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My best friend Sam is a paranormal researcher and today, she dragged me into the woods to help her hunt for Bigfoot. She’s a true believer in ghosts, goblins, and whatnot. Me, not so much. I’m a private investigator and a major doubter of anything that doesn’t respond to pepper spray or a swift kick to the shin. But as we hiked up an old logging road, I felt my internal PI warning system going off. Not because I was worried about running into a giant, hairy, apeman. Something else was bugging me and it wasn’t the mammoth mosquitoes or the fear of stepping on a snake or some other slimy forest creature. 

“We’ve been hiking for miles, Sam. All we’ve seen is a big crow, four squirrels, and a guy with a three-legged dog.” I slapped a blood-sucking insect on my arm. 

She stared at me over the top of the trail map. “That three-legged dog was cute. And you’re my research assistant, and I say when we’re done researching. And guess what? We’re not done yet.”

“I agree with you, but we’ve been lost for almost an hour. I’m not even sure we’re in the park anymore, Sam. I think this old road led us into the state game lands.”

“What the hell is the difference?”

“The difference is that we’re nowhere near my car. If you knew how to read a map, we wouldn’t be in this situation.” I snatched the crumpled map from her hands. “I control the map now.”

“I read maps just fine. This old road is wrong. Besides, we’re in thousands of acres of wilderness. We were bound to get lost at some point.” 

I gave her a look and consulted the crumpled map for a moment, then stuffed it into my back pocket. We followed the logging road until it petered out, then pushed through the dense woods to a clearing. We stopped in our tracks, with our mouths hanging open. 

Sam took a long, noisy slurp of her extra-large diet root beer that, which she bought at the Gas ‘n Git in town. “Look at that, Jess. That’s a big ass patch of the devil’s lettuce.”

My PI warning system was in overdrive. “It’s one big marijuana patch.” 

“It’ll make a ton of pot brownies when it’s all grown up. I bet the pot farmers wouldn’t mind if I took one itty bitty baby plant. They’re laid-back type people, right?” 

“Wrong. This patch looks professional-grade. A lot of money is growing in this clearing, Sam. Let’s keep moving.”

A pickup truck rumbled up the overgrown stone road we’d just hiked up. Sam and I scooted back into the woods and hid behind a tree that was covered in poison ivy. 

“Why are we hiding?” Sam whispered.

“Do you want to meet a drug dealer in the middle of nowhere?” 

We heard the truck lurch to a stop. I peeked my head out from behind the tree. Two men jumped out and tromped into the marijuana patch. They walked up and down the rows of plants, pulling the occasional weed.

The chubby guy in jeans shorts down to his knees called out to the other one, “Hey! Get over here, we have a problem.” 

A tall, lanky guy with brown hair, a long, ZZ Top-type beard, in camouflage pants, poked his head up from checking the plants. I ducked back behind the tree.

“What is it, deer mice?” The ZZ Top guy asked. “Aphids? Is it aphids?” 

“No. It’s not deer mice, and it’s not aphids,” Jorts said. “We got ripped off. Look. Three rows of plants are missing. Someone dug them all up. Man, the boss is going to be pissed.” 

“Dude, what the hell? Who would do this?” 

“I have an idea,” Jorts said. “How about you?”

A gunshot went off. I clamped my hand over my mouth to keep the scream inside. Sam grabbed my arm, her eyes bugged out. I put my finger to my lips and slowly poked my head out from behind the tree and watched as Jorts dragged ZZ Top’s body into the woods on the far side of the clearing. Huffing and puffing, he covered him up with brush and leaves and scuttled back through the woods to his truck. Jorts had his hand on the truck’s door handle when Sam hiccupped. Loudly. My breath caught in my throat. Jorts unholstered his gun, turned, and fixed his gaze in our direction. I skirted back behind the tree. 

“Who’s there? I know someone’s out there. I’m coming for your ass.” 

I elbowed Sam and mouthed, “Run!” 

We leapt from behind the tree. Sam launched her root beer at Jorts, and it glanced off his head. He took a shot at us, and I grabbed Sam’s arm, yanked her through the woods. We crashed through the trees and underbrush, away from crazy Jorts, his big weed patch, and his loaded gun. Another bullet zinged past, and a chunk of tree exploded just ahead of us. 

“I’m coming for you,” he bellowed. “I’m going to bury you out here!”

Like hell he would. We raced downhill, arms and legs flailing, as tree limbs whipped us in the face and briar bushes ripped at our legs. We jumped over fallen logs, bounded over boulders, and leaped across streams. My sense of direction had bailed on me, and I prayed we were closing in on the trailhead where my car, and our only chance to escape this wacko, was waiting. Sam tripped and went down face first, arms and legs sprawling in all directions.

She rolled over and looked up at me, rubbing her ankle. “I think I broke something critical, Jess.”

I hauled her up. “Too bad. We’ve got to go.” I dragged Sam after me, and we raced through the wilderness. Never again would I go Bigfoot hunting with Sam. Never again. 

We pulled up at the edge of a wide, deep creek. 

I tugged Sam’s arm. “We have to wade across. Come on.” 

She yanked her arm back. “I’m not going in there! There’s snakes in there!”

“And there’s a murderer on the loose. Now go!” I pushed her into the creek and waded in after her. She grabbed my arm, and we slogged through the water together. I wasn’t a big fan of snakes either. We made it to the other side of the creek without a snakebite and struggled up the muddy bank. My foot got stuck in muck.

“Crap!” I pulled my foot out of the mud. My boot stayed behind, stuck in the mud. I left it there. I wasn’t getting shot with an arrow over a hiking boot. We raced through the woods and time seemed to slow down. I could hear Jorts crashing through the trees behind us.

Sam stopped running and doubled over, gasping for breath. “Jess, I gotta rest a minute. I’m not an Olympic athlete. I’m not in running-away-from-a killer shape.” 

I wasn’t either. We took cover behind a beech tree. I shooshed her heavy breathing and listened for Jort’s footsteps. The birds quit chirping. All the comforting forest sounds had gone quiet. Even the cicadas had shut up. 

“I think he’s gone,” Sam whispered.

I shook my head. “I don’t. I told you not to bring that root beer, Sam. Your big hiccup nearly got us killed.”

“Hydration is important during physical exertion,” she said between breaths. “You can never drink too much root beer. It has medicinal qualities. Besides, that drink saved our lives. If I hadn’t tagged that maniac in the head with it, he would have shot one of us for sure.”

It wasn’t worth arguing the point with her. I dug my phone out of my backpack and checked it for a signal. No bars. And no sounds of hikers, cars, or any indication that civilization was close by. Only Sam’s panicked breathing. 

A twig snapped close by. “Let’s go, Sam. We need to keep moving.” An arrow struck a tree right behind me, and we hit the ground, screaming.

“I know he’s not shooting arrows at us, Jess. The gun was better. At least you can hear a gun!” 

“Let’s go!” I pushed my way through the woods, with Sam right behind me, positive we’d be shot full of bullet holes and arrow holes and left in a pile of dead branches like the ZZ Top guy. We slid down a mossy slope, tumbled onto a trail, and sprinted down it. Thwup! Sam and I shrieked as another arrow pierced a tree to my left. 

We rounded a bend in the trail. My bootless foot was aching and a stich gnawed at my side. Dusk was closing in, and the thought of staggering around in a dark forest with this lunatic hunting us sent a chill down my spine. 

We stumbled down the trail and passed a sign nailed to a post in the ground.

“Look, Sam, the arrow says we’re headed in the right direction. We’re close.”  

“Sweet Jesus.” 

We picked up the pace. My soaked sock was hanging halfway off my foot, slapping the ground as we raced toward safety. Finally, the trailhead came into view. We made it to my car. Sam crouched behind it while I dumped the contents of my backpack on the ground, frantically rooting through the pile of crap for my keys. I found them, grabbed my wallet, and abandoned the rest of my stuff strewn on the gravel. I unlocked the car, and we jumped in. I hit the start button, slammed it into reverse and nearly smashed into a tree. I shoved the gearshift into drive and mashed my wet sock full force on the gas pedal, the tires spraying dirt and gravel. 

An arrow hit the driver’s side door. “Dammit!”

Sam slumped down in her. “Jess, that’s your first arrow hole. That’s an accomplishment. Your Aunt Joanie’s going to be pissed, though.” 

My Aunt Joanie sold me her ten-year-old BMW X3 on the cheap when she moved into the Breezy Creek Independent Living Community. The deal is, I have to give her rides when she needs them, usually to the hair salon, the bingo hall, or to the grocery store to buy Russell Stover sugarless candies. She keeps a stash in her purse at all times.

“Nah. Aunt Joanie will think it’s cool. My mom will lose it if she sees it.”

I tore out of there and careened down Rocky Spring Road, leaving Jorts behind in the dust. I was doing about forty miles per hour over the park’s speed limit with total disregard for the local wildlife. Fortunately, the only casualties were the mosquitoes and lightning bugs that splattered against the windshield as we raced through the warm June night. I laid rubber, zooming over the back roads toward Pottstown. I was about to dial 911 and make a report when my phone rang. I hit the answer call button on the steering wheel.

“Hey, Max.” Max O’Conner is currently my boyfriend. He’s also is an ex-cop. We met back in college, and since our last breakup, we’ve been together on a trial basis. Whatever that means. He’s six feet tall with thick, dark brown hair and dreamy blue-gray eyes that he uses on me to his advantage as often as he can.

“Hi, Red, are you naked?”

“Hi, Max,” Sam said. “You’re on speaker.” 

“Oh, hey Sam. How’s it going?”

“Max, Sam and I have a situation. It’s not that big a deal, so please don’t freak out.” I tried my best to make my voice sound calm and casual, not scared shitless.

“What’s that? Do you two have Sasquatch tied up in the backseat?” 

Max makes the occasional snarky comment about Sam’s paranormal investigations. He’s a former detective with the Pottstown Police Department, and Sam’s is a constant source of amusement for him. 

“Nope, no Bigfoot, Max. Actually, Sam and I ear-witnessed a murder out in the woods today.” 

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line, then the sound of Max’s feet stomp-pacing came over the car speakers. Stomping is Max's coping technique. 

“Jess, what do you mean you ear-witnessed a murder? You told me you and Sam were going on a maybe five-mile hike in the park to look for Bigfoot and to feed the ducks at the lake. What the hell happened out there?” Max doesn’t usually lose his cool, but right now his voice was just below yell-level.

“We did feed the ducks, Max. But we got lost as usual and ended up over in the state game lands in the middle of someone’s big marijuana patch,” I said.

“A big black pickup truck with two guys in it pulled up. We didn’t know if they were drug dealers, so we hid in some poison ivy,” Sam said.

“Right. Then Sam and I heard one of them shoot someone. When I peeked out, I saw a guy in jorts standing over a guy with a ZZ Top beard.” My stomach flopped over at the thought of it. “Then I watched the guy with the gun cover up the body. It was horrible. Sam and I were terrified.” 

Max’s pacing stopped. “Wait. The murderer was wearing jorts?” 

“Yeah. Big, dopey light blue jorts down to his knees,” Sam said. “And he had an eighties mullet—a bad one. But I hiccupped because I drank a big root beer during our hike, so Jorts found us. It worked out because I threw the cup at him, and that gave us a chance to run. But he shot at us anyway. He’s got an issue with nature lovers or something.”

I gave Sam the side eye and yanked the car onto Route 422.

“So Sam and I ran blindly through the woods while he shot arrows at us.” 

“Wait. He shot arrows at you? Why did he switch over to arrows?” Max’s stomping resumed.

“How should I know, Max? I didn’t stop to ask him. Anyway, we made it back to the car and got the hell out of there.”

“Are you both okay?”

“We’re fine. We weren’t hit by bullets or arrows. And Jorts isn’t following us. His truck was a good ten-minute hike back through the woods. I’m taking Sam to her house.”

“I want you both to come to my place now. You two need to report this to the state police. Head to my house and we’ll figure it out. Be careful.” Max disconnected.

“Max took that pretty well,” Sam said. “Hardly any yelling.”

“Yeah, hardly any. But until I figure out who this Jorts guy is, you and I will be potential murder victims with a bad rash.”

I checked the rearview mirror, turned off the highway, and onto the curvy roads that led to Max’s house. 
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“I haven’t been to Max’s bat cave in a while,” Sam said. “He sure is lucky that the lawyer shot him in the ass a few years ago.” 

Max owns ten beautiful acres in rural North Coventry Township, with a big stone house, a barn, a pond, and some woods where the deer and raccoons live. Max can afford all this because, one night, back when he was a cop, a rich lawyer shot him in the keister outside Wawa. 

“Max is lucky that he wasn’t hurt worse. The lawyer he testified against in court was a totally corrupt nutjob.” At trial, the judge found the lawyer guilty and sentenced him to prison for stealing from his clients. 

“What was the lawyer’s name again?” Sam asked.

“Peter Peabody.”

“What was he dressed up as when he shot Max?” 

“A hamster. Remember? He was out partying with his furry friends.”

“Oh, right. It was the night before he was going to start serving his jail sentence.”

“Yup. He was high as a kite and went into Wawa to buy drinks and snacks. He saw Max coming in when he was leaving.” I doubt Peabody remembers much of that night. Max sued him in civil court, and now he’s rich and Peabody’s doing ten to twenty in the joint. I heard he’s running a scam nonprofit organization from prison.

Sam and I headed down the winding driveway and pulled into the circle by Max’s house. He stood outside waiting for us, arms crossed and stern-looking, in what I call his ex-cop mode. I had no doubt Max had his Glock stuffed into the back of his jeans.

Max surveyed the road, then turned his blue-gray eyes to me. “Are you sure no one followed you, Jess?” 

“Yes. I didn’t see any cars behind us for the last few miles. Jorts is long gone.”

Max studied my car for a moment. I knew what he was doing. He was examining it for bullet holes. My car has another bullet hole from a previous case that I filled in with some gunk I found at the auto parts store. It didn’t turn out so great.

Max looked from the car to me and back to the car. “There’s an arrow sticking out of your door,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Yep.”

He shook his head. “That’s a first for you.” 

“That’s what I said,” Sam piped in.

Max studied me for a moment. “Red?”

“Yeah, Max?”

“Where’s your boot?”

“It got sucked off in the mud. It’s a long story.”

He pointed to my foot. “That sock has had it.”

I looked down. The formerly white sock was now black, and the heel had a big hole in it. I peeled it off and handed it to Max. He carried it with two fingers over to the trash can, lifted up the lid, and threw it away.

I pulled my other boot off. “Can we go inside now, please?”

“Come on in. I called the state police. A trooper is on the way.” Max put his arm around me, and the three of us headed into the garage. Sam kicked her boots off, and we headed through the laundry room into the kitchen. We trudged into the living room, and Sam and I flopped onto Max’s pricey suede couch. I was exhausted from the way-over-five-mile hike and the bonus sprint for my life back to the car, but my mind was going a mile a minute. Max gave us water and sat down across from us in a club chair.

“You’re both scratched up,” he said, pointing to our legs. “I’ll be right back.” 

We had cuts all over us from the sticker bushes. I hadn’t felt them until Max pointed them out. “Great,” I said. “And I can’t wait for the poison ivy to come out, too.” Max returned with antiseptic and Band-Aids, handed them to us, and sat down. Sam and I used the entire box to patch ourselves up. 

The doorbell rang and Max stood up. “That’ll be the trooper,” he said, and strode down the hall to the front door.

A moment later, Max led a burly state trooper into the living room. He stood about as tall as Max, but he was a lot beefier. His bulletproof vest was visible under his shirt. His duty belt held his gun and a massive amount of equipment, and a black name tag was pinned to his shirt. 

“I’m Trooper Grubb.” He stuck out his hand, and Max shook it.

“I’m Max O’Conner. I was a detective with the Pottstown Police Department until a few years ago.” 

“You were the one who was shot by the crazy lawyer, right?”

“That would be me.”

“I’ve got some good lawyer jokes I could tell you when we’re done here.” Trooper Grubb turned to Sam and me. 

“Let’s start with you,” he said, fixing his eyes on me. My stomach flopped over. Cops make me nervous. I was the victim in this situation, and I still felt guilty. “What’s your name?” 

“Jessica Fiona Byrne.” I confess. Cuff me and take me to jail.

“Address.”

“520 Andrews Street, Pottstown.”

He wrote down my information on a little notepad and didn’t reach for his cuffs and my blood pressure dropped a few points. 

He turned to Sam. “Ma’am. Your name and address, please?”

“Samantha DiAngelo, 200 Manatawny Mews, Unit B in Pottstown.”

“So, Max here told dispatch that you both witnessed a murder in the state game lands?”

“Yes. Sam and I went hiking in the state park, and we got lost, and we think we ended up over in the state game lands. We were following an old logging road.”

“Right,” Sam said. “We were hiking along, searching for Bigfoot.” 

I cringed. Max’s eyes bugged out, then focused on the floor.

Trooper Grubb paused for a moment. “You say you were hunting for what now?”

“Bigfoot,” Sam said. “We’re paranormal investigators.”

“I’m a private investigator. She’s the paranormal investigator.” I said, jerking my thumb toward Sam. “We work together. We were hiking along in the woods, and we came upon a big marijuana patch in a clearing.”

Trooper Grubb traded glances with Max. “So we got a PI and a paranormal investigator, and you’re out in the woods Bigfoot hunting, and you stumble upon a marijuana patch, is that right?”

“Yes, sir, that’s right,” I said. We were losing him already.

“So let me ask you this: did either of you see Bigfoot today?” Amused, Trooper Grubb rocked back on his heels.

“Well, I saw some hairs stuck to a tree, but I think it was just dog fur,” Sam said. “I took a sample of it just to be safe. I have it in my backpack. Want to see it?” 

I looked at Max. His arms were crossed, and he was studying his running shoes intently. 

“I’ll take your word for it.” Trooper Grubb’s eyes dropped to my bare foot. “What happened to your other boot? Did Bigfoot steal it?” He chuckled to himself.

“No, it got sucked off in the mud.”

Trooper Grubb put his pad and pen away. “Were you two ladies drinking out there? It’s against the law to drink alcoholic beverages in the state park and game lands.”

The conversation was spinning out of control. Trooper Grubb thought we were nuts or a couple of drunks. I tried my best to salvage the interview.

“Sir, I told you, Sam and I were lost out in the woods, trying to get our bearings when we came upon the weed—I mean the marijuana field in a clearing. We heard a truck approaching and jumped back into the woods to hide. I wasn’t interested in meeting any drug dealers out there. Two guys jumped out of a black pickup truck, and we heard one guy shoot the other guy. Before he shot him, he’d said plants were missing, and I guess he thought the ZZ Top guy stole them. After he shot him, he covered him up with branches. Trooper Grubb, his body is still out there.” I was desperate for the officer to believe me.

“The ZZ Top guy?”

“The guy who was shot had a big, long beard like the guys from ZZ Top,” Sam said.

“So neither of you actually saw the shooting take place?”

We both shook our heads. “No. We’re ear witnesses,” I said.

Trooper Grubb hitched up his duty belt. “Mm-hmm. Are you ladies sure it’s not your marijuana patch out there?” 

I shot Max a WTF look. “Absolutely not,” I said. Trooper Grubb made some more notes on his pad, probably about meeting two nutjob women and the cop who got shot in the ass.

“Trooper Grubb, a guy in jorts with a mullet, shot a guy with a long ZZ Top beard. Then he tried to shoot us,” Sam said. “That’s the truth.”

Trooper Grubb looked up from his notepad. “Jorts?”

“Yes, you know, cut off jean shorts. Jorts,” she said. “We were hiding in some poison ivy, but I hiccupped on account of all the root beer I drank. I threw my cup at him, and we got away.”

“And there was nothing in the root beer?” 

“No,” Sam said. “It was just a regular diet root beer from the Gas ‘n Git. I got a free one. Buy ten fountain drinks, get the eleventh one free.”

Trooper Grubb nodded slowly. “Well, it’s a good thing you had that drink with you. Did the shooter call the man with the beard by a name?”

I shook my head. “No, we didn’t hear any names. After Sam threw her drink at him, we took off running. The guy shot at us twice with his gun. Then he started shooting arrows at us.”

Trooper Grubb shot a look at Max. “Arrows? The man had a gun, but he shot at you with a bow and arrow.”

I shrugged. We were getting nowhere fast.

“Maybe he ran out of ammo,” Max offered.

“I have an arrow sticking out of my car. Do you want to check it out?” 

Trooper Grubb put his pad and pen away. “Yes. This I want to see.” 

Max led us outside. Thunder rumbled off in the distance, and lightning streaked across the night sky. Trooper Grubb took the flashlight from his belt and shone it on my car door. 

“That’s an arrow, alright,” he said, opening the door. “It’s a pretty big one, too. Went nearly all the way through. I need to collect this as evidence. It’s not bow season. I’ll be right back.” He marched back to his SUV.

I turned to Max. “Trooper Grubb thinks Sam and I are a couple of loons.” 

“Not completely. But Sam could have left out the Bigfoot part.” 

“I don’t think he’s a believer in the paranormal,” Sam said. “I thought police were trained observers. That’s what the guys on Ancient Aliens say.” 

“Sam, quit it with the paranormal stuff right now,” I hissed.

Trooper Grubb returned, put on latex gloves, and yanked the arrow out of my car door. He dropped it into an evidence bag, wrote on it, and sealed it. “If you two remember any other details, give me a call.” He handed us each a business card as big, fat raindrops began to plop down on us.

“Are you going to search for the body tonight?” I asked.

“Yes, we’ll go out tonight and have a look.”

“But you don’t know where you’re going,” Sam said.

“You said an old logging road in the state game lands that leads to a clearing full of marijuana. We’ll find it.”

I shot a look at Max.

“Are you sure they can’t assist you in locating the area? It might save you some time if they go along,” he said.

Trooper Grubb frowned. “No. We’ll call you if we need anything else.”

Max walked with the trooper over to his SUV. They spoke quietly for a few moments, and Trooper Grubb drove off. The three of us reconvened in the living room. Sam called her boyfriend, Jalen, for a ride home and flopped back down on the couch. I joined her.

Max smirked at us. “See what squatchin’ gets you? Nothing but trouble.”

Sam glared at Max. “Don’t start blaming Bigfoot. He’s got nothing to do with this murder. Besides, squatches aren’t prone to violence. You lack a basic understanding of the species. You need to bone up on your cryptozoology.”

If Sam mentioned Bigfoot one more time, I was going to lose it completely. I closed my eyes and tried to go to my happy place, which is Long Beach Island on the Jersey Shore. Max rents a place there in the summer, and I’ve gone with him a few times. I pictured myself standing in the surf, the waves rolling in and receding, rolling in and receding. My fantasy was interrupted when a sasquatch on a boogie board knocked me over. The doorbell rang, my eyes snapped open, and Sam jumped up. “That’s Jalen. I’m out of here.”

She retrieved her boots from the garage, and we walked her to the front door. 

“Get ready, Jalen. You’re in for a story,” Max said when he opened the door. Jalen is ex-military and works at St. Agnes Hospital in town as a physician’s assistant. He’s seen some stuff, but Sam usually finds a way to surprise him.

“Great,” he said. “Can’t wait to hear this one.”

It was after ten when Max shut the door behind Sam and Jalen. He set the security alarm and put his arm around me as we walked back to the kitchen.

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes. All I had to eat today was Sam’s homemade trail mix. She doesn’t even put M&M’s in it.”

Max pulled out turkey, ham, Swiss cheese, mayo, pickles, and mustard from the refrigerator to make sandwiches. He hauled out a gallon of diet decaf iced tea he keeps on hand for me, grabbed a beer for himself, kicked the door shut with his foot, and dumped it all on the island. We assembled a couple of massive sandwiches and dug in.

I chugged my iced tea, set the glass down and looked at Max. “I’ve seen dead people before. In normal circumstances, like funerals. But I’ve never ear-witnessed anyone die. To hear that poor ZZ Top guy get shot and hit the ground was terrible.” A lump formed in my throat, and I tried to smooth it out with more iced tea. Tears threatened to fall. What Sam and I had gone through in the woods hit me all at once.

Max took a slug of his beer. “Red, you never really get used to it.” Max handled multiple murder cases as a detective with the Pottstown PD. “The best thing you can do is help the police so they can track down the bad guy, arrest him, and get some level of justice for the victim. And you did that. You told them everything you heard and saw out there.”

“I know.” Max was right. I took a big bite of my ham, pickles, and-Swiss cheese sandwich to try to keep the tears at bay. A blob of mustard oozed from the sandwich onto my shirt. I glanced down at it, and a tear slipped down my cheek and plopped onto my shirt beside the mustard stain. I made a halfhearted dab at it with a napkin and gave up. I forced down another bite of the sandwich. Max finished his sandwich and the rest of mine, drained his beer, and stood up. 

“Let’s go upstairs, Jess. You’re staying here tonight.”

“You can’t distract me from this situation with sex, Max.”

“I can give it a try.”
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“Red, your phone is ringing.” Max stood over me, holding my phone and a cup of coffee, looking wide awake and super-hot.

I had no idea what time it was, but I knew I needed more sleep. I gazed up at him, bleary-eyed and confused, until the murder in the woods rushed back all at once into my consciousness. I took the phone from his hand. 

“Hello?”

“Is this Jessica Byrne?”

“Speaking.”
“This is Trooper Grubb. We searched last night in the state game lands and were unable to locate the body you reported. We’re resuming the search this morning at oh seven hundred hours. We want you and Miss DiAngelo to assist us by retracing your steps. Can you be at the ranger station on Rocky Spring Road at seven a.m.?”
“Yes. I’ll call Sam.”

“Thank you.” He hung up.

I dropped the phone on the nightstand. “Great. I have a breakfast date with Trooper Grubb. I have to help the police find the body.” My stomach flopped over, and I yanked the covers over my head. I was fine right there in bed. Hiding.

“Come on, Red, time to get up.” Max bent down and pulled the blanket from my head. He kissed me, headed into the bathroom, and started the shower for me. 

I called Sam. After five rings, she answered, her voice thick with sleep. 

“Someone else better be dead.”

“The police didn’t locate the body last night. They need us at the ranger station at seven.”

“In the morning?”

“Yes.”

“Are they out of their minds? Tell them I said no. Good night.”

“Sam, wait. Don’t hang up. I don’t think this is the type of thing you can refuse. Besides, don’t you want to help catch the Jorts guy after what he did to ZZ Top and us?”

“You have a point. He is an a-hole. He totally messed up my Bigfoot expedition.”

“Okay then. Be at the Rocky Springs Road Ranger Station. Seven.”

I dragged myself out of bed and shuffled into the bathroom. After a short, hot shower, I dug around in my designated drawer in Max’s bureau and came up with a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and two socks that were basically the same color. I dried my hair with Max’s tiny man hairdryer and pulled it back into a ponytail. I put on enough makeup to appear awake and slapped a black baseball cap on my head. Good enough. Still groggy, I stumbled down the stairs. Max occupied a stool at the kitchen island, sipping his second cup of coffee and scrolling through the headlines on his phone. I slumped onto the stool next to him. A blueberry muffin and a glass of iced tea were waiting for me. Max knows that for me, sugar is a morning necessity. Sugar is my caffeine.

“Are you coming with me to help look for the body?” I took a bite of muffin and scratched my itchy arm. The poison ivy bumps had started popping out on my skin. Right now, they seemed limited to my extremities.

“I thought about it, Red. You should go without me. I wasn’t part of yesterday’s situation in the woods, and I don’t want to impede the police investigation. You’ll be okay.”

I nodded. I scratched my left leg, finished the rest of the muffin, and washed it down with the iced tea. “I know. I’m going to head out. I want to get this over with and get my life back to normal, such as it is.” 

I laced up my running shoes, and Max walked me to my car. He put his arms around me and gave me a kiss that made the butterflies flap around in my already nervous stomach. Mid-kiss, I reached down and scratched my thigh.

“You okay there, Red?”

“The poison ivy is coming out. I’m all itchy.”

“Call me later and tell me how it went with the police. Later, I’ll come over later and rub Calamine lotion all over your body.” Max seemed pleased with himself.

“I may take you up on that.” I jumped in my car, punched the ranger station into the GPS, and took off. The sun was up, and it promised to be another hot day in late June. I wished I were doing anything else besides looking for a body. Screw the woods. I needed the beach.

At five minutes to seven, I pulled up to the ranger station. In addition to a game warden pickup truck, two state trooper vehicles were parked outside the stone building. 

A minute later, Sam rolled up beside me in her red Mustang. “I slept like shit,” she said through the open window. She parked, put the window up, and stepped out of the car. She booted the door shut with her foot. “I couldn’t stop thinking about that poor ZZ Top man all night.” She held another thirty-ounce root beer in her hand, and took a long sip from the straw.

“I didn’t sleep well either, for the same reason.” I scratched my lower back. “Are you itchy, Sam?”

“No, I’m not itchy at all. Are you itchy?” 

“I’m super itchy.” 

We marched up the wooden steps, and I pushed the ranger station door open. Trooper Grubb stood next to a game warden and another man in a state police uniform. The game warden, a skinny guy in an army green uniform, nodded at Sam and me. “I’m Officer Shuster.”

Trooper Grubb introduced us to the stern-looking state trooper. “This is Sergeant McNally. Yesterday, I briefed Officer Shuster and the sergeant on what the two of you reported to me last night, so everyone is up to speed on the situation. We searched in the area you described. We found a clearing with the marijuana plants, but no body.”

“Just one question before we get started,” the sergeant said, directing his gaze to Sam and me. “Which one of you is the Bigfoot hunter?”

“That’s me,” Sam said, “But I’m also a ufologist and ghost hunter.”

Sam needs to learn to read the room. Sergeant McNally shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and Trooper Grubb cleared his throat. “Right. Well, let’s have a look at the park map to make sure we’re in the correct spot. There may be more than one grow location.”

We all shuffled into a meeting room and huddled around a big map spread out on the table. Officer Shuster tapped the map. “This is our current location in the game lands, and this is the trailhead where Trooper Grubb said you parked your car over in the state park.”

I pointed to the map. “This line is the trail we followed from the trailhead. The Groundhog Trail.”

“To go Bigfoot hunting,” Sergeant McNally said.

“Right,” Sam said. “We were planning on taking the Groundhog Trail to the Turkey Trail back to the Groundhog Trail to make about a five-mile loop. But the map was wrong, and we got lost.”

I tapped the map. “I think we took the Beaver Trail by accident and somehow ended up on the old stone logging road in the game lands. We followed it into the clearing, and that’s when we saw all the marijuana plants.”

“Here’s the old logging road,” Officer Shuster said, tracing his finger along a dotted line on the map. “It used to lead to a fire tower that’s not there anymore. Let’s head out.”

By six thirty, Sam and I were sitting in Officer Shuster’s pickup truck. He led the way, and the state police followed behind. He made a few turns following narrow paved roads and took a final turn onto a stone road. 

“This is the start of the logging road,” he said, giving the truck some gas and heading up the hill we had sprinted down the afternoon before.

After a mile of bumping along the rutted road, we reached the end and stopped where the black pickup had been parked yesterday. The three of us piled out of the truck and joined Trooper Grubb and Sergeant McNally. 

We hiked up through the woods toward the clearing. Sam and I stopped at the tree we had crouched behind the day before. I steered clear of the poison ivy, but it was too late for me. 

“That’s where we hid from the two men,” I said, pointing down and scratching my left leg. 

“The guy wearing the jorts and the guy with the ZZ Top beard,” Sergeant McNally said.

“Right,” Sam said, slurping her drink. 

We stepped into the clearing. Trooper Grubb pulled his phone out and photographed the marijuana patch. We walked to the missing rows of plants where only holes in the ground remained. 

“Looks like someone dug these up recently,” Sergeant McNally said. 

“This is right where the man was shot,” I said, pointing down. My skin crawled, and my stomach turned over. Everyone stared at the ground. “His body is right over there.” I motioned toward the tree line. “The jorts guy dragged him over there and buried him under a pile of leaves and crap.” 

We led the officers to the far side of the clearing. 

“Where is the pile of branches? What in the hell? Where’s the body?” I said, kicking leaves around. 

Sam took another slurp of her root beer. “There’s a good chance we’ve got a zombie situation right here.” I shot Sam a look. Sergeant McNally glanced at Trooper Grubb, and I noted a nearly imperceptible shake of his head. Not a good sign.

“What’s she talking about?” Trooper Grubb asked me. 

I didn’t answer him right away. Hands on hips, I slowly walked around the area, turning branches and leaves over with my running shoe, certain the body lay somewhere in the underbrush. 

“I don’t get it. His body’s gone,” I said, shaking my head. How could this be? “This doesn’t make any sense. It was right around here.”

“It makes a ton of sense if you’re a paranormal investigator,” Sam said. “ZZ Top died, transitioned into a zombie, got up and staggered the hell out of here. Now there’s a zombie on the loose. And a pissed off zombie at that.”

The state troopers and the game warden were the ones who were pissed. They fanned out, searching a wider area in the woods surrounding the weed patch.

“You’re certain this is the place?” Officer Shuster called over to us.

“Yes!” Sam and I shouted.

“Jorts must have come back later and moved the body,” I said. “It’s the only explanation. He knew we saw what he did, so he had to move it. Who knows where it is now?”

“Maybe Bigfoot moved the body,” Sergeant McNally said with a snort, kicking over some leaves in frustration. He walked over to Trooper Grubb and Officer Shuster, and they huddled up, speaking in lowered voices. Then the sergeant called us over.

“Jessica and Sam, we appreciate you both being good citizens and calling us to report what you think happened. But at this time, there is no clear physical evidence of a crime here, and all we have is your word to go on. So far, no one has called in a missing person report that matches your description of the man with the long beard. The other scenario is that you made this story up, for what reason, I’m not sure.”

“But what about the arrow from my car? I didn’t put that there.”

“We’ll run it for prints. Right now, we’ll take you back to your vehicles.”

I hadn’t considered that Jorts would return to the marijuana patch and remove ZZ Top’s body. I stormed back to Officer Shuster’s pickup truck with Sam right behind me. We bumped back down the fire road to the ranger station. 

Deflated, we said thanks to the troopers and the game warden, and they stomped back inside the ranger station, muttering under their breath to each other. I heard the word “crackpots” come from one of them. They thought we were morons. My itching flared up worse than ever.

I turned to Sam. “You had to make the zombie comment out loud. Couldn’t you think it to yourself?” I was beyond aggravated with her and the police.

“Just because I have a different theory of the crime doesn’t make it wrong. I examine all possibilities, not just those accepted by mainstream America. I think outside the box. I’m a thought leader.” She glared at me and slurped her drink. I wanted to grab her cup and heave it into the woods, but I didn’t. That would be littering.

“Well, the cops think we’re a couple of nuts. And worse, there’s a killer on the loose, and they don’t believe us.”

“There’s a killer on the loose and a zombie on the loose. But right now, there’s enough time for Jalen and me to make it to the farmer’s market in town. I need to pick up some more energy crystals for the office. The vibe is off. You and I can talk more about this at the office
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