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Deep in the buzzing belly of the pines was the perfect place to collect animal bones. All one had to do was tread from the mountain highway, climbing down toward the southeast road to find the railroad tracks. Strewn across those tracks was the ever-growing graveyard of the fuzzy little and big things that did not evolve quickly enough to survive industrial beasts. 

Tabby would trek there every day just an hour before dusk. Any later and she would risk getting run down by nighttime ghost trains—the trains that sped through the dark forest so fast they hit you before you even saw them coming. 

For the most part, the victims of the railroad were the twitchy animals. The rabbits and the squirrels—torn to shreds by an unfortunate decision to run at the wrong time. Their little bodies were nearly shaved clean of thick fur, and their limbs were splattered into liquid. There was the occasional deer, likely paralyzed by the train’s light, too slow to decide its direction. 

The forest wouldn’t let meat like that spoil. Tabby often found deer femurs, antlers, and skulls scattered throughout the area as if the fragments had been blown about by the crisp wind. 

Tabby loved seeing those scavenged bones, the already cleaned and picked-through ones. It was a divine gift from the forest, from its gluttonous ecosystem. 

Today was not one of those days when the birds left dry bones. Today, the forest was not as hungry. 

Hardly any amputated critters laid upon the tracks. It took Tabby five more miles of walking to reach her first of the day, a common rabbit. 

It was still warm and twitching, its wild eyes staring Tabby down as she approached it. She bent down, her bad leg aching. Blood orange leaves and railway rocks crunched underneath her boots. 

Somewhere far away, a train’s horn screamed.  

Rabbits all looked identical from a distance. Speedy little guys in a brown and white furry blur. They all looked at you with the same simple agitation when you came too close. 

Even now, the rabbit had that same look but without the option of running away. Its front legs—its only legs— thumped against the ground. Somewhere deep down was the evolutionary instinct that although it was in pieces, it could still get up and hop away into the dense green and yellow bushes at any time. 

In its dying eyes, Tabby could be a predator. One that sought to mangle even further its delicate flesh. 

But Tabby was just as much prey or predator as the next creature, and in the darkening hours of the forest, she understood that all too well. She could be that rabbit on the tracks or the raven dusting off the dirt from its corpse. It was all a matter of time and place. 

The rabbit squeaked when Tabby stroked its fur. With a steady hand, she pulled her hunting knife out of her boot. 

“I’m s-s-so s-sorry, l-little one,” Tabby whispered into those big ears. “L-l-let me h-h-help you.”

When Tabby’s hand wrapped around its neck, it sunk submissively into her grasp like any good prey. When her knife caressed its throat in a quick, merciful slash, its legs gave one final thump—one final sign of the desire to escape—just like any good prey. 

She stared at its mangled form for a long time. Tabby knew tomorrow when she came back, it would be cleanly picked by the scavengers lurking in the forest just out of view. They would recycle the rabbit’s flesh back into the ecosystem, and Tabby would find those stubborn bones, the ones whose carnivorous teeth couldn’t break apart nicely. She would give them a new life down in her shack as jewelry or cutlery or part of her wild gallery along her walls. 

As she pulled away, her hand caught on something sticking out of the rocks lining the track. A necklace. Her eyebrows pulled together in confusion. She shoved the necklace into her pocket without hesitation—yet another thing she could repurpose—before turning back to close the dead rabbit’s eyes.

Tabby’s eyes fluttered shut. 

She felt the pulsating potential of the forest all around her. Its perpetual cycle of life and death and life and death. She felt the notion of death’s finality slip away into the gnarled roots of the old trees around her. Cicadas gave their banshee call into the cool autumn air. Falling leaves sank into the fertile dirt. The forest’s vibrations traced along her skin. 

“Ma’am?” 

Tabby’s eyes flew open. The sensations from the forest sulked away from her. 

“Ma’am?”

Tabby apprehensively turned. 

Two clear-faced hikers stepped over the train tracks—their bright neon equipment clashing with the autumnal beauty that encircled them. The woman smiled at her with clean, straight teeth. Her auburn hair was pulled back into a neat bun.  

Tabby couldn’t remember the last time she saw teeth like that in her own mouth. Perhaps she never had them to begin with. Just yellowing nubs and sore gums. 

The man behind the other hiker stood tall, following in the adept footsteps of his partner. A flicker of disgust swept across his face as he looked at Tabby. 

Tabby hated when hikers ended up on the tracks. She didn’t like their clean boots and their smooth hair. She didn’t like it when they waltzed up to her, bearing their teeth into upturned pinkish crescents. 

“Hiya, ma’am. Do you know—“ The woman’s voice trailed off into a choke. 

Tabby subconsciously stroked the coarse fur of the dead rabbit. Her fingers pulled through the patches of loose fur. 

The woman cleared her throat awkwardly, stepping back. “Do you know if this direction leads up to the road?” 

Her clean hands pointed down the railroad tracks, vaguely west. 

Tabby stood up abruptly. She felt overexposed. She understood the look in that rabbit’s eyes. But she couldn’t move from the spot, although all she wanted to do was dart into the drooping trees. 

Hikers had never asked her questions like this before. No one talked to her. No one approached her. But now they were, and she just couldn’t get the words out. 

“I-I-I-I-I...” 

Tabby dryly gulped. 

“Y-y-y-y-ou c-c-c—“

The man grasped his partner’s elbow, pulling her further from Tabby. He whispered something in her ear. 

The woman smiled politely, taking another step back with the man. “You know what, ma’am, it’s okay—I’m sorry for bothering you.” 

The couple turned. 

“W-w-w-w-wait!” Tabby spluttered out. 

The woman barely glanced over her shoulder before the two speedily walked deeper down the tracks and into the forest. 

This leads deeper into the forest, not the road—Tabby wanted to yell. But the words fumbled around in her mouth, coming out as nothing but stilted, guttural groans. 

It was too late anyway; they had already looped deeper into the trees. 

“D-dammit,” Tabby mumbled. 

She looked up at the sky, a mosaic of orange and yellow burning out into deep magenta and indigo. Soon, the indigo and inky black would conquer the sky. The temperatures would sink. And these hikers would be lost in the freezing clutches of the forest. 

Her bad knee sparked with pain as she limped toward the couple’s path, wandering deeper and deeper into the darkening forest. 

Tabby’s scratchy voice cried out, “W-w-w-w-wait! W-w-w-w-w—“

The stuttering died in her throat. Her boot snagged on something hard in the tall grass. Tabby’s body flew forward into the mud. 

Viscous sludge smeared across her. She coughed, dragging herself upward. 

In the moment she turned around, something odd stirred in her stomach. Milky white eyes stared back at her. Not a dead rabbit, not a dead deer, not a dead bird. 

It was a woman. A blonde woman. Her yellow hair was matted against her head, highlighting the deep crack in her skull where the flesh and bone had pulled away. Terror was frozen in her pale face and echoed from her ajar blue lips. 

Tabby stared into the woman’s eyes, unblinking. 

The woman looked worse than any animal Tabby had found on the tracks. None of them had ever looked so distressed, so desperate, so horribly dead. 

“I’m s-s-sorry,” Tabby whispered. 

She leaned over and, with two gentle fingertips, closed the woman’s terrified eyes. 

In the distance, the train’s horn blew again.  That horn melted into the sound of a woman’s scream. 

Tabby’s heart thumped against her chest. She hopped up, stumbling back onto the path with a speed she never knew she had. 

Melting deeper and deeper into the trees along the railway, Tabby began to see a neon crimson light emanating from the darkness. In the unnatural crimson light, two figures tussled. Tabby crept closer, and the fight became clearer. 

The male hiker weakly pushed against the other man’s arms as he was thrown to the ground. The men wrestled with each other in the bright rear lights of a red truck parked along the clearing by the tracks. In the red fluorescence, black blood poured down the male hiker’s chest, coating the other man with his pumping blood as well. 

The other man quickly subdued the hiker with a sharp punch in the jaw. As the hiker slumped into the grass, another scream came from a crumpled figure a few feet away from them. 

The attacker, nearly blending into the navy-colored night with his neat black clothes, raised an ice pick high into the red beam of the truck and decisively slashed it down.

Tabby couldn’t see it that well. But what she could see was the man’s neck slice wide open—almost severing his head from his body—gushing tons of blood down the dead hiker’s face. 

The woman cried out, struggling to stand. Black blood dripped down from her now messy auburn hair. The forest was so dark now she looked more like a silhouette. The man launched up from the male hiker’s body, another darkened silhouette to join her. He stalked through the reddened grass toward her, laughter spilling from him as he watched her lurching walk. 

Tabby limped over to the tracks, now in plain view of the man. Her fingers grasped around the biggest rock she could find around her, and she hurled it hard at the man. 

“H-h-hey!”

The rock collided with the side of his face and squarely in the center of his right eye. He yelled out in pain, his hand instinctively covering his eye. Blackness dripped through his fingertips. 

The woman glanced at Tabby. Terror and despair trickled down from her eyes in translucent wetness. It was that prey look. Like the rabbit. Like the woman. 

And just like that rabbit so desperately wanted to do, she bolted back where Tabby had come, finally toward the road and away from the predator that now stared Tabby down. 

His hands peeled away from his face, revealing a moist, dark hole in the place where his right eye should have been. Streaks of crimson black streamed down his face. 

“You fucking bitch.” 

Tabby’s knees quivered, and the rocks at the edge of the railroad track shook. Just stay. You aren’t the prey. You won’t be the prey. She pulled her hunting knife from her boot. 

He charged at Tabby, swinging the ice pick axe. As he crossed the tracks, the ice pick came down upon her, slashing the frayed fabric of her sweater and biting the skin of her arm. 

You’re not the prey. You’re not the prey. She repeated to herself, feeling the blood plunge down her sleeve. You’re not good prey. 

Tabby thrust her knife forward, piercing the man’s chest and arms in manic, rapid motions. His scream bellowed through the forest again, silencing the cicadas around them. He yanked back Tabby’s mousy hair, bringing down the axe to cut through her thigh. 

Tabby didn’t scream. Tabby didn’t run. Not good prey. 

The rocks on the tracks shuddered. Tabby let the hair rip from the back of her head as she threw herself across the tracks, taking the man down behind her. She crawled forward and forward and only turned back when the sound of a train burst through her eardrums. 

The train tracks jolted with vibrations. Rocks flew at Tabby. Her arms and hands barely made it in time to cover her head. 

All Tabby concentrated on was the violent patter of rocks against her body. Screams were lost under the metal of the train. 

Minutes passed by until the heat of the industrial predator of the forest dissipated into the distant trees, and Tabby finally opened her eyes to the neon-red scene before her. 

The man’s hands stretched outward toward Tabby in an awkward limpness. It took a moment for her blurry eyes to focus on the rest of the man’s body. Below the man’s hip was nothing but shreds of dark red ribbons and liquified flesh. The teeth of the industrial beast had evaporated half of him into discrete fodder for the soil. Only minuscule dustings of bones remained from his legs. 

His dull eyes showed only terror and desperation, like any good prey. 

Cicadas and owl’s calls flooded the crisp air around Tabby. And in that momentary wild peace, golden glowing eyes peer from the bushes beyond the tracks, trodding closer. 

A fox tentatively circled the fresh kill, its eyes patiently watching Tabby as she lay there, as statuesque as she could. Its’ glistening white teeth nibbled at the exposed flesh of the corpse. The fox continued to feast while Tabby carefully arose, standing on her—now two—bad legs. She looked up at the stars. Familiar glints of light pointed her way home. 

She’d be back tomorrow at dusk, and here, the ravenous forest would leave her the best gift she had ever seen. 
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Brenna’s breath caught at the sight looming ahead on the horizon. In a fortuitous twist, the sun was actually shining upon it too—-rare in Ireland’s temperamental summer climate. The huge earth mound rising from ground up was ringed with a white quartz wall that shone bright in the light, as intended. Seeing it with her own eyes was the unparalleled experience she had long waited for.

Newgrange, the most famous passage tomb in Ireland and even in the entirety of the British Isles, was the perfect finale to her internship at the archeology department at Dublin’s Trinity College. With one night left in Ireland, this was how she had planned on spending it.

The graveled parking lot downslope from the historic site was strangely empty, save for a beat-up truck tucked off in a far corner. As Brenna parked her rental car, she felt dismay. It was supposed to be open at least for another hour but maybe she got it wrong. She hastened her way along a pebbled walk to the entry hut. Once near, she saw a man, noticeably on the shorter side, pulling chain link mesh across between two posts.

“Oh...wait,” escaped from her mouth. “Your website said you are open until five?”

He looked up at her through heavy, black horn-rimmed glass frames and a wild thatch of ginger hair. Her eyes drifted down to his partially exposed belly of generous proportions hanging out under a t-shirt that was almost midriff height. She quickly moved her gaze back up. 

“Nope. We’ve moved onto winter hours.”

“But it’s late August.”

He shrugged and continued his task. He was the type of Irishman hard to pin down age-wise. She gauged him to be anywhere between thirty to fifty years old. The t-shirt, pulled taut halfway over the belly, was emblazoned with the trademark design for Newgrange: Celtic spirals positioned in a trio with sides touching. A nametag that said “Martin” hung at an angle on the breast pocket. She assumed it to be the official work uniform but the rest of his ensemble was a tad unprofessional: scuffed up Birkenstock sandals, a grease mark on loose-fitting, gauzy, beige pants and that exposed mid-section. 

Brenna couldn’t let this stop her. She had waited all summer long to get here. “Please...is there any way I could be allowed in? I have to leave for the US tomorrow.”

He tilted his head and gave her a curious look. “You’re a fan of passage tombs, eh?”

She nodded enthusiastically and rushed on to plead her case. “I don’t know when I’ll be back in Ireland—-if ever. It’s been a dream of mine to see Newgrange since I was little...” 

His mouth opened in what served as a grin but showed a number of gaps where there had once been teeth. “Well, I do have a soft spot for anyone fond of our little place here. I certainly do.”

Brenna sensed an opening and played her last card. “I’m hoping to graduate college early—-save money by doing so. My senior thesis is pivotal to that and it’s centered on Newgrange. I just have to have this experience...”

He scratched the white exposed flesh between his t-shirt and waistband. “Gimme a sec...” 

He pulled out a walkie talkie while walking towards the hut that stood as an official check-in station. Once inside, the crackle of it could be heard along with his voice cutting in and out. Brenna caught him saying, “All clear” and “Shutting down.”

He came back over to Brenna with a smile on his face. “We’ll make it happen. No one will be the wiser, eh?” He gave her a big wink and she couldn’t stop the overlay of a leprechaun onto his person that popped into her head. But he really could be plucked right out of a fairy tale book. 

“Oh, thank you. Thank you. So much.”

“This place is too special for you not to see it. And...” He lifted his eyes up to hers as she was a good head or so taller than him, “I do have to wonder if, like me, you have particular ties to it.”

“Ties?”

“Ancestors, love. A direct connection to the builders.”

“Well, I don’t know about that...”

He turned towards the place in question. Then he sucked in some air and curled his tongue in the process into a pretty remarkable twist. She checked herself feeling a pinprick of anxiety as she added this latest oddity to a growing list. Was it wise to be alone here with just this man? 

“So...it’s just you working right now?” she asked. 

“That’s right. I’m the closer—-well, at least that’s what they call me.” He let out what could only be described as a giggle yet another strange mannerism in the man. She was starting to think maybe he was more hobbit than leprechaun.

“You know, I could just go in on my own. I’d be fine—-”

He cut her off immediately. “No, can’t do that. There’re rules you know. No guest unattended. Ever.”

“Okay, well...how much do I owe for the ticket?”

He waved a hand nonchalantly. “We’ll settle up at the end.” 

The comment gave her additional pause as an internal debate flickered within. She sized him up and considered the fact that, given his appearance, she might be able take him on in a fair fight, all things being equal. Finally, her desire to get inside the passage tomb trumped all concerns.

“Let’s make haste now. We don’t want to waste a minute.” He began to move ahead the long, curved walkway up a rising incline that led to the tomb’s entrance. 

Brenna took in the sight ahead, excitement flaring up again, and set aside misgivings about her tour guide. As a child, she had fantasized about all of it—-ring circles, fairy rings, magic cairns but especially passage tombs. She made up stories in her head starring as the heroine in all. To be in this place was a dream literally come true. The ideal would be to visit during winter solstice when the whole tomb lit up with natural light at sunrise, an engineering feat that boggled the mind. People waited for years for a spot on a list to spend the night and live the experience. But she would make do with what she could get.

Despite his short stature and his belly, the man kept a fast clip and Brenna high stepped it to keep pace. “So, as I said, my ancestral line built this. The very bones found here can be linked to my own DNA.” 

He continued to talk the entire way with snippets of his feelings about the place and rambles about his connections, a soliloquy of sorts. Brenna was so caught up in his talk that she barely realized by the time of his last pronouncement they had arrived at the entrance. He stopped abruptly and beamed at her. 

“But I don’t mind sharing it with the rest of you.” He winked as if punctuating that generous thought then added, “And it’s more than just the link to my ancestors here. It’s a feeling that comes over me every single second I am here at this old pile of stones. It’s...it’s...pure magic!”

“Now...you need to duck low to make it through the first part. It’s tight and narrow and it will be quite dark...but then we’ll carry on to the heart of the tomb which will be lit.” She nodded, recalling the description from her studies. 

“It’s a very sacred experience here, Brenna. Mind that you keep an open mind to the possibilities.” 

His voice had taken on a different tone, a somber one. Perplexed by the sudden shift, Brenna also began to wonder if this man was all together right in the head. 

He gestured with one hand. “Go on then...”

Taken aback, she said, “Oh...okay. I’m first.” She quickly pulled her thick, unruly dark hair back in a tie to get ready and then squatted down. She looked forward into complete darkness. A low shuffle allowed her to squeeze through the passage, trusting in the process. As she breathed in the air of the ancient stones, she could hear the man wheezing some right behind her. With his huge mid-section, it must require more exertion on his part to do this crouch, she thought. 

The outside light began to diminish and it became too dark to see much of anything. She paused. “Can you turn the lights on ahead?”

“Not until we get there.” His voice was disturbingly close to her ear and she felt hot breath along the exposed nape of her neck. At the same time, a liver and onions smell emanated off of him. 

Brenna pushed on ahead to get some space. She put her hands alongside on the walls until she could feel the edges of the passage end and a break into the bigger, open area. With it came a change to the smell of the air, denser with a tinge of something metallic. “I think we are in. Can you get the lights on now?” she said.

In response, soft lighting from various points around the spherical space flickered on. Brenna gasped in awe as she stood at her full height at the same time. She was here, inside Newgrange. She circled around taking it all in, barely aware of the man anymore. 

Pillars ringed the sphere that comprised the heart of the tomb. The ceiling rose high above in contrast to the low-level of the passage ceiling. It was a space that had been designed by Irish people five thousand years earlier, early architects and engineers. “It’s amazing,” Brenna said aloud.

She moved closer to the walls to examine the artwork that randomly decorated the side stones, mainly variations of the famous Newgrange spirals, sometimes in threes, sometimes alone. She reached one hand forward. 

“Ach...no touching.” He barked it out with some annoyance, an edge to his voice. 

She cast a glance at him. He was definitely an odd duck but a necessary evil. But she wouldn’t let him mar her time or take anything away from her experience in the tomb.

He cleared his throat. “Alright then. Let me turn on the talk for you. Normally, a Newgrange official and authorized tour guide would do this but we have this as back up.”

She wondered why he wasn’t one of the official and authorized tour guides given his officious and all-knowing airs. She set the thought aside, as a female voice with a melodious Irish lilt filled the space. “Our ancients knew what they were doing...” the talk began with Enya style music swelling in the background. The voice spooled out bit by bit the history of Newgrange. History that Brenna already knew but reveled in all over again whilst hearing it in the actual space.

She became absorbed in the entirety of the experience, soaking it all up, so when the lights and recorded voice cut off with no warning, it was a significant jolt. All that was left was a silence, all-encompassing, along with complete and utter absence of light, the dark. 

“What happened?” Brenna’s voice stuttered out in a croak. She was reminded of playing hide and seek as a kid, overcome with that same apprehension while waiting in the dark. 

There was no answer. A panicky feeling overtook her made worse by being in the constricted space. Tight and dark space had never bothered her before. Now it did. 

“Hello?” She spoke up louder. She dug in her mind for his name and then added, “Martin?” A fear factor was now mixed in with some alarm and claustrophobia.

There was no answer. Vibes from every horror film she had ever watched streamed into her psyche. She was a little kid again watching scary movies in the middle of the night without her parents’ permission, purposedly getting scared out of her wits, too scared to go to bed afterwards. This time, she wasn’t doing it to herself. It was being done to her.

“Martin? This isn’t cool. Can you turn the lights on?”

An otherworldly, guttural giggle echoed off the stone walls. What was up with this guy? Who was this character anyway? 

“Turn them back on, Martin.” She made her voice sound as forceful as she could.

Brenna heard a light clicking noise followed by the low light slowly coming back into the space again. She looked around at first not seeing him but then spotting him nestled in a corner. Touching the stones in a way he had told her not to. She stared at a tattoo that his shirt pulled up higher had revealed: “Arcana” in cursive. 

Was her brain conjuring up the tattoo? Because.... she had the exact same on her ankle. In her case, it represented her love of all things secret and mysterious. She had no idea what it meant in his case. But he had the same art inked on his body as she. 

With one palm spread onto a stone spiral, he said, “You see, we just need to find a few more bones to
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