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      It seems since the beginning of time, humankind has relished fear and the rush of adrenaline that accompanies it. We like to be scared by movies, games, amusement park rides, and, dear reader, let us not forget literary works, such as those by Edgar Allan Poe, Bram Stoker, Mary Shelley, Shirley Jackson, H.P. Lovecraft, Stephen King and so many others. Perhaps our primal fight or flight response is to blame for this natural inclination. And some, more than others, may even find comfort in what haunts us because it is familiar.

      The fifteen stories in this anthology, penned by tremendously talented authors of varying backgrounds, all center on the theme of horror. These individuals have crafted stories of humanoid beings living (and plotting) among us, creatures of folklore lurking just beyond reach—some more familiar than others, and a few that are only one of many.

      These stories, chosen through blind reads, were penned by a mixture of authors whose work has appeared in earlier Inkd Publishing anthologies, while others are not only new to the roster, but are cutting their teeth in the horror genre with this book. Eight of the fifteen writers identify as female, a positive thing in what can be a male-dominated genre.

      You’ll witness the dead come back to life and meet the people who must “round them up”; learn the dangers of playing with magic; see the hunters become the hunted; take the road less traveled and see its disastrous consequences; and learn first-hand how there’s nothing more powerful than a mother’s love.

      But these tales chill the bones not just because of their fantastical settings and plots; but because we know at an innate level that we’re never more than one phone call, one decision, one set back or one split second away from entering a world of fear.

      Can you put the lid back on Pandora’s box once it’s been opened?

      Will you see through a cultist’s trickery before it’s too late?

      The storytelling ability of the authors in this book is impressive. You’ll accompany richly developed characters as they tempt fate, battle forces of evil, seek vigilante justice, grapple with loneliness, get bogged down by self-doubt, stir up trouble in the metaphorical pot, seek the wrong acquaintances and do anything to ensure survival.

      Our protagonists can be impulsive; other times, cunning. Occasionally, when a lesson is learned (or not), it has eternal consequences. In other cases, when reality becomes too difficult, all you have to do is change the movie reel or take that first step through the vortex.

      You’ll find between the covers of this book dystopian worlds, glimpses of the future, echoes of the past, monsters within us and those that lurk behind the shadows.

      

      Sara Jordan-Heintz, editor

      

      Sara Jordan-Heintz is an award-winning journalist, editor and historian. She is the author of the biographies Going Hollywood: Midwesterners in Movieland and The Incredible Life & Mysterious Death of Dorothy Kilgallen. She has written hundreds of articles for newspapers and magazines, many republished through the Associated Press and USA Today Network. 

      Her novella “A Day Saved is a Day Earned” was published in Rod Serling Books’ inaugural anthology Submitted For Your Approval edited by Anne Serling. 

      Her fictional stories, heavily inspired by film noir, The Twilight Zone and everyday observations, have appeared in: 101 Words, Red Planet, 365 Tomorrows, Friday Flash Fiction, Blink Ink, The Mambo Academy of Kitty Wang, Better Than Starbucks, Potato Soup Journal and Shady Grove Literary.

      Her work was published in the Brilliant Flash Fiction anthology Branching Out, in Inkd Publishing’s debut anthology Hidden Villains and in Savage Realms’ horror anthology Symphony of the Damned.

      She most enjoys writing speculative fiction, human interest stories and pieces meant to provoke deep feelings and opinions in its readers. She lives in Iowa with her husband Andy Heintz, also a writer, their baby daughter Louisa and tuxedo cat Madeline.
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      “Last call!”

      “Care for another?” 

      “No, thank you.” Why can’t a girl have a drink in a bar without someone trying to pick her up? Shannon thought. 

      Charles seemed to be a nice man, but they all seemed to be at first. Perched on the stool next to her, he made non-threatening small talk throughout the evening. Shannon looked him over. His suit fit tight as if he had recently put weight on a former athlete’s body. And sadly for Charles, he was losing the battle with the hair gods. Why had he chosen her? 

      This pub dissatisfied Shannon, as did most of this Podunk little village miles from vibrant London. It was a dive but the only pub for miles, and she so needed those drinks after the dreary journey south on the train. British travel at its worst; the train was late and wheezed along like an old geezer on a golf course. 

      Shannon was down from London for a job interview she hoped would be a fresh start. No more being followed home by someone she turned down for a date, texting friends to let them know where she was, walking home from the tube with keys interlaced between her fingers. All part of being a young woman in London, she thought. 

      Lately, though, it seemed Shannon had one persistent “admirer.” The phone calls from an unknown number with threatening messages, disgusting notes slipped through the mail slot, and texted photos of her around town. Then a girl disappeared a few blocks from Shannon’s flat, found strangled later in a nearby park. 

      And now Shannon was here. With Charles. Was there nowhere she could go to escape unwanted attention?

      “I should get back to my hotel.” Suddenly weary, Shannon picked up her bright green peacoat from the stool on her other side. Charles helped her shrug it on.

      “Need a ride home?” Shannon had feared this overture. She had done nothing to lead him into thinking they would continue their impromptu date at her hotel, had she? Was her responding to his chatter all the impetuous he needed? The dim shadows made his expression appear more leering sleaze than hopeful puppy dog. “It’s not safe here on a night like this.”

      “I’ll be ok. It’s not far. Just a couple of blocks.” It was more than that, but she didn’t want him to know where she was staying.

      Charles persisted. “You don’t want to walk alone on a night like this.” 

      “No, you don’t.” The bartender agreed as he returned with another pint of Charles’s brew. 

      “Why not?” Were they working together?

      “The Shalgaree comes out on a night like this,” Charles said.

      “The what?”

      “Shalgaree.” Charles jerked his head to the left. “Lives out on the marshes west of here. He only comes out when the conditions are right, like tonight—unseasonably cool, overcast, the darkest night of the moon. But it’s the wind changing direction, blowing in from the sea, carrying the smell of the salty air and human flesh toward the marshes that draws him into town to feed.”

      Shannon snorted. Seriously, this guy would say anything to take her home. Marsh monster?

      “Charles is right.” The bartender, of course, supported his mate. “There are stories of the Shalgaree going back to when this pub first opened several hundred years ago.”

      “Who was the last that got snatched?” Charles asked him.

      The bartender scratched his head. “Been a couple years since a night like this. Couple of people disappeared then. Never saw them again.” 

      “Could they have gotten so plastered they fell into the sea and drowned?” That seemed the most likely scenario, as there was nothing else to do in this town but drink.

      “I think the first was a seaman from one of the ships in port. Left here and never reached the docks. But the second was Esme Reynolds,” the bartender continued. “Walking home from her boyfriend Thomas’ flat after a date. Not far from here.”

      Charles nodded as if his memory had been refreshed.

      Another missing woman, could Shannon not escape them anywhere? “Well, what does this Shalgaree look like so I can avoid him?”

      “No one knows. No one has ever seen it, leastwise anyone alive. And you won’t see it either ‘til it’s on ye.”

      Shannon had had enough. She didn’t want to hear about made-up monsters when her life was full of real ones. She was exhausted and just wanted a good night’s sleep. 

       “Well, thanks for the drinks and the story, but I’ll be on my way now.”

      Charles’ face fell. Guess he got his hopes up. Shannon’s heart clenched a little witnessing his dejection, and the politeness instilled in her since childhood took over. “But thank you for the evening. I enjoyed myself.” 

      Charles flashed Shannon a troubled smile. “Don’t let the Shalgaree get you!” His voice held a note of warning, which caused Shannon to glance back at him. The low light of the pub bathed Charles’ face in shadows, making him appear slightly devilish. She bit her lip, a tad concerned, as she exited the pub.

      Shannon halted as the pub door eased shut behind her, cutting off the murmur of voices and the odor of greasy fish and chips. Charles was a nice guy, but his persistence had irritated her. Shannon had been hoping for a quiet drink after a draining train ride south, not a pick-up. And that absurd story about a shal-what?

      The street before her was desolate, the Victorian-style streetlamps distant and dim, barely casting a glow on the uneven stone sidewalk. Worse, the cobblestone street was deserted, all shops having shuttered long before last call. The soft bong of the church bell heralded the one o’clock hour. 

      But Shannon should be safe to walk alone here. This wasn’t London. 

      Cold wind tore through her, causing Shannon to shiver and pull her peacoat more tightly around her. She traversed the narrow sidewalk; the sharp uneven stones caused her to stumble like a drunk. She walked east toward the sea, the breeze blowing directly in her face, bringing with it the briny smell of the saltwater. Leaves scuttled around her feet. 

      The town was silent but for the wind and the soft tap of her heels on the stone. When the gusts briefly abated, another faint noise took its place. Clop. Clop. Clop. A horse? Shannon glanced over her shoulder but couldn’t see one on the cobblestones behind her. Shrugging, she continued toward the inn. 

      Clop. Clop. Clop. There it was again. Matching Shannon’s pace. A little louder, echoing off the limestone buildings on the narrow street. That’s what it was—just an echo of her own footsteps. Don’t start hearing things that aren’t there, she warned herself.

      She walked on, shoulders back, trying to appear confident to anyone watching.

      Clop. Clop. Clop. 

      Shannon immediately halted. Another clop followed, then silence. Not an echo. Was Charles following her? To scare her into letting him escort her back to the inn? What a nutter.

      Determined to give him a piece of her mind, Shannon spun around. 

      “Charles, is that you?” Squinting into the shadows, she tried to spot her follower. But the night was too dark with no moon, no stars, the streetlamps too far apart. No one was there. 

      The wind kicked up again, loosening several strands of hair from her tired up-do, which she tucked behind her ears with more force than necessary. “Charles, if you’re there, show yourself.” Tapping her toe, she waited for Charles to appear. The street remained deserted. “This isn’t funny.” Her voice trembled.

      A door slammed behind her, causing Shannon to jump and spin around, nearly losing her footing on the uneven walkway. Hasty footsteps hurried off to the right, down an alley. A girlish giggle faded in the distance.

      Well, at least she wasn’t alone out here. Had she gotten to where she saw danger around every corner? She cursed Charles and his stupid tale of the Shalgaree for igniting her imagination.

      Stiff-legged and straight-backed, Shannon accelerated her pace. If Charles were behind her, she would not let him see how much he had scared her.

      Her shoes clicked in haste but didn’t drown out the footsteps of her pursuer. Tap-tap-tap-tap. Clop-clop-clop-clop. Louder. Closer.

      Other, darker thoughts began to fill her mind. Had her stalker followed her from London? Is that who was behind her? Shannon wracked her brain, trying to remember anyone suspicious on the train ride down. There was that guy who seemed to be staring at her every time she turned around...but she didn’t think they had gotten off at the same stop. Maybe he doubled back?

      The persistent Clop-clop-clop-clop sounded closer. Louder.

      A foghorn hailed her from the docks. Just what I need, to get lost in the fog and fall into the sea. 

      Heart quickening, clutching her handbag tighter, Shannon hurried onward. How far could the inn be? Four more blocks? It was taking forever.

      Could Charles be her London stalker? The thought rose unbidden in her mind. He had fixated on her at the pub almost from the time she arrived. If so, she’d never clapped eyes on him in her life. Where would they have ever crossed paths? Shannon shook her head as if to toss the thought from her brain. No, that can’t be right. He was from here. He knew the bartender and the legend of the Shalgaree.

      Shannon’s head swiveled from left to right, alert for possible attackers leaping out from doorways and alleys. The bleak stone buildings with their dark, empty windows seemed hostile, as if blaming her for her own predicament.

      And it was her fault; she should never have been out this late.

      Not much farther.

      The trailing footsteps continued, louder, closer. Shannon dared to cast another peek over her shoulder, but the street was deserted.

      Flinching when a garbage can clanged nearby, Shannon took off at a swifter pace, nearly jogging. Her stalker trotted behind her. Clop-clop-clop-clop. Catching up. How can that be when no one was there?

      A dark form darted out of a doorway to her right, accompanied by the pounding of feet. Her stalker had come for her! Shannon froze, a scream welling up in her throat. Something brushed by her, knocking into her leg, panting. Her eyes tracked the shape as it raced to the other side of the street. Would he return for a second attack? The figure ran under a streetlight, revealing it to be a dog. Shannon exhaled a long, shaky breath. Just a dog. Get a grip.

      She took one step, a phantom step echoing behind her. Shannon swung around, but still, the street was empty. Maybe this story of an invisible monster is true after all.

      The sidewalk was so narrow Shannon’s wobbly leg accidentally stepped off the curb, turning an ankle. What else could go wrong? She rubbed her sore foot, using a streetlight for support. The streetlamp buzzed above her and flickered. She turned around, her face pale and shiny with sweat, her eyes wide. 

      “Who’s there?” her shrill voice rang out.

      A disembodied laugh came out of nowhere. Shannon screeched and clung to the streetlight, eyes squeezed shut against the impending attack.

      When none came and no footsteps approached her, Shannon opened her eyes, darting them around. There, on the top floor of the building, two doors up. An open window with the soft light from a telly spilling out. Help was close at hand; the laugh probably came from up there. 

      Shannon tentatively tested her ankle, found it tender but useable, and limped to the door. “Help!” she yelled, pounding on it.

      She cupped her eyes and peered through the dark window, hoping to see movement inside of someone coming to her aid.

      She pounded on the door again. “Please, let me in!” 

      The lower level remained dark and silent. No one came. 

      Above her, the window whooshed shut. The light also extinguished, leaving Shannon in the dark once again. 

      Was this what that poor murdered girl in London felt like before she was caught? Alone, terrified, with no one coming to her aid?

      Shannon sagged against the door, covering her face with her hands, willing herself not to cry. How she wished she had never gone to the pub at all!

      The street remained hushed. Had her stalker given up? Feeling somewhat hidden in the doorway, Shannon forced herself to creep back onto the sidewalk. Immediately, an echoing step answered her from nearby. Nope, her pursuer was still there, in the shadows, waiting.

      If I don’t move, will it just stay where it is? Maybe if she just waited there until morning, she’d survive.

      A crash and screech from a nearby alley caused Shannon to scream and flee. 

      Shannon gasped for air. Blood pounded in her ears but didn’t drown out the sounds of her pursuer, so close she almost felt its breath on the back of her neck. Her hair came loose from its restraint and tumbled around her shoulders. Bumping into a streetlight, the bag flew from her hand into the gutter. She hesitated, then left it behind and dashed on. 

      Don’t look back. 

      The footsteps seemed to multiply and surround her. 

      Faster. You’re almost there. 

      The warm glow from the building’s windows up ahead, lighting up the sky, signaled the end of the chase. Her inn! Shannon sobbed and stumbled toward the safety of the lobby. 

      Movement flashed in the corner of her left eye. Hair? Something sharp reaching toward her.

      What—?

      A hand seized her right arm. Shannon released a blood-chilling scream and struck out at her attacker with her free hand.

      “Whoa! Whoa!” The man before her dropped her arm and held up a hand in supplication. 

      The man looked threatening, stockily built, tweed flat cap pulled low over his eyes. However, his brow wrinkled in confusion rather than menace.

      It took Shannon a second to realize it was Charles.

      “Charles! Why are you following me?” Anger teemed from every pore in Shannon’s body, and her hands clenched, ready to do battle. “Why didn’t you respond when I called out to you earlier? Were you deliberately trying to scare me because I wouldn’t let you bring me home?” She practically vibrated with rage.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. I told you it’s dangerous on a night like this. I wanted to make sure you got home safely.” He held out her handbag. “You dropped this.” 

      Shannon’s shoulders sagged. Had she overreacted? Was Charles just a Good Samaritan? She felt as if her judgment about men was failing her. “Thanks.” She took her bag from him.

      Charles touched the brim of his tweed flat cap and turned toward the docks.

      “Hey!” she called. “Did you, um, see anyone else behind me just now?”

      He looked over her shoulder, frowning, then shook his head. “No one else out here on a night like this.” He whistled as he walked toward the docks.

      Shannon hobbled up the steps into the inn, her ankle throbbing from her flight. The brightly-lit lobby blinded her after the murkiness of the street. She felt foolish about her fright and flight. Her stalker had not pursued her here, no invisible monster had trailed her, and if Charles had not followed her home, she would have lost her purse.

      Charles. Was he just a nice guy? Maybe she should track him down in the morning and apologize for her behavior? But then she remembered how he tried to scare her with that stupid story of an invisible creature. How could she have fallen for that? Charles must have had a good laugh watching her panic as she fled from an imaginary monster.

      But then Shannon recalled her fleeting glimpse of something else. Hairy, sharp. Could it have been…? No, it had been Charles she saw; she was certain.

      But the lingering dread would not go away. Her sore ankle later in the morning reminded Shannon of her terror from the night before. Feeling knackered, she dragged herself from the bed and went in search of breakfast. 

      No one was staffing the desk when she reached the lobby. A small crowd gathered outside, pointing at something on the sidewalk. Shannon joined them.

      A housekeeper sobbed. 

      “The Shalgaree…” someone else murmured.

      Shannon’s heart seized, and she pushed between a couple of the inn’s staff. A spatter of blood covered the sidewalk, and a trail of blood drops led away from the sea. In the blood was—Shannon bent closer to see—a chunk of flesh? Shannon’s stomach revolted. She nearly collapsed from numb legs when she saw what was lying next to the blood: a blue, tweed flat cap. 

      “Got his next victim, he did,” the desk clerk said.

      Shannon’s head swam, and tremors overtook her body. Charles hadn’t been having a laugh at her expense last night. Was the Shalgaree real? Had it, in fact, stalked her last night? And Charles paid the price for her foolish disregard of his warning. Shannon mourned his unintended sacrifice on her behalf.

      Eager to get to the train station and return to the safety of London, Shannon fled to her room and grabbed her suitcase. She dropped her key at the front desk and strode toward the railway station. 

      “On your way home, Miss?” the desk clerk called after her.

      “Yes.” Shannon grimaced at her thought that London was safer than the coast. There are all kinds of monsters. Some of them are more familiar than others. 

      

      Heidi Hunter now pursues her passion of writing short stories with mystery and horror themes. Her stories have appeared in anthologies such as Wrong Turn, A-Z of Horror: I is for Internet and Halloween Horror Volume 3 as well as e-zines such as Flash Bang Mysteries and Mysterical-E. She’s a member of Sisters In Crime and the Horror Writers Association.  Her website is https://wanderwoman376.wordpress.com/.
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      The sign read Private Property. No Trespassing. It hung sideways from the arm of the barrier gate, the metal clips on the left side rusted and broken.

      Russ cut the engine of the aging Ford F-150, then killed the lights, plunging everything into darkness. “We’re here,” he announced.

      Eddie squinted out of the passenger-side window. No longer illuminated by the truck’s high beams, the wall of trees and bushes on either side of the narrow dirt road had dissolved into a single, blacker-than-black, shadowy blob.

      And where exactly is here, he thought as he looked down at his phone. He slid his finger across the screen till he found a globe-shaped icon. He pressed it, and the screen blinked then became a map. Eddie focused on the blue dot in the middle. He zoomed out. The otherwise invisible border between New York and Pennsylvania came into view.

      Russ turned to his son. “Looks like we go on foot from here,” he said, shoving open the driver-side door.

      The interior dome light burst to life. A gust of late-November air, tinged with snow, rushed into the cabin. It bit at Eddie’s exposed hands and face and neck and sent a shock to his brain, warning him the outside wasn’t safe.

      Russ stepped out of the truck. He pulled his jacket tight and said, “Put your phone away and grab the packs on the back seat. I’ll get the guns.” He slammed the door shut.

      Eddie rolled his eyes. Guns. Backpacks. Hiking. This wasn’t exactly how he envisioned spending his Thanksgiving college break. He glanced down at his phone. Opening the messenger app, he selected the thread with Sarah—a new love interest back at school—and started typing.

      My dad has literally taken me to the middle of nowhere. I can already hear the banjo music. Do me a favor, if you don’t hear from me by the end of the day, call search and rescue. LOL. TTYL.

      Knowing that Sarah wouldn’t be awake for at least another couple of hours, Eddie didn’t wait for a reply. He shoved his phone back into his jacket. Then, donning his gloves, snatched the backpacks off the back seat and exited the vehicle. He met his father at the rear of the pickup truck.

      Russ had flipped down the tailgate and was hovering over a pair of hard shell rifle cases. He flicked open the lid of the nearest case, revealing a Ruger American Predator rifle with a black scope mounted above the frame. “Remember this?” he asked as he held up the weapon.

      Eddie tossed his backpack over his shoulder and took the vaguely familiar-looking rifle from his father. He ran his hand down the lightly tapered barrel and moss-green composite stock. “Is this—”

      “The rifle I gave to you on your fifteenth birthday? Yup,” said Russ with a smile.

      “How? I thought Mom made you return it the next day.”

      Russ grabbed an identical-looking rifle from the second case. Slipping his right arm through the shoulder strap, he said, “She did. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it, so I left it and the one I bought myself, at Uncle Bobby’s house. They’ve been sitting inside his gun safe ever since.” Russ took a deep breath. “Even though your mother never really warmed to the idea, I thought one day she’d let me take you hunting. I just never thought it would take three years and your mother’s….”

      Russ’s jaw went rigid, and his voice trailed off like a whisper in the wind. Closing the tailgate with a thud, he trudged off, the newly fallen snow crunching under his boots.

      Eddie lingered at the rear of the truck, his limbs frozen by a wave of bitter-tasting grief. Although six months had passed, his mother’s death still felt raw. He swallowed hard, but the gloomy feeling clung to the pit of his stomach like the light snow falling from the sky clung to his wool hat and jacket. 

      A shrill caw pierced the silence.

      The harsh and sudden noise shook Eddie from his thoughts. He straightened his back and pulled a flashlight from his pocket. Flicking it on, he pointed it in the direction he heard the sound. A pair of beady eyes reflected in the light.

      And then he felt it, a tingle in the center of his back. It crept up his spine like a spider inching toward a fly caught in its web, the uncomfortable sensation growing stronger with each passing second.

      The crow wasn’t the only one watching.

      Eddie swept his flashlight up and down the trees and bushes.

      Nothing.

      He pivoted and shone the light across to the other side of the road.

      “You coming, or what?” yelled Russ.

      Eddie flicked the light off. He shook the jitters from his limbs. Just my nerves, he thought, then joined his father standing in front of the truck near the barrier gate.

      Using a knife-hand gesture, Russ pointed down the road. “It shouldn’t be more than a fifteen-minute walk to the meadow.”

      Eddie reached for the sign hanging from the arm of the barrier, his eyes locked on the words No Trespassing. “Are you sure we’re even allowed to be here?” he asked.

      Russ shrugged. “Stratton said this was where he saw Houdini.”

      “Yeah, I know, you told me like a thousand times on the drive out here. But did Sheriff Stratton mention it was OK for us to trespass on private property?”

      Russ answered by swinging his leg over the barrier and hopping over to the other side.

      Eddie sighed. He glanced down at the heavy lock and chain securing the swing arm to the concrete post, then up at his father.

      Gone was the clean-cut, by-the-book, Marine turned community college professor. The man now standing before Eddie sported a shaggy salt and pepper beard, a recent full-sleeve tattoo—a roaring lion with lilac flowers, Mom’s favorite—and apparently now believed the words “No Trespassing” were only a suggestion.

      The one-hundred-eighty-degree change in character not only shocked Eddie, it frightened him.

      “Let’s move with a purpose,” said Russ with a wave of his hand.

      As Eddie scrambled over the gate, he stepped on something metallic—a small square-shaped sign. He bent down, picked it up, and wiped away a thin layer of snow, revealing a two-word inscription. “Hold up a second, Dad.” Eddie’s voice was tight, and he spoke quickly. “Are you kidding me? You brought us to Potashe Preserve—the Potashe Preserve?”

      Russ halted. He turned. “You say that like it’s supposed to mean something.”

      “You seriously never heard of this place?” Eddie rubbed the back of his neck as he looked over his shoulder toward the pickup.

      Russ cocked his head to the right. “What gives, Eddie?”

      Eddie clenched his jaw. His voice cracked. “This place is home to devil worshipers.”

      Russ stared into his son’s dark brown eyes, then doubled over in laughter.

      Eddie pressed his gloved hands against his hips and waited for his father to stop.

      Russ finally caught his breath. “You had me there for a second, son. You really did.” He straightened. “C’mon,” he said as he pivoted on his heel, “let’s get moving. I want to find the meadow before the sun comes up.” He started fast-walking down the left side of the rutted dirt road.

      Eddie gave the metal sign one last look before dropping it and running after his father. “I’m serious, Dad.” His words came out in a puff of condensation. “In high school, Sean told me how he overheard his mom and dad talking one night about a group of people who used an old abandoned chapel up here for Satanic rituals. Said they’d hang pieces of aborted babies from the rafters as they performed sacrifices. Just thinking about it scares the literal shit out of me.”

      “Watch your language, Eddie. And you heard this ridiculous story from Sean? The pimply-faced kid who dropped out of college, lives in his parents’ basement, and cuts grass for a living? That Sean?”

      “He’s still cutting grass?”

      Russ rolled his eyes and picked up his pace.

      For the next twenty minutes, father and son walked side-by-side in silence. They followed the unlit dirt road as it zigged and zagged between the slender pines and towering hardwoods and plum thickets.

      Eddie kept his head on a swivel, and like a little boy, his imagination ran wild. He saw horned monsters behind every shadowy tree trunk and hunched and disfigured witches lurking inside every darkened bush.

      And then there was the flutter of wings.

      The carrion bird kept its distance but every so often called out—a taunt, a threat, maybe a warning. Eddie couldn’t tell the difference. But every caw made his stomach twist like an eel trapped in a net.

      Russ led them farther down the road.

      Through a break in the trees, Eddie noticed yellowish-orange rays of light creeping above the horizon. He was about to ask his father how much longer when the road split. To the right, the road continued on; to the left, it emptied into a wide-open grassy field, dotted with short shrubs and ringed by an innumerable number of tall pines and mostly leaf-less hardwoods.

      “Looks like we found the meadow,” said Eddie. “So, can we go now?”

      A deep frown entrenched itself in Russ’ wrinkled forehead. “No,” he said, “now we wait for Houdini to appear.”

      Eddie’s shoulders slumped forward. He was cold and tired and hadn’t checked his phone for at least thirty minutes, which was probably some kind of record. “Great,” he said. “Let me know when he shows up.” Retrieving his phone from his jacket, he trudged over to a nearby fallen pine tree and plopped down.

      Russ moved a couple of feet away to a shadow-filled spot near the edge of the tree line. He un-slung his rifle. Peering through the scope, he scanned the wind-swept meadow and then the wood line, looking for movement. Halfway to the other side, he noticed a blur of brown between two dead pines.

      He held his breath as a whitetail deer stepped into view. The doe inched her way into the meadow. A second and third doe followed, their noses turned up, sniffing the air for danger.

      And then a buck emerged, a massive rack of antlers adorned its head. Russ counted the points, then lowered his weapon and glanced over his shoulder. “Son,” he said with an ear-to-ear grin, “we’ve found him.”

      Eddie looked up from his phone. “Houdini?” He was surprised by the excitement in his voice.

      Russ motioned to the far side of the meadow. “Straight out. About a hundred yards. Near those two dead pines.”

      Eddie jumped to his feet. He brought up his rifle and pointed it in the direction. Looking through his scope, he quickly made the three does, and then he saw Houdini—the legendary whitetail buck with fifteen points, who showed up in the summer only to disappear during hunting season. At least, that was the story Stratton apparently told his father.

      “I want you to take the shot,” whispered Russ.

      Eddie blinked. He dipped the barrel of his rifle.

      “You can do it,” said Russ keeping his voice low as he placed an assuring hand on his son’s shoulder. “Just ease your grip and bend your knees a bit. And aim for the broadside of the deer, just behind the crease of his shoulder and slightly below the centerline of his chest.”

      Eddie inhaled. He pressed the butt of the rifle into the pocket of his right shoulder. Besides playing paintball with his friends and going to the indoor shooting range a few times with his father, he didn’t possess much experience shooting guns, and he had zero experience killing something as majestic-looking as Houdini. Yet here he stood, his index finger inside of the trigger guard, moments away from becoming its reaper. His pulse raced. His hands started to tremble.

      The crow cawed.

      “Take the shot before he disappears,” hissed Russ.

      Eddie silently counted down from five. He didn’t remember squeezing the trigger.

      The crack of the bullet echoed across the meadow. 

      “You hit him!” shouted Russ.

      Eddie nearly threw up.

      “Hurry. Let’s get to him,” said Russ, who quickly slung his rifle over his shoulder and bounded off across the snow-covered meadow.

      It took a minute for the ringing inside of Eddie’s ears to subside and another for him to regain his composure. Then, with his head hung low, he stepped from the shadows and walked as slow as possible to the kill site. When he finally reached the other side, he found his father standing over a small pool of blood.

      Russ pointed down at a set of tracks in the snow that led back toward the two dead pines. “He stumbled off,” he said, eyes wide with excitement. “But he can’t have gone far.”

      Eddie fixated on the red-stained snow. Regardless of how the day ended, he knew at that moment it wouldn’t include any happy memories, at least not for him.

      Russ slapped his son on the back then started walking toward the forest.

      Eddie glanced across the meadow. He could leave now and make for the truck.

      “C’mon,” yelled Russ over his shoulder.

      Eddie closed his eyes. But this adventure wasn’t about him. He dipped his chin. “I’m coming,” he mumbled as he turned and shuffled off after his father.

      Although the trail of blood was clearly visible in the snow-filled meadow, it all but disappeared on the forest floor, the canopy above shielding the ground from the recent snow. It made following Houdini’s death walk almost impossible, and forced Russ and Eddie to double back several times to reacquire it.

      The minutes ticked past, and Eddie began to think he’d only grazed Houdini. “I think Houdini pulled a Houdini,” he said aloud.

      Russ turned around. A look of frustration replaced the one earlier of exuberance. He made an inches sign with his fingers. “We’re this close to bagging an epic buck, and you want to turn back now?”

      “No,” Eddie lied. He leaned against a nearby tree. His legs ached. His stomach grumbled. “I just need a break.”

      “Fine,” groaned Russ, “but only for a minute.” 

      Eddie unzipped his backpack and retrieved a water bottle. As he twisted off the cap and brought the bottle to his lips, he froze like a pointing dog. The bottle dropped from his hands.

      “What’s wrong now?” said Russ, his voice tinged with frustration.

      Eddie pointed. “What the fuck is that?”

      “Jesus Christ, Eddie, your mouth,” said Russ as he turned to look.

      Rising above the tops of a nearby grove of snow-covered pine trees was a narrow dilapidated concrete chimney. Near the top, a hand-painted white eye glared down at them. And sitting motionless on the capstone was the crow.

      Eddie felt his pulse thumping in his neck. “Let’s get the hell out of here, Dad,” he said. His voice cracked. “Like now.”

      “Calm down, Eddie. It’s probably just an old abandoned hunter’s cabin.”

      “With a white eye painted on it?”

      Russ crouched to inspect a speck of red at his feet. “Eye or no eye,” he said, gesturing toward the chimney, “Houdini went that way. So, that’s the way we are going too.” He stood and started purposefully walking.

      An uncontrollable tremor crept up Eddie’s leg. He stomped his foot to quell the sensation.

      “Start moving with a purpose, Eddie,” shouted Russ. “Because the sooner we find Houdini, the sooner we can leave.”

      Eddie didn’t care about Houdini, not before, and definitely not now. Screw that stupid deer, he thought. And that crow. And screw Potashe Preserve! He looked back the way they’d come. Every fiber of his being begged, pleaded with him, to turn and run, to put as much distance between himself and that white-eyed chimney. And yet, he pushed himself off the tree, squeezed the rifle tight in his hands and mustered the will to march after his father.

      The chimney was attached to a small windowless stone-covered structure, no larger than a two-car garage. Four decaying concrete steps led up to a thin, pitted metal door that hung loosely on a pair of rusted hinges. 

      A cold, stiff wind blew through the small grove, swirling snow and bending the treetops. The gust caught the inside of the door and flung it wide open.

      Eddie felt the clang of metal against stone in his teeth. But that wasn’t the only thing he felt emanating from that building. “Do you feel that, Dad?” The words croaked from his dry lips.

      Russ nodded, his face expressionless, his focus drawn to the doorway. He took a step toward the building. “Stay here,” he said.

      Eddie didn’t need to be told twice. He kept to the edge of the clearing, his feet rooted to the ground, his hands wrapped tight around the stock of his rifle.

      Russ slinked toward the structure like a fox approaching a chicken. He produced a flashlight as he climbed the four steps. At the top, he hesitated, then poked his head inside of the doorway.

      Eddie was twelve years old the last time he heard his father curse. Then it was funny; now it made him almost piss his pants.

      Russ lurched back and stumbled down the steps. Steadying himself, he scrambled over to his son. He held out his hand. “Phone. Now!”

      Eddie’s fingers couldn’t move quickly enough. He unzipped his pocket, retrieved his iPhone, and handed it to his father. A thousand questions rushed through his mind, but the words wouldn’t form
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