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It Tastes of Salt and Terror
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The small creature’s scream cuts off with a gurgle. Long ears fall limp. The sudden silence ricochets through my head. Deafening. White fur turns red. Coppery rivulets trickle down my chin as I gobble the steaming entrails. I crack bones and suck out the marrow. It does nothing to ease the gnawing in my belly. 

Hunger drives me onward.

The promise of frost scents the air; I throw back my head and howl. Short days loom ahead—cold, lean times.

I need to feed. To rend flesh, to consume, to gorge. 

No matter how I try, the void cannot be filled.
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Seamus eyed the dried leaves on the floor of the Adirondack Great Camp. He added “replace windows” to his mental to-do list. Another renovation to an abandoned historical site that had once catered to Vanderbilts and Rockefellers.

Breathing deep, he savored the nostalgic remnants of a gilded age. And dust. Lots of dust. He wrinkled his nose and surveyed the room. A fieldstone fireplace dominated the back wall while exposed beams crossed overhead, draped in shawls of spider silk. Wide-board pine lay underfoot, waiting to be restored to honeyed glory. So much potential.

Seamus grinned as his phone played a little boom chick-a bowwow tone. “Darling.”

Carson didn’t bother with hello. “So? How does it look?”

“It looks like money.” For a moment, Seamus reveled in a luxurious fantasy. Crisp, white tablecloths, sparkling crystal, and two-hundred-dollars-a-plate delicacies. 

“It had better. You’re sinking the profits from all three of our restaurants into this.”

“We’ll make it back. And then some. I promise.” Seamus clucked his tongue; Carson never saw the big picture. “The front door needs replacing, but the place is mostly in good shape. We add in a commercial kitchen and some amenities for the guest rooms—”

Carson snorted. “What kind of ‘amenities’ and what’ll they cost me?”

“Gas inserts for the fireplaces, for starters. Cozy. And keeps the city slickers from burning the place down trying to light a fire.” 

“Remind me again why the ‘city slickers’ are going to pay lots of money to stay in a nineteenth century lodge in the middle of nowhere?”

Seamus clenched his jaw and counted to five in his head before answering the question. Again. “Because, sweetheart, when I’m through with it, this is going to be the most romantic, upscale, lakeside destination getaway in the Northeast. And it won’t just be ‘lots of money.’ It will be obscene amounts of cash.” 

Gravel crunched in the driveway, and Seamus glanced out the window. “Gotta go. The contractor’s here. We’ll talk later.” 
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She’s crying again. How can there be tears when she’s dead and gone? She cradles her swollen belly and begs me not to go. One last hunt before the snows come, I tell her. So easy to dismiss her concerns. The furs bring good money. She enjoys the lifestyle, does she not? 

Her hair’s like sunshine. But her face is fluid—moonlight on water. Black blood streams between her thighs. The child kills her, but I’m not there to see. By the time the news comes, the hunger already has me in its grip. 

I shake my head as the fractured Then blends with Now. 

Then, I hunted for pelts. For the wealth. Now, I simply feed. 

I eat and eat, and still I starve.

Once again, I stalk the fur-beasts. I cannot remember their names. It matters not, as one by one I hunt them down. The cunning silver-grey shadows who deal death in packs. The great, clawed fish-eater that slumbers through the long-night season. The rare, tawny shadow, all muscle and liquid elegance. It puts up a fight. Hissing. Lips peel back over wicked fangs.

I consume them all. And still I hunger. They are not enough.

The forbidden flesh calls to me. Perhaps its taboo sweetness will satiate. 

I come down off the mountain.

# 
[image: image]


The setting sun painted streaks of rose and lilac across the lake. Seamus pulled into the lodge’s parking lot and frowned as the construction foreman tossed his toolbox into the back of a rusty pickup. It was the only other vehicle in the lot.

“Hey, Morris! Where is everyone?” 

The contractor glanced at the skyline. “Done for the day.”

“Done? It’s not even six o’clock.” 

A shadow crossed the foreman’s face. “Locals won’t work past sunset.” 

Seamus huffed. “Are you kidding me? Winter’s around the corner, and I need this place buttoned up before the snow flies!”

“We’re on schedule. The Halon fire suppression system is installed. Appliances arrive next week. The plumber turned the water on this morning.” Morris ran a hand through his hair, his eyes shifting away from the sheet of plastic covering the doorway.

“Great. Aside from the giant freaking hole in the front of the building.” Seamus glowered. “And what do you mean, no one works after dark?”

“Bad things happen ‘round here. Hikers disappear. Campsites ravaged, the people never found.” Morris took a shaky breath. “The other day, a couple found a dead mountain lion up on the pass.” 

Seamus raised an eyebrow. 

“Something ripped it apart. Left a trail of blood ‘cross a mile of trail.” Morris swallowed. “Whatever can do that, I sure as hell don’t want to meet it.” Without another word, he hopped in his truck and drove off.

The hairs on the back of Seamus’s neck stood on end. He’d overheard the workmen whispering; a rumor that something sinister stalked the High Peaks—an uncanny creature they’d been reluctant to name. 

He drummed his fingers on the hood of his Lexus. Mountain lions were elusive. It would take a cunning hunter to track and kill one. 

Seamus shrugged, putting a more realistic spin on the rumors. The couple had probably stumbled upon the remains of a rabbit, left by a coyote, and got excited over nothing. The missing hikers? It was the damned wilderness. Easy to get lost.

Rolling his eyes, he pushed aside the plastic sheeting covering the lodge’s gaping doorway. He was curious to see how the renovations were coming along.

#
[image: image]


Once again, Then fills my head. 

The sun casts bloody shadows on the frozen lake. A warning. I shouldn’t be here. She told me not to come. I should’ve listened.

Snowdrifts block the lodge’s door, the aftermath of an unexpected nor’easter. My fellow hunter feeds furniture to the fire until there’s nothing left to burn. The flames die. Hoarfrost turns my beard white, making me old before my time.

Our provisions run dry, and a pang stabs my middle. The stabbing becomes agony; a sharp-toothed creature burrowing through my insides. It spreads until the hunger fills me, leaving no room for anything else.

My companion no longer moves. He stares at me with fixed, unseeing eyes. Ravenous and dizzy, my vision blurs. 

Madness descends. 

When I wake, I am alone. Alone with a ravaged corpse and an insatiable craving for more flesh. My hands are sticky, stained dark. I lick them clean.

I claw at my face and the snow fades away. It is not the long-night season. No, not yet.

The images of Then scatter like bloated, wriggling vermin from beneath an overturned log. Their countless feet tickle my brain. Little thoughts that meant something once. 

If I squash them, will they stop tormenting me?

In the Now, a void fills me. I can taste the echo of blood on my tongue. My stomach growls. 

I skulk closer to the old lodge, drawn by the scent of men, driven by my need to feed. 
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Seamus hummed to himself as he caressed the new stainless steel prep tables in the kitchen. Muscle-memory from his years as a sous chef made his fingers itch to dice and julienne. Simpler days, when he cooked instead of managed. Sighing, he dismissed the memory. If he hadn’t worked his ass off, scraped together all his savings and bought that first restaurant, he’d have never met Carson. 

With a mischievous smile, Seamus fished his cell from his pocket, intending to send his partner a steamy text. Carson would be at one of their restaurants at this hour, running around like a dervish, poking into everyone’s business. The text would get him flustered. Adorable. He’d blush, then grumble at any of the staff who caught him red-faced. Seamus chuckled and tapped out a few words. The screen chirruped once and went black. 

“Dammit.” He’d left his charger at the motel. His mood soured.

He sniffed and something putrid filled his nostrils, like a dead rat in the wall. No, more like a dozen dead rats in the wall. He gagged and covered his nose with his sleeve. The odor drifted from the foyer and he crossed the room to investigate. The stench of rot intensified, and his eyes watered.

Outside, the last rays of a dying sun streamed through the trees, backlighting the sheet in the doorway. A too-tall, man-shaped shadow stood on the other side. 

“Hello?” Seamus’s voice quivered. “Can I help you?” 

The silhouette had hunched shoulders and sticklike arms and legs. Plastic fluttered, as if a deep breath sucked the air out. The shadow keened, the drawn out, high-pitched wail slowly rising in a desperate urgency. 

With sweaty palms, Seamus reached down to pick up a hammer the workmen had left behind. “This is private property—”

Curved claws shredded the plastic, and an emaciated giant burst into the room.

The beast towered over Seamus, head brushing the beams. It was as if a man had been stretched to a great height, then starved. Every joint protruded from lanky limbs, the muscles wasted. Rotting, ash-grey skin sloughed off its ribcage, showing flashes of white bone underneath. The shrunken flesh on its face pulled tight, giving it a skull-like appearance. Rusty red dripped from its teeth. It had chewed off its own lips with jagged, broken teeth.

Seamus opened his mouth, but his tongue felt wooden, stoppering a scream in his throat. The hammer clattered to the floor, numb fingers unable to maintain his grip. The demon’s eyes glowed catlike in the shadows, yet were all too human, the whites bloodshot and tinged yellow. They glittered feverishly, filled with madness and hunger.
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Bitter sweat fills the air and drool oozes over my chin. I can almost taste the sweetness of his flesh. My teeth gnash on their own, as if they already bite and chew. 

Run, little tidbit. It’s more fun if I chase you. Fear flavors the meat.

He doesn’t move. I can smell his horror. It paralyzes him. 

Swifter than the wind, I’m on him, slamming him into the wall. I lean down and lick his smooth cheek. It tastes of salt and terror. A hint of greed.

Mine or his?

He whimpers. 

The hunger makes demands of me. Bite. Tear. Gorge.

But no. I won’t let it own me. Not yet. Before long, the darkness will crash down. For now, I want to toy with my food. 

Perhaps, just a quick nibble, before I give him another chance to flee. Rip off one of the fleshy bits from the side of his head. 

Before I can decide, he finds his courage. Ducking under my arm, he bolts.

The hunt is on.
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Feet pounding, Seamus darted through the shredded plastic and into the night. The sun had slipped behind the mountains and twisted shadows stretched across the parking lot, reaching out as if alive. The shiny Lexus beckoned, an oasis in the desert of gravel. 

Seamus turned out his pockets, grasping for his keys. Empty. Had he set them down in the kitchen? He recalled the jangle of metal on metal as he’d tossed them on the prep table.

Behind him, the tattered plastic sheet crackled. 

On gangly limbs, the creature closed half the distance before Seamus registered it was coming. Despite its atrophied form, it moved with the speed of a wolf and the boneless grace of a wildcat. Its bloody mouth stretched in a lipless grin.

Seamus sprinted towards the cover of the woods. The wilderness swallowed him, thorns tearing at his clothes. Gnarled tree limbs reached down to claw at his hair, as if the forest sensed an intruder. 
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Tsk tsk. This is my domain.

I follow my prey, jumping from shadow to shadow. They welcome me in their cold embrace, recognizing me as kin.

His hair is the same sunshiny hue as hers. 

The hunger bids me to hurry. To end it swiftly. Only then can I fill my belly. Devour his flesh. Surely it will ease this ever-present, hollow ache.

She disapproves. 

I falter. 

Two bright lights twinkle in the sky. Her eyes, looking down on me from the heavens. The block of ice behind my breastbone cracks. 

Ahead, I catch a flash of yellow between the trees. Black spots fill my vision. A mewling whine bubbles from my throat as need slices through me.

She belongs Then. This is Now. Her memory cannot save me from the hunger.

The wind picks up, sweeping dark clouds across the sky. The stars wink out.

I resume the hunt and let the darkness take me.

# 
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Brambles snagged Seamus’s sweater as he staggered through the forest. Blood trickled where a branch had whipped across his face. The landscape sloped upward, and his thighs burned. He leaned against a tree trunk, sucking down the crisp night air. Breath rattled in his chest.

From lower down the mountain, the beast bayed. A forlorn yearning that sent goosebumps rippling down Seamus’s arms. He pushed off the tree and stumbled onward.

Ahead, a ghostly light beckoned. The ground grew rocky as the trees thinned. Icy fingers of wind snaked down his collar. They brought with them the fetid stench of rotting flesh. 

The demon closed. 

Seamus forced his feet to move faster. He held to the irrational thought that if he could just get to the light, he’d be safe. A stone turned underfoot, and he pitched forward. Trousers torn, he crawled out of the woods on bloody knees. The clearing opened onto a rock shelf. Beyond the edge, a ravine promised a long fall.

Overhead, the moon cast a bright ribbon through a break in the clouds. In the silver light, a snowflake drifted, caught in a slow-motion downward spiral. It landed on his cheek, biting like a tiny frozen serpent. 

Carson loved the first snowfall of the season. Seamus sobbed his partner’s name, uncertain if it was a cry for help or forgiveness.

In the tree line, darkness bulged. The demon disentangled itself from the shadows and howled at the moon. Seamus scrabbled back, fingernails splintering on the rock, until he teetered on the edge of the cliff. Before he could fall, claws clamped around his ankle, grinding the bones together. 

The creature dragged him close, its sticklike limbs filled with uncanny strength. 
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When I wake, I am once again alone with a despoiled corpse. 

The flesh is stripped. The bones are cracked and gnawed on. There is hair in my teeth and the taste of gristle on my tongue.

I should be sated, stomach bloated with my gluttony. 

But no. My shadow casts long and thin on the blood-soaked ground.

I have fed and grown, though. My bones feel stretched. 

Snow falls, but I don’t suffer the cold.

There’s only hunger.

No matter how I try, the void cannot be filled.
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Ghost Rain
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The trains don’t run anymore, yet I still find myself out here on this abandoned stretch of railway, waiting for a midnight express that never arrives. I have nowhere better to go. 

Once, the big diesel engines roared up and down the parallel tracks, moving raw coal and livestock. Years passed, and they added passenger cars. I’d find myself haunting the culvert with a half-wild gang of colt-limbed ragamuffins. The trains would whoosh by, blowing back our hair. 

Some of the band would throw stones at the speeding cars, but I’d just wave, staring green-eyed at the fancy city folk headed to the Berkshires to spend the summer holidays in their vacation homes. I’d try to picture myself on the other side of the train windows, dressed in an over-starched jacket and silken gloves, peering down my nose at the rock-throwing urchins. The luxury was hard to imagine.

Soot-gray clouds hide the stars, and it’s been some time since anyone bothered to send power to the nearby tenements. The darkness doesn’t bother me. My feet know the way better than my eyes. I flip up my collar against the echo of rain, dampness I sense rather than feel.

When I reach the tracks, I climb the verge to walk between the parallel lines. I’m surprised the grass hasn’t grown tall between the ties. It’s as if the trains stopped yesterday, not decades ago. I listen for the gang, shrieking in a paradox-twist of terror and delight. If we timed it right and remained statue-still as the Northbound and Southbound trains passed by on either side, it felt like being in the eye of a tornado. 

The frozen-time feeling is a misguided fantasy. Tonight, there’s no shrill whistle, no clatter of wheels on tracks. No pack of untamed boys, trading insults and laughter. There’s only silence. And the damned not-rain.

I turn towards the horizon, a jigsaw of broken-toothed mountains. Somewhere above, there’s a copper coin moon behind the clouds. It leaks an eerie, russet halo over the distant peaks. The light doesn’t illuminate the tracks, but simply paints bloodshot shadows across the darker charcoal and sable of the night.

My traitorous feet begin to walk. They must know where we are going, even if I don’t. The dream-like trance somehow reminds me I’m supposed to count the electric poles that follow alongside the tracks. I’m not sure why, but I do it anyway.

One.

Four.

Eleven.

Seventeen.

Here. 

I glance around, uncertain where here is. It looks just like all the rest, an endless expanse of unbroken steel rails, crossed by wooden ties. Though I know I’ve been walking for a while—hours, days, years—I seem no closer to the mountains. A prickle runs through me, the feeling of a horde of invisible insects swarming over my skin. 

My legs jerk, and like a marionette controlled by an unseen hand, I take
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