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  1989 – Pine Mountain, Georgia


  The unrelenting heat of the Georgia sun was like a beacon of light leading tired motorists to the small ice cream shop that sat along the Pine Mountain highway.


  The eatery was called The Purple Scoop and served the highest-caloric ice cream a person could possibly consume. In fact, most people who went in—left the eatery at least one pound heavier.


  Frieda Parson, a stout, puffy sort of woman was intently focused on her milkshake and had propped herself up alongside her car while her husband Larry used the restroom inside. She was so busy sucking down the creamy concoction that she forgot that Larry had left the back door open. As the cookie dough bites traveled down her throat, her eyes never caught sight of her beagle, Buster, as he wriggled out of the backseat, hopped onto the road, and took off in the other direction. In fact, Frieda didn’t notice that her dog was gone until she’d polished off the entire cup and went looking for a tissue to wipe off her sticky face.


  While his owner was ravaging her dessert, Buster quickly wandered away from The Purple Scoop and after a three-mile trek that involved numerous territory markings, the little creature found himself at the entranceway of a park.


  The beagle sniffed the air and whined for a minute. Something unseen caused him to sneeze and back up.


  Something is bad here.


  A sparrow flew out of the woods and landed on the closed gate that separated the park from Buster’s tiny paws. A few seconds later, it flew up in the air and past Buster’s head in a teasing manner.


  The dog barked in excitement and spread his legs apart, ready for a chase.


  The sparrow flew back over Buster’s head and then took off toward the woods.


  This time, the beagle didn’t hesitate and chased after the bird, easily fitting underneath the gate and moving as quickly as his paws would allow. He raced past the trees and kept the bird within his view as it flew low to the ground and wove through the pine trees.


  This continued for several minutes when suddenly, the sparrow flew up and disappeared amongst the branches.


  Buster stopped for a moment and looked around. He was surrounded by greenery, but something about the scent made him wary of marking his territory.


  The sound of crackling wood pierced the air and caused the dog to turn and seek out the intruder.


  Buster didn’t see anything strange, but sensed that something or someone was nearby. A deep growl emerged from his throat as the sunlight grew dimmer and shadows stretched out along the grass.


  The darkness came quickly and wrapped itself around the air with a cold, ancient intensity. And in the distance, a figure moved toward the canine. It was hunched over and very old, but that didn’t slow its pace.


  Buster backed up, but there was nowhere to run, because he was now surrounded by a darkness that his innocent eyes had never experienced before. The dog yelped once and then went silent.


  A moment later, the sparrow flew back through the trees and barely glanced at the collar that was now lying in the grass, glinting as the sunlight struck its polished surface.


  Chapter 1


  “They serve the absolute best breakfast here!”


  Brett Duntman smiled as the blonde to his right devoured her scrambled eggs. He always liked women who were comfortable eating like a normal human being in front of a guy. And the beautiful Carrie Windler didn’t mind scarfing down her breakfast like a true champion.


  Carrie was smoking hot—one of the most attractive girls he’d seen in a long time. Despite going to college with some amazing-looking women, he’d been working on this particular beauty for quite a while. It had taken numerous walks along campus, phone calls about the lectures, and a few movie dates, but now she was his for an entire week.


  “Dude, you gonna eat that?”


  Brett’s good friend and partner-in-crime Roy Johnson leaned over and snatched a piece of bacon off of his plate.


  “Love me some bacon. Thanks for that,” Roy said with a smile on his face.


  Brett would have preferred to have Carrie all to himself, but she’d been hesitant to accompany him on the road trip until he had shared that there would be another couple joining them. He wasn’t sure if she was really into him or if she was just looking for a fun weekend. Rumor had it that she was nursing a broken heart over a bad breakup, but he wasn’t sure. Either way, she was fine, and he fully intended to have lots of sex before the weekend was over.


  “That was totally delish,” Carrie said, putting her fork on the plate. She smiled over at Brett and leaned back against the plush seat. “So what are we doing today?”


  Brett wasn’t sure. They’d been driving since five o’clock in the morning, eager to get on the road. But despite hoping to “bump” into some cool places, the highway had stretched long and winding before them, offering little in the way of recreation. The goal was to find a place on Pine Mountain to settle in for the night.


  “There’s a ton of places around here,” said Roy’s girlfriend, Anita Davila. Originally from Georgia, she had spent many summers vacationing in Callaway Gardens with her family. Memories of small, out-of-the-way parks and watering holes often flashed through her mind. Those were good times, and she held on to the happiness of the past. Since her mother’s death a year prior, good thoughts had been few and far between. Though she never admitted it to Roy, she was really hoping that their mini vacation would help in the healing process.


  Brett noticed Anita’s wistful gaze and turned his eyes away, focusing on his breakfast.


  When they all finished polishing off their food, Brett took the bill from the waitress and headed toward the cashier.


  “That’ll be thirty-five dollars, sir,” said the attendant at the cash register in a cheerful Southern drawl.


  Brett counted out the money and handed it to the woman. As he waited for change, his eyes were drawn to a display that was full of colorful brochures. Designed specifically for tourists, there were all sorts of photographs highlighting people in canoes, zip lining, and trekking through massive green forests.


  The other members of his group also migrated over to the rack and started sifting through the different booklets.


  “This stuff is so lame,” said Roy as he flipped through a brochure. “Everything is so fucking expensive.”


  “And boring,” Carrie added, laughing. “I mean, nature is great and everything, but I have no interest in walking through gardens in this heat.”


  “Or spending the day eating,” Anita joined in. “Honestly, I don’t like pecans or pies, or anything that makes me fat. Do you guys see anything else?”


  Roy shook his head and turned to leave when he caught sight of a brochure that was tucked away in the back of the overstuffed rack. It was situated behind a series of brochures about an arts and crafts shop and was angled strangely; as if someone had pulled it out and then quickly shoved it back in.


  “Yo, what’s this?” Roy asked, pulling out the brochure and staring at it closely.


  The words “Sunken Park” were emblazoned across the front of the brochure in big green letters. Each word was formed in the shape of intertwining vines, and the effect was ethereal. The brochure described the park as a local favorite and featured photos of people canoeing, grilling burgers, and gathered around a couch inside a cabin.


  Roy started reading, “Enjoy the comforts that Pine Mountain, Georgia has to offer. Nestled deep within the mountain, Sunken Park is the perfect retreat to get away from the stress of life. The wonders of nature await you as you lose yourself in one of our many walking trails.”


  “If you enjoy spending time in the water, our mini-lakes provide the perfect respite from the heat. Float along in one of our canoes and take as much time as you want. Once a visitor rents a canoe, there is no time limit. You can float to your heart’s content, all day long.


  For those guests who want to spend the night in Sunken Park, there are large, resort-style cabins available that are clean and hospitable. Electricity and running water are readily available while you sleep to the sounds of crickets.”


  Roy stopped for a minute and then flipped to the back of the brochure. “Holy shit! You only have to pay ten bucks for parking and the rest of it is free.” He looked up and smiled at Brett. “We should totally do this, dude. Come on. You can’t get any better than this.”


  Brett took the brochure from his friend and examined it carefully. The park wasn’t located that far from where they were, but something about the idea had him feeling slightly uneasy.


  The brochure itself was professionally designed, but the actual paper it was printed on seemed worn. The edges were frayed and the fold felt flimsy, as if it would tear at any moment.


  Brett frowned and was about to question whether or not they should just keep looking when Carrie put her hand on his shoulder.


  “I think that sounds like a great idea,” she said happily. “For ten dollars we have a place to stay? You really can’t beat that kind of deal. I’m in.”


  Anita smiled and nodded in agreement.


  Brett felt like the odd man out and was about to suggest that they ask the cashier about the park when Roy snatched the brochure out of his hand and headed outside. There was nothing left to do but follow the group out of the restaurant and into the sweltering heat.


  To pass the time, Anita suggested they listen to an audio book.


  Everyone in the car groaned, but she was determined, and within a few minutes a flat voice flowed through the speakers, putting both Carrie and Roy to sleep.


  While Carrie snored gently in the passenger’s seat, Brett drove along the highway, trying to relax. He knew that the idea of spending time alone with Carrie was making him nervous, but it was something else too.


  Ten bucks? Seems too good to be true.


  Normally a slightly skeptical person, Brett wasn’t sure if they would find what they were looking for at Sunken Park. He knew from experience that you usually got what you paid for, but he wasn’t exactly swimming in cash and the idea of getting a bunch of recreational enjoyment for virtually nothing was very appealing.


  Sighing, he looked around the car at all the sleeping faces. Anita was now nodding off as well, her head resting against the glass and vibrating as the tires stumbled over worn pavement and loose gravel.


  When he turned his gaze back to the windshield, he tried to focus on the road and the scenery that just seemed to stretch on and on.


  Trees and large boulders hugged the highway as his car began the winding ascent up the mountain. Every once in a while, the GPS woman would remind him of the direction in her clipped, cold voice. A cooler in the trunk shifted back and forth on each turn, stuffed tightly with snacks and drinks from a quick stop at a mini-mart along the way. The brochure had clearly indicated that alcohol was not allowed on the premises, but that didn’t stop the group from picking up a six-pack and a bottle of wine.


  The car began traveling along a stretch of road that was steeper now, and the contents of the car began to sharply shift back and forth as Brett navigated up the winding semicircles.


  “Sunken Road approaching in one-point-five miles. On right.”


  Brett squinted to see if any roads were clearly visible to his right, but all he could see was dense foliage packed together. He tried to slow down, but it was too late and the small road sign he’d been looking for seemed to pop up out of nowhere, causing him to slam on the brakes.


  Everyone shrieked as the car lurched forward and after sliding a few inches—finally stopped moving, its tires skidding along the gravel that lined the highway.


  Brett quickly looked in the rearview mirror and was relieved when he saw that no one was behind him. He quickly put the car in reverse and turned down Sunken Road, which was nothing more than a medium-sized stretch of dirt.


  “Dude,” Roy complained, rubbing the back of his neck. “Could you please give us a little warning next time? That wasn’t cool. You nearly broke my neck.”


  “I’m sorry,” Brett apologized. “These roads are really tough to navigate up here, and I don’t remember the map indicating that this is a dirt road. I’m surprised my GPS even found it.”


  Carrie and Anita were silent and watched as the car navigated through the trees. Huge pines surrounded them on all sides like silent sentries of the forest. Along each side of the road, the ground seemed to drop several feet, and jutted out in random spots with miniature ledges that were covered with moss and dirt.


  The feeling of being completely surrounded was slightly suffocating. Brett recalled passing an ice cream shop a few miles back, but that was the last form of civilization they’d seen. He considered turning the car around when they passed a white sign with “Sunken Park 1 mile” painted on it.


  “Hey, at least they’ve got a sign,” Carrie said, trying to lighten the mood. “I can’t wait to get out of this car and stretch out a bit.”


  Brett appreciated her comment and reached over to squeeze her leg. Her skin felt wonderful, and he could almost forget about the strange woods they were traveling through.


  Almost.


  The car traveled slowly through the woods, until the trees began to spread out and finally, opened up to a grassy knoll. At the far end of the clearing sat a large metal gate with a sign stating “Sunken Park” affixed to one of the arms. The gate, however, was closed, making it impossible to pass through to the park on the other side.


  Brett pulled the car up to the gate and put it into park.


  “I’m going to see what’s going on. Just wait here for a minute.”


  The group murmured in agreement.


  Brett stepped out of the idling vehicle and looked at the gate. It didn’t seem to be locked, and he could see a small building a few feet back. It was painted white and green, and he figured that it was some sort of headquarters for the people who ran the park.


  As he approached the closed gate, the door to the office opened and a person stepped out.


  Brett squinted against the sunlight that was now shining freely, unobstructed by the surrounding trees. He could barely make out the figure walking toward him, but as the person approached he could see that it was a man in his fifties or sixties.


  As the man came to the edge of the gate, Brett could now make out his features. He figured the man was a park ranger by the telltale khaki clothing he wore and the large-brimmed hat on his head. The man’s skin was brown and leathery—a sign of many hours spent under the glaring sun.


  Brett decided to introduce himself right away, though he wasn’t sure if the park was open since the closed gates weren’t exactly welcoming them in.


  “Hi, my name’s Brett Duntman. We’d like to visit the park. Are you open?”


  The ranger was quiet for a moment and then broke out into a grin. Yellowed teeth appeared from behind cracked lips. “Sure thing. Sorry about the gates. Name’s Jack Blaze. I’m in charge of the park for the weekend. Give me a minute and I’ll open these up for ya.”


  Brett nodded and headed back to the car. Once he was inside, the cool flow of air conditioning felt wonderful against his face. Even though he’d only been outside for a few minutes, the heat and humidity had been nearly unbearable..


  “So what’s the deal?” asked Anita. “I see that guy unlocking the gates. Is the park open?”


  “Yep. It looks like we’re in luck,” Brett replied, pulling the car past the gates and up to the building.


  Jack was standing outside waiting for them and tipped his hat when they all got out of the car. “Nice meeting you folks. You’ve come to visit us here on a beautiful day. Should be a great one.”


  Anita, Roy, and Carrie smiled politely as they stretched their legs and looked around.


  The park was vast, with pine trees covering the landscape for as far as they could see. The terrain was hilly and in the distance a medium-sized body of water glistened against the sunlight. Anita could see at least one cabin in the distance, nestled against the trees like a snug child under warm covers.


  “This place is beautiful,” she breathed.


  Roy smiled and came over to his girlfriend, putting his arm around her shoulders.


  “This is just what we needed,” he whispered in her ear.


  She smiled and kissed him gently on the mouth, pulling his large body close to hers.


  After Brett paid for parking, Jack requested that the group sit down on a park bench so that he could go over “the rules.”


  “We’re pretty slow this weekend,” Jack started. “There’s a big weekend-long eco-tour going on in Atlanta and that’s got most people’s attention. So, aside from a few other stragglers, you’ve got most of the park to yourselves.”


  “That’s great!” said Roy. “So can we take any cabin we want?”


  Jack grinned and continued, “Unfortunately, because we knew it would be slow, we’re performing some maintenance on most of the cabins. But we do have one available and it’s clearly marked on the map I’m going to give ya and pretty easy to find. You’ll be staying in Cabin C and it’s a short walk from here, so you should be able to carry your personal items over there.”


  “Wait,” interrupted Brett. “You mean no one’s going to escort us over there? We have to find our own way?”


  “Dude, don’t be such a chicken shit,” Roy joked. “That’s totally normal for camping. We’ll find it just fine. Don’t worry, ladies. I’ll be the keeper of the map and your guide for the afternoon.” He knelt down on one knee and winked at Carrie and Anita, causing them to break out into giggles.


  “Actually,” Jack said a bit more sternly than before, “you probably shouldn’t be wandering around in the woods at night. During the day it’s fine and you should be able to find your way pretty easily. But at night we advise our guests to stay close to their cabins because the woods can get pretty dark, and it’s easy to get lost.”


  The group was silent as Jack’s words sank in. They hadn’t been expecting to explore the woods at night, but hearing the warning was a sharp reminder of
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