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To all the angry women of the world.

The world is rotten, but you bleed perseverance.
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“What do you mean, you’ve never heard of Looney Lynda Darcey?” Fred laughed and took another sip of Bud Light. He wore a striped sweater, which was unflattering but kept him warm against the midnight cold.

“She’s from out of town, remember?” Jason crushed his own can of Bud in his fist and reached into the cooler for another. “She’s only been here, what? Six months?” He wore a jersey under his letterman jacket, proudly displaying the number thirteen across his back underneath an arch made from the words “Pleasant Hills Hawks.”

“Going on eight,” Laurie said, rolling her eyes and putting the blunt to her lips. Always in the Halloween spirit, her sweater had a pumpkin printed on the front. A blanket, decorated with glitter-covered spiderwebs, covered her lower half.

“Eight whole months and no one’s brought it up?” Fred asked. 

“How about you just tell her the story instead of being a prick?” Dylan put an arm around Carrie’s shoulders, ignoring the way she seemed to shrink away from him and pull her bright red hoodie tighter around her torso.

“All right, chill,” Fred said defensively. “I’ll tell the story.”

Fred tossed his now-empty beer can into the fire and stood to reach for another. The flames sparked, the aluminum warping and melting, illuminating the five friends. Dylan, in his leather jacket and jeans, reached for the blunt, which Laurie gladly passed over before leaning forward, eager for the story. 

He took a drag, then offered the blunt to Carrie, who appeared offended and shook her head. Dylan shrugged and handed it to Jason, who diligently reached across, his elbow resting on one of the upturned arms of the bolt cutters they had used to cut through the chain-link fence a few miles back. The tip had been stabbed into the ground, and Jason was using the upturned V like an armrest, ash dripping from the funny cigarette between his fingers.  

“The Darceys founded Pleasant Hills back in the 1700s,” Fred began, standing and pacing before the fire for dramatic effect. “Mr. Darcey was a big railroad tycoon.”

“I thought he was a plantation owner.” Jason toked on the blunt. 

“I heard he was an inventor,” Dylan said. 

“Doesn’t matter what he was,” Fred continued, slightly frustrated. “The point is, he was a rich bastard. He and his wife bought a ton of land and turned it into their own little town. Back then, Pleasant Hills was called Grey Willow Province, but they renamed it after...Well, you’ll see. The woods, for whatever reason, kept the original name: Grey Willow Forest.”

“You’re burying the lead,” Jason groaned. “Get to the good part!”

“It’s called build-up, muscle-head,” Fred said. 

“Everybody, quit interrupting!” Laurie snapped, snatching the blunt back from Jason. “I want to hear this.”

“Thank you,” Fred said. “Where was I? Right! Once they’d settled down, the Darceys decided to have a child. Sadly, the baby wasn’t quite right.”

“Lynda,” Laurie guessed.

“Bingo.” An ominous grin curled across Fred’s lips. His face was painted in flickering shadow cast by the firelight. “Some say the natives who lived here before the Darceys put a curse on the town. Some say Grey Willow was built on an ancient burial ground. Some think Mrs. Darcey was abducted by aliens and impregnated with a hybrid fetus. More rational people just think Lynda got dealt a bad hand by genetics. Whatever the reason, Lynda was born different. Physically deformed. Mentally impaired. The Darceys were so ashamed, the only thing they could think to do was hide her away for good. So, they built a house way up in the mountains, where no one would ever see her.”

“That’s horrible.” Laurie tossed the last quarter inch of the blunt into the fire. 

“That’s not even the worst part,” Fred said. “Mr. Darcey built the house to be like a maze. Halls that led to nowhere, doors that opened into walls, loops of identical corridors. Not even one window. All so that just in case Lynda ever did try to get out, she’d be lost inside forever.”

“Like the Winchester Mystery House, if you’re familiar,” Jason added.

“Trapped in her own house,” Laurie said. “I couldn’t even imagine. How could anyone do that to their own daughter?”

“Lynda was so hideous,” Fred continued, “her mother fashioned her a mask from porcelain and painted it black to hide her face. Allegedly, she also had incredible strength and speed, far beyond anyone else her age. She ate vermin that crawled into the house, biting off the heads of rats and sucking out their insides. She was tall too, growing abnormally fast. By the time she was ten years old, she was over five feet. Her mental disabilities earned her the nickname Looney Lynda.”

“Poor girl.” Carrie shook her head while she stared into the fire. 

“You won’t be saying that for long.” Dylan chortled, taking a long, loud slurp of beer. 

“Despite her parents’ best efforts, one day, Lynda escaped,” Fred said, his voice lowered. “She fashioned a blade out of the scythe her father used to trim the brush around the house. She butchered her mother and father. Then she made her way into Grey Willow. There she went door to door and murdered nearly everyone in the town. They say the streets ran red with blood, that neither bullet nor sword could stop her. 

“Blinded by her bloodlust and her need for vengeance, she hacked and slashed her way through thousands, sparing no man, woman, or child who crossed her path. The few who did survive claimed she went back to the forest when she was done, as if called by it, her body covered head-to-toe in blood.” Fred paused and leaned over the fire, a sinister grin creeping across his face. “There are those who say she still haunts these woods to this very day, waiting to return for her chance...to hunt...again!”

A figure leapt from the bushes, a twisted branch raised above its head. It screeched, landing before the fire, and swung its weapon in a vicious arc toward the teenagers. 

Carrie screamed and jumped to her feet. Laurie fell backward out of her seat. The boys laughed. 

The figure joined in, cackling. 

“Goddammit, Sidney!” Carrie’s face shifted from fear to frustration. 

Sidney, now bathed in the light of the campfire, brushed a few twigs from her modest black curls and tossed her stick into the flames. She planted herself in Fred’s lap. 

“Relax, you babies.” She gave the storyteller a kiss on the cheek. “Wouldn’t be a good ghost story without a jump scare at the end.”

“Would have been better with a mask,” Jason said, handing Sidney a beer.

“Next time.” She popped open the beer and took a few big gulps. 

“Not so fast or you’ll be running off to piss again,” Fred said.

“Maybe I’ll just use that potty mouth of yours.” She poked Fred in the chest. 

“Gross.” Carrie sneered, returning to her seat. 

Laurie picked herself up and brushed herself off. She reached for another beer, her heartrate slowing gradually. “You really believe that Looney Lynda story?” she asked, looking to Fred. 

He shrugged. “It’s just an urban legend. Lynda’s like Bigfoot or the Jersey Devil—only crazies really believe in her.”

“Aren’t there records of the Darceys, though, like in city hall?” Dylan placed his empty beer can on the ground and stomped it into a flat disk. 

“How the fuck do I know what they’ve got at city hall?” Fred scoffed. “I’m just telling the story.”

“No, I think Dylan’s right,” Sidney said. “Mr. Hammond mentioned it. Said they had birth certificates for Mr. and Mrs. Darcey, but none for Lynda.”

“There was a bunch of people who died in town too,” Jason added. “Heard they dumped all the bodies in one big hole in the cemetery. That’s why there’s that gazebo in the middle of it. They tried to put some new plots there but kept finding bodies, so they put it up to keep people from digging.”

“Oh, that’s a load of horseshit,” Fred said. “There’s no such thing as Looney Lynda. She’s just a ghost story.”

“Such a terrible thing to do to a little girl,” Carrie mumbled. 

“Not if she’s a psycho,” Dylan said. “If you ask me, locking her up was the right move if the first thing she did when she got out was kill a whole town.”

“Well, maybe if she’d had people who actually loved her she wouldn’t have killed in the first place.” Carrie sounded bitter. 

“She was probably crazy to start with.” Dylan waved a dismissive hand at her. 

“People aren’t born evil.”

“Sounds like Lynda was.” 

The others watched in silence while Carrie’s face grew redder with each of her boyfriend’s retorts. They all leaned away from the conversation, as if a bomb were about to go off. 

“Why are you such a fucking jerk?” Carrie blurted, folding her arms.

“What?” Dylan said, a confused and offended scowl on his face. “How am I being a jerk?”

“You don’t feel even the smallest bit of sympathy, do you?” 

“For Lynda? No.” Dylan’s expression grew contemptuous, and his eyes narrowed. “Sorry I don’t feel bad for a murdering, psycho bitch.”

“Bitch?” Now it was Carrie who shot her boyfriend a reprehensive glare. 

“What the hell’s your problem? Why are you all up in arms over some Michael Myers freak who probably isn’t even real? You’re acting like Lynda’s your girlfriend or something.”

“You’re disgusting!” Carrie shot to her feet. 

“Hey, let’s calm down,” Jason said. “It’s just a story. There’s no need to—”

“That’s not the point,” Carrie growled. 

“Then what is the point?” Dylan’s nostrils flared. The hand holding the beer tensed enough to dent the sides and spill some up onto the top of the can. “You just fishing for reasons to chew me out or what?”

“You’re a fucking heartless asshole!” Carrie stormed off into the fog, jaw clenched.

Laurie stood up. “Real nice, Dylan,” she said, shooting him a look. 

“The fuck did I do?” 

Laurie rolled her eyes and followed Carrie. 

Sidney sighed and got to her feet. 

“You’re going too?” Fred asked. 

“I think this needs to be a girl talk.” She bent down to give him a kiss before following the others. 

Dylan slammed back the last of his beer and spiked it into the fire. Jason and Fred sat in silence. The sounds of the woods echoed around them: chirping crickets, hooting owls, and the occasional distant howling wolf. All of it faded into the background, becoming a natural white noise which grew, encompassing their thoughts and blurring them out.

After several minutes of awkward silence, Jason got to his feet. 

“Gotta take a leak,” he told the other two before wandering off through the underbrush to find a secluded spot.
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He didn’t go far. The dim glow of the campfire remained at his back. The crackling of the flames and the smell of the smoke still reached him while he unzipped his jeans and unloaded into the dirt behind a thick oak. Jason sighed with relief, both for the emptying of his bladder and the moment of quiet respite. 

Dylan and Carrie’s fighting had gotten worse lately. It was beginning to get on all their nerves. Jason didn’t even really know why they stayed together if they hated each other so much. It had gotten so bad the group had actually had a conversation about not inviting the couple, but they had all agreed it would just be spiteful and they should try to make it work. It was supposed to be a chill trip—one final night of fun, freedom, and rebellion before they all went their separate ways for college. 

They had been fine on the hike up, aside from Carrie complaining her feet ached every few minutes and Dylan’s snide comments about how dangerous the woods could be, how lucky the girls were to have such strong gentlemen among their company. Dylan could definitely be a jerk, but Jason often felt like Carrie egged him on intentionally. Carrie was dating him, for fuck’s sake. She should have known how Dylan was more than anyone. If you poked a lion, you couldn’t be mad when he bit. 

As far as Jason was concerned, they both needed to grow up. Fred had reminded them several times over the years that Dylan and Carrie had their issues but they were still their friends. Lately, Jason wasn’t so sure.

He zipped his pants back up but didn’t head back. Instead, Jason stood there, closed his eyes, and leaned his head back, taking in a big breath. When he opened them again, something had changed.

The air was colder. The fog was thicker. The forest was darker. Not a single star lit up the sky. At first, Jason thought his eyeline had simply fallen at the perfect angle for every star above him to align with the leaves of the canopy, that the trees had worked to cover each twinkling light evenly and coincidentally, but there were colors up there that were simply unnatural for the night sky. Greens, purples, and hints of red. 

He looked over his shoulder. 

The campfire’s glow was gone. 

Jason blinked and searched for where it should have been. 

Nothing. 

And it was what he didn’t notice that made him hold his breath. Something else was missing, and its absence was oppressive. 

Sound. 

The forest was deathly silent. It was as if someone had soundproofed all of reality. All the animals had gone mute. The Earth felt numb. Not even the wind dared speak.

“Guys!” Jason called. “Hey! Where are you guys!”

He expected an echo, for his voice to return when it bounced off the mountain. But even his own sounds had abandoned him.

It was a prank. It had to have been. Another one of Fred or Sidney’s scare tactics. He didn’t know how they were pulling it off, but it was the only explanation.

“This isn’t funny!” he shouted. 

Then, finally, a noise—the snapping of a twig underfoot.

“Who’s there?” he demanded, trying to keep the fear out of his voice but failing. “Fred, is that you?”

Another twig snapped. This time far to his right. 

“Stay back!”

A figure stood within the fog, watching. It was tall, silhouetted, featureless. Wispy fabric fluttered in the breeze like a tangible shadow. It did not move. It simply stared, shoulders tense, like a jungle cat sizing up its prey.

“Sidney?” Jason called, but those proportions were not Sidney’s. 

The arms were longer, hands almost to the knees. The shoulders were squarer. The waistline thinner, almost skeletally so. Fabric whipped around the shoulders, arms, and waist, flapping in a wind that wasn’t there. 

The fog grew thicker around the figure once more, wrapping it in clouds. Then it was gone. 

“Guys! Seriously!”

Footsteps drew closer, seemingly from all around him. Crunching, echoing steps grew faster and nearer, in time with the rapid pounding of his own heart. Jason chose a direction at random and ran. 

He dodged and weaved through trees and low-hanging branches. The fog rolled in heavier. The footsteps followed. Eventually, his own steps disappeared beneath the growing mist.

A high root caught his foot and sent him face-first into the dirt, his palms raking across the network of bark-covered roots below. He flipped himself over and ripped his foot out of the root’s grasp, then shot back up. 

The figure quickly appeared, manifesting out of the darkness, right in front of him. 

Jason tried to back away, nearly stumbling over the same branch again, but a gnarled, clawed hand seized him by the collar of his jersey and lifted him from the ground, feet dangling. His toes barely scraped against the rocks and dirt below. 

He gripped the stiff, gray wrist, its skin as tough and dry as bark. His eyes followed the arm up from where it clutched at his throat to a shoulder loosely covered with dark, flowing rags. The material spun into a cowl, hiding the full outline of his attacker’s head. 

Beneath it was an onyx mask, a kind of porcelain face akin to that of an old doll. Expressionless. Uncaring. It was black, but the paint had cracked and chipped away with age, exposing the white beneath it in a splintering pattern, like a shattered car windshield or a spider’s web. He could just make out the glossy black pits of eyes behind the hideous mask when the figure tilted its head like a curious child. 

“No fucking way,” Jason wheezed. He stared into eyes he had only dreamed of in his childhood’s worst nightmares. 

Looney Lynda raised her other hand—a curved blade strapped with twine and leather to a gnarled branch. The inverted crescent formed a deadly moon which would slice through him with ease. 

“No, no, no! Wait!” Jason cried. 

But the blade silenced his screams. 

In the eight seconds it took for his severed head to finally lose consciousness, he watched Lynda holding his body up. Blood erupted like a fountain from the stump of his neck. Only once the gushing became a trickle did she drop the body and scan the forest floor for the head. She found it a few feet away and reached down for it, her long nails at the end of corpse-like hands encroaching on his vision. 

Then nothing. 
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Sidney and Laurie found Carrie slumped against the thick trunk of an oak, bawling her eyes out into the palms of her hands. Her wheezing sobs echoed throughout the woods and made her hard to miss.

“Easy,” Sidney said, kneeling beside her and gently placing a hand on Carrie’s shoulder. “Just let it all out.”

Laurie came around and rubbed Carrie’s other arm. “You gonna be all right?”

Carrie rubbed the wetness from her cheeks and gave a weak nod. “I’ll be fine.”

“Dylan really got under your skin, huh?” Sidney said. 

Carrie shook her head, taking a minute to compose herself before speaking aloud what she had been afraid to say for so long. “I think he’s cheating on me.”

“Oh, sweetie.” Laurie pulled Carrie into a hug. 

Sidney shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Jesus, Carrie. What are you still doing with him? Do you even like him?” 

“I do,” Carrie said, then stopped and wiped her face again with a sigh. “I did. I don’t know anymore.”

“So, just break up,” Sidney suggested. 

“I can’t.”

“Sure, you can. It’s easy.”

“Easy for you, maybe.” Carrie shot Sidney a reproachful look.

Laurie folded her arms. “If he’s making you unhappy, you shouldn’t force yourself to stay with him. Especially if he’s cheating.”

“What makes you think he’s cheating anyway?” Sidney asked. 

“I saw the texts on his phone.” Carrie took deep breaths before continuing. “He had texts from Danielle Sawyer.”

“Danielle Sawyer?” Sidney asked, leaning in a bit, her nose for gossip flaring. “Thought she was a lesbo.”

“Apparently not,” Carrie said. 

“What did she say?”

“I only got a glimpse at it. Something about his ‘secret’ being safe with her.”

“Carrie, I’m so sorry,” Laurie said. “But if he’s keeping secrets from you, that’s a huge red flag. You deserve better. I think you should dump him. We’ll back you up, right?”

“Totally,” Sidney agreed.

“No.” Carrie shook her head. “Not tonight. I don’t want to ruin the fun anymore than I already have.”

“Fuck that. That boy can walk home if he’s that sad about it. I say we call him out and send him on his way.”

“No,” Carrie said. “Let’s just leave it for tonight. I’ll dump him on Monday, then I can just move on.”

“I think that’s a good call.” Laurie helped Carrie back onto her feet and wiped some of the smeared makeup from her cheeks. 

They took a minute, letting Carrie compose herself and bolster her resolve. Then they started back toward camp. 

Sidney stayed close behind while scanning the woods. A fog was rolling in. She thought she saw something in the distance. A quick-moving shadow appeared in her periphery for only a moment. One of the trees shuddered a little differently than the ones around it, as if a rogue wind had missed the others in favor of that single thin trunk before falling still. 

Sidney stared a moment longer, almost willing it to move like that again, if only to reassure herself of what she had seen. After nearly a minute of no movement, however, she convinced herself it had just been a trick of the fog and caught up with the others.
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“He’s been gone a while,” Fred was saying, pacing back and forth in front of the flames.

“He’s a big boy. He can handle himself,” was Dylan’s reply. 

“If he’s not back in five minutes, I’m going to look for him.”

The girls emerged into the firelight. Carrie lowered herself onto a chair by the fire, putting plenty of space between her and Dylan. Laurie sat between them, making a barrier out of herself.

“Okay, dude. He’s been gone for, like, twenty minutes,” Fred said without so much as a cordial nod to the women. There was panic written all over his face. 

“It has not been that long.” Dylan scoffed.

Fred shot him a stern, aggressive side-eye. 

“What’s going on?” Sidney finally asked. 

“Jason’s been gone for a long time. Went to drain the snake and hasn’t come back yet.”

“Maybe someone should go look for him,” Laurie said. “He can’t be that far, right?”

“What if a bear got him?” Sidney asked. 

“There’s no bears in Grey Willow, Sid. Wolves, maybe. But no bears.”

“All right. I’m going to look for him.” Fred threw his hands up and shot to his feet. “Dylan, come on.” 

“No way, dude,” Dylan barked. “I’m staying right here.”

Fred gritted his teeth, exasperated but not willing to start anything. “Fine. Sid? Laurie?”

The girls nodded and followed Fred into the dark woods, leaving the warmth and light of the campfire behind. Fred pulled his phone out and shined the flashlight ahead of them, cutting a path through the fog. 

Laurie spared a glance back at the camp. Its light faded in the mist, reduced to a pinprick. She realized far too late that they had left Carrie and Dylan. Laurie halted for a moment and considered turning around, but Sidney placed a hand on her back.

“They’ll be fine,” she said. “If anything, this’ll give them a chance to talk.”

Laurie didn’t think Dylan was capable of a reasonable discussion in his current state—drunk and pissed off—but finding Jason had to take priority, so she just nodded.

The woods were dangerous in the best of times. People had gone missing in Grey Willow in broad daylight before. There was the deadly wildlife and the rough terrain, which was easy to get lost in, but they also had to worry about other people. 

Hunters rarely came so far up the mountain, but there were always exceptions—crazies looking to chase their white whale of a buck to the top of the world. Rangers kept a keen eye on things too, though it was difficult to say if there would be any so far out this late at night. 

Technically, they were breaking and entering. The area wasn’t normally accessible to the public. They had ignored more than a handful of “Keep Out” signs on their way up, not to mention the chain-link fence they’d had to clip through. What was an adventure without a little danger? If their campsite had been spotted, it was possible Jason had gotten nabbed by some overzealous cop on a power trip. Though, getting arrested was probably among the least painful ways to go missing in Grey Willow Forest. 

“Jason!” Fred cried. “Jason where are you, man?”

“Freddy, maybe not so loud,” Sidney whispered.

“Why? Afraid Looney Lynda’ll get you?” Fred snickered.

Sidney rolled her eyes and pulled out her own cell phone. She held it up and examined it for a moment, noting she had no signal, before turning on her flashlight and adding it to Fred’s. The light gave her a good look at the overgrown roots of Grey Willow, which made the terrain so difficult to traverse. It was as if the trees had fingers digging into and pulling up at the dirt simultaneously, heaving the very foundation of the mountain. As if the trees themselves were trying to break apart the planet, tearing up rocks and dusty earth.

The group spread out, covering more ground without a word passed between them. The wind kicked up to an eerie whistle. The air grew cold. Laurie pulled her sweater up tighter around her neck and stared down at the ground, minding her footing on the jagged landscape. 

A twig snapped, and Laurie spun around. A tiny yelp escaped her throat. 

The darkness had grown oppressive. Sound seemed to have vanished altogether. The trees were shadowed strips against the night, like the bars of a prison cell. She wasn’t sure when she had lost the others, but they were nowhere to be seen when she looked back up. Laurie scanned for Fred and Sidney, seeking the spotlight beams of flashlights that had long since disappeared. 

“Fred! Sidney!” she called. “Where’d you guys go?” 

She continued to survey the forest, searching for the light of the campfire they had come from, but found only the black abyss of Grey Willow Forest staring back. Laurie retreated a few steps, curling her arms around her midsection when the chill sank into her bones. Her teeth began to chatter. 

“Hello!” Fear gripped her lungs and forced the word out in force. “Anybody!”

Her back collided with something thin and sturdy. At first, Laurie thought it was the trunk of a tree, but it had more give than wood despite it being the same texture as bark. She reached around, her hand trembling, and felt thin, wispy fabric atop gangrenous flesh. 

Her body froze. Her heart raced. Laurie turned her head and beheld a blank face, pitch black and covered in webs. 

The knife went through her midsection just as the scream escaped her lips. Blood gushed to her tongue, cutting her exclamation short. 

Lynda grabbed Laurie’s throat, squeezing out more of that crimson fluid while she watched the light drain from her prey’s eyes. 
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The scream ripped a hole in Fred’s stomach and sent him racing in the direction of the voice. He would recognize it from a mile away. 

“Sid!” he called. “Where are you?”

“Over here!” Sidney’s voice quivered. 

He made out the tears in her voice before he saw them on her cheeks. Fred found her standing under a thick oak tree, branches drooping like a claw over her head.

“What is it?” he asked, leaping over roots and shoving leaves away from his face. Fred put an arm around her. 

She said nothing, just wept into his shoulder and pointed her phone light down. 

At the base of the oak tree was a body. The number thirteen plastered across the corpse’s chest, covered in blood. The head was missing.

“Jason?” Fred’s voice cracked on the second syllable. “Jesus Christ!”

“What the fuck did that?” 

“I don’t know, but we can’t stay here.” Fred grabbed her wrist and pulled her away from the body. “We’ve gotta get back to camp and tell the others.”

“Wait, wait, wait!” Sidney jerked her arm away from him. “Where’s Laurie?”

Fred froze and looked around, squinting his eyes against the fog. Laurie was nowhere to be seen. 

“Laurie!” he called, cupping his free hand over his mouth. “Laurie where are you?”

His voice echoed off the mountainside. Reverberations interrupted by abrupt silence. Even the crickets no longer chirped. It was as if someone had taken a vacuum to sound itself. The air was still and filled with dread. When he called for her again, his echo did not answer.

“Maybe she went back to camp.” Sidney sidled up beside him, trembling from the cold and the fear. “She probably got worried about Carrie. We should go.”

Fred didn’t argue. He took her hand again and headed back the way they had come. Or at least, heading in the direction he thought they had. There was no light to guide them. Their campfire was nowhere to be seen. The fog had grown denser, but surely not dense enough to mask the glow of the flames. Had Dylan and Carrie snuffed it out for some reason? 

The world began to darken. The trees grew thicker, the air heavier. The hairs on the back of Fred’s neck stood on end. He could feel eyes on him but could not see their owner, no matter how many backward glances he threw over his shoulder and up into the trees. 

Suddenly, Sidney’s presence was no longer behind him. He gripped her hand but felt no weight behind it, heard no footsteps following his own. Fred stopped and turned, finding Sidney several paces back one arm missing from her silhouette. He looked down to where his hand still gripped Sidney’s, holding the severed appendage aloft, covered in blood. Then Sidney let out a heart-wrenching shriek summoned by the delayed pain of dismemberment. 

Between them, a tall figure stood cloaked in darkness, her face hidden behind the mask that haunted the nightmares of every child in Pleasant Hills. Black pearls narrowed behind the eyeholes. Blood dripped from her blade. 

“Sidney! Run!” Fred screamed, but he was too late. 

Shock would not allow her to move. Her feet were like cement. Her face was half-coated in her own blood. She fell to her knees. 

Fred screamed while he watched his girlfriend’s skull bisected by the rugged blade. Lynda wrenched the knife from Sidney’s brains, the face split all the way down to the nose, and turned on Fred, lumbering toward him. Sidney’s body crumpled. 

Scattered and flailing, Fred fled into the forest, screaming. “Help! Help! Somebody!”

He leapt over roots and bushes, glancing over his shoulder at the pursuing shadow. Her steps were slow but kept pace with him while he sprinted for his life. The force of his breathing could have projected his lungs up from his chest and out his throat. His heart pounded with adrenaline. The passing wind howled against his eardrums. 

Still no sign of the campfire. Only the vague outline of tree trunks and low-hanging branches poked through the darkness. Then Lynda’s footsteps, right on his heels moments before, stopped. 

Fred, unwilling to slow his pace, threw another glance over his shoulder while he sped through the night. 

The shape was gone. Lynda had disappeared. 

After only a fraction of a moment to celebrate, a searing pain pierced his midsection and brought his momentum to a screeching halt. He looked down and saw red. 

Fred tried to shout, but blood came up instead of his voice. A crooked blade was buried in his chest, all the way to the gnarled branch acting as its handle. A hand, gray like a carcass, held the wood firm, the knuckles tight, pushing the blade deeper...deeper...until even her hand disappeared inside his guts.

Slowly, Fred raised his eyes to meet hers. Those soulless black orbs stared back, remorseless. 

His vision blurred. His head grew dizzy. 

Lynda ripped the blade from his ribcage and watched him drop. 

[image: ]

Carrie was pacing now. Dylan did his best to ignore her, swiping the last can of beer from the cooler and chugging it. 

“How long has it been?” she asked, finally breaking the silence between them.

“Not like I’ve been keeping track.” Dylan rolled his eyes. 

“Why are you being such a dick?” Carrie snapped, turning on him with disgust. “Our friends have all gone missing, and you’re acting like they kicked your dog or something.”

“I’m not acting like anything. Stop putting words in my fucking mouth.”

“Oh, stop acting like a child.”

“I’m acting like a child?”

“Yes, you are.”

“You’re the one throwing a temper tantrum over everything I say.”

“You’ve been an ass all night.”

“I haven’t done anything.”

“Bullshit!”

Dylan stood and kicked dirt onto the fire, suffocating it.

“Fuck this.” He snorted, storming for his tent.

“Where are you going?” Carrie demanded. 

“To sleep and pray you’re off your period by tomorrow morning.”

“Ex-fucking-scuse me? How dare you!”

Dylan spun around and glared at Carrie. “What the hell is your problem with me, huh? I try to be nice. I bring you out here to hang out with my friends. I buy you fancy dinners at those stuck-up restaurants. I even let you stay at my house when your parents are fighting, and you know my dad would flip if he found out. So, tell me what the fuck I did to make you hate me this fucking much.”

Carrie was stunned into silence. 

Maybe she had made a mistake. Or was he just trying to spin things so he looked like the victim? Whatever the reason, Dylan was more hurt and angry than she had ever seen him before, all his emotions turned up to eleven. She didn’t want to push things further than she already had, but it was now or never. 

“I saw the texts,” Carrie said, after her nerves had calmed, allowing words to pass through her dry throat. 

“What texts?” Dylan asked. 

“The ones between you and Danielle Sawyer.”

Dylan’s expression dropped, and his face went pale with guilt. 

“Fuck.” He started pacing. “That wasn’t what you think, Carrie.”

“Then what was it?” The knot in her throat had descended into her stomach, where it burned like a fire, anger bubbling in the bile.

Dylan opened his mouth and made to answer, a small vocalization just breaching the surface, when a sound cut him off. A whistling, swooshing sound, like a javelin soaring toward its target. It came down in a crash of wood. 

Ash and sparks erupted from the snuffed-out campfire where it had landed. Dylan covered his eyes from the cloud of dust and ember. Carrie gasped and coughed. When the dirt settled, she let out a scream. 

Staring back at them from atop the blackened pile of wood was a severed head covered in soot. Jason’s face was locked in an expression of fear and peril. His pale, bloodless head had been spiked on a jagged tree branch and thrown like a spear straight into the center of the campfire. 

An effigy. A trophy. A head mounted on a pike.

It was followed by a figure storming out from the fog
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