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Nate Emerson, Sam Haskins, Doug "Dozer" McGinnis, and Trevor Lane had been friends since their days in the service, but now their battles were confined to harmless skirmishes in the woods behind Nate's house on the outskirts of Redbridge, Maine. 

Each autumn, like clockwork, they rendezvoused for a makeshift war game—no paintball guns, just color-coded bandanas, a set of rules as thick as a phonebook, and the kind of brutal wit only ex-army pals could muster.

This particular Saturday, sunlight filtered through the skeletal branches, dappling the ground with gold. Nate and Sam were crouched behind a mossy boulder, plotting a flanking maneuver, while Dozer stalked through the underbrush a hundred yards down, Trevor at his heels and cursing softly about mud in his boot. The air was sharp with the scent of pine and last night's frost.

They were in the thick of an ambush—Trevor had just fake-died, dramatically clutching his chest and rolling down a slope—when Nate caught a glimpse of something that snared his attention: An unmoving leg sticking out from the base of a birch. 

At first, he thought it was a prank, maybe Doug's idea of a Halloween prop. But as the four of them converged on the spot, the color drained from their faces. The leg belonged to a man, collapsed in a heap, skin sallow and lips tinged blue.

The man was dressed for the woods, in a faded Carhartt and hunting boots, but none of the guys recognized him. There was no blood, no obvious wound, just a chill in the air that pressed in on all of them at once. Sam checked for a pulse out of habit, then shook his head. Trevor pulled out his phone to call 911, but Nate stopped him. 

"Wait," he whispered, his voice unexpectedly solemn. "Let's look around first. Just... to see. Before the cops get here and trample everything."

Doug shot him a look. "We're not detectives, Nate."

"Yeah, but what if this is bigger than some accident?" Nate replied, scanning the nearby trees for clues, anything out of place. "Wouldn't you want to know?"

There was a moment of silence as they weighed the strangeness of finding a stranger dead in woods they all knew like their own backyards. The curiosity, and maybe the adrenaline, won out. They fanned out, poking at footprints, examining the pattern of flattened grass nearby, even checking the man's wallet for ID. Oddly enough, it was empty.

The silence that followed Nate’s question hung heavy, broken only by the dry rattle of a crow high in the branches. The four men stood in loose formation around the body, each of them cycling through the same stunned calculations. Nobody joked. Even Doug, irrepressible in the worst of times, was uncharacteristically subdued as he crouched to study the man’s boots.

Sam glanced at Nate. “You think he just... keeled over?” He didn’t bother disguising his skepticism.

Nate shook his head. The stranger’s face was slack, skin yellowing with the bloom of death, but there was something off about the way he lay—too deliberate, almost posed. Nate knelt and squinted at the ground. “Look at this,” he said, motioning the others over. “Footprints everywhere, but only one set leading in. Nothing coming out.”

Trevor, who’d spent most of the past decade writing traffic tickets, edged closer and frowned. “No drag marks, either. He walked here himself.”

“Or got dropped,” Doug muttered. He pulled out his pocketknife and used the blade to gently tap at the man’s Carhartt jacket. “Not even zipped all the way. Guy doesn’t look dressed for freezing to death.”

“I don’t recognize him,” Sam said. “He’s not from town. And look—no orange. No one hunts without blaze orange. Not legal.”

“We don’t know he was hunting,” Nate said, though the boots and the battered rucksack by the man’s side suggested otherwise. “Could be a hiker. Or... something else.”

They circled the scene in widening sweeps, scanning for anything out of place. Doug found a cigarette butt, filter perfectly white, dropped neatly on a nearby rock. Nate spotted a torn scrap of blue fabric snagged on a bramble. Trevor, who’d always been the most careful of the group, used his phone to document every detail, snapping photos of the man’s hands, his boots, the way his body tilted toward the base of the birch tree.

When Sam finally patted down the jacket and turned up a wallet, he held it up like he’d just disarmed a bomb. “No ID. Not even a gas card.” He thumbed through the empty billfold with growing unease. “Who goes into the woods without ID?”

The others shook their heads. Nate was about to say something when Doug’s voice cut through the silence. “Guys. Look at this.” He held up the dead man’s left hand, carefully, reverently. The fingers were pale and soft, with none of the grime or calluses Nate associated with hunters or hard laborers. There was a ring, too—plain silver, but not the kind the old timers wore. It almost looked new.

Sam gave a low whistle. “Maybe he’s a city guy? Tourists get lost out here all the time.”

“Not this far from the trailhead,” Trevor said quietly. “Nobody comes up this way unless they know the woods. Or unless they’re trying to not be found.”

Nate felt a cold tingle on the back of his neck. He knelt again, this time focusing on the ground beneath the stranger’s boots. The leaves were matted and disturbed, but if he squinted, he could see an odd pattern: As if something heavy had been pressed into the earth, then lifted away. Maybe a box. Maybe... Nate couldn’t finish the thought.

They stood together, shuffling their boots and waiting for the first wail of sirens to pierce the woods. When it finally came—a thin, nervous howl from the direction of the old access road—they stood and looked at one another, four grown men who’d seen their share of strange things, but nothing quite like this.

“Should we wait here?” Trevor asked, the words nearly swallowed by the hush of the trees.

“We should,” Nate said. “But let’s try to remember every detail. Cops are going to ask us fifty questions, and I want to make sure we’re on the same page.”

Doug nodded. “I vote we don’t mention the wallet.”

“Why not?” Sam shot back, his brow furrowing.

“Because,” Doug said, “if this guy was running from something, maybe he didn’t want to be found. Or maybe someone didn’t want him found. Either way, better to keep something in our back pocket.”

“Leave it to you to think like a criminal,” Trevor said, but without heat.

They stood in a loose cluster, eyes scanning the trees, hearts thumping. When the first officer—Deputy Carlson, who’d played JV football with Nate back in the day—arrived at a cautious jog, they raised their hands automatically, as if surrendering to some larger force.

The police arrived within an hour, but by then the buddies had already started constructing their own theory of the crime. The dead man's gear was too new, his hands too soft for a local. There were odd indentations in the dirt, as if something heavy had been dragged. And in the man's pocket, a scrap of paper with a number scrawled on it—a number that matched the area code for somewhere far away.

As the small town's only detective asked them questions and jotted notes in her battered ledger, the four friends exchanged a look that said: We have to see this through. It was the old army code, just repurposed for civilian life. The game, it seemed, had only just begun.
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