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​ZOMBIES ON THE ROCK BOOK 1: OUTBREAK
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Zombie hordes created by the evil Pharmakon company have taken over the world, including the one place that always thought it was safe from the calamities of the outside: the quiet, scenic shores of Newfoundland’s west coast.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
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It was a typical cold fall day on the west coast of Newfoundland. Tina Caines had made the trip back to the tiny community of Black Duck Siding for Thanksgiving break. She hadn’t realized how much she had missed the comforts of home until last night at supper. The home cooked meals, the smell of fresh laundry, the scent of lemon that lingered in the house from the clean hardwood floors. She missed sitting at the table with her parents, drinking tea and eating the sweets that her father would bring her. 

It didn’t take long to notice that her school books had already been neatly stacked away on the bookshelf in her bedroom. All of her laundry had been pristinely folded on her dresser, ready to be packed away for the trip back to Corner Brook on Monday. 

As she lay in her bed, she wrapped up in her comforter and let her head sink into the fluffy pillow. This bed was much larger than the one she slept on in her dorm back at school and she didn’t have to share the room with anyone. The walls were painted a deep purple with white trim. 

Her parents were watching the evening news out in the living room. Her father was very tall and lanky. His once jet-black hair had started to grey over the years, and now it had a salt-and-pepper look. His face was clean-shaven, with thick, tanned skin from being out in the sea air so often as a fisherman. Her mother was also tall but had aged more gracefully. Her hair was still the same dark brown that Tina remembered from her childhood. 

Tina, however, was the opposite of her parents. She was short, and some would say slightly overweight. Her skin tone was pale and freckled. She had dyed her hair a bright blonde and kept it short with long bangs. Bright red lipstick stood out like a sore thumb from her pasty skin. Her dark blue eyes were the only thing she had in common with her parents.

She found it strange how far away she felt from home even though school was just an hour away. She attended college in Corner Brook, where she was studying nursing. Her parents visited most weekends, but when they came to see her, it was only for a few hours at a time. Her father worked early mornings. Her mother had stayed at home while Tina was growing up but had since taken a job at the local fish plant to help pay for Tina’s education. 

Tomorrow was Thanksgiving. She didn’t miss Black Duck Siding, there was nothing to do in the lonely, isolated town. She just missed home. Tina pushed herself out of her comfy bed and headed down the hall towards the living room. 

“Mom, I’m heading out for a little walk,” she called.

Her mom and dad were sitting in their usual spots on the couch, drinking tea and watching TV. 

“Sure dear, but it would be nice if you didn’t stay out too late,” her mom replied. She had always worried about her out late at night. It was both comforting and annoying that they were still concerned about her like she was a child.

“Take your jacket, it’s a cold day,” her father’s raspy voice piped in. “And be careful around the river. The water is cold this time of year.”

“I will, I promise.” Tina made it a point to put on her coat where her parents could see her. Her father had always kept a close eye on her, but sometimes Tina thought he only did it to comfort her mother. Her father knew that she could take care of herself. He had taught Tina how to fish and how to survive in the woods.

Tina said goodbye. As she left the house, she looked back at the familiar light blue siding that one would only see in an outport community in Newfoundland. The living room light illuminated a patch of lawn through the big bay window at the front of the house. The white light reflected brightly in the dew that had formed on the grass.

Tina headed down the road towards the trail that led to Harry’s River. The frigid night air was creeping under her clothes, sending goose bumps all over her body. Her teeth began to chatter, and she hugged her body trying to warm herself up. 

As she neared the forest she began to notice how different the air smelled. The scent of earth and fresh air was exhilarating. As she got closer to the river, the sound of the water rushing towards the ocean was familiar. The aura of the water mixed with forest to create an intoxicating perfume. She decided to stop for a bit and enjoy the serenity that only nature could offer. The babbling noise of the river felt calming. It was like all of her worries washed away with the river’s current.

As she stood on the bank of the river, the wind began to whip the trees back and forth. A rotting, sour smell carried in the wind. As the funk entered her nostrils it overpowered all of the other scents that had been so pleasant. The unpleasant odour was coming from up river and it was pungent. It reminded her of a rotting moose carcass. She was about to continue down the river, but her curiosity got the better of her. She was compelled to find the source of that sour stench. 

Tina decided to use the trail to double back and return to the river upstream. The banks of the river were too slippery this time of year to safely walk across, and the water was much too cold to risk falling into. 

The forest concealed the last rays of daylight and kept them from reaching her. It seemed much darker now than when she first entered the wooded area. Her mind began to race as the darkness fell. Shadows danced all around her as the last rays of light played a mean game with her. 

Now the smell had grown much more repugnant and overpowering. Suddenly she felt an undeniable urge as her stomach twitched, the smell nearly causing her to heave her supper onto the forest floor.

She was having second thoughts about discovering the source of the nasty odour. With the clearing in the trees was just in front of her, all she had to do was walk a few more steps to find out what was causing that foul stench. Her heart raced, and despite the bitter cold, she was sweating. She took a deep breath, and her heart seemed to jump into her throat. She closed her eyes as she stepped into the clearing. She stood there motionless, with her eyes closed and let the fumes fill her nostrils. She gathered all of her courage and opened her eyes slowly.

“AhhhHHHH!!!!” 

Her shrill voice echoed loudly in the silence. Frozen in terror, her jaw dropped as she stared at the horrific scene. It was like something straight out of a horror movie. The source of the rotten aroma was not an animal. It was something much more sinister. 

There was a man was propped up against a large tree. His stomach had been ripped apart, and his blood soiled the forest floor. The contents of his innards were now on the outside as if something had pulled them out. Deep cuts and horrific gashes riddled the man’s arms and face. What kind of creature could have done this? A giant black bear was the only answer that entered her mind. As much as she tried to look away, her eyes remained glued to the horrific, mangled body of the man who lay dead upon the forest floor. 

As she drew a deep breath, she took one step forward. Steam was rising from the man’s skin. The thick, purple-reddish blood was still flowing freely from the open gashes on his body. As if the brutality of the scene was not enough to terrify her, she realized that the cause of this mayhem could still be close by. She launched into a sprint, her legs carrying her away as if someone else were controlling them. 

She did not remember exactly how she made it home. It was like an out-of-body experience. She never knew that she could run so fast. The forest path seemed to whirl by, like when you look out the window of a speeding car, as she raced home. She ran across the front lawn and burst through the front door. 

“Dad! Dad!” 

The panic in her voice went unanswered. A white piece of paper sat on the table. She picked up the note and read it out loud.

“Honey we just went out to get a few things from the store.” 

Tina took a moment to try and gather her thoughts. She peered out the window. It seemed a thousand eyes stared back at her through the darkness at the edge of the forest. She quickly turned on every light switch in the house as if the illuminated light bulbs would keep the evil that was lurking in the darkness away. Now the image of some monster from her childhood raced into her mind. She could see it hunched over the man’s body, feasting on the flesh of its fallen prey. She felt her heart pounding in her chest. She knew that she would have to build up the courage to call the police. She walked across the room, picked up the phone, and dialed.

“9-1-1 What is your emergency?” The voice on the other end of the line belonged to an older woman. There was a comforting tone to her voice.

“I... I found a dead... dead body...” Tina’s voice trembled with fear.

“Where did you find the body?” The woman’s voice was full of concern. 

“Near Harry’s River. Please hurry, it just happened,” Tina stammered as she heard a noise from outside.

“What makes you think that, honey?”

“He was still bleeding!”

All of a sudden, the door opened.

“Ma’am, we are sending an officer to your location. What is your name?” 

“It’s Tina, please hurry. I live on 16 Main Street.”

Tina’s parents stood dumbfounded in the doorway, concerned looks on their faces. They had seen the look of terror that clouded Tina’s features and they had heard the fear in her voice.

“An officer will be there as quickly as possible, Tina.” The operator’s voice tried to comfort her. 

Tina dropped the phone and threw herself into her father’s waiting arms. 

“What’s wrong?” Her mother’s voice was full of worry. 

“I... found a body. I found a dead body in the woods! I’m afraid Dad!” Tina began to sob uncontrollably into her father’s jacket. Fear still had a tight grip on her. She shook frantically, unable to block the image of the man’s mutilated body out of her mind.

“You’re safe now, sweetie,” her father said as he embraced her. “Are you ok? Where did you find it?” 

“Off the trail by the river. It was awful. Blood was still... coming from the body.” Tina looked into her father’s concerned eyes. Her eyes darted towards the window, making sure that the monster was not standing on the lawn.

“Did you check to see if they were still alive?” Her father’s voice was full of worry. 

Her mother already had the kettle on. As if a cup of tea would magically help her forget what she had witnessed.

“No, I was... too scared. There was blood everywhere!” The thought had never crossed her mind. She had been too frightened to check and see if the man had still been alive. All she could envision was the ripped open stomach, the intestines strewn about the ground. The horrific image sent a cold shiver running down her spine. 

They sat down at the kitchen table until the ominous red and blue flashing lights of a police car pierced through the window. A hard knock at the door got their attention. Tina’s father calmly walked into the porch and opened the door. 

“Good evening folks, my name is Officer Phillip Payne. Is everyone here ok?” He was a tall man with jet black hair that seemed to be a part of his uniform. His black jacket had two yellow patches of the local police department sewn into the arms and a silver badge glimmered with the light from the kitchen.

“Yes, we are fine, but we need to check and see if the man is still alive.” Her father stood up, grabbed his coat, and threw it on over his shoulders in one swift motion. He picked up Tina’s jacket and held it out for her. “Honey, you need to show us where you found the man.” 

“Ok dad.” Tina pulled on her jacket. The thought of going back into the forest was beyond disturbing. It made her sick to the pit of her stomach as the grotesque images raced through her mind.

“All right folks, I know this must be hard for you but we need to head out.” Officer Payne’s voice was very deep. He held the door open and they walked towards the police car.

As Tina sat down in the back of the squad car, the chirp of the siren dominated the silence of the small town. 

Officer Payne asked her if she could direct him towards the path that would lead them to the victim. 
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Darkness loomed overhead like a bad omen, threatening to swallow the forest. Headlights from the car struggled to penetrate the blackness that blanketed the trail. The river would still be shrouded in total darkness. Maybe it was shock, maybe it was disbelief, but Tina felt like she was a part of some horror movie. It had only been a short drive but the anticipation of heading back towards that nightmarish forest was twisting her stomach into knots. She did not want to leave the safety of the car as she stared down the cruel, nerve wracking path that winded down into utter darkness. Her heart began to flutter in her chest.

“Here’s the path, it’s just up ahead,” Tina said, as she pointed down the trail. 

Officer Payne stopped the car and stepped out. He showed no signs of fear. He put his hand on his radio, but Tina couldn’t hear what he was saying. Officer Payne walked over and opened the door for her. As she stepped out of the car, her legs nearly gave way from the fear that pressed its cold fingers into her shoulders. Tina’s legs felt like rubber bands about to buckle under the immense pressure, but they found enough courage to keep from breaking. 

“Ok folks, let’s hurry,” Officer Payne said. He led them down the gloomy path. It seemed like a dark corridor, the trees creating a wall that seemed to envelope them. Officer Payne had his flashlight on but the light barely cut through the darkness surrounding them, danger lurking just beyond the murkiness of the single beam. 

Eerie shadows danced all around them. Fear had moved its cold, deadly vice-like grip into Tina’s beating heart. The phantom figures seemed to be stalking them as they ventured deeper into the backwoods. The ghastly shadows started to form more demonic silhouettes the deeper they went. 

Tina led them to the clearing where she had first found the body. “It’s just through there.” 

There was no way she was going to step back into that clearing. She could not bear witness to that horrendous sight again. Her father and Officer Payne pushed past the thick tree branches and disappeared into the clearing, leaving her entirely alone in the darkness. The terror she felt was unbearable as her heart pounded against her chest, ready to explode at any moment. She was having a panic attack. Fear’s grip was squeezing her heart. 

Somehow, it felt like the forest was against her, helping the monster conceal itself. At any moment some demonic creature was going to reach out and grab her, tearing her apart like its latest victim. 

She could hear her father and Payne talking, but they sounded distant, in some remote area beyond her reach.

“Tina! Could you come over here? Now!” Her father called out. 

He sounded baffled, but why? What was wrong? His voice did not have a tone that you would expect to hear from someone who just discovered a dead body. It carried a tone of worry, and doubt. 

Tina gathered up all the courage she had left, and pushed her way into the clearing. It wasn’t what she saw that made her jaw drop, it was what she did not see. Blood had left a massive stain all over the soil near the river bank, but somehow the body had disappeared.

“It looks like he was still alive,” Officer Payne said, as he shone the light at Tina’s feet. “Tina, are you sure this is the place you found the body?” He seemed astonished. Obviously, something grisly and life-threatening had taken place here, but there was no dead body. If it was a man, how did he get up and walk away? His stomach had been torn apart. Or had Tina imagined that appalling vision? Did the sight of all that blood trigger some gruesome, horrid image in her head? Was her mind playing tricks on her?

“Yes, I am sure. He was right there!” Tina pointed at the large tree where the man’s body had been propped up.

Tina was now worried that she was losing her mind. She couldn’t believe that someone could just walk away from an attack like that. It was not physically possible. 

Officer Payne grabbed his radio again “Kathy, it’s Phillip. Seems like we have an injured man wandering around the woods. I need some back up out here right now!”  

The voice on the other end responded quickly. “I’ll see what I can do. Give me time to gather some of the other officers.”

Tina stood in disbelief. She was trying not to picture the man, holding in the contents of his stomach as he walked away, but how else could he have managed to escape?  

There was an overpowering stench of rotten flesh and the coppery scent of blood lingered in the air. It made no sense, none of it made any sense.
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Chapter 1:
A Missing Person
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Eric Jones woke up to the sound of his alarm clock. The radio was playing one of those damn pop songs he couldn’t stand. He rolled over, expecting to find his wife asleep, but she was already up. Most days you couldn’t pry her out of bed with a crowbar, but the excitement of having the long weekend off must have rustled her out of the bed. Eric could smell breakfast cooking from the kitchen just down the hall. 

He grabbed his robe from the floor where he had thrown it down last night. Dana hated when he did that, but he’d been too tired when he’d finally crawled into bed. 

“Honey, what smells so good?” he asked. “Did you go out and get me takeout for breakfast?” He knew that would rouse an annoyed response.

“No, just for myself. You have to cook your own damn breakfast, jerk!” She laughed as Eric walked into the kitchen and sat down in front of a hot cup of coffee. “Enjoy working the weekend, I’m sure you’ll find a way to get a donut and coffee with Jason,” she added, as she scooped eggs out of the frying pan. 

“Well, I’m sure I will. Did the paper show up yet?” Eric held the coffee up and let the invigorating aroma fill his nostrils. It had a woodsy, burnt smell that he enjoyed.

“No, it’s only six. Plus, it’s Sunday.” 

She giggled as Eric shot her a sly glare from the top of his coffee mug. “Well, you’re certainly chipper for six in morning.” 

Dana placed a plate that was piled high with fried eggs and sausage in front of Eric, and then one on her side of the table. She went back to the kitchen counter and grabbed her orange mug filled with tea. As she sat down across from Eric she spooned sugar into her mug. 

“Well, someone has to get up and cook you breakfast Officer Jones! Besides, I think I’m going to go to your parents’ house early today to help them with Thanksgiving supper.” Dana seemed cold even as she wrapped herself in her orange blanket. She loved the colour orange, even the paint on the walls in the living room was orange. The kitchen too was a shade of orange that Dana called apricot nectar. 

“Well, make sure supper is as good as breakfast, will you?” Eric said with a smirk. 

“Oh, of course I will.” Dana looked out the window. The sun hadn’t risen but its orange glow could be seen rising in the sky as dawn approached. “Looks like it’s going to be a nice day.” 

The street lights were still on. It was that time of the morning when the darkness was losing its control over the sky. The kitchen light made Dana’s long red hair glow. Her deep blue eyes fixed on the dog who was stretching her legs by the door, waiting to go outside for her morning ritual. 

“Hopefully it’s a quiet day. I wonder if Frank will have me or Gary on call tomorrow.” Eric took a long sip of his coffee, and then finished off the sausage on his plate. “Well, I guess I should go put on my uniform and get to work.” Eric wiped the greasy mess from his face with a napkin, then crinkled it up and placed it on his plate. He picked up his dishes and walked over to the counter, lodging them in the sink. 

“Thanks dear!” Eric called before heading down the hallway to the bedroom and grabbing his deputy uniform out of the closet. As he hauled his black work pants up, he could hear Dana open the door to let the dog out. The buttons on his black dress shirt were causing him more problems than they should this morning. It was frustrating to be awake so early. 

Eric did not look like a typical police officer. He was the average height, but lacked the muscle mass that most of the other men he worked with carried. His hair was short and brown, but in the sunlight it seemed to have a red tint.

Eric sauntered up behind Dana, and gave her a hug and a kiss. “Goodbye love, see you at my parents’ house when I get off.”

“Bye love, don’t fill up on donuts today!” 

Eric put on his heavy jacket and left the house. The air felt crisp as he drew a deep breath, filling his lungs with the fresh morning air. It didn’t have the bitterness of winter, but just enough bite to remind him of what the approaching weather would bring. 

He trudged over to his white squad car parked in the driveway. The four-door had three horizontal blue strips with a red strip that crossed them. As he sat down in the driver’s seat, he looked over his shoulder at the window and waved goodbye to Dana, who stood there drinking her tea.

It was a short drive to the station, and as always, the town around him still seemed to be sleeping. Corner Brook was a quiet town and sometimes it was boring to be a police officer there. Eric had grown up there and had always dreamed of becoming an officer. Back when he was still in high school, the government had declared bankruptcy. Everything had changed that day. Big businesses had bailed out the government in the following months. Now, corrupt politicians were puppets for these powerful corporations. They were the ones in real control. Being a police officer didn’t hold the same power, or pride. Now, you had to answer to those greedy, power-hungry, corporate bastards who could bend the law any way they wanted. Eric’s childhood dream had been tarnished, but not destroyed. 

That was nearly fifteen years ago. The Canadian Police force had slowly been reshaped to resemble the structure of the United States. Eric certainly enjoyed the uniform much more than the one he remembered the police officers wearing when he was a kid. He also preferred the title of Deputy, but he was ashamed that he could be controlled by just about any asshole with a lot of money, often forced to look the other way by corrupt politicians while they counted their cash or paid off while the big corporations carried out their illegal activities. 

As he drove by the golf course, he noticed that all the leaves on the trees were changing colour. It was truly a beautiful sight that he took for granted every morning in the fall. The thought of the cold bite of winter and the mountains of snow was all that he could think about when the leaves began to change. Dead leaves littered the lawns, like someone had spilled drops of rusty paint on a green canvas. 

Eric pulled into the police station and dragged himself into work for another boring day. The front lobby walls were bright white, and the floors were some kind of plain marble that made the room look bland. The lobby was mostly empty except for the five blue chairs sitting on top of a black frame and a bulletin board that hung on the wall right in front of you as you walked in. There was a large glass window next to the doors that allowed direct sunlight to shine into the waiting room. 

Kathy was the receptionist who sat behind the glass partition, her long grey hair bobbed just above her shoulders. She wore a navy top with a red and green skirt that reminded him of the fallen leaves on the grass. Kathy had worked at the station as long as Eric could remember. She’d even been there when he was there as a little boy visiting with school. 

“Good morning, Kathy!” Eric nodded at her as he approached.

“Morning Eric. Frank wants to see you in his office right away. There seems to be a problem out near Stephenville.”

Eric pushed his way through the door in the lobby that read Employees Only Beyond This Point. The hallway had three doors on the left side and one door on the right side, which belonged to Lieutenant Frank Byrnes. Eric noted that the blinds were down and closed. The only office with a light on was Gary’s. He’d probably left the light on last night before he left. Gary was always in a rush to get home. Eric took a deep breath before he walked into Lieutenant Byrne’s office.

“Eric, they need you in Black Duck Siding right now. You can finally put some of that CSI crap you studied to good use for a change,” Frank said, sitting behind his solid oak desk. It was almost too shiny to look at directly. The only things that he allowed on his desk were his computer, his name badge and a single picture of his family. Frank was the only cop who did not drink coffee at his desk. 

Frank was getting up in age, but he still looked like he could wrestle a bear. He wasn’t very tall, but he was broad with massive shoulders that were nearly as wide as the entrance to his office. His grey hair and moustache were the only things that gave away his age.

“Why? Did someone rob the convenience store out there?” Eric said with a chuckle.

“No, jackass! They got a missing man out there. He was injured and they need to find him. Since I have no use for you here, get your arse out there and help.” Eric could feel his Franks’ green-eyed glare burn into his own retinas like Superman’s x-ray vision.

“Ok Chief, I’ll call in the lab techs to gather some evidence.” Eric looked past Frank, trying to break the death stare that his boss had locked on him.

“Don’t fuck this up. And the lab techs are already out there. They answered their god damn phone this morning.” Spit flew from Frank’s mouth as he yelled at Eric. The veins on his forehead were popping out and he was red in the face with anger.

“Alright, Jesus! I’m on my way out.” Eric walked out of the office feeling embarrassed, his checks flushed. 

Eric stepped into his own office to grab his belt. He never brought his work belt home with him. The belt was slung across back of his chair, his gun still in its holster. If Frank had seen the state he left his office in, he would have thrown a fit. Yesterday’s empty coffee cup, and the powdered sugar from a donut, still littered his desk.

“Eric, have a good trip,” Kathy said as Eric hurried out of the lobby. “Don’t mind Frank, he’s always mad. I think that’s his job,”

“Thanks Kathy. When did he call me anyway?” Eric shook his head in disbelief.

“Around 4:30. He got the call for help late last night. Here, grab a donut for the road. He made me get these on the way into work this morning.” Kathy held out a box of donuts, the lid open revealing the delicious baked goods to Eric.

“Thanks, I guess it’s not a good idea for me to hit the drive-thru.” Eric picked out a Boston cream, as it seemed all the honey crullers were already gone. Now, as he gazed at the donuts, he wished he’d stopped for a coffee before coming to work.
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As Eric reached Black Duck Siding, his CB radio went off. “Officer Jones, come in.”

He picked up the receiver. “Officer Jones here.”

“This is Officer Phillip Payne. Can you meet me down by the trail, just off Main Street?”

“Sure thing. Be there shortly.” 

Just as Eric turned onto Main Street, he saw the pile up of cars strewn about the road. News traveled fast in small communities and the whole town seemed to have arrived. Eric pulled up to the end of the street and parked next to the CSI van. The two crime scene technicians, Albert and Amanda, were in the back of the van with the doors open.

“Hey guys, what’s going on?” Eric asked.

“Seems to be a man wandering around who must be missing a lot of blood,” Albert said. “We gathered some samples and are going back to the lab to try and find out who it belongs to.” 

Amanda climbed out of the back of the van, her tired expression showing she was ready to head out. Eric knew Amanda from way back. They’d gone to school together. 

“There’s so much blood,” Amanda said. “I don’t know how he could still be walking.” 

“Will you let me know as soon as you find out anything?” Eric asked. 

“I will,” Amanda said, heading for the driver’s side door.

“Have either of you seen Phillip?” Eric looked over at an empty squad car. Officer Payne was nowhere to be seen.

“He’s just down on the trail,” Albert pointed. “The whole town must be looking for the missing person, but they didn’t turn up signs of blood anywhere else. I took some shoe prints with the foam casing. They were a size nine with a zig zag pattern, probably a Reebok or something. Not much else to report at the moment. Seems like the man wandered into the river and that’s where the trail ends.”

“Thanks Albert.” 

Eric walked down the path towards the edge of the forest as the van drove away. He could see Payne just ahead. If the police uniform hadn’t been a dead giveaway, the way he towered over everyone else would have been. Payne could have played pro-basketball. He was seven feet tall with long slender arms, bald and clean shaven. The only hair on his head belonged to brows that framed a pair of brown eyes too small for a man his size face. He looked exhausted. Dark bags had formed under his eyes. Eric knew Payne’s sister Kathy from the Corner Brook police station. She always spoke very fondly of her brother, calling him the friendly giant. He stood head and shoulders above the four men in front of him. Once Payne saw Eric approaching he quickly dismissed the men who surrounded him. 

“Officer Payne,” Eric had to tilt his head back to look up at Payne as they spoke. “Catch me up to speed. What’s going on?” 

“I got a whole lot of blood that belongs to someone,” Payne said. “The men and I did a search of the area, but we were unable find anything.” 

“Some of the men?” Eric asked, dreading the answer.

Payne nodded towards the four men that he had been speaking to. “They were going to search either way, so I decided to organize it with them.” 

Payne started to walk down the trail, Eric followed.

“Did they see the crime scene, were they there?” It was a mistake to let people trample through a crime scene. Eric was annoyed that Payne had allowed it.

“A few of them were there early this morning, but not for long.” Payne’s long strides made it hard for Eric to keep up.

“Well, let’s hope they didn’t manage to contaminate the scene. Are we almost there?” Eric could hear rushing water nearby.

“Just off the trail, through the trees just ahead of us.” 

Eric and Payne headed off the main trail and into the forest. Payne had to duck for every branch, but Eric managed to walk under most without having to crouch down. The trees near the river bank were much smaller but had grown together making it very hard to see ahead. The closer they got to the river, the more the trees bunched together, making it seem like the forest was trying to hide the area where the gruesome attack had taken place. 

As Payne pushed his way past the last line of trees, he virtually disappeared in front of Eric. It was hard to believe that such a giant man could be hidden from view even though he was so close. Eric could have reached out and touched Payne, but he was unable to see him.

Eric emerged from the trees, into the clearing and stopped dead.

“What the fuck?”  

This was not the first time he’d seen blood, but this unlike anything he’d experienced before. 

“How did this man get up and walk away?”

“We’re not doing a search and rescue, it’s a dead body we are looking for.” 

Officer Payne crouched down by the edge of the river and pointed across. “If the man tried to cross the river he would have been over-powered by the strong current. I’m thinking he may have washed up along the river bank further downstream. We walked several kilometres down, following the current, but we never saw anything. I put in a request for the river to be dragged. They should be out by noon tomorrow - the crew are heading in from St. John’s as we speak.”

“Great work. I’d say that’s what happened. The body will turn up soon, we just have to figure out what the hell happened out here.” 

Eric carefully walked over to where Payne was knelt down. As he looked at the rocks, something very noticeable stood out. “Phillip, did any of the men walk over this mess? Looks like two sets of shoes walked into the river. See the two different sizes?”

Payne looked down near the blood-stained rocks. Clearly two different sets of footprints had walked into the river. The footprints were much too small to belong to him. 

“I see it, but one set seems to have gone in both directions.” Payne pointed to one set of footprints that appeared to emerge from the river. Eric traced the tracks as they left the river’s edge, scuffled around the crime scene, and headed back to the river. 

“So, I’m thinking one of the men that was helping you this morning owns a set of those prints. You should gather them and see if any of their shoes match those prints. We can eliminate one set and then have a better idea of which way our body went.”

“Good idea,” Payne agreed.

Eric fixed his eyes on the trees across the river. It looked like there was a blood stain on one of them. 

“Did anyone search the other side of the river?”

“No, we never. You would have a hard time crossing it yourself on a good day. With that amount of blood loss, a person could never have made it to the other side. The current would have swept them off their feet and taken them downstream.” Officer Payne walked back towards the trail. “We did keep an eye on the other side of the river bank to see if he’d washed up on the other side.”

“So how do you get across?” Eric looked in both directions, hoping to see a bridge.

“You have to head back to the road. You can cross the bridge and hit the other side of the river bank from there. I’m going to gather the men and get this straightened away. You okay here by yourself for a little while?” Payne looked down at Eric.

“Sure thing, I’ll see you back here in a bit then.” Eric looked at his cell phone but there was no signal. “You have trouble with your cell out here?”

“Cell service?” Officer Payne cracked a smile and started to laugh. “We don’t get much cell service out here city boy. You need anything?”

Eric almost felt stupid for asking the question, he should have known the answer himself. “No, not yet.” 

“Alright then, if you need me, just use the radio.” With that Officer Payne pushed past the trees and disappeared into the forest in an instant, almost like a magic trick. 

Eric was alone now and he felt like he was in a tiny box. The only sound was the water rushing past him. He didn’t hear any of the usual wildlife. It was as if this gruesome event had scared all the animals away. He looked up into the sky, and it seemed like even the sun was trying to hide behind the clouds, as though this part of the woods had been isolated from the rest of the world. 

Eric resumed his search for clues. He didn’t see much of anything at first other than the blood, it was as if someone had taken a full can of red paint and thrown it all over the forest floor. The colour was a disturbing reddish brown, with black streaks that would only emerge from deep wounds. 

Kneeling down, Eric took a closer look at the ground. He was searched for animal prints, hoping that he would find some sign of what caused this grotesque mess. He could see no signs of anything, and any animal that could cause that level of destruction would surely leave a noticeable print in the soft ground around the river bank. 

It was strange, a detective could not ask for a better scene. Everything would show up on this soil. The weather had co-operated and the looming rain did not have a chance to wash away the evidence yet. The impression where the body had fallen to the ground was easy to see, the indent where the body had laid was perfectly preserved. There were footprints all around where the body had been. Eric had noticed two sets of prints in the earth, the same two that headed out into the river. One of the search party must have walked over and had gotten too close to the crime scene. 

He went over to the bloody footprints that originated from the river and tracked them back to the scene of the crime. It was easy, even someone with no experience could see the prints. As Eric followed the tracks he began to notice something very strange. It baffled him. The sets of tracks showed that someone walked from the river towards where the body was found and then back to the river in a different direction. The second set of tracks only walked towards the river from where the body lay. As he looked closer there was a weird pattern to the footprints. It looked like drinking could have been involved. The staggered prints were very clumsy. Eric began to wonder if Officer Payne was going to find a matching shoe or was something else going on here?

As Eric crouched down to examine the shoe prints closer, he shut out the rest of the world. He didn’t hear the sounds of tree branches snapping, or the pounding of footprints approaching. It was too late, whatever had been lurking behind the trees had already broken the barrier enclosing the crime scene and burst into the clearing.
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Chapter 2:
Heavy Rains


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“Eric, we know who we’re looking for!” Officer Payne yelled out as he erupted through the thick branches into the clearing.

“Who is it?” Eric said, trying his best not to sound startled.

“A Mr. Sean Bartlett, of Burgeo.” Payne walked over to Eric and handed him a piece of paper. “His wife reported him missing this morning. She said he had driven up this way to see his sister but the sister never heard from him. His truck is parked just up on the road.” 

“What’s this?” Eric had a puzzled look on his face, as he read the paper. The writing was about as sloppy as a third grader learning cursive for the first time.

“The notes I took about Mr. Bartlett. His home address and contact information.”

Eric handed the paper back to Payne.

“Should we contact his family?” Payne asked.

“And tell them what? We don’t have a body yet? It’s your call, this is your case, but if it were up to me, I would tell his wife we found the truck and that we suspect he is missing but don’t give too much detail. We still don’t know what’s going on.” 

Eric took his camera out, taking pictures of the crime scene. “Did you speak to the men from the search party? Are any of them possible matches for the prints we have here?”

“There are three men whose shoes look like they could match either set of prints, but they all deny walking over the crime scene.” Payne hauled a notebook out of his back pocket. “I got their names here. They’re all willing to help in any way possible. Do you want their info?”

Eric looked at the open page, this time he could see names and telephone numbers written clearly. He reached out and took the notebook, tearing out the page. “Thanks, I suspect they’re telling the truth though.” 

“So, what do you think could have happened? Did you find any animal prints around?”

“Not yet, I’m going to call a friend who works for the Wildlife Department once I get out of these woods and get a signal on my phone. Maybe he can give us a hand tracking down any prints.” 

Eric looked across the river at the tree with the possible blood stain. “Let’s head across the river. There’s something I want to take a look at.”

Eric and Payne followed the trail back through the woods to the squad car. The sun had come out from behind the clouds once again and the bright rays instantly made a positive impact on the temperature. The sun felt good against Eric’s face. 

“Hold up, I’m going to make a call.” Eric took out his cell phone and called his friend Jason. 
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“Jason, it’s Eric. I need a hand with something.”

“What do you need bud?” Jason Cook worked for the government as a Wildlife Officer. Like so many people Eric interacted with on a daily basis, they too had gone up through to school together. Jason had always been outdoorsy, with a special interest in wildlife and, more particularly, bears. Eric hadn’t been surprised when Jason had opted for a degree in Forestry. 

“I think I need some help tracking down an animal. Want to meet me at the coffee shop, in Stephenville, at two?”

“Sure thing, and since it’s work related you’re buying!” Jason started to laugh. “See you at two.”

Eric hung up the phone and stuck it back in his jacket pocket. He looked up at the sky and noticed the rain clouds sneaking in overhead. The brightness of the sun was quickly disappearing, once again replaced by a gloomy dullness. 

“Payne, you want to lead the way?”

“Sure, it’s just across this bridge up ahead.” 

He led Eric across the bridge to another trail that travelled alongside the opposite bank of the river. “What is it you expect to find over here?”

“Just got a hunch about something.” 

It was easier to see their surroundings on this side of the river, since most of the leaves on these trees had fallen off. The ground was a mixture of orange, red and yellow on the top, but Eric knew that underneath all the colour were the old leaves that had rotted and turned brown. 

On the other side of the river bank most of the trees were still green. If Jason were with them, he would explain what kinds of trees were on each side of the river bank, and why the leaves on one tree would fall off every autumn but the pine needles on the other trees remained all year round. Something about deciduous? Eric couldn’t quite remember, even though Jason had told him several times before.

“Any idea where you want to go?” Payne asked, as they made their way down the trail.

“Just across from the crime scene, we should be close now I think.” Eric looked across the river bank and could see the clearing. Even with the rushing water between them, he could still see the almost satanic blood splatters that coated the exposed area. Eric walked closer to the river bank where he thought he’d seen the stain on the tree. It didn’t take long to find. Payne saw it before Eric and had already began to walk towards it.

“Eric, do you see this? Looks like blood on this tree here.” Payne was face to face with the blood stain. “Does this look like a... handprint?” 

Eric walked over beside him and reached into his belt. He drew out a vial with a cotton swab inside. He dabbed it against the blood, soaking up the residue that was left against the tree. He put the cotton swab back inside the vial and secured the lid tightly. 

“Do you think that belongs to Mr. Bartlett?” Payne asked.
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