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An angry 11-year-old Thaddeus Millan shirked his morning chores while wandering the periphery of the moonshiner's camp. The older men drank too much 'shine the night before and looked poorly, and Thaddeus knew well enough to avoid them in the mornings. A dull gray light clawed its way over the cloud-covered mountains to the east, bringing a soft, secretive glow to the surrounding forest. Breakfast would come soon, so he passed the time listening to crackling sounds made by his hand-me-down boots as they shuffled through the crisp foliage that covered the ground. Tall for his age, his pants and shirt were well patched, but the wool coat, buttoned up to his neck against the chilly fall weather, kept him warm. Squirrels foraged in the late fall leaves, and chirping came from the few remaining birds perched on bare branches. 

Thaddeus looked back at the campfire where the other family members were congregating. Late risers slowly claimed the tree trunk seats surrounding the flaming pit. To one side was a low-slung log roof that covered the family corn-liquor operations. Beneath the overhang, two colossal copper pots lay on their sides, still hot from the last batch of mash and ready to be cleaned out. His father, uncles, and cousins sat around the campfire, sipping coffee and waiting for his mother and aunts to finish making the cornmeal grits with ham for breakfast. 

Something changed, drawing his attention back to the woods. He stopped moving through the leaves and held his breath, concentrating intently. A quiet had fallen over the forest, which he knew as the sign of a nearby predator. Strange noises came from the trees: scraping, hissing, and hushed squawking. He was young but had been taught well by his father and knew the forest sounds. These were not normal.

His bright green eyes panned across the trees, expecting to find a hawk or owl. Instead, he discovered a faint shape perched on a branch in a nearby maple. The form showed the contour of the tree's trunk and limbs, but they were distorted and fuzzy. He watched the strange shape move to a higher perch, arms and legs pulling it upwards.

Thaddeus returned to the camp, moving quickly through the leaves. 

"Where've you been?" his mother chided softly but with an undertone of malice.

Thaddeus did not look at her. Instead, he stepped up to his father and tugged on his sleeve. "Pa," he said, "there's something in the trees."

"What you talking 'bout, son?" His father did not turn to look at him; he just stared into the campfire, brushing his long, scraggly beard with one hand.

"In the trees, there's something up there."

"What's up in the trees?" his cousin Marne asked. At five years old, she was the youngest of the family.

Thaddeus turned to her. "Some kinda shape. I can't make it out, but something's up there."

Uncle Caleb was massaging his temples. "Quit lying, boy, or you'll end up in jail with your Uncle Jerry. Frank, set your boy straight."

"That's right, Thaddeus," Uncle Daniel interrupted. "Your uncle Jerry's in jail because he lied about stealing a man's automobile."

"Don't tell me how to raise my son, Caleb," his father replied, still staring at the fire. There was a hint of danger when Frank Millan spoke like that. His father did not look over at the rifle lying next to him. He didn't have to. Pa was the eldest, and what he said went.

"The boy never did have no sense, Frank," Caleb protested, not making eye contact. "Something up in the trees? This time of year?"

His mother looked concerned and waved for Thaddeus to come to her. "It's best you not bother them," she whispered. Go gather firewood."

"That's right, boy," his cousin Jackson said. He was three years older and always trying to boss Thaddeus around. "Go git that firewood."

Thaddeus walked away from the warm campfire and began snatching branches from the forest floor, but he continued to hear the strange sounds. They now came from three different locations. Again, he looked for the vague shapes and spotted two more perched up high in the trees. When he returned with an armload of wood, his father and uncles stood, listening. 

"You see where it's coming from?" his father asked.

"Nope," Uncle Daniel replied, eyes sweeping the forest. "What do you think it is, Frank?"

His father looked toward the trees, eyes squinting. "Don't know. It should be over there, but I can't see it."

Thaddeus dropped the armload of wood at the camp's edge and pointed. "One of them is in that big maple," he called out, "half-way up. The other two are behind it."

Everyone looked where Thaddeus pointed. 

"I don't see nothing," Caleb declared and began to sit down.

His father squinted. "I think I see... Wait... What in the name of..."

A streak of white light flew from the maple tree, punching through his father's chest and then into the ground behind. The only noises were a muffled thud, the sizzle of burned flesh, and the wheeze of air escaping from his lungs. Pa looked over at Thaddeus with surprise and then tumbled backward. There was a pause as everyone took in what had just happened, and then his mother screamed. Chaos followed as his family ran in different directions, shouting, cursing, and crying. Thaddeus was frozen with fear.

A second band of light came out of the trees, tearing through Uncle Daniel's thigh, who cursed and then dropped to the muddy earth. A third bolt drilled into the wounded man's forehead, silencing him. Uncle Daniel rolled onto his side, his dead eyes wide with shock—the light streak left a round, bloodless, inch-wide hole. 

Hide, Thaddeus suddenly thought. He unfroze, and the urge to flee took over. He turned and started to run, unsure where to go. He spotted the roof of the log enclosure where the two large, copper moonshine vats lay hidden. Others screamed as he ran. He turned to look behind as his cousin was struck through the abdomen by a light beam. 

His knee collided with the log benches by the fire pit, and he stumbled. A streak of white light passed over his shoulder, crackling and snapping as it went by. It exploded in front of him in a cascade of dirt and dust. His shoulder began to ache, and he had trouble moving his arm. There was the smell of burned skin as he crawled the last few yards to the edge of the enclosure with one limb. He rolled down its low embankment just as another white-hot bolt of light landed behind him. The shoulder injury throbbed, but it was tolerable. He rested for a moment beneath the log roof that covered the two copper vats, eyes wide, searching for a place to hide from the killers. The nearest copper tank lay on its side facing him. It contained a small amount of cornmeal mash, which was still hot from the last batch.

The hole at the top of the tipped-over tank was open, and Thaddeus tried to crawl in, but the sides were too hot to touch. Despite the pain in his shoulder, he covered his hands with coat cuffs and squeezed through the hole into the large, shiny pot. Two inches of warm mash sloshed against his thick boots as he crouched low. An overpowering stench of alcohol vapors permeated the tank. He hoped he was well enough hidden.

With dry, terror-filled eyes, he watched through the hatch as bolts of light came out of the trees and murdered his mother, Uncle Caleb, his aunts, and cousins. His entire family. He bit down on the coat cuffs to keep from screaming.

When the massacre was over, two of the ghost shapes descended from the trees and approached the camp. The ground trembled when they walked. Now that he knew what to look for, it was easier for his eyes to pick out the strange outline of their bodies. As one of them moved in front of a tree, the shape distorted the trunk, a little like the way mirrors in the Funhouse at the county fair made you look fat or thin, tall or short. The ghost shapes had arms and legs and a head. And they were big. Huge.

The log roof began to creak and moan under the weight of something heavy, and then a dull thud came from just outside the enclosure as the shape of a third ghost dropped to the ground. It stood a few paces before the boiler's opening, then moved toward him with slow, deliberate steps. Its torso swiveled left to right, visually sweeping the enclosure. It paused before the open hatch, and Thaddeus held his breath—clacking interspersed with a gentle hiss. The creature stared at him yet did not see him. He leaned further back until he rubbed against the tank's sides. The heat through his wool coat was barely tolerable.

With his mind numb with shock and woozy from alcohol vapors, Thaddeus' thoughts began to drift away from the present. He found a strange fascination with the odd shape. Now that it was up close, he could tell it was a giant man in a suit that showed what was behind it. He wanted to reach out and touch the thing. The creature smelled of mint. After an eternity, the ghost moved away from the hatch and searched elsewhere. He began to breathe again - slowly out, slowly in. 

He spied through the vat's hatch as the ghost-men finished searching the camp. The distorted shapes of the monsters grabbed the corpses and dragged them into the forest. The creatures squawked and hissed as they worked. They seemed much louder than before the attack. Were they bragging to each other, celebrating a victory? When they were out of sight, he counted to one hundred, then clambered out of the vat. He staggered as he attempted to stand, wobbly from the alcohol vapors.

The wind came from the west and brought the sounds of the creatures, so he hid under the enclosure behind the vats, waiting for the killers to leave. His mind revisited the sights and sounds of his family's murder, and he felt a tremendous guilt at not being able to help, at having survived while the others did not. 

After an hour, the wind began to make violent whooshing sounds, and then, when it stopped, the pristine silence of the forest returned. He was sure the ghost-men had left the area.

Holding his injured shoulder, he crept out from under the enclosure roof and approached the source of the sounds. The killers left a trail through the leaves, which he followed. Crows cawed from over the crest of a slight rise. With both dread and curiosity, he headed toward the clattering birds, picking his way through trees and brush. He crested the slope where crows fluttered above a vertical shape strung from a thick branch. Something gnawed at the pit of his stomach. The birds squawked and squabbled, lunging at each other, greedily pecking away.

He moved closer and recognized the shape as a strung-up carcass. It hung inverted, head hanging down, skin stripped away, exposing muscle and rib cage. Beneath the form, a mound of offal hardened in the crisp leaves. He approached further, and as the trees gave way to a small clearing, he saw that the carcass wore boots. Other bodies, hidden from view behind the first, hung from a rope strung between two trees. They were lined up in a perfect row. He counted ten. His family. They were strung up, stripped, skinned, gutted, flayed.

Thaddeus fell to his knees and began to weep for the first time since it all started. Great torrents of pain welled up from deep within, and he began to scream. He raged at the ghost-killers for the slaughter they had wreaked, at his father and uncles for the abuse they had inflicted on him and his cousins, for the mother who loved him and was taken too soon, for the mindless murder of his family. The rage poured out, expelled from him in a torrent of wailing.

When finally exhausted, he shook his head and stood, turned away from the atrocity, and headed back to the moonshiner camp. He knew what he had to do. 

He would get a shovel and start digging.​
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From the austere comfort of a stealth-enabled Planetary Excursion Boat, Ancient One Sheeooq observed the hunt while the spacecraft hovered above the human camp. Sheeooq despised the hunts. They were a waste of precious time that could be better spent understanding this planet's ecosystem and cataloging its diverse species. They needed to discover what was useful, what could be ignored, and what was dangerous. Sheeooq's Research and Discovery Fold-ship had a short window of time to gather this information before the Colony Development ship arrived, bringing with it the inevitable extermination of all species on the planet that posed a threat to People colonists. This would include the pesky bi-pedal animals that had overrun this world.

It was ship-board tradition when arriving at a new planet to offer excursions to randomly selected members of the Fold-ship who suffered from the hunt lust, an affliction that plagued the younger, natural born since time immemorial. These fortunate ones were dropped down to isolated locations on the planet to track and kill as many of the alpha species as they could find to satiate their urges. Those not chosen to go planetside used the onboard hunt simulators to expunge the bothersome itch.

While the hunts were exceedingly violent, they caused Sheeooq no discomfort since they were a time-honored convention and, therefore, not to be tampered with. The People were highly traditional and adhered strictly to the path and practices laid down by their ancestors. The hunts may be a time-wasting curse, but Sheeooq would never interfere.

The Fold-ship arrived at the planet two years earlier while a worldwide war raged among the humans. Sheeooq and the other two Hoard leaders agreed it would be prudent to hold off excursions until the hostilities subsided. The fighting ended after two nuclear detonations, which further pushed the alpha species into the to-be-exterminated category. 

Ship-wide morale returned when the news came that the hunts would begin. They were tightly monitored and only conducted in remote areas where contact with the human population would not attract excessive attention. Humans proved poor at visual detection, so the stealth suits were sufficient to prevent sightings. Those chosen to go planet-side were given three days to harvest as many prey as possible. The remoteness of the hunting grounds usually limited the harvest to one or two animals. 

This was the seventh hunt since the fold-ship's arrival, and the three natural born down on the ground appeared to be more dimwitted than most and singularly incompetent at finding their prey. After two days of watching them wander the forest, Sheeooq took pity and ordered the servile subspecies Mega'mites to send the buffoons the humans' coordinates. From above in the spacecraft, Sheeooq watched the three move into position. It appeared they were discovered by a juvenile when the tiny animal pointed at them in the trees. When other humans in the group also spotted them, the hunters wisely attacked. Ten animals were harvested, with an eleventh, the juvenile, somehow escaping. This was the largest cull in any of the hunts to date and would certainly resonate through the ship's natural-born crew. 

Upon first hearing the sounds made by the pitiful creatures, Sheeooq wondered if the grunts, moans, and screeches could be a crude form of language. Sheeooq discounted this idea as it had never been discovered in any of the thousands of life-bearing planets. Even the Mega'mites had no discernible method of communication when discovered. Nonetheless, Sheeooq had recently accepted a new specialist aboard the ship who worked in the theoretical field of Advanced Species Culture and Linguistics. It was a ridiculous premise for an area of study, but Sheeooq decided to let the specialist take a crack at it—one never knew.

The three hunters were vacuum-lifted into the spacecraft when ready for their return. They immediately squawked about their conquests to the other hunters already picked up from their excursions. Their heat signatures were bright green, signifying satisfied excitement, and one of them, Sheeooq did not know its name, expressed its desire for more adventure by emitting a staccato of ultrasound pulses that echoed off solid objects within the spacecraft.

Sheeooq looked at the monitor that showed the ten creatures strung up on a line stretched between two trees. The contents of the animals were pulled from the body cavity and dropped to the ground. It gave a short, sharp sound pulse toward one of the three returnees. "You," it said aloud, "what is the significance of this?"

The natural born immediately changed its demeanor. "My pardon, Ancient One Sheeooq, but of what do you speak?"

Sheeooq positioned a finger over the monitor and tapped. "This," it said. Its finger talons clacked on the screen. "You have eviscerated their bodies."

"Yes, Ancient One Sheeooq, we have done so."

"What purpose does this serve?"

"These animals do this to their prey, Ancient One, but we do not know why."

Another of the returned hunters brayed out loud. "Did you know they eat the flesh of their prey? They are carnivores!"

Ignoring the outburst, Sheeooq tapped on the screen again. "Yes, but why did you three perform this act?"

"We wished to perform their rituals to show them respect, Ancient One. When others of their kind find these, they will know that we honor their sacrifice."

What folly, Sheeooq thought. These youthful, natural born had much to learn. "You presume much," it said. "There is no evidence these animals can comprehend such things as honor. I, for one, doubt it." Sheeooq returned its attention to the screen. "And look, the juvenile that escaped has returned."

They watched as the creature dropped to its strange knees that bent the wrong way. The oddly shaped mouth moved, making sounds that those aboard the Boat could not hear. 

"Could it be saying something?" someone asked.

"Maybe it is in mourning," another posed.

"Impossible!" squawked a third. "Animals do not mourn."

"Perhaps it is preparing to eat the dead ones."

"Based on what we've seen," the tall one said, "it is entirely possible. They slaughter each other for no particular reason, so why would they not eat each other too." 

"That is a revolting thought."

"Truly, they are monsters!"

The concept of consuming the flesh of their own kind was so abhorrent to the People that it caused a prolonged silence. Finally, the tall one spoke again. "These beasts tend to live in groups of two or more. Will this young one be able to survive without others of its kind around?"

"That is a good question," Sheeooq replied. It turned to look at the hunter. It was undoubtedly young, a post hatchling at most, but its questions and how it carried itself made it appear much older. "What is your name?"

"Zoologist Intermediate ZI356," the other replied.

"Well, ZI356, I think it unlikely the young one will survive. It is without its family and is also injured. It will not live through the winter."

"Would it not be better to put it out of its misery? I could shoot at it through the vacuum lift hatch."

"Yes," Sheeooq concurred, "that may be the merciful thing to do."

The Zoologist stood over the hole in the deck, aiming the plasma blaster strapped to its arm at the small creature below. Suddenly, the little one stood and walked back toward the camp where the killing occurred. 

"Should we pursue Ancient One?" the Zoologist asked.

As was its nature, Sheeooq paused before replying. For some reason, it did not want to see the small, fragile creature slaughtered like the others. It looked around at the group of hunters. After three days in the woods, they were ready to get back to the comforts of ship-board life. "No, let us return to the Fold-ship. There will be much storytelling about this hunt for you all." The crew clacked and whistled in agreement, their heat colors shifting to a contented blue-green.

Sheeooq looked through the vacuum lift hatch for the young animal in the woods but saw nothing. Three circular plates slid out from the sides of the hatch to cover the hole, and then Sheeooq felt the atmospheric pressure normalize. The only sign that the craft lifted upwards toward space was the change in scenery on the monitors. Soon, they would be back on the Fold-ship, where they could return to work. 

A thought came to Sheeooq. How did the juvenile creature spot the hunters in the trees? This was not supposed to happen. Were they underestimating this species? Yes, they built cities with tall structures that reached for the sky, spanned rivers for their moving vehicles, and flew machines in their atmosphere. This is mildly impressive, but it could all be explained as the result of some instinctual aberration with no potential for the species' further advancement. 

No, Sheeooq concluded, they were mere animals, like all the others the People had encountered. None had achieved the markers of a truly sentient species like the People. Yes, they were a clever species, but still animals. It would be necessary to eradicate them from this planet before colonization could begin—a gruesome task performed by the Colony Development Hoard that will follow behind Sheeooq's Research and Discovery Hoard.

Satisfied, it sat back in the Alpha chair on the Planetary Excursion Boat and awaited docking at the Fold-ship.​

Day 1

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Zoologist Intermediate 356 knew its role and had performed this uncomplicated task countless times: extract blood samples from the alpha species at various locations around the planet. How could something so simple go so wrong? It was an easy question to answer. Plotting the takeover of a Fold-ship took a lot of effort, and the zoologist was exhausted. ZI356 would attempt to deflect blame onto the other two members of its 3-Pod but feared the details would eventually fall back on itself. Its secrets would then be exposed. One mistake, one foolish and preventable mistake, could unravel its painstaking efforts. The stakes were too high.

The routine expedition to the planet's night side began without incident as the Planetary Excursion Boat descended from the quiet of space into the noisy, chaotic atmosphere. At five hundred paces above ground, the craft slid undetected across the moonless, cloud-covered sky and hovered over a small urban center. The boat's display monitors showed lights twinkling up from below, causing the other two Zoologists to squawk. Neither had much experience planet-side, and both showed the blue-orange heat signature of anticipation.

ZI356 used the Planetary Excursion Boat's scanners to search for a target animal and soon found a subject isolated from others of its kind. The male creature weaved side-to-side as he staggered along the walkway, clutching a half-full container in his odd, five-fingered paw. The Boat descended to fifty paces altitude, and then, with stealth suits engaged, the three zoologists vacuum-dropped to the ground behind the individual. It all went smoothly and without detection. The sensing abilities of the human species were notoriously wretched.

Its ocular vision was insufficient at night, so ZI356 scanned the creature for its heat signature. The subject was blue-green, most likely indicating pleasure, but it was never sure with these strange animals. The zoologist then projected a sonic pulse to get the human's dimensions. He was smallish for a male of the species and much rounder. ZI356 approached and immobilized the animal with a paralytic aerosol spray—only a single dose was necessary for these fragile creatures. It wondered how they could have risen to dominance on a planet full of predators.

The zoologist used a blood extractor to withdraw a fist-sized bulb of the dark-red liquid, then slipped it into the samples pouch around its waist. While it worked, its in-ear receiver played the human creation called music. ZI356 liked music, as did most Research and Discovery Horde members. It was one of the few things these barbaric animals produced that interested the People. It did not understand the human vocalizations, which were for the useless Linguistics Specialist to study, but it clicked its claws together to match the energetic beat.

ZI356 followed the heat signatures of its invisible Pod-mates as they leaped across the roadway toward a brightly lit building that emitted more of the loud thumping rhythm of human music. Its colleagues immobilized two females as they exited the structure, then drew blood samples from the prone forms. At this rate, the team would finish their quota early.

As ZI356 stood to join the others, a tiny yet sharp prick of an insect’s proboscis jabbed into the skin of its exposed forearm. The minuscule, winged arthropod was intent on drawing blood. The zoologist chuffed out a laugh. How ironic, it thought.

Suddenly, a shudder of fear washed over ZI356. This should not have happened! The preventative sprays repelled the bothersome insects. It struggled to remember if it had administered the required aerosols before departure. ZI356 thought back through its preparations before boarding the Planetary Excursion Boat. It had been late getting to the departure area and had rushed through the planet-side preparation checklist. Yes, it may have overlooked the critical step. This simple mistake left it exposed to any pest in the vicinity. Where had that insect been before its attack? Did it draw blood from the human male lying on the ground? One of the females from across the roadway? Perhaps some other unknown individual. Was it now infected with one of the countless human pathogens?

This was dangerous. This was a disaster. 

If word got out, its career on the prestigious exploration ship would be in jeopardy. ZI356 could become a castoff and sent to a colony planet. It did not want to become a colonist. That was a mundane, bleak existence, a life filled with drudgery. Being aboard an exploration ship was always interesting, rewarding, and fulfilling. It was the pinnacle to which a natural-born could aspire.

The zoologist certainly feared the potential for demotion and expulsion, but it was far more terrified of the response from the Faction. As an operative of the Faction, a clandestine organization working within People society, ZI356 was tasked to infiltrate the Research and Discovery ship and recruit the natural-born crew to join the revolution when the time came. The recruits would mutiny, overthrow the ship's Ancient One leadership, and ZI356 would gain control of the vessel for Faction use. It had only been aboard the ship briefly but already had forty-seven dedicated and enthusiastic recruits. If it lost its position aboard the ship, it would seriously hinder the clandestine organization's goals, and the Faction does not take kindly to mistakes.

With the weight of failure on its shoulders, the zoologist vowed to say nothing, hoping its crime would go unnoticed. In the worst case, it would deflect blame onto its Pod-mates. It felt no shame in jeopardizing the ship's crew—it had no choice. 

An hour later, after the three completed their quota of samples, ZI356 contacted the Planetary Excursion Boat for pickup. The three listened to human music while awaiting the Boat's return. During the lengthy interval, it began to cough and shake with fever. Its two Pod-mates soon followed.​
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The small airport at Lewisburg, West Virginia, smelled like jet fuel when the wind came from the west. Cal stood beside Randy, the other wilderness guide, and a nervous Davey Hollis, owner of Hollis Wilderness Adventures. All three were leaning against one of the heavy-duty pickup trucks, arms crossed, waiting for the guests' private jet to taxi to a stop. It was a cool, overcast morning, and the ordinarily crisp mountain air, marred by the hint of fumes, was oddly familiar. Cal had been on military bases around the world, and the smell of jet fuel and tarmac was still with him.

Cal had to armor up for these inexperienced groups, which made Mr. Routine his best friend. He especially relied on Mr. Routine with customers new to killing Bambi. He usually avoided helping Davey with hunting tours: there was too much booze, bravado, and bang-bang, but he had made a promise to Grandpa Thaddeus before the old guy passed on, and he intended to keep it.

Pack the gear, load the gear, unload the gear, store the gear. Nice and simple. Track the deer, find the deer, drive the deer, field dress the deer. Easy-peasy. Prep the meal, cook the meal, serve the meal, cleanup after the meal. No thinking. Chop the wood, make the fire, bank the fire, go to bed. Smooth as silk. Let Davey handle the customers. Just be polite, say "sir" and "ma'am" after everything, and ignore with a smile the inevitable comments about his rural heritage. There was no need to remember names. Also, he was from Black Springs, West Virginia, so pour on the hillbilly thing; they loved that. And try not to get shot. At times, he felt safer back in his Army Ranger days.

Two things had been eating at Cal since he woke that morning. They chewed away at him during the drive down from Black Springs. First was the disagreement. The only other time he and Davey had argued was ten years earlier, just before Cal got serious about his now ex-girlfriend. 

Second was an odd feeling that crept up earlier that morning, a nervousness that pecked at him. Something wasn't right—he could sense it. There was danger in the air, but unlike being in-country, where the enemy was clearly defined, he felt an opponent's presence out there, and it was unknown. In the early days after discharge, this free-floating anxiety was a frequent, uninvited guest, but those thoughts had been gone for a while now. Was this the last of the PTSD draining away? He shook himself. Deal with what he could.

"Davey," he said, staring at the approaching jet, "you still pissed off?"

"Nah," Davey replied, "we're good." He was a burly man, just under six feet tall, with a ruddy complexion and bushy beard. Davey was warm and friendly, congenial. He got stuck playing Santa Claus every year. The kids liked Davey. People liked Davey.

Randy, a lanky twenty-year-old, looked at Cal. "What'd I miss?" Cal's cousin was taking a one-year hiatus from college. He was a good kid, worked hard, and stayed with Cal in the RV when guests were at the Lodge.

"Cal has been pestering me to stay off the mountain in November," Davey said.

"Not pestering," Cal corrected. "Suggesting."

"Why? Oh wait, I know. On account of the A-L-I-E-N-S." A slight grin crossed Randy's lips as he spelled it out.

Davey rolled his eyes. "Those are just rumors. Stories we tell to scare the clients at campfire."

Cal sighed, which made the other two chuckle. Maybe they were right. There had been no trace of the monsters for sixteen years. They were probably gone for good. Sixteen years—exactly what Grandpa Thaddeus had warned him. With enough time, they had become a distant legend, merely rumors. Enough time to let your guard down. But not enough time for Cal to overlook what he had seen with his own eyes. He shivered inwardly, part of the persistent fear beneath his outward calm.

"You nervous, Davey?" he asked, shifting the topic.

"Damn straight," the big man said. "This will either make or break our plans for the zip-line. The bank wants three years of profit and growth to get the loan, and we're almost there. This group will put us over the top."

"Yes!" Randy hissed. He gave a single arm pump. "A zip-line."

The private jet came to a stop fifty feet away. After the engines spun down, the door opened outward, and a man disembarked. He was of medium height, with a square jaw, an aquiline nose, and perfectly coiffed hair with a hint of gray. He looked fit for someone in his late forties and held the bearing of a man accustomed to being in charge. Others followed: three men and three women. 

"Here they come," Davey said, a smile plastered across his face. "Remember: no spitting, cussing, drinking, or chasing." He stepped toward the disembarking group, his hand held out. "Mr. Karnaugh? Davey Hollis." The two shook hands. "It's nice to meet you finally."

"Likewise, and call me Willie," the man said with a broad smile. His pearly white teeth were aligned in perfect rows.

Cal wanted to know what he was in for this week, especially when guns were involved, and took a moment to assess the group as they disembarked.  You could tell a lot about the way people presented themselves. How they walked, stood, spoke. Hand positioning, eye contact, posture. The clothes they chose for a given occasion. All were telltale indicators of a person's nature. Willie Karnaugh had worked hard to present an appealing but bland exterior. Social camouflage. Switching to first names implied a friendly nature, someone you warmed to quickly. People are superficial—if you looked the part, you were the part. This man was going to be successful no matter what he pursued.

One of the pilots began pulling luggage from the jet's baggage compartment, so Cal and Randy started loading it into the pickup trucks, but they could still hear the introductions. Cal knew each client's name from reviewing their online hunter safety test results. All that remained to obtain a West Virginia hunters permit was this afternoon's field exam. Somehow, it was different seeing them in the flesh.

"How does the weather look this week?" Karnaugh asked.

"Forecast is for clear and cool for the next five days," Davey replied.

"Then that storm moving down from Canada will miss us?"

"Shouldn't be a problem."

"Good, good," the CEO replied.

Cal observed each client as he and Randy loaded luggage into the trucks. The rest of the travelers assembled behind Karnaugh, who began introductions by gesturing at the group. 

"These are Frank Stanton, our Chief Operations Officer, and Janis and Trevor Holmes. Janis is our Chief Financial Officer, while Trevor is VP of Marketing." Each stepped forward and shook hands with Davey. There were many nods and welcoming words. 

Frank Stanton, a portly man in a camo-patterned hunting jacket, was first. Cal guessed mid-60s. He stood maybe 5'9" with sharp eyes, a pockmarked complexion, and looked like a veteran corporate warrior. He introduced himself with a deep baritone, "Hello."

Cal estimated Trevor Holmes to be in his late fifties. He was just under six foot and lean, with graying hair and a professional smile. Sports jacket, unbuttoned collared shirt, pressed blue jeans, black leather shoes. Corporate casual. He looked like a model from an MBA brochure.

Janis Holmes, Cal assumed Trevor's wife, almost matched her husband's height while wearing trail shoes. She wore a no-nonsense expression—not quite stern, not quite welcoming. She had clearly fought her way up the corporate ladder, more than likely on skill and tenacity.

"This is Angela Wheeler, our senior sales executive, and Bill Jablonski, Chief Information Officer." Like the others, both stepped up to shake hands, murmuring pleasantries. Angela wore a light pink camo-patterned hunting jacket and skin-tight blue jeans. Her coiffed, honey-blond hair hung loose around her shoulders. She could light up any room with bright blue eyes and a dazzling smile. Bill was a pleasant, bookish man with a restrained personality. He was tall, close to Cal's six-foot-four height, but pencil thin, which caused him to appear to be wearing his older brother's clothes. 

Cal looked over at the last person off the plane and was stopped in his tracks. A feeling came over him that he did not recognize. His heart beat faster. She was watching him but turned quickly when he looked her way. She was younger than the others, maybe in her late twenties. She wore sensible clothing, sturdy boots, and thin black gloves. A tan headband partially covered black hair assembled into a single braid hanging down her back—chin up, back straight, eyes forward, ready for this corporate retreat. 

Almost as an afterthought, Karnaugh said, "And finally, Annie Nguyen, our head of Legal." She was behind Bill Jablonski and stepped around him to shake Davey's hand—eye contact and power smile.

"Are you all right?" Randy asked Cal. "You ain't moving."

What the hell? 

He shook his head and gently placed the final bag in the truck bed. "Nothing," he said.​
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Annie was close to gagging from the perfume that overwhelmed the pickup truck's interior. Angela Wheeler must have bathed in it. It had polluted the limousine ride to the airport, and the small corporate jet reeked of it. Annie called 'shotgun' as they climbed into the truck, anything to keep from sitting near the odor monster. She didn't want to be a bitch about it; that was not her style, but jeez-Louise, it was over-powering. 

Annie looked at Angela and Willie Karnaugh in the rear, sitting way too close to each other. Willie was married with children. They chatted, ignoring the others. We are living in their world. There is no need for discretion when around the help. She caught the negative thinking and vowed to stop it. Angela was a good and kind woman on the same team as Janis and herself.

Bill Jablonski also sat in the rear seat, scrunched against the door, trying to stay as far from the noxious fumes as possible. His eyes were bloodshot, and he gave Annie an eye roll. 

"Can I open the window a bit?" she asked the driver. He was the really good-looking one she got caught gawking at after exiting the plane. Introductions to the guides were brief before climbing into the trucks, but that wasn't why she could not remember his name. It was his absorbing and bottomless green eyes. When he held her gaze, it made her heart race, and everything blurred momentarily. 

What was the man's name? Karl? Ken? Or maybe Kirk? To say he was easy on the eyes would be an understatement. Well over 6-foot-tall, muscular with a former athlete's body, still in shape but no longer in peak condition. He hadn't shaved for a few days, and the stubble added to his rugged appeal. An aged, camo-colored baseball cap covered his overlong hair. Walmart checkered flannel shirt with rolled sleeves, functionally loose cargo pants, and top-of-the-line hiking shoes. Footwear, first and foremost.

She was from a small southern town and could spot a fellow rural character. He might have been from the boondocks, but at some point, he had been away for a while. The stubble, the accent, the ball cap; it was no longer natural to him, but he still played the part. He was putting on a show for the tourists. She shook her head, internally laughing. It was working.

He briefly looked over at her with a gentle smile. "Let me turn on the A/C, ma'am," he said. "It filters the air."

She felt her face flush. Get it together, Annie. She cleared her throat. "Is it Karl?" she asked, randomly picking a 'K' name.

"It's Cal, ma'am," he said. "Cal Millan."

"Thank you for the A/C, Mr. Millan." She had slipped back into Carolina drawl—it came out Mistah.

"Yes, ma'am." He sounded like a chauffeur, professional and distant but with a hint of warmth. 

He drove the lead truck as the two vehicles wound their way north along a well-surfaced road. They came to a lengthy convoy of military vehicles parked at the side of the road, which Cal slowed to pass.

"What's with the Army trucks?" Willie Karnaugh asked.

"There's a base nearby, sir. They sometimes do training up in these mountains. This one's larger than usual."

"Your tax dollars at work," Karnaugh muttered.

The road followed a narrow river that worked its way between the Appalachian mountains. Forty minutes later, they arrived at Black Springs and parked in front of Hollis Wilderness Adventures Outfitters store. It was a double-wide trailer with a veneer of log walls, giving the impression of a large cabin. Next to the outfitters was an IGA grocery store, and across the street sat a poorly maintained Esso gas station with two garage bays. There was also a small, well-worn strip mall with a restaurant and barber shop. 

"Downtown Podunk," Karnaugh commented as the truck pulled to a stop. 

When she stepped out of the truck, the fresh air hit Annie. The gray mountains in the distance had a cold, austere feel, oddly like they were waiting for her to join them. Her parents were avid campers, and the fall weather was her favorite time. 

She took a deep breath—cool and sweet with a whiff of humidity. If it got colder?

"Smells like snow," she said softly.

The two guides looked at her, then at each other, then went back to work loading boxes of supplies stacked along the porch. 

Annie was the last one to climb the stairs. Halfway up, she paused to take another deep breath. She wanted to turn and see the view again but felt faint and lost her balance. Surprised, her eyes shut as she cried out. She felt free-fall, and then a pair of arms caught her. She could smell him: mountains, forest, and a hint of something else. His other hand was on her waist, steadying her.

"Are you okay, ma'am?" he asked. 

Annie opened one eye, and there he was with those green orbs wide with concern. "You smell like perfume," she said.

He barked a short laugh. "Yes, ma'am, I expect we all do."

"I'm fine, other than being embarrassed."

"It's the altitude," he explained. "Some folks are more sensitive to it. You'll adjust soon enough, so breathe away."

She made no effort to move for some reason, and they stayed, staring at each other for a moment too long. Finally, with an awkward look, he cleared his throat and lifted her to her feet. Their bodies were touching, and she involuntarily leaned toward him as his arms pulled away.

Her mind cleared and returned to the moment. Her face felt warm. What the hell was that? Sanity had returned. Nope, no way, it's not going to happen. 

"Thank you, Mr. Millan," she said.

He nodded and tipped his baseball cap. "Yes, ma'am." There was another slow moment like he wanted to say something, but he turned to the boxes, lifted one, and carried it to the truck.

The others were looking at her from the porch, but they headed into the store as Janis approached. There was going to be a girl-power showdown. Even Willie Karnaugh, who looked like he wanted to say something, entered the store when Angela tugged at his coat.

Janis Holmes pulled Annie a few paces to the side while glancing at Cal. "You all right?" she whispered. Her voice was non-accusatory but still lacked concern.

Janis was Annie's mentor, showing her how to rise the corporate ladder without sacrificing her dignity. In her early fifties, Janis had climbed Express Oil's male-dominated structure to CFO through smarts, skill, and determination. The first of her generation, she had to master golf, and keep up with the sports scores. She was tall and slender with brown hair and eyes and could be called a 'handsome' woman. She purposefully toned it down with a minimum of makeup and conservative clothes. Her husband, Trevor Holmes, was the VP of Marketing.

Annie knew what the CFO was asking. "It was just a moment, Janis. It's passed. Nothing there."

"Okay, glad to hear it, but just so you know, the optics weren't good."

Annie tamped down the spritz of anger, mainly directed at herself and a little at Janis. "Got it," she replied curtly. "Won't happen again."

"Still," Janis said, eying Cal again, "he is a remarkably good-looking man..."

"Janis!" Annie whispered.

"Just saying that, I understand. Unfortunately: wrong place, wrong time."

"Wrong place, wrong time," Annie echoed, nodding. That would become her mantra for the rest of the trip.

Janis paused a moment, looking to ensure the others were in the store. Annie waited for the question she knew was coming. 

"So, have you had time to think about...what did you call it? Your dilemma?"

Annie drew in a breath and then let it out slowly. "You know how much I love my job, Janis..." She paused, hesitant to continue.

"I do," the older woman urged.

"...But the way things have changed? I'm not sure it's worth it."

"You mean since Willie came on board?"

Annie nodded.

"Has he made any more advances?"

"None since you talked to him."

"Talk is putting it mildly—it got heated. Anyway, he's moved on to someone...  more receptive. I think he's intimidated by you now."

"I know you went out of your way, Janis, and thank you for that," Annie said. 

"So what is it that's making you consider leaving?"

Annie thought well before responding. How to answer without answering. Keep it impersonal. "I'm still young enough to make a move. I'm getting offers from other companies."

"That's true, but what's driving it all? You're our Senior Legal Counsel, Annie, and you got there after only five years. That's truly remarkable. I know how hard you worked for it. Be careful not to throw away something so valuable over one objectionable personality."

There it was, out in the open. "Willie's not going anywhere, Janis. Frank was the natural successor as CEO, but the board parachuted in Willie from the outside, and they won't backtrack anytime soon. I feel like he's poisoned the well. Frank may drive us hard, but the direction he takes us in is always right. Willie gets in the way with all his counter directives."

"Those two are both alphas. They're going to battle it out."

Annie shrugged. "I know. I get to play referee when they go at it. I try to keep them within professional boundaries. Their emails go back and forth in all caps."

"And that's worn you down?"

"No, I can handle those two squabbling," Annie said. "It's more the constant pressure from Willie to change my legal opinions. I push back, of course, and so far, he's relented. It's partly why he and Frank go at it so often."

"You're not alone with that," Janis said. "He's tried to adjust the financial results to make them more palatable to the board, but the numbers are the numbers. I have a fiduciary responsibility when I sign off on them—it's my career on the line if they're wrong. I've heard the others are getting pressured as well."

Annie made eye contact with the older woman. It's time to put it out there. "It started when he kept asking me out—a married man with kids. Very inappropriate. But now it's work-related. It's all getting to me, and frankly, I'm exhausted."

Janis sighed, put an arm around Annie's shoulder, and they headed up the porch stairs together. "Well, I hope you'll stay, but whatever your decision, make sure it moves you forward." A gleam came into Janis's eyes. "Until then, let's go shopping."
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Tee-shirts were inspected and chosen, and coffee mugs carefully selected. At Davey's suggestion, each client purchased missing cold-weather gear. Then, they boarded the trucks and set off for the mountain Lodge. Annie purposely sat behind Cal, hidden from the rearview mirror. The outdoor air had stripped away much of the perfume shroud that encased Angela, making the ride bearable. 

A few hundred yards from the store, the trucks turned onto a paved road that headed toward the mountains. When Annie noted the street sign, she couldn't help herself.

"Is this your road, Mr. Millan?" she asked.

"Beg your pardon, ma'am?" came the reply from the front seat.

"It's called 'Millan Farm Road'."

He paused before responding. "All the roads around here are named after the first farm it passes, ma'am." He had slowed his speech with words carefully chosen. It was also in his tone. The question was too close to home. 

"I see," she said. 

Angela's raised eyebrows moved from Cal to Annie, who shook her head and mouthed the word "no." Angela gave a slight grin and shrugged.

Much to her relief, Cal continued. "Shawnee County is large but has a small population, ma'am. It runs the length of the Big Hawk River, the one we followed getting here. The county is made up of small farms and a few towns like Black Springs. Not much else going on up in here."

"And wilderness adventures," Bill offered. 

"Yes, sir. There are a few other operators around here, but Davey is the busiest. This area is out of the way, and people seem to like that. We have a lot of repeat customers."

"That's why I chose it," Karnaugh said. "Remote, but at the same time, only a short hop from our head office in Pittsburgh."

"Are you an experienced hunter, sir?" Cal asked. The question seemed mechanical; prime the pump to give Willie a chance to talk.

"I go once a year with my fraternity brothers. Usually, it's out west or up to Canada. I saw Davey's booth at the hunting and fishing expo and thought it would be fun to mix it up. I convinced the rest of our group to come along as a retreat—a team-building experience. The company's been through a rough year, and I thought getting out into the fresh air and relaxing would be a good idea. Frank Stanton is also an avid sportsman, so we have a bet on which of us will tag the first deer. Bill, how about you?"

"I'm into fishing," Bill replied. "Not so much hunting, although I've gone out a few times."

"Any luck?" 

"None, although I skinned the bark off a few trees."

"Angela?" Karnaugh asked.

"Are you kidding? My idea of the great outdoors is going to the mall." They all laughed at that, and Annie heard Cal chuckle. Angela turned to him and said, "Hey, handsome driver guy..." Bold and brassy was part of her charm. "...Are we going to have a campfire? I'd like to try that."

"Yes, ma'am," Cal said. "There's a bonfire every evening, weather permitting."

"And s'mores?"

"Yes, ma'am, we can do s'mores." 

Angela turned. "How about you, Annie? Have you ever been in the great outdoors?"

She knew what they were thinking. Her father was a second-generation Vietnamese engineer from California who took a job at Research Triangle Park in North Carolina. Her mom, an Appalachian Scotch-Irish girl from Asheville, was completing a Doctorate in Biochemistry when the two met. They married after a long romance and engagement. Then, in the tradition of the Appalachian people, Annie was born 9 months and 10 minutes after the wedding. She inherited her mother's Scotch-Irish bone structure but with her father's distinct face, hair, and skin tone. She was raised in Hillsborough, which explained the strong North Carolina accent, something she never tried to lose. 

Other than being tall at 5'8", she looked distinctly Asian. Would they understand her father's love of the outdoors and that her family was in campgrounds most weekends? She doubted they would believe she grew up around uncles who taught her how to track, shoot, and dress anything on four legs. Because of the way she looked, she would be discounted.

Annie smiled at the others and shrugged. "Once or twice," she said.

She was saved from further questions when the truck slowed and turned right onto a gravel and sand road.

"Okay, folks," Cal announced, "it's uphill from here on out."

The truck made its first turn, accelerated up the side of the mountain, and then careened around a 180-degree corner. Annie felt the tug of gravity as she was pressed into the door. 

"Oh my god!" Angela exclaimed. "What the hell kind of road is this?"

"They're called switchbacks, ma'am," Cal said from the driver's seat. "It's the only way to build a road into these mountains. There's twenty-two of them, so buckle up and enjoy the ride." 

He sounded like he was having fun, so she fed it. "Mr. Millan?" she asked.

"Yes, Miss Nguyen?" he replied.

"Has anyone died on this road?" 

"You mean from fear or a crash?" Cal asked. He was on a roll, and Annie almost laughed.

"From either."

"Not very often."

Willie clutched the seat and door handle with white knuckles. "What?" he exclaimed. "There was no mention of..."

The passengers jagged to one side as the truck blew around another corner. Again, Cal accelerated up the straightaway.

"You'll see in two more turns," he said.

Annie looked uphill as they rounded the next turn. A dark shape loomed above them in the trees halfway along a straightaway. Soon, the overhang blocked her view, but she looked back as the next corner approached. After the turn, the shape was below them. Cal slowed so they could get a better view. It was an SUV, inverted and wedged among the trees that grew between the straightaways. The wheels had been removed, and its undercarriage was rusting. 

All were silent as they stared at the wreckage. Finally, Bill asked, "What's the story there?"

"It happened back in '94," Cal answered. "Someone turned too quickly, lost control, then went over the edge. It took out two trees until it came to rest where you see it."

There was a pause, and then Karnaugh asked the question they wanted answered. "Anyone die?"

"One person," Cal said. "The FBI and Army came up to investigate. It was a big deal at the time."

"How sad," Angela said. "He might have had a family." She looked at Karnaugh and then back at the wreck.

"Some say..." Cal began, then stopped, letting it hang. Annie knew what was coming and grinned. He sold it well.

"What?" Angela asked.

"Some say his spirit still walks these woods today."

Collectively, the others released the air they had been holding in.

"Oh man," Bill said. "That's not right."

"Just kidding, folks," Cal said. "No one was hurt. It looks worse than it was. My grandfather was there and said the investigation didn't find anything interesting. You are all perfectly safe as long as I stay on my medications and stop drinking from the quart of whiskey under my seat."​
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The trucks rounded the last switchback and entered the campsite's large plateau. They passed the Lodge and stopped in front of six smaller log cabins arranged in a semicircle. Each had a bedroom, bathroom with shower, sliding glass doors, and a porch that overlooked the mountains. The cabins were part of what kept them coming back. Davey loved his repeat customers.

A well-marked path led between two small outbuildings at the far end of the campsite. An elevated storage shed stood on two-foot-high posts facing the mountains, while the opposite side of the path held the ATV parking overhang. Hidden behind this was Cal's motorhome, where he lived year-round. Past the storage unit sat a stone fire pit surrounded by log benches. Marked trails for hikers and mountain bikes led away from the camp into the leafless forest. 

As the trucks pulled to a stop, Cal felt the anxiety return. He couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched. Get busy. 

The clients piled out of the vehicles, and while Davey issued instructions, he helped Randy carry luggage.

"So, you all have assigned cabins," Davey said, "and your luggage is being delivered. The Wi-Fi password is on the wall by the cabin door. We will rendezvous at the Lodge in 30 minutes, and lunch will be served there. After that, there will be a briefing on this week's activities, followed by the practical exam on hunter safety. You have all completed the online course and only need the hands-on. Following
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