her memory. Mallory? Melody? Maleficent?

Melanie, the voice reminded her. Melanie Macomber, like that Hemingway story you read in college.

Charly shut off the water and dried her hands. Across the hall it sounded as if Jake was about to shatter the nursery windows.

“You got good lungs, kiddo,” she said and hurried to the crib. Jake’s blue eyes—her eyes—flitted to her, and her heart ached a little at the tear streaks on his temples, the scarlet hue of his face. Cradling him, she whispered, “Mommy’s sorry, Jakers. Mommy’s sorry.”

He quieted down after a few moments of rocking, so she shut off the baby monitor—who needed a monitor anyway when the kid had a voice like a fire truck siren?—and lugged her six-month-old down the curved staircase. She reached the landing and heard Eric and Melanie talking in the kitchen. When she and Jake came in, Eric said, “Hey, Junior.”

Hasn’t noticed the purple-green horror, Charly thought. He also didn’t attempt to hold his son, but that was nothing new.

“Aww,” Melanie said to Eric, “he looks just like you.”

The hell he does, Charly thought. My blue eyes, my nose. Maybe he has Eric’s chin, but even that’s debatable.

“He’s even more adorable than you said,” Melanie cooed.

Did he happen to mention his daughters? Charly nearly asked.

“Oh, Mrs. Florence, you must be so proud.”

Charly suppressed a sneer. Mrs. Florence. Thanks a lot for aging me, you little tart.

“I am very proud, Melanie. And please call me Charly.”

Eric had his iPhone out, texting someone. Probably a recruit or one of his current players. Charly couldn’t reach him if her life depended on it, but his basketball players…

“Goddamned reception,” Eric muttered. “I get a decent signal out here maybe once a month.”

Melanie smiled at Charly. “Your new house is beautiful.”

“Better than that shack we lived in before,” Eric said without looking up.

“You mean my childhood home,” Charly said.

For the first time, Eric seemed to notice she was in the room. His expression indicated she’d be better off in another part of the house.

“Charly’s sentimental,” Eric explained. “She won’t get rid of anything that belonged to her parents.”

Melanie’s perfectly plucked eyebrows formed an inverted V. “Your folks aren’t living?”

“Would you like something to drink?” Charly shifted Jake to the arm that hadn’t fallen asleep and opened the fridge. “We have Coke, juice, water—”

“I’m fine, Mrs. Florence.”

“Oh,” Charly said, “I forgot to ask. Where’s your car?”

“Had a flat,” Eric said. “Thank God Melanie was still at the gym.”

“Don’t you have a spare?”

Eric shrugged, eyes on his phone. “One of the custodians can change it for me tomorrow.”

Charly turned away so he wouldn’t see her expression.

“You decide about that new zone offense?” Melanie asked.

“Don’t like it,” Eric said. “That skip pass is dangerous.”

“Your daughters are downstairs,” Charly said. “In case you wanted to interact with them.”

Eric and Melanie both turned and watched her. After a long moment, Melanie picked her keys up and said, “I better get going, Flo. Thanks for the hospitality, Mrs. Florence.”

Charly eyed the tall girl a moment. She couldn’t tell whether the tone had been ironic or not, but Melanie Macomber was indeed a stunner. Six feet tall, dark brown hair that reached halfway down her sculpted back, cheeks speckled with just the right number of freckles. The girl’s eyelashes looked like they belonged to some animated princess.

Charly put on what she hoped was a sweet smile. “Please come over for dinner sometime.”

Melanie nodded noncommittally, gave Eric a smile and went out.

When the front door closed, Eric said, “Feeling threatened?”

Charly opened the fridge and lifted out the ground beef. “Speaking of feeling threatened, Sam Bledsoe called.”

Eric grunted. “Bet you liked that.”

Jake seized a handful of her hair, yanked. Teeth bared, she gently pried open his iron grip. “He’ll be here any minute to check on the construction next door. He said you could talk to him then.”

“Nice of him to fit me in.”

“Please be nice, Eric.”

“You’re nice enough for both of us.”

Footsteps sounded from below, their daughters tromping up the basement stairs. Kate appeared first, followed by Olivia. Olivia went straight to the computer desk, presumably to draw circles on her notebook, but Kate just stood at Charly’s side.

“Does Dad know about the wall yet?” she whispered.

“What wall?” Eric asked.

Charly winced, drew Kate closer.

“I drew a purple walrus,” Kate said.

Eric watched her from the kitchen table. “Purple walrus.”

“I made his tusks green.”

Eric looked at Charly for an explanation. Beyond her husband, Charly saw Olivia’s four-year-old face pinch with worry.

“Most of it’s already come off,” Charly said. “She used acrylics, so there are only a few places where I had to use thinner.”

“Wait a minute. She did what?”

“She’s already apologized,” Charly said. “I took away her dolls, and she’ll have to load the dishwasher—”

Eric’s face reddened. “What the hell’s the matter with you?”

Against her leg, Charly felt Kate flinch.

“It’s fine,” Charly said. “She knows she made a mistake—”

“Then why does she keep screwing up?” Eric said, rising. “Christ, Kate, you think your teachers are gonna put up with this kind of crap?”

Charly squeezed her daughter. “You and Olivia go back downstairs, honey. We’ll eat in a little while.”

Kate darted away and escaped through the basement door, but Olivia moved very slowly, her large brown eyes—Eric’s eyes—never leaving her father.

Eric was shaking his head and pacing about the kitchen. You asshole, Charly thought. How about you try loving them, too?

“You plan on doing that when she gets in school?” Eric said, his voice echoing through the kitchen. “Shielding her whenever she misbehaves?”

“Her teachers won’t overreact the way you do.”

“Then they aren’t doing their job.”

“It’s kindergarten, Eric, not the Marines.”

“Keep coddling her, see where it—”

The doorbell sounded. Eric got that look in his eyes, the one he reserved for referees who made calls against his team. “Good,” he said. “About time he showed up.”

“Please don’t be rude to him.”

“Oh no,” Eric said, moving through the kitchen doorway. “We wouldn’t want to hurt your boyfriend’s feelings.”

Charly hugged Jake, whose wails were starting to make her teeth chatter, and said, “Mommy’s gotta put you down for a minute, honey.” She walked him over and deposited him in the pink swing they’d used for all three kids; Eric had wanted a new one, claiming the color might turn his son into a homosexual. As she laid him down, Jake frowned as though about to scream, but when the circus animal mobile began twirling to the cheerful music, he relaxed and grinned up in delight.

“…hope you do a better job next door than you did on this place,” she heard Eric saying.

“What can I help you with?” Sam said. His voice sounded pleasant enough, but when she rounded the corner and saw him, she could see the strain around his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days, and his light blue work shirt was badly wrinkled. Still, she thought, it brought out the deep blue in his eyes. He was a good five inches shorter than Eric, but she liked his build. Compact. Arms hard from manual labor. Bet he’s not afraid to change a tire, she thought.

Standing there with only a few feet between them, she was able to contrast her husband to this man more clearly than ever. Eric with his gel-shiny black hair, Sam’s hair dark brown and probably finger-combed in the mirror of his pickup truck. Eric wore the red-and-white WIU women’s basketball T-shirt and light gray shorts; Sam had on a button-down blue polo and the same dark blue jeans she’d always seen him in. She doubted he owned anything else.

And of course there was the age difference.

“For starters,” Eric said, “the windows in the breakfast nook already have condensation on the inside.”

“That’s because you insisted on choosing the company.”

“Your men installed them.”

“The problem’s not the installation. You went with the cheaper product.”

“They’re brand-new, for Christ’s sake”

Charly said, “He did try to tell you, honey.”

Eric gave her a look that made her insides do a somersault.

Then he turned back to Sam. “How about this? You fix every problem you and your crew have caused or you’ll be hearing from my lawyer. Sound good?”

Charly held her breath, watched Sam wrestle with the anger that was no doubt consuming him.

Sam exhaled heavily. “I’ll do my best, Mr. Florence.”

“So far,” Eric said, turning, “your best is pathetic.”

Charly and Sam watched him go.

When the basement door closed, Sam said, “He seems like a fun guy to be married to.”

“I’m so sorry, Sam.”

“Part of the job, I guess.”

She eyed him for a moment, let her gaze linger on his strong features. “Can I walk you to your truck?”

“I’d like that.”

They moved in silence through the side door.

Sam said, “How’re the kids doing?”

“Okay,” she said. “Jake’s a bad sleeper, so that’s made for some long nights lately.”

“Your girls okay?” They moved slowly toward his royal blue pickup truck.

“My oldest has been feeling her oats.”

Sam grinned. “That her handiwork in the foyer?”

Charly nodded. “She’s a future Rembrandt.”

“I would’ve said Jackson Pollock.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“I wouldn’t either if my daughter hadn’t minored in art history.”

“I didn’t know you had kids.”

“That’s because we’ve never been alone together.”

Charly’s throat burned with the onset of hives. Damn them, they came on at the worst times.

“I better go,” Sam said.

Charly felt a sharp pang. “I’m sorry for the way Eric spoke to you.”

“He always like that?”

“I call it his coaching mode.”

“I call it being a prick.”

She laughed. It felt good. Sam made to get into his big dually, then paused, something shadowing his face.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Your daughter,” he said. “You know, the artist.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t be too hard on her, Mrs. Florence.”

With that, he climbed in, closed the door, and started the truck. Charly watched him drive away, a dull ache starting in her stomach.


Chapter Three

“Two hundred acres of deluxe sites,” Linda Farmer said, “full electrical hookup, water, you name it. Next to that the primitive sites with fire pits and two parking spots.”

“But no trees,” Colleen said.

One bony hand on the wheel of the Gator, Linda regarded Colleen sourly and said, “There’re plenty of trees in Peaceful Valley, Ms. Matthews.”

“Where your bulldozers left them alone.”

Jesse glanced at Emma to see if she was as uncomfortable as he was, but she only looked bored.

He couldn’t blame her. The deluxe section of the campground appeared lifeless despite the many RVs and popup campers sprinkled around the vast, treeless oval. Jesse fingered the lens cap of the Canon anxiously. He could take pictures of these campsites, but what was the point? It wasn’t like they were advertising for the AARP.

He dragged a palm across his forehead and wiped sweat on his cargo shorts. The heat was oppressive out here in the most open part of the park. How bad would it be inside a smelly old tent?

The Gator continued its smooth ride over the newly paved concrete. Marking each site was a large rock with a fluorescent yellow number on it. In the center of the deluxe section rose a large bathhouse. As Jesse watched, an elderly couple parked their bicycles against the building and hobbled to their respective bathrooms. He raised the Canon and snapped a shot of the old man scratching the seat of his trousers.

He grinned at Emma. “That what we have to look forward to?”

She gave him an inquisitive look.

“The old couple,” he said, gesturing toward the bathhouse.

She went back to staring vaguely ahead.

Smooth, he thought.

“What’re those poles for?” Colleen asked.

“Tetherball,” Linda said stiffly.

Colleen nodded. “Just the way the Indians used to play it.”

Linda opened her mouth to respond, but Emma cut in. “Have you heard anything about the construction worker?”

Linda’s lips thinned, but she didn’t answer.

“Shane Dulin,” Emma prompted. “His mother thinks he got lost in the marshes that surround the park.”

“He probably ran off with some woman,” Linda muttered.

Colleen arched an eyebrow at her. “As long as he doesn’t ruin the Grand Opening, right?”

Linda brought the Gator to a rapid halt. “You aren’t going to do a hatchet piece on our park, are you?”

Colleen giggled. “Hatchet piece.”

The anchorwoman Emma resurfaced. “Of course not, Linda. We want to celebrate the unique joys of Peaceful Valley.”

“Coulda fooled me. Your friend here keeps running her mouth, I’ll ask you to leave.”

“You can’t do that,” Colleen said without annoyance. “This place is funded by the state.”

“And I’m charged with protecting it,” Linda said. “Are you gonna knock off the crap or not?”

“I’ll behave.”

Linda glared at Colleen a moment longer before sliding the Gator into gear. As they jostled over a speed bump, Emma’s leg brushed Jesse’s. Her smooth skin, he discovered, was sheened with sweat. Man, what he’d give to see her in a swimsuit. Or less.

Jesse shifted on the hard plastic seat. On second thought, maybe it was better he didn’t see the rest of her. Lord knew he fantasized about her enough already. If he ever did see her naked, he might just have to leave his job at The Truth to masturbate full-time.

“The deluxe section continues over there,” Linda said, pointing to their left. “That’s where you’ll find the showers.”

“You mind if we just go to our campsite?” Colleen asked.

Linda’s nodded dourly. “Maybe that’s best.”

“What about the Native American,” Emma said, leaning forward. “What was his name?”

Linda looked away.

“Frank Red Elk,” Colleen said.

“Could you tell us where to find him?” Emma asked.

Jesse had been on the verge of asking, himself. Frank Red Elk was the lone descendant of the original Algonquins who had briefly resided here. The online sources Jesse had referenced and the history books he’d found back at the campus library had cited poor living conditions and a tendency to flood as the reasons for the land’s sparse population. But to Jesse it didn’t make sense. Aside from the heat, he was finding the park a rather neat place. He’d certainly be coming back to take shots of the forest.

“Ms. Farmer?” Emma asked.

“I heard you,” Linda said without turning. “He lives along the old canal road. Just head east.”

“I thought everyone was forced to take the buyout,” Colleen said.

“That’s a pretty dramatic way to put it,” Linda responded. “Those homeowners were paid twice what their properties were worth. More in some cases.”

“But not Red Elk?” Emma asked.

Linda frowned. “You’ll see some woods ahead. Beyond that the primitive sites start.”

Jesse looked at Emma, but she only shrugged. Soon the sounds of loud rap music made him forget about Frank Red Elk.

Colleen said, “Is that part of the opening ceremony?”

Linda was shaking her head. “Damned liars.”

“What is it?” Emma asked.

“Grad party,” Linda spat. “A couple fraternities at WIU asked if they could have it here, and Ron told them yes. I said it was a bad idea and now look at them.”

The Gator emerged from the thicket of evergreens. To their left sprawled dozens of cars and scores of tents. On several sites there were people dancing in the beds of pickup trucks, and in four or five places Jesse saw kids tossing beanbags into slanted wooden boxes. Cornhole, they used to call the game back when Jesse was an undergrad.

Linda floored the Gator, bypassing the milling groups of young people, and made a beeline for a campsite about thirty yards beyond the party. As they crunched to a stop, Jesse beheld three people ranged around a campfire. One was a balding man in his late fifties who wore a checkered shirt, black socks and white tennis shoes. Across the fire from him were a man and woman in their thirties. The man was tall and broad and handsome. The girl was wraith-thin, her frizzy black hair trimmed too short. It was toward the older man that Linda Farmer marched.

“You said there wouldn’t be alcohol,” she said.

The man’s smile was serene. “I said there wouldn’t be too much alcohol.”

“Those kids might be underage.”

“They’re graduating seniors, Miss Farmer. Many of them are twenty-four or five. You know how long it takes kids to get through school these days.”

“Can they produce ID?”

The balding man gave Linda Farmer a you-can’t-be-serious look. “We’re light years from the nearest town, Miss Farmer. These young people aren’t hurting anybody.”

“If they drink too much, they could.”

“I’ll make sure they don’t get out of hand.”

Emma was out of the Gator, her Dictaphone extended. “And who are you, sir?”

“Wait a minute,” Linda said.

“Gordon Clevenger,” the man said.

“And what is your association with WIU?”

Clevenger regarded his loafers. “I’m head of our history department.”

Emma waved the Dictaphone toward the students. “How did you…”

“The seniors needed a faculty member to chaperone their get-together. I volunteered.”

“Why did they need a chaperone?” Emma asked. “Graduation was a month ago.”

“Technically, some of these students need summer school credits to graduate. And,” Clevenger said, smiling a little, “in order for their fraternities to pay for the celebration, they needed official sponsorship.”

“I’m not happy about this,” Linda said, hands on bony hips.

“They’re not bothering anyone, Miss Farmer.”

“The moment they do, I’m shutting you down.”

With that, she marched back to the Gator and fired it up. Emma smiled at Gordon Clevenger, who winked at her. They got back into the Gator.

“Riveting interview,” Colleen said. “That one might snag you a Pulitzer.”

“He was sweet,” Emma said. “Who were the other two?”

“His TAs,” Linda answered. “The good-looking one was Marc Greeley. The mousy girl…I forget her name. Ruth something, I think. Personally, I never understood why a college professor needed assistants. They only teach two classes a week, and they still get somebody to grade papers for them? Hell, I wish I had it that easy.”

“Is this all primitive camping area?” Emma asked.

Linda nodded. “This and the next half mile. You can select whatever site you want.”

“We only get one campsite?” Colleen asked.

“All your paper would pay for,” Linda answered with just a trace of relish.

Awesome, Jesse thought, though he kept a neutral expression. Maybe he shouldn’t rent a tent after all. If he began the night under the stars, the girls might take pity on him and invite him into their tent. At the very least he could see what Emma wore for pajamas. What if she slept in a cut-off shirt and underwear?

As if sensing his train of thought, Linda glanced back at him and said, “I’ll have a couple of the boys set up a tent for you.”

Jesse forced a smile. “I appreciate that, Ms. Farmer.”


Chapter Four

Sam meandered along the edge of the woods. He knew he shouldn’t have come back to the almost-empty subdivision tonight, but home seemed too depressing, and it was way too early to head to a bar. He knew it was a bad idea to be out here, that if Eric Florence spotted him he’d launch another tirade about the shoddy construction of his house, but something about Charly seemed to magnetize Sam. Though it was hopeless and sad and more than a little dangerous, being closer to her made him feel better.

He cast a glance along the strip of desolate lots and rued the day he signed the contract. He and the developer both agreed that the Indian Trails subdivision had a lot of potential; the land was breathtaking, it was protected on three sides by government property purchased for the state park and the neighborhood afforded homeowners the privacy of a three-acre plot.

The problem was, nobody was buying.

When the basketball coach and his wife signed on that winter, Sam was sure his investment would pay off. Since then only one more lot had sold, and no more buyers were showing interest.

Sam stopped and spat toward the valley. How much longer would his creditors wait for him? Six months? Half that?

He turned and peered down the line of woods until, in his periphery, he spotted Charly Florence’s house.

With a flutter in his belly, Sam realized Charly was standing on the back deck. She had her baby boy on her hip—didn’t she always?—and was bouncing him gently to get him to stop screaming. Sam could hear the little guy caterwauling as though someone had ahold of his ear and was giving it a vicious twist.

“Teething, I’ll bet,” he said.

Charly shifted the boy to her other hip, caressed his back, bounced him some more, her pretty knees flexing as she tried in vain to make the little guy feel better. Where’s your husband? Sam wondered. Then, How’d you ever end up with that jackass anyway?

Better stop that kind of thinking, his father’s voice admonished. The man had been dead six years this August, but Sam still talked to him every day.

He lingered on Charly’s turned back a moment, the shimmering blond hair, the curve of her hips, the killer legs. Just the way a woman should be, he thought. Not plump, but a little meat on her bones.

He turned away with an effort. A woman like that, with her dazzling smile, her playful personality and best of all, a brain in her head…why did she have to be chained to a bastard like Eric Florence?

Sam sighed. He couldn’t escape the Florences these days, it seemed. When he wasn’t daydreaming about Charly, he was checking his voicemail to see what complaint her husband had lodged that day. Sam had gone to the drugstore earlier to get something for his allergies. He happened to buy a newspaper, and who should he see on the cover of the sports page? Coach Eric Florence and his Western Indiana Golden Eagles. To torture himself, Sam had read the whole article. How Florence had been promoted from lead assistant to head coach after the old one was fired, how he became the youngest coach to lead his team to the Sweet Sixteen this decade. How he’d signed a lucrative extension that spring. His highly rated recruiting class.

The article failed to mention how much of an asshole he was.

Sam slapped a mosquito on his forearm. When he lifted his hand, his palm was smeared with blood and mosquito guts.

What are you doing out here? his dad’s voice asked.

Where am I supposed to be? he answered.

It’s Friday night—go to the Cactus and meet a nice woman.

Pick up a barfly, you mean, and engage in a meaningless one-night stand.

Better than feeling sorry for yourself while the mosquitoes drink you like a cocktail.

You’ve got a point there.

Sam turned back and let his gaze wander to Charly’s back porch.

She was gone.

You know, his dad told him, some people call what you’re doing stalking.

I bought up the lots, didn’t I? Don’t I have a right to inspect them?

You’ve inspected them four nights this week. That’s stalking.

“So I’ll bring my binoculars next time,” Sam said. He cut across the lot labeled EIGHT until his boots met gravel. From there he made the short trip back to his pickup truck. The blue exterior was coated with dust, the tires spattered with old mud. Sam took out his George Strait keychain, opened the door, reached in and fired the ignition. He’d stand out here awhile so the dually could cool off.

He almost convinced himself he wasn’t just hoping for another glimpse of Charly.





Charly thought, If Jake doesn’t stop screaming soon, my eardrums are going to burst. He’d been cranking since morning, and it was what time? She paced the floor again and checked the clock on the nursery dresser: 9:37.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if she could’ve trusted Eric to brush the girls’ teeth and read to them, but that would require his leaving the basement—his man cave, he called it, a phrase that sent chills of irritation down her spine. What he did down there she had no idea. He claimed he was watching game film, but every time she walked in on him he was either on the phone or visiting some fantasy football website.

He made good money, yes, but couldn’t he donate just a little of his time as well? My job is to provide for this family, he’d declared on multiple occasions. Your role is with the house and the kids.

Saying kids like an afterthought.

Jake’s wailing broke off a moment, and Charly held her breath, hoping the hurricane had passed.

Then he erupted again in a voice loud enough to make her eyes water.

“Please, Jakers, please,” she said. “Please let Mommy have a break.”

Jake thrashed in her arms, his little eyes brimming with tears.

Oh, where the hell was Eric? When she was on the phone with someone, he could hear every word; he often grilled her after she hung up just to make sure she wasn’t talking to some man. But when Jake was screaming or one of the girls got hurt, Eric was as deaf as a stone.

And tonight he’d insist on sleeping in separate rooms. The way you get in and out of bed to check on the baby drives me nuts, he often said.

A damning voice spoke up within her: Then why don’t you confront him, Charly? Stick up for yourself instead of being steamrolled?

What am I supposed to do? she asked weakly.

Give him an ultimatum, came the answer. Be a man and raise your family or get the hell out.

But he makes the money.

Of which you’ll get half.

But—

No buts! He’s got himself a fine situation, doesn’t he? You give him free cooking, free housekeeping, free sex—

Not every time.

Most of the time. And he gets to remain a perpetual adolescent. Hanging out with his buddies. Doing God knows what on recruiting trips—

Please stop.

Staying in hotels with his female assistants—

Charly shook her head, Jake’s wails escalating.

You try to run from it but you can’t.

No.

The kids are young enough. He’s barely a factor in the girls’ lives.

Please stop.

Divorce him, Charly.

He won’t let me.

You coward! You measly, mewling, spineless excuse for a woman!

Charly rushed out of the nursery, Jake braying into her shoulder.

You’re ruining four lives, and all because you can’t face him, can’t do what needs to be done.

Charly flipped on the bathroom light, placed Jake in the little blue baby chair. His beet-red face fixed on hers a moment, incomprehension plainly stamped there. Then he let loose with an anguished, trilling cry that reminded her of a deranged chipmunk.

“Please, baby, please give Mommy a break.”

She tore open the medicine cabinet and knocked a pair of orange prescription bottles into the sink. Neither was the one she sought. She scanned the remaining three bottles on the top shelf and spotted the one she was after, the sleeping pills her doctor had prescribed.

She threw a glance back at Jake and sucked in air. He’d twisted in his chair so that one leg was dangling over the edge, his red face mashed in the fabric.

Should’ve buckled him in, her conscience admonished.

“I know,” she said, teeth clenched.

She wrestled Jake back into place, clicked the white buckles, and looked in the mirror.

The haggard face staring back at her looked like someone else’s.

Grimacing, she shook out a couple pills, hesitated, then tapped out two more.

Oh that’s smart, her conscience said. Why don’t you smoke some crystal meth and really screw the kid up?

“Go to hell,” she said and popped the quartet of lozenge-shaped pills into her mouth.

Maybe you’ll choke, the voice said merrily. Then your children can be raised by their devoted father!

A horridly vivid image imposed itself in her mind: Eric playing a video game with his buddies while Kate and Olivia fed Jake bits of carry-out pizza.

Charly leaned over the toilet and let one of the sleeping pills plop into the water. Then, giving herself no opportunity to change her mind, she filled a plastic cup and downed the remaining three pills at a gulp.

Fantastic! Now you’ll only be out cold for twelve hours instead of sixteen! But I’m sure good old nurturing Eric will make sure Jake gets his breakfast.

Tears stinging her eyes, Charly bent over the chair, unbuckled Jake and lifted him. He was still crying, but his demeanor seemed slightly less frantic. Probably wore himself out, she thought. Patting his round rear end—definitely overdue for a diaper change—she returned to the nursery, where she slumped in the nursing chair and drew up her shirt. As Jake latched onto her breast, his blue eyes rolling white in ecstasy, she caressed his sweaty head. The pills won’t be in my milk yet, she thought, and on the off chance they are, maybe they’ll help you sleep.

Charly stretched out a leg, hooked the footstool with her toes and dragged it closer. She propped her feet up and leaned back. Jake’s warm body had mostly stopped shuddering, his drags on her nipple long and forceful. It relaxed her too. Charly closed her eyes and put Eric out of her mind. She supposed Kate and Olivia were still waiting on their bedtime stories, but the girls were sympathetic toward her plight. Though she made sure never to badmouth their father in front of them, Charly was sure they sensed the injustice. They saw who fed them, who tended to their needs. They could do without reading for one night…they could see that their teeth got brushed…they would be fine…

Charly awoke with a start. She’d been snoring. She opened and shut her mouth, a foul taste slicking her tongue.

She remembered Jake.

Gasping, she looked down and discovered him sleeping cozily in her lap.

Charly blew out a quavering breath. Good lord, she could’ve dropped the poor child. It was pure luck that had prevented a serious accident.

What were you saying about being such an amazing mother?

Charly peered across the room and saw by the digital clock it was 11:06. Yawning, she carried the baby over to his crib and gently laid him inside. She remembered the baby seat in the bathroom earlier, Jake nearly writhing his way out.

“My strong boy,” she said, patting his hindquarters.

Charly checked to make sure the red light of the baby monitor was on, then she went out, shutting the door as quietly as she could.


Chapter Five

Jesse was sweating his balls off. The heat within the tent was equatorial, the scorched air stagnant and rank.

Worse, he hadn’t brought anything to cover his arms and legs, so even if he did decide to escape from this stinking sarcophagus Linda passed off as a tent, he’d be eaten alive by the mosquitoes. Could a person catch malaria in Indiana?

Jesse breathed through his mouth, but the odor still made his eyes water.

The smell of these tents always reminds me of the forest, Linda Farmer had said.

Sure, Jesse thought. A forest filled with decomposing bodies and dog shit.

Whoever had set the tent up possessed quite a sense of humor too. Outside, the ground looked uniform enough, but the area under Jesse’s tent resembled the surface of the moon. Divots and mounds near the door, the ground near the window a horror show of rocks and shards of what felt like broken glass. And that didn’t even take into account the heat. If he didn’t get outside soon he’d combust.

Jesse struggled to take in air, willed his bladder to stop complaining. He’d already gone outside to piss three times. Emma thought little enough of him as it was; if he kept making trips outside she might add incontinence to the reasons why she’d never sleep with him.

Footsteps sounded outside his tent. Jesse sat up, listening.

Emma? Unable to sleep and wanting company?

Not likely.

Colleen, then? What would she be doing at—he checked his watch—a quarter of midnight?

Probably the same thing you’ve been doing. Better not disturb her or you’ll get one heck of an eyeful.

Jesse pictured Colleen’s manly body squatting in the weeds and shivered.

“Hey,” a voice outside whispered. “You awake?”

The voice was male. Jesse crawled to the window and strained to see who it was, but the figure stood just out of his vision.

“Hey,” the man said again, more urgently this time. “You up?”

Slowly, the familiarity of the voice coalesced into a mental picture.

Marc Greeley, the professor’s handsome assistant.

Sniffing around Emma’s tent.

No!

Jesse clambered to the door, but the tent zipper caught. As he struggled with it, he heard Emma’s voice, drowsy with sleep, respond, “What’s up?”

Was she annoyed? Or was there the merest come-hither lilt in her tone?

He wrenched the zipper loose and raised it another few inches before it stuck again.

“That you, Jesse?” Emma’s voice called.

He wiggled the zipper, but it was stuck fast. Damn it! He’d always been terrible with zippers. From earliest childhood, give him a coat to zip up, and he’d have that sucker broken in five minutes. He remembered a time he’d pissed himself in elementary school, six inches from the urinal and unable to open his fly.

“Come on out,” Emma said.

She sounded sincere enough. Unsurprisingly, Greeley didn’t encourage him to join them. Jesse grinned. Don’t want me honing in on your new prospect, do you? Well, I’ve got news for you, buddy. She’s not the one-night type. And I’m not gonna let her go without a fight.

Emboldened by Emma’s invitation, he endeavored to slide an arm through the gap at the bottom of the tent door. It looked about a foot-and-a-half tall, but when he sought to push through, his body caught fast, only the top of his head and one arm poking out. Jesse’s grin shrank. He drew his arm in and made to push his head through the gap. He could only imagine how ridiculous he must look. Like a crowning newborn, replete with the world’s curliest head of infant hair. This time he got his face all the way out, but his shoulders lodged in the opening. His chin upthrust, he smiled at them in the guttering firelight. Emma looked amused, but Marc Greeley watched him with unconcealed disdain. Jesse pushed forward, the fabric of the tent stretching.

“Need some help?” Greeley asked.

“I’ve…got it,” Jesse grunted.

Drawing his arms as close to his body as he could, he gave one last push with both feet and tore loose from the tent.

Jesse flopped out and lay gasping in the dirt.

“That was impressive,” Marc Greeley said.

Suck it, Jesse thought. He got to his feet and dusted himself off.

“You okay?” Emma asked. She was eyeing him with a mixture of sympathy and mirth. He permitted himself a quick glance at her body. She was still wearing the clothes she’d had on earlier. No cut-off shirt or low-cut panties. One mystery solved, he thought.

“Splendid,” he answered. “So…what’s going on?”

Greeley regarded Emma. “I was having trouble sleeping. You know, all that noise…” He smiled, his white teeth gleaming. “…and I wondered if you wanted to walk a little.”

Emma regarded him neutrally.

“I’m up for a walk,” Jesse said.

Greeley arched an eyebrow at him.

“Might as well,” Emma said. “I’m awake now.”

They started toward the paved road, but Emma stopped. “What about Colleen?”

Greeley gave her the dazzling smile. “She looks like she can take care of herself.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Greeley started. “Oh, I only meant…well, she has a steely demeanor, doesn’t she? She’s not the type to get pushed around.”

Jesse studied Emma’s face to see if Greeley had wormed his way out. She looked skeptical, but her anger seemed to abate. They continued across the road toward the sound of bubbling water and started down a dirt path.

Emma asked, “How long have you been a TA?”

“Technically,” Greeley said, “I’m an associate professor.”

“What’s the difference?” Jesse asked.

“The difference is that I’ll be a full professor in a year. Two at the most. Clev will be retiring about that time, so it should be an interesting phase for the history department.” Greeley glanced at Emma—to see if she was impressed, Jesse was sure—but she appeared lost in thought.

The tree-lined path led to a river Jesse estimated to be about sixty feet across. Around them the winding drone of the cicadas filled the forest.

Standing on the shore, Greeley went on, “Of course, history is only one of my interests. My real love is disasterology.”

Emma glanced at him. “You made that up.”

“Not at all,” Greeley said. “There are professors of natural disasters at many major universities, and though my chosen field is Native American History, I take the study of disasters and their effects on various peoples just as seriously as do those with the title.”

For the first time, Jesse spotted the glowing red eye of the Dictaphone poised at Emma’s side. If Greeley had noticed it, he wasn’t letting on. Jesse paused, looking around. Beyond Emma and Greeley, the moonlight reflected on the moving water and tossed brilliant white spangles into the air. Jesse’s gaze moved over the river’s surface, along the trees that had been inundated by the high water. From downriver some enormous bird came winging in Jesse’s direction. He glanced down the bank at Emma and Greeley, but they were lost in conversation, oblivious of the huge shape winging their way. Jesse squinted into the darkness, amazed at the bird’s size. Its wings looked ten feet across. Maybe even fifteen. Just when Jesse began to worry it would swoop down and snatch one of them into the night sky, it rushed over them, veered west and headed upstream.

Jesse watched after it, uneasy. The damn thing looked prehistoric. Chilled, Jesse hurried down the bank after Emma and Greeley.

“Kind of an odd pairing, don’t you think?” he heard Emma remark. “Native American History and disasters?”

Greeley permitted himself a grin, as if relishing some secret. He said, “Ordinarily I’d agree with you, Miss Cayce, but in this instance I find the two share a rather fascinating…convergence.”

“And what is that?”

He favored her with a speculative look. Bending over and picking up a smooth stone, he said, “Much is made of the systematic extermination of the Native American peoples. Westward expansion, Manifest Destiny, the Trail of Tears.” Greeley paused and glanced down at Emma’s Dictaphone. “Can that thing pick up what I’m saying?”

“It can.”

He nodded. “Good. Now, popular thinking places blame on the white man. Europeans raping the virgin forest, killing indiscriminately, destroying the idyllic existence of the natives.”

“You disagree?”

“Not at all, Miss Cayce. To the contrary, our nation’s treatment of Native Americans is far more reprehensible than even the most graphic accounts have depicted.”

“So you’re categorizing the genocide as a natural disaster.”

“Oh, it was a disaster all right, but hardly a natural one. No, utterly preventable, which makes it all the more tragic.”

“Then I’m afraid I don’t see the connection.”

“Have you ever asked yourself,” Greeley asked, rubbing the wet sand from the stone until it gleamed in the starshine, “whether or not it was all really attributable to the white man?”

“Of course. Are you denying it?”

Greeley shook his head and skipped the stone along the surface of the water. It deflected three times before sinking with a muted plop. “No, Miss Cayce. Let’s take the Algonquin tribe that migrated here and tried to make its home on this land as an example. Because the abhorrent treatment of the Algonquins was so endemic to that period of time, everyone assumes that the people who inhabited this valley were subjected to the same treatment.”

“Weren’t they?”

Greeley became animated. Raising an index finger, he said, “There isn’t one account of an Algonquin being mistreated in Peaceful Valley. Further, there isn’t a single recorded battle between settlers and the Algonquin people within a fifty-mile radius.”

Emma shrugged. “That was a different time, very little technology. Word traveled slowly.”

Greeley smiled and nodded as if he’d expected that. “Yet in every other ‘forced resettlement’, there were numerous eyewitnesses and second-hand accounts of skirmishes, scalpings, wholesale violence. So why,” he asked, eyebrows lifting, “is there such a paucity of evidence with regard to what happened here?”

“You think there was a natural disaster, a flood or something?” Emma asked.

“There was indeed a flood, but why wasn’t the land resettled after that?”

Jesse waved a hand over the river. “Because it’s surrounded by marshland. The state had to build up the road in half a dozen places to make sure people could get in and out.”

“Ah,” Greeley said, “but people are here now, aren’t they?”

Emma frowned impatiently. “What are you saying, Mr. Greeley?”

“I’m saying that something other than the white man killed the natives. I’m saying that whatever it was—and I’m not talking about marshland, Mr. Hargrove—slaughtered the whites who ventured into this valley, as well.”

Emma leaned forward. “And that was…?”

The speculative look returned to Greeley’s face, and with it a shrewd gleam that Jesse didn’t like. “Let’s save that for later, Miss Cayce. You’ll be staying through the weekend, won’t you?”

She clicked off the recorder. “We leave first thing Sunday.”

They moved back toward the road, Greeley producing and holding aloft a glowing iPhone. “I know we’re in the lowlands, but this is ridiculous.”

Emma regarded him sourly. “What a shame.”

Greeley went on as though she hadn’t spoken. “Another sign that they rushed this place.”

Jesse glanced at him. “What do you mean?”

“The road into the park has already started to dimple, a sure sign it’ll crumble into the marshes within the next few years. There’s no first aid station and only one bathhouse. And to top it all off, they didn’t even bother to put up a cell phone tower to make sure people could stay connected to the outside world.”

Jesse shrugged. “I’m sure there’s a landline in the check-in booth.”

“Doesn’t help me a bit,” Greeley muttered. He shook the phone again as if it would respond to physical abuse. “Damn thing. Come on.”

Emma said, “Guess you’ll have to interact with us.”

Greeley looked at her dubiously. “Don’t tell me you’ve got a prejudice against modern technology.”

“Maybe I think people should spend more time with each other and less time gazing blankly into machines.”

They reached the road, and as they did Jesse spotted several figures forming in the darkness. He heard laughing voices, perceived the glint of bottles reflecting the starlight.

“That Greeley?” one of the figures asked. There were seven or eight of them, and as the group neared, Jesse realized a few of them were wearing skimpy bikinis.

“Hey, Marcus,” one young man said, his handsome face grinning over a beer bottle. Jesse took in the guy’s spiky blond hair, his washboard stomach, and felt his insecurity flare. “What’s going on? You leave Cavanaugh back at the campsite?”

“Done swimming already?” Greeley asked.

“Gotta be fresh for breakfast club,” another guy said. This one had shaggy black hair and a goatee.

“What’s breakfast club?” Emma asked.

“Everybody wears costumes and gets drunk,” Jesse explained. “They had it at WIU when I was there.”

A small smile. “You ever go?”

“Once,” Jesse said. “Most of the time I slept in on Saturdays.”

One of the girls asked Greeley, “You’re coming, aren’t you?”

Greeley shook his head matter-of-factly, as if big-breasted coeds flirted with him every day. “I doubt it.”

“We’ll be at the playground,” the goateed guy said.

Another guy stepped forward from the darkness. This one was strong as hell, his crew cut giving him the look of a soldier or a professional fighter.

“What about you?” he asked Emma. He took a swig of beer, grinned.

“We might,” she said, “after we do an interview.”

The muscular guy stepped closer. “You can interview me.” An aroma of beer attended him, and he wobbled as he spoke.

“We better get going,” Greeley said, reaching for Emma’s arm.

“What, she yours or something?” the guy asked.

Jesse’s flesh tingled. An atmosphere of violence had arisen around them, and he suddenly longed for the quiet of his stinky tent.

But Emma surprised them all by taking Jesse’s arm. “I’m with him,” she said.

Greeley stared at them in stunned silence. Jesse tried to remove his amazed look, but didn’t succeed. Emma’s warm body pressed against him. The grip of her fingers sent delicious ripples of heat up his arm.

And with the rest looking on, Jesse and Emma headed toward the campsite.


Chapter Six

Charly rose through the fog as if on a slow-moving conveyor. She listened for Jake’s screaming, and sure enough, there it was: shrill, heartbreaking, endlessly grating. She opened her eyes and turned her head on the off chance Eric had come to bed, but of course he hadn’t. There were nights lately he’d never come to bed at all, instead crashing on the basement sectional. While she walked the carpet between the master suite and the nursery until she finally gave up and took Jake into bed with her.

And when Eric did sleep in the same room, he invariably crammed fluorescent orange plugs in his ears to muffle Jake’s cries. She asked him once if he felt guilty that she did all the work with Jake.

Eric just looked at her blankly and said, “Why would I feel guilty?”

Charly glanced at the clock, saw it was past two in the morning. Groaning with frustration, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed and ambled slowly to the communicating door. She was about to open it and repeat the nightly exercise in futility when something made her stop. She pictured Eric as he’d been earlier that afternoon at the kitchen table: skin healthy and brown from golfing with his friends, his soft hands and his long limbs at ease. None of the strain she noticed around her own eyes, none of the baby mileage. And his belly wasn’t a shriveled white sack of loose skin either. If her older sister was to be trusted, Charly’s full breasts—the one feature she felt had been improved by child-rearing—would eventually droop like windsocks on a breezeless day.

Charly let her hand fall from the doorknob, her lips a white line.

By God, let him take a turn.

Coming fully awake for the first time since swallowing the pills, Charly experienced a galvanizing jolt of elation. She felt almost giddy imagining the look of stupefaction on his face when she demanded that he—gasp!—actually parent his son.

It had been a relief, she thought as she reached the foyer and headed for the basement door, to learn they were having a boy. Charly suspected Eric would have, like some medieval king, continued inseminating her until she produced a male heir.

At the top of the basement stairs she stopped and listened. It looked dark down there, but that didn’t mean anything. His man cave was tucked safely within the recesses of the basement, presumably so he wouldn’t be troubled by domestic matters.

Moving into the darkness, Charly rehearsed what she would say. Rip open the door and greet him in a booming voice: It’s your turn, honey! Remember the child we had in January? Well, he’s been screaming for over nine hours now, and I had this crazy idea that you might try to comfort him. I don’t want to cut into your technology use or your recruitment of alluring assistant coaches—oh yes, honey, I noticed—but it’s time to get your ass upstairs and pretend to be a father.

Charly squinted into the murk, thinking she’d see a narrow sliver of illumination under Eric’s office door, but the darkness of the basement was impenetrable. She grasped the knob, took a deep breath, and pushed the door open.

Empty.

The only illumination from within was provided by the blinking lights of the modem and the wireless Internet device. Even Eric’s laptop was closed.

Charly frowned. Then where was he?

Disquieted but—and this made her furious at herself—a little relieved, she left the basement and returned to the main floor. A quick pass around the family room, the kitchen, told her Eric wasn’t here either.

From above, she heard a floorboard creak.

Charly’s skin misted with goosebumps. It wasn’t so much the creaking that unnerved her, but the lack of her son’s wailing. She’d become so used to it over the past six months that its cessation was startling.

The floor groaned again.

Charly tiptoed into the foyer and gazed up at the ceiling, as if the answers might be written there. Kate often got thirsty in the middle of the night, and for that reason Charly usually made sure to place a glass of water on her nightstand. Of course, Charly hadn’t been there to furnish her daughter with water tonight, so perhaps Kate had stolen across the hall to slake her own thirst.

Charly mounted the stairs and began the slow climb. It was also possible, she reminded herself, that Olivia had gotten scared—she’d been suffering lately from what the parenting books called night terrors—and had perhaps climbed into her mother’s bed only to find it empty. The idea made Charly’s chest ache with guilt.

She ascended the steps faster, sure now that Olivia would be standing bewilderedly in the middle of the master suite. Where were you, Mommy?

Almost to her bedroom door, Charly heard another sound and stopped, her heart suddenly galloping, because it came not from the girls’ room, or even from her own, but rather from the nursery. She stepped closer to the nursery door and felt a muggy breeze whisper over her bare toes.

Someone had opened the window.

Had her husband been in Jake’s room the whole time?

As preposterous as the notion seemed, it was the only explanation. Jake’s screaming had ceased entirely, and the window had, indisputably, been opened. In fact, Charly thought, nose wrinkling, there was a fulsome odor seeping through the nursery door, a scent that reminded her of dead leaves and wormy soil.

A caul of dread lowering over her, Charly reached out, opened the door.

Across the room, no more than twelve feet away, she discerned the figure stooped over the crib, her husband soothing little Jake with weird clittering sounds. She’d never heard Eric make those sounds, and she’d never noticed how pale he appeared in the moonlight. God, almost luminescent. And when she padded quietly into the room the stench swam over her like an opening coffin. Her gorge rose, and the hot breeze brought instant perspiration to the base of her neck.

But that didn’t explain the undeniable sense of wrongness that made every cell of her body vibrate with terror, nor did it answer the question of why her husband was naked, why his back was far too long and steepled with protruding vertebrae, why when he stood erect his head reached nearly to the nine-foot ceiling.

As the figure turned, its lank, sparse hairs trailing over its bony shoulders like black wire, Charly clapped a hand over her mouth.

A creature with huge and leering green eyes was clutching her baby. She took a step toward little Jake, whose body didn’t move at all.

The creature’s mouth twisted in a hideous grin, the eyes widening in lunatic hunger. A viscous drop of slaver strung from the curved, elongated teeth and pooled on her sleeping son’s forehead.

Before Charly could lunge forward and reclaim her child, the creature took two long strides and lifted itself onto the open windowsill.

“Jake!” was all Charly could say as she rushed forward.

The creature cradled her baby to its muscular white chest and leapt through the window.


Chapter Seven

They drove to Frank Red Elk’s house at around 7:30 the next morning. A few of the college kids had migrated over to the playground, but thus far breakfast club seemed pretty subdued. Give it a few hours, Jesse thought. If the rain holds off, the place will be good and loud by midmorning.

“How bad is the storm supposed to be?” Emma was asking Colleen.

One wrist resting on the steering wheel, Colleen said, “About as bad as it’s been in a decade.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“The story is due Sunday night,” Colleen answered. “I don’t feel like hunting for another job, do you?”

They rumbled past the little path Jesse, Emma and Greeley had taken down to the riverbank last night, and as they continued on, the forest on either side of the Buick grew wilder and wilder. Jesse thought of Greeley’s cryptic talk about the Algonquins and the whites, wondered what the hell the man had been getting at.

The Buick jounced over the potted road. The pavement had ended, and the surface on which they now traveled made Colleen’s speed more than a little frightening. He reached out, grabbed hold of the seat to steady himself. The car dipped in a deep crater, the muddy water spraying the windshield.

“Is someone chasing us?” Emma asked. “Slow the heck down.”

“Quit being a wimp,” Colleen said. “This car’s a dinosaur anyway.”

“The engine was rebuilt last year.”

“So there’s nothing to worry about.”

The Buick juddered again.

“Never met a person so bullheaded,” Emma grumbled.

“You couldn’t live without me,” Colleen said as they splashed through another pothole.

Jesse buckled up.

Colleen guided the big white car smoothly around a curve. When the road straightened out again, Jesse discovered a long section of it had been inundated by rain.

Jesse said, “We’re turning around, right?”

Colleen said into the overhead mirror, “I thought men were hell raisers. Didn’t you ever do donuts in an icy parking lot?”

“You can’t drown in icy parking lots.”

The Buick hurtled toward the swamped stretch of road. Jesse estimated it was underwater for at least fifty yards.

“Seriously,” Emma said, “you’re stopping before we get to that.”

Colleen accelerated.

Emma seemed to sink in her seat. “Dammit, Colleen.”

The Buick slammed into the lake of water, but rather than going completely under or stalling, the white car plowed forward, tank-like, the water reaching halfway up the tires.

Jesse realized he’d lifted his rump off the seat, as if that would keep him from drowning. Though they’d slowed down appreciably, they still made steady progress. Beneath the roar of the motor, Jesse distinguished the rush of water, the wet thuds of the tires as they bounced over the rugged lane.

Emma was shaking her head. “You’re such an idiot.”

Colleen remained silent, her eyes fixed on the road. Soon they reached dry land. Easing the Buick to a stop, Colleen turned and peered back at the flooded section. “Good thing we came early. By noon, this whole place’ll be cut off.”

They drove a couple minutes.

The Buick climbed a gradual rise, had started to follow the lane left, when Emma shouted, “Wait.”

Colleen depressed the brakes.

“Back there,” Emma said, pointing. “Didn’t you see it?”

Jesse and Colleen shared a puzzled glance.

“The turnoff,” Emma explained. “There were tire tracks leading into the forest.”

Colleen threw the Buick into reverse. After they’d backtracked a hundred feet or so, Emma said, “There.”

Jesse followed the faint tire tracks into the woods, and there, just visible from where they sat idling, he glimpsed what looked like an abandoned house. One story tall, its clapboard siding weathered a dingy gray, the structure was little more than a shack.

“That can’t be it,” Colleen said.

But Emma pointed. “Look.”

Jesse followed her pointing finger and spotted a red truck bed.

“Someone’s there,” Emma said.

Colleen hesitated.

“Oh, come on,” Emma said. “You’ll hotrod through a lake, but you won’t drive down a wooded lane? I thought you were braver than that.”

Though he didn’t want to say anything, Jesse was inclined to side with Colleen. The dwelling reminded him of every horror movie he’d ever seen involving young people meeting untimely dooms. Well-adjusted members of society didn’t reside in such places. Guys with names like Leatherface and Jason Voorhees did. Jesse half-expected to see a masked killer come charging out of the front door, a machete in one hand and a severed head in the other.

Emma opened her door.

“Where are you going?” Colleen asked.

“To interview Frank Red Elk,” she said and slammed the door behind her.

As she strode up the lane, her sandals keeping to the grassy strip between the two wheel ruts, Jesse lingered on her sculpted calves, the roundness of her rear end in the jean shorts. He turned and discovered Colleen watching him.

“You need to disguise it better.”

Jesse tried to smile. “Disguise what?”

“Your undying devotion to Emma.”

He opened his mouth to argue, but Colleen was going on. “I don’t blame you. If I were a guy, I’d be in love with her too. Just try not to follow her around with that puppy dog stare so much. It makes you look unintelligent.”





Charly hovered above her body, watching events unfold like a passive spectator. The setting and plotline reminded her of a crappy made-for-TV movie, something that might play on the Lifetime network. But the surreal events, the absurdity of it would’ve been better handled by someone like Stanley Kubrick:

Shot fades from black to an interior view of a newer, affluent home. Protagonist, a blond woman in her late thirties, sits on a white leather couch while people bustle about. The woman was probably once pretty, but now appears careworn, her hastily thrown-together attire—blue jeans and a white tank top she fished out of the laundry—make her look like what she is: a harried, shaken mother whose worst nightmare has just come true.

An overweight but kindly police officer enters. Unlike the others, he maintains a respectful silence. Unlike the feds in short-sleeved polo shirts and khaki slacks, the kindly cop doesn’t try to ingratiate himself with artificial smiles and platitudes. It’s the difference, the housewife thinks, between doing things by a script and doing things by feel. And, she supposes, the fact that the feds have done this before inures them to the situation. By contrast, the cop doesn’t appear at all desensitized.

When the handsome but soulless feds finish talking to her, rather than lunging forward to take their place, the cop hangs back a bit longer, studying the pictures on the mantel, seemingly in no real hurry.

The housewife can bear the silence no longer.

“Have you heard anything yet?” she asks him.

He speaks without turning. “Nothing.”

“Shouldn’t you be out there?”

“There are plenty of people looking.”

The housewife finally snaps. “You don’t have the slightest idea what you’re doing, do you?”

He turns to her, no anger in his face. “Yes, ma’am. I just think they’re going about it wrong.”

The housewife stands, goes into the kitchen to get herself a beer.

She hears him come in behind her. “Want one?” she asks.

“Better not,” he says.

Twisting off the bottle cap, she takes a swig and turns to look at him: the loose jowls, the mournful eyes, the mouth that always seems about to smile sadly. He’s holding his hat before him in a way that’s somehow endearing, like a polite little boy apologizing for breaking a neighbor’s window.

“You think I’m crazy too,” she says.

The merest ghost of a smile. “What makes you think they believe you’re crazy?”

“They talk to me like I’ve escaped from the group home. Ever since I told them what happened.”

“It is pretty hard to swallow.”

“The hysterical housewife, deranged with grief—”

“I didn’t say that.”

She looks away, guzzles some beer. She burps loudly and wipes her mouth, wondering how her daughters are doing with Chris’s folks. She needs, just about more than anything else, the comforting noise of her daughters fighting over the Trikester that Kate had outgrown and that went to Olivia, except Kate didn’t like seeing Olivia on the pink tricycle she used to ride. Then Olivia’s high-pitched screaming would pierce the day, and Charly would storm outside to officiate and mete out punishment. It drove her nuts, keeping those two from killing each other, but right now it was exactly what she needed.

That and her baby boy.

The sobs grab hold of her like the hands of some cunning strangler. She drops the bottle in the sink and bends double, the storm of tears racking her weary body. She feels the cop’s soft hand on her shoulder, but where the hell is Eric? Every time the feds question her he’s in another room, and she still hasn’t gotten an answer about where he was last night when Jake was kidnapped.

The cop’s arm encircles her shoulders, draws her against his kneeling body. Her equilibrium fails and she sinks toward him, and then they’re sitting together like that on the kitchen floor when Eric walks in. His face is already red with anger; she doesn’t even kid herself it’s because he’s been crying. She wonders if on some level he’s worried about their son. Or maybe his selfishness doesn’t even allow the occasional slip into normal human behavior.

“What’s going on?” Eric demands.

Charly returns his stare, wondering, Does he actually think I’m having a romantic moment with this chubby sheriff?

Next to her the cop says, “I thought she needed some help, Mr. Florence.”

“What’s wrong?” she asks Eric.

“The cocksucker’s here.”

She frowns. “What?”

“What do you mean, what? Bledsoe. That cocksucker Bledsoe just pulled up.”

Though she knows Sam can’t do a thing to help get Jake back, for the first time since the creature stole him from his crib, Charly feels a surge of hope.

Eric starts to go out.

“What are you going to say to him?” she calls after him.

Red-faced, he rounds on her, “I’m going to tell him to get his ass off my property.”

“He didn’t do anything wrong,” she says, rising.

“And you can shut your goddamned mouth.”

The cop, who has risen with her, suddenly seems to grow in stature. “Don’t speak to her like that,” the cop says.

Eric utters a breathless little laugh, as if Kate or Olivia had just deigned to challenge his authority. “Listen, fatass,” Eric starts. “It’s none—”

“You want to explain to your wife why you and that girl were in the car last night?” the sheriff says.

Charly feels her mouth drop open. She stares at the cop, who blushes.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. That was a terrible thing to say, especially right now. It’s not my place—”

“Now you start in,” Eric says. “Just like those FBI guys. Look, do any of you have any idea what it takes to run a basketball program? She’s an assistant, for chrissakes, she was diagramming plays—”

“At two in the morning?” Charly asks.

“Parked at the end of a gravel road?” the cop puts in.

“We were in the front seat,” Eric says and levels a finger at the cop, “and you need to keep your mouth shut. What’s your name?”

“Why weren’t you here?” Charly asks.

But the doorbell rings and Eric says, “Your boyfriend’s waiting.”

“Tell me the truth,” she says, voice stronger than it’s ever been with Eric.

He flaps a dismissive hand at them and goes out.

Charly glances up at the sheriff.

He shakes his head, “I’m sorry for blurting that out. I don’t know what came over me.”

“What’s your name?”

“Larry Robertson,” he says. “Call me Larry.”

She leans up and kisses him on the cheek. When she pulls away his blush is so deep his skin is the color of Merlot.

She gives him the best smile she can muster. “Thank you, Larry.”





This close, Jesse could see the peeling white paint, the sagging eaves that hung like gaudy earrings off a once-pretty actress’s aging lobes. Whatever money Red Elk had gotten from the state hadn’t been used on home repairs, that much was certain. Jesse brought the Canon up, snapped a couple shots of the house. From this range, he could get all of it in the frame and some of the woods too. The place was so deeply embedded out here in the forest, it seemed a part of it, as though the leprous white house had grown as naturally as a maple or an oak.

“What a dump,” Colleen said.

“Hey,” Jesse said under his breath. “Take it easy.”

Colleen stopped on a crumbling concrete archipelago that once might have been a sidewalk. “What?”

“Keep your voice down,” Jesse said.

“We in church all of a sudden?”

Jesse rolled his eyes. “Don’t you think you should show a little more respect?”

“For what?”

“This house is probably all he has.”

“Then he should buy a new one.”

Emma had gone up to the screened door, was peering inside.

“He’s almost a full-blooded Algonquin,” Jesse explained. “His family’s lived here for generations.”

“In this?” Colleen asked, thumbing toward the house. “You claiming this used to be a wigwam or something?”

A shape moved behind a filmy window. Jesse shook his head, moved past Colleen. “Never mind.”

“You’re too sensitive.”

“Or I happen to think the Native American has been treated badly for centuries.”

Colleen groaned. “Not that crap again. Look, have you oppressed anybody?”

Jesse’s mouth worked a moment. “Not directly, no, but my forefathers—”

“What forefathers?”

Emma looked up. Someone was at the door.

“I had an uncle moved here from Germany back in the seventies,” Colleen said. “Does that mean he should spend the rest of his life apologizing for Hitler?”

Jesse mouthed the word shush. The large silhouette stood unmovingly behind the screen door. Emma was staring up at the figure with unusual reticence.

Colleen went on, “I’m sorry this guy’s great-great-great grandparents got forced out by a bunch of people who happened to have the same skin color as me, but that doesn’t mean I have to walk around with a guilt complex the rest of my life.”

Emma cleared her throat. “Are you Mr. Red Elk?”

The figure didn’t respond. Jesse was gripped with the strange feeling that the man was watching him particularly, waiting on him to rebut Colleen’s argument.

“We’re from the paper,” Emma explained. “The Shadeland Truth?”

“Shannon Whirry,” the figure said in a deep, resonant voice.

Emma glanced back at them, disconcerted. She turned to the man standing in the screen door. “My name’s Emma Cayce,” she said. “This is Jesse—”

“You’ve got her tits,” the voice said.

Emma drew back. “Excuse me?”

“Shannon Whirry was one of the biggest soft-porn stars of the nineties. She had these perfectly formed breasts. Milky skin, a little beauty mark on the side of her face…”

“Mr. Red Elk,” Emma said, “we’ve come to talk to you about the new park. We wanted to get some insight into the history of this land and how you feel about—”

“My favorite one of Shannon’s films was Mirror Images II. There’s a great girl-on-girl scene where this hardcore porn star sticks her tongue in Shannon’s ear and rubs her titties from behind.”

Jesse was just able to manage an offended expression when Emma turned to him.

Colleen, however, wasn’t hiding her amusement. “I remind you of anybody?”

The door opened a bit and Jesse beheld the tight white underwear, the gnomish belly hanging over the waistband. Red Elk’s skin was dark, his frame large and intimidating. Jesse put him at about six-three, two hundred and forty pounds.

“A soft-porn star?” Red Elk said, scrunching his nose a little. “Nah, you don’t have the body for it. You do kind of favor a young Rosie O’Donnell, though.”

Colleen’s grin evaporated. “Thanks a lot.”

“You asked.”

Emma shook her head. “Mr. Red Elk…are you available for an interview?”

He appeared to size them up. Then he gave a little shrug. “You can come in if you want.” He receded into the house. As he went, Jesse saw the tighty-whities shifting with the man’s buttocks.

Emma held the door open for them.

“Real charmer,” Colleen said as she stepped inside.


Chapter Eight

“You won’t even know I’m here,” Sam said as he moved around the side of the house. Eric was stalking him, less than three feet away. Charly and Sheriff Robertson jogged after them.

“You’re a really stupid guy, you know that?” Eric spat.

“If the sliding door is sticking on you,” Sam said, “I need to fix it.”

“My son was kidnapped last night,” Eric said, the tendons of his neck jumping.

“Which is why I’m staying out of your hair,” Sam said. “Of all the issues you raised, this is the quickest fix.”

“Are you fucking deaf?”

Charly had seen her husband in a rage before—heck, on the sidelines it was never a matter of if he’d blow up at the refs, but when; Eric had a reputation as one of the fieriest young coaches in the nation, a label in which he seemed to revel—but she’d never seen him strike anyone.

That’s why she was so startled when he punched Sam in the back of the head.

Sam stumbled, the toolbox he carried clanking loudly, but he didn’t go down. She was sure he’d whirl on Eric and beat his face in—in fact, she yearned for it—but rather than retaliating, Sam kept moving as if he’d never been struck.

“Stop it, Mr. Florence,” Larry Robertson called. He was badly winded already, his voice strained.

“Stupid fucker,” Eric growled. Charly reached out to hold her husband back, but before she could he planted both palms in the middle of Sam’s back and shoved. Sam fell forward in a heap, the red toolbox tumbling in the grass beside him, its hasp coming undone.

Sam pushed up onto his hands and knees and said, “Listen, Mr. Florence—”

But before he got any more out, Eric slashed down at him with a balled fist and cracked him in the side of the face.

Robertson finally reached the pair. “That’s enough, Mr. Florence.”

Eric spun away from Robertson and cocked an arm back for another blow. But before he could level it at Sam, Robertson threw a shoulder into him.

Charly watched in satisfaction as her husband went down in an awkward heap.

“What the hell?” Eric shouted at Robertson.

He looked stricken, like a little boy who’s just received a smack on the butt for smarting off. She hoped Robertson would leap onto Eric’s prone form and deliver a sound trouncing, but the sheriff merely went over and helped Sam to his feet.

“You okay?” Robertson asked.

Sam nodded, but Charly saw the trickle of blood running from the corner of his mouth.

“I own this property,” Eric said and pointed at Sam. “He’s a trespasser, and I can damn well deal with him how I please.”

Robertson eyed Eric coldly. “For one thing, you’re not the only one who lives here. The missus has rights too.” He looked at Charly. “You want Mr. Bledsoe to leave?”

“No,” she said.

Eric made a scoffing sound. “Big surprise.”

“Secondly, just because someone is on your land, that doesn’t give you the right to assault him. Which means I just witnessed an unprovoked attack. Do you want to press charges, Mr. Bledsoe?”

Sam palmed blood off his lip. Then, glancing at Charly, he said, “No, I don’t.”

“You gotta be kidding,” Eric said. “Press charges? This asshole does a shitty job on our house—”

“I also suspect,” Robertson said, his voice rising over Eric’s, “that Mr. Bledsoe here could whip your skinny behind if he so desired. That he hasn’t done so yet shows me how sensitive he is to your situation.” Robertson stood over Eric. “Now you can either control your mouth, or I can take you in for striking this man.”

Eric stared hatefully up at Robertson.

“Good,” the sheriff said. “Now, let’s forget this happened and focus on getting your boy back.”

He offered Eric a hand, but rather than accepting the help, Eric pushed to his feet and made for the house.

Robertson stared after Eric sourly before saying to Sam, “You sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” Sam said and bent to retrieve his toolbox.

Robertson looked at Charly, and she realized how the confrontation had taxed him. His short black hair was matted with sweat, and he was still breathing heavily. If he doesn’t get in shape soon, Charly thought, he’ll have a heart attack by his sixtieth birthday.

“I better check in,” Robertson said. He nodded at Charly. “If you think of anything I can do to help, please call me.”

She said she would. Robertson ambled to his cruiser, and she was left with Sam.

“I’m sorry Eric hit you,” she said.

“I didn’t come here to fix your back door.”

Charly returned his stare for a long moment. Then she said, “Eric was out with his assistant coach last night.”

“I assume this assistant isn’t a man.”

“She’s very pretty.”

“Can’t be as pretty as you.”

Charly felt a little sick to her stomach. She fought an insane urge to throw her arms around Sam and squeeze. Sex could come later, she thought—a lot of sex—but right now she needed comfort. Sheriff Robertson had gone a long way toward helping her feel as if she weren’t completely alone, but Sam filled that need in a much more fundamental way.

Charly exhaled pent-up air. “So why did you come?”

“Can you walk with me a little?”

She frowned, glanced back at the house. “It’s sweet of you, really. But I need to stay here. Maybe I’ll go pick up my girls and bring them back—”

“I’m not asking you on a date.”

She tried not to look hurt.

“I want to find your baby,” he said.

“It’s sweet of you, but I don’t think—”

“I spent some time today walking around the woods. The description of your kidnapper gave me the idea.”

“And?”

He hesitated.

“Wait a minute,” she said. “How did you know what the kidnapper looked like?”

Sam gave her an apologetic look. “I’ve known Larry Robertson for years. He shared a couple details…”

She steeled herself for more condescension. “So you think I’m crazy too.”

“Not a bit,” he said. “Your story’s the only one that makes sense.”

She watched him closely to see if he was putting her on.

“Think about it,” he said. “They didn’t find any sign of forced entry. The dogs couldn’t pick up the scent outside. They’re focusing all their attention on the tire tracks—”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “A creature like that doesn’t exist.”

“You said it sprang out of your window.”

“So?”

“You didn’t say ‘jumped,’ you said ‘sprang’.”

“What’s—”

“When you ran to the window, you didn’t see the creature below, right?”

Try as she might, she couldn’t fight off the flood of images:

The monster’s horrid grin as it cradled her baby.

The long, walking-stick legs striding toward the window.

The monster climbing onto the sill.

But the worst had been the appalling cleverness in the creature’s eyes. The sadistic way it appeared to luxuriate in her terror…

“Charly?” Sam asked.

“I thought I saw it rise into the air.”

“Maybe it did.”

She grunted. “It was the middle of the night, I was half out of my mind…”

“I found a place in the woods where the undergrowth was pushed flat.”

She stopped and studied Sam’s earnest face.

He said, “There were branches snapped in half, saplings that looked as though something very powerful had come through.”

Charly shook her head. “But the thing I saw was skinny. Really, really tall, but skinny.”

“It leaped into the air,” Sam said. “That’s why the dogs couldn’t find its scent. Or maybe because it wasn’t human.”

Charly pushed palsied fingers through her hair. “Look, I really need to call Eric’s mom to check on the girls.”

“Check on them,” Sam said. “Then come down the hill with me.”

She swallowed. “You think that thing took my Jake down there?”

“I think it’s likely.”

“Sam…”

“Call your mother-in-law,” he said, “and meet me back here in ten minutes.”





Red Elk’s living room reminded Jesse of some police procedural show, the scenes in which the detectives scoured the home of a suspected murderer and found signs of mental imbalance and disrepair. There were fast-food sacks crumpled on a scarred coffee table and a ratty green couch that looked like something you’d find by the side of the road. The reclining chair bled yellow foam in several places, and the coarse fabric wasn’t recognizable as any color in particular. Empty beer cans littered the floor, and on the arm of the recliner, Jesse spotted an open Penthouse magazine. He forced himself not to look.

He knew he should get permission before shooting in here, but this was too good to pass up. Jesse snapped a picture of the couch and another of the recliner before he heard footsteps coming.

Red Elk, now wearing a tight pair of blue jeans but still without a shirt or socks, was carrying the remains of a six-pack by the plastic string.

“Hope you like Red Rocket,” he said, putting his own can of Old Milwaukee down on the coffee table. Red Elk tore off a can for Emma and lobbed it to her, repeated the process for Colleen and finally tossed Jesse one. The beer can was sweaty, as though it had been sitting out. When Jesse cracked it open and sipped, this suspicion was validated. Nothing like cheap, lukewarm beer at eight in the morning, he thought.

Colleen opened her can, took a healthy swig. Emma held hers against the belly of her shirt. Jesse took another drink and allowed himself a long look at Emma. When she moved the beer can away from her body, using it to gesture at a painting on the wall—“Is that one of your forefathers?”—Jesse noticed the way her shirt clung to her stomach. He felt the skin at his temples go tight and something in his chest throb.

Red Elk took a moment before answering her. When Jesse looked up, he understood the reason for the delay.

Red Elk was watching him watch Emma. The big man wore a crooked grin.

Turning to Emma, Red Elk said, “I usually call kin my relatives, but yes, I guess you’d say they’re my forefathers.”

Jesse said, “You mind if I take a picture of the painting?”

“You’ve already taken some,” Red Elk said. “Why ask permission now?”

The man plopped down in the recliner, his shoulder-length black hair catching some of the blue light shining in from the next room. Jesse peered inside the kitchen and saw a rectangular device dangling in the middle of the room.

“Goddamn, I tied one on last night,” Red Elk said, leaning against the headrest and closing his eyes.

“Excuse me,” Jesse said, “but is that a…bug light?”

Red Elk nodded. “I took off the guard so the big ones could make it to the sizzlers.”

Jesse lowered his gaze and felt a moment’s queasiness at the dusty ring of dead bugs in the middle of the kitchen floor.

“The best are the moths,” Red Elk said. “You know, those big mothers with eyes on their wings? They flap toward it like kamikazes and take ten minutes to fry.”

“Is that sanitary?” Emma asked.

Red Elk opened his eyes, which were very bloodshot. “I don’t eat ‘em, miss.”

“Don’t clean ‘em up, either,” Colleen added.

Red Elk turned to Colleen, a little grin on his face. “You’re kind of a spitfire, aren’t you?”

“A plus-sized spitfire, apparently.”

“Now, don’t be sore, I was only teasing you.”

After Emma cleared some Burger King sacks off the couch, they sat down.

“Mr. Red Elk,” Emma began and clicked on the Dictaphone, “let’s start with your full name and date of birth.”

“Turn that damn thing off.”

Emma looked at him with raised eyebrows.

“I don’t like talkin’ to a little red light. Makes me feel like you’re about to shoot me or something.” He turned to Jesse. “You ever seen The Terminator?”

Jesse nodded. “The part where Schwarzenegger goes to the night club to kill Linda Hamilton—”

Red Elk sipped his beer, nodding and smiling. “And he puts the laser dot on her forehead…”

“Could we focus a little?” Emma interrupted.

Jesse and Red Elk glanced at her, then exchanged a look.

Red Elk said to her, “The tits are Shannon Whirry’s but your face reminds me more of Mia Zottoli back when she had longer hair.”

Emma sighed. “Is she another porn star?”

“Soft porn,” Jesse said.

“That’s right,” Red Elk agreed. “It’s a big difference, miss.”

“You must really like soft porn,” Colleen said.

“Hell, yes,” Red Elk agreed, leaning forward. “It’s got all the passion that’s missing in a hardcore flick, but you still get to see the goods.”

Emma cleared her throat. “So how did you find out about the plans to make this a state park, Mr. Red—”

“Not to mention,” he continued, “you don’t have all the gross stuff you got in real porn. Yeah, it’s nice when you do it yourself with a good woman, but who the hell wants to watch some big-dick guy with a shaved nutsack spurt his seed all over some skank’s face?”

“Mister Red Elk,” Emma said.

Jesse stared at the floor and tried to stifle his grin.

“Yeah, darlin’?”

“Could we talk about things my paper can actually print?”

Red Elk tilted his head appraisingly. “I take that back about Mia Zottoli. You’re a lot prettier than her.”

“For God’s sakes.”

“I heard they gave you a lot of money so you wouldn’t sue,” Colleen said.

Red Elk turned to her, not the slightest bit abashed. “Depends on what you call a lot of money.”

“Two hundred grand?”

“Somewhere in that range, sure.”

“What’ll you do with it?”

“I imagine I’ll keep doing what I’ve always done, ‘cept I’ll do Vegas two, three times a year.”

“Mr. Red Elk,” Emma said, “do you feel your people were mistreated?”

The big man chuckled. “Mistreated? Miss, that’s like sayin’ this guy here,” he said and nodded at Jesse, “thinks you’re mildly attractive.”

Jesse stared wide-eyed at him. Colleen snickered. He dared not look at Emma to see her reaction.

“You think she doesn’t know?” Red Elk said to him. “She ain’t stupid, buddy. Every time you think she’s not lookin’, don’t you think she feels those big doe eyes of yours crawlin’ up and down her body?”

Emma said, “Was anyone in your family slain, Mr. Red Elk?”

He stopped, the merry twinkle in his eyes vanishing. “Could be, miss. But not the way you think.”

“No murder raids, resettlements, anything like that?”

“Some,” he said.

“Disease?”

“Sure, but only if you count diabetes and colon cancer.”

Emma gave him a confused grin. “I’m not sure where—”

“Do you know how many arrowheads they found when they excavated for the park?”

Emma shook her head.

“A handful,” he said, “and those were ancient, probably from the Potawatomis or the migrating Iroquois.”

“So?” Colleen said.

“You go to any cornfield in Indiana, and a trained eye will find several arrowheads in no time at all. They’re all over the place despite the fact that the last arrows were fired in this area over a hundred—” He broke off and bent over.

Emma sat forward. “What is it, Mr. Red Elk?”

He made a miserable face, clutched his swollen belly. “Ah, man…you’d think I’d learn by now. Whiskey always gives me the shits.”

“We can come back later,” Emma said, but he was up and out of his chair.

“Gotta drop the kids off at the pool,” he said, jogging toward a door. He slammed it shut, and almost instantly they heard a ripping sound followed by a prolonged splash.

Colleen made a disgusted face. Emma said, “Maybe we should wait outside.”

She rose and stepped over to the door. “Mr. Red Elk, we’ll come back later if—”

A groan and another messy, splashing sound.

“We’ll come back,” she said.


Chapter Nine

Jesse was sure Frank Red Elk was the weirdest thing he’d see all day, but when he and the girls came through the pine trees and beheld the large, circular playground, he knew this sight was in contention. They’d heard the music from nearly a mile away and smelled the beer the moment they climbed out of the car. But this…

Jesse regarded Emma, who was laughing softly.

A hundred or so young men and women covered the playground equipment and the areas between in a bulging mass of skin. Granted, it was hot—probably eighty degrees already with humidity that made you feel greasy all over—but the bikinis the girls wore would’ve been risqué for the French Riviera. A few boys wore costumes: togas made of old sheets, heads swaddled in unconvincing turbans. One guy had fashioned an oversized diaper out of a pink blanket. The rest appeared dressed for the beach.

Jesse realized Colleen was no longer with them. He looked around and spotted her next to a row of five beer kegs lined up under a pavilion in the playground’s center. An overweight young man, his tanned, hairless belly spilling over a tiny red Speedo, filled a plastic cup of beer and handed it to her. She drank, wiped off the foam mustache and beckoned them over.

The music originated from a red pickup truck stationed at the southern edge of the circular playground. Someone, thank God, had replaced the rap music with Van Halen’s “Runnin’ with the Devil”.

To their right a group of guys were spotting scantily clad girls as they breezed across the playground on a zipline. Immediately opposite the zipline, several people played on the swings and took turns looping down a curly slide. Jesse saw as they neared that a large group had gathered to watch people doing keg stands. At the moment a big-breasted girl, her light blue bikini barely preventing her boobs from suffocating her, was standing on her head sucking down beer. The onlookers chanted for her to drink. Just when Jesse was sure she’d bust out of her top, the girl brought her legs down, swayed a moment, then dashed for the pine grove that surrounded the playground.

“Lightweight!” one guy yelled.

As they pulled up next to Colleen, another drinker took the last one’s place. Jesse recognized the spiked blond hair, the washboard stomach from the night before.

Austin favored Emma with a broad grin, and with an athleticism Jesse couldn’t help but admire, Austin leaned down, his spikes embedding in the sand, and popped up in a headstand. Another guy, the one with the black goatee, fed the tube into Austin’s mouth. The crowd started chanting, “Go! Go! Go! Go!” the young man’s throat working furiously to ingest the flow of beer.

“Fifteen seconds,” the goateed guy shouted, and everyone cheered. Austin remained upside down several moments longer before spluttering out beer and scissoring his legs to the ground.

He gave Emma another grin and exchanged high fives and fist bumps with the adoring crowd.

Jesse watched him sullenly. Wasn’t it enough the guy was great-looking? Did he have to drink like a champion and move like a professional athlete too? He wondered idly if Austin was the kid’s first or last name, but he was too annoyed to ask.

“Here you go,” a voice from behind them said.

They all three turned and saw the muscle-bound guy holding out a pair of plastic cups. Emma and Jesse both took one.

“Come swing with me?” Musclehead asked Emma.

“Maybe in a little while,” Emma said.

He nodded and ambled toward a pair of guys tossing a football back and forth.

Emma asked Colleen, “How’s the beer?”

“Tastes like bear piss,” Colleen said.

“Suits me,” Emma said and drank.

Jesse hesitated. He normally enjoyed beer, had drunk plenty of it in college, but his stomach gurgled at the prospect of getting a buzz at—he checked his watch—ten thirty in the morning.

Colleen was watching him, the challenge plain on her face.

He drank.

She was right. It tasted like bear piss.

“I see you found the party,” a jovial voice called.

They turned and watched Gordon Clevenger, Marc Greeley and the one named Ruth approach.

Clevenger patted Jesse on the shoulder. “Has the lovely park ranger been by?”

“Not yet,” Colleen said. “She’s still hair spraying her bangs.”

Greeley was looking around uneasily. “You don’t think the older campers will complain about the noise?”

Clevenger shrugged. “There’s enough of a buffer zone between here and the RVs for the senior citizens to enjoy their canasta.”

A pretty girl wearing a tiara and a snug black bikini appeared and handed the professor a beer. “Ah,” he said, “thank you, Your Highness.”

Her smile flared brighter, and she turned it on Greeley a moment before rejoining another girl on a teeter-totter.

“Drink,” Emma said.

Jesse turned to her and felt a little queasy at the way she was watching him. Her brown eyes remained locked on his, but her expression was inscrutable.

He drank. She did too. As the beer entered his stomach, some of his nervousness began to dissipate. He drank again. Emma did too.

“Want me to sign your toga?” they heard Colleen ask.

A mountainous guy—he had to be a lineman on the football team—had appeared beside Colleen. His eyes were recessed, his brow protuberant. He looked like an overgrown and not particularly intelligent child. Jesse noticed the black Sharpie in his hand, the signatures all over the white sheet he wore. The sheet wasn’t nearly large enough for him, but when coupled with his prodigious size, the guy reminded Jesse of an evil gladiator in some sword-and-sandals epic. Or a villain from the Old Testament.

Goliath handed Colleen the Sharpie. She accepted it, grasped him by the waist and drew him closer. She grabbed the white fabric over his crotch, lifted it, and signed her name. Goliath grinned widely, exposing two missing front teeth.

“You wanna drink with us?” he asked Colleen.

“Why not,” she answered, and she was gone.

Jesse turned to Emma and felt his stomach lurch. Greeley had led her toward the merry-go-round.

You son of a bitch, Jesse thought. He knotted his fists, took a step toward Greeley.

“Maybe you should drink a little first,” a voice at his shoulder suggested. He turned and saw Clevenger smiling sympathetically.

“There are plenty of girls here,” Jesse said through clenched teeth. “Why does your assistant have to hit on Emma?”

“Because she’s the prettiest, I suspect. And she even has a brain.”

“He doesn’t deserve her.”

Clevenger nodded. “You’re probably right.”

Emma laughed at something Greeley said. The tall man had begun to spin her slowly on the merry-go-round.

Clevenger folded his hands behind his back. “If Greeley tries to take advantage of her, you have my permission to beat him to a pulp. Until then, how about that beer?”

“Make it two,” Jesse said and followed him to the keg.





He was drunk by noon.

It snuck up on him, the way it always did now that he was no longer a college student. Somewhere between his third and fifth cup of beer, he’d begun to feel a pleasant tingle at the base of his neck. He’d joined Professor Clevenger, who turned out to be a horror movie buff, in a spirited debate about which was the best Evil Dead movie. But when he excused himself to refill his cup, he had to freeze, his arms held aloft, while the entire playground canted like a storm-tossed ship. For one terrible moment he was certain he would vomit all over the sand, and wouldn’t that be a great way to impress Emma? He closed his eyes to stop the world from tilting, and in the distance heard the rumble of thunder. Then, a soothing breeze began to waft over him, the storm front moving in. He opened his eyes to see that the sun had been obscured by an ominous wall of clouds, and though the sky at that moment was overcast, the farther east he gazed the darker the clouds grew.

Jesse felt a flutter of apprehension. He turned and beheld Ruth, Clevenger’s mousy TA, surveying him from the shadows of the spruce trees. A flicker of anger passed through him, but after a moment he realized it was because he associated this woman with Greeley, the jackass who’d stolen Emma. He forced himself to relax, to not hold Ruth’s association with Greeley against her. Jesse smiled. When she realized he’d noticed her, Ruth straightened, and a hint of color rushed into her pasty face.

“You must be Professor Clevenger’s assistant,” Jesse said, going over.

“Ruth Cavanaugh,” she said. With a half-hearted smile, she added, “Sorry about the staring thing. I’m feeling kind of out of it today.”

Jesse felt large standing next to the girl. He guessed she’d have a hard time breaking a hundred pounds. “Don’t you feel well?”

“It’s the oddest thing.”

She hugged herself, massaging the shoulders of her green shirt. Like her long black skirt, it was made from some thick material, which meant the girl should have been roasting in this heat. But Ruth shivered, hugged herself tighter.

“Hey,” Jesse said, putting a hand on the back of her shoulder. “You okay?”

At his touch she peered up at him with an odd, penetrating look that, had they not just met, Jesse would have taken for lust.

Then the reticence bled back into her face. She looked away, said, “I’ve felt strange since last night. I went hiking in the bluffs…” She shook her head, laughed mirthlessly. “Stupid thing to do, I know. Going off by myself like that. But the caves…there were such interesting sounds in there. Such…emotions.”

Jesse watched her uneasily. “What sort of sounds?”

“It must have been a bat. Or a bunch of them. One minute I was standing before an immense tunnel. I shined my flashlight down its length, but it seemed to go on and on. Then I became aware of a sound. Then there were many sounds. The next thing I knew the cave was full of strange shapes—huge, monstrous shapes—and then I was lying on my back, this terrible stinging all over my chest.”

Jesse hesitated. A brief image of the night before tickled uneasily at his memory. The black shape swooping over him by the river…the slow beat of vast wings…

“Did something attack you?” he asked.

“I don’t think so,” Emma said. “But I’ve had the most peculiar sensations and…thoughts since then. My dreams last night were full of…I haven’t had dreams like that since I was little.” Her eyes flitted upward. “It was like being a superhero.”

Jesse waited for the rest of it, but Ruth had fallen silent.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” he asked.

Her eyes, for the briefest of moments, held a glaze of mockery. Then it was gone. “I’m fine, Jesse. I just need to rest.”

She moved away from him, and watching her go, Jesse realized something that disquieted him. He hadn’t told her his name.

So? She heard it from Clevenger. Or Greeley.

Jesse supposed that made sense, but the unease persisted. He pushed it aside and faced the playground.

Now, he thought, where to find Emma?

He glanced about, locating the rest of the usual suspects: Goliath pushing Colleen on a swing; Austin and Goatee doing body shots with a quartet of hotties; Clevenger regaling a group of students with some story; Tiara Girl, Light Blue Bikini, and another girl lying on a beige blanket, their brown bodies a curvy tableau of sweaty flesh; Ruth Cavanaugh sitting sadly on a large rock.

No sign of Emma or Greeley.

He was both surprised and embarrassed at the tightness in his chest. What the hell? an incredulous voice demanded. You gonna cry because your dream girl decided to have a quickie with a handsome stranger?

She’s not having sex with him.

Deal with it, the voice taunted, and quit being such a baby. If you looked like Greeley, she’d have sex with you instead. So why don’t you stop with the self-pity and hook up with someone too? Preferably some girl who’s more your speed.

But try as he might, he couldn’t ward off the sense of betrayal. What had been a cheerful buzz was now a sour weariness.

Dammit, Emma, Jesse thought. Why’d you have to do it this weekend?

He knew she dated. How could a girl that perfect stay at home all the time? But as long as he wasn’t aware of her social life, he could maintain the fantasy that she was waiting for him. But to meet a guy right in front of Jesse’s face and go off with him…

He needed to urinate.

Jesse meandered past the kegs and through a game of cornhole. Though the beanbag fluttered by Jesse’s face, missing him by only an inch or two, no one commented on his passing. He heard thunder again, louder this time, and continued on.

His sneakers stepped from the mulch to the wide concrete sidewalk encircling the playground. He moved slowly around the perimeter until he spotted a break in the pine trees. Sidling through the gap, he moved fifty feet or so up a gentle rise and stopped, his back to the playground. If he turned, he could take in the view of the partying, of all that female flesh.

Buck up, he told himself. The day is young, and the drunker the girls get, the better your chances.

Jesse unbuttoned his cargo shorts, got hold of himself, and began to urinate. Before him the tall grasses and weeds went on a little ways before the forest thickened again. The woods back there looked very deep, very dark. He shifted a little, his urine shooting out in a steady stream. Had he peed since he started drinking earlier? He strove to remember, and as he did he became aware of something to his right, a paleness that made him turn and stare at an object about twenty yards away.

Jesse’s urine flow stopped. He tried to breathe but found he couldn’t. He couldn’t even blink.

The creature was at least nine feet tall.

The skin was stark white. Its limbs were impossibly long, the arms hanging nearly to the ground. And though everything about the creature was thin—emaciated, even—its body radiated power. The tight, corded muscles swarmed down the arms and legs like pale ivy. The pectoral muscles were striated, defined, and they gave the impression of being stretched over the skinny frame and bundled tight by the pallid flesh.

The creature was gazing avidly at the playground. Jesse watched in numb dread as a long stream of spittle dangled from its bloodless lips. Its breathing was slow, the creature’s entire frame rising and falling with each respiration.

Hungry, he thought. It’s positively ravenous.

Though Jesse still couldn’t move, he was able to peer beyond the creature. What he saw made his lips quiver.

Four more of them, staring down at the playground.

Jesse swiveled his head slowly to the left and discovered four more creatures taking in the view. They’re going to attack, he thought. They’re about to descend, and no one down there has the first clue.

Run! a voice in his head shouted. Get your skinny ass out of here!

Do that and you’re dead, another voice declared. They don’t see you right now. For whatever reason, they don’t see you.

What, you think you’re Casper the Friendly Ghost? Of course they see you. They’re just waiting for the right moment to begin the carnage, and you’re gonna be the first appetizer.

Jesse was thinking this when one of the creatures broke forward. As it did, another followed suit. A pair of them straightened and bellowed a high-pitched, blaring scream that made his balls shrivel. The creature directly to Jesse’s right—the first one he’d spotted—was watching him now, a grin of predatory delight stretching its face.

I’m going to die, Jesse thought.

With a supreme effort, he tore his eyes off the creature staring at him and saw the other beasts closing on the playground. They moved in weird, loping strides, their arms propelling them as much as their legs.

Bad Company had begun to sing “Feel Like Makin’ Love”.

At the creatures’ first cries, several of the young people on the playground had turned and stared up the rise confusedly. One or two of them turned to run. The others simply stared openmouthed at the approaching beasts.

Jesse turned back to the creature nearest him. The eyes were huge, green, iridescent, the irises as large as hockey pucks. Its white face stretched in a fearsome grin, the teeth—holy shit—were of normal width but were as long and sharp as ice picks.

It grinned at him a moment longer. Then, with astonishing quickness, it crouched and sprang, its tall, wraith-like body knifing through the air and disappearing into the pine grove.

Twenty-foot jump, Jesse had time to think.

Then the screams began.


Chapter Ten

As near as Jesse could tell, the first person to die was a guy who wore baggy green shorts that revealed a good deal of his plaid boxers. The guy had an average build, which meant he was a bit stronger than Jesse.

He never had a chance.

The creature that had grinned so hideously at Jesse before hurdling the pine tree landed only a few feet away from the young man. Unlike some of his cohorts, Baggy Shorts hadn’t noticed the swarm of creatures approaching, so he must’ve been doubly shocked when he turned to find the nine-foot monster towering over him. He opened his mouth to say something—it was impossible to guess what; Jesse wasn’t a lip-reader—when the creature plunged his freakishly long fingers into the boy’s chest and pried open his ribcage. The creature buried its face in the boy’s torso, blood and hunks of lung dribbling down its neck and muscled shoulders.

A warbling scream diverted Jesse’s attention. He glimpsed a blur near the merry-go-round, a buxom girl in a pink bikini sprinting that way as though if only she could get on, the spin of the ride would save her. A pale creature rode her down before she reached it, the razored nails pistoning at her bare back like a cat clawing a carpeted pole. Ribbons of flesh flew up like bloody streamers, the girl’s wild thrashing adding to the twisted gaiety of the moment.

There was a flurry of commotion atop the curly slide. The enclosure at the top of the slide had clear plastic bubbled windows, and within those windows, Jesse could see elbows and fists flashing. Then the plastic window was splashed with a syrupy gout of blood, the whole enclosure rocking from the carnage within.

Beside the curly slide was an open, straight slide; some poor kid had sought sanctuary up there, too. The boy—he seemed too young to be in college, a little brother maybe?—was pushing away from a creature whose feet were still climbing the stairs. The boy’s back was to the slide, and if only he could break away from the advancing monster, he could slide on his back all the way to the mulch. But the creature, Jesse now realized, had hold of the crotch of the boy’s blue shorts. It wasn’t digging or tearing yet, but that was because it was climbing into position, ensuring the boy wouldn’t get away.

Do something! some distant voice in Jesse’s head called. He’s only a kid.

Can’t, Jesse thought dimly. Wouldn’t matter if I intervened. He’s already dead.

As if the creature had heard him, it positioned itself on its knees at the top of the slide and lifted the boy by the crotch. Gibbering in terror, his spindly arms flailing, the boy rose higher, his body upright as it floated toward the open jaws. The boy’s body tilted forward slightly, as if the creature intended to kiss him. With a sickening crunch, the creature bit down on the boy’s larynx. Freshets of arterial spray drenched the chewing creature. Its stringy black hair dripped with blood. Before Jesse could look away, it reached the back of the boy’s neck and the teeth snapped the spine with an audible click.

Jesse gasped as a siren-like wail erupted just on the other side of the pine trees he was gazing over.

“AGHHHH!” the voice screamed as it drew closer.

Don’t lead it over here, Jesse thought and felt a blush of guilt.

A girl burst through the pines and scrambled up the hill toward him. He took a step toward her, more out of instinct than a genuine desire to help. She was a plain girl who wore a yellow cut-off shirt and jean shorts. She was streaming blood from an ankle and limping badly. She’d gotten a few steps up the weedy hill before her ankle gave, pitching her forward onto her belly. She stared up at Jesse with huge eyes and yelled, “Help me!”

Jesse was taking another step toward her when a white figure exploded through the pines and landed at the bottom of the hill. She heard it but did not turn, instead emitting another siren howl. The creature pounced on her legs, then set to digging through the seat of her jean shorts, a frenzied red soup dousing its steam-shovel hands. Jesse whimpered, shoved a wrist to his mouth and strode unsteadily along the hill until the screaming carnage was behind him.

Twenty feet ahead a figure broke through the pines, followed by another. Young men both, neither of them familiar.

“Alex!” the trailing boy yelled, but the other boy—Alex, presumably—kept hoofing it toward the rise. He just might make it, Jesse marveled. The boy didn’t seem athletic. He had a straw-colored shock of hair and a bony, freckled torso. Yet he moved with an alacrity Jesse only wished he could match.

“Please, Alex,” the other boy begged. Alex’s friend was already winded. His pudgy gut rippled with each lumbering step, and to make matters worse, Jesse realized, the larger boy was drunk.

“Alex, I need your he—”

The boy never finished because a creature shot out of the screen of pine boughs and landed on the hill in front of Alex. Alex stared at the creature hulking over him, and just when Jesse was sure there’d be another bloodbath, the creature favored Alex with a malevolent grin, extended one knobby finger, and slashed a diagonal swath across Alex’s forehead. A crimson rill flooded the boy’s face as he crumpled. But rather than setting upon the boy, ripping him to pieces the way the others had done to their victims, the creature stood erect and glared down at Alex’s friend.

“Oh jeez,” the pudgy boy was whimpering. “Oh jeez no.”

The creature took two long strides, and just when Jesse thought the pudgy boy might escape into the pines again, a long, sinuous arm swept out and snatched the boy from the ground. The creature gripped the boy by one plump calf. Despite his girth the boy rose rapidly through the air, the creature handling him as effortlessly as one would an overstuffed rag doll. The pudgy boy yowled in terror as the creature swung him upside down toward its opening mouth, the teeth crooked and mottled with brown. In one brutal motion the creature bit into the boy’s beefy thigh and wrenched its head to remove the meat. Then the teeth snapped again, splintering the boy’s femur, and his body, sans leg, tumbled headfirst to the earth.

The boy wailed in an inhuman voice, a fountain of blood jetting from his femoral artery. The creature held the severed leg by the knee and began gnawing at the twitching, hairy calf.

“Oh shit,” Jesse muttered, half in horror, half in nausea. He turned and made for the pines separating him and the playground. If the jutting branches poked his eyes out, at least he’d be spared the sight of this bloodbath. The soft needles brushed his skin as he waded forward under a pine tree, then a thin branch came zinging toward his face and thwacked him on the bridge of the nose. He doubled over, his eyes instantly full of water. He swayed on his feet, remembering he himself had drunk quite a bit of beer, and a new sound grabbed his attention. Jesse opened and shut his eyes to shake off his disorientation, and as he regained focus he caught a glimpse of something waxen moving on the other side of the tree trunk. Despite the fear roiling in his guts, Jesse staggered forward, taking care to dodge the thick branches. It was very dark under the sheltering pine needles, but when he came around the corner of the thick trunk, he saw what was happening all too well.

Oh no, he thought. His scrotum tightened in terror and revulsion.

It was Tiara Girl, her black bikini top still on but her bottoms nowhere to be seen. She was on her back, her throat opened in a bloody, meaty smile. The creature that licked at the wide slit, its tongue dragging the length of the gash in forceful scoops, was also raping the dead girl, its skinny, muscled ass flexing in rhythm to the Bad Company song. Jesse could see how long its phallus was, more like the forearm of a tall man. It was grunting, moaning, defiling the poor girl’s limp body as it slurped at her death wound. Her eyes were fixed open in a permanent stare, and Jesse noted with helpless sorrow that the sparkling tiara had somehow remained fixed in her black hair.

Before he knew what he was doing, Jesse reached up and snapped off a branch.

The creature didn’t look up.

Jesse lifted a sneaker over a low bough and crept closer.

What are you doing? a voice in his head screamed.

I have no idea, he thought, but he kept moving anyway. He stepped over a branch, and finding it was higher than he’d thought, he ended up straddling it and having to wiggle his hips a little to distribute his weight to the other side.

When he lowered to the ground and turned to the raping monster, his stomach plummeted.

The creature was grinning at him.

Jesse froze where he stood, unable to go through with it. What the hell did he think he was going to do, anyway? He stared dumbly down at the branch in his hand. It was two feet long, not very thick. More like a baton than a bludgeoning weapon.

I’m dead, he thought. Dead in just a moment.

The creature stood, its jutting phallus glistening with blood. The thought of the monster tearing up the girl’s insides was what finally did it, brought the toast and banana and coffee and beer geysering up into the back of his throat. The creature reached for the stick in Jesse’s hands, but Jesse wrenched it away, then jabbed. Somehow, the sharp, broken end of the branch pierced the creature in the abdomen. It snarled, ripped the branch out of Jesse’s hands, and before it could open his ribcage or rape his dead body, Jesse wheeled and plunged through the pine branches. He heard it roar, then came a chorus of snapping branches and throaty growls. The growls drew nearer, but Jesse refused to turn now. It would land on him and pin him and eat him but by God he wouldn’t look into its wicked green eyes as it did. Jesse spied the leaden sky stippling the wall of branches, knew he was about to emerge onto the playground, and once out there he’d be dead within seconds, the thing leaping on him and tearing him apart.

Something hooked Jesse’s ankle and sent him sprawling headfirst into the blanket of dead pine needles. He flopped onto his back, realizing he’d simply tripped over a root, and watched the monster leap onto a branch directly above him. For a moment, it sat perched over him, its snarling face lusting for his blood. Jesse screamed. The thing plummeted down at him. He rolled over to evade it. The white salamander body thumped down where he’d just been. Jesse clambered forward and discovered how close to the open air he was. Something slapped the heel of his sneaker, the creature groping for him. Jesse shot out a hand, bellowed for help. His elbow broke through, his head.

The creature caught him and hauled him backward.

Jesse stared up as its leering face loomed closer.

Don’t kill me! he wanted to scream, but the sight of the mad, iridescent eyes stole his voice. The teeth, he noted with clinical fascination, were inward curving, like those of some species of sharks. That way, he remembered from watching Shark Week, the predators would be able to hook their prey, batten onto them so that even if their victims were able to disengage their bleeding bodies, the damage would be so great they’d be easy to finish off.

The hooked, scythe-like teeth drew closer. Jesse felt a droplet of rain on his hand, realizing with sick irony that he’d almost made it outside the sepulchral darkness of the pine tree, that part of him had made it outside the shadows. If only he could’ve gotten to the daylight…if only he could’ve—

You’d have died anyway, and you know it. Just pray it doesn’t rape you the way it did Tiara Girl.

Jesse whimpered, his chest heaving, as the creature reached for him. He realized with amazement that it was clutching a branch with its bottom feet and dangling bat-like over him.

The taloned hands reached the mat of pine needles next to his shoulders, and the sighing jaws swam nearer. He closed his eyes and waited for the end.

Something clutched Jesse’s wrist. Then he was yanked out from under the creature, his head smacked by fluffy pine branches.

He opened his eyes and stared up at his savior.

Colleen.

“Look out!” she screamed.

The creature emerged from the pine tree, its eyes slitted with rage. Colleen backpedaled, and Jesse, still on his ass, dug with his heels and palms to scuttle away. He bumped something, gasped and turned to see a pale figure towering over him. He was sure for a moment it was one of the beasts, but then he saw the toga, the beefy arms.

Goliath.

The gigantic man wielded a wooden baseball bat—Goliath was apparently a purist of the game—and was fending off a snarling beast.

Colleen bumped into Goliath’s broad back; he shot a glance back at her and saw the creature who’d nearly killed Jesse approaching.

“Smash it,” Colleen said.

Goliath gave her an exasperated look and raised the bat. The creature closest to the huge man was snarling and snapping at him. The creature closest to Jesse was still watching the trio of potential victims with a confident, calculating look that was somehow worse than the other creature’s feral one.

Goliath swung, and the snarling creature ducked with a quickness Jesse wouldn’t have thought possible. Then, cobra-like, it darted forward and hopped back, and Goliath was holding his chest in dismay. Jesse caught a brief glimpse before Goliath’s enormous paw covered it up, and he was able to see the ragged clump the creature had chomped out, half of Goliath’s pectoral muscle gone, the nipple replaced by a flowing scarlet bed of hamburger.

Goliath raised the bat, but the pain in his chest arrested the motion midway.

The creature didn’t hesitate.

Leaping forward, it fastened its feet in Goliath’s sheet-covered hips and with its fingernails began shredding the sides of the huge man’s face. The ears were gone in an instant, the temples flayed. Goliath’s high-pitched screaming was terrible, and almost as bad was the drizzle of blood that sprayed over Jesse and Colleen.

The mixed odors of raw meat and feces made Jesse ill. He felt himself mentally retreat, his body suddenly a nerveless husk. His knees buckled.

The creature from the pines crouched over him.


Chapter Eleven

Jesse kicked it in the face. Its head barely moved, but its slitted eyes darkened in outrage.

It lunged for Jesse’s face. He whipped his head to the side, felt the whoosh of the creature’s mouth as it missed him by inches. He flung his arms up to ward it off, then they were both crushed by flailing bodies.

In the melee he took an elbow from Colleen, who’d been knocked down by Goliath and the creature feasting on him. The huge man was a goner, but somehow he was still struggling for life. Something limp smacked Jesse’s face and he realized with revulsion that it was the beast’s pendulous breasts, apparently the first female creature he’d encountered. As he scrabbled away from the mass of twisting bodies, he discovered it also had more hair. The filthy black strings pendulummed as the female beast shredded Goliath’s chin. He was swatting the creature in the head, but it seemed unaffected by the club-like blows.

Jesse pushed to his feet, took a few jogging steps before glancing back and seeing Colleen fighting for her life in the pile. Goliath and the female creature had somehow interposed themselves between Colleen and the creature who’d attacked Jesse, but the cadaverous monster was extricating itself, would be free in moments. Colleen, however, was hopelessly pinned under Goliath’s hemorrhaging body.

Go back! She saved your life, asshole!

Jesse moaned, knowing the voice was right. Acid boiling in his throat, he drew closer, bent and grasped the bat. Its handle was slick with sweat, the barrel speckled with black ichor, but it nevertheless felt good in his hands. The rapist creature burst loose from the pile, pounced on Colleen. Before she could get her hands up, the creature pinioned her wrists to the ground and slid its long wormy tongue up her throat. Jesse saw tears squeezing from the sides of Colleen’s eyes, and without further hesitation he brought down the bat like he was splitting a cord of wood. The barrel thunked solidly against the back of the creature’s skull.

It slumped on top of Colleen, but Jesse could see immediately it hadn’t lost consciousness. Far from it, the creature was cupping its dripping pate with one taloned hand and pounding its other fist in anger on the playground mulch.

“Again,” Colleen croaked.

Jesse gave her a baffled look, and she pushed up on the writhing creature as hard as she could. Teeth bared from the strain, she growled, “Hit the bastard again!”

Jesse did. This time he crushed the side of its face. The creature yowled in agony, and Jesse brought the bat down again, the Louisville Slugger cracking the forearm covering its face.

He swung again, thinking, Not so tough now, you gutless rapist, but Colleen seized his arm, yanked him backward. Stumbling after her, Jesse saw why Colleen had dragged him away.

The female creature had paused, Goliath’s now limp body messy with gore, and was watching its fallen comrade intently.

“Run!” Colleen yelled.

Jesse followed. He couldn’t believe how fast Colleen ran. They shot by the seesaw, headed for the concrete sidewalk that led out of the playground. Jesse glanced to his left and was immediately sorry he had.

Three of the creatures had swarmed over the jungle gym, reminding Jesse very much of lizards sunning themselves on a rock. Yet it wasn’t even noon, and the sky had grown dark. A couple more droplets of rain pattered on his arms, and the western thunder rumbled. Bad Company had ceased its ballad, and in its place Jesse heard the first few notes of AC/DC’s “You Shook Me All Night Long”.

The kids trapped inside the jungle gym didn’t seem to notice the song change.

There was a short, red-haired boy and three girls in bikinis, one of whom Jesse now remembered as Light Blue Bikini Girl. Under any other circumstances, he was certain the red-haired boy would’ve thanked his stars to be trapped with three gorgeous girls in skimpy swimwear, but this wasn’t being snowed in at a cozy mountain cabin or being marooned on a tropical island.

This was being trapped in a cage by monsters.

The creatures, Jesse realized with sick understanding, were taunting their prey. One creature would curl his freakish tongue out at Light Blue Bikini with lascivious menace and actually chortle whenever she’d recoil. Another creature—this one was shorter and broader than the others, its skin a dingier shade of white—was dangling its arms through the gaps in the jungle gym, making halfhearted grabs at the girls as they evaded it.

Before they made it past the jungle gym, Jesse witnessed one more atrocity.

One of the creatures had sneaked behind Light Blue Bikini. Quicker than Jesse could believe, it snagged her by the calf and dragged her screaming through a gap in the bottom bars. She clawed the mulch to return to the safety of the barred dome; her braying screams were the loudest Jesse had yet heard.

Her shrieks must’ve agitated the creature because it gave her body a rough shake. Her blond hair jostled as her head smacked the ground, but she only screamed louder. Lips drawn back in a snarl, the creature grasped her by the ankles, pivoted, and swung her entire body through the air in a whipping arc. Her face and shoulders smashed the ground, the sound of her snapping neck cutting off her screams.

The last thing Jesse saw as he tore his eyes away were the two other creatures dropping inside the jungle gym and setting upon the other victims in a flurry of claws and teeth.





They neared the sidewalk, the shrill screams of Angus Young only partially masking the death wails erupting all around them. The number of creatures seemed to have grown. A frenzied scan of the playground revealed at least a dozen of the beasts, every last one smacking and chewing on the body of a victim. Jesse was also sure the number of college students had diminished, and not just because they’d been eaten. There appeared to be about half the number of people there’d been only minutes earlier, and very few of those present were still alive.

Still, somewhere in his muddled thoughts, he understood there might be hope for them. If so many had escaped from the playground, he and Colleen might too. The creatures were too concerned with devouring their victims to worry about the ones who were getting away.

He was thinking this when a creature stepped onto the sidewalk in front of them.

Ten feet tall at least, the creature was also more muscular than the others, its green eyes larger. A fine specimen, some voice within Jesse’s mind commented, a remnant perhaps of all the crappy sci-fi movies he watched at three in the morning.

It extended its arms as if barring their way. Or perhaps it was about to embrace them both. A surge of panic so bright it nearly blotted out all other thought flooded through him, but an object resting against Jesse’s leg seemed to nudge him back to reality.

The bat.

Jesse raised it, called out, “Get down!” to Colleen. The creature’s hungry grin widened in amusement, and Jesse realized how feeble his weapon was. The creature leaned closer as if offering its face up for batting practice, but before Jesse could swing, a noise erupted to their right.

The creature turned, and at the last moment Jesse realized what the sound had been.

A blatting horn.

The black pickup truck steamrolled through the high weeds and smashed into the creature, which flipped sideways onto the windshield before tumbling over the roof and flopping into the bed. The truck skidded sideways just as it reached the pines, and for a moment Jesse was sure it would tip. But the wheels jounced down, the creature in the back bouncing up and landing limply, dead or unconscious.

He and Colleen shared an amazed look.

Then the door opened and they discovered who’d saved them.

Musclehead.

Jesse had forgotten all about the night before, when he and Emma—

Jesus Christ, he thought. Emma!

He’d completely forgotten about her, and on the heels of that thought he remembered Greeley, the two of them disappearing at the same time.

Maybe they got away, he thought and was immediately ashamed to find he only wanted one of the two safe.

Musclehead gestured toward the open door. “Get the hell in!”

Colleen grabbed Jesse’s wrist and dashed with him to the black truck. Colleen lunged inside first, and Jesse followed. As he did he caught a glimpse of something black at Musclehead’s side.

A handgun.

Jesse knew nothing of firearms, but the gun in Musclehead’s hand filled him with a sudden flash of hope. So did the dark crew cut, the square jaw, and the bodybuilder’s muscles. The guy looked more like a Marine than ever as he slammed shut the door and jerked the truck into reverse. They halted, Musclehead’s strong hand reaching up to shift the truck into drive, and an alabaster shape plummeted down from the pines and crashed down on the hood.

Snarling, the creature drew back a fist and punched through the windshield like paper, its talons whickering through the air an inch from Jesse’s face. As calmly as if he were a cop positioning a radar detector, Musclehead leaned out the window, the black gun gripped in his left hand, and squeezed off four deafening shots. The first missed, but the next two made the creature twist sideways, a spray of black blood misting the webbed windshield. The fourth shot knocked the creature off the hood. As if he did this sort of thing every day, Musclehead drove over the creature with a dull crunch, and in a moment they emerged from the sidewalk and into the parking lot outside the playground.

Jesse’s windpipe constricted. He realized why the creatures had let so many people escape the playground.

Jesse stared gape-mouthed.

The entire campground was acrawl with the beasts.

On the main road alone Jesse counted twenty or thirty. In the sprawling, primitive camping area he beheld twice that number. The creatures were all running people down, feasting on them, or scouring the darkening day for more victims.

When the black pickup bounced onto the main road, half a dozen sets of huge, green eyes fixed on them. Rain pattered the windshield.

“Can you see?” Colleen asked.

“Good enough,” Musclehead responded. Staring at the square jaw, one corner of the man’s mouth rising with the tiniest glimmer of mirth, Jesse realized the man was enjoying this. Had probably daydreamed about it all his life. Of course, Jesse had too, but deep down he’d always known if there were an outbreak of vampirism or a zombie plague, he’d turn into a quivering jellyfish. Thinking of Tiara Girl, he supposed that assumption had already proved true.

Not fair, a part of him protested. I did go back and try to help her.

Not soon enough, his conscience declared, not nearly soon enough.

Musclehead turned to Jesse. “You know how to shoot?”

“With that?” Jesse asked.

Musclehead smiled. “This one’s mine. There’s a shotgun under the seat.”

Colleen got on the floor, said, “My dad taught me guns.” She came up with the shotgun. “Shells?”

“There’s a live one chambered and five more inside. There’s more in the glove compartment.”

Jesse longed for a better weapon. He’d positioned the bat between his legs with the handle sticking up, and now it made him feel like a child on the way to little league practice.

The rain was falling steadily. Through the passenger’s window, just beyond Colleen’s grim face, he watched a creature rip a man’s head off.

Jesse shut his eyes and leaned against the seat.

“Where’re we going?” Colleen asked as the pickup accelerated.

“Where you think?” Musclehead asked. “The fuck outta here, of course.”

Mercifully, they passed the last of the primitive sites and the wholesale murder occurring there, and into the stand of forest separating the two main camping areas. Jesse caught a glimpse of a pale figure hunkered over something obscured by the underbrush, but the bobbing of the creature’s head told him all he needed to know.

Musclehead asked, “What the hell are they?”

Colleen only stared.

Jesse said, “It’s like they’ve been waiting for this.”

Musclehead glared at him but said nothing. Then the truck emerged from the canopy of forest. Colleen gasped.

The RV area was overrun by creatures.


Chapter Twelve

In a movement Jesse suspected was wholly involuntary, Musclehead eased off the accelerator and let the pickup drift down the lane. There’d been fifteen or twenty RVs and other assorted camping vehicles when they’d come in; now there were double that.

And nearly all of them had been overturned.

Jesse had no idea how many creatures there were in the deluxe section, but his mental estimate was somewhere between seventy-five and a hundred. Like gaunt, fairy-tale trolls, the figures marauded over the campground, ripping and maiming as they went. Jesse beheld an old woman, her neatly permed white hair swinging wildly from side to side, being devoured by a creature with its face buried in her midsection. Moving away from the same campsite, another creature dragged a white-haired man through the grass. At first Jesse thought the creature was grasping the man’s belt, but then he realized the object was too long for that, that it was a string of the man’s intestines the creature was clutching.

Get us out of here, he thought. Just get us out of here. But to his horror, the pickup was still decelerating.

“What’re you doing?” Colleen asked.

Musclehead was staring at something ahead and to their right. “Gonzales,” he whispered.

Squinting through the cracked windshield and the metronomic sweep of the wipers, Jesse discerned a man swinging a crowbar at an advancing creature. The man backpedaled, his mouth twisted in a deranged grin. As the truck crunched to a halt, Musclehead said, “Wait here.”

“What are you—” Colleen began.

“That’s my friend,” Musclehead said and climbed out.

Jesse wished Musclehead had shut the door. He and Colleen watched as the creature slapped the crowbar away from Gonzales and then whacked him in the side of the head with an open hand. The blow sent Gonzales flying, his puny-looking body crashing against an iron fire pit. As the man rolled over—not dead, but not exactly flourishing either—Jesse noticed the black facial hair and recognized Goatee from the night before. Poor son of a bitch, Jesse reflected. Guy came out here for a little fun and is going to be eaten alive by a white-skinned monster instead.

Before the creature could rend Goatee’s flesh, however, a gunshot cracked, then another. The creature stood rigid and actually glanced down to assess itself, the runny black liquid leaking out of its chest and belly.

Its face came up to stare at Musclehead. Seeing the monster’s wide green eyes, its lips stretched wide, Jesse couldn’t breathe. He’d never seen such unbridled viciousness in a face.

Musclehead shot it between the eyes.

Jesse was stunned to see it tumble backward.

Without pausing to make sure it was dead, Musclehead hoisted his friend in a fireman’s carry. Then, Gonzales’s shaggy black head jiggling pitifully, Musclehead hustled him over to the truck. With a gentleness that would have moved Jesse under other circumstances, the big man placed Gonzales in the driver’s seat and eased his head against the seatback.

“These two are gonna take care of you,” Musclehead said. “They owe me.”

Gonzales, Jesse noted, was conscious, but definitely in a fog. He lolled his head in Jesse and Colleen’s direction and offered them a wan smile. Colleen started to say something, but before she could get it out, they felt the truck rock slightly.

The storm was kicking up now, but the wind had to be stronger than he thought to buffet the full-sized pickup that way. He glanced a question at Colleen, but she held her arms out, as if awaiting the next tremor.

“Hey,” Gonzales said, his grin brilliant within the glossy black nest of beard, “I remember you from last ni—”

He never finished because the window behind them shattered and a pair of white hands clamped over his head.

Colleen shrieked, and Jesse practically climbed on top of her to get away from the grasping creature. Gonzales yowled in terror and flung out an arm toward Jesse, but the only thing Jesse could think about was the monster in the back of the pickup. Somewhere below his conscious mind, a sardonic voice said, Guess you’ll never make fun of the characters in a horror movie again, huh? That’s worse than not checking the back seat.

Gonzales was being towed backward through the window. His hairy legs kicked madly, his arms slapping Jesse, the roof, anything they could reach. But the creature drew him slowly, almost methodically, through the jagged aperture. Beside him Colleen puked on the dashboard, and now he saw why. Gonzales’s skin was being peeled from his body as he was dragged through the hole. Shards of glass plowed vermilion grooves through his chest, his arms. The flesh over his ribcage seemed to unzip as if he were molting. Jesse turned away and regarded Colleen, whose upper lip was creamed with vomit. Her face twisted in horror again, and again she puked, this time down the front of her shirt. Against his will Jesse turned to see why and thought, I’m losing my mind.

The creature had succeeded in dragging Gonzales all the way out. Now it stood in the truck bed with a long-toed foot fixed on the man’s upside-down crotch. It was tugging on the skin of the man’s legs as though trying to free him from a pesky pair of tight pants. Only this was the man’s skin, and the creature was ripping off gobbets of it as it yanked, chewing the pink stuff like a lion at a fresh kill.

“Oh man,” Jesse muttered. “What’re we gonna tell Musclehead?”

“Tell who?” Colleen asked, but at that moment the man returned.

“Can’t find Austin,” he was saying, not yet noticing the soaking red stain where a minute before his friend had sat. “Maybe he got out before the…” Musclehead trailed off, his eyes widening in disbelief.

His eyes shifted from Jesse to Colleen. “Where did…”

Jesse pointed sheepishly through the window. Musclehead’s mouth fell open in an expression that would have been comical at any other time. His mouth twitched, the brawny man actually on the verge of tears. He moved around the side of the truck, raised his gun, and aimed it at the feeding creature’s face. Jesse remembered the shotgun, had a sudden urge to wrest it from Colleen’s hands and atone for letting Gonzales get skinned. The champing creature appeared totally immersed in his dining, so Musclehead edged closer, the gun jittering in a palsied rage.

“Look at me, you—”

One moment the creature was feasting; the next it was leaping into the air, its agility incomprehensible. Musclehead was too amazed to track it as it described a graceful flip high over him. It landed behind him, and as he turned to blast it the creature surprised Jesse again. Rather than decapitating Musclehead, as Jesse was sure it would do, the creature flicked the gun out of his hands. The gesture was rapid and neat, but the wounds it made were not. Three of Musclehead’s fingers had been torn off, the stumps pumping fresh blood into the air. Instead of lunging at the muscular man and rending him to pieces, the creature scraped a grubby index fingernail through the flesh of Musclehead’s brow. Blood swam over his face in a sheet. Musclehead sank to his knees, his gaping mouth barking out hoarse sobs.

The creature regarded Jesse, on its face a look of obscene merriment.

“Drive,” Colleen shouted.

She was climbing onto her knees and taking a bead with the shotgun, the barrel inches from Jesse’s head. He lunged toward the dash just before the cab filled with the earsplitting roar of the blast.

“Get your ass over there,” she demanded, shoving Jesse toward the wheel. He moved numbly to the driver’s seat, saw Musclehead had left the engine running and slipped the gearshift into drive. He cast a nervous glance out the open driver’s window to see if the creature was about to leap through, but it was on its knees, its back to the truck.

“I nailed it in the eye,” Colleen said.

Jesse glanced in the rearview mirror meaning to see the creature’s blasted face, but he caught a glimpse of Musclehead instead, the man lying on his side, still holding his bleeding hand.

“Should we go back?” Jesse asked.

“For what?” Colleen asked, fumbling with the glove compartment.

“Musclehead,” Jesse explained, “the guy who saved us.”

“Leave him or all three of us’ll die.” She located the box of shells, slid one more inside.

From their right came a bounding figure. The creature jumped off one foot, swooped toward them. Colleen pushed into Jesse just as the creature hammered the passenger’s door, its fists crashing through the window. The glass hailed over them. Jesse jerked the wheel, and the creature almost lost its grip. The pickup bounced over campsites, crushed a grill on an iron pole, veered away from an overturned pop-up camper, then made it back to the main road. The creature’s skinny legs scrabbled for purchase on the dented door, then swung up, perching on the windowsill. Then its entire, nine-foot frame was squatting in the open window, its incredible gauntness and flexibility allowing it to snake its head into the cab and leer at them. Its long phallus swung between its legs, reminding Jesse of the creature he now thought of as the Big Nasty, the one who’d raped Tiara Girl.

The creature groped for the shotgun. Colleen kicked its reaching hand out of the way and leveled the weapon at its crotch. Its eyes widened a moment before she pulled the trigger, the blast evaporating the creature’s abdomen in a haze of black gore. The creature bellowed in agony and fell backward into the road.

They’d driven about thirty yards when Jesse noticed the object lying on the passenger’s seat. Oh crap, he thought.

Colleen followed his gaze to the severed penis. A foot long, it looked like an enlarged breakfast sausage someone had left out of the fridge.

“Could you…” he said and nodded at the penis.

“I’m not touching that.”

“Use the gun,” he said, “you know, to nudge it—”

“Look out!” she screamed.

Jesse turned and saw the professor standing in the middle of the road, his palms thrown out to stop them.

We’re going to run him over, Jesse thought.

The same dread knowledge was imprinted on Professor Clevenger’s owlish face. He flung his forearms over his head as if that would save him. Jesse ripped the wheel left and felt the back end slue. He was sure it would swing around and crash into the man like a wrecking ball, but the impact never came. As they spun in the road, Jesse glimpsed the professor standing where he’d been, his arms still thrown over his face in that warding-off gesture. The truck shuddered to a stop.

“Get in,” Colleen shouted across Jesse.

The professor slowly lowered his arms and pivoted toward them, his expression both joyful and unbelieving.

“You think we can make it out?” Colleen asked as the professor hustled toward them.

“If we can—” Jesse started, but broke off when he spotted something about fifty yards away.

In the middle of the deluxe section, surrounded by a dozen pale figures, several RVs had been overturned. A couple were still upright, though the figures were working on them too. It was next to the largest RV, however, that they saw what prevented them from answering when the professor climbed in the passenger door next to Colleen and said, “Thank God for you two. I can’t tell you how much…”

The rest of his words were lost in the rush of foreboding that had gripped Jesse.

“We have to go over there,” he said, dry-mouthed.

Colleen nodded, but she looked very frightened.

Jesse put the pickup in drive and cut across the main road. Weaving in and out of campsites, they approached the giant white RV with green and blue stripes decorating its flanks.

And the big white Buick parked outside it.
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Peaceful Valley is about to become a slaughterhouse!



Savage Species
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The construction of the Peaceful Valley Nature Preserve, a sprawling, isolated state park, has stirred an evil that has lain dormant for nearly a century, and all the men, women, and children unlucky enough to be attending the grand opening are about to encounter the most horrific creatures to ever walk the earth.



The Children

Part Two of Savage Species



Jesse, Emma, and their companions must fight for their lives against the horde of bloodthirsty creatures known as the Children. Meanwhile, Charly and Sam follow the trail of Charly's missing baby below ground to a hidden cave system. But they're followed by Charly's husband, who has murder on his mind… 



Enjoy the following excerpt for The Children:

Professor Clevenger slammed into the dash with a bone-jarring whump. The RV rocked away from the impact, teetered on its side a moment, then toppled. From inside the RV, Jesse heard shrieks of pain and terror. A creature appeared from nowhere and, berserker style, plunged through the motor home’s windshield. More screams from inside. Then came a volley of staccato blasts, someone firing a gun within.

The rain was gushing now. Jesse shielded his eyes. Peering through the gaping hole that had once been the truck’s windshield, he watched a creature leap onto the overturned RV’s side. Surely unaware there was a creature there, someone from within the camper threw open the side door and attempted to climb out. Whoever it was let out a yelp of surprise and tried to close the door, but the creature was too quick. It reached down and fished the person out, a short woman Jesse now recognized as Linda Farmer, the camp ranger. Movement to his right drew his gaze and he saw Colleen drawing a bead on the creature, who was lifting Linda into the air, her legs flailing madly. The scimitar teeth leaned toward her exposed neck, but just before the creature ripped out her throat, the side door of the motor home swung open and Ron the DNR officer emerged. He leveled a black gun and squeezed off a fusillade of shots. The creature dropped Linda, took a couple wobbly steps at Ron, then crumpled. 

Ron clambered along the top of the overturned camper to retrieve Linda’s weeping but intact body, but before he reached her, a creature pounced on him. Rolling onto his back, Ron thrust the gun up to shoot the creature, but it backhanded the pistol, the black object skittering uselessly along the white metal before disappearing over the edge. The creature raised its taloned hand to kill Ron, but before it could, a crack of thunder sounded and a gaping hole opened under the creature’s armpit. 

Beside the truck, Colleen pumped the shotgun and advanced on the creature. Rather than clutching its side or bellowing in agony, the creature turned and let loose with a combination bark and hiss that made Jesse’s flesh crawl. 

Then the creature leapt at Colleen. 
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Peaceful Valley is about to become a slaughterhouse!



For the first time ever, Samhain Publishing will serialize a terrifying original novel, Savage Species, in five installments, with new installments coming every two weeks. Here, as a special introduction to the fear that awaits you in Savage Species, is the first section, Night Terrors, absolutely free!



Jesse thinks he’s caught a break when he, the girl of his dreams, and her friend are assigned by their newspaper to cover the opening weekend of the Peaceful Valley Nature Preserve, a sprawling, isolated state park. But the construction of the park has stirred an evil that has lain dormant for nearly a century, and the three young people—as well as every man, woman, and child unlucky enough to be attending the grand opening—are about to encounter the most horrific creatures to ever walk the earth. A species so ferocious that Peaceful Valley is about to be plunged into a nightmare of bloodshed and damnation. 
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