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Like my writing?

Subscribe to my Newsletter by Clicking Here, and I’ll keep you up to date with new titles.

Could you help me out please? While I’m just starting to get my books out there, it’s really hard to get readers to see my work. Reviews help out a lot. I’m putting this book out there for free, hoping that you’ll like it and become a fan (join my mailing list), and ask that you please take just a minute to review the book. Just a sentence or two even. Nothing fancy. Your review and feedback, good and bad, goes a long way.

Thanks, and enjoy my story.

Eddie Patin, Author

EddiePatin.com
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There was a body lying face down in the glade.

As I stumbled forward, my bare feet slick with mud and plunging through the icy water of the marsh, I could see the hunter’s shoulder raised in the air in a hunch, the bones beneath his body curled tight in death and his legs sprawled in the mushy sod. Through the bleak grass, grey in the crisp air of early November, the blaze orange of his vest was a burning flame in a dreary landscape.

The ball of my left foot slipped between two strange clumps of the uneven ground, and slipped into the cold water again. I was down on a knee before I caught my balance, reeling from side to side to keep from falling headlong into the papery blades of grass.

No bugs. Too cold for bugs.

What in the hell was going on? What was I doing here?

My skin was numb. I thought for a moment that my knee was a little shredded on the spongy ground, a field of tall grass built on mud and water, sticks, stones, lichen.

Yes. Cut it up a little, but it was too cold to bleed. Yet.

I was naked! Why in the hell was I naked?

My skin felt thick, and I wrapped my hands around my arms and tried to warm up.

A little voice in the back of my mind told me that hypothermia can have some pretty disorienting effects on the mind—I could become forgetful. Delusional. That must be what was going on, because I didn’t remember a damned thing as to how I got here, in the middle of this glade, a dead man up ahead...

The silence of the mountains pressed in on me, the morning too cold for birds, the mist in the air holding the expanse of blue skies outside of my little bubble of existence, nothing to be seen above the stratosphere except around Mt. Everson, where the clouds parted and followed the distant mountain up into the haze.

A man lay on his stomach before me, distorted over an arm bent up under him.

I reached up to touch my cheeks, convinced that the feel of my fingers on my frozen, rubbery skin might bring me back to reality. The hair of my beard bristled and felt like it was not my own.

Walking forward to the body as best I could on the marsh, I stared, held my breath, and waited for a sign that this man was anything but a lump of lifeless matter dressed in camouflage and hunter’s orange.

Crouching down, feeling the grass prick the backs of my thighs, I reached out with a hand that wasn’t mine.

I touched the vest. The man’s side. He seemed real enough. His orange hat was thrown off into the grass before him. The back of his head was full of thin, grey hair, matted in random directions by wearing a hat and going without a shower for the last several days.

This was a real man. I wasn’t imagining. His body was real, under my frozen and tight fingers.

And my fingers were caked with a dark grime.

I pulled my hand back and looked at my fingernails. Black under the normally white and clean edges. Filthier than they’d ever been in my life—like I’d been scratching the residue off of an old car’s oil pan.

Where the hell have I been?

The air ripped through my lungs like a torrent of ice water. A breeze flowing through the valley from the mountain tore at my skin and made me shake like I didn’t know I could.

So cold up here. So cold up here when naked.

I reached out with my grimy hand and grasped the man’s shoulder. As I expected, he was stiff. Frozen. With little effort (I was surprised at how easy it was in my state), I pulled at the corpse and turned him over.

As if in a dream, the lifeless face, shattered and torn, stared back at me with clouded eyes. He was a man of around sixty—that is, not really an old man, but not quite middle aged, either. But his jaw had been torn off, his throat ripped out, and his face lacerated and hanging in cold, leathery flaps. The grass pulled and ripped apart when I turned him over, clinging to frozen chunks and droplets of blood, bright and colorful like red Kool-Aid.

And somehow I noticed his ghastly visage with no more interest or shock than if I were observing the pattern in the bark of a fallen log.

The man’s arm was twisted into a curl in front of his chest, stuck fast by Rigor mortis and the chill of high altitude, but quivered in place as I turned him all the way to his back, the sling of his rifle wrapped around the locked elbow.

With a strength that I wouldn’t have expected in my frozen, dull body, I pulled his hand away from his chest and straightened the arm with a few pops. His rifle was an old, Swiss battle rifle. I unwrapped the sling from the dead, stiff arm, and placed the gun aside.

With fumbling fingers, I unzipped the man’s vest.
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“So,” the kid said, “are you guys hunting tomorrow?”

“You bet,” Jon said, shooting a glance my way. I could tell the tone—that processed friendly-but-not-really-friendly tone that told us he was fishing for suckers that would let him fill his quota and earn him some fees for the county.

My hands were as close to the fire as I could manage without burning them. As cold as it was, the fire didn’t give off much warmth in a campsite with little shelter from the open sky. I could hear a truck passing on the road a ways off while I saw the kid’s wheels turning as he looked us over.

“Would you guys mind showing me your permits?”

I wanted to decline, since I didn’t actually need to prove myself until I was actually hunting, but these guys had a lot of wiggle room to be real assholes if they wanted to be. There was no reason to piss this kid off—he’d be up here all week.

Jon reached to his back pocket as I pulled open the Velcro pouch on my chest with a muffled rip. The kid watched me first. Producing a folded-up sandwich bag, I smoothed out the plastic with cold fingers, opened the seal, and handed over the perforated blue card.

The kid took my card and scrutinized it, his neutral face flickering in the fire.

“Brett?” His eyes flashed up to mine. “Cross?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“You caught a Bull tag, huh? That’s cool.”

“Yep.”

He paused for a moment, then, “Do you have your ID?”

Jon, who had been holding his hunting license in readiness, lowered his hand to his side and sat back down in his folding chair. His curly, dark hair sprouted from around his fleece cap like black feathers. His pale eyes flashed me the same look he gave me some times at work when ‘one of those kind’ of customers heads our way.

I looked over the kid’s face and wondered if he was going to be a hard-ass. He was young, and he seemed friendly, but that was only how he seemed. Could be hard to tell with these guys. They make the rules to make sure everything stays in balance, but they end up pursuing the rules more to make an income off of the hunters than anything else. At least, that’s the way I’d always thought.

“No,” I said.

His blonde eyebrows raised. “You don’t have your ID?”

“No,” I replied. “I don’t have my wallet. I don’t need it.”

The kid paused. His eyebrows lowered. Then he handed my hunting license back to me. “Okay,” he said, then turned and inspected Jon’s card, proffered immediately when the ranger’s attention settled on my friend.

Jon had been going on and on about the rangers earlier today, after we got into another conversation about the over-abundance of rules and regulations. He recited the
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