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CHAPTER ONE

Spring 1961
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​

The wind shifted through the forest trees. A shiver of leaves rustled.

It was oddly cold for the time of year. A crisp uneasiness hung in the air, sending a chill down the spine of spring. Something was coming. Or rather, someone was coming. An unsuspecting camper? A lost hiker who’d strayed too far from familiar paths? It didn’t really matter who it was, the outcome would be the same.

And because something was coming, something else, deep inside the forest, was waking up. A scent in the air. The whisper of flesh.

It was getting closer. The smell of meat and blood grew stronger and stronger with each step they took down the trail and deeper into the woods.

A man and a woman. They were dressed in hiking boots and comfortable clothes, covered in a thin layer of dirt.

“We’ve been out here for days, Steve. Can you just admit we’re lost?” The woman laughed.

“We’re not lost. The car’s around here somewhere.”

“The car is miles back that way,” she said, gesturing toward the direction they’d come from. “We’re just going deeper into the woods.”

“Yeah? What’s wrong with that? We came out here to get away from it all, and that’s what we’re doing. Who cares if we fall away from the beaten path for a while?” He smiled and put an arm around her. “A few extra days out here in nature isn’t going to hurt us.”

“Unless we starve or freeze to death.”

“It’s the middle of spring,” he laughed. “And we’ve got plenty of food, plus you’ve got me. Expert fisherman and hunter, remember?”

“Oh yeah, I remember the time when you shot that tree next to a deer. The bark fed us for days.” She gave him a teasing grin.

“Yeah, get your yuks in now. We’ll see how hard you’re laughing after your brilliant husband,” he gestured toward himself, “has expertly set up yet another perfect campsite for us. And you’re sitting beside a roaring fire eating... whatever we have left in our packs because there’s no way we’re catching anything before dark.” He looked up at the quickly setting sun.

“You do pitch a pretty nice tent,” she admitted. “Which is good because this might be our life now if we never find the car.”

“Hey, I wouldn’t mind that at all. Look around, this could be our new h—” He paused and looked down at their feet. “Hey, where’s Taffy?”

“What? She was just here. Taffy! Here, girl!” The woman looked around frantically. “Steve, we have to find her.”

“Taffy!” he shouted. “Taffy? Crazy dog. Where’d she take off to?” He let out a long, sharp whistle that echoed into the air, reverberating through the darkness. An eerie hush followed, as the forest held its breath and waited.

Silence.

Stillness.

A worrying quiet filled the trees.

“Taffy?” the woman called out. A weak crackle of dread filled her voice. “Come on, girl. Where are you?”

The sound of brush. Scratching. Running.

A tiny Jack Russell hopped out from the bushes and barked happily at the couple.

The woman heaved a sigh of relief. “There you are.”

Taffy ran in a circle around Steve’s legs, then jumped into the woman’s arms.

“I told you, Holly, you’ve got to get a leash for her.”

“Aww, but she’s a free spirit,” Holly argued as Taffy kicked and bucked, begging to be set down to run.

Steve stooped over and stared Taffy in the eye. “Keep running off into the forest, you may not like what you find. You know, they make the cats a lot bigger out here in the woods.”

Taffy cocked her head to the side and stared at him, then leapt from Holly’s arms and tore off through the forest.

Steve sighed. “We better follow her.”
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THE BREEZE PICKED UP. Winding its way through the thick trees. With it came an unusual sound. A strange clacking in the distance. Clickity-clack, clickity-clack.  

The couple followed the sound, pushing away some brush and debris to reveal a large clearing in the otherwise dense forest. The trees thinned along the edge, giving way to thick foliage. Taffy was there, amongst the trees and hedge-like brush, unmoving. She stared into the darkness, her eyes fixed on something unseen.

Clickity-clack, clickity-clack.  

“What’d you find, Taffy?” Steve walked past the little dog and into the clearing ahead. Holly followed behind him, but Taffy didn’t budge. She stood stone-still on the edge of the clearing.

“Come on, girl. It’s okay,” Holly called.

Taffy took a step back. She stared past them and began to bark wildly at the darkness. It wasn’t the same playful bark she’d made before. This was different. This was fear.

“What’s wrong with her?”

Holly shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ll grab her.” As Holly approached, Taffy continued to bark frantically toward the clearing where Steve still stood. “Come on, Taffy.” She grabbed the little dog and toted her into the clearing, Taffy kicking and fighting all the way.

The clacking sound carried all around. It was a strange, hollow tune. Almost rhythmic. Its source hid, shrouded by the thick shadows of the woods, but the sound continued. Beckoning them further into the tree-less glade.

Steve squinted into the distance. “What is that?”

As they walked deeper into the clearing, a structure came into view. The moldering remains of an old cabin. Blackened with rot and crumbling, it sat untouched in the middle of the forest. Taffy’s attention darted around. Several more piles of rubble that looked like they were once structures. Touched by time, but oddly untouched by nature. Nothing seemed interested in being near the withered debris. No brush. No vines. Even the trees seemed to be swaying themselves away from the ruined clearing.

Clickity-clack, clickity-clack.  

Steve walked closer and touched one of the wooden beams. It fell to pieces at his fingertips.

“What is this?” Holly asked. “Are there people living out here?”

He shook his head. “Not recently. Look at the decay on these boards. This place has been abandoned for years. Decades probably.” He looked up at the darkening sky. “It’s a pretty good place to make camp, though.”

The trees shuddered a warning across their branches. A rattle of leaves echoing all at once into the air. The hollow clacking sound joined in as the branches shook.

The woman shivered. “Yeah. The sooner, the better. Weather seems like it’s taking a weird turn.”

The trees sighed and creaked in sad defeat. They always tried to help. But it never mattered. The outcome was always the same.
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CHAPTER TWO

Van
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Van stared down at the stack of mail in his hand. Mostly bills addressed to his parents. A postcard announcing the opening of a new curiosity shop in town. And a single letter with his name typed across the front. He looked at the return address. Northchart Academy.

Van sighed and opened the envelope.

Congratulations on your acceptance to Northchart Academy. We look forward to helping you toward your future.

An acceptance letter? Strange, since, as far as Van could remember, he hadn’t actually applied to the academy.

Based on the overwhelming recommendation of one of our most valued alumni, we’ve waived the need for any further interviews and are pleased to welcome you to our ranks this fall.

“Valued alumni?” Van groaned under his breath. His dad. It had to be his dad. That was the only Northchart graduate who would’ve sent an application in Van’s name. The old man was always pushing that place at him.

The last thing Van wanted to do was follow in his father’s footsteps. The rest of the town saw a hero, someone they respected and admired. But they didn’t have to live with him. Sullen, angry, quiet. Not quiet in the silent kind of way, more like the man had a void inside him. An empty space devouring all the words he didn’t say and all the things he didn’t feel. Just a dark, stoic stillness in their place. Hardly a role model.

Van tossed the letter in the trash. He had no interest in turning into his father. And he certainly had no interest in Northchart Academy.

He sat the bills on the table, but kept the postcard from the new store. It was kind of cool looking; a picture of the shop on the front, designed to look like an old tintype. Van passed by the kitchen door on the way to his room. He could hear his mother on the phone to one of her friends. “Yes, Van’s off from school for the spring holiday. Oh, he’s doing marvelously in college. We’re so proud of him.” A lie. He was failing half his classes. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand them, they were just boring and slow. Nothing seemed to keep his interest.

Photos and decorative pictures adorned the hallway that led to his room. He glanced at his high school diploma, framed and hung proudly on the wall by his mother. Graduating class of 1959. Two years. It had only been two years since high school. He’d thrived there. Sports, and clubs, and friends. College was different. It was dull and drawn out. And it seemed like his professors spent more time impressing the importance of the degree he was getting than actually teaching him anything.

As a matter of fact, in the two years he’d been there so far, the only thing he’d learned was that he hated it. Books, tests, sleep, repeat. He hadn’t even made any new friends. Just the same ones he’d been hanging around with since high school. Mostly drop-outs that his dad hated. Van smiled. But they were fun. And they were exactly who he needed right now. A few days away from everything. Out in the woods with his friends.

His backpack was sitting next to his bed, ready to go. He hoisted it onto one shoulder. It was heavier than normal. Stuffed to bursting with clothes and canned goods. Van’s dad had an old family hunting cabin he hadn’t used in years. Van had never actually been there, but he knew where it was. It was the perfect place for a week-long break with his friends. Somewhere remote, where they could pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist.

Van tucked the postcard into the frame of his wall mirror as he headed out of his room. The Dreary Portent. Buyers and sellers of the strange, the odd, and the curious. He smiled at the Gothic-looking shop on the front. Seemed interesting. Van wondered what sorts of things they’d consider odd. He’d have to stop in there when he got back to town.

He hesitated before walking out the door. Van was nearly twenty, but his parents were still so protective. They always insisted on knowing where he was going and what he’d be doing. He couldn’t tell them he was going to the cabin. His dad would blow a gasket.

He hastily scribbled a note and left it on the desk by his bed. A place he was certain they’d never look.

Going to the cabin with the guys. Back in a few days.

He read the note back to himself and shrugged. “That’ll do.” Sure, his old man would still be mad, but he couldn’t accuse Van of not telling him. And that was good enough.

He walked out of his room and ducked down the hallway, careful to avoid his mother. If she saw him with the backpack, he’d have to tell her where he was going. She’d know if he lied. She always knew. Best she didn’t see him go.

Van could hear the sound of his mother softly humming as he slipped past the kitchen door and into the living room.

Van’s stomach fluttered, and his arms and legs tingled with nerves. Darting through rooms like he was sneaking out of the house... now that he thought about it, he was sneaking out of the house.

At least he wouldn’t have to deal with the old man. It was mid-afternoon. His dad wouldn’t be home for a few more hours. Plenty of time for Van to raid his dad’s toolbox for flashlights and batteries without him knowing. Then, all he had to do was convince Charlie and Gene to drop whatever they were doing and head out to the cabin for the week.

His dad always kept his toolbox tucked away in a little closet near the front door. Van stayed quiet, so his mom wouldn’t hear him, and made his way through the living room toward it.  
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“WHERE YOU HEADED?” A voice growled from the living room.

Van froze in his tracks. His whole body went numb. He was home early. The old man.

Despite the nickname, Van’s dad certainly wasn’t old. But age was never the reason for it. Jack was only a few years north of forty, but something in his soul made him seem older. Something withered and dry, aging his personality beyond his body’s years.

“Dad. What are you doing home?”

Jack leaned forward in his armchair. He raised his eyebrows and stared at Van. “My question first.”

Van sighed. “Road trip.”

“Alone?”

“No, I’m headed over to get Charlie and Gene.”

Jack stood up and walked closer to Van. “How long?”

The two men stood nearly matched in size and looked remarkably similar. Both tall and broad shouldered. Ashen brown hair, cut short. Gray eyes, pale and bright. Though Jack’s eyes were usually narrowed and disapproving. And he managed to keep a year-round tan, no matter the season.

Van hadn’t inherited that particular trait. The winter had stolen any sign of sun from Van’s skin. But it was spring now. A week outside in the woods with Charlie and Gene would do him some good.

“How long?” Jack repeated.

Van shrugged. “I don’t know. A week maybe?”

Jack’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “A week. No maybe, a week exactly.”

“Alright, a week exactly.”

“I mean it, Van. Seven days, you better be walking back through that door or I’m coming after you. You hear me?”

“Yeah, fine. I got it. Seven days. Hand to God.” There was more attitude to his voice than he’d meant to let slip.

Jack narrowed his eyes, but didn’t call him on it.
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VAN PULLED INTO THE old gas station on Main Street. The attendant was busy, paying all his attention to a car-full of young women. One of them laughed and giggled so loud Van could hear it from across the parking lot. He doubted anything that funny was said. Another squeal of laughter. Van rolled his eyes and honked the horn. That seemed to do the trick.

The attendant perked his head up and nodded in Van’s direction. He rushed over, abandoning his car-full of admirers. The blue coveralls he wore were immaculate, not a stain on them. Dirty blond hair, waxed and perfectly sculpted in place. He looked less like someone who worked at a gas station, and more like someone you’d hire to pose on the advertisements for a gas station.

“Afternoon, sir, what can I—Ha! Well, if it isn’t College Boy? What are you doing here?” Gene grinned.

“School’s out for spring. So instead of spending every day with the old man staring me down, I thought I’d get out of town for a while. Cabin up north, just waiting for us. You in?”

Gene glanced at the pack in the backseat of the car. “Now?”

Van nodded.

“How long?”

“Week, if they can spare you,” Van said.

“Give me five minutes.”

Gene disappeared into the gas station and reemerged a few moments later, arms piled with pop bottles and large canisters of beef jerky. “I’ll be back by next Thursday,” he shouted back toward the little store at someone Van couldn’t see. “Don’t let Merv run the place into the ground while I’m gone.”

Gene climbed into the car, pulled the lid from one of the jerky containers, and grabbed a stick for each of them.

“Did you swipe those off the counter?” Van laughed.

Gene waved a dismissive hand. “They don’t care. They love me.”

“You sure they can spare you for a whole week?”

“I never take time off. They practically pushed me out the door. Apparently, they’re worried I don’t get out enough.” Gene rolled his eyes. “I get out plenty. They’re calling Merv to cover my shifts. He’s got another baby on the way, so he’s been begging for more hours.”

Gene ran the gas station for an elderly couple that owned the place. He started working there in high school. When their son died, they had no one to take over for them. So, Gene was the next best thing. They’d always pretty much let him handle things any way he liked. They were more like grandparents than employers. And the feeling seemed to be mutual. Gene didn’t just run their station, he did other things for them, too. He took them dinner some nights; he made sure they saw their doctors. Little things that a family member might do. Gene was solid like that. Dependable. Protective. Front and center when anyone needed him.

“Could we stop by my place so I can grab a bag? I can live on jerky till we get back, but if I have to wear these scratchy damn coveralls for seven days, I might lose it.”

“I’ll drop you off at your place and let you pack while I pick up Charlie. Then we’ll swing back over and pick you up. I know you’re not wild about going to his place.”

“Charlie’s great. And I’m happy he found something he’s good at and can make some money for him and his mom, but,” Gene shook his head, “his job gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

Van laughed. “I know.”

“It really doesn’t bother you?”

“No. I think it’s kind of neat. And he’s good at it.”

Van pulled up to a small house in the middle of the block, and Gene hopped out. “Tell Charlie I’m riding shotgun.”

***
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CHARLIE’S HOUSE WAS a maze of birds and squirrels. All dead. Shelves and tables lined with the dearly departed, stuffed and posed as if they were still alive. The scent of spices and cloves filled the air, likely something Charlie was using to keep the bugs out of his work.

Van stopped at a picture sitting with pride of place on a mantel. A younger Charlie with both his parents. Charlie had his mom’s dark hair and green eyes, paired with his dad’s round, friendly face.

Charlie’s dad had to have been the nicest guy Van ever met. He was the town doctor. Everybody loved him.

Friendly felt like such a hollow description, but it was the word everyone used at his funeral. Van understood why, but it still seemed like there should have been a stronger word. Something just for him. For the man who made everyone he met feel like family. And made his own family his entire world. Van couldn’t imagine anyone who loved their kid more than that man loved Charlie.

When they were younger, it seemed like Charlie would follow in his footsteps. A well-off kid from a nice family. On his way to a career in medicine. But after his dad died, everything changed.

They were struggling, hurting for money. His mom tried getting a few shifts as a waitress, but the diner was so far away she ended up spending more than she made just trying to get back and forth. So, Charlie
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