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  The spades sinking into wet earth sounded like axes into soft necks. They rose and fell, shoveling out dirt and exposing roots, stones and worse things.


  As the rain kept coming down, Kenney leaned under the overhang of the old farmhouse and watched the crime scene techs in their dark utilities and yellow rain slickers poking the earth, prodding it, digging into it like farmers working some grim harvest. He dragged off a cigarette and felt the chill and hated everything about it.


  He thought: Eight of ’em so far, eight goddamn bodies.


  They were laid out under plastic tarps next to the holes they’d been pulled from. Five women, two men, one child. So far. So far. Those two words kept ringing in his head. Eight bodies and here in a rural Wisconsin farmyard of all goddamn places. When he closed his eyes he saw their ravaged faces that sometimes weren’t faces but discolored, fleshless canvases of bone. And that was all bad enough, mind you, until you factored in the condition of the bodies, the marks on them, and then it became considerably worse.


  Chipney trod through the muck, said, “Eh, Chief, don’t take it so hard. I was supposed to get married tomorrow. I had the week off. You think I’ll get it now?”


  “Not likely, Chip,” Kenney said, blowing smoke into the wind. “Way things look, none of us are gonna be seeing any time off here.”


  Rain ran down the plastic bonnet of Chipney’s hat, dripped off the tip of his nose. “Lieutenant… Lou, shit, I didn’t see the bodies and I don’t plan on it either. But, you know, people here are talking. They’re saying things.”


  “What things?”


  “You know, about the bodies.”


  Kenney flicked his cigarette away. It died in the rain like a shooting star. “What about ’em?”


  “Well, that they’re not…whole.”


  Kenney looked dire. “They’re not.”


  “And that they look like they’ve been eaten.”


  Kenney felt bile bubble up his throat. “Chip, we’ll discuss things later. For now, just get back out on that road. Keep an eye on those cops. Any goddamn newsies make it in here and I’ll personally shove ’em up your ass.”


  “I think you might at that,” he said.


  It was a personal joke, and they both smiled.


  Chipney stalked off into the rain, the night and wind.


  The area was cordoned off. So far, nobody was really paying attention…but come morning?


  The cops and techs raced around out there like spiders, backlit by flood lamps; the air reverberating with the diesel thrum of the generators.


  Kenney stood there, thinking, thinking. Six hours before he’d been planning on a typical night—a takeout pizza and Monday Night Football—and then the phone rang. Wisconsin Electric had an easement from the county to run a new set of power lines to replace the old string that dated from the 1950s. This new run would cut right through a western fork of the Pigeon River State Forest outside Haymarket and continue across a stretch of abandoned farmland out on Bellac Road. Bellac was a lonesome stretch of abandoned fields, thickly wooded hollows, and gray ramshackle farmhouses and barns falling into themselves, all long abandoned. As the big dozer cleared a path through one particularly blighted field, the blade began to turn up bodies.


  And that’s when Kenney was dragged into it.
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  “Hey!” a voice called out. “We got another one over here!”


  Kenney felt his heart drop into the swill pit of his stomach. Of course they did. Before this was over, God only knew how many there would be. Rain in his face, he started over there. The field was a hive of activity, and hour by hour the search perimeter was being widened. Fifty people here now. Seventy by tomorrow…and by next week? Kenney didn’t want to speculate; it made his ulcers flare.


  Rain fell down and cold mud sluiced and the crime scene was a misty, wet envelope of muck. Contact zones were staked and tarped with black plastic sheets. They snapped in the wind, the rain speckling them. Evidence techs were muttering amongst themselves and dropping tagged body parts into cold cans. Photographers were taking still pictures and videos of the carnage. Forensic specialists were collecting dirt and leaves and scraps of material that might have been clothing from the graves, sealing them in evidence bags. It was cold, wet, thankless work.


  Kenney felt something like grease surge in his belly as he approached the young sheriff’s deputy who’d sung out. He was one of about twenty state and local cops who were making a systematic grid search of the area for evidence. In a lateral line, , they walked and sank metal rods into the earth until they found a hole or depression.


  Kenney got there quick as he could; wondering why the novelty of discovery hadn’t worn off by now. Moving through that mire was like crossing quicksand. The ground sucked your feet in and if you hit a low spot, you’d go right up to your knee in the mud.


  Spivak, the county pathologist, beat him to the scene.


  Used to suicides and car accidents, Spivak was like a kid in a candy store. A small, sparse woman with auburn hair going gray at the roots and a pale face spattered with freckles, she looked outlandish in her rubber hip waders and black rain slicker.


  When Kenney got there, she was carefully removing mud from a ribcage and pelvic girdle. Wearing plastic gloves, she worked meticulously, a tech assisting her. There was a dank smell in the air like rotting leaves.


  “What do you got?” Kenney asked after she had been pawing about for five or ten minutes.


  “Incomplete,” she said. “No skull, missing vertebrae. I don’t see an ulna here or a clavicle.”


  Kenney squatted down by her.


  She held a grayed femur in her hands like a precious antiquity while the tech measured the zones. She rolled it over with her fingers. It was only partial, shattered at midline. Kenney could see the indentations in it like somebody had been working it with an awl.


  “Teeth marks?” he said, before someone else did.


  She nodded. “The smaller marks…could be rats. It’s really hard to say. But these larger ones…well, I’ve never seen dentition like that before. Not animals in my experience.”


  “Human?” he said, a sickness rising in him.


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. Human teeth couldn’t gouge like that, at least I don’t think so.”


  Kenney didn’t ask any more questions because he already had the answers. The marks were not from any animal she was familiar with. And she’d seen human bones gnawed and pawed by most predators and scavengers in the region—there was something about a human corpse they couldn’t refuse.


  Kenney wiped cold rain from his face. “People are gonna be asking questions,” he said in a low, even voice. “Do you have anything? Even something preliminary?”


  She gave him a blank stare, almost as if she was afraid to say what she was thinking.


  Kenney sighed, staring off in the distance, at the cemetery crowning those low hills across Bellac Road, and thinking there were more bodies here than over there.


  It was not a very comforting thought.
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  The fog held.


  Stirred-up by the rain, it drifted in gaseous plumes and near phosphorescent blankets of white, moving through the fields and forests, spreading and encompassing. An hour after it started, it was thick and almost suffocating and nobody could see ten feet in any direction.


  “You gotta love this soup,” Deputy Riegan said, guiding the patrol car down a twisting, wooded lane, the headlights like glimmering white swords stabbing into the mist. “Can’t see a thing.”


  In the passenger seat, Deputy Snow laughed. “Yeah, and we’re supposed to keep the newsies and the nosy out. That’s great.”


  Riegan moved the cruiser slowly, the front wheels dipping into puddles and potholes that made the whole car rock on its springs. The road wasn’t much, just two dirt ruts with a barrier of unshorn grass between. So far, they had not seen a single newsie or nosy. They did, however, see three deer, several rabbits, and a large meandering porcupine. But that was the extent of it.


  As Riegan drove, Snow stared out his rain-beaded window into the fog.


  Below them was pastureland, mostly overgrown, the forest encroaching from all sides. Now and again, the fog would thin and he could peer down the grassy hill edging the road and see flooded fields, heaps of rocks, and a broken section of fence or two. There was little else out there.


  “When I was a kid,” Snow said, “we wouldn’t come within a mile of this place.”


  Riegan, not a local, said, “Why?”


  “I don’t know. Spooks, I guess.”


  “Spooks?”


  “Kid’s stories, Dave. That’s how it is out here. You get an abandoned farm and pretty soon kids are saying it’s haunted. You know how it is.”


  “Sure.”


  Snow wanted to elaborate, but he didn’t dare. He knew Riegan pretty well by this point, but there were some things you just didn’t talk about with outsiders. Not without looking damn foolish or damn backward in your thinking. Riegan was not from Haymarket and he would never think like someone from Haymarket.


  “It was like that growing up in Cleveland,” Riegan said, as if he didn’t care too much for the silence in the car. “Every neighborhood had a vacant house and every kid who lived nearby was sure it was haunted.” He laughed. “Kids. That’s all, kids.”


  “Yeah,” Snow said.


  He didn’t believe that for a minute because he was a local and he had been tit-fed the local gossip since he was a child. It was a trivial part of his life, and his cop’s hard-nosed practicality laughed it off, but it was still there, clinging to the underside of his mind. Especially when he woke from nightmares at three in the morning.


  Don’t you dare bring any of that up, he cautioned himself.


  “Piss break,” Riegan said, pulling the cruiser over.


  “I could handle that. Goddamn coffee goes right through me.”


  They stepped out into the chill air and each found a bush to his liking and watered it. Snow had a hell of a time getting his flow to start because inside he was clenched tight as a fist. Though it was cool and damp, he felt warm. His scalp was prickling and his heart was pounding. It was all those childhood tales come back to haunt him. He knew they were all bullshit because they had to be bullshit, yet he couldn’t get them out of his mind …especially not after dark.


  “Damn that fog,” he said. “Can barely see my dick.”


  “You couldn’t see it anyway,” Riegan told him and they both laughed, nervously, but they laughed. It felt good. For Snow, it was like fingers massaging the kinks out of his neck.


  Riegan lit a cigarette. “Christ, I can’t see doing this all night.”


  “No.”


  “Something bothering you, Rich?”


  “No, I’m okay. Just tired.”


  “I hear you.”


  Snow watched the ground mist gathering around them. It was white and flowing like the steam from a pot. It had completely swallowed his legs beneath the knees and was draped in the trees like a garland. It made the dark forest beyond seem that much darker, that much more menacing.


  Riegan chatted on about mundane subjects as he finished his cigarette—something that seemed to take forever—and Snow had the oddest sense that he was apprehensive, as if this place was somehow seeping into him, too.


  “Hell was that?” he suddenly said.


  “What?”


  “Down there. Something moved down there.”


  Snow grabbed a flashlight from the cruiser and joined him at the side of the road. He clicked on the light, almost afraid of what he might see, and it reflected back at him. He played it around, a white beam spoking in the whiter mist, but there was nothing really to see. The hillside and its attendant grasses and wild growth descended into the soup. It was like a fog sea down there. Now and again, they caught sight of the shadowy forms of trees, but not much else.


  “Probably a deer or something,” Snow said.


  “No. It was walking upright.”


  Snow felt a chill creeping up his lower belly. The fog subsided gradually and he could see the field down there, still misty and obscure, but visible. Riegan grabbed another flashlight out of the car and started down the hillside.


  “Hey!” Snow said. “Christ, if that fog closes back in we won’t find our way back to the road.”


  “So you stay there and call out to me.”


  Shit and shit. Snow did not like this. He watched Riegan go down the hillside, nearly slipping on the wet grass more than once and cussing under his breath. He made it to the bottom and waded out into the fog. He became indistinct and then disappeared completely.


  Snow breathed in and out to calm himself.


  After a few minutes of silence, he called out, “You okay down there?”


  “Yes, mother!” came the reply.


  Smartass. Now and again, Snow could see his light bobbing around down there, or he’d catch a quick glimpse of a shape moving behind it, but not much else. Shit. He took out his radio and let dispatch know they were out of the car and what their general location was. In case they got to come looking for us. He waited, pensively, his hand feeling oily on the barrel of the flashlight. C’mon, c’mon, I’m about to have fucking kittens here. The waiting was killing him.


  Then—


  “Hey!” Riegan’s voice came floating out of the fog. “Get down here!”


  “What?”


  “Get down here!”


  Shit, shit, shit.


  Snow started down the hillside, watching his footing, his flashlight beam jumping about as he did so. The only good thing was that the fog appeared to be dissipating some, and he had no trouble tracking Riegan down. He was standing on a little grassy mound between two ancient black stumps.


  “Well?”


  Riegan scanned his light around. “There’s somebody out here, Rich. Somebody real quiet.”


  Snow put his light out there. He saw only the mist, the weird dark shapes of heavy undergrowth and the boles of dozens of trees that seemed to have fallen against one another in a good windstorm, sometime in the past. For a second, he thought he saw a hazy shape duck behind one of them.


  “There’s nothing. Let’s go. We should—”


  “Shut up,” Riegan said.


  He panned his light around, turning on his heel in a perfect circle, trying to get a look at something. He was clearly listening and Snow listened with him. For what, he did not know. He was all for calling this off and getting back up to the cruiser. Enough of this Hardy Boys shit. If there was anyone out here—and God, how he hoped there wasn’t—then there was no way in hell they were going to find them. They could have been hiding just about anywhere. And, hell, it was probably just a couple kids, anyway.


  You know better than that. Kids around here would not come out here after dark. They all know better.


  Riegan stopped.


  There was a splashing off to their left. It could have been a bullfrog leaping into a pond for all they knew and it could have been something far worse. Riegan had his light over there. Snow heard a stick break over near the trees. Then another farther off into the fog. Another splashing noise followed by something like the quick drag of a foot through the underbrush or leaves.


  He wasn’t thinking it was kids now.


  He was remembering all-too well what was said about this place.


  Riegan came over. “Somebody watching us over by those trees,” he whispered. “I’ll sneak around behind them and flush them out.”


  “There’s more than one,” Snow said. “We better—”


  “No, just wait. I’ll flush him.”


  Before Snow could object anymore, Riegan darted off into the fog behind them. This was fucking bullshit. This wasn’t deer season. This wasn’t flushing game on a crisp November afternoon. This was…this was…


  God, he just didn’t know what this was.


  Only that it was bad. So bad that it felt like his entire body was creeping, moving with the consistent hammering of his heart. Any moment now, Riegan was going to make contact with what was out there and he was either going to regret that or Snow himself would.


  The fog seemed to be creeping in, moving in flowing white ghost sheets. Sticks cracked. There were splashing noises. Then something off to the left. The sound of someone walking through the muck in his direction with slopping, mucky sounds like a man in hip waders.


  Snow pulled his gun, a Glock 9mm.


  For godsake, don’t shoot Riegan, whatever you do.


  No, he wasn’t going to do that. Whatever came out of the fog would not be Riegan. It would not even be human. It would be a dragging, hunched-over shape with a face like a rotten, blackening mushroom.


  “Rich!” Riegan called out. “Do you see them? Jesus Christ, there’s three or four of them…hey, do you see ’em?”


  Snow was scanning the fog with his gun and flashlight now, just waiting, shaking and scared and he didn’t know all what, but he was ready. He was ready to face whatever came out at him. He only hoped it would—


  A scream tore through the night.


  It was Riegan.


  He ran toward the trees, and as the fog thickened around him he became disoriented. He wasn’t sure where the hell he was, where Riegan was, and where the goddamn road was.


  “DAVE!” he shouted. “DAVE!”


  Riegan screamed again, only this time it was cut off like his throat had been slit or something had been stuffed in his mouth. Then there was silence. Not a single noise out there but the sound of raindrops falling from branches.


  Nothing more.


  Then splashing. Footsteps, slow and dragging, approaching from all directions. Snow saw an impossible, grotesque shape through the trees. Another darted off into the fog. He knew he should open fire or call for help, but inside he seized up. Nothing made sense.


  Nothing but running.


  He ran, stumbling and fighting until he reached the hill and then he was scrambling up it into the car. Once inside, he floored the accelerator, barely making the twists and turns of the road. Cold sweat poured down his face, and a choked whimpering came from deep in his throat.


  He only knew one thing: Dave Riegan was dead.
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  In one of the trailers that had been set-up for the cops and techs to dry out in, Spivak said, “I’ve been doing this for fifteen years, Lou. I’ve seen it all. Maybe not as much as you, but I’ve had my share. I’ve only been in on a few murders and those have been pretty easy to peg—hunters gunned down, jealous husbands killing their wives. The usual. Around here, it’s never anything spectacular.”


  “Until now?” Kenney said, sipping his coffee.


  “Until now.”


  He could have told her all the things he’d seen, but he wasn’t about to. He’d been a cop for twenty years now and he had the look of all seasoned cops—dead eyes, tight face, the grim demeanor. He supped full of the dark side of humanity on a regular basis and you could only swallow so much of that, hold so much of it down, before it changed you emotionally and physically. His job had cost him two marriages. There was always a price to pay.


  “Those bodies…those remains,” Spivak said, dread twisting beneath her words like worms considering bad meat, “there’s no point in beating around the bush as to what we’ve got here. They were eaten and we both know it, we only don’t know by what. The questions that plague me concern the bones…those teeth marks—at least what I think are teeth marks—I’ve never seen anything like it and I don’t think you have either and, frankly, it’s getting under my skin.”


  Of the bodies disinterred thus far, there was no observable evidence of death: fragmentation to the bone or trauma to the flesh that might have been caused by foul play. And he didn’t like what that suggested at all.


  He went to the window, looked out on the fields lit by flood lamps. He saw the collapsing hulk of the barn, the jutting finger of the silo, a few ancient outbuildings gone to kindling. Dark woods pressed in from all sides. The farm and its surrounding grounds—some eighty acres of tangled thickets, overgrown meadows, and swampy basins—was owned originally by a family named Ezren. Long dead now, the holdings were on paper with some relatives from out east. The farm had been vacant nearly thirty years.


  Funny they haven’t sold it off or broken it up into lots or something. The fields seem fertile, how come they haven’t at least rented them out to other farmers?


  Spivak stirred cream into her coffee. “I’m going to make some wild and possibly irrational assumptions here. The first few bodies were fresh. I’m gonna say they’ve been in the ground no more than six months. And what bothers me, really bothers me about them is that I can find no evidence of blood. No lividity, nothing. Some of the others, Jesus, I’m going to say—given the condition—that they died decades ago. Depending upon environmental factors, soil acidity, etc., it looks as if some of those bones are fifty, sixty years old. Maybe even older.”


  Kenney swallowed. “That old?”


  “It looks like it.”


  He, of course, had been thinking some serial crime here, mass murder. But if some cadavers were fairly fresh and others that aged, well that pretty much put the homicidal maniac theory to bed. He couldn’t conceive of a killer whose activities spanned that stretch of time. It just wasn’t feasible.


  Spivak went on about dating bones, on rates of excarnation and dissolution. All things Kenney knew by heart, things he wasn’t listening to now. Because beneath her authoritative, clinical demeanor, there was something else. Something trembling just beneath her words.


  “Say it,” he said. “Tell me the thing you’re trying like all hell to avoid.”


  She stared out the window. “I told you how I found no traces of blood. I think the reason is that these bodies—some of them anyway—have been embalmed.”


  Kenney’s face drooped, seemed to brush the floor. “What—”


  But he never finished that for the door was thrown open and Chipney stood there in a spray of rain and wind. “Chief, we got a situation here. Seems we’re missing one of our cops.”
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  Out on the back forty, a tall, lanky deputy named Snow was going through it again while the fog crawled up from numerous hollows, playing around his legs like the family cat: “We…we were just, you know, keeping an eye on the area…policing it…making sure no reporters or curiosity seekers slipped through…”


  Kenney walked up, surrounded by what seemed a battery of bobbing flashlight beams. The rain had subsided, but a wet, heavy mist hung in the air. He listened to Snow, though he had been pretty much briefed on what came down already. But he listened, and twenty years’ worth of police work, of gut-sense, told him one thing and one thing only: this kid was scared. Terrified, maybe, like a little boy who’d just come face to face with the thing that lurked in his closet.


  Kenney found a cigarette between his lips, had no memory of putting it there. One of the state cops gave him a light. “What’s your name, son?” he said to the deputy.


  “Snow, sir. Deputy Snow.”


  “That’s not what your mother calls you.”


  There were a few forced giggles from the crowd of cops.


  “Richard…Rich,” he admitted, relaxing a bit.


  Kenney led him away from the others, put an arm around him. “Okay, Rich. Tell me what happened. Just take it slow and tell me everything, best you remember. All right?”


  Snow nodded. His eyes were glazed and fixed as if he were looking into some distant room. “Me and Dave…that’s Deputy Riegan, sir…we were out here patrolling the road, making sure no one slipped through. You know how people are, sir…and this farm, Jesus, it’s so big. Goes on forever.”


  Kenney dragged off his cigarette. “Sure. What happened then?”


  Snow swallowed, letting the memory fill him up like poison. His face in the glow of the flashlight beams was yellow and rubbery, a stiff thing like a mask that was incapable of emotion. “We parked the cruiser on the road up there,” he said, indicating the dirt road above them that cut through a crowded, dark thicket of Autumn-stripped oaks.


  “Why did you decide to do that?”


  “Well, sir, it’s just…”


  “It’s okay, son. Just tell me the way it was.”


  Snow sighed. “Well, Dave pulled us to a stop because, you know, nature calls and all that. I joined him. About the time we were done, Dave said he saw something move down there…down here, I mean…and he went after it. He told me to wait with the car…”


  Kenney listened. He was seeing it all in his mind. Riegan going down the hillside and out into the field, the fog moving in from all sides. Then he called Snow down to join him. He heard something or someone. Kenney knew Snow was telling him the truth, yet he had that gnawing feeling it wasn’t all the truth. Something was unsaid here. Something was being carefully avoided.


  “I started hearing it, too.”


  “What?”


  Snow just shook his head. “I don’t know…a splashing, mucky sound like someone was sneaking through the field, through the water. Dave went out there and tried to flush them out. I waited like he said. Then I heard him shouting for them to stop and I heard…I heard him say something, call out to me—”


  “What did he say?”


  Snow was trembling now, his fingers writhing at the sides of his uniform pants like snakes. His lips were pulled into a pencil-thin line. “He said, he said something like, Rich, Christ, there’s three or four of ’em out here. Do you see ’em? I can’t be sure. I couldn’t see a thing, just hear something moving and then Dave screamed. I mean, he screamed!”


  Kenney patted his shoulder. “Okay, take it easy.”


  “Sorry, sir.”


  “He didn’t say what he saw, did he?”


  “No.”


  “So you don’t know if it was people or animals?”


  “Not really. But if it was animals…well, if it was deer or something, he would have said. I’m sure he would have said so. With that damn fog, you just couldn’t see anything.”


  “Just relax. We’re gonna find him.”


  But Snow was shaking his head with such urgency it looked like it might fly off. “He screamed, sir…I heard him scream. Guys like Dave…like Deputy Riegan, they don’t scream. He doesn’t…didn’t…he’s not the kind that screams. Dave is brave, sir. Jesus Christ, he’s my best friend.”


  “He panicked in the fog. It could happen to anyone.”


  “Bullshit,” Snow said. “Guys like Dave Riegan do not scream, sir. Not unless…unless they run into something pretty goddamn bad.”


  Kenney talked him down, chilled him out. He’d been doing it for so many years to so many cops it was reflexive. The other men mumbled to each other about what Snow was saying, and Kenney told them to can it. Snow was starting to open up, really open up. Those unsaid things were about to be said. He was fighting back the sobs that bubbled in his throat, wanting out. The other cops stood around, feeling uneasy and awkward. They suddenly found the swampy ground and misting fields incredibly interesting. The silence was broken only by their boots in the mud, raindrops falling from tree limbs into the grass.


  “What happened then?” Kenney said; his tone fatherly, almost a whisper. “Take your time.”


  Snow was breathing hard now. “I guess…I guess I freaked out. I went running around, shouting his name, but I couldn’t find him. I don’t know where he went or what he saw. I mean, I thought…I don’t know for a second, I thought…”


  “Tell me.”


  “It’s crazy.”


  “Son, this whole business is crazy.”


  Snow drew in a lungful of air and then exhaled it like he didn’t care for it much. “I thought I saw a…I don’t know…a shape. Just for a second.”


  “A shape? What sort of shape? A man?”


  Snow kept licking his lips. “Kind of…kind of like a man…but sort of hunched over, you know? His arms looked real long kind of…kind of like…”


  “Like what?”


  “Like an ape…real long and swinging.”


  “Oh, come on,” someone said.


  “Shut up,” Kenney said. He pulled Snow still farther away from the others. He wanted to hear what he saw regardless of how crazy it sounded. It took some coaxing, but Snow told him again: it walked on two legs like a man, but hunched-over, weird, ape-like. Which was crazy, of course. Kenney was not sure what to read into that. Imagination? Hallucination? There were no goddamn apes in Wisconsin and he didn’t believe in Bigfoot or any of that shit. Maybe it was a bear standing up. Hard to say. Fog had a way of distorting things, especially when you were panicking like Snow.


  “I’m not sure what I saw, sir, I just don’t know. Like I said, I freaked out. I lost my nerve. I guess then I got on the radio and called it in.”


  “You did right. We’ll find him.”


  But Snow was still shaking his head. “You don’t know this place, sir. You’re not from around here. You don’t know the things that happen out here.”
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