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Chapter One

 


 Slivers of
moonlight slice through the overgrown and strangled canopy, causing
shadows to shift and dance between the vibrant fall foliage of the
forest. A shiver ripples through me. “Come on, guys!” I call out,
my heart quickening its pace. “This isn’t funny!” I turn in a
circle, raising my torch. Its weak beam scarcely pierces the night,
and the darkness feels claustrophobic—like it’s somehow closing in
on me—a tangible malevolent entity.

 Get a grip, Mya, I chastise myself as I
consciously swallow my growing fear. You’re not afraid of the
fucking dark! But the longer I spend carefully navigating the
inky gloom of the Atlanta State Forest Area, the more unnerved and
panicked I become. “Guys?” I try again, my tone not quite as
confident. “All right, you’ve had your fun! Joke’s on me.” But as
my voice is sucked into the dark, there’s no response. Not a stray
torch beam, not a snicker or laugh, not even a twig snap. “Fuck,” I
breathe.

I’m beginning to regret agreeing to this
stupid Halloween camping trip. Reaching into the pocket of my
jeans, I fish out my cell. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” No signal. Not even
one measly bar of reception. I can’t call my friends or text for
help. “Don’t be such a pussy,” I say aloud, as if hearing my own
voice might somehow calm my blossoming anxiety and make me feel
less alone. “You’ve got this. Just head back the way you came.”
It’s the most logical course of action. If my friends are going to
be dicks and ham up this All Hallows’ Eve scare bullshit, I’ll just
find my way back to our camp and give them a piece of my fucking
mind when I get there.

But which way did I come? I’ve turned
myself about in my panic to locate my so-called best friends. I’d
never pull this shit on them. Well, maybe, I love a good
fright and prank as much as the next person, but I’d certainly know
when the gag was up. I wouldn’t want the girls I’ve been with
through two years of college to have a heart attack on me, that’s
for sure! Licking my lips, I lift my torch again, looking for
anything remotely familiar. But in this dark and seemingly unending
natural wonderland, everything looks the same. It’s just trees in
every direction as far as the eye can see—at least with what
limited vision I have.

Okay. This is a state park. It might be
fucking huge, but it has borders. It does have an end. And
if I pick a direction and just walk, I’m bound to eventually come
across a trail, or marker, or something that’ll lead me to
civilization once more. There’s no need to freak out. I’m a
grown-ass adult and it’s just trees. Worst case scenario? I startle
a herd of resting elk, or some small critter that calls this place
home, like a fox or … my breath hitches in my throat. There’s a
recovering gray wolf population in the forests of Michigan.
Fuck! What were we thinking? We came out here unarmed and
without a solid plan in the event of an emergency. I didn’t even
let my family know what I’d be up to.

 Our impromptu
Halloween adventure sounded like fun when the idea came up. But
now, it’s beginning to feel a little like a B-grade horror movie
come to life. And how in God’s name could I forget about
rattlesnakes? Sweet Jesus. I freeze mid-step, my fear
getting the better of me. If I step on a fucking snake and get
bitten, I won’t survive to see the sunrise, let alone until an
alarm is raised and rescue arrives.

What do I do? I can’t just sit here, can I?
Or maybe I should? It’ll suck and I’ll be piquing it all fucking
night long, but I’m uninjured and safe at the moment. If I just
hang tight and wait until morning, it’ll at least be much safer to
proceed through the forest during daylight. I’d be far less likely
to disturb the wildlife accidentally, or fall down a hole, or trip
over a log. My mind fills with a plethora of undesirable scenarios,
and I shiver.

If I keep traipsing through the dark I could
not only trip or fall, but I could also break something, or take a
bad tumble and hit my head. What if the injury were to be severe? I
could be out here bleeding to death before anyone even knows I’m
missing. And blood attracts predators, an intrusive thought
reminds me. Well, shit. It’s starting to look a hell of a lot like
I’m fucked if I do, and fucked if I don’t.

“Mya!”

My ears prick up and my heart races as I
peer into the darkness. It sounds like my friend Emily. “Em?” I
yell back. “Where are you? I can’t see shit!”

“Over here!”

Well, that’s fucking helpful. I
groan. Despite my fear and misgivings, I take several hesitant
steps through the forest. “Do you have your torch?” I yell. My
torch! Of course. “Emily! Come toward the light!” If she’s
lost her torch, it’ll be far easier for her to come to me, than the
other way around. I shine the weak beam on a nearby red pine,
steadily moving the spot of light up and down the gnarled bark in
the hope she’ll see it through the ancient trunks and foliage.

Heart still thumping in my chest, I hear
nothing. If she’s out there, she’s not moving, or if she is, it’s
not toward me. “Emily!” I call out again with panic. “Can you still
hear me?”

Several tense moments of silence follow,
before her familiar voice answers.

“Mya! Help me, please!”

 Shit.
“Are you hurt? Stay put! I’ll come to you. Just keep talking!” I
don’t know where it comes from, but I find my courage. Dauntless, I
head into the gloom in the direction I think I can hear her. I’m
scared, yeah, but my friend needs me. I have to pull myself
together and help. Emily’s pulled my head out of the toilet on more
than one occasion during our college tenure, and she’s always been
the best wing-girl. I’m not wimping out now, not when it matters
most, not when she needs me.


Chapter Two

 


The terrain is uneven, and an obstacle
presents a new danger every few feet. The thought of being without
my sad little excuse for a torch is unthinkable. Its weak radiance
is just enough to see what’s directly in front of me. The scent of
petrichor fills the air as I go, the lush, damp, earthy aroma
inundating my senses. It relaxes me the tiniest bit. It’s one of my
favorite things. The beauty of nature combined with the life-giving
promise of rain is satisfying and soothing in a way I’ve never been
quite able to explain.

 But rain right now? That’s not so great. The
notion of being drenched to the bone and out here shivering is not
something I want to give further thought. But when the sky falls is
not up to me. Mother Nature has her ways and they’re not for me to
question.

“Mya! It hurts!” Emily’s voice sounds
pained, and somehow more distant and faint.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I swear. I’m just not
covering ground fast enough. But what the shit is Emily doing? Is
she walking away from me? Or is she fast losing her strength? If
she passes out, I’ll have no hope of finding her. A twig snaps
nearby and my heart seizes. I freeze on the spot like a startled
deer. With bated breath, I wait. For what? I’m not sure, I’m simply
reacting at this point.

Another sound, like the crunch and rustle of
feet through the thick carpet of fall leaves has my heart racing
again. “Emily?” I venture, my voice quavering. “Is that you?”

There’s no answer and the temperature around
me drops inexplicably.

A chill shivers down my spine, my hand
trembles, and I warily raise my torch to scan my surroundings.
Nothing. Nothing. I’m alone … until I’m not. I catch a glint
of white in the dark and I gasp, my soul practically leaving my
body as someone—or more accurately, something—steps into the
light. I raise the weak beam as the creature rises from all fours
to its full height. It must be ten feet tall! For a
split-second I think it’s a bear, because all I’m taking in is
black fur and a broad chest, but then as terror seeps into my veins
like a slow-drip poison, I realize the reality is so much
worse.

With impossibly muscular limbs ending in
vicious, curved claws, an exposed rib cage protecting its huge
chest, the thick black fur covers the being from its taloned toes
to its neck. There the fur stops, giving way to a long, bleached
stag skull face with hollow sockets where eyes should be, and
enormous blood-soaked fangs. And sprouting from its
nightmare-inducing skull face are a pair of spectacular gnarled
antlers.

“Fucking Jesus,” I breathe, every fiber of
my being transformed to stone. I’m literally paralyzed by fear.
It’s a goddamn fucking
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