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      Dead people don’t make phone calls. Any sane person can tell you that, right?

      Even so, the woman that keeps calling me is most certainly dead. I’m absolutely sure of it. Trust me. I mean, come on, I should know.

      I’m the one that killed her.

      

      The phone trilled again, and once again I refused to answer. It chirped, like a tiny bird’s drunken hiccup, informing me I had a new voice mail. This one isn’t as nice as the last twenty or so; her fury seems to grow with each unanswered call.

      I know what you’re probably thinking: anyone capable of murder has got to have something unhinged upstairs, a screw loose as they say. So, I must be losing my mind. But you’re wrong. I’m not crazy, and I didn’t murder her. It was an honest to God accident.

      And speaking of God, I don’t believe in Him, or the Devil, so don’t feed me that fire and brimstone garbage. The afterlife, ghosts, and haunted houses? I never believed in that steaming load of bullshit either. So, somebody must know, or at least suspect something, and now they’re screwing with me. Well, that’s what had bounced around my panicked mind right up until I listened to that latest message …

      “You should’ve buried me deeper, Joey. I’m waiting for you at the cabin.”

      The cabin. Where it happened all those years ago. Ten years ago, in fact. Nobody could’ve known I’d buried her body up there. We were totally alone, secluded, far away from any prying eyes. I buried her in the backyard where the ground was softest, where I could dig the deepest grave. And I buried her deep enough, that’s for damn sure. The poplar I planted on top of her matched the surrounding trees. I did it to ensure nobody could find the body, and so no curious wild animals looking for a late-night snack would dig her up. The last time I visited the cabin, that sucker had grown to probably forty feet or more. Admiring that gorgeous tree, I pictured her six feet underneath it, her skeleton most likely forced apart by the thick roots by now, scattered deep underground.

      Again, I know what you’re thinking—Maybe she wasn’t dead, Joey. Maybe you only thought she was. Maybe she dug herself out, and now she’s getting her revenge by stalking you through your phone.

      Yeah right! After a decade? That alone doesn’t make sense. Why now after all this time? But the main reason I know it can’t be her, is that people don’t survive (much less talk) after having their head cut off.

      

      Okay, so maybe it wasn’t—by definition—an accident, but I didn’t mean to do it. Yeah, I pulled the splitting maul from the wood block, and yeah, I swung that sucker roughly twelve times onto her neck until her head popped off. But I honestly didn’t plan to kill her. I just lost my temper. Happens all the time. I had no idea what I was doing until I’d already done it. I mean, she’d waited until I’d treated her to a fun-filled weekend before deciding to dump me. She could’ve done that before using me for an all-expenses paid cabin retreat. So yeah, call it what you will. I call it a momentary loss of control in the heat of passion.

      Nonetheless, I was sure I’d be a suspect, ending up in a prison cell for the rest of my life, accused of murder. I’m no lawyer, but I’m pretty sure Judges don’t hand down a sentence of manslaughter in a case of multiple axe swings and subsequent beheading. But luck had been on my side. Nobody knew about our little surreptitious affair and clandestine rendezvous. Mainly because we didn’t let anyone know about it. I didn’t tell anyone (I don’t have any close friends to speak of) and she’d been sneaking behind her boyfriend’s back. So naturally, he became the chief suspect, which didn’t fill me with guilt one bit—the guy is a complete tool; from the sound of it, he slapped her around quite a bit. Needless to say, they didn’t find any evidence of foul play on his part. Just another unsolved missing persons case to add to the list of thousands.

      The next time my phone rang and the number of the cabin’s landline once again flashed on the screen, I decided to pick up. I figured if I didn’t, the dead bitch would just keep calling me.

      “Hello?” I tried to sound tough, but my voice shuddered as if someone was thumping me on the chest.

      “Hi, Joey.”

      “Who is this?”

      “You know who it is, Joey. You killed me, remember?”

      I took a deep breath to steady my voice. “What do you want?”

      “I want you to join me … at the cabin.”

      There was no menace in her voice. It slithered through the speaker, sultry and enticing.

      “You’re dead. I’m talking to a fucking dead person.”

      “You must know how crazy that sounds. But think about this, Joey. If I can call you, I can call the police just as easy. All I’m asking is for you to come see me at the cabin, and in return, all this will be over.”

      “Be over? What the fuck is that supposed to mean? You threatening me?”

      “No. I’m saying I won’t call you ever again, I promise. But you better come tonight, or you can kiss your tight little ass goodbye, if you know what I mean. And that is a threat.” She followed this with a kissing sound and a girlish giggle.

      My heart thudded against my ribs, my face flushing hot with blood. “Okay, you win. I’ll drive up there tonight.”

      “Wise choice. But be here before midnight, or I make that call.”

      I hung up and checked the time. Six hours until midnight. The drive to the cabin took at least five hours. If I didn’t get pulled over for speeding, I might make it there even sooner. I jumped into my truck, tossing a hammer onto the passenger seat, and headed west for the mountains.

      

      Halfway there the storm started. Wind rocked my pickup, driving rain against the windshield, the wipers struggling to keep up with the downpour. As much as I wanted to finish this, I had to slow down before I killed myself. The thought struck me then, I could kill myself. Put an end to this nightmare. But that would mean she’d win, and I wasn’t about to let that happen. I sped up, despite the storm trying its best to push me off the narrow road. When the long, private drive to the cabin came in sight, I looked at the dash clock—11:50. Time to spare.

      I pulled up in front of the cabin, grabbed the hammer, and jumped out of the truck, slipping the weapon into my belt. Pitch-black enveloped the place. I couldn’t tell if the power was out, or if the lights were simply extinguished. The wind howled through the trees, pushing them into an inebriated dance, eliciting creaks and groans like an old ship at sea. I leaned into the cab and fetched a flashlight from under the driver’s seat, stood, and scanned the area. The rain sailed into my face, stinging my eyes, reflecting the light’s beam. As far as I could tell, the place appeared deserted.

      I had to shout over the wind and rain. “Okay. I’m here.”

      The cabin’s front door swung open, revealing a rectangular patch of blackness. My phone vibrated in my pocket, causing me to jump. I pulled it out and checked the text message: COME IN.

      Soaking wet now, I stumbled up the steps to the front porch and directed the light through the open door. The beam revealed the worn sofa with the afghan my grandmother had knitted draped over the back, the padded leather recliner, and the deer head mounted on the wall, its black glass eyes staring at me in frozen terror. Beneath the deer, fixed to the wall, rested the cabin’s only phone. Then it hit me—the text message. I read the message again. The number was the same as the calls—the cabin’s number. How the hell did she send a text from the landline? The phone buzzed again and I nearly dropped it as if it were something alive and venomous. A new message stared back: TIME IS RUNNING OUT. I illuminated the wall phone again. It still hung on its cradle, a thin layer of dust covering the plastic handset.

      “What the fuck?”

      I pushed my phone into my pocket, filling that hand with the hammer (it felt good in my grip, solid and real) and crossed the threshold. The mustiness of the place assaulted my nostrils. Dust coated every surface. Nothing appeared disturbed. It looked the way I’d left it a year ago.

      My voice squeaked from my lips, thin and reedy. “Okay. I made it in time.” I cleared my throat, and said in a deeper tone, “What now?”

      The front door slammed shut behind me. I whirled, dropping the hammer to the hardwood floor, my scrotum cinching tight over my balls, heart climbing into my throat. I pounced on the door handle, tugging with all my might. The thing wouldn’t budge. I tried to spin the deadbolt, but it was frozen in place, unlocked.

      When the cabin’s phone rang, I thought my chest would explode. I spun towards it, breaths wheezing from my lungs in an embarrassing, uncontrollable whimper. It continued to ring as I searched the room, ready for an assault. It never came.

      Anger filled me, replacing the fear. I was pissed—with myself for acting like such a coward, and with the asshole fucking with me. I stomped to the phone, scooping up the hammer along the way, snatching the receiver off its hook.

      “Who the fuck is this?”

      The wind outside gusted, buffeting the cabin, rain pelting the windows. I could sense the room’s air pressure changing under the assault, the walls moaning, mimicking the trees outside. In the distance, a monstrous crack sounded, followed by a thump that shook the cabin—a massive tree hitting the ground. Then her voice came through, giddy with delight. “I’m so glad you could make it, Joey. And you’re just in time.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I just want to talk. Give you a chance to say you’re sorry.”

      “Fuck you, bitch. The only thing I’m sorry about is not being able to kill you all over again. I hope it hurt. I hope you felt every swing.”

      “That’s not very nice, Joey. But you stay right where you are, I’ll be there any second.”

      Now the anger boiled over. I screamed into the phone, “I’m right here! Come and get me you dead bit—”

      The sound of a freight train smashing into the ceiling interrupted me. I didn’t even have time to glance up. The poplar cleaved the roof like Paul Bunyan’s axe, or a splitting maul, if you will. You hear people say all the time, “He died instantly. He didn’t feel a thing.” Well, let me tell you, that’s not quite true, at least not in my case.

      I felt everything: the tree pulping my body to mush, organs bursting under the weight; the shards of timber and branches puncturing my flesh, filleting muscle from bone; my head splitting open and spilling its contents like an overripe melon.

      When the power company sent a crew out to repair the downed lines, they found more than they bargained for upon their arrival.

      Hanging from the roots of the poplar that had obliterated half the cabin—along with yours truly—was a skeleton wearing rotting clothes, snared in the giant tree’s roots like a Halloween prop. The skull—hovering a foot above the rest of the bones—grinned as if it had witnessed something hilarious. She wasn’t difficult to identify. Her rotting purse I’d tossed in the grave had her driver’s license right there for all to see. It didn’t take a genius to connect her death with the pulverized corpse inside the cabin either; the murder weapon still hung on its peg in the workshed with my fingerprints on the handle.

      But you want to know the best part? Turns out the phone in the cabin didn’t even work. The line to the house had come down during the previous winter because of a fallen tree branch. Yep, a branch from my good friend the poplar tree.

      Now you’re probably asking yourself how I can know all this if I’m dead? Well, seems I was wrong about the afterlife, ghosts, and haunted houses.

      They do exist.

      I’m stuck here in this ruin for what appears to be an eternity. I don’t get too many visitors. Sometimes an animal will wander in to take shelter, have babies, or relieve itself. Occasionally, teenagers come by to check out the place, drink some beers and have some spooky fun. It’s rumored the spirits of the man and woman killed here still linger on.

      Turns out they’re right.

      She’s right here with me.

      And she kept her promise. I showed up, and in return, she doesn’t call me on the phone anymore.

      But she does kill me every night, with a splitting maul of course.

      And yes, since you’re wondering, it hurts.

      I feel everything.

      I feel every swing.
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      Mistakes have the power to turn you into something better than you were before. I’ve used this little pearl of wisdom many times in life, mostly so I wouldn’t feel like a dumbass after doing something stupid. But now, traipsing down the mountain, I realize my last mistake most definitely changed me, but not for the better.

      If I hadn’t fallen, I never would’ve discovered that damn rock, and none of this would’ve happened. I’d still be in control of my body. I’d still be Vanessa Hooper.

      
      Jinxing myself (and cursing them all, I now realized) I called out to the two hikers below. “Be careful, guys. It’s steep and sketchy right here.”

      You idiot. Be careful? I might as well have said, “Look out, here I come!”

      Mick led the way. He hadn’t assumed the role for his natural born leadership, nothing of the sort; it was the simple fact he was the only one of us familiar with the terrain, or so he claimed. We’d abandoned the trail over an hour ago, and the notion Mick hadn’t a clue of our whereabouts or destination had begun to sink in. Having little choice, however, I shadowed him up the forested incline, stepping where he stepped, gripping every branch and rock he gripped. The cedars and firs thinned as the elevation increased, the copious ferns covering the forest floor conceding to sparse shrubs and patches of slippery scree.

      Mick crested the ridge, turning to check our progress. I offered my cousin a smile and reached for the rock he’d utilized to gain the summit, eager to be on level ground again. Unfortunately, the final handhold proved out of reach, so I chose another, making my cataclysmic mistake, sealing our fate.

      The rock pulled free from the earth like a rotting tooth from diseased gums. Thinking back on the fall, I cringed at my absurd reaction as I tilted back into space: more of a feeble gasp than the terrified scream the moment warranted. The massive backpack had cushioned the impact with the first tree, but like a pinball bumper, it ejected me to the side, launching me down the mountain, blazing a new trail toward our doom.

      Mick shimmied and slid down the steep slope, using trees for support, shouting my name. Leaning back against something solid, I took stock of my limbs, relieved to see everything plumb and level, bending at the appropriate angles.

      Puffing and panting, Mick skidded to a halt. “Holy shit, V! Are you okay?”

      A breathless laugh escaped me as Cicada and Bodie slid down the slope behind Mick. “I’m fine … I think. Just bruised and embarrassed.”

      Cicada leaned in, touching her crystal necklace to my forehead. “This’ll help with the pain. Wow, that was crazy, girl. I can’t believe you didn’t break anything. You’re not even bleeding. You must have one powerful guardian angel.”

      I swiped the
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