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That was a scream.

Gale dropped the true crime book she’d been reading onto her pillow. Her heart had already been racing from the horrid details she’d gleaned from the story and now it was a fist trying to punch through her chest. Living in the mountains, spooky sounds were a common occurrence she’d grown used to. But not this time. That was a person.

Shit!

She tightened the belt on her robe and shuffled away from her comfortable bed. On her way to the bedroom door, she paused by the dresser to grab the double-barrel shotgun she kept leaning against the wall. Though she knew it was loaded, she checked anyway. The copper tops of the shells gleamed in the meager light from the bedside lamp.

Her compact living room was dark, save the silvery light filtering in through the curtains. She left it that way. She didn’t want anyone to know she was approaching the door. Her movements were hushed, the only sounds were the soft scratchy sounds of her bare feet on the wood floor.

Another scream ripped through the night outside. Gale froze in place. She thumbed back one of the hammers on the shotgun.

That sounded like it was right outside!

Gale took a few deep breaths. Her chest felt as if it were shrinking around her breasts. Her heart sledged. Sweat began to dribble down from her hairline.

It was a girl. The scream had been close enough that she’d been able to decipher that much. Sounded like she was making her way up the driveway. Probably be at the front door at any moment.

Gale wasn’t taking any chances. She’d watched plenty of horror movies in her day. Usually, people in these situations opened their front door to find out what the ruckus was about, only to receive an ax in their face for their trouble. Nope. Gale was not going to do such a stupid thing.

Gale grabbed the cordless phone from its cradle on the small table by the couch. She had a cell phone, but reception was spotty out here. The device was only useful in town, closer to the towers. It was better to have the cell working there in case she ever had any trouble.

But now the trouble was outside her home, and the cell phone was useless.

Gale called 911. Someone with a monotone voice answered before the first ring had even finished. Gale told the uninterested woman her name and address in a voice that wanted to shout but emanated in a loud whisper. “Send cops! Now! That’s three times I’ve heard the screams.”

“Do they sound like they’re hurt, or just fooling around?”

“Sounds like they’re being murdered!”

Gale hadn’t once thought about that, but now that she’d said it, she realized that was exactly how that poor girl had sounded.

“Are you there?” Gale asked. There had been no response for longer than what made her feel comfortable.

“Yes. I’m dispatching the authorities right now.”

“How long before they’re h—shit!” Gale flinched at the scream. It was in the woods just outside the border of her yard and filled with an agony Gale had never heard in real life. “Did you hear that? Did you fucking hear that?”

“Yes, ma’am, I did. Twenty minutes. They’ll be there in twenty minutes. Do you have something to protect yourself?”

“I have all I need…” Gale saw her hand rising in the dark, reaching for the slide-bolt lock on the door.

As if sensing the idiotic effort she was making, the dispatcher said, “You need to stay inside, ma’am. Do not go outside, no matter what.”

“That girl’s not going to last twenty minutes.”

To prove Gale’s statement, another scream resonated from outside. It was weaker in valor but just as strong in volume.

Gale took a deep breath and slowly let it out.

The dispatcher cleared her throat. “Don’t. Sit tight. Help is on the way.”

Gale knew the sensible thing was to stay inside. After all, she’d just told herself that what she was planning to do was stupid horror movie bullshit that would see her head severed from her body and launched into the air like a blood-spewing kickball.

But Gale could never live with herself knowing she’d “sat tight” while a poor girl was being killed. There was no doubt at all that was happening outside her home.

Gale couldn’t go outside with the phone clutched in her hand and expect to handle the shotgun as well. She thumbed the button to end the call, then tossed the phone toward the dark shape that she assumed was her couch. She heard a muffled thump when it struck the cushion.

I’m doing this. I’m really doing this! Shit!

Gale opened the door. Expecting the sounds of wildlife and insects to greet her, she was met with the unusual silence of the night holding its breath. Gale realized she was as well and slowly let it out. Her lungs felt as if they were being squeezed by icy hands.

Standing on her porch, she raised the stock to her shoulder. Though she already had one hammer prepped to fire, she was tempted to pull back the other. She decided against doing so. One was enough, for now.

She had no flashlight, nor did she need one. Her eyes were used to the dark now. Plus, the flashlight would announce she was outside. As far as she was concerned, keeping herself as inconspicuous as possible would be wise. That way, she could move about undetected. And if she needed to, she could make a speedy retreat inside her house.

She gently pulled the door shut behind her. The hinges made no sound, nor did the porch when she crossed the wooden boards and headed down the steps. Her slippers weren’t the best protection for her feet on the gravel and dirt, but they were fine when she reached the grass. She’d gone only a few steps before feeling the dampness of the dew seeping through. She ignored it as she made her way to the tree line.

Right here. This is the spot.

She was sure of it. She stared at the tree trunks, at the deep shadows packed between them. Tendrils of fog swirled between the black spaces like beckoning fingers. She could smell the sweet, damp smell of the woods. A smell she normally relished, tonight it held a strange odor. Something had caused the usual smells to shift. The air around her also didn’t feel right, like it had somehow spoiled.

She suddenly wanted to be back inside.

Sorry, girl. You’re on your own!

Gale spun around, prepared to run.

A screaming girl launched at Gale as if the night had vomited her into Gale’s path. Gale glimpsed a lot of bare skin slicked in dark muck before the feral girl rammed into Gale’s stomach.

Knocked back, Gale managed to throw up an arm, catching the girl around the waist as she started to drop to her knees. Gale pulled her back to a standing position. The girl’s eyes were big and round inside a mask of dripping crimson. Her teeth looked very white inside trembling lips.

“Help me! Help…!” The girl began to drop again.

Gale’s fingers slid over the gelid sheen of the girl’s skin. She couldn’t get the grip she needed to hold the girl up and watched her drop at her feet. Gale held her hand up to the moonlight.

It was slicked in blood.

Gale gripped the shotgun in both hands. This time, she thumbed back the second hammer.

“Where are you? Huh? I can smell your crazy ass!”

The girl moaned at Gale’s feet. This surprised Gale because she thought the girl had just died. Gale started to bend down to help her up when she heard the thin cracking sound a stick might make if it had been stepped on.

It was very close.

Gale didn’t take the time to properly aim. She fired once into the woods. The night was blown away in a flash of brightness as the silence was overtaken by the boom of the shotgun. Gale waited a second, heard another crunch from the woods, and fired at it. The blast of the second barrel knocked her shoulder back. She felt a stinging flash of pain from the recoil. Her shoulder was no longer built for two rounds of buckshot.

And both barrels were now empty.

Gale wasn’t about to linger out here in the dark without any means of protection. She crouched, scooped the girl up, and leaned her against her side. The girl’s whole body was slippery. It looked as if she’d been swimming in syrup. Her hair was glued to her face and neck like a matted veil.

Gale spotted the wounds on her chest. They were easy to see because the girl wasn’t wearing a shirt. Her breasts bounced and swayed, knocking against Gale’s arms as she pulled her along. Gale saw the deep gashes like stripes that added more blood to the tacky suit she already wore. One of her nipples was gone, leaving a ragged point as if it had been chewed off.

“Come on,” said Gale. “Almost there. Move your feet!”

The girl either couldn’t hear her or was no longer conscious. Gale was dragging her, using all her strength to keep her upright while she moved as fast as she could.

Reaching the front door, Gale turned to the side and slammed the door open with her hip. Then she spun around and flung the girl onto the couch. The girl’s rump hit the cushion. Her feet shot upward, dumping her onto the couch. Gale cringed inside at the amount of blood getting on her furniture, then felt awful about her thoughts. That should have been the last of her worries.

Gale swung the door shut, bolted the lock. She dropped the gun, ran to the kitchen, grabbed the table, and dragged it with her, wedging it against the door. She was about to grab the gun, then decided to pile the chairs on top first to add as much weight to the barricade as possible.

Gale stood there a moment, hands on her hips, catching her breath. Finished with that, she rushed into the bedroom. She opened the nightstand drawer and grabbed the box of shells. She saw the book she’d been reading where she left it. Just minutes ago, she’d been in bed, reading about murder and blood. Now, she was covered in it and fearing for her life.

Back in the living room, she checked on the girl. She was alive and still awake, albeit barely.

“Stay with me, girl. Don’t conk out after I did all that to get you in here.”

“I’m…trying…”

Gale smiled, though she doubted the girl could see it. Then she grabbed her shotgun.

By the time she’d reloaded it, she could hear the faint wails of sirens. It would take them several minutes to reach them. Her house was far back in the woods, at the end of a two-mile driveway. Seclusion she’d wanted, but right now, she wished she was closer to the road.

Gale, both hammers cocked, sat down beside the girl on the couch.


2.



Ethan Bowers had a hard time finding a parking space at the ER. Even so early in the morning, the tiny lot was brimming with cars. Some were normal, everyday vehicles that he’d see in any other parking lot. The rest were cop cars. Seeing so many made his stomach cramp.

She’s okay. You know she is. They told you she was.

Ethan had been watching a movie with Liz, a damn horror movie, when his cell phone began to ring. He’d ignored it, thinking nothing about it. Besides, his plans had been to take Liz to the bedroom when the movie was over. He’d even washed the sheets and squirted them with a scented spray that was supposed to trigger arousal. It was a lonely, lowlife thing to do, he knew. But he been a lonely guy for years and Liz was the first woman he’d actually had feelings for in a very long time. He’d figured that should grant him a shred of slack in the creep department.

But the phone had kept buzzing. And buzzing. Finally, he’d decided somebody really needed to talk to him. The number was one he didn’t know. The voice was another mystery until the man introduced himself as Detective Paul Wilcox.

“You need to get to Meyer Memorial Hospital right away,” Wilcox had said. “It’s in Mountain Rock. Do you know where that is?”

“Yes. I have a cabin out there. Is something wrong?”

“It’s your daughter. She was…attacked. They’re bringing her in. She’ll be rushed straight into surgery. I’m heading there now from the scene. She’s been airlifted and will beat me there.”

Emily had gone to the cabin with her friends for the weekend. They had left yesterday and weren’t planning on coming back until sometime next week. Ethan wanted her to stay home. He’d even told her he thought she was too young to go on such a trip, but she reminded him that she was eighteen now and would be starting college in September. She claimed if she was old enough to live off campus, she was old enough for a weekend away with her friends. Besides, it would be the last time they would be able to do anything like it for a long time, maybe forever.

Ethan had agreed with that, though he hadn’t wanted to, and agreed to let her go. Soon as she drove away from the house, an odd feeling latched itself somewhere low on his spine and hung there. He knew why as soon as he answered the phone.

“Attacked?” His throat felt like it was being squeezed. “Emily…?”

He turned to Liz, who was watching him with a handful of popcorn paused an inch from her mouth. Her eyes were wide. She was ten years younger than him, but right now, she looked like a child who’d just been told her puppy had died.

“Everything okay?” she asked when he hung up.

“I have to go…”

Liz had insisted she come along, though Ethan had tried to talk her out of it. After all, they’d only been on a few dates. Only one kiss had been exchanged in all that time, a soft peck on the lips while standing on Liz’s doorstep after a movie. But there had been a lot of conversations throughout the rest of the days. They had gotten to know each other which, he supposed, made Liz feel comfortable enough to accompany him to the hospital.

Ethan unfastened his seatbelt and stared at the big building. From the way the lights glowed all over in the dark, the medical center looked more like an airport. It had taken him almost two hours to drive up here. It would have been much longer if it were daylight hours, but the roads had been mostly empty.

The building was small. The mountains were like black fangs behind it. He figured in about an hour, the sun would begin to spill light across the peaks.

He needed to get in there, but his legs felt like solid, unmovable steel. Ethan gulped. That was where Emily was. She needed him. He wanted to be the first person she saw when she woke up. But he was afraid to find out what had happened to her, to learn how bad her injuries actually were.

So bad the detective wouldn’t say on the phone.

He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself.

If he went in there and received news that she didn’t make it…

Knock it off!

Ethan flung the door open and stepped out. The glacial air caught him by surprise. When he’d left the house, it had been muggy and warm. Now, the air felt cool and thin, a breeze sliding through the parked cars that ruffled his hair.

Liz stepped around the front of the car, taking his hand. She put her other hand on his cheek. Her fingers felt cold and smooth. She turned his head to look at her. “I’m with you on this.”

Nodding, Ethan said, “Thank you.” He began to walk on legs that felt weak and trembly. He could hear the claps of their footsteps all around them, hollow and repetitive like nails being driven into wood.

The closer they made it to the entrance, the more dread he began to feel inside.

He saw uniformed officers on the other side of the glass, huddled together around a small group of adults. Looking as if they’d driven straight here from their bedrooms, he recognized them. Most were still in pajamas. Others were dressed in wrinkled clothes that had probably been thrown on in a rush. He spotted Cole Dwireson, his friend of many years, and his wife Tina. They were also Kali’s parents, who had been Emily’s best friend since birth. Born a month apart, they’d been inseparable throughout their lives.

Cole glanced over as the automatic doors opened. The rattling whir hushed the voices that were running together.

“Ethan!” He ran over to greet him, leaving Tina to deal with the officers. He put his arms out and pulled Ethan into a strong hug. “Was the drive up all right?” Cole was easily a foot taller than Ethan, and broader with wide shoulders and firm arms. He’d played football all the way through school before leaving for the Army after graduation. He’d managed to hold on to the essential physique, even in his forties.

“Yeah…” He pulled away from his friend’s embrace.

“I’ve been trying to reach you on your phone, but it keeps going straight to voicemail.”

“It does?” Ethan tugged his phone from his pocket. He swiped the screen. There were no notifications of any missed calls. Then he noticed he had no signal. “My shit phone…” He put it away, looking Cole in the eyes. “What the hell’s going on? What’s happened to our girls?”

“I don’t know. We got a call telling us to get here as fast as we could. There was an attack. That’s all we know. I have no idea what kind of attack, if anybody was seriously hurt. They won’t tell us anything!”

Heads turned toward them at the recoil of Cole’s shout reverberating off the hollow walls. A blond female officer started walking toward them. She was much shorter than the others and, Ethan realized, much younger.

“Mr. Dwireson,” she said, approaching. “Please, try to control your voice.”

Nurses at the stations were now watching them from their perches behind the glass. They had gathered together in their own pack.

This must be really bad.

“Sorry,” Cole said. “It’s not intentional.”

The officer nodded. The name pinned to her shirt said Reese. “I understand. Please, just wait here and as soon as we have all the details, we will be able to share them.”

A man stepped into the room from a door across the hall. Dressed in a worn trench coat, his face was pale, making it hard to guess his age. The short gray hair made Ethan think he was probably in his sixties. His eyes were filled with an unknown knowledge that made Ethan uneasy. But more than anything, he looked weary with a hint of dismay. Ethan could tell this man knew more than anybody else in the room.

The man held up his hands. “Okay, listen up. We’re causing more problems out here than helping. Please, everyone, just take it easy.” He looked toward the officers. “Take the parents to the private waiting areas. I’ll be along shortly to address each one personally.”

Ethan stepped forward. “You’re Wilcox?”

“That’s me.” The man didn’t even look at him.

“I’m Ethan Bowers. You left me a message—”

Wilcox’s head shot up, his eyes filling with an alertness that hadn’t been there moments ago. “About time. Come with me.”

Ethan turned to Cole, shrugging.

Cole cleared his throat. “Why just him? We’re all here for the same reason.”

“I need to talk to him right now,” said Wilcox. “Please, go with Reese. I’ll be along shortly.”

The group had moved toward the far side of the room where a nurse waited, the door held open by her hip. Her eyes were grim. Ethan suddenly realized it was probably best he wasn’t going with the others.

Cole stood there a moment, maybe even starting to realize the same thing, before turning around and following the blond deputy back to the group.

Ethan looked at Liz. She stood there, hands clasped under her chin. “I can’t go with you.”

“You can.”

“I’m not a parent. I have to…wait here.”

He remembered Wilcox’s order and nodded. “Right.” He looked into her eyes. The blue haloes glimmered under a sheen of tears.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “I’ll be here.”

“Thank you.” He didn’t know what else to say, so he added, “Really.”

Wilcox grabbed his arm. “Come on, please. We need to talk.”

Ethan walked with the old detective. The man moved a lot faster than Ethan had anticipated. They reached the other door. Wilcox rapped his knuckles on the smooth wood. A moment later, the door clicked. Wilcox pulled it open, stepped back, and ushered Ethan ahead of him.

Ethan stepped into a hallway. It was long and quiet and dim, with doors on either side. A desk was at the far end, where a nurse sat, working at a computer. She glanced up, saw Ethan, then went back to her work.

“Come on,” said Wilcox, stepping past him.

He motioned Ethan through a doorway on the left. Chairs lined the walls inside. A small couch was to the right of the doorway. A TV, mounted in the corner, played an episode of Gunsmoke on mute. With the furniture and the dim lighting, the room had been designed as an artificial living room. Ethan knew it was their attempt at creating a comfortable environment. He’d been in one before, years ago, waiting on Claire’s surgery to end. Nobody else was inside.

Wilcox followed him in, leaned down, and pulled the peg that held the door open. When it clicked shut, Wilcox let out a breath that rattled his cheeks. “This is a damn mess,” he muttered, more to himself than Ethan.

“What the hell’s going on?”

Wilcox removed a cigarette from the pocket of his coat. He clamped it between his teeth.

“I don’t think you can do that in here,” said Ethan.

“Are they going to throw me out?” Taking off his coat, he tossed it into an empty chair.

Ethan shrugged. “Probably not.”

Lighting the cigarette, Wilcox took a long drag. He held it in a moment before letting the smoke ease out through his nostrils. “That’s better.”

“Look,” said Ethan. “I know you’re a…man of the law, or whatever, but I’m not going to ask nicely again. What the hell is going on?”

Wilcox grabbed a Styrofoam cup from the small table beside the sink. He ran some water in it, then flicked the ashes inside. They made soft sizzling sounds when they landed in the water. “Your daughter was still somewhat conscious when I got to the location. The medics were tending to her while we waited on the chopper. She told me everyone else was dead.”

Ethan felt cold slither through him. “Dead?” He thought of Cole, and his heart ached.

Wilcox nodded. “We’re still counting bodies, but I would have to predict that she’s correct. She wasn’t making a lot of sense, but she said five of them went out there. Is that right?”

“Um…” Ethan thought about it. “Was it five? I thought it was six. Three couples.”

“She said five.”

“Oh, wait…” He remembered Alec Hansel’s girlfriend, Paula, had dumped him right before graduation. “Yeah, five. Two girls and three guys.”

“Then we’ve found them all. And nobody, but her, survived.”

Jesus Christ.

Wilcox was relaying the information in an emotionless tone, as if reciting a grocery order. Ethan doubted it was because the guy was being rude, and figured it was more of his “work voice” shining through.

They’re all dead.

He thought about Cole again. Poor guy didn’t know his daughter had died. None of them out there knew they were suddenly without children. Ethan felt moisture building in his eyes. “Who did this?”

Wilcox shrugged. “Like I said, Emily wasn’t making a lot of sense. Shock and loss of …” He paused. “Well, her injuries, I believe made her a bit confused. But she said a monster of a man just came out of the woods. She found the bodies of her friends here and there and fought the man off and on throughout the night. She tried killing him multiple times, but he just kept coming. Said she got him good and bit off his nose.”

“Bit off his nose?”

Wilcox nodded. “Right. Before she passed out, she described him as the size of Bigfoot, wearing a mask, and reeking of the tomb.”

“She said ‘reeking of the tomb’?”

“She did.”

Ethan felt a smile tug the corners of his mouth. “She’s a writer. Going to school for an English degree. Wants to write cozy mysteries. She’s always using metaphors like that.”

“Ah.”

Ethan didn’t know why he’d felt the need to share that, but he thought it was important Wilcox know. “How bad are her…injuries?”

“I’m not going to lie to you…they’re really bad. Had she not wandered up on another cabin where someone resided, I have no doubt she wouldn’t have made it. She’s been in surgery ever since arriving. I have no updates on her condition.”

Ethan’s legs folded. His knees pounded the hard floor. When he looked up, the room was spinning. He felt hands tugging him upward. He tried to assist by working his legs, but they wouldn’t cooperate. Then he felt himself being lifted and slammed down. There was now support under and behind him. He realized he was in a chair.

“Drink this,” he heard Wilcox say in a voice that sounded like it was coming through a funnel.

A cup was shoved into his hands. With Wilcox’s assistance, he raised the cup to his lips and drank. The water was cold and refreshing. It took a couple minutes, but the room began to clear and resemble a normal room again. His hearing no longer sounded like it was being muffled by earplugs.

“Thanks,” he muttered.

“No problem. I should have had you sit down before I started talking. I unloaded a lot of shit on you.”

He looked over and saw that at some point Wilcox had sat beside him and lit another cigarette.

“I…” Ethan didn’t know what to say. “Did you catch who did this?”

“No. We have officers combing the area. We also have help from the fire department and local volunteers. Choppers are doing full sweeps. If he’s out there, we’ll get him.”

“Do you believe her?”

“What?”

“That somebody ‘reeking of the tomb’ did this?”

Wilcox opened his mouth to answer but a soft knocking on the door stopped him.

Before anyone could acknowledge the knock, the door swung open. A petite woman entered, dressed in scrubs. A hairnet concealed her hair and showed her plain, smooth face. Her eyes looked like crystal and seemed to reflect the room in their glossiness.

She tried to smile but her nose wrinkled. She sniffed. “Wilcox? Smoking?”

He dropped the cigarette in the cup of water. “My apologies. This is Ethan Bowers, Emily’s father. Mr. Bowers, this is Dr. Maxine Chambers.”

“I see. Are you alone or is her mother coming?”

“Claire died when Emily was little.” He saw the embarrassment begin to form on the doctor’s pleasant face. “Don’t be sorry. It was a long time ago.” He stood up. “How is she? Can I see her?”

He noticed that her facial expression began to shift to something else, a subtle grimness that was heavy with remorse. She took a deep breath, preparing to speak.

The realization crashed on Ethan so quickly, his mind tilted.

She’s dead…

“Can I have a moment alone with Mr. Bowers?” asked Dr. Chambers.

What little bit of color that was in Wilcox’s face drained away. Nodding, he began to stand.

“Don’t,” said Ethan. “God…no…don’t you dare tell me…”

He dropped back into the chair as tears began to spill down his face. His throat closed, making it hard to pull in air. This was how they’d told him Claire hadn’t survived her heart surgery. The same goddamned way. Pulled him into a room that offered artificial comfort, made everyone but him leave so the surgeon could be alone while explaining about the unexpected complications. Told him he would now be a widower, a single father left to raise a little girl all on his own.

And now he no longer had the little girl, either. Just as she was about to embark on her own adulthood, most likely marrying Steve in the future, and would eventually make Ethan a grandfather. It had been all snatched away by a psychopath.

That reeked of death.

“She’s dead, isn’t she?” he heard a voice ask. He realized it was his own, though it sounded nothing like him. This voice was blubbery and choked by sobs. “Isn’t she?”

There was a brief pause, then Dr. Chambers said, “I’m afraid she didn’t make it, Mr. Bowers. We did everything we…”

This time when Ethan fell to the floor, he was no longer awake to try and stop himself.


3.

A year later



Ethan tore down the caution tape stretched across the wood railings. At the front of the cabin, it blocked the way from the steps to the porch. The plastic faded to a piss-yellow with dull gray lettering.

He flung it aside.

More birds began to chirp as the sun rose above the valley. The cabin, blocked by trees, was submerged in deep shade. But the heavy shadows did nothing to hide the large bloodstain on the porch. Nor did it conceal the large chunks missing in the doorframe. Half the door had been chopped down and now resembled a maw of sharp wood points. A piece of plywood covered the opening from the other side. He supposed somebody with the police had added that meager addition of security. Maybe the insurance company. He wasn’t sure which.

All Will Die.

Ethan stared at the skinny red scrawl on the plywood. No doubt it had been put there by some smartass trespasser and a can of spray paint to scare people. Mission accomplished, Ethan thought. He felt pretty scared looking at the highlighted warning. A jittery chill slid down his back.

He heard his Jeep’s door thump shut. Turning around, he spotted Liz standing beside the passenger door. Arms crossed, she watched him through her sunglasses. A frown caused wrinkles on her brow and the glasses to dip on her nose.

It was the same look he’d been getting from her for months, ever since he’d first pitched his concept to the group. He knew she didn’t like it, but she’d still come along for him. They’d been together for a year now, and he supposed they were a legitimate couple, though neither had said as much. She’d stayed with him that first night after the hospital and hadn’t stopped.

A small part of Ethan wanted to get in the car and drive back home. Liz would be just fine with that decision. But the bigger part of him, the part that had turned bitter and cold, was more convincing.

And that part wanted to stay and see this through, no matter what.

Ethan turned around and faced the front of the cabin. This was the first time he’d been out here since it happened. His father purchased the cabin when Ethan was barely ten years old. They spent many summers out here. When his dad passed, he’d willed the cabin to Ethan with the rest of the estate.

Emily loved the cabin. It was her favorite place to go. A lot of times, the two of them would pack up the car and drive out for an unplanned weekend of fun. Whenever they were here, Ethan usually hung around close to the cabin while Emily hiked all over. She knew the area even better than he did, and he’d practically grown up out here.

Not one time had they ever crossed paths with somebody who “reeked of the tomb.”

Ethan stepped closer to the door, or what had at one time been the door. His eyes slipped back down to the red graffiti.

All Will Die.

Ethan gulped. In a low voice, he said, “Don’t think so, pal.”

“You need the hammer?” Liz’s voice sounded overly loud in the morning’s stillness.

Ethan shook his head. He swallowed the dry lump in his throat. It felt as if it hung somewhere in his upper chest. Stepping back, Ethan raised his foot. He’d been taking jujitsu classes and had become pretty decent at it. Not great, by any means, but he was better equipped at self-defense than he used to be.

He threw out his foot, catching the plywood on the corner near where the door would have latched. It splintered with a loud crash that sent the thin sheet of wood spinning inside the cabin. The warning was obliterated into a cloud of wood dust and splinters that floated in the dark entrance. Knowing he’d destroyed the cautionary writing made him feel better.

Scuttling noises came from the woods to the left of the porch. He turned, trying to gaze past the barrier of tall trees and shields of green.

“A squirrel,” said Liz. She removed the flannel shirt she’d been wearing. Underneath, she had on a white tank top. He could see the smudges of her black bra through the fabric. The morning had been cool, almost nippy, and now it had burned off and the heat of the day was rising quickly.

He stared at the woods a few moments longer. The sound didn’t repeat. He turned away from the trees and the sweet smells they provided, then entered the cabin as Liz made her way to the front door.

It was cool and stuffy inside. A slight odor of mildew and dust hung in the air. There were dark stains on the floor, the walls, and even a corner of the stone fireplace was coated in it. Most likely, that was the cause of Trevor’s awful head wound. He hadn’t seen the wound himself, just heard it described in graphic detail by Cole, whose daughter, Kali, had dated the boy all through high school. Ethan had met the boy a few times when the kids had gotten together. Seemed nice enough, he supposed. But he’d always been glad Emily hadn’t been dating him.

“Jesus,” said Ethan. His voice sounded flat and weak in the empty room.

“Those poor kids,” Liz whispered, probably more to herself than Ethan.

He left Liz in the living room and entered the kitchen. Pots and pans were scattered across the floor among shards of glass from busted plates and drinking glasses. Acorns and leaves were sprinkled along the tile, debris left behind by the wildlife that had gotten in. He saw shattered beer bottles strewn here and there. He felt a tug of anger that the kids had been drinking, but it didn’t last. At least they’d been able to misbehave some before everything went to shit.

For all he knew, the beer cans could have been left behind by trespassers.

He stepped over the litter, making his way to the other side of the kitchen to another doorway. He stepped into the hall.

And saw somebody standing there.

Gasping, Ethan jumped back, hand reaching for the hunting knife in the sheath on his belt.

Liz stared at him, eyes wide. “You scared the shit out of me!”

“Me?” Ethan let out a wavy breath. “Me?”

“Sorry. I figured I’d wait here for you.”

Heart pounding, Ethan let out a low breath. “It’s fine.”

Her eyes moved to the knife. “It makes me uncomfortable that you carry that around everywhere now.”

Emily had picked it out at a flea market and talked him into getting it because of the blade’s size. Not that she thought he would ever use it. She thought the blade was humorously exaggerated for somebody like him.

“In case you have to fight a bear,” she’d said.

“There’s always that possibility,” he’d said.

He moved his hand away from the knife. “Emily thought it would be funny. Told everyone she got it for me, when actually I paid for it. She never could afford anything with the shitty pay I gave her at the restaurant.”

Liz rubbed her eyes. “I understand that. That’s sweet, really. But you’re always ready to stab somebody with it now.”

“Why do you think we’re here?”

“So you can stab somebody?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I…” Liz paused, mouth open. She slowly closed it.

Ethan figured she didn’t want to get into it again. He didn’t, either. It would be the same as yesterday and all the days before it. A suggestion from her that would turn into a debate that led to a terrible argument. “I’m about to head upstairs,” he said.

“Want me to come with?”

Ethan kind of wanted to be alone, but he also didn’t relish the idea of going up there by himself. “Sure.”

They checked all three bedrooms without speaking, saving Emily’s for last. Other than some serious cleaning and dusting, the first two seemed fine. Approaching Emily’s door, Ethan saw it had been knocked down. The hinges hung askew in the cracked frame. The top of the doorframe had a jagged crack leading to the ceiling, where it had begun to stretch farther up. Eventually, the whole thing would need to be replaced.

The floor was buried under the rubble of clothes and various other clutter that had been spilled all over. Emily’s dresser was broken in half, as if a giant hand had chopped it through the middle. The mattress was on its side, the bed frame angled outward toward the smashed window. Blankets had been tied together in knots, formed into a rope that led toward the window. It was coiled below the sill in a bundle of colors.

There’s how Emily got away the first time.

He could picture his daughter, frantic but still thinking clearly, tethering the sheets together. He didn’t see the small footstool anywhere, so she must have used it to break the window. While she did this, the psychopath was pounding on the door, busting it open bit by bit. He saw her chuck the makeshift rope out the window and use it to climb down.

Smart girl.

He felt something like pride knowing she hadn’t made it easy for the son of a bitch. He’d had to work for it. Feeling his throat tightening, he turned around. Liz stood just inside the doorway. Her eyes were shimmering.

“Let’s start bringing in everything,” he said.

Liz nodded.

They returned downstairs.

Ethan was on his way to the front door when he sensed somebody else was in the room. Before he could point this out to Liz, the stranger spoke.

“You’re trespassing,” said the unfamiliar female voice.

Ethan turned and spotted a woman standing off to the side of the doorway. Her hair was pulled back in a tight blond ponytail, smooth on top as if it was silk. She wore a tan uniform, a golden star above the breast gleaming in the dim light. She was short but fit, the uniform clinging to her.

“The hell I am,” he said. “I own this place.”

The woman stared at him, her eyes moving from Ethan to Liz as she took them in. The hand that had been slowly progressing toward the gun at her hip lowered. “Mr. Bowers.”

Ethan nodded. He remembered the deputy but not her name. She’d been at the hospital that night.

“Sorry I didn’t recognize you at first,” she said. “I thought you were another ghoul coming to get a glimpse of the murder shack.”

Ethan grimaced at her choice of words. “That’s what they call it?”

“Sorry,” she said. “Bad analogy. I’m Deputy Reese. Don’t know if you remember me or not.”

Liz cleared her throat. “What are you doing out here?”

“The cabin is on my rounds. I work the night shift, so I always check it when I first go on and when I get off. Been doing it every day for almost a year now.”

“Seen anybody out here that doesn’t belong?” Ethan asked.

Reese lifted a shoulder a subtle shrug. “Here and there. Usually just tourists wanting to snap some pictures. Nothing too serious. I wouldn’t be surprised if some stuff is missing, though. You out here to fix it up?”

“Something like that,” said Ethan. “Going to sell it.”

The pretty deputy looked surprised, then nodded. “Best of luck to you. If you notice something has vanished, make a list. I’ll file a report and you can contact your insurance.”

“We have some friends joining us,” said Liz. “They’ll be by a little later to stay the weekend with us. We’ll probably be out here every weekend for the next few weeks.”

Reese nodded. “Noted. I’ll still ride by, even on the weekends I’m on. Kendall rotates with me. I’m sure you’ll be fine, but…” She shrugged, letting the understood silence finish her statement. “But I’ll let the station know that you’re out here.”

“Appreciate it,” said Ethan.

Reese let out a breath that puffed her cheeks. “Well, I’ll let you guys get to it. If you need anything…” She reached into a shirt pocket and brandished a card. Holding it out to Liz, she said, “The station’s number is on there, so is my cell. I can swing by in the morning, just to check in, if you’d like.”

Liz took the card. “Thanks, that would be wonderful. We appreciate it.”

“No problem. Be careful. And I’m still sorry for your loss. I wish I could do more.”

Before Ethan could produce the generic response he saved for moments like this, Reese had turned and stepped through the busted doorway. A short while later, he heard a motor start, followed by tires crackling as they rolled over gravel. Soon, silence returned and all he could hear was the constant chirps of birds all around. Feelings of guilt began to trickle through him, but he shoved them aside and didn’t allow himself to feel anything at all.

“I guess she drove up while we were upstairs,” he said.

“Shouldn’t we have heard it?”

“You would think. That might be a problem, but we’ll worry about it later. Let’s get started.”

Liz nodded, then followed him out to the Jeep. The day was already starting to turn hot. He removed his flannel shirt, tied it around his waist, and opened the back of the Jeep. Inside was the new door. An artificial shell of wood paneling covered the thick steel underneath like the brittle butterscotch on a dipped cone.

Liz helped him carry it onto the porch. Then, while Liz went inside to get started on the clean-up, he brought all the tools he’d packed to the front porch. There were probably more than he really needed, but he wanted to be sure he had plenty. He removed the busted door, taking out the frame and replacing it with a perimeter of metal. It didn’t take as long as he’d expected it to.

Then he set up the door, adding new hinges and a reinforced locking mechanism that was secured by a thick tongue of steel that inserted into a matching steel mouth. It took him almost an hour to complete the job. When he was through, he tested the durability and was pleased.

He’d do the back door next. Then he was going to take a ride over to Gale Rinehart’s place, on the other side of the ridge. He could hike there, but driving would be much quicker.

The others would be here after lunch, and he wanted to be back before they arrived.


4.



“I don’t even see any restrooms,” said Tina.

Cole, in the driver’s seat, put the gear in Park. He looked over at his wife. She was leaning forward, as if putting her nose closer to the windshield would somehow make one magically appear. Her hair hung by her face like a wavy curtain. She’d let it grow out over this past year. He liked it better this way.

“I told you I didn’t think this place had one. It’s a junkyard. A huge one at that.” Cole stared at the tin paneling in front of them that acted as the main gate. It was positioned between chain-link fencing that was topped with spirals of barbwire. The sign read: Otis’s Salvage and Tow.

Beyond the junkyard was a barrier of thick woods that rose into faint shapes of mountains in the distance obscured under wispy clouds.

“Has this place always been here?” asked Bill. He yawned. “I don’t remember it, at all.”

“Sure,” said Cole. “I mean, look at it. Looks like it’s been around longer than any of us. Combined.”

“Aren’t we close to the cabin?” Ramona asked. “I can’t remember. It’s been years since we’ve been out there.”

Ramona was Bill’s wife, and probably the youngest of the group, next to Ethan’s girlfriend, Liz. She’d given birth to Adam when she was only nineteen. Bill wasn’t Adam’s biological father, but he’d
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