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To you, Dear Reader,

For in this literary dance there are only two people that matter, 

the one who writes and the one who reads.

Everything in between is just meaningless fluff.

“He who makes a beast of himself gets rid of the pain of being a man.”

~ Dr. Samuel Johnson
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Fifty miles north of Fairbanks, Alaska 

February 5, 1992

The cold seeps into my bones, but it's nothing compared to the icy grip of fear that clutches my heart. I write this as a sort of last will and testament. 

To all those who come after me, be warned. What I did in Midnight Falls was necessary. It had to be done. That godforsaken nightmare and the fiendish creatures who called it home had to be stopped. They, who had for centuries, feasted upon humanity, had to be purged from this world.

They weren't human, not really. Oh, they walked and talked like us, wore the masks of normalcy with ease, but beneath the surface, they were monsters. Twisted and evil. They were demons, and Midnight Falls was the place the Devil had set them loose.

I did what I had to do six years ago, and I don’t regret it.

And yet, as I sit here in this frozen wasteland, I can't shake the feeling there are more of them out there. Small towns, tucked away in the forgotten corners of the world, where the monsters can run free and unchecked. Maybe they're lurking in the dark forests of Maine or the rugged mountains of Oregon and Washington. Maybe they're waiting, watching, hungering for their next victim.

The more I think about it, the more I believe Midnight Falls was a trapped community, soon to be discovered, had it not been for what I did that night. It’s the reason why I’m writing this. What I’m hoping to pass on to others, so that my deeds are not forgotten and what evil the world was spared. The horror of that night still haunts my sleep, and there hasn't been a single night since then where I haven't awakened screaming in a cold sweat. Even on the nights I drink myself into a stupor, the nightmares still come to me and play out their horrors on the inside of my eyelids.

Their voices ring in my ears, the screams and cries of those who were being torn apart, and howls echoing through the long, lonely nights as the creatures burned. I hear them even when the moon doesn’t shine. Those howls, those damned howls, are why I sit here now in this old hunting cabin in the middle of this wintry hellscape writing this. Here, where it's colder than a witch’s tit and inhospitable to anyone, and yet I can feel their hot breath on the back of my neck. 

They're coming for me, the survivors of Midnight Falls. 

I know I can't run forever.

I’ve seen them, the paw prints in the snow. They were there last night. They have come for me. They're out there in that white hell, hungry and waiting. Baring their fangs, knowing soon they'd have their revenge.

It started last week when I spotted the tracks for the first time. They were getting closer, bolder, more determined. I knew then I couldn't hide anymore. I had to face them, had to stand my ground and fight. But as the darkness closes in around me, I wonder if I made a mistake. Should I have left well enough alone and fled when I had the chance? Or had I done the world a favor by ridding it of those monsters?

This isn’t the first time they’ve caught up to me. It’s been nearly six years since I’ve been on the run, hiding. At first, I thought I had gotten away, but it wasn't nine months later, and I noticed the footprints. When I saw those tracks, I knew not all of them had perished, and the survivors would be coming for me.

The prints had appeared in the field behind my cousin’s house. He’d mentioned them one day after coming in from an early morning hunting for turkeys. Turkeys are early risers and had themselves a regular Butterball gala out in his field. In fact, those birds were the only reason he owned the field. Brent was no great shakes at farming and could never grow anything more than weeds.

“The oddest tracks I've ever seen,” Brent had said, wiping his brow. Worry was etched in the deep lines and furrows of his ruddy face. “I've seen coyote and dog tracks, but those are way too big. They looked for all the world like wolf tracks, but that dang sucker would have been the size of a bear to make those.” 

I’d waited until the sun had come up and made sure I had my trusty Remington in my hands before venturing out into the field. As I’d crouched in the tall grass, examining the tracks, I couldn’t shake the feeling something was watching me. It was as if the trees and scrub that made up the rolling hills and mountains were alive and examining my every move.

Sure enough, there had been at least three deep prints in the drying mud. Whatever had made them had been big, but there was something else I noticed that Brent had overlooked. To make those prints, the creature would've weighed a great deal to leave them so deep. Something massive and heavily muscled had come into the field and stood right there to watch the house.

I’d remained there for what seemed like hours, alternating from looking at the tracks to scanning the woods. I knew as I watched the trees, they were watching me.

I tried to dismiss it, to play it off as some large dog or maybe a lame bear, but the next day, there were more tracks. There had not been just one set, this time, but at least three. The creatures had come again and sat together, facing the house, looking for something or someone. Looking for me. They had crept closer in their daring efforts, sniffing out their prey.

The third night they’d been closer still. They had halted just at the edge of the field. The tracks were only in the tall grass, as if they were not brave enough yet to step out on the neatly cut grass of the backyard. They didn't dare venture into the open. Not yet, but I knew they would be soon. 

And so, I waited.

I’d sat up that night, waiting and watching for what I knew was coming. I wasn't disappointed.

In the dead of night, there they were. Dark shapes skulking through the field. Slinking towards the house, towards the window, towards me, but I was ready. I had set rifle ammo on the dresser in front of the window, waiting for them. There was at least half a dozen of the things.

I waited for them, crouched on the floor with my shoulder to the stock and my eye to the scope. I waited until I could see their glowing eyes burning like hot coals in the inky blackness. 

They paused at the line that divided the yard from the field, surveying for potential threats or witnesses for the carnage they had planned. One of them slowly stepped out of the field and into the yard. It put out one leg and set it gently down on the freshly mowed lawn as if it were a swimmer testing the temperature of a body of water.

In my frenzied haste, my finger pulled the trigger instead of squeezing it. The blast exploded into the stillness, echoing through the air, utterly decimating the silence. The shot dropped, hitting the ground in front of the animal, and sent a plume of dirt and debris into the air. The beast's leg jerked back in a flash of movement that vanished like a ghostly apparition. I slammed a fresh round into the chamber and took aim, firing blindly into the field. If the creature had still been within my sights, the bullet would have found its mark, a fatal blow between its unseeing eyes.

They had fled at the first shot, their massive bodies thundering through the high grass as they disappeared into the night. I fired at their masses as they moved through the high grass. For creatures of such bulk, their speed was almost supernatural, gliding through the shadows as though they were made of fog.

I didn't have time to reload, my heart pounding in my chest as I realized my mistake. I was vulnerable, and exposed, and they were coming for me. When they returned, I planned to not be here.

I’d had to answer to Brent for waking him and his wife at one in the morning with the gunfire. I was easily forgiven when we found the fresh prints in the morning and a pool of blood. I must have gotten lucky with at least one of my shots, and one of them was bleeding badly. Not that it would be enough to kill it. They were tough sons of bitches.

By noon, I was packed and headed out. The Charger's engine roared to life, a beast in its own right, as I peeled out onto the highway, heedless of the speed limit or the law. I was a man on the run, with nothing left to lose but my own life. The Remington sat loaded and ready beside me, a grim reminder of the danger that lurked in the shadows, waiting for its chance to strike.

I was headed north, but not before making a detour south to New Orleans. There, I’d gotten news that was a knife in my gut, a cold shock which threatened to consume me whole. 

I had put in a call to my cousin, to no avail. At the Post Office, I managed to order a local paper. The headline made me puke. I couldn’t believe it. 

I had gotten my cousin and his wife killed.

It had happened the night after I left. They were found the next day. All the windows had been smashed in, and both of them had been torn apart by an unknown predator with jaws like steel traps and teeth like razors. The authorities had no answers, no leads, and no suspects. All they knew was the bite marks were too large, too savage, too inhuman to have been made by any creature known to man. 

I had to keep running. Fighting wasn't an option. I had fought and lost. I was alone and without a plan. There was nothing I could do. They would come for me, and nothing would stop them. 

So, I ran. Again.

This time, I’d headed north, and I didn’t stop until I reached Alberta, Canada, where I rented a small house in a little town that reminded me of home.

The snow had a romantic beauty to it. It was melancholy, yet playful at the same time. I would sit up at night writing, the rifle always within reach. I would bang away at my typewriter and watch the snow fall while drinking hot chocolate or tea. 

It was a little over two years before they’d found me again.

During that time, I’d grown a beard and cut my hair. I wore it shorter than I had in my younger “hippie” days, and it gave me a more professional appearance. I’d gotten a job writing for the local paper and had sold the Charger. Yes, I’d loved that car the way any young man loves his first sports or muscle car. I needed the money and a more practical vehicle that could handle ice and snow. I’d bought a Bronco with snow tires so big, I hardly ever had to put the chains on.

I’d heard it one night, and I recognized the sound. My blood turned to ice in my veins. The sound of death coming for me.

It was the second full moon in October, a blue moon, I believe it's called. It was beautiful as it shone its silvery light over the world. It had just snowed some nights before, which was piled deep. The generator roared in its shed as it chugged gasoline to power the house. Every time it snowed, it knocked out the power. The snow would build up on the lines and weigh them down until they broke. One year, one of the poles had frozen, and then, as it thawed too quickly, it had caused the wood to explode with a sound like a gunshot. I’d nearly driven off the road when I heard it.

That was nothing compared to how this sound froze my blood. It felt like all the air inside the house had turned to ice, and I expected to see my own breath. I sat and listened for it again. Far off in the distance, but it was unmistakable. 

A howl. 

It could have been a wolf, I’d told myself, but then came the answering calls. It seemed as if it were a rather large pack now. 

After several sleepless nights, I’d awoken to horror. Footprints everywhere. They circled the house as if to draw a ring around me, warning others I was theirs and theirs alone. Dead carcasses had been left at both my doorsteps like an omen of my forthcoming doom.

Each door had a large bloody paw print. What scared me more were the footprints I found outside my bedroom window. They had come right up to the pane and looked in on me as I’d slept. One of the beasts had been mere inches away on the other side of the glass. Watching, waiting, and planning. 

Why hadn’t they just smashed through the window as they had at Brent’s and killed me in my sleep? Maybe they were waiting for something, maybe just trying to scare me. 

I have not slept soundly since that night.

I left Camrose and fled to Ibex Valley in the Yukon. It was a year and a half before they’d found me again. I had rented a cabin from some old-timer who had retired to Florida and didn’t have the time or energy to get back up to the cabin anymore. It was a small place with only two rooms. One kitchen combination with a living room, and one bedroom with its own bathroom. Not bad for the price. The bathroom didn’t work and had been one of the first things I had to fix. The generator had to be replaced, as well. The first time it snowed, I’d found myself without power. Thankfully, the cabin had been equipped with a wood stove, so I didn’t freeze to death.

That time I’d gotten lucky. I actually saw one of the beasts on the first night I believed they’d arrived. I had been fetching more firewood for the stove. I’d become accustomed to sitting by the warm woodstove during the night. Something about its warm glow comforted me. I hadn’t had a TV or a phone since Midnight Falls, and I had taken to making my coffee the old-fashioned way with a boiling kettle.

I was too young to be getting so old, but fear and life on the run ages a man something terrible. Night terrors and paranoia were taking their toll, and when I looked in the mirror, a man at least twenty years older than he should’ve been stared back at me. My hair had even begun to gray at the temples. Not normal for a man in his early thirties.

When I’d opened the door to visit the woodpile, I saw it. The driving snow had piled up against the door as it tends to do in the north, pinning it shut. I had to put my shoulder to the wood and shove with all my strength. My calf and thigh muscles bunched and tightened with the effort. Having to force doors open against ice and snow had built up my legs quite a bit over the past couple of years. Life on the lam tends to make a man’s body hard with tightly wound muscles. Tripwires in a minefield, ready to go off at a moment’s notice.

As I finally got the door propped open so I could bring in wood, I looked up, noticing night had already fallen. Snowflakes danced in the moonlight, taunting me with their playful beauty as my breath expelled in frost clouds. A snippet of that old song 'Twilight Time' by the Platters went through my head as I gazed into the darkening woods. I stood there in my own little world, the cold wind on my chapped and tired face, and my brain finally realized what I was looking at.

I stood frozen in my tracks, my heart pounding like a jackhammer in my chest. It lurked there, just beyond the tree line. Its massive form was a thing of nightmares, standing tall and proud, a primal force, covered with a matted coat of thick, bristly fur, snarled with sticks and leaves. Eyes, piercing and cold, glimmered like diamonds in the pale moonlight. Snow piled on its wide, powerful shoulders as I watched, mesmerized by its raw power. The creature's breath came out in short, ragged snorts of hot steam, curling in the frigid air like smoke from a dragon's nostrils. Its tongue, long and black, slipped out to lick its muzzle, revealing rows of long, white fangs that gleamed.

The forest had fallen silent, even the trees knew to be afraid of the monster who watched me with unblinking eyes. The snow barely came up to its knees, as if the earth itself feared to touch the beast. I could feel its hunger, its thirst for blood and flesh, emanating from the monstrosity.

Its eyes blazed with a fierce, unyielding hatred, as though they could burn through my very being. We locked gazes, two predators sizing each other up. Time stretched out, each passing moment feeling like an eternity. I wanted to reach for my rifle to defend myself, but my limbs refused to obey. Fear paralyzed me, leaving me helpless before the monster's wrath. It raised its shaggy head to the sky, releasing a mournful howl that sent shivers down my spine. It was a sound of pure sorrow and rage, a warning to any who dared cross its path. 

In that moment, I knew I was in the presence of a creature beyond my understanding, a force of nature beyond human comprehension.

As quickly as it had appeared, the creature vanished into the darkness of the forest like a mist dissipating into the night. I stood there, shaken and trembling as if waking from a nightmare. But the jagged scar on my side, the burns on my chest and hands, were painful reminders that what had happened was all too real. I couldn't simply brush it off as a figment of my imagination. The wounds on my body were proof of the monster's existence, and the memory of its hateful eyes scorched into my mind like a brand. 

No, it wasn't a nightmare. It was a warning, a reminder that a debt was owed, and it was owed in blood.

I left that cursed place that night, carrying nothing but my typewriter and my gun. I didn't stop until I hit the Pacific Ocean, and then I turned north, as far away from that nightmare as I could get. 

But even as I fled, the monsters would never stop pursuing me. That's what they do. They run their prey to the ground, chasing them down until they're exhausted and helpless. When the moment is right, when the victim is at their mercy, they go in for the kill.

Eventually, I found myself in a small town called Northern Lights. It was time for me to stop running. I was too tired, too broken to keep going. So, I settled in, hoping to find some measure of peace. But I knew, deep down, the creatures would always be out there, lurking in the shadows. As much as I wanted to believe I was safe, that I had escaped its grasp, it would never truly be over.

I decided it was time to stop running and end the nightmare.

I’d rented a cabin in the woods just north of town, hoping the dense trees and isolation would keep me safe. But as the days turned to weeks, and the weeks turned to months, I began to realize I was never truly alone. The woods were alive with sounds I couldn't explain, with shadows that moved in ways which defied explanation. 

Until I saw the tracks again. The same tracks that had haunted my dreams for years. They had found me once more, and this time, there would be no escape.

I pulled out my old Underwood typewriter and began to write. I had to tell my story, to warn others of the danger that lurked in the shadows. 

You might wonder why I didn't run to a congested city, where I could lose myself in the anonymity of the crowd. If they could track me this far, through two countries and countless miles of wilderness, they would find me anywhere. And in the city, there would be no warning, no signs to alert me to their presence. I’d learned that lesson the hard way, at the cost of another person's life.

So, here I sit, typing away as the sun sets on my final day. I know they will come for me soon, but I refuse to go down without a fight. My story may not save my life, but it may save someone else's. And in the end, that's all that matters.

I have a carton of cigarettes and a bottle of whiskey to get me through. There's some solace in the knowledge this will be the last time I have to face the nightmare. My eyes keep wandering over to my desk drawer where there is a loaded .38.

As I said before, this ends tonight.

One way or another.
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Midnight Falls, Kentucky

May 28th, 1986

In the spring of '86, I was a naive twenty-five-year-old, convinced I had the world by the balls. Little did I know, the world had its own plans for me.  

Growing up just over in Flemingsburg, I thought I knew everything there was to know about small town living, but Midnight Falls was a different beast altogether. A mere speck on the map with a measly population of two hundred or so, the place was like something out of a Steinbeck novel. The streets were named haphazardly and laid in nothing resembling order. Towns like this just grew up around themselves like weeds in a garden, crowding one another until they choked everything else out.

Don't even get me started on the school. Midnight Falls Elementary was a relic of a defunct era, its walls practically oozing with decades of wear and tear. The older kids were luckier, as they got to go to school in Flemingsburg, like I had.

In the heart of Midnight Falls, there was only one store to speak of, the In and Out, a shoddy joint peddling gas and sundries at the crossroads of Main and Mount Olive Road. That’s where I set up camp, so to speak, although I didn't have much to my name, save for a car my mother had given me when I’d left for college, and a big dumb husky named Nimrod.

Nimrod, a shaggy golden-maned Siberian husky, had been my faithful companion since my college days. I'd picked him up as a pup during my sophomore year, and named him after a god of Norse mythology, though in hindsight, the Americanized definition of "nimrod" might have been more fitting. Like most stereotypical blondes, he wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed, but he made up for it with his goofy attitude. 

He needed a patch of grass to call his own, having spent his early days cooped up in studio apartments and crammed into the backseat of my car. City life didn't quite agree with him, and fresh air was a rare treat. That's why he loved my car so much as it was one of the few ways he could catch a whiff of the great outdoors in the midst of New York City's hustle and bustle. If you can even call the polluted air of New York City fresh, that was. 

During those sweltering summer months, Nimrod and I would make our way down to the local Irish pub where the kindly bartender, a burly man with a thick brogue, would ply my pooch with free beers. The sight of the hulking dog perched on a barstool, lapping up his suds from a battered old mug, never failed to amuse the patrons, who declared Nimrod the only Russian they'd ever let inside their establishment. 

Of course, it was up to me to haul the sodden hound back home after the bartender had gotten him good and drunk. If you've never had the pleasure of dragging a tipsy dog through the streets of New York City, you're missing out on a real treat. You'd be surprised at how unfazed the jaded New Yorkers were by such bizarre occurrences. They hardly bat an eye at the sight of a man wrestling a liquored-up canine down the sidewalk. 

It was nice to finally have a proper garage to house my beloved Charger. A sleek black 1970 model, the very same one the Duke boys used to tear up the screen, complete with gleaming chrome grill and bumpers. The mighty engine rumbled and growled like some kind of ferocious beast, especially when it was in full flight. 

Nimrod adored the car's spacious white leather seats, and he'd poke his head out the window, tongue lolling in the wind as we careened down the roads at breakneck speeds. The thrill of the ride seemed to bring out the best in him as he basked in the heady scent of the countryside whipping past us, and the tires bit into the pavement with a satisfying crunch. 

In the crisp autumn months, we'd often take the Charger up to Maine to see the turning of the leaves. There's nothing quite like the sight of the trees ablaze in a riot of oranges, yellows, and reds, and the cool fall air whipping past us as we cruised through those sleepy towns and picturesque villages. 

Nimrod's life was full of simple pleasures, but the long drive from the city to our humble abode was undoubtedly one of his favorites. Perhaps it was the rush of the wind in his fur, or the thrill of seeing new sights and sounds whipping past us at dizzying speeds. Or maybe it was just the simple pleasure of being in the company of his faithful companion.

He'd plant his big paws up on the armrest as we roared through Pennsylvania, Maryland, West Virginia, and finally, back to our humble roots in Kentucky. For all I know, it was the highlight of his life, the one thing he'd never forget, though he might not have understood why.

As we left the city in our wake, his eyes would light up with unbridled joy, the sheer thrill of being alive and free filling every fiber of his being. And as we pulled into our little slice of heaven, Nimrod's tail would wag furiously as if to say, "We made it, partner. We made it."

I cruised the long stretches of interstate, the miles disappearing behind us, and passed the time listening to the sounds of classic rock and roll tunes from the 50s and 60s on my cassette tapes. I belted out the lyrics with all the enthusiasm of a teenage boy on a Friday night, my voice cracking and breaking as I hit the high notes. Nimrod occasionally chimed in with a bark or a howl, his own rendition of the classic hits. I couldn't help but smile at the silly sight of the two of us, rocking out like a pair of fools on the open road. 

The sunshine was beautiful and made everything seem to have much more life to it than I’d ever witnessed in the city.

As I drove the winding country road, my senses were overwhelmed by smells I had long forgotten. The fragrance of freshly cut hay mingled with the sweet aroma of wildflowers and the warm, comforting scent of the sun on my skin. But it wasn't just the pleasant smells that greeted me. No, there was the unmistakable odor of horse manure and cow dung wafting from the nearby fields. It was a smell that might have made others gag, but to me, it was the sweet perfume of home. I took a deep breath and felt a sense of belonging wash over me, as if I had finally come home after a long, difficult journey. 

I could only imagine what it must be like with a dog’s nose. I remember reading about how powerful their sense of smell was. Police dogs were supposed to be able to pick out the tiniest particle from even the most well-hidden drugs. Not that I ever wanted to test that, having seen those old films from the 70s where the police set the dogs on crowds of hippies.

One that stood out vividly in my memory was a particular anti-war protester whose crotch was grabbed by a German Shepard. The kids laughed and joked at the film while the poor guy was shaken vigorously by his balls, as the dog bit and tore at the hippie’s pants. Several students hooted and hollered, and one wiseass stood up and danced around in exaggerated mockery of the protester’s struggle. Oh, his balls were being torn off by a mean ol’ doggie and he wouldn’t have to worry about all that damage the pot had done to his sperm. 

All I could think about were those long fangs sinking deep into human flesh.

It had given me nightmares that still plagued me on occasion. While asleep, I was that protester, the hot breath of the police dog on my skin as a huge Shepard, more wolf than dog, opened its long snout, filled with rows of spike-like fangs. The rows of railroad spikes moved back and forth like a chainsaw as they bit into my crotch. Blood sprayed like a Grindhouse horror movie as the sickening crunch of bone and the fangs tore through my jeans, ripping into my flesh. My hand flew to my bleeding crotch, and two things fell into my hand. As I looked down, my own testicles were in my hands, still warm and slick with blood. And all around me, the ignorant fools in the classroom danced and hollered, mocking my agony as if it was nothing more than a cheap sideshow.

So, we ended up returning to Flemingsburg, a town that reeked of desperation and dead dreams, greeted by empty smiles. The place was a living embodiment of the phrase "better to be from than to go back to," but there was no escaping it. 

My parents welcomed me home with open arms, blissfully unaware of the real reason for my return. They still saw me as the golden boy, the brilliant young writer who was destined to make it big in the Big Apple. If only they knew the truth, that my tenure at NYU had been cut short, my visions of success shattered like glass on concrete. And now, here I was, a failure returning to the bosom of my family, with nothing to show for my time away except a few poorly written short stories and a mountain of debt. 

My parents didn't understand why, a couple weeks later, I chose to live in Midnight Falls. They thought it was madness to leave the comfort of Flemingsburg and move just a few miles away to a place that looked like it belonged in one of Stephen King's novels. Truth was, after living in a concrete jungle like New York City, I needed to be surrounded by nature, even if it was a bit eerie. Besides, the town had a certain charm to it, buried very, very deep, something that spoke to me on a profound level. Maybe it was the way the mist curled around the trees or the lonesome sound of crickets in the stillness of the night. Whatever it was, I felt at home in Midnight Falls, even if it was a home that came with its own brand of darkness. 

I think that’s what initially drew me. The darkness. Perhaps I thought I didn’t deserve better after failing in New York or no one would notice me licking my wounds.

The silence was spooky, and I couldn't shake the feeling that something was missing. Something that should have been there. Something that was supposed to be there. The world had gone quiet, and all that was left was an empty, dead space where nature's symphony should have been playing.

I’d tried sleeping with the windows open, hoping to catch a breeze or hear the rustling of leaves, but it was no use. The stillness was deafening, and it made my skin crawl. It was like the town itself was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen. Something ominous, something dreadful.

In the country, time seemed to crawl at a snail's pace. The people here had a secret deal with Old Father Time, agreeing to give up their late nights in exchange for endless years of repetitive routine. It was a deal I couldn't bring myself to make. I didn't fit in with the early-to-bed types, and I sure as hell didn't care to. So, I spent my nights reading, letting the pages lull me into a trance, or popping in a book on tape from the library, letting someone else's voice fill the silent room. In between, I smoked cigarettes, one after another, until the embers burned to ash and I was left with nothing but the soft glow of the moon outside to keep me company. 

Stupid and dangerous, but luckily, I didn’t fall asleep with a lit coffin nail and burn the place down. Smoking kills, they say. How right they are. My parents told me too many stories about sloppy smokers who fell asleep and set the couch on fire. I swear, I am smarter than that. Honestly, I am. I had been battling insomnia ever since what had happened in college. It cost me not only my academic career, but many a night’s sleep.

When I’d first rolled into town, I had put my nose to the grindstone to find a job as soon as I could. I hadn’t had much money saved up when I’d decided to return home. Salmon probably put more planning into returning upstream to spawn than I had when I’d packed up the car and lit out for my old stomping grounds. Like in that old Robert Frost poem: “Home is the place where, when you go, they have to let you in,” or however it goes.

The first thing my father had started in on me about was a job. He didn’t want me to come back home thinking I could just bum off them. I assured them that was not my intention, and that I had a bit of money in my savings to draw on until I found employment. Flemingsburg was a one-horse town with only two factories to its name. One was a car parts joint that churned out seatbelts and seats for the likes of Toyota and whatnot. The other was some shoe company, and it was on its way out. Sure, there were a handful of mom-and-pop shops and gas stations, and even though the rest of the country had started to pull itself out of the tailspin of the 70s, Flemingsburg wasn't so lucky. 

My mother, bless her heart, gave me the one thing that saved my ass. Our county was dirt poor with tobacco and moonshine being our main exports since the Great Depression. But we did have a newspaper, The Flemingsburg Gazette. This little rag printed all the local news fit to print, along with church bulletins and coupons for the local grocery. It was run by an old-timer named Jerry Baker, who had started the paper back in the 1950s.

Jerry's staff was about as big as a gnat's ass. Just three folks, including himself, when I came around looking for work. It was so small, they couldn't even afford to print it on site. They had to send their stories and page formats off to another county just to get it on the damn page. But beggars can't be choosers, and I was damn grateful for the opportunity.

He granted me a short interview, purely as a favor to my parents. He said he couldn’t pay me much, and what work he could give me would purely be freelance. It was made clear to me that if my work slacked off or became too much of a bother for his editors, I would be down the road looking for work elsewhere. I thought it was tough, but fair, and I could work from home.

So, I did my articles and worked from home, writing everything from advice columns to horoscopes and obituaries. Not that I minded. Sure, it wasn’t a great use of the writing skills I had honed through school and practice, but it was a job I could handle, and it paid just enough to keep the wolf from the door, so to speak. 

Two weeks after I moved to Midnight Falls was the day I met her. Elizabeth Clayton. 

I was just coming out of the Post Office, a building that was practically attached at the hip to the Community Center. I couldn't afford a phone in my shabby little home, so whenever I needed to make a call, I headed over to the Post Office, or to the gas station if it was closed. It was a small town, and there wasn't even a postman, so everyone just went to pick up their mail. The women who hung around there chatted and gossiped, and I guess it gave them a sense of community. 

But my attention was caught by something else entirely. 

The first thing I noticed about Elizabeth was her firm ass. It sounds crude and vulgar, but she was on her hands and knees, tending to a flower bed in front of a pretty old country house that sat in the middle of Old Convict Road across from the Midnight Falls Community Center. The way her butt stuck up was kind of cute with her cropped-off work shorts perfectly framing it. The seat of those shorts was stained with a light dusting of garden dirt and mulch.

That day, as most days during the week, I would stop in the office to pick up my mail, or send in my finished articles, and place a call to the newspaper to check in on new assignments, verifying they got the last ones. I could drive to the Gazette office, it was only a ten-minutes from Midnight Falls, but I think I still had too much of the city in my system, which forced me to use my legs more than my wheels, plus it gave me a chance to put Nimrod on his leash and take him for some exercise.

I couldn't bring the big mutt inside the damn office, so I did the next best thing. I tied him up out front to a rickety wooden bench bolted to the sidewalk. He sat there, panting like a son of a bitch with his tongue lolling out, letting any passing kid give him a good ear scratch or belly rub. Dogs are better company than half the people out there. They don't judge, they don't hold grudges, and they'll give anyone the benefit of the doubt. And, as long as you feed them their weight in kibble and give them a place to poop, they pretty much are the picture of contentment.

As I stumbled out of the Post Office, my arms full of mail, that big shaggy idiot was bouncing around like he'd just won the damn lottery. And, let me tell you, seeing one hundred and seventy-five pounds of blonde fur bounce, wag, and slobber in a dozen different directions at once is a sight to behold. I have no earthly idea how an animal can have that much energy coursing through his veins all damn day long. 

I tugged at the leash, trying to unhitch that hulking blonde monster from the bench out front. It was less like untying a dog and more like trying to unhook a horse from a rail. He was massive, and it was a hot May afternoon. The sun was beating down so fiercely, it felt more like mid-summer than late spring. I was sweating like a pig, my hands slick with dampness, and before I knew it, the leash had slipped from my grasp. 

And that's when things got really interesting. When a husky that size decides he's had enough of being tethered, there ain't much anyone can do about it. They lower their big old heads, set their broad, muscular shoulders, and dig in with their back legs. The leash was just a suggestion at that point, a flimsy thread of restraint that might as well not even exist. 

Like a furry missile, the shaggy beast zoomed across the asphalt, narrowly avoiding a tan Lincoln careening down the street. The right fender grazed the dog's tail. Not that he noticed. The driver leaned on his horn and stuck his hand out the window with one finger extended in the universal sign that didn’t mean ‘have a nice day’. 

I grinned sheepishly, waved back, and then flipped up my own one-finger salute at the car’s vanishing taillights.
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Chapter 2
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Elizabeth had been oblivious to the chaos around her—the deafening roar of car horns, the crude hand gestures of asshole pedestrians, and even the chaos of the rampaging dog. Her focus was unwavering as she tended to her gardening duties. 

That's why she didn't even realize Nimrod was there until that big, slobbering brute of a dog sauntered up and pushed his snout right into the crevice of her behind.

Elizabeth's reaction was instantaneous. When a woman's personal space is violated, they react, and with good reason. As she whirled around, flustered, and red-faced, all I could think was how lucky that dog was. To be able to touch that perfect, unblemished skin with his snout, even for just a fleeting moment. 

Christ, sometimes I envy that damn dog.

Her body contorted in a sudden, explosive movement that defied all laws of gravity. Her straw hat flew off her head as she launched herself nearly a foot and a half off the ground, her body suspended in mid-air like a marionette. And then, with the agility of a trained acrobat, she twisted and landed gracefully on her knees, without even bothering to get back on her feet.

It was a spectacle to behold, and I couldn't help but watch in awe. But what really caught my attention was the sound that followed. A resounding thwack, like the crack of a whip, echoed through the garden as she brought down her little plastic hand trowel on top of Nimrod's head.  

Elizabeth was obviously not one to be messed with.

If it hurt the big dog, it didn’t show. He wore a grin that stretched from ear-to-ear, panting loudly, his tongue lolling out like a wet pink carpet. I think it took her by surprise. Whoever she’d expected, the big dumb husky had not been it. She dropped the trowel when she realized what she’d done and grabbed him around the shoulders, hugging him to her chest and apologizing profusely for hitting him.

I watched in amusement as I crossed the street and approached the pair. She looked up at me as I got closer. Her dirty blonde hair was disheveled, falling across her forehead in a way that was both cute and alluring. Her emerald-colored eyes glistened in the sunlight, peering up at me with a coy, mischievous look that made my heart skip a beat. Even her nose, wrinkling as she squinted against the bright light, was endearing in its own way. I felt the urge to reach out and brush the strands out of her eyes, to feel the softness of her hair and the warmth of her skin.

"Hey, is this your dog?" Her voice was tinged with a hint of amusement.

"Uh, yeah, but you wouldn't know it from the way he acts." 

She let out a laugh that lit her whole face, causing little lines to appear around her eyes that only served to make her more beautiful. For a moment, I forgot about everything else in the world and was lost in the sheer joy of her laughter.

As it finally subsided, she looked up at me, her eyes flashing with a mix of amusement and contrition. "Sorry, I didn't mean to hit him." Her voice was laden with regret. "I was just caught off guard and thought maybe it was that Earlywine boy again. He and his friends are a menace, you know."

There was a twinge of bitterness as I spoke about the Sheriff's son. "Yeah, I am a little too familiar with Jarrod." My voice was laced with resentment. "His dad is the Sheriff, so there isn't much you can do about it."

“He and his shithead friends roar around in that truck of theirs, jeering and carrying on. About had my Gran on them the other day when they were out here catcallin’.” 

I noticed as she got more worked up, her accent became more pronounced with that familiar Appalachian twang. I sunk deeper into a sense of comfort and familiarity in her presence. It was a dialect I had missed during my years up north, surrounded by the exotic accents of New York City.

But now, here in this small town, I felt like I was home again. The old holler was like a warm blanket, wrapping me in its soft embrace. It was a reminder of simpler times when life moved at a slower pace and people still had a sense of community.

Who says
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