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“Asher Ellis’s Curse of the Pigman is a fast-paced thrill ride from beginning to end—exciting, harrowing, and more than a little disturbing. Ellis has a way of sweeping you up into his town and its crazies and its dark secrets, squealing all the way.”

— Mary SanGiovanni, author of the Kathy Ryan series

“A fun, viscous romp that is sure to make you swear off bacon for life!”

— Hunter Shea, author of Slash and Misfits


Pig, n. An animal (Porcus omnivorus) closely allied to the human race by the splendor and vivacity of its appetite…

–Ambrose Bierce

The Devil’s Dictionary
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OCTOBER 30th, 1950

When Sam Harris turned fourteen, he truly believed he would never again enjoy Halloween for the rest of his life. Somewhere, buried away deep inside of him, was an ancient scroll of societal laws, and scribbled between hats should be taken off when indoors and white should never be worn after Labor Day, was Sam’s least favorite rule of all: Only children are allowed to trick-or-treat.

His twelfth year really should’ve been his last, though he had sneaked one more outing at thirteen under the guise of chaperoning his little sister, Carla. He’d had to endure minimal teasing at school the following day, but nothing that couldn’t be disarmed with the excuse, “My parents made me look after her. What was I supposed to do?”

Fourteen, however? Fourteen was just too old, little sister or not. He could no longer deny that he wasn’t a kid anymore. Fourteen meant he had now been a teenager for two whole years, and teenagers didn’t go trick-or-treating. They…

Actually, Sam had no idea what they did. All he knew was that he had tasted his last piece of Halloween candy. Goodbye chocolate bars and popcorn balls and caramel apples. If he wanted to indulge in sweets ever again, he would have to heed that hideous advice his father never seemed to say enough. Get a job.

It just wasn’t fair. Who made these rules, anyway? What adult collective disliked sugar so much that they socially outlawed the one night when you could consume candy to your heart’s, or rather, your stomach’s desire?

Sam could only assume the church had something to do with it. More than once he had been forced to listen to Father Michael preach about the follies of gluttony. During Sunday school, Father Michael would quote Proverbs and state, “If you have found honey, eat only enough for you, lest you have your fill of it and vomit it. For the drunkard and the glutton will come to poverty, and slumber will clothe them with rags.”

Though it wasn’t these words of wisdom that came to be Sam’s saving grace, it was Father Michael who gave Sam the advice that pulled him from his dark depression. One Sunday, when all the other children had returned to their homes, Sam lingered at the church to talk to Father Michael about the regrets that come with growing older. He made sure to keep his feelings vague, not daring to specifically mention Halloween. He was sure Father Michael would see the holiday as a demonstration of devil worship, or something equally absurd.

When Sam was finished, Father Michael placed a gentle hand on his shoulder and said, “As we age, we mustn’t linger on our childhood losses, but rather, embrace what comes next. Always remember: Whenever God closes a door, he opens a window.”

The power of Father Michael’s words wouldn’t hit him until much later when he was stewing in his bedroom, alone. Disheartened, disillusioned, and outright enraged, Sam’s solution came to him like a lightning strike from above. If the door of Halloween had been forever closed, then it was time for Sam himself to open a window.

Goodbye Halloween. Hello Picket Night.

Now, at seventeen, he and his friends had grown to call the night by other names as well. Cabbage Night, Hell Night—it all meant the same thing. On October 30th, you didn’t need a silly costume, just some dark clothing from head-to-toe. He didn’t need a sack to carry candy, just a basket of two-dozen, farm fresh eggs.

As Sam made his way out the front door and into the night, he couldn’t help but smile. He no longer prowled the neighborhood looking for treats. He now embraced the trick part of this beloved holiday. No longer the receiver, he just wanted to give, and he had a whole basket to give this town.

But who will be the first lucky recipient?

There was no shortage of potential victims in his hometown of East Valley, Vermont. Once he met up with his best friend, Jimmy McDoyle, they would make sure all of them received some Halloween cheer.

Sam looked up the street to the clock tower in the village square. According to the massive time piece, he still had thirty minutes before he was to meet Jimmy behind the church parking lot. While Sam was supplying the eggs right from his family’s chicken coops, Jimmy was to bring the toilet paper he’d stolen from school last week. Together they would paint this town white and yellow. Until then, Sam had some time to kill. Surely Jimmy wouldn’t blame him if he began the fun a little early. Would he really miss one or two eggs?

Sam knew he would be forgiven. Besides, how could he resist the prize resting just two blocks away? It was no secret that Principal Ross had recently purchased a brand-new Dodge Coronet convertible. He showcased it in front of the school every day, not hesitating to reprimand any student who dared to even stare at it too long. Principal Ross never failed to show off the vehicle’s powerful engine, roaring out of the parking lot at the end of each school day, always at unsafe speeds for a school zone. And yet, he’d busted Sam just last week for running in the halls.

His smile turning to an ear-to-ear grin, Sam decided it was time to teach Principal Ross a lesson, one that would take a lot of soap and water to wash off.

While Sam made his way to the principal’s house, he couldn’t help but pat himself on the back for probably the hundredth time that he had chosen October 30th as his new holiday, rather than tomorrow night. There were other kids at school who went on Halloween to commit their tomfoolery, but Sam knew that was a blatant mistake. Those were always the pranksters who got caught, as policeman and other supervising adults were always out in full force. The day before Halloween, however, the streets were as sleepy as a cemetery. Tonight, Sam Harris was the emperor of East Valley.

It did not take long to reach the home of Principal Ross, and before Sam knew it, his wandering mind had distracted him long enough to complete the journey. He crouched behind a mailbox across the street, contemplating how he should approach his mischievous task. Though the property included a detached garage, the convertible sat parked in the driveway. This didn’t surprise Sam at all, as any passing pedestrian wouldn’t be able to envy Ross for his automobile if it was shut away inside.

What gave Sam pause was the light shining out from the bay window of the house’s living room. Through the well-lit glass, Sam could see Principal Ross, the ol’ fat bastard, sitting in front of his television set. A bowl of popcorn rested in his lap which he continually dunked his hand into, bringing fistful after fistful to his mouth. If Sam were to launch his attack now, it would not take long for Ross to make it from his chair to the front door. Still, there would be time to throw at least two eggs, but Sam knew he would have to make them count.

Sam popped up from behind the mailbox, already reaching into his basket. As he reared back to release the projectile, he made one last mental note regarding his escape. Instead of running back down the avenue where he would be illuminated by street lights, Sam would cut through the lawn neighboring the Ross house and into the forest on the other side. In there, Sam would be completely concealed in trees and darkness, and there was no way Ross would be able to spot him as he retreated. Not unless Ross brought a flashlight with him to the front door, which was highly unlikely.

Without another moment’s hesitation, Sam took aim and threw his first egg of the night.

The egg exploded on the car’s windshield with a satisfying combination of a crack and a splat. Embryonic fluid flew across the glass, the yolk oozing down in a trail of yellow slime. Sam didn’t bother to see if Ross had heard the first direct hit, instead reaching for another egg. This one hit the car’s front grill, coating the front of the car with the egg’s insides.

Movement to Sam’s right caught his attention. Ross had shot up from his chair so quickly that the bowl of popcorn toppled on the floor. To Sam’s delight, the principal did not go directly to the front door, but instead peered out the bay window. This gave Sam an even bigger head start to get away, but he still sprinted as fast as he could for the neighbor’s yard.

Hopping the neighbor’s picket fence, his heart beating like a chugging train, Sam made his way for the trees. A jolt of panic shot up his spine as he passed a doghouse, but the frightened moment quickly passed when no canine emerged from the shelter to give chase. In a matter of seconds, Sam was safely in the cover of the trees.

The ominous atmosphere of the dark forest didn’t become apparent to Sam until he had been running through the trees for at least two minutes. With the adrenaline of a successful getaway still rushing through his system, Sam was unaware of the creepiness of his surroundings increasing with every step. It wasn’t until he stopped to catch his breath that he realized how deep into the woods he’d run.

The forest itself was not what scared Sam. In fact, growing up in rural Vermont had completely conditioned him to this particular environment. He knew the names of all the wildlife that called these woods their home. He knew how to navigate through the trees without a trail, path, or even a map. Sure, the darkness of night always made everything a little scarier, but even now he knew the chances of running into any dangerous animal were slim to none. Though bear sightings were not unheard of, they were far and few between, and more often than not the beast would run away at the first glimpse of humans.

What brought the first stirrings of anxiety deep in Sam’s belly was the recognition of this particular area of woods. The woodland property of Principal Ross bordered what locals had referred to as “The Devil’s Washbowl,” for as long as there had been settlers in East Valley. Sam had heard many different theories as to why these woods carried such a menacing namesake, but his favorite had to be the rumors of Devil worship that occurred late at night, concealed by towering oak and maple trees.

While Sam could admit to losing sleep over these tall tales in his younger years, he was old enough now to know it was all hogwash. No doubt it was a neat story to tell around campfires on a cool summer evening, but nothing to actually inspire fear.

Somewhere to Sam’s right, an owl hooted in the darkness.

Telling himself it had nothing to do with legends of satanic rituals, Sam decided it was time to make his way back to town. Jimmy would be waiting on him, and the sooner the two reconvened, the sooner the real mayhem could begin. There were many more cars and houses that needed a good egging, but as Sam looked around at the identical tree trunks and shrubbery, it occurred to him he wasn’t quite sure which way to go.

The easiest method of making his way back into civilization would’ve been to simply backtrack the way he’d come. This obviously wasn’t an option, as it would’ve brought Sam right back to Principal Ross. He supposed be could still turn around but veered right as he went, assuming he would eventually come out into a yard many houses down from the dreaded disciplinarian. Without a better idea coming to mind, Sam tightened his grip on his eggs and headed back towards town.

The task soon proved itself to be easier conceived than executed. Somehow, the night had actually grown darker since Sam had first exited his house to begin his mischievous duties. Countless downed tree limbs, exposed roots, and pricker bushes reached for him in the dark. The journey was made even more difficult by the basket of eggs, as he had to be extra careful not to drop and break any of the precious projectiles.

Using words he knew his mother never would’ve approved of, Sam struggled to navigate his way back until he spotted a sight that brought instant relief. Two dots of light were shining between the tree trunks in the distance, directing Sam like twin lighthouses. It wouldn’t be long until Sam emerged into the backyard of someone’s home, the two windows of the house lighting his way.

Quickening his pace as fast he could, Sam made a direct line for the light. He couldn’t help but feel excitement, knowing it would not be long before Picket Night began in full force. A bounty of images ran through Sam’s head like a flipbook, all showing potential targets for his weapons of choice. Tomorrow, at the school’s Halloween party, all of his classmates would be gossiping about the mysterious hoodlums who wreaked havoc on the streets of East Valley. Of course, he would never be able to reveal it was him, but that was okay. It made him feel like a superhero with a secret identity. No one knew Clark Kent was Superman, so no one would know Sam Harris was—

Sam’s runaway train of thought came to a crashing halt. While he had been fantasizing about the infamy his antics were sure to bring, he had made it close enough to the lights to identify their source. The light did not come from the windows of a well-lit living room, kitchen, or bedroom. In fact, the light was not powered by electricity at all.

Two torches had been driven into the ground of a small clearing. They were of a simple design, mere sticks with fuel-soaked cloth wrapped around the tops. They burned bright in the total darkness of the woods, casting moving shadows as the flames incessantly danced.

Sam’s eyes darted around the clearing. Where was the town? How had he become so turned around? Question after question bombarded his mind, each going unanswered before another one arrived. But none of these questions puzzled nor frightened Sam more than the most important one of all: Who lit these torches?

Terror struck Sam as sudden as a dodgeball slamming his chest in gym class. The basket in his hand fell to the ground, but Sam no longer cared about the eggs. All he wanted now was to run. The forest was no longer the familiar playground of his youth. For reasons he couldn’t quite wrap his head around, Sam somehow knew he had stumbled upon a bad place. Forget Picket Night. He just wanted to be home.

Sam turned to run.

The hands that grasped him seemed to materialize out of the darkness. One squeezed Sam’s wrist and wrenched his arm behind his back, while another clasped itself over his mouth. The attack happened so fast that Sam was already in the submission hold before his mind could command him to fight back.

Panic squeezing his heart, Sam balled his free hand into a fist and tried to swing out at his unknown assailant. Before his fist could find purchase, another hand caught his punch and secured his arm. Sam had just enough time to question if he was being attacked by a man with three arms when another figure emerged from the darkness. Now Sam understood how these people had so successfully snuck up on him—they were wearing jet-black robes with hoods that concealed their faces.

Sam lashed out with everything he had, which was now only his legs. He kicked at the robed figure he could see, actually planting his foot fairly hard into the man’s chest. The attacker absorbed the blow, Sam’s foot almost disappearing in the blackness of the robe’s cloth. The cloaked man wrapped his free hand around Sam’s extended leg, leaving Sam in an awkward, one-legged stance. But Sam continued to fight, pure terror powering the kicks of his only free limb.

He kicked at the man who held his right leg and right arm. He tried to slam his head back into the man behind him who covered his mouth and twisted his left arm. Though outnumbered and tiring by the second, Sam thought he could feel their grip on him slipping. If he could free just one of his seized limbs, he might be able to tear himself away.

But then yet another man approached from behind the lit torches and immediately grabbed for Sam’s remaining leg. Like the other two, he was dressed in black robes from head to toe, his face completely hidden by shadows.

“Shit,” the newcomer muttered from under his hood. “You guys got him?” The voice came in a harsh whisper but was still somehow familiar.

“Yeah,” the man said holding Sam’s arm behind him. “Let’s move.”

With that, the trio of hooded men began to carry Sam deeper in the woods. As they walked, Sam had no question to who had abducted him. It was true. All of it was true.

There were Satanists in the Devil’s Washbowl.

Judging by the size of these men, they didn’t need the Dark One to grant them the strength to keep Sam immobilized. Still, Sam fought back as hard as he could, but with zero results. Worse yet, he couldn’t even try to beg or bargain his way out of this, as the massive hand never lifted from his mouth. Meager groans were the only sound he could produce from beneath the sweaty palm.

It was impossible to say how long they carried Sam deeper into the forest. Time seemed to stop as fear overtook every one of Sam’s senses. After what could’ve have been hours or mere seconds, they reached another group of torches. These were arranged in a circle and Sam was carried to its center. The strange men threw him down to the forest floor, immediately pinning him with their considerable weight. While two kept him securely pressed against the dirt and leaves, the other tied his wrists and ankles. With his mouth now free to open, Sam would’ve cried out if not for the gun placed right in his face.

“If you scream, we’ll use this. Understand?”

Sam did not answer, too distracted by the voice coming from above him. It sounded so damn familiar. He was just too frightened to place it.

Hands and feet tightly bound, the men lifted him up to a sitting position. In the light of the many torches, Sam could now see there were several more cloaked men gathered around the circle.

“What is this?” Sam said, hot tears starting to roll down his cheeks. “What do you people want? I didn’t do anything. I didn’t do anything to any of you!”

At that, one of the cloaked men stepped forward. Sam tried to back away as the man knelt down, but his bound limbs made it quite impossible. Instead of revealing an ornate knife from underneath his robes, the man simply raised his hands to his hood and lifted it back.

“Are you sure you didn’t do anything?”

Sam could only stare wide-eyed at the man, his mouth gaping like the entrance to cave. This was why he recognized the voice. This man was no stranger.

It was Principal Ross.

“So you’re saying you didn’t just egg my car?”

“I…I’m…”

No part of Sam’s mouth wanted to cooperate. He couldn’t seem to command his lips or tongue to form more than one syllable. Swallowing hard, he finally was able to say, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Principal Ross. I shouldn’t have done that. I’ll never do it again. I swear!”

At this, Principal Ross actually smiled. “That’s okay, Sam. This isn’t about that. In fact, I was actually counting on you to pay me a visit tonight. That’s how we knew you’d be out here.”

From their left, another of the robed men said, “It was a good call, Ross.”

Ross shrugged. “What can I say? I know my students.” He looked deeper into Sam’s eyes and added, “And I know they hate me.”

Sam was fully sobbing now. “Please, Principal Ross. Please help me. I don’t hate you. I swear to God!”

Ross placed a finger against his lips. “Shh. It’s okay. I don’t hate you either, Sam. This isn’t about hate. On the contrary, we are here to battle it.” He stood back up and looked to his fellow abductors. “Speaking of which, should we get started?”

Sam’s gaze darted to the figures standing around him. They had all removed their hoods, and with each face Sam recognized, the nightmare became more surreal. There was Mr. Francis, the post office clerk. Charlie, the milkman. There was even old Mrs. Willaby, the librarian.

How could they all be Satanists?

Before Sam could linger on the question any longer, two more people emerged from the shadows, one of them carrying a leash. It was not a dog that followed obediently behind, but a far more unexpected animal.

A large pig walked alongside them, snorting as it trotted along. They walked the farm animal into the circle, bringing it to a halt just before Sam’s feet.

Sam looked up at the man holding the leash, just in time to see him remove his hood. It was Officer Rhodes, the friendly deputy who often directed traffic outside of the school at the end of each day.

Rhodes looked to the man standing on the other side of the pig. “Now?” he asked.

The hooded man nodded. “Now.”

Without another word, Rhodes reached into his cloak, brought forth a pistol, and shot the pig in the head.

Sam’s mouth shot open, but he couldn’t hear over the ringing in his ears to know if he was actually screaming or not. He could feel something wet on his face but didn’t know if it was the pig’s blood or his own tears.

When the ringing finally faded and his hearing returned, Sam realized the people around him were all chanting. He also saw the remaining hooded figure had revealed his identity at last.

Father Michael stood before him, reading from the book he held in his hands. Sam knew at first glance what the book was, having read from it himself almost every Sunday of his life.

But why would a Satanist be reading from the Bible?

Father Michael’s voice boomed over the others’ chants. “So the demons begged Jesus, ‘Send us the pigs, so we may enter them.’”

Sam’s vision blurred. His stomach roiled and rolled. He felt like he might throw up, or pass out, or simply go insane.

“He gave them permission, and the unclean spirits came out and went into the pigs…”

As Sam fought to regain consciousness, he began to notice the crosses hanging from the necks of the people he thought he knew. He saw the rosary beads dangling from their hands. Though his mind didn’t want to accept what this meant, he couldn’t stop the thought from coming.

This is not for Satan at all.

It was the last thought he would ever have before the pig, as dead as any pork chop or glazed ham his mother had ever served him for dinner, began to move. It stood up on its legs, which now made up only two of its limbs. Its other legs were now arms—strong, powerful, and impossibly human. They reached for Sam.

It was hard to say who squealed louder.
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Too rich a pearl for carnal swine.
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ONE

Welcome to East Valley

Rain.

Endless rain, falling in sheets, thick as glass.

An opaque wall of water, tumbling endlessly from the sky.

That’s what it looked like to Jason Dillon as he stared out the front door of his newly rented suburban rambler and watched the plummeting raindrops. The water was rising steadily. The street facing his house was a muddy river. His front lawn was ankle deep already.

It was a hell of a welcome to East Valley.

Jason had moved in only yesterday and had barely just begun unpacking his belongings when the storm hit. He ignored the tumult as best he could and continued opening boxes until the force of the wind drew his attention to the picture window overlooking the rural lane where his little house sat tucked among a cul-de-sac of towering trees. The isolated nature of the spot was one of the selling points; his nearest neighbors were more than half a mile away.

The wind roared like a living thing, a howling mad beast. He watched the trees shimmy like hula dancers. They worried him. He had his truck parked in the garage, so he wasn’t concerned about losing that, but if one of those big trees decided to come crashing down, his roof was right in the danger zone. Shit. Just what he needed.

Jason Dillon had been born in Redleaf, Vermont and lived with his family there until he was fifteen, when they relocated to Burlington. Jason enrolled at Burlington High School, where he played for the school’s baseball team. He was nicknamed “Warm-Up Dillon” because he never got to play in a game, serving much of his time as a benchwarmer. In summer leagues, he did not throw particularly hard, but he got batters out by mixing conventional pitches with a knuckleball he had experimented with since childhood.

Jason attended Western Washington University, where he pitched for their team, the Vikings, earning a scholarship for his second year. By this time, he had developed a formidable fastball. That summer, he played in the amateur leagues, earning a starting spot in the bullpen of the Washington Timbers. It was there he caught the attention of Seattle scout, Arthur Rippy. Jason thought he’d died and gone to Heaven, but soon began to have trouble with his arm. Before Rippy’s recommendation could lead to a draft pick disaster struck. One day during an otherwise unmemorable game, Jason wound up for a pitch and heard a crackling noise, like celery stalks snapping in a wet towel, and then a fiery pain shot through his arm. He knew then his baseball career was over, just like that.

In an instant, his life was irrevocably changed.

Jason decided to unpack his television set and see what the news was saying about the storm. He searched through the maze of cardboard boxes. Lightning cracked and he flinched in the sudden glare. He heard branches snapping off, thudding into the sides of the house, and whirling away in the tumult outside. He found the TV and cable box and plugged them into the nearest power outlet. Hoping to be soothed by what he learned, or at least reassured, he was instead plunged into even worse alarm by the news anchor’s report.

“…Ten days ago, Tropical Storm Ivana hit landfall in Puerto Rico. There the storm strengthened to a Category 2 hurricane, sustaining winds from 96 to 110 miles per hour. Early yesterday, transitioned into an extratropical cyclone hitting Vermont—”

The power went out.

Jason had never been in a hurricane before. Now he was really worried about those trees. But what could he do? He couldn’t go anywhere. All over Vermont, Hurricane Ivana was dancing out her fury, flooding rivers, washing away bridges, generally wreaking havoc. He’d just have to batten down the hatches and ride it out as best he could.

Something crashed through the trees outside with a terrible booming sound, and he jumped in surprise. The wind was really blowing like a bastard. He wondered if there was any plywood in the garage. Maybe he should cover the windows. His landlord probably wouldn’t be thrilled by the idea of nails being driven into his walls, but that would be nothing compared to the damage Ivana was capable of.

When he opened the door to the garage, he reached inside the doorway and flicked the light switch before he remembered the power was out. The black silhouette of his truck lurked in the gloom. He could have sworn he saw some plywood leaning against the far wall when he drove in here and parked earlier. And he’d better find some candles, quick. Night was falling fast.

He walked down the short hallway and turned left into the kitchen. Rummaging around in the drawers, he found a lone candle, left behind by the previous tenant. But he didn’t have a lighter, and when he searched the rest of the kitchen, he could find no matches. His irritation went up a notch.

The jagged sound of breaking glass brought him running to the living room. Rain whipped into his face, sharp and stinging, and his feet crunched on the glittering fragments of his picture window, now splayed across the floor like crushed iced. The roar of the wind coming through the broken window drowned out Jason’s acerbic cursing. This was turning into a grade-A clusterfuck.

He was halfway across the living room, heading for the garage and the plywood, when the roof above him exploded, and the heavy branches of a tree thrust their gnarled limbs inside. A tremendous clout on the head from a falling branch knocked him to the floor. The room spun like a kaleidoscope. Water poured down, soaking his face. The last thing he heard before the darkness came to wrap him in its taffy-like arms was a strange squealing sound, like a hundred hogs being sent to the slaughter.

“Must be the wind,” he thought feebly.

And then it all went black.
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He awoke to a dull gray glow coming through his smashed roof. He shivered and groped his way to a sitting position, resting his back against the wall. The hallway was blocked by the massive tree that had come slicing through the house. Water dripped from the sagging branches and pooled on the floor in frigid puddles. Jason raised a shaking hand and felt his forehead. He had a lump the size of a golf ball there, and it was tender to the touch. Climbing to his feet, he swayed, dizzy and sick to his stomach. He stumbled to the living room. It was a disaster. Water everywhere had soaked his boxes and ruined half of their contents.

He moved unsteadily to the front door, his legs shaking. He opened it and saw the water swirling like a river. The street was gone, washed away. The cul-de-sac was a jumble of downed trees and broken telephone poles buried in an ocean of mud. He stood there, sucking in great lungfuls of wet morning air, thinking, What the hell do I do now?

He groped in his pants pocket and found his cell phone. No signal. The cell towers must have been knocked out by the storm. That was just great. For a while he stood on the front stoop looking up and down the water-logged street. A stab of pain in his head made him wince and lean against the doorjamb until it passed. He decided to go back inside.

He moved through the living room and once again came to the hallway which was blocked by the tree. Grunting sourly, he pushed his way through the tangled limbs until he emerged into the small kitchen. Everything was wet, sopping, and he shivered again, chilled through and through. This is just fucking great.

Well, there was no way he could get his truck out of the garage, and the road was washed out in any case. But he had to get out of here. He had no water and very little food. With the power out, what little food he did have would eventually go bad. Funny to think how many times he must have rolled his eyes at so-called “preppers” who stockpiled their cellars with canned food and jugs of water. It always seemed like overkill to Jason, but look at him now: the proud owner of two browning bananas, a short stack of thawing TV dinners, and a few remaining slices of take-out pizza. If Ivana had given him a week or so to settle in and do a full grocery shop, circumstances would have been a lot different. Now, Jason had to consider his options.

His nearest neighbors were an old couple, the Fergusons, Bill and Shirley. Maybe he would go over there and see how they’d weathered the storm. He suddenly wanted, no, needed company.

In the bedroom, he searched through his closet for some new clothes. Jason’s up-close-and-personal encounter with the tree had left him looking like a warzone refugee. Getting wet would obviously be unavoidable, but that didn’t mean he had to knock on the Fergusons’ door wearing a dirt-streaked shirt and ripped pants. He changed into an old pair of dungarees and a Seattle Mariners sweatshirt. An old pair of hiking boots replaced his wet sneakers.

One step off his front porch and his feet were soaked again. The water was frigid and swirled up to his ankles. He made his way slowly across the cul-de-sac, stepping gingerly around the twisted tangles of debris. The Fergusons lived in a farmhouse a half a mile to the east. All he had to do was follow the road.

The going was torturously slow because of all the downed trees. Several times Jason got his feet stuck in deep mud, and he was angry and exhausted once he’d pulled himself from the muck. It was only now that he truly realized how out of shape he had let himself become. Since giving up on his dreams of athletic stardom, all those wind sprints, laps around the field, and hours on the treadmill had been replaced by no more than the occasional trek to the mailbox or the steps he took while grocery shopping. It took a natural disaster to make Jason admit that his toned physique had transformed into a “dad bod,” without him ever having children of his own.

As he plodded through the chilly morning, covered in mud, his hair hanging in his eyes, Jason began to sink into despair. What the fuck am I doing here in East Valley, anyway?

His brother, Ashton, taught creative writing to college kids in Benton, and he’d convinced Jason to rent a house here and write a book about his experiences, first playing ball in college, and then being eyed by the majors, a type of Cinderella story—but with an unhappy ending. Sort of a Hoop Dreams for baseball. Jason didn’t think much of his brother’s idea, but he couldn’t think of a better alternative, so he agreed. Now look at him. Fighting his way through mud and broken branches to stand in front of the Ferguson’s farmhouse. The house sat on a small hill, and there were several tall trees tangled in a chaotic heap in the big, sloping front yard.

“Hello?” Jason called through his cupped hands. “Anybody here?” He waited. Nothing but the sound of water dripping through the trees and rushing from the flooded road. “It’s me, Jason Dillon. I’m your new neighbor. We met last week.”

He stood a moment longer and then moved up the driveway toward the house. He had to climb over an old oak tree that must’ve been two hundred years old, judging by the size of its trunk. The root ball was twice as tall as Jason, an enormous thing. Such a shame, he mused. What a beautiful old tree. It was a damn lucky thing it missed their house. As it was, the old oak had crushed their picket fence to kindling.

He got up on the front porch and knocked on the door and waited. Nothing. What the hell? “Hello?” he called again. “Anyone home?” He knocked, waited.

Though it was tempting to try the door, the darkly humorous sign the Fergusons had hung just to the right of the knob was far more persuasive:

IN THIS HOUSE, WE BELIEVE IN GOD & GUNS. ENTER UNWELCOMED AND YOU WILL MEET BOTH OF THEM!

Jason didn’t want to risk getting shot, so he quickly stepped away. If they weren’t home, they weren’t home. But where could they be? Maybe they got the hell out of here last night when the storm got worse. Ever think of that, genius? Maybe folks around here know when to seek better shelter.

He sagged against the porch railing. The next house was three miles away. Oh, this is shaping up to be a lovely, shitty day!
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An hour later, he stood on the front porch of the Massey house and knocked on the door. Glenn Massey was an eccentric old coot who ran a mink farm on his property. Jason had met him the first time he’d been out here with the real estate agent, looking for a house to rent. Massey had suggested the place where Jason was currently staying.

Jason rapped on the door again, impatient, growing more frustrated by the minute. Where in the hell is everyone?

“Who’s there?”

Jason jumped at the sound of Massey’s voice. “Damn, Mr. Massey, you scared me.”

The door squeaked open and Glen Massey’s thin, wrinkled face appeared. He frowned at Jason’s disheveled appearance. “What are you doing out here?”

“The power is out at my place. And the road is washed out…”

Massey cocked an eye at him. “Well, come on in. No sense in standing out here.” He looked up at the sky, stuffed with heavy, dark clouds. “It looks like it’s ready to start pouring again.”

Jason followed him inside.

“Power’s out here too,” Massey said. Now indoors, Jason could smell the bourbon scent wafting off the old man like car exhaust. “I imagine there ain’t too many places that got power today. That was sure some big ass storm. Never seen the like. I’ve heard old fellas talk about the hurricane in ’38, but this is the first to hit this area since then. I’m pretty sure of that.”

Jason followed him into the small parlor, but hesitated in the doorway.

“You want me to take my shoes off?” he asked. “They’re pretty caked in mud.”

Massey scoffed and gestured around him. “What’s this look like, the Ritz-Carlton? I don’t give a shit.”

Massey had a fire going and his old basset hound, Maynard, was lazily licking his balls in front of the crackling flames.

“Oh, don’t bother to say hello, Maynard,” Massey said to the dog as he sat down in a chair next to the fireplace and picked up a poker. “Some guard dog I’ve got here, eh?” He motioned Jason into another nearby chair with a wave of his hand. “Scoot on up to the fire here. Try to dry off a bit.”

“Thanks.” Jason got as close to the fireplace as he could. The warmth of the fire was soothing. Maynard came over and sniffed his boots, licked his outstretched hand.

“Guess this storm caught you off guard,” Massey said.

“Yeah, you could say that.”

“Any damage to your place?”

“Yeah. A great big tree smashed through it last night.”

“Oh my,” Massey clucked. “And with you just moved in, too.”

Jason shook his head ruefully. “My stuff isn’t even unpacked.”

“Then I expect you’ll be finding new accommodations as soon as you can.” Massey jabbed at the logs with the poker. Little sparks danced and whirled like incandescent imps.

“I guess I will.” Jason stared into the fire.

“Have you had anything to eat? I’ve got a little camp stove and I was just about to make some grub.”

“Yeah, thanks, that would be great,” Jason said. “What are you having?”

“Pork and beans.”
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It was a bit later, while they were eating, that Massey began to act, well…strange.

They were sitting at the kitchen table, with Maynard at Massey’s feet. The old man filled a bowl for Jason and then sat down and picked up a spoon. After the first mouthful, Massey scowled. “I say, this tastes a little off, don’t it?”

“I don’t know.” Jason shrugged. “Tastes okay to me.”

“Nah, this is definitely off,” Massey said, tossing his spoon onto the plate. “I got ripped off, I tell ya.”

“How’s that?”

“I get the meat from the farm next door. I trade ’em mink pelts. Mink used to be worth a lot of money, but not so much nowadays. I should have raised pigs. They would’ve tasted better than this.” He sniffed the bowl and recoiled. “There are lots of pig farms hereabouts. Lots of them.” He smiled and reclined back in his chair. “No shortage of pigs around here.”

Jason was growing apprehensive. Something was not right, but he couldn’t figure out what. There was a strange tension in the air, building, rising, humming like a tripwire. Massey was now staring down at his uneaten food.

“Pigs will eat anything,” Massey said, suddenly, looking up from his plate, smiling crookedly. “Did you know that?”

“Ah, no, no I didn’t know that.”

“Oh yeah, sure, you bet. They will even eat each other, if nothing else is around.”

The dog suddenly whined and ran from the room. Jason shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Massey stood up, almost kicking his chair over in the process. “I must have something else to eat around here,” he said, scanning the room. “I better, anyway. I’m starving.”

Jason looked out the window above the kitchen sink, at the sky and clouds. It was raining again, a light drizzle. It would be dark soon. He didn’t want to go out there, but he didn’t want to stay here anymore.

“Thank you for the food, Mr. Massey,” he said, standing and backing away from the table. Massey didn’t seem to hear, his face jammed into his bowl, snuffling. From the other room, Maynard yelped in distress. Jason darted into the hallway and poked his head into the parlor. The dog was backed in the corner, growling at empty air. What the fuck?

From the kitchen, he heard Massey babbling. “Piggy, piggy, piggy! Eat your pig, you pig! Get nice and fat and ripe!”

That was enough for Jason. Wasting no time at all, he went straight out the front door, not even pausing to make sure it closed behind him. Even on the porch, he could still hear Massey, who was now making weird hog calling noises. “Squeeeeeaaaal! Squeal for me! C’mon, squeal like a pig!”

Icy fingers ran along Jason’s spine, plucking his nerve endings like harp strings. It seemed he had misjudged Glen Massey upon their first meeting, believing the old man to be a mere eccentric. As it turned out, Massey was a total nutjob, and a potentially dangerous one at that. Jason had seen Deliverance enough times to easily imagine Massey emerging from the front door with a shotgun in his hands. That image alone was enough for Jason to take off at a running pace and put some distance between himself and this old farmhouse.

When he stopped running, he realized he was deep in the woods. Darkness seemed to have fallen like a net being dropped. It was suddenly pitch black. He stood for several minutes, his heart hammering under his ribs like a frightened bird battering against the bars of its cage.

When he finally caught his breath, he looked around. He thought that maybe if he headed west through these woods, he might pop out on the other side, pretty much right at the edge of town. According to Mr. Ferguson, these woods had been here for a hundred years, a five-mile strip of sugar maple, yellow birch, and beech trees. Gesturing to the woods with an almost grandiose wave, Ferguson had explained that no one had ever developed the region. It had a nickname, something kind of creepy.

Jason’s heartbeat quickened again into a steady pound. The Devil’s Washbowl. That’s what they called this fucking place. Oh man, what the hell was he doing in these creepy ass woods? Then he remembered Massey and the maniacal way he grinned while describing the eating habits of pigs. Okay, even being here in these woods was better than being with that weirdo.

He started walking, pushing through the underbrush. He had to pick his way over fallen trees and clinging clumps of blackberry bushes. He couldn’t shut off his mind. He now remembered what Massey had told him the first time he’d been out here with the realtor, some kind of spook story about a kid disappearing—right here in these very same woods. Shit! He hurried along, crunching through the undergrowth. Tree branches seemed to reach out for him, grasping at his clothes like skeletal fingers. Jason thought he saw lights ahead. He increased his pace, trotting along, eager to get to town. He felt he’d been in these woods for hours. He burst through the bushes into a clearing and stopped, frozen in his tracks.

Two torches had been driven into the ground of a small clearing. They were of a simple design, mere sticks with fuel-soaked cloth wrapped around the tops. They burned bright in the total darkness of the woods, casting moving shadows as the flames incessantly danced. In the middle of the torches, a small figure sat, crouched.

Without thinking, Jason ran to the figure. “Hey!” And then he reeled back, thunderstruck. It was a little girl—and she was bound and gagged.
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TWO

The Girl in the Woods

Whenever Jason reminisced about his days at Western Michigan University, the memories were never lacking in regrets. Truth be told, grievances far outnumbered the warm, fuzzy feelings most people seemed to get when recollecting their college years. And while Jason was open to the possibility that perhaps his inherent cynicism was clouding his hindsight, he was still thankful he would never again have to “give it the old college try.”

It wasn’t just the 6:00 a.m. practices that began most weekdays with endless wind sprints and infield drills. Nor was it his freshman roommate who had a habit of mistaking their closet for the bathroom every drunken Friday night. And yes, there was his alcoholic coach who was always too hungover to do his job, the meals the cafeteria had the nerve to call “food,” and the god-awful rap-metal of the early 2000s that seemed to blare from every dorm window on campus. But none of these had the honor of being labeled, “The Worst.”

When it came to The Worst, there was no contest. As a creative writing major, Jason had enrolled in mostly English literature and writing courses, with the occasional communications class serving as an elective. His junior year, however, proved to be an exception, when his academic advisor delivered the devastating news that Jason had yet to fulfill his required math credit. And thus “MAT201: College Algebra” would forever be remembered as being The Worst.

For the record, it wasn’t really Professor Albright’s fault at all. Jason had experienced much worse instructors in his student career, most of them teaching subjects he actually enjoyed. When it came down to it, Jason just didn’t have cerebral wiring for mathematics. This discovery came early in life, as he had struggled with his math classes since fourth grade. It was then, while researching for his science fair project, that he had learned the human brain was divided into two hemispheres. The left side was responsible for logical reasoning, math, computing, and things of that nature, while the right handled creativity, imagination, and holistic thought. It didn’t take long for Jason to realize which of his hemispheres was dominant. He was just a right-brained guy. What could he do?

The answer, at least for Jason, was to keep his head down and power through until his final math requirement was fulfilled. It was a tough road, filled with many long hours and late nights in the library, but in the end, MAT201 did more than just lower Jason’s grade point average. It left him with a phrase he would carry for the rest of his life.

Solve for x.

In school, those three words were nothing less than black magic. Like a spell that summoned bad luck or blight, that phrase never failed to fill Jason with dread whenever he had to take a test or tackle a homework assignment. The “real world,” however, was a different story all
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