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It was surrounded by a decorative garden wall, but it sat unusually strange in the middle. A hand picked up the stone, curled it between his thumb and index finger, pulled his arm back, then tossed it.

“Chute rat,” the stone went soaring across the yard and hit the black trash can. The top lid shook just before three mice crawled out and each ran in different directions. The one that ran toward the street paused at the curb, did something with its hand, then when it decided to cross— “SPLAT. Rat noodles everywhere.”

Milo’s voice cut through. “Mice, and that’s not how it went. So, if you’re not gonna tell it the right way—”

“Rats, mice, same thing. And you weren’t even there.” Riley pressed both hands on the stone wall in front of him and looked in. The brick monument sat just above his head, almost even with it. A small rectangular tunnel, just big enough to put things in.

Darkness filled the inside.

“I wonder how deep this goes. It’s a little ragged around the edges and it’s dark. I can’t even see the back.”

Milo gave him a shove. “Your turn to put something in. When you do, make sure you’re putting it in the back.”

Riley’s head went in closer than it already was, narrowly missing the brick.

Stupid. Almost made me bust my head. Plays too fucking much. He won’t miss it anyway when it’s gone.

“Yo, chill so he can put it in,” Jax said. “Or show of hands and whoever it is gets stuffed—”

“What is this?” Riley stuck his arm in as deep as he could reach. “On the left, or right?”

“All the way to the back, at the middle,” Milo said. “And hurry it up.”

Riley stood on his tiptoes and felt what he thought was the center. He watched his arm vanish the deeper it went, but he could still feel it brushing past debris, dried leaves, and whatever else was trapped in the valley of the stone. He could feel a cold chill getting slightly colder the deeper he went. The hairs on his arm began to stand.

“Still can’t feel the back. I hate this feeling.”

Then he dropped it. It disappeared from under his hand as he pulled his arm out of the darkness. 

Then he stopped. “Help me!”

Milo’s shoulders jumped first. His eyes snapped to Riley’s voice. One hand lifted out of his pocket like it was going to shield him, then dropped just as fast.

Riley let out a chuckle. “I saw that, Scaredy Rat.”

Milo pushed him. The words caught in his throat right before he could get it out. “Help me,” he echoed in a high-pitched voice as he laughed. His voice cracked.

Jax leaned on the monument. “Chute Rats aren’t scared of nothing,” he said as he laughed.

Riley smiled. “Chute rats for life.”

Milo gave Riley another push, this one softer. “And when I become the leader,” both arms in the air, “first thing I’m doing is changing our name.”

Jax laughed. “You’re going to have to get through me first.”

They all laughed, but then Riley paused for a moment longer than usual. “Stupid skeleton leaves. It’s stuck on something.”

He felt something brush along the hairs standing on his arm, then catch on his jacket sleeve.

Milo pressed his hand on the stone monument. “Now it’s back stuck? You always stuck on something,” he said in mockery.

Something from the darkness pulled back. Riley leaned back. His arm held for a second, then went in almost all the way.

Jax grabbed Riley’s sweater and looked Milo directly in the eye.

“PULL!”

Milo grabbed Riley’s shirt. “Yo-yo, pull back! Riley, stop playing!”

Jax hooked his arm under Riley’s. “Back up, bro! Come on—come on—come on!”

Riley jerked. “I’m trying! Something’s—just pull me!”

Milo’s voice cracked. “Jax, harder! Get him out!”

Riley wouldn’t budge even as they yanked him. “Shit—don’t let go!”

Jax leaned back with his full weight. His sneaker scraped the ground.

Milo slipped in the dirt. Jax nearly fell backward, and Riley came out in one violent jerk that sent all three of them stumbling. They lay on the ground.

Riley lifted up his left arm and couldn’t find his right one. “Ahhh, my arm!” His scream pierced Milo and Jax’s eardrums simultaneously.

“It all gets dropped down here.” A high-pitched voice came from the rectangle. Two eyes in the dark as blood ran down where Riley’s arm used to be.

The smell of something wet hit first—musky fur, then a sweet sour stink right before it came out.

Milo got up. His legs moved on their own as he ran instinctively.

Jax stood as he saw it crawl out of the monument. It crawled out low, belly scraping the ground. Then it pushed up slow and stood on two legs. The shape was human, but the body wasn’t right. The ribcage stuck out sharp, like it was trying to break through the skin. The face twitched in quick, rodent jerks. Its eyes went to him then locked on Riley. It grabbed him and forced him inside the rectangle inside the monument. It pulled until every part of Riley was gone. Jax stared for half a second, heart beating against his sternum. We tell nobody about this. Chute Rats handle our own shit. Jax ran and closed his eyes.

Chute rats for life.

Two months later. A man picked up a rat trap. A dead rat lay limp, head crushed. “I got you, you little sucker.” He slung it in the trash can right along the side of his house. “Now go on, shoot!”

A cluster of rats scattered. One ran around the back of the house and under the fence line into the neighbor’s backyard.

Jax sat in a chair on the back porch staring at the dark rectangular cuts through the fence. He kept seeing Riley’s face right before the thing took him.
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The town had been in an uproar for some time now. Tried as I might, I could never get them to stop bickering for long. I'm the town's sheriff, Isaiah "Ike" Harlan.

My phone's been ringing off the hook, and for the same goddamn reason. Music playing low on the dashboard—some old country station crackling through the speakers. It wasn't me, but this damn place won't listen. Some of the trusted long-time residents have called a town meeting. They wanted me there just in case things went left. Shit, things go left with or without me around.

Before I head to that meeting, gonna grab a pack of smokes. Car comes to a stop. I turn off the engine, step out looking sharp, boots polished, badge catching the light—then walk into the store.

(Ring from the bell.)

First thing I notice is the store owner, old Jared Whitaker behind the counter. “How’s it going, Sheriff?”

With his hand already on my favorite pack of Gravebrand Reds.

"I'll take two."

"Coming right up, Sheriff. You take care now."

"Likewise. I'll be stopping back by. You going to the meeting?"

Jared Whitaker shrugs. "If I can get somebody to hold down the shop, I'll be there. But the way things looking now, don't see it happening for certain."

"Don't worry yourself about it. I'm sure the birds will fill you in with all the details when they fly by."

He chuckles. "That's right, Sheriff. Well, you take care now." He starts walking to the back.

I notice something by my car as the sun's reflection shines off the door into my eyes. I place my hand over them. "Who is that?" But I can't quite make out the figure.

As I start walking toward it, I see it's perfectly still, standing too rigid, like it hadn't shifted an inch in who knows how long. Before the store door closes, Jared calls out, "So my boy is gonna come work the store, so I won't be missing the meeting."

I look at him. "That's good. The more the merrier." I turn my head back—what I see is just my car, nothing else. The figure's gone.

I pull a Gravebrand Red out, spark it while still holding the door open. "I'll see you at the meeting." Then I let the door shut. The moment my hand was on my car door handle is when a smell drifted past—burned wood with a metallic tang to it, the kind of scent that shouldn’t be hanging in a warm parking lot. I took another puff got in the car and headed for the meeting.

When I make it to the Park Pavilion, the whole damn town is already there. They're getting started with their shit. A couple hover around my car—Rusty Caldwell, Ramon Harlan, and that loudmouth Tate Monroe.

"There he is, that good-for-nothing shit cop! He watched my brother Travis die!"

"I was there and seen it with my own eyes!"

"Why even show your face here?"

I just listen to the commotion, then hit the sirens. Blurp. "BACK AWAY FROM THE VEHICLE! Y'all got five seconds before I start hauling folks in for disorderly conduct. This ain't a damn circus—move it, now!"

They back off eventually.

"Get out of the way," Ramon Harlan speaks up first. "He's here to make sure this all goes the way it should. Y'all making fools of yourselves."

They mutter harsh words under their breath, no real merit to it—cursing me low, calling me every name short of the one that'd get them cuffed.

"Come on out, Sheriff. We got your back."

The long-term families are the backbone of this community. Even though I'm here, they could probably keep this thing in check themselves, but it's a pleasure to be appreciated. I grab my shades, roll down the window, tell them thanks, then get out of the car to get this meeting done and over with.

The meeting was underway, and I noticed again the same figure standing—not by my car this time, but in the far back of the park, just standing there. Didn't move at all. Stood too still for hours, like a scarecrow someone forgot to take down. 

Someone near the tables muttered that the sheriff had been staring toward the trees all night. 

I ignored it as the families spoke. 

The voices started blending together.

Rusty shouting. Tate snapping back. Someone slamming a fist on the



















































































​​​After the Meeting
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