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Hunted
By Bronson Carey

	 

	“My name is Nathaniel Hill, and the purpose of this movie is… No.” I sighed and stopped the footage before taking a breath and once again welcoming that intimidating red blinker. “I’m Nate, and I’m a novice movie… developer? Or does director sound better?” I groaned and once again stopped the film.

	I needed to get out of my own head, but introductions were the most important part of any movie. If I didn’t hook my audience within the first few sentences, the rest of my work would’ve been for nothing. I shook away the nerves and started again, this time with better posture and at least the illusion of confidence.

	“Hello, my name is… Wait. Is saying ‘hello’ too casual? I mean it’s a video about suicide.” I shut down the camera and put it away so that I could privately wallow in my inadequacy. I had a passion for making movies in high school, and I knew that’s what I wanted to do, so why did the words evade me? I guess I’d never done a topic so grim, but it’s what the people needed to hear.

	My movie was about death, specifically delving into the psychology behind suicide. It was the reason I bothered coming back to my hometown. I grew up in the countryside of Georgia, surrounded by woods and farmland for miles on end. The thing about small towns is that each death has a heavy impact, especially one that involves someone taking their own life.

	The idea sparked when I heard about someone I knew from high school, a young hunter named Jared Parr, who ended his life via a shotgun in the mouth less than a few weeks ago. The body was found in the woods, right near an old deer stand.

	We had moved in different circles and hadn’t gotten along. He hadn’t been a very nice person, but I certainly never imagined he’d be the type to take his own life; he always seemed so confident and determined. I suppose that shows the darkness people can hide within themselves.

	It wasn’t hard to find his parents, as they’d become a link in the latest chain of gossip. People offered their condolences and support while feeling blessed it wasn’t their kid. With my camera bag in hand and a weight in my chest, I made my way to the front door. Something felt odd about visiting the mourning parents of someone I went to school with, especially someone I hadn’t liked, but I had to think about it in a professional sense, for the good of everyone, Jared included.

	I knocked on the door, and his mother answered—a large, older woman with chained glasses resting below her neck.

	“Excuse me, Mrs. Parr, can I come in? I’d like to ask you a few questions about Jared,” I greeted with a solemn expression.

	“Oh, you wouldn’t be the first,” she sighed. “How long is this gonna take?”

	“Not long. Ten minutes?” I estimated. I really wanted more time, but I could tell she’d already been interrogated enough by police or her own neighbors. Just the fact that she accepted my proposal was a blessing. “And I’d like to record it for a video I’m making for suicide awareness.”

	She hesitated a moment, frowning, but then she shrugged.

	“All right, have a seat.” She opened the door and moved toward her living room, marked by a large buck head staring down at our conversation. Its fake eyes seemed to follow me as I set up the tripod and camera, which sent a few goosebumps along my arms. I never liked the idea of decapitating and mounting animal corpses, even less so for them to be so prominently displayed, but I swallowed the discomfort and turned the camera on before sitting opposite Mrs. Parr on the couch.

	“I’m so sorry to trouble you with this, but I’m making a video about…” I wanted to word it very carefully to avoid upsetting her. “About the tragedy of suicide, and I wanted to ask your perspective.”

	“My perspective?” she repeated.

	“Just, what kind of person Jared seemed to you.”

	“Certainly not the kind to do… that,” she started. “He enjoyed life, and he loved his hobbies. He’d stay out there on that deer stand of his from first thing in the morning till long after dark. Honestly, I think it was his favorite place. He didn’t do so well in school, but he was kind to people.”

	My thoughts reverted to the names he’d call me, or the rumors he’d help spread, and my professional persona wavered for only a moment. Of course, his parents wouldn’t have known the Jared that I did.

	“You said he had a favorite place, out in the woods?” I commented to steer the conversation away before I said something. The last thing I wanted to do was come into her home and tell her exactly what I thought about her deceased son.

	“Hm? Oh yes, the deer stand. He’d be out there every day if he could, especially when school got out.”

	I suspected it was the same one his body was found next to, and I knew my next destination. I figured going to his favorite location which doubled as the site of his death would make a profound and meaningful effect in the film. It’d be a place to discuss life, the things we hold dear, and life’s tragic end. Ideas and thoughts were already whirling before I could pack up my equipment at the end of our interview.

	I thanked her for her time, offered my condolences, and left to repeat the process with a few other people who knew him. Most of the older adults said the same thing, revolving around him being a good, hardworking guy with simple pleasures and plenty of reasons to live. None of them could guess why he’d do such a thing, but interviewing the people around his age told a different tale.

	I interviewed one of his closer friends, Joshua Booth, at a coffee shop in the square to gain a different insight into who Jared really was.

	“Thanks for doing this with me,” I said as I set up the camera and leveled it for the best shot.

	“Heh, so you’re still doin’ that video work, huh?” he noted.

	I nodded and shrugged. “Yeah, it’s not really going anywhere, but I like doing it.”

	Joshua nodded and chewed his lip nervously before continuing. “Look, man, I’m sorry about… you know.”

	I raised an eyebrow and waited a few moments for him to continue before probing, “Know what?”

	Joshua shrugged and kept his gaze locked on the outside window. “Jared and me, we were dumb kids. And, I just wanted to say I’m sorry for the stuff we put you through, and your friends, too.” I subtly pressed the record button as he continued, “And I know if Jared were still around, he would be, too.”

	“How can you know that?” I pressed. Honestly, what they did wasn’t all that bad, in small doses. They weren’t overly abusive and never physical, but four years of constant picking and teasing can wear on an insecure kid’s self-worth.

	“We had anger issues growing up, I can admit that. Jared a little more than me, but he was trying to work with it. You never saw it, but he really did want to make things better. Make himself better, you know?”

	I nodded and couldn’t help but smile a little. It was nice to hear that he was at least trying. Maybe if I’d come back to town sooner, we could’ve made things right. But I couldn’t let those thoughts get to me in the middle of an interview.

	“What was he like… these last few years?” I asked.

	Joshua shook his head and kept his gaze fixed out the window. “Still angry, especially after his application to State got rejected, but he was working through it. Working through a lot. It’s just…” he trailed off.

	I tried to rope him back in. “Just what?”

	“Okay, so yeah he was angry, but he wasn’t really letting it off on people anymore. I think that’s why he got, like, really into hunting, but the thing is, the anger kinda… shifted, I guess?”

	“Shifted?” I repeated.

	“Yeah. It’s like the anger turned into paranoia. He started accusing us of stupid stuff, like leaving his door open, knocking on the windows at night. He almost killed Alex ’cause he thought he was being followed!”

	“Do you have any ideas what, I guess, sparked this paranoia?” I asked.

	He shrugged and sighed deeply. “I dunno, man. All I know is that in the weeks leading up to it, Joshua wasn’t the same guy I knew. Guess I should’ve known something like that was gonna happen but, man…” He trailed off again, and the atmosphere felt cold and still, like the air of a funeral.

	“It wasn’t your fault,” I assured him, but I didn’t think it would help much. I turned off the camera and shook his hand, though he still avoided eye contact. I could almost detect traces of tears in his eyes as I started toward the door.

	Before I left, however, I turned back one last time to say, “I forgive you.”

	“Huh?”

	“You said you were sorry. I wanted to say that it’s okay, I forgive you. Jared, too.”

	His gaze, flushed with surprise and humility, found mine for just a moment before he pressed away the tears with his wrist and smiled softly. “Thanks, man. It was good to see you again.”

	“You, too.” I nodded and left.

	I had all the interviews I wanted. All I needed now was a place to review and compile the findings on camera, to explain how suicidal people can often wear a mask that’s hard to see through, and kind of sum up all the points from before. What better place to wrap the video up than the double-edged blade of the deer stand, both the height of Jared’s life and the site of his death.

	It took a little while to find the location, but the old, metal stand perched high on an oak stood out like a beacon. I looked up at the late afternoon sun peering through the canopy of leaves overhead, and the myriad of beams that dotted the woodland floor. It was nearing the golden hour, the best time to film outside when the lighting would be perfect. I reviewed some of the footage and rehearsed the points I’d want to bring up. I wanted to keep the message optimistic, so I decided to focus on how the site was Jared’s favorite, a place of peace and serenity, rather than the scene of his brutal death.

	As the evening sun crested near the horizon, I set up my tripod and camera to capture those perfect golden sunbeams. I thought that maybe the golden hour itself could be a metaphor, how as the day neared its end, the true beauty of twilight shined through. I wouldn’t flat out say it, though, that’s something I wanted the viewers to figure out on their own.

	“Okay,” I whispered to myself. “Try to do it in one take, you don’t have a lot of time.” I pressed record and stepped just under the deer stand.

	“Life is a beautiful thing,” I started with my gaze fixed to the sky. “And the neglect of that beauty is truly tragic. Sometimes, people…”

	The sound of rustling leaves paused my monologue, so I turned to find its source. I didn’t see anything obvious, so I reminded myself that the woods were teeming with life and continued. I could just edit out the break.

	“Sometimes people are forced into the dark, and it can be hard…”

	The sound interrupted again, this time much closer, like something skimming along the ground behind me. It sounded a lot bigger than a squirrel, but when I turned again, the sound stopped.

	I took a step away from the camera for a better view. It sounded big enough to spot in the underbrush, but the scattered shadows pitched strange textures over the shrubs that made everything fade together. Even if there was something hiding out there, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to see it.

	My mind started racing with the idea of wolves or coyotes stalking me, waiting until it was too dark to run away. I slowly stepped back, and my foot found something hard against the soft ground. I moved it away to find a dirty body camera half-buried in the earth.

	I decided to stop the recording then and properly investigate. I kneeled down and wiped the lens, surprised at how well-preserved it seemed. Maybe it still worked? The covering appeared waterproof, and there weren’t any scratches or tears in the base. I tried turning it on, and a little icon appeared to indicate a low battery. I grinned and pocketed the camera. After all, I could always use something like that for action shots.

	The golden hour still had a solid several minutes left, so I went back to filming and managed to finish my introduction. As the sun threatened to disappear, I resigned to finish the analysis the next day. Shadows crept from the trunks of the trees, creating a shadowy forest that crossed the ground. Between the noises I had heard and the encroaching nightfall, I decided to make a swift escape and review the footage back home, maybe edit a few things, and resolve exactly what I’d say in the analysis and conclusion.

	I made it home unscathed to the small cabin near the edge of town. My uncle used to stay in it when I’d visit. Although he passed away recently, my parents still paid for the upkeep on it, so I decided there wasn't a better place to stay while I was still in town. I placed the tripod bag by the door, removed the video camera, and set it on my desk along with the body cam before pulling out my laptop and a handful of cords.

	I matched one cord up with the body cam’s charging port and set it aside for later. Then I took out my camera’s memory card and pushed it into the laptop adapter. I scanned through the files and scenes, picking out things I liked and things I’d have to edit out later. The interviews went well. The lighting wasn’t ideal, but I could increase the contrast on those.

	I finally made it to the clip of the deer stand, glad to see I actually got it in the shot. The sunbeams made the scene look gorgeous and really complimented the narrative, but my thoughts derailed for a moment at the sight of a shadow passing behind me in the background. I watched as I turned around in the video, but the shadow had already disappeared. I furrowed my brow and reversed the clip, pausing on the shadow, but it blurred between two trees. Still, it didn’t look like it belonged to any animal I’d find in those woods. Even in the blurred image, it appeared to be a few feet taller than me, long and distorted, but I couldn’t make out much else. I wondered what could possibly cause an image like that without being seen, but nothing came to mind.

	I hoped that maybe it was a problem with the lighting, or something had moved in front of a beam and made a weird shadow, but the image still bothered me. Nor did that explain the noise I had heard. I pressed play and tried to push it from my mind until I saw it again. At first, it didn’t seem like much, just a shifting shadow in a dark background. But when I slowed the film, I saw it come closer, frame by frame. I saw its humanoid figure inching closer with each clip, and near the end, I noticed what almost seemed like arms, outstretched toward me.

	My breath held still in my chest as my wide eyes surveyed the scene with horror. In the video, as I turned around, the figure retreated, a few feet per frame, incredibly fast, behind the tree the deer stand stood against. My blood pounded in my ears as my heart struggled to cope with the shock. My mind worked tirelessly to think of new explanations, new ways to dismiss the image, but fear stole into my veins like an inky poison, driving out any half-baked excuse my mind could muster.

	Goosebumps crept along my arms and shivers ran in waves down my spine. At first, I figured it was just my body responding to the fear, but then I noticed a physical gush of cold air flowing through the room. After assuring my window was shut, I moved toward the living room to find my front door wide open, though I knew for a fact that I had closed it. I don’t know whether it was the cold or fear which petrified my limbs, but I still made my way to the door to secure and lock it.

	I tried to tell myself I was being paranoid, but before I could believe it, a crash echoed from my room. I rushed in and found my laptop on the ground, its screen shattered to pieces. In a panic, I knelt and tried to revive it, but nothing responded. I held the power button, then I tried charging it, but the screen stayed its somber black.

	It hadn’t been leaning off of the edge of the desk; it hadn’t even been near the edge… At least I didn’t think it had been, and I didn’t know how else it could have fallen off. Even worse, the card converter I had plugged into it was missing. All of the film I’d accumulated throughout the day was nowhere to be found. I checked under the desk and tried to visualize where else it could have fallen, but to no avail. All of the people I’d talked to, hours of footage, lost. My panic gave way to depression at the idea of talking to all of them a second time with the exact same questions. I knew the quality would drop dramatically.

	With a defeated sigh, I salvaged what was left of my computer. In truth, it probably wasn’t too bad. The screen was cracked, and it wouldn’t turn on, but I still had the warranty on it. I could take it to the repair shop and see what they could do with it. And maybe I could look more for the memory card in the morning. After all, it had to be somewhere. I retreated to bed with this illusionary optimism, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that my laptop should have been perfectly stable. With nothing more I could do about it, I struggled into an uneasy sleep.

	Throughout the night, when my paranoia didn’t torment me, rapid scurrying in the walls and ceiling continued to wake me. I groaned and tried to drown out the sound with my pillow, determined to tell my parents about the cabin’s rat problem. Then, suddenly something much bigger than a rat crawled against the other side of the ceiling. It didn’t scurry; I heard heavy thumps moving directly above me, followed by dissonant cracks and pops. Like a child, I hid behind the covers, wide eyes peering hopelessly into the darkness as the creature moved somewhere above my room. Then, I heard loud, high-pitched squeaking, like cries of the damned echoing from behind the plaster. Suddenly, everything went quiet. As I curled tighter in my covers, trapped in dead silence, I suddenly wished the scurrying would come back.

	I felt miserable the next morning, and the idea of reshooting anything with the same energy I had yesterday seemed impossible. I sauntered to my desk in despair and noticed the body camera’s charging light had turned green. I unplugged it and more thoroughly examined the little gadget. It didn’t have a screen to watch its recordings on, though I did find a place where it could be plugged into a laptop. My excitement was short-lived when I remembered the state of mine.

	I sighed and rolled it over in my fingers until I found its memory card. Intrigued, I popped it out and inserted it into my video camera. The card had several files, the earliest of which dated back only a month ago. I clicked on it and a face came onto the screen. It took a moment to recognize him—after all, I hadn’t seen him since graduation—but there wasn’t a doubt in my mind the body camera belonged to Jared Parr. The video continued as Jared clipped the camera to his hunting jacket. I watched him climb the deer stand, early morning mist just settling in across the woodland floor.

	I admit, it piqued my interest. Watching the footage of a dead man’s last hunt felt morbid, but my curiosity pushed me forward. Most of the footage consisted of him waiting, so I fast-forwarded until movement hit the small camera screen. A deer passed by in one shot, and I wondered why the camera didn’t flinch. Jared didn’t reach for the rifle, didn’t do anything, even as the deer frolicked out of view.

	More fast-forwarding, but then the color shifted for a moment, so I rewound a few frames until it came up again. My eyes widened at the sight of a tall shadow stalking the trees. I heard muffled audio and turned the volume up on my camera.

	“There it is again,” I heard Jared say. His voice sounded different than when I knew him. Somehow, it seemed calmer, more passive, and I wanted to believe that maybe his friend was right, and he really had changed.

	The shadow disappeared, but Jared stayed focused on the spot. “Where are you?” he asked as he raised his gun. I caught the tip of the barrel, but the shadow had already disappeared. His eagerness to aim at that creature but not at the deer left me wondering why he had really gone out there every morning, what he was really hunting.

	A few moments passed in dreadful silence, his gun poised on that spot. Two glowing orbs appeared in the shadows between the trees, but Jared didn’t seem to notice them. They reflected light, almost in the way a cat’s eyes would on film, and my heart stopped at the sight of them.

	After a little while longer, he finally put the gun down and returned to waiting. The footage continued for another few hours, but I stopped it. I wanted to see if the local superstore chain I bought the laptop from would make good on the warranty. I closed the camera and placed it carefully in my bag along with the shattered computer with the promise to watch more later.

	I was in the process of uploading the interviews for editing, so I hoped that, even if I couldn’t find the memory card, maybe my computer had saved them. Then I would just have to copy them from the system memory. I casually threw the bag in the passenger seat of my old car and started across town.

	As I turned the first corner, a flash crossed my rear-view mirror, and I almost thought I saw two orbs, glowing, like the ones in the video. The sight sent a wave of panic over me that nearly caused me to swerve into a young woman on the sidewalk. I jerked the wheel back and drove across the pavement for only a moment before straightening out, my heart pounding against my rib cage and my breath stuck in my throat. I looked back without seeing anything there, though that didn’t help my growing paranoia. I tried to push the thoughts from my head, or at least rationalize how they were possible.

	What that shadow was, what Jared was trying to do, nothing made sense. In truth, I didn’t know if it was better to ignore it or try to figure out an impossible puzzle. I wanted to say that the shadow and the orbs were tricks of the light, but as a filmmaker, I knew how unlikely that was.

	My battling curiosity led me back to the camera, mocking me silently from the passenger seat. I parked at the store, turned my car off, and retrieved the camera to select the next file. It centered on Jared’s face, with the base of a large tree in the background that made me think it was filmed on the deer stand.

	“It feels like I’m being followed, but I don’t know who’s doin’ it. Joshua and Lee don’t know anything about it, least nothing they’re saying. Felt weird in the woods, but it feels worse at home. I don’t think it’s them… I don’t know what it is.”

	I watched with bated breath, but the file ended too soon. I contemplated moving to the next one but stopped myself. Heat was starting to build in the car, and I needed to drop the laptop off, so I pocketed the video camera and went in to talk to the tech people.

	We discussed the warranty, the probability of salvaging my saved files, but my mind drifted elsewhere. They told me to come back tomorrow and they’d have done what they could. I left my laptop with them but couldn’t shake the feeling in the back of my mind that there was more to it all.

	Out of curiosity, I did end up revisiting some of Jared’s family, but with a different set of questions.

	Jared’s mom welcomed me back into her home, albeit grudgingly, and I set up my camera and tripod, careful to make a new file rather than saving over any of Jared’s.

	“Thank you for doing this with me again, Mrs. Parr. I just had a few more questions.”

	She sighed and leaned back in her recliner before answering, “All right, go ahead.”

	I nodded and leaned forward. “What can you tell me about Jared’s paranoia?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“He was paranoid, near the end, wasn’t he?”

	She seemed unnerved by the question, maybe even offended, but still without an answer, so I pressed on.

	“He was also spending a lot of time in the woods. Much more than normal.”

	“Well… Yes,” she admitted. “But I don’t see why that matters. He loved it out there.”

	“But it wasn’t normal. Was it? For him, I mean.”

	“No, I guess not. He used to only hunt on Saturdays, but those last few weeks it almost seemed like he lived out there.”

	“And you didn’t find that strange?” I asked.

	“Look,” she started, and I could hear the irritation in her tone. “What happened to my son was a terrible thing, but don’t you try to turn around and say it was my fault. I did everything I could have!”

	I shook my head and continued calmly, with the kind of voice one might use to soothe a rabid coyote, “I wasn’t accusing you of anything, and it’s perfectly normal to feel like it was your fault…”

	“It wasn’t!” she interrupted with tears brimming the edges of her eyes.

	“Mrs. Parr, it’s okay, I know it wasn’t.”

	She took a deep breath and sighed into her hands. “We knew something was wrong,” she choked. “Everyone knew he wasn’t acting right. But we didn’t say anything. We didn’t do anything… And now…” She was trailing off, and I needed to bring her back in, to keep her engaged for just a little bit longer.

	“Please, can you tell me how he wasn’t acting right? What seemed wrong with him?”

	“He… You’re right, he was paranoid. He’d never been the skittish type, but he was jumping at his own shadow any time I’d see him. He yelled at people, accused them of stalking him. As if anyone would. I don’t know, I don’t know what I should have done but… I know I could’ve done something…”

	She was on the edge of breaking down, so I shut off the camera and packed it away before returning my attention to her. “Mrs. Parr, I don’t think there’s anything you could have done. I think you were the best parent you could have been, and that you cared and still care deeply for him. I don’t know why he did it, but I don’t think it was your fault.”

	She didn’t pay me much attention, but she seemed to gain a bit more control over herself by the time I took my leave.

	Paranoia, the feeling of being followed, and the recurring shadow stalking his video. Something certainly felt wrong about all of it, and I was beginning to think that maybe there was something more there than a simple suicide.

	The camera bounced around in my jacket pocket, and the feeling brought me back to those woods, that deer stand, the place where I’d seen the shadow in both videos. Jared had mentioned the shadow as if he knew it, watching for its movement, and he had died only a few feet away from his vantage point with a shotgun instead of a hunting rifle. When he had talked to the camera, he didn’t sound depressed or suicidal; he had sounded scared.

	I retrieved my camera and began shifting through files. I played the next one shot from the body cam. The video started showing Jared’s jacket, with a shotgun held firmly in front of it. My heart stopped at the sight of the glistening metal barrel reflecting what seemed to be a flashlight.

	“That’s it,” his voice muttered. “I’ve had enough. Tonight’s the night. I’m going to hunt that thing down and slaughter it like the animal it is.”

	The light warped as Jared climbed up the deer stand. He settled into place and turned off the light.

	“I got my dad’s night vision goggles, so I’m going to catch that thing and end this,” he promised, talking to himself.

	I found myself wondering what he was trying to accomplish, or if he actually did it before the end. The thought kept bouncing around in my head that it didn’t sound like he was ever planning to kill himself, but rather the thing that was following him.

	I looked up at the sun beginning to creep along the trees as it inched through the
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