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      This is a short collection. While I focus most of my writing efforts on novel-length stories, I sometimes get inspiration for a story that can only be told in a short enough form to be impactful. I included a preface for each story that will give you some insight into my intent with the story or how the concept came to me.

      Most of my horror work is set in the fictional town of Raventree Hollow or in neighboring communities. These stories are all standalone tales, including my novel Raventree Hollow, so please don’t feel that you need to read them in any kind of order to understand or enjoy them. They’re all just stories in the same town where strange things happen. I have some reasons in my mind about why Raventree Hollow is the center of supernatural happenings (and seemingly plain old human evil), but it will be a while until all is revealed. For now, find a quiet place, a favorite beverage, and kick back and enjoy these tales.
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            DITCH OF THE DAMNED

          

          PREFACE

        

      

    

    
      This story came to me as a dream.

      I’ve been planning a horror novel set in the 1800s American prairie since the summer of 2021, jotting down little tidbits in my notebooks that I’ll eventually include. I went to bed in October 2022 thinking over those ideas, then slipped off into sleep. When I awoke the next morning, this story was almost completely formed. I remember dreams so rarely, sometimes just recalling the essence of a particularly vivid dream. This time, however, it was detailed. Alive. I had taken the week off of work to plug away at my novel The Isle of Abandonment, but instead I spent the morning recording my dream, almost exactly as I remembered it, filling in some missing details such as the characters’ names.

      I present to you my dark dream nearly as it came to me from that mysterious muse that serves us and feeds from our creative impulses. I hope you enjoy the story.
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      We were on our way west to start a new life when we stumbled upon a gateway to Hell. It was autumn of 1847. Pa said we should have arrived at our destination by then, lest we freeze to death somewhere in the Dakota Territories. He didn’t know that there were other things to worry about. Things not of this world, or perhaps more of this world than the humans and animals that wandered it.

      Pa and Uncle William pulled off the trail we’d been following for weeks. The wagon train sped on without us three days ago. To death with them. The other children were all troublemakers anyway, and I saw the way some of the husbands looked at Mama and me as if we were prime pieces of meat. Pa exchanged words with a man last week. Mr. Buchanan denied it, said the trail has gotten to Pa’s mind and warped him. Mrs. Buchanan hurled all kinds of insults at me and Mama that I can’t even repeat, and then they rode off with the other wagons, leaving us behind with our slow mules.

      Now we’re here with a broken wheel in Ravager Valley, or at least that’s what Uncle calls it, but it isn’t as if there are signs. That’s the beauty of this place; it’s all here for anyone to name. I know others must have seen it long before we rode through. We’ve seen them out behind the trees or up on the hills, watching us invade their lands. I wonder if they know we aren’t here to hurt them, that we’re just passing through. I wonder what names they’ve given to this valley.

      These stops always took a few hours for repairs, so I did what I always do. I explored. I had the canteens with me, ready to fill them up if I could find a clean creek nearby. We did the washing on our last stop, so at least I didn’t have to worry about assisting Mama with that for another few days. The ravine was slippery with all the loose pebbles, so I hunkered down on palms and feet and made my descent like a crab, four canteens dragging around me. A clear stream of water flowed just within the trees at the bottom. I dipped the first canteen in the frigid water. Snow had already fallen up on the peaks in the distance and this was the runoff.

      I left my hand in the water. I liked when it went numb, like it was invincible to any harms of this world. Perhaps that is a strange way to feel considering what was to come. I was in a daze with the cool of the water, the pitter-patter of its flow through the mossy stones. I stared off into the trees, not quite seeing them, dreaming of whatever comfortable new home we were traveling toward.

      A lapping sound pulled me out of it. As my vision refocused, I peered straight across and locked eyes with it.

      A dog. Only, I hadn’t actually locked eyes with it. Its head was aimed toward mine, water dripped from its dangling tongue, but the beast looked through me. Was it also in a daze as I had been? No, it knew I was there but didn’t meet my gaze. I splashed a hand across the surface of the stream, and the dog tilted its head a little to one side. I splashed again and it closed its mouth, whimpered, and returned to an open-mouth pant. That was when I understood. It had no eyes to see me with.

      “Here, boy,” I said, for I realized it was a male from the part between his legs. “It’s okay. I’m a friend. Come on over to this side of the water!”

      He whimpered again and lay down on his side of the muddy bank. I thought of crossing the stream to get to him, but evenings were too chilly for wet boots and stockings, and I didn’t want to slice up my feet again on razor-sharp river rocks. I gathered the canteens and turned away from the dog and the water. I made my way back up the hill. Uncle William had propped up the wagon while Pa repaired the front left wheel. Mama was skinning the two rabbits Uncle had caught that morning on the trail.

      “Where did you go, Eudora?” Mama asked. I winced at the blood that covered her hands as she worked at those poor little rabbits.

      “Exploring. The hill was steep but not too bad. Down through the trees, I found⁠—”

      “You’re filthy! I wish you had stayed to help. You’ll be doing this for a husband of your own in no time.”

      “Damn it, Mina,” Pa called from behind the wagon. Mina was short for Mama’s actual name, Wilhelmina, and easier to yell in anger. “The girl is nine. Would you have her married off to an old creep like Buchanan already? Let her be a child, for the Lord’s sake.”

      “I weren’t much older than her when our fathers arranged our union, Charles. We may not be in Scotland anymore, but that doesn’t mean things are different here.”

      “Only the willing need be chained to tradition,” Pa fired back. “We have new opportunities here. We can do things how we want. We just need to open our eyes and our minds.”

      Mama shook her head, knowing Pa couldn’t see her from the other side of the wagon. I knew other men would have struck their wives for such an act, but not Pa. He was a peaceable man. Ma set the furs aside and plopped the carcasses onto the cutting block. I turned away as she used the cleaver to spatchcock the rabbits. I tried to see through the trees down the hill to where the creek was and wondered if the dog was still there. We’d started our journey with a hound of our own. He had met his end when he came upon a bear along the trail. I missed our old Jack, and perhaps this could be our new Jack, even if he was blind.

      Mama walked over to rustle through the cookware in a trunk from the back of the wagon. I rushed over to the raw meat on the cutting block and tore at it, but it was too tough. I picked up the cleaver and brought it down hard onto some part of the rabbit—I’d rather not know which—and winced as blood sprayed at me.

      “What do you think you’re doing, Eudora?”

      I turned and stared at Mama for a second with two chunks of meat in my hand, apologized, and ran for the hill. I ignored her hollers as I made my way down again. I slipped twice but kept hold of the fleshy bits.

      New Jack was still there, sprawled out on the muddy bank, licking his paws. He looked toward me as I approached my side of the stream, and it again struck me that he couldn’t see. I tossed one of the pieces to him. It plopped with a sickeningly wet sound on the rocks between his front paws. New Jack sniffed it, licked, and then swallowed the meat whole.

      “That’s a good boy,” I called. “I have more here. Do you want it? You must be hungry. Come on, Jacky-boy.”

      As if he’d already accepted the name, New Jack stood and sniffed the air. Not worried about soiling boots and stockings like I was, he crossed the stream. It wasn’t too deep, only coming up a third of his legs in the center, and he made his way over easily. By the time he arrived at my side, I’d turned and headed toward the incline. I whistled every few seconds and glanced back to ensure he followed. The lure of the meat was enough. At the crest of the hill, I sat and let him catch up. He stopped just six feet away, hesitant to get any closer.

      “It’s okay, boy. I won’t hurt you.” I stretched my arm and held the second chunk of meat there for him. “Don’t you want this? Come on over.”

      He whimpered and stepped cautiously toward me. He sniffed, bared his teeth, and snapped his face at the meat. I cried out as one of his teeth scraped a line of flesh from my thumb. I pulled back my hand once he’d taken the meat and I sucked at the little wound. Tears dripped down my cheeks, but I knew it wasn’t New Jack’s fault. He stood there staring at me, meat dangling from his jowls. He whimpered, dropped the meat, and stepped over to me. His tongue was warm on my cheek as he licked off the tears. I laughed and threw my arms around him. New Jack was a very good boy.
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      “We’re not keeping him, Eudora,” Mama said. The repair complete, we were ready to get back on our way through the unending wilderness toward whatever future Pa promised lay ahead. I didn’t care about the future, though. They’d had their own childhoods, and this was mine. My time. Why should it be spent wandering, searching for happiness when something that made me happy was sprawled out on the ground right next to me?

      I fell over dramatically, rested my face on New Jack, and wept.

      “We can barely feed the mouths we’ve got. I don’t need another little beast to take care of, especially not after what happened to Jack. And this one, with his eyes sliced out like that, won’t do us any good as a hunting hound. You may have given up your meals to him last night and this morning, but that’s not going to last.”

      “Pa, please tell her we can keep New Jack!” I cried. I knew Pa couldn’t deny me of anything when I let the tears flow.

      Pa slumped his head “I’m sorry, little love. Your mother is right. That mutt isn’t what we need right now. He isn’t fit to hunt. He’ll only consume, not contribute, and we need all the help—and food—we can get for ourselves right now. With winter coming fast, we need to hurry on.”

      I brought my face close to New Jack’s. I took in the place where his eyes had once been. The scars were from a blade, not from a bear’s claw or a wolf’s brutal teeth. Someone had mutilated him and left him to die alone in the wilderness. And here I was, another human to abandon him.

      The ride was silent but for my weeping. New Jack had seemed to understand as we rode away. He faced our direction and listened as our wheels crunched over the trail. I imagine he just stood there as we faded off into the distance until he could no longer hear our wagon or our mules. I knew once he faded from view that I should no longer think of him as New Jack, but as Jack That Never Was.
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