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Prologue



John Haskel awoke to the sound of his finest Holstein, Buttercup, screaming in the dead of night.

It wasn’t a moo that she uttered; not even the long, mournful sort that cows bellow when something spooks them particularly bad. No, this was screaming, startlingly shrill and full of terror.

John sat up in his bed. His fifty-year-old heart pounded in his lean chest as he listened to the milk cow shriek at the top of her lungs. Then the godawful sound stopped cold. The abruptness with which Buttercup’s horrified cry had been cut short caused John’s heart to beat even faster.

The farmer sensed his wife, Doris, stir in the brass-framed bed next to him. “John,” she muttered sleepily. “What was all that commotion?”

John started to answer, but found that his mouth was drier than cotton. He swallowed and tried again. “I don’t know, hon. Kinda sounded like Buttercup. Whatever it was, it came from out in the barn.”

He kicked the covers aside and left his side of the bed. The hardwood boards of the bedroom floor felt cool against his bare feet, but that was the only comfort he experienced as he crossed to the open window. It was late June and even at that late hour—nearly half-past midnight—it was still warm and uncomfortably humid. By the time he reached the window, a sticky sweat slicked his armpits and the small of his back, causing the cotton material of his nightshirt to adhere to his body.

John stared through the window screen, but he could see nothing. There was no moon that night, so, at first, all he could detect was pitch darkness. He stood there for a long moment, letting his vision grow accustomed to the gloom. He noticed the scattered winking of fireflies in the yard outside, then the dark structure of the big barn that stood a hundred feet or so from the two-story farmhouse that the Haskels called their home.

“See anything?” asked Doris from the bed. Her voice held a tone of groggy disinterest. John could tell that his wife was still half asleep.

“Hell no,” grumbled the farmer. “Too damn dark.” He trained his ears, listening for noises, but none came from the vicinity of the barn. “Can’t hear a dadblamed thing, either. Reckon I’d better go down and check, just to make sure.”

“Maybe that weasel is messing around in the henhouse gain,” offered Doris.

John shook his head. “Weren’t no weasel that caused that sound. It was Buttercup. I’d swear to it.”

He felt his way through the darkness to the closet next to a chest-of-drawers. John rummaged through the clothes that hung there until he found what he was looking for, leaning in the far corner. He took out the twelve-gauge shotgun and broke open the twin breeches. He recalled the cow’s terrified scream as well as its abrupt ending, and decided that rock salt might not be enough that night. He shucked the loads from the cham and replaced them with shells packed with double ought buck shot. John closed the scattergun with a snap, and then started back to the foot of the bed where his work boots were parked. It took him a moment of fumbling, but he finally got the boots and the laces tied.

“You be careful,” mumbled Doris. She was back in her usual position, lying on her stomach with her face partially buried in her duck-feather pillow.

John leaned down and kissed her on the left ear. “Be back directly,” he told her. He was answered by the soft purr of his wife’s snoring.

A moment later, he was making his way down the stairway to the lower floor. Except for John and Doris, the farmhouse was unoccupied. Their five children had long since grown up and moved on to lives of their own. John had bought the farm in 1922 and made a meager living growing corn and taters ever since, even through the hard times brought on by the Depression. It was now 1946 and, even with the prosperity that had seemingly followed the Second World War, John and Doris still found it difficult to pay the mortgage and keep a decent meal on the table come suppertime.

He reached the kitchen downstairs, then stepped into the pantry and found the lantern he kept on the top shelf just above his wife’s jars of canned preserves and green beans. John shook the lantern and heard the faint swish of kerosene in the base. There wasn’t very much left, but hopefully enough to shed some light on whatever had happened in the barn … or was still taking place, for all he knew.

John set the lantern on the kitchen table, found a book of matches in a Tampa Nugget cigar box underneath the potbelly stove, then struck one. He raised the cloudy chimney of the lantern, lit the wick, and turned up the flame. It faltered weakly, due to the lack of coal oil in the lamp’s reservoir. He just hoped it would stay lit while he was exploring the barn.

He unhooked the back door screen and stepped onto the rear porch. John stood there for a moment, feeling more than a little uneasy. The recollection of the screaming cow wasn’t all that preyed on his thoughts. Another thing that bothered him was the absence of sound in the grassy yard that stretched between the house and barn. Usually, the night was alive with the chirping of crickets, as well as the lonely call of a whippoorwill every now and then. But, at that moment, John Haskel heard nothing. The warm summer night was completely silent.

Slowly, he started toward the dark structure of the barn. He passed the clothesline where Doris hung their laundry to dry, as well as the outhouse and the tool shed. As he approached the chicken coop, the unnatural silence of that night unsteadied his nerves once again. There was well over three dozen laying hens inside the coop, but they made no noise. He could imagine them burrowed into their nests, cowering in the darkness, afraid to make a sound.

John paused next to the henhouse and took a moment to check his shotgun again, then continued on. He walked toward the single door that led into the barn and spotted something peculiar before he reached it. He lifted the lantern, casting its muted glow on the structure’s main entrance. “What the hell happened here?” he whispered to himself.

The lower half of the door sported a jagged hole that was roughly two feet in diameter. As he crouched next to the opening and ran his fingers along its splintered edges, John found that the sturdy lumber of the barn door had not been kicked or battered in. Rather, it had been gnawed completely through. He pulled his fingers away from the opening and found them coated with wetness. The dampness that clung to his fingertips was slick and foamy, like the slobber from some kind of animal.

He lowered his head to the hole in the door and listened. This time he heard something. It was an ugly combination of sounds; ripping and tearing, as well as the soft patter of liquid dripping onto the barn’s earthen floor. Two distinct smells also drifted from within the building. One was a scent that he recognized from years of hunting and field-dressing in the Tennessee woods. It was the rich, coppery odor of freshly let blood, and apparently quite a bit of it. The other was a musky, sour stench that was even more unnerving than the smell of blood. John had killed too many chicken snakes in the corn crib during his lifetime not to recognize the rancid odor that was common of a serpent.

John leaned the shotgun against the weathered wall of the barn and fumbled with the latch of the barn door. After it was disengaged, he retrieved the twelve-gauge and pushed at the door with his foot. Lazily, it swung inward with a squeal of unoiled hinges. He expected the strange noises to stop at the sound of his entrance, but, strangely enough, they didn’t. The ripping and tearing continued, as well as a noise that John could only describe as the coarse grinding of something incredibly sharp against raw bone.

The farmer said nothing. He didn’t call out in warning or attempt to scare the intruder away by making a lot of noise. No, he simply made his way as quietly as possible toward the rear of the barn and the place where the sickening sounds of feeding came from. It was the last stall near the back wall … the stall that Buttercup normally occupied.

The closer John came to the stall, the stronger the scents of blood and snake grew. He stared down at the ground. The lantern light revealed dark rivulets trickling across the floor of earth and manure, seeping from underneath the gate of Buttercup’s stall. John balanced the shotgun in his right hand and curled his index finger through the trigger guard. As he neared the stall door, he saw that deep grooves had been gouged into the wood along the top, as if something with extremely sharp claws had scrambled over the hinged partition in its haste to get to the cow.

John hesitated for a moment. The sounds of ripping and tearing and grating ceased to let up, and the farmer found himself wondering just what sort of creature could possess such an insatiable hunger. There seemed to be no pause in the intruder’s appetite. The ugly noises failed to slow down for even a second, instead growing in their ravenous fury.

The farmer took a deep breath, bracing himself for the worst. But, when he finally gathered the nerve to step up to the gate and illuminate the stall with the glow of the kerosene lantern, John Haskel was still not prepared for the horrible scene he laid witness to.

Buttercup was no longer the healthy Holstein that had provided milk, butter, and calves for the Haskel family for the past seven years. Now she was only a torn and bloody carcass that had been ripped open and disemboweled. John glanced over at the cow’s head, which lay a good five feet from its mutilated body. Buttercup’s glassy eyes stared dumbly at him, bulging from one final moment of shock and agony, but blinded by death.

John then turned his startled gaze to the horrid thing that had been responsible for the slaughter. At first, he was certain that it was some sort of monstrous dog, but the flickering light of the lantern dispelled that first impression. The creature was about as tall as a year-old calf, yet long and lean of body and limb, perhaps seven feet from snout to tail. Its neck was serpentine, as was its triangular head, which dove deeply into the cow’s open belly like a piston, pulling and tearing with powerful jaws. And there was one other point that John couldn’t ignore. The creature that had killed Buttercup was not covered with fur or hair, but with a gleaming coat of jet-black scales. Looking at it, John Haskel was reminded of the sleek and fluid body of a black racer.

The farmer swallowed dryly, feeling a little dizzy at the sight of so much blood. It was that insignificant sound that finally alerted the creature to his presence. With a cross between a snarl and hiss, the monster withdrew its head from the carcass and turned its attention toward the man at the gate. It regarded him silently for a moment and that was when John saw the thing’s eyes clearly for the first time. They were greenish-gold in color and the pupils were narrow slits like those of a snake, rather than round like a warm-blooded animal. Contempt burned in those reptilian eyes—a contempt that was plainly evil in nature—and it snapped its jaws as it drew a ragged string of bloody tissue down its gullet. Something that looked like a mixture of saliva and snot dripped from its yellowed fangs, which were razor-sharp and a good three to four inches in length.

John simply stood and stared at the creature, paralyzed for an instant by the dark malice that flared in its golden eyes. The double-barreled shotgun felt heavy in his hand and he considered putting it to use, but secretly knew that such an action would be in vain, as well as downright foolhardy. Just looking at that coat of black armor, John knew that a blast of buckshot would rattle right off it with about as much effect as spring rain on a tin roof. The load of double-aught would scarcely be out of the barrel before the creature would react, leaping over the gate of the stall after him.

Carefully, John stepped back a couple of paces. The monster continued to glare at him, its toothy jaws curling into a sinister grin. “You just go on back to your eating,” the farmer said softly. “Finish what you came to do and then git.” But, even as he said it, John knew that the creature would “git” when it was good and ready to, and not a moment before.

The glow of the lantern began to falter, its supply of kerosene dwindling down to nothing. The light began to dim and, suddenly, John knew that he had to leave right then. He shuddered at the thought of being trapped inside the barn with only pitch darkness between him and the monster.

John watched as it growled at him one last time, and then turned its attention back to the dead cow. Slowly, he backtracked to the barn door, his heart thundering in his chest. He reached the entrance just in time. The lantern’s flame winked out a moment before he ducked through and shut the door behind him.

As if in a daze, John Haskel walked through the dewy grass, back toward the farmhouse. He strained his ears and, faintly, heard the sound of bones being cracked for the marrow.

He reached the house and let himself inside. John closed the back door and locked it, but knew that it would be little security against the thing in the barn if it had a notion to come in. He just hoped that poor Buttercup would fill its belly and satisfy its hunger that night, and that it would go its way afterwards.

John mounted the stairs, walked down the hallway, and returned to his bedroom. Doris was fast asleep and he was careful not to wake her. He leaned the shotgun against the bedpost, and then shucked the work boots from his feet. Gently, he climbed into bed and slid beneath the covers.

He lay there for a very long time, unable to sleep. Trembling, he listened for sounds, but heard nothing. He had always considered himself to be a brave man who was afraid of nothing but the good Lord above. But his trip to the barn that night had given him something else to fear. He thought he had known evil, but he was mistaken. For nothing that he had come across in fifty years of hard-living could hold a candle to the abomination he had just encountered in Buttercup’s blood-splattered stall.
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Chapter One

Barber Shop Talk



“I reckon you’re next, young man.”

At the sound of Mr. Drewer’s voice, Jeb Sweeny pried his eyes from the pages of a Captain America comic book and looked up. Amos Parnell was stepping down out of the barber chair, freshly clipped and smelling of hair tonic, while Mr. Drewer flapped the striped barber’s sheet, sending twigs of curly brown hair falling to the floor. The barber stood there, holding the cloth in his liver-spotted hands like a bullfighter holding a cape, his eyes appraising the challenge of Jeb’s shaggy head.

Reluctantly, the boy closed the comic book and laid it on top of a stack of magazines, mostly Life and Saturday Evening Post. Jeb had only been halfway through the story, in which Captain America and his sidekick Bucky were in the heat of battle against storm trooping Nazis. He wanted to finish the comic and find out what happened, but Mr. Drewer was not a man to be kept waiting, especially on a Saturday afternoon with a shop full of customers.

“Yes sir,” he said politely, then approached the chair. It was a sturdy piece of equipment, all stainless steel and padded black cowhide leather. As the ten-year-old hopped up into the seat, he wondered if the electric chair at the state penitentiary in Nashville held any resemblance to Mr. Drewer’s own throne of torture.

Jeb parked himself in the chair and, a moment later, was wearing the striped sheet. He grimaced when the barber tied the strings a little too tightly around the back of his neck, but didn’t complain. Mr. Drewer jacked the chair up a few extra inches using a foot pedal at the circular base. Jeb felt the elderly man’s breath blowing warmly on the nape of his neck and pictured him standing at the ready, stainless-steel scissors in one hand and skinny, black comb in the other.

“Heavy off the sides and light on the top, I recall,” said Mr. Drewer with the all-knowing tone of a mind-reader.

“Aw, stop showing off, Howard,” Cy Newman snapped good-naturedly from his usual seat by the front window “You’ve been cutting the boy’s hair since he was a tadpole.” The old man sent a spritz of tobacco juice into a tarnished brass spittoon, and then turned his attention back to his checker game against Bill Brownwell.

Mr. Drewer ignored the critic and patted Jeb gently on the shoulder. “Am I right, son?” he asked.

“Right as rain, Mr. Drewer,” said Jeb, knowing what the reward for his loyalty would be. It came a moment later with the rattle of a glass jar and the crinkle of cellophane being peeled away. Jeb’s mouth hungrily accepted the lollipop the barber deposited there. The boy bit down on the sucker with a crunch. It was grape; his favorite flavor.

Cy grunted sourly, his wrinkled face looking a lot like Karloff’s Mummy. His frown deepened even more when Brownwell chuckled softly and jumped him three times in a row.

Jeb tried to settle back and relax, but even with the benefit of free candy, the barber chair was still one of his least favorite places to spend a Saturday afternoon. He sat ramrod straight and froze as Mr. Drewer’s scissors went to work at breakneck speed. Bits of sandy blond hair littered Jeb’s covered shoulders and, every now and then, he could feel the cold steel of the scissors against his skin. It hadn’t happened yet, but Jeb was sure that one day Mr. Drewer’s aim would slip and he would cut one of his ears off, clean as a whistle.

Instead of contemplating possible mutilation, Jeb turned his attention elsewhere. The barber shop was packed. Patrons lined the walls, some sitting and reading, while others stood around chewing the fat. The place was the same as it had been since Jeb’s first visit when he was two years old. The hardwood floor was covered with that day’s clippings—a hairy mosaic of blond, black, red, and gray—and, overhead, spun a ceiling fan that could have used a drop or two of oil in its inner workings. Behind the single chair, stretched a long counter with a big oval mirror hanging over it. The counter boasted bottles of colorful liquid and alcohol jars holding disinfected combs and scissors. The barber shop smelled strongly of bay rum, witch hazel, and talcum, so much so that you could nearly taste it.

Jeb settled his gaze on a calendar from Holt’s Feed and Fanning Equipment that hung on the wall opposite the chair. The picture for the month of June was a pleasing one to his youthful eyes; a leggy photo of a winking Betty Grable that made Jeb squirm a little, although he couldn’t figure out exactly why.

“Stop your wiggling, boy, before I end up scalping you,” said Mr. Drewer.

“Yes sir,” replied Jeb. His eyes moved along the seams of Betty’s stockings, from ankle to butt, and then back again.

“Jeb, how’s your grandmother feeling these days?” asked Benny Saunders, who owned the sawmill south of town.

The farmboy turned his eyes from the pin-up and looked at the burly man with the U.S. Navy tattoos on his forearms.

“She’s been feeling rather poorly lately,” was all he said, not wanting to elaborate.

Several men in the barber shop traded sad but knowing glances, Benny among them. “Well, you just let her know that our prayers are with her, will you?”

Jeb nodded solemnly. “Yes sir, I surely will.”

As Mr. Drewer worked, a conversation started up, involving the barber, Cy Newman, and Bill Brownwell. The subjects discussed included the drought that had plagued Tennessee so far that summer, what a good or lousy job President Truman was doing in the White House—depending on who was talking—and whether the town council would vote to have the bricks pried up out of Main Street and replace them with modern asphalt. Cy and Bill approved of the arrival of progress, while Mr. Drewer claimed that the town of Pikesville would lose what little innocence and charm it had left if even one brick was removed from its cobbled streets. Although he had no say in it, Jeb hoped that the town did vote for the paving. He had heard that you could leave your handprint in asphalt if it was warm enough and hoped to test that theory out if given half the chance.

Jeb’s attention drifted away from the talking, again returning to the calendar. His gaze centered on those fishnet hose again and he wondered how it would feel to actually touch a woman’s leg.

Then the gab turned toward other subjects and Jeb found himself regaining interest. “I ran into John Haskel over at the grocery this morning,” said Cy, crowning one of his checkers king with a gloating smile of toothless gums. “Seemed mighty shook up about something, so I asked him what was ailing him. And, Lordy mercy, you wouldn’t guess what he had to tell me!” Cy worked his jaws, draining every bit of juice from his jaw and then spitting the wad of tobacco into the spittoon with a metallic clang.

“Well, don’t leave us hanging,” complained Mr. Drewer. “Tell us what he said.”

Cy laughed, his rheumy eyes sparkling with humor. “Said that something broke into his barn last night and killed his cow. Claimed that it gutted the animal and stripped it clean down to the bone.”

“Bear?” asked Bill Brownwell as he reviewed the options for his next move.

“Nope,” said Cy with a smug grin.

Mr. Drewer finished his work with the scissors. He deposited them back into the alcohol jar, and then plugged in his electric clippers. “Come on, Cy. Why don’t you just spit it out?” He turned on the clippers and began to run it along the back of the boy’s neck and around the edges of his freckled ears.

Jeb strained to hear over the loud burr of the clippers, wanting to find out just what John Haskel had told Cy Newman. Presidents and droughts were of no interest to him, but murdered cows were right down Jeb’s alley.

“You won’t believe it, but he claimed it was some kinda monster,” laughed Cy. A drop of tobacco juice trickled down the man’s wrinkled chin and he wiped it away with the back of his hand. “Said it was sort of a cross between a snake and a hound dog.”

“You’re joshing!” said Mr. Drewer. He finally finished with the clippers and, much to Jeb’s delight, cut them off and returned them to the counter.

“I swear on a stack of Bibles, that’s what he told me, word for word,” proclaimed Cy Newman. “Said it was all covered with black scales and had a mouth bristling with sharp teeth. Said he seen it with his own eyes.”

“Aw, that’s a load of bullsh—” began Bill, but altered his statement at the sight of the boy in the chair, “—shingles! John didn’t see no such thing!”

“Claims to have the proof,” said Cy. “Said he went back down to his barn this morning and all that was left of his cow was bones. Every shred of meat and hide had been stripped clean off.”

“Could’ve been some sort of circus freak,” allowed Mr. Drewer. “Maybe a deformed animal that got loose somehow. I hear tell there’s a carnival going on over in Bedloe County.”

“Wasn’t no freak!” balked Bill Brownwell. His eyes drifted around the checkerboard, but the prospect of him winning that afternoon’s game was slim. “John was just having a nightmare. Or, else, he was a little too free with the bottle last night. He wasn’t above taking a swig every so often in his younger days and that’s a fact!”

Jeb knew his torturous time in the barber chair was reaching its end when he caught the dusty scent of talcum. The bristles of Mr. Drewer’s brush tickled the back of his neck an instant later, brushing the stray hairs away and coating his skin with the fine, white powder.

“Anyway, he said he was going over to the sheriff’s office and have Ed North come out and take a look at it. Don’t know what Ed would do about it, though. He’s better at working crossword puzzles and polishing a chair seat with his butt, than chasing cow-eating critters across Mangrum County.”

Bill kicked Cy in the shin beneath the checker table. “Ain’t proper to be talking about the law like that in front of the young,” a wounded look crossed the elderly man’s face. “Ain’t saying nothing that ain’t already been said a dozen times before,” he grumbled as he moved another checker.

Jeb felt the strings around his neck loosen, allowing him to breathe freely again. Soon, the sheet was off him and he was hopping down out of the chair. By the time he turned around, Mr. Drewer’s hand was outstretched, his palm resembling a collection plate at Sunday services. Jeb dug into the right pocket of his Duckhead overalls and withdrew seventy-five cents. He laid the three quarters in the man’s hand and peered at himself in the oval mirror. Mr. Drewer had really given him a shearing this time. He felt absolutely naked, so much so that he had to look down to make sure he was still fully clothed.

After the transaction had been completed, the next customer was called and the barber chair was occupied once again. Jeb lingered beside the shop’s open door, reluctant to leave before he heard the rest of the story concerning John Haskel’s dead cow.

“You know,” mused Mr. Drewer as he snapped Jeb’s blond hairs from the folds of the sheet and tied it around Benny Saunder’s sunburned neck, “If something odd did break into Haskel’s barn and did eat his cow … and if this thing did look like he said it did … well, then, I reckon we all have a pretty good notion where the critter came from. And, I’ll give you a hint. It wasn’t from no traveling carnival, either.”

An uneasy silence hung in the barber shop for a moment. Then Cy Newman arched his snow-white brows. “You mean … Fear County?”

Mr. Drewer opened his mouth to reply, but clammed up when he saw Jeb still standing in the doorway. “You’d best head on downtown, Jeb,” he said with a flourish of his comb. “Sam’s probably done with his business at the feed store. It wouldn’t do for him to get into trouble while waiting for you.”

Jeb knew the barber was right. “Yes sir,” he said, and then left, stepping outside into the bright sunlight. The sun-baked sidewalk scorched the bottoms of his bare feet and he hopped off the curve and into a patch of cool shadow that stretched in the alleyway next to the barber shop. Standing there, he attempted to hear more of the conversation between Mr. Drewer and the checker players, but all he could detect was a low mumbling.

With a sigh, Jeb finished the rest of his sucker. He stripped the last crystals of grape candy from the stick, and then tossed it into the gutter. He looked out into the street and spotted a familiar form stretched out in the shade beneath the apple bin in front of the grocery store. “Buckshot!” he yelled. “Git over here, boy!”

The bluetick hound opened his eyelids and stretched his speckled legs. Reluctantly, he rolled over and crept out from beneath the fruit stand, looking none too happy about being roused from his nap. As the dog made its way carefully across the street, waiting for a tan Buick to pass before continuing on, Jeb smiled at his best friend in the whole world. Buckshot had been his constant companion since he was four years old and, since that time, both had gone on their share of coon-hunts together. On one such hunt a couple of autumns ago was where Buckshot had received some of his more interesting features. The hound was blind in his right eye and was missing most of his left ear. The injuries had come from an unexpected tangle with an angry she-coon that Buckshot had been trying to tree. The raccoon—which had been nearly twice the size of the bluetick—would have more than likely killed Buckshot if Jeb hadn’t gotten there in time to run the feisty animal off into the dense woods along the winding channel of Mossy Creek.

When the dog finally reached the mouth of the alleyway, Jeb crouched down and ran an affectionate hand along his back. “You’re a good of boy, ain’tcha?”

Buckshot replied with a yawn and a burst of bad breath in his master’s face.

“I do declare, Buckshot,” said Jeb, rocking back on his heels. “Smells like you fell head-first into an outhouse and swallowed yourself a bellyful.” He rummaged through his overall pockets, sorting through an assortment of treasures common of boys his age: a lucky buckeye, coins flattened by train wheels, a Case pocketknife with a dull blade, and a flint arrowhead he had unearthed in a creek bed. Finally, he found what he was looking for. He withdrew an unwrapped stick of King Leo peppermint candy, picked the pocket lint off it, and broke it in half. He gave one piece to Buckshot, while keeping the other. “Here, this oughta help. But don’t go too near Grandma. If she smells it on your breath, she’ll tan my hide and give me a talking to about giving you the worms.”

Buckshot gobbled up the candy swiftly, chewing it only twice before swallowing the rest of it whole. Jeb savored his more slowly, even though the mixture of grape and peppermint left a bitter taste in his mouth.

Jeb stared out into the street again, wondering if he could make it to the other side of Pikesville without burning the soles of his feet. It was nearly two in the afternoon. The sun was hot and the streets and sidewalks of the little town could have fried eggs. He gauged the amount of shade provided by the awnings of various shops along Main Street and decided that there simply wasn’t enough islands of relief between there and the feed store. He decided to take the long route and enjoy the shadows that the back alleyway provided.

“Come on, boy,” he called to the dog. “Let’s go find Sam.”

As Jeb rounded the back of the barber shop and started down the alleyway that was choked with smelly trash cans and empty boxes and packing crates, Buckshot gave the cool spot beneath the apple bin a last, longing glance, then faithfully followed his young master.


Chapter Two

Three Against One



Jeb headed north across town, skirting the rear walls of Drewer’s Barber Shop, the Fashion Boutique, and the Pikesville Five & Dime. The bright humidity of that June afternoon was left behind on the main thoroughfare. There in the alleyway, the shadows were thick and plentiful. There was even something of a breeze blowing from the south, if only a small one. The boy grinned as the air fluttered through the stubble of tiny hairs on the back of his freshly trimmed neck. It felt deceptively cool for a day that was topping the upper nineties.

As he walked, swirling his tongue around the peppermint stick, Jeb’s thoughts turned back to the topic that had been discussed during his departure. The story about the devoured cow in John Haskel’s barn was interesting to be certain, but something else intrigued his youthful curiosity even more. And that was Fear County.

Jeb had heard about the place all his life, but strangely enough, knew absolutely nothing about it. All he knew was that it had been named Fear a hundred years or so ago because that was the emotion the dark and desolate county conjured the most, and the name had stuck, even on the state maps. He also knew that it was located sixteen miles due south, bordering their own rural county of Mangrum. Jeb tried hard to recall any other information he had gathered about the county during his ten years, but found that there was very little to remember.

As the peppermint reached its end and his fingers grew red and sticky, Jeb suddenly came up with something, although the incident came across a little hazy and unfocused at first. He studied on the event for a moment, trying to remember it as clearly as possible.

When he was five years old, there had been a Saturday morning when he came to town with his Grandma Sweeny to shop for new Sunday shoes. He remembered that part plainly at least—the way the patent-leathers had pinched and cramped feet that were accustomed to fresh air and the feel of gravel and grass. In any case, they were leaving Thompson’s Shoe Store, when they noticed that Main Street had been cleared of weekend shoppers. In the center of the avenue was the patrol car of the then sheriff of Mangrum County, Jake Anderson, parked crossways, blocking all traffic from either north or south. The sheriff stood behind his blue Ford, holding a Winchester shotgun, the kind you pump the fore grip to load. Along with him were several other men, all men Jeb knew on sight, but oddly enough wearing deputy badges. They also carried guns, mostly their own hunting rifles.

Jeb remembered him and Grandma standing in the doorway of the shoe store, confused about what was going on. Then Sheriff Anderson looked over at them. The expression on his face looked about as cheerful as a funeral. “I’d advise you and the boy to step back inside, Miss Lucille,” the constable had said. “There’s trouble coming.”

They had done as they had been told. Henry Thompson came over and closed the open door, then stood next to Jeb and his grandmother as they curiously stared out the front window at the sheriff and his sworn-in deputies. Anderson had been right, for a moment later trouble did, indeed, arrive in Pikesville. It came in the form of a sleek, black sedan, heading at a high rate of speed down the center of Main Street. It was heading from north to south … heading straight for the Fear County line.

Jeb had watched as Sheriff Anderson left his place behind his car and stepped out into the center of the street, looking more than a little scared. When the car kept on coming, giving no evidence of intending to slow down, Anderson had lifted the shotgun to his shoulder and fired. The load of pellets hit the sedan’s right front tire, blowing it out. The black car slowed a little, but not nearly enough. The sheriff jumped out of the way and the sedan slammed forcefully into the side of the patrol car with a buckling of metal and a crash of broken glass.

A moment later, the sedan’s passenger door popped open and a man jumped out. All that Jeb remembered about the fellow was that he was bearded and as skinny as a rail, and that he held a butcher knife in his hand. A bloody butcher knife. “Drop that blade, Jack Gallow!” the sheriff had demanded. But the man had merely laughed, his eyes bright and crazy as he tightened his grip on the carving knife and kept right on coming.

The Winchester had boomed for a second time. Jeb saw the man go down, shot in the left leg, a second before Grandma’s meaty hand had clamped firmly over Jeb’s eyes, cutting off his view. He had managed to pry one of her fingers loose, though, long enough to see Anderson’s temporary deputies rush to the trunk of the car. Jeb heard the muffled crying of a child as the men worked at the trunk lid with a crowbar. Then it was open and the crying grew louder. The faces of the deputies grew as pale as lard and one of the men even turned and puked, right there in the center of Main Street.

Then Jeb heard one of the deputies say something that had stuck in the boy’s mind for the past five years of his life. He had said “The dirty son of a bitch…he’s done taken the young’un’s arm!”

Jeb didn’t know exactly what that had meant back then, and he still wasn’t exactly sure. He just remembered them hauling Jack Gallow, laughing wildly, toward the courthouse, while Sheriff Anderson followed, carrying a squawling baby that was wrapped in a blood-drenched blanket. Jeb thought of poor Jake Anderson. The sheriff had never quite been the same jovial man after that. In fact, it was only a year and a half later when Anderson had locked himself in a cell of Mangrum County jail, put the barrel of his service revolver against the roof of his mouth, and blew his brains out.

Jeb recalled the talk that had circulated following the arrest of Jack Gallow and one of the things that had been said was that the knife-wielding madman had been born and bred in Fear County. Jeb knew that Gallow had been convicted and sent to the State Pen, but he had no idea what had happened to the infant that had been delivered from the trunk of Gallow’s black sedan. Sometimes Jeb dreamt about that Saturday morning and woke in a cold sweat, swearing that he heard the crying of that kidnapped baby in the bloody blanket.

The boy continued on down the rear alleyway, feeling goose bumps prickle the flesh of his freckled arms. The mere thought that the critter that had killed John Haskel’s cow had also been from Fear County sent a delicious thrill of spooky excitement through Jeb. He could imagine it crouching over the gutted Holstein, grinning wickedly and looking, for all the world, like the reptilian kin of Jack Gallow himself.

Jeb nearly jumped out of his skin when a shrill yelp came from behind him. He swallowed the last piece of his peppermint and stopped, dead still in the alleyway, afraid to move. He heard the pad of quick feet and, at first, was certain that it was the snake-critter, running straight for him. But, a moment later, his fear turned to relief. Buckshot shot past him, a wounded howl barreling up out of his throat. The hound dog ran a couple more yards, and then stopped. With a hurt expression in his eyes, Buckshot tenderly licked at his haunches.

“What in tarnation’s wrong with you, boy?” asked Jeb. He took a couple of steps forward, then let out a yell himself as a rock the size of a walnut struck him squarely between the shoulder blades.

“That’s what’s wrong with your mangy mutt, you little bastard!” came a voice from behind a stack of wooden crates Jeb had passed only a second ago.

Instantly, Jeb’s relief dissolved. It sped past the emotion of fear and became a mixture of panic and pure terror. He recognized that voice, as well as the snickering laughter that accompanied it.

He didn’t want to turn around, but he did anyway. They were there just as he expected them to be. It was Troy Jenkins and his bucktoothed cronies, the Boone twins. Troy was two years older than Jeb and a notorious bully to him and his fellow classmates at Pikesville Elementary School. Troy was well known for the suffering and humiliation he subjected the local children to on a daily basis, as well as his much-dreaded “Indian rope burn.” Danny and Donnie Boone pretty much tagged along in order to brown-nose and stay in Troy’s good graces, flanking him on both sides like a pair of human bookends. But, sometimes, they too got in on the action, holding down helpless victims, while Troy inflicted whatever torment popped into his demented head at the time.

“You’d best stay away from me, Troy Jenkins,” said Jeb, trying his best to sound brave, despite the tremor in his voice. “And leave my dog alone, too.”

“Aw! And what if I don’t, bastard?” leered Troy. His grin revealed that horrifying mouthful of missing and broken teeth that gave him the appearance of a hungry gator every time he smiled. “What’re you gonna do then? Huh?”

In spite of his fear, Jeb bristled at the name he had been called. “You take that back, Troy. I ain’t one and you know it!”

The twelve-year-old’s green eyes sparkled cruelly. “What? A bastard? Well, now, that’s what you are. You ain’t got no mama, do you?”

Jeb’s face turned hot and red. “Sure, I do.”

Troy laughed. “That’s funny, ’cause I sure ain’t never seen her. Have you, boys?”

“Never have,” agreed Donnie Boone.

“Can’t rightly say that I have either,” matched Danny Boone.

“Well, I do have one,” proclaimed Jeb defensively. “It’s just that she’s been gone for a long time.”

“Yeah,” said Troy with a smirk. “Since you were a little baby. Way I heard it, she got the hots for a traveling preacherman who did a revival here and ran off with him.”

Jeb said nothing, feeling a sudden attack of shame grip him. There was nothing he could say to dispute what Troy had just said. After all, like it or not, it was the truth. Everyone in Pikesville seemed to know about his runaway mother and the sinful way she had up and left her husband and newborn child, although they were tactful enough not to mention it. That was, everyone except Troy Jenkins.

“Okay,” Jeb finally allowed, “So my mama ain’t around. That still don’t make me a bastard. You’re only a bastard when you don’t have a daddy.”

Troy spat into the dirt of the alleyway and laughed. “That’s a joke. You’ve gotta be a bastard, ’cause you sure as hell don’t have much of a daddy, do you? Came back from the war with his brains all scrambled, acting like a dadblamed baby. Tell me something, bastard. Do you change your daddy’s diapers?”

Jeb felt anger creep up the back of his neck. He clenched his fists into hard balls, but didn’t advance toward the bully. Troy had six inches of height on him and a good twenty pounds, and Jeb knew that it was unwise to buck such odds, especially when there was a hefty dose of pure meanness to go along with everything else.

“I said for you to stop calling me that,” he repeated. “You know what my name is, so why don’t you use it?”

“Yeah,” said Troy in a mocking voice. “I know your damned name. It’s Jeb Sweeny. Jeb! What kinda stupid name is that to have?”

Again, Jeb was at a loss for words. He too had wondered why he had been given such a name at birth. He had come up with two plausible explanations: Either he had been named after the Confederate hero, J.E.B. Stuart, or his mother, who Grandma said had suffered from a lisp, had intended to call him Jed but had mistakenly called him Jeb instead.

“You said it, Troy,” said Donnie eagerly. “Jeb is a dumb name.”

“Jeb!” groaned Danny, pretending to stick his finger down his throat.

Troy Jenkins looked over at his two pals, a little irritated. “You know, I’m sick and tired of all this talking,” he said, staring the Boones into obedient silence. Then he turned his mischievous eyes back to Jeb. “Been a while since I’ve given you a sound thrashing, ain’t it, Sweeny?”

Jeb’s anger began to falter and he felt the familiar sensation of fear resurface. He shot a quick glance over his shoulder and gauged the distance between where he stood and the far end of the alleyway. A good sixty or seventy feet lay in between and he knew he would never make it to safety, even if he had a head start. It looked as if he would have to take the punishment that Troy and the Boones seemed determined to inflict on him, whether he liked it or not.

Troy took a menacing step forward, grinning like some sort of deranged circus chimp. He hadn’t gotten five feet, when Jeb heard a low growl rumble closely behind him. The farmboy couldn’t help but smile to himself. Buckshot was a good, easy-going dog … except when those he loved were threatened somehow. Then he quickly bared his teeth and stood his ground, like an ornery ol’ grizzly bear wrapped tightly in dog skin.

The bully stopped and glared at the bluetick hound. Behind the meanness in his eyes, Jeb’ could detect a glint of apprehension, if only a little. “Donnie,” he called to one of the twins. “Keep that flea farm outta our way, whilst we get down to brass tacks, okay?”

Donnie Boone swallowed with a low bobbing of his Adam’s apple. He looked at Buckshot. The dog’s lean body trembled as he stood poised, ready to leap forward, his dark lips curled away from a wolfish grin of yellowed, canine teeth. Then Donnie looked back over at Troy and decided that he feared the bully even more than he did the dog. He bent down and, finding a length of splintered two-by-four close by, hefted it threateningly in his hand. “All right, boss. I’ve got’im covered.”

Suddenly, without any further warning, Troy and Danny attacked. They came at Jeb at different angles, Danny diving for his feet, while Troy swung a fist straight toward his head. Jeb, of course, attempted to dodge the blow, but, like always, he was just a shade too slow in moving. Troy’s knuckles glanced off his left cheekbone and the tip of his nose, bringing a burst of burning pain. A second later, Danny tackled him around the shins, putting all the force he could muster behind it. Jeb fought to keep his balance, but to no avail. Soon, he was slamming his back on the dusty ground with enough impact to drive the breath completely from his lungs.

As Troy and Danny pounced on him, Jeb turned his head and saw Donnie Boone run toward Buckshot with the board fisted in both hands like a Louisville Slugger. The hound dog barked and growled, but was sensible enough to back away and stay clear of the two-by-four. Donnie looked scared at first, but when the dog refused to come closer, he grew cocky and began to taunt Buckshot, daring him to try thing.

Just when Jeb began to regain his lost breath, he felt Troy’s weight descend on him, the patched knee of his blue jeans landing squarely in the center of his stomach. The pain that shot through his belly was so strong that he nearly lost the lunch of baloney sandwiches and buttermilk that Grandma had packed for his and Sam’s trip to town that afternoon. He swallowed hard, however, and managed to keep from throwing up.

“Hold his arms!” Troy told Danny. A moment later, Danny was standing over Jeb, his filthy bare feet bearing down on the farmboy’s wrists. Jeb struggled to break loose, but he simply couldn’t gain the leverage to do so. He looked up at the sparkle of sadistic cruelty in Troy’s eyes as the bully sat on top of his chest. Something about the ugly expression in Jenkins’s eyes told him that his infamous Indian Rope Burn was the furthest thing from his mind at the moment. No, he had something much more humiliating in store for his latest victim.

“I know it’s past dinnertime, Sweeny,” said Troy with a snaggle-toothed grin. “But, I do declare if you don’t still look a little hungry.” He glanced at each Boone brother. “What do you think, boys? Don’t he look hungry to y’all?”

Danny nodded. “Sure does. Real hungry.”

Donnie refused to pry his eyes from the dog that still snapped and snarled nearby. “Yeah, boss. Whatever you say.”

Troy returned his gaze back to the ten-year-old beneath him. Jeb stared back and noticed that the color of Troy’s eyes was the same as algae floating on top of a stagnant pond. “Is that right, Sweeny? Are you still hankering for something to eat? Well, if you are, I’ll sure oblige you.”

Terrified, Jeb watched as Troy reached into his shirt pocket and rummaged around for something that seemed to allude his probing fingers. A myriad of nasty creatures danced through Jeb’s thoughts, but none could compare to what Troy finally produced. For, held between his thumb and forefinger, was a fat black bug that wiggled and squirmed in his grasp. It was a dung beetle, or, as most kids called it, a doo-doo bug. Jeb saw that its bulbous hindquarters was crusted with something brown that, more than likely, wasn’t Tennessee clay mud.

“A beauty, ain’t it?” asked Troy proudly. “Know where I found it? It was crawling on top of a stinky cowpie out in Fletcher Howell’s pasture. It was busier than a bee, rolling up them little balls of shit, getting ready to lay its eggs in ’em. But I just couldn’t resist picking up the little critter and taking it with me … in case I found someone hungry enough to want it.”

“This ain’t funny, Troy Jenkins,” said Jeb. He tried to cock his head away from the squirming beetle, but the ground wouldn’t allow his retreat.

Troy snickered. “Don’t mean it to be funny,” he said. “Danny, do me a big favor. Reach down and open his mouth for me. I’ve got my hands full with this bug here.”

“You got it,” said Danny Boone. The bucktoothed boy squatted down and, using both hands, pried Jeb’s jaws apart.

“Get ready, Sweeny,” said Troy, lowering the doo-doo bug, inch by inch, toward Jeb’s open mouth. “’Cause here it comes.”

Jeb attempted to close his mouth, but Danny’s hands were much too stout. He caught the sickening scent of cow manure and felt one of the beetle’s oily black legs tickle his upper lip. Seemingly at the point of defeat, Jeb closed his eyes and waited for the insect to fall, kicking and flailing, past his tongue and down his throat.

But just when the humiliating act seemed on the verge of being completed, a reprieve came from clear out of the blue.

“Now, ain’t that a nasty thang to do to somebody,” came an adult voice that sounded like rusty nails grating against sandpaper. “Just plain, downright nasty!”


Chapter Three

Roscoe Steps In



Immediately, the dung beetle was lifted away from Jeb’s mouth. The boy breathed a sigh of relief, but knew very well that he wasn’t out of the woods yet. The appearance of a grown-up didn’t mean much to Troy Jenkins. The bully wasn’t the type to back down, even in the face of authority. After all, he had spit chewing tobacco in Principal Garton’s face last year and stamped the instep of his foot so hard that the man was forced to wear a cast for nearly three weeks. Troy had been suspended from school for his shenanigans, but had come back even meaner and more rebellious toward his teachers than before.

Danny Boone stepped away, freeing Jeb’s aching jaw and wrists, but Troy stayed where he was, perched on top of the farmboy’s chest. “What the hell do you want, nigger?” he asked. Jeb sensed the bully’s emotions shifting gears, clutching from sadistic mischief to flat-out hatred.

Jeb twisted his head around and saw exactly who his savior was. It was an elderly black man, perhaps sixty years of age. The Negro was tall and as bony as a skeleton. He wore a dusty fedora hat, threadbare traveling clothes, and wire-rimmed spectacles with lenses as thick as the bottoms of soda pop bottles. Slung across his slightly hunched back was an old flattop Fender guitar with a worn shaving strop as a makeshift strap.

The black man stared at Troy Jenkins, frowning sourly. “What I want, son, is for you to stick that shit bug back in your pocket and leave this poor boy alone. Ain’t a nice thang you’re a-doing to him, you know.”

Jeb detected Troy’s animosity suddenly center on a different victim. “Oh, I get it,” said the bully. “You’re more hungry than Sweeny here is. Well, I ain’t one to deny a man a square meal.” Troy left his seat on Jeb’s chest and stood up, dangling the dung beetle toward the elderly man. “I reckon I’ll feed it to you instead.”

The Negro grinned, displaying a mouth that shared equal space between God-given ivory and dentist-given gold. In fact, Jeb figured you could probably melt down all those gold teeth and come up with a solid ounce or two of the precious metal. “You’ve got balls, boy,” said the black man. “But that don’t mean you’ve got a bit of brains in your head. I suggest you and your buddies move on along.”

Troy Jenkins laughed loudly. “Uh-uh. Not until I cram this bug down your skinny throat, old nigger.” He motioned to the two Boone brothers. “What do you say, fellas? Why don’t we wrestle the peckerwood down and feed it to him?”

Danny grinned broadly; his protruding teeth making him look a lot like Edgar Bergen’s Mortimer Snerd. “Sounds good. Let’s do it to him!”

Donnie, however, wasn’t as enthusiastic. “I don’t know, Troy,” he said, looking a little doubtful. “I’ve heard about them niggers. Some of ’em know black magic. You know, voodoo and conjuring and stuff like that.”

“Bullshit!” said Troy, taking a threatening step toward the old man.

The Negro’s eyes glinted shrewdly. “He ain’t joking, son. Our kind do know of such things and some of us even practice ’em. Take me, for example. I come from a long line of black sorcerers. My grandpappy was an African witch doctor and my pappy before me was a mojo man from down Louisiana way. Just natural that I’d follow in their footsteps as well.”

Troy stopped a few yards from the black man and studied him for a moment. He grinned as he stuffed the squirming beetle back into his shirt pocket. “Okay, old nigger,” he taunted. “Why don’t you just show me some of that black magic of yours. Come on, turn me into a frigging toad or some such thing.”

Donnie Boone looked horrified. “Don’t, Troy! He might just up and do it.”

The Negro smiled. “Best listen to your friend, boy. Wouldn’t do to tempt me.”

“Aw, you’re full of it,” snapped Troy. “Come on, Danny. Let’s give this old nigger the Indian Rope Burn. Or are you just as chickenshit as your brother?”

A trace of reluctance shone in Danny’s eyes, but only for a second. “Of course not, Troy. Let’s get the old son of a bitch.”

Jeb sat up from his prone position and watched as Troy Jenkins and Danny Boone started toward the man who had saved him from having to swallow a doo-doo bug. They were almost upon the lanky Negro, when the man reached inside the open collar of his shirt and withdrew something that was attached to a length of beaded rawhide around his neck.

It was a dried chicken foot, hacked cleanly off just above its skinny ankle.

“Oh, Lordy, Troy,” moaned Donnie Boone dropping his two-by-four. “Now you’ve done gone and done it!”

“Done what?” asked Troy harshly. “Ain’t nothing but an old chicken’s foot.”

The old black man flashed his golden grin. “You are stupid, ain’t you, boy? Don’t you know a mojo charm when you lay eyes on one?”

“That ain’t no charm,” said Danny, although there was a definite lack of conviction in his voice.

“Yes, it is, son,” said the old man. “And the things it can do to a soul … well, if I told you, it’d sure enough curl your hair.”

“I ain’t gonna listen to your bull,” said Troy. He glanced ever at Danny. “Well, are you with me? Are we gonna give him the Burn or not?”

“Uh, sure,” said Danny. “I reckon so.”

When they took a couple more steps toward the old man, he raised the chicken foot and began to move it in an odd circular motion, rattling the beads on the thong at the same time. “Well now, I reckon ya’ll just won’t give me no choice but to put a curse on you. Can’t say I’ll be too sorry about it, either, considering the no-good ya’ll were up to when I arrived.”

Troy laughed. “Curse! What kinda curse are you gonna put on us, nigger?”

The black man’s smile gleamed like yellow fire. “Let me see. I could hex you with several that I could think of off land. But it’s gotta be something really special. Something that’ll teach you a lesson.”

“What?” asked Donnie Boone, his eyes as wide as silver dollars. “Whatcha gonna do to us?”

“I know,” said the Negro with a sinister grin. “I think I’ll nit the hoodoo on your private parts. Maybe shrivel your peckers till they fall plumb off. Then you won’t have nothing to play with in your beds at night.”

It was at that moment that Jeb Sweeny saw something that he thought he would never witness in his lifetime. The expression of smugness in Troy Jenkins’s face slipped away and, in its place, bloomed a look of growing terror. Apparently, the old Negro had found Troy’s Achilles heel, so to speak.

Then, without another word, the elderly man began to buck and dance. His eyes rolled up into his head until only the whites showed and he waved the disembodied chicken foot back and forth. “Ungalla-chilla-changa!” he shrieked, moving toward Troy and his cohorts. “Megella-hebba-debbamagoolla-banga! “

Donnie Boone’s face turned pale and his eyes bugged from his head. “I feel it happening!” he moaned. “I can feel mine starting to shrivel!”

Danny was also caught up in the same fit of hysteria. “Me, too!” He stared down at the crotch of his overalls and was shocked to see a wet spot spreading across the denim material.

Troy suddenly knew when he had met his match. His genitals began to tighten in fear, but he wasn’t about to take any chances, especially not where his favorite appendage was concerned. “Come on, fellas!” he yelled. “Let’s git the hell outta here!”

Jeb sat on the ground and watched as Troy Jenkins and the Boone brothers turned tail and ran, heading back down the alley toward the southern end of town. Jeb savored that sight, committing it to memory so he could relay it, detail by precious detail, to his classmates when school started back that following September.

The lanky black man stopped his chanting and dancing. He waited until the boys were out of sight in a cloud of churning dust, then sat down on an apple crate nearby and cackled to the high heavens. “Lawdy mercy!” he shrilled, tears coming to his eyes. “Never in my born days have I seen a pack of white boys run so fast!”

Jeb left his spot on the ground and
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