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Chapter One

 


The logging road ran on for miles, winding
and twisting through Erichson’s Nature Preserve, in southern
Oregon. The preserve had been set aside in James Erichson’s will as
a reminder of his logging legacy, as well as his sense of poetic
justice. After his death in 1985, all logging operations in the
area had ceased. Spots were now overgrown with weed and brush, and
there was little evidence of it having been used in the last
twenty-five years. The occasional litter on the ground was the only
human trace on most of its seventy-five mile run.

“Can you believe this
place?” asked Stacey, an exuberant twenty-two year old woman. She
had the body of a dancer and long brown hair pulled up in a loose
ponytail. Her hazel eyes reflected the excitement in her voice.
“Ryan! Are you coming?” Her gaze was directed toward the woods
surrounding the logging road.

“Yeah, I’m coming,” Ryan
muttered. Ryan was twenty-four, with blonde hair and blue eyes. He
was at least twenty pounds overweight and out of shape from working
in an office building most of his life, smoking a pack and a half
of cigarettes a day. He stepped up next to Stacey and leaned over,
placing his hands on his knees. He was out of breath and tired from
the hike. Sweat rolled down his face, despite the cool morning
temperature.

“You okay?” asked Stacey
without looking over at him.

“Yeah,” he said between
pants. “Just a little winded.”

“If you got out of that
office once in a while,” she said, “and quit smoking, you’d be able
to do things like this.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” he
muttered. He wiped his still-sweating face with the back of his
hand and sighed.

“I’m serious!” she said,
placing her hands on her hips and acting as though she were
pouting. Stacey and Ryan had been dating for a couple of years.
Stacey was content with how things were going, and Ryan wanted
more. He had proposed to her, but she rarely wore the engagement
ring. Secretly she was not entirely sure she wanted to be married.
This had created a rift between them, and they were almost always
fighting.

“Do you want to camp
here?” demanded Ryan. “I don’t want to walk all damned day!” He had
caught his breath and was no longer sweating. He looked at her with
an apologetic look on his face but saw that she had either ignored
his jab or did not hear it. “Is this where you want to set
up?”

“Nah, just a little
further. I’m sure there’s a creek running through here somewhere.
That would be the best place to camp. At least that’s what my dad
used to say.”

“Fine!” he said. “Gimme a
minute, and I’ll be ready.”

She looked over and chuckled. She watched
for a moment as Ryan looked around as if he had lost something. The
look of confusion on his face was almost comical. His head darted
back and forth a few times, eyes constantly moving.

“What are you doing?” she
asked. “Did you lose something?”

“No,” he said. “I thought
I heard something a minute ago. Do you smell that? It smells like a
skunk.”

“It was probably a skunk
then,” Stacey said and laughed. “We are out in the woods, you know.
Let’s get a move on.”

“Could be,” he muttered.
“Let’s go.” They set off, and soon Stacey was several yards ahead
and walking at a steady, even gait. Her long legs easily crossed
the rough logging road. She jogged three days a week and went to
the gym regularly. Ryan hadn’t exercised since high school, and it
showed.

Ryan trailed behind, huffing and sweating.
He walked at a steady pace as well but was unable to close the gap.
He could not catch up, but he wasn’t falling behind either. He kept
up the pace and focused on not tripping.

Stacey stopped in the middle of the road,
and Ryan finally caught up to her a moment later. She stood stone
still, a content look on her face while she observed her
surroundings. She happily looked around the logging road, and the
sound of water running could be heard not too far off in the
distance.

All was silent for close to a minute, then a
shrill scream echoed throughout the woods. It sounded like a person
in a cheesy horror movie screaming.

“What the hell was that?”
asked Ryan. He had a smug look on his face.

“I don’t know,” Stacey
said, rattled. “It sounded like it was right behind us.”

They strained to hear but heard nothing. The
silence was palpable, and even the typical background noise of the
nature preserve had gone deathly silent. Not even the birds made a
peep.

They listened for well over five minutes
without hearing another noise. They started up again, still hiking
into the heart of the nature preserve. The sound of birds slowly
started again and soon created a lilting backdrop of sound.

“I think we ought to stay
closer together,” Ryan said at length. Stacey quickly nodded in
agreement. She walked slower, knowing that Ryan would not be able
to match her pace. They walked side by side along the logging road,
silently.

After several hundred feet, they came to a
narrow stream and followed alongside it for several hundred yards.
The logging road continued through a large clearing. Remnants of
dozens of past campsites dotted the clearing every few feet.
Forgotten chairs, shoes, and overflowing garbage cans cluttered the
area. It looked as though each camper left something behind.

At five hundred feet square, the clearing
was very large. The only thing living in the clearing was scrub
plants with saplings less than waist high. There were large areas
where past campers had made campfires and pitched tents. Piles of
firewood, bought at the gas station near the edge of the nature
preserve, were stacked near some of the long-abandoned fires.

“This will work for a
campsite,” Stacey announced, regaining her usual cheer. “Let’s set
up here.”

Ryan slid his pack off his shoulders and
removed the rolled tent. He opened the drawstring bag and dumped
all the contents onto the ground in a jumbled heap. He set to the
task and was soon sweating and cussing, unable to set the tent up
properly. He struggled with the tent for quite some time, checking
the instruction sheet every few minutes. Sweat dripping down his
face and cursing under his breath, he stared at the sheet, trying
to find an unwritten trick on it.

Stacey busied herself with gathering a small
pile of kindling and some good-sized dead branches, and she had a
workable campfire going in no time. She used some of the dry
firewood sitting around their campsite.

“I’m struggling here,” he
announced. He finally walked away from the tent, lit a cigarette,
sat down heavily, and smoked. By the time he snubbed out the
cigarette, he had calmed down. He stood with a grunt and walked
over to the tent, finally ready to finish it.

“Need help, babe?” Stacey
asked.

“No!” he shouted. “I’ve
got this!”

“Okay.” She sighed. “It
looks like you’re getting frustrated, that’s all.”

After another ten minutes of working on the
tent, and with much less cursing than the first time, he drove the
last tent stake into place with an overdramatized grunt and flung
the mallet off to the side. “There, finished!”

“You did great!” she said
as he walked over and plopped down next to her and stretched. He
gazed into the fire, lost in thought.

“Now what?” he asked.
“It’s about an hour before dark, and everything is done. You were
right, this is kind of relaxing. Unless you count that damned
tent.”

“Yeah. I wish you still
played guitar,” Stacey said absently. “You could have brought your
acoustic and played it out here! That would have made the night
nice.”

“Yeah,” Ryan answered.
“After the band broke up and the crap that Craig pulled, it didn’t
seem worth it anymore. Granted, I always loved playing out. Too bad
the last gig we played was ruined because that asshole Craig took
our pay and bolted. I miss being in a band sometimes.”

“I always thought he was
shady,” Stacey offered. “Not sayin’ I told you so.”

“Well, I—” he started but
was interrupted by a second bloodcurdling shriek, but this time it
was much, much closer.

“That was just on the
other side of the stream,” Ryan said, pointing. “Just inside the
tree line.”

The breeze carried a putrid smell like
rotting meat and damp carpeting to their nostrils.

“Ugh, what’s that smell?”
Stacey said, her nose wrinkling.

“I don’t know,” Ryan said
and bolted to his feet. He pulled a hunting knife out of the
backpack and took it out of the sheath. “We should get into the
tent.”

They ducked into the tent, now on its second
camping trip, and zipped the door flap. Stacey unzipped a window
and peered through the gray mesh. At first, nothing stirred in the
clearing. After several long, tense minutes of watching, Stacey
gasped.

“I don’t hear any birds or
crickets, or anything,” she whispered.

“What?”

“I don’t hear any birds,”
she repeated. “Before, on the logging road, we heard tons of birds,
now listen. There are none! It is stone silent. It’s actually kinda
creepy.”

“So,” he muttered. “Big
deal.”

“It’s just that there
should be birds,” she said softly, “and there aren’t
any.”

The sound of something moving through the
trees interrupted their conversation. Stacey watched as the trees
nearest to the stream began to thrash. Suddenly, a loud cracking
sound followed by a sharp grunt echoed across the clearing. A tree
trunk, seven feet long and about eight inches in diameter,
seemingly flew across the small stream. A second tree was flung to
the ground.

A shadow passed across the fabric of the
tent’s ceiling.

“Duck,” Stacey screamed,
dropping to the floor of the tent. Ryan looked up just in time to
watch the fabric rip over his head. A large shape loomed over them,
peering down.

The smell they had noticed earlier filled
the tent. An odor of putrid meat, wet fur, and skunk combined to
make both occupants gag. Their eyes watered from the odor, and both
clamped their hands over their mouths and noses.

A large hairy hand reached into the shredded
tent and grasped Ryan by the arm. A soft grunt sounded as the arm
hoisted Ryan up as if he were a small child. The next thing Stacey
heard was Ryan screaming, then she felt a spray of warm, thick
liquid, and everything went dark.

***

The world began to materialize slowly.
Stacey looked around as the fog lifted. She was surrounded by three
large, purposeful-looking men. All three wore black tactical gear,
and one was wearing a black ball cap.

“Ma’am are you alright?”
one of the men asked. “Are you hurt?”

“I think so,” she said.
“Who are you, where’s Ryan?” She could feel the first fingers of
panic constricting her chest. She jerked her head back and forth.
“He’s my boyfriend. We came here for a camping trip. The last thing
I remember was hearing him scream.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, your
friend’s gone.” he said. “Let me explain. My name is Jackson, Bert
Jackson. I’m head of outside security for H.C. Wiln Corporation. We
have a facility in the area, and the fence is not too far off.
We’re out here to make sure that no one trespasses.”

“Okay. So what happened to
Ryan?” Stacey asked, slowly coming out of her daze. She looked from
one face to the next, seeing nothing but the eyes of hardened men.
She looked down at the spattered blood now drying on her
clothes.

“He’s dead. It looks like
he was killed by some kind of wild animal,” Jackson said, “Rumor
has it there’s a Sasquatch in these woods. In fact, at one point I
had heard that our scientists had caught one and were studying it.
If that’s the case, it may have escaped.”

“For all we know, there
may be a serial killer loose in the woods,” another shorter man
piped up. Jackson shot him a look that required no words, causing
the man to fall back into silence.

Stacey stared at the man blankly. Her face
carried a far-off look, as if she was looking straight through the
assembled men.

“Tell you what,” he said.
“How about I take you to my office, and we can arrange a trip to
town for you. We’ll cover everything for…did you say his name was
Brian? Ryan?”

“Ryan,” Stacey said as
tears began streaming down her cheeks. “His name is... I
mean was Ryan
Penn. He sold insurance. He wanted to go see his family in
Iowa.”

“Come on,” Jackson said
gently and guided her to a waiting utility vehicle, a passenger
body on an ATV frame. A logo depicting H.C. Wiln and the word
“Security” across the back side of the vehicle.

Stacey sat in a backseat as the vehicle
started and drove on the logging road. She began to sob
hysterically, her hands covering her face.

A radio crackled to
life. “Jackson, report.”

“Male is dead, KIA. Female
is en route to facility,” Jackson responded into the handset radio.
“Please advise.”

“Copy that,”
the voice answered. “Volunteer Corp for her.”


Chapter Two

 


“Don’t worry about it,
babe,” Bethany Edwards said, setting a cup of coffee in front of
her husband Mike. “You’ll find a steadier job.” She turned and
walked over to the counter, putting cereal into a bowl and pouring
milk over it. She poured a cup of coffee for herself and carried
her mug and bowl to the table.

“Yeah,” he said. “Since I
got out, we’ve been struggling.” He paused to take a sip of coffee.
“Either way, I’ve still got the crew, and I’m pretty sure I can
downgrade to a volunteer when I get a steady job.”

“Mike, we’re struggling,
but it’s on our own terms,” Bethany said. “Besides, it’s getting
easier all the time. Remember just last year, running out of
diapers was enough to make us count change. Now we have a little in
the bank. We’ll be fine.”

“It would still be great to pay all the
bills every month,” he muttered.

They sat at the kitchen table in their
cramped two-bedroom apartment. The bills had been piling up since
Edwards had been discharged from active duty with the US Army.
While he was deployed, Bethany and Abigail had lived with her
parents.

Abigail, their two-year-old daughter, sat in
her booster chair eating her breakfast of Cheerios and blueberries.
She was wearing a T-shirt with a rainbow on it and a brightly
colored barrette in her curly blonde hair. A bright pink tutu
finished off her look for the day.

“Ever since I’ve gotten
back and we moved out of your parents’ house it’s been rough,” he
said. Mike Edwards was six feet tall and around one hundred
eighty-five pounds. He had light hair and green eyes. He had served
in the military as an infantry medic. “It sucks—I’ve applied to
every ambulance service in this part of the state, and no one is
hiring. I could always find a job in a factory or on a fishing boat
or something.”

“It’ll get better,”
Bethany said, brushing a curly brown hair away from her
greenish-brown eyes. “What time do you have to go in
today?”

“I have to be there around
nine, and I’m on till the end of the week,” he said. “I doubt we’ll
have much to do, though. Might have to save a kitten from a
tree.”

“It’s work, though,”
Bethany said, “and Jefferson pays you well. Don’t complain. It
doesn’t work for you.” She walked over and kissed his forehead.
“You could be stuck in a factory or working some go-nowhere job. At
least this is what you want to do with your life. I want to go back
and finish college, but I have no idea what I want to
study.”

He sipped the coffee in deep thought until a
blueberry rolled across the table in front of him. He picked it up
and rolled back in the direction it came from.

“Whatcha doin’, bug?” he
said.

“Daddy, hungry!” she said
and giggled uncontrollably.

“Dad’s not real hungry,
kiddo,” he said. “Dad’s still waking up.” A smile crept onto his
face as his daughter’s squealing laughter continued.

“Well, Beth, at least the
firehouse ain’t bad work,” he said at last. “And it is a little
safer than my last gig. I like it, and that’s what
counts.”

“Yeah, and sometimes it’s
better the devil you know,” Bethany said.

“You want to hear
something dumb?” he asked, glancing at the clock. “I miss the
structure. Not the patrols and all that crap, but I miss the
structure and having a set schedule.”

“Yeah, well, if you don’t
get a move on, Jefferson’ll blame me for you being late again,” she
said with a smile. “Structure!”

He stood, carried his mug to the sink, and
walked back over. “I love you girls, see you later!” He walked to
the door, grabbed his phone, wallet and keys, and pocketed them. He
grabbed his bag from its spot near the kitchen door. Edwards got
into his old pickup truck and drove off.

Passing through the small town of Deer
Ridge, Mike was still amazed by the lack of traffic. The town was
home to less than fifteen thousand but had a strong small-town feel
to it, something that he and Bethany loved. He drove toward the
fire station, the old truck shuddering at stop signs. He pulled
into the parking lot behind the fire station and backed it into a
spot across from the door.

Edwards slipped the transmission into first
gear and shut the truck off. He opened the door with a long creak,
then walked across the lot and went inside.

“How you doin’, Mike?”
asked Bill, one of the senior guys at the fire station.

“Not bad, Bill,” Edwards
answered. “Anything going on?”

“Nah,” he answered. “Is
Abbey still having those nightmares?”

“No, cutting out sugar
before bed worked great,” Edwards said. “That was some great
advice.”

“Glad to hear it,” Bill
said, scratching his bulging stomach. “Jefferson posted a meeting
for you guys coming on shift, so stow your gear and get to the
conference room. I think he’s already here. Somethin’ about smoke
jumping.”

“Gotcha,” Edwards said. He
walked to his locker, dropped the bag on the bottom shelf, and
slammed it shut. He locked the padlock and slid the keys back into
his pocket. He walked down the hallway, passing doors to the bunk
rooms before rounding the corner to the conference room.

Seated at the far end of the table was
Jefferson. He was reading pages in a file folder and ignoring
everything around him. Glancing at his watch, Edwards saw that he
was twenty minutes early.

Elliot Jefferson was captain and rarely
called meetings. He was forty years old, trim, and average height.
He shaved his head to disguise a drastically receded hairline and
had brown eyes that smiled more than he did. A drooping handlebar
mustache hung past his chin and made him look older.

“Mike! How are you?” he
asked in his booming voice, eyes leaving the page he was reading
for less than a second. “There’s a packet of information in front
of all the seats, if you want to read it now.”

“Doing good, cap,” he
answered and sat down in one of the chairs facing the door. He
stretched and was rewarded with a hearty pop from the middle of his
back. “Feeling pretty good this morning.”

“As soon as the other guys
get here, we can start this meeting,” Jefferson said at length.
“Grab some coffee if you want it. Jones should be bringing
doughnuts.”

Over the next ten minutes, the majority of
the crew filtered in, some discussing sports, others walking in
silence. Nearly every man had shown up by five minutes to nine. All
the seats around the table were filled except one.

“Is everyone here?” asked
Jefferson. He looked around and saw that there was only one man
missing. “Looks like Kennedy is making his own schedule again,” he
said shaking his head.

This brought a groan out of all the men at
the table.

The door flung open, and Kennedy bound
through it. “How you all doing?” he shouted. “You should have seen
the chick I picked up last night!”

“Since Mister Kennedy
decided to join us on time, I think we can get
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