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For ten years, international horror bestseller PAUL CARBERRY has brought terror to both the land and sea with his terrifying takes on Newfoundland and its culture. While his novels have gone bestseller in multiple countries, his short fiction has helped elevate the Terror Nova, From the Rock, and Dark Drabbles series.

Now for the first time, all that short fiction is collected in THE GRAY CHAPTER alongside brand new material.

"Mummers: Spreading Christmas Joy by Paul Carberry is the nightmare scenario of the local traditional practice of Christmas mummering gone wrong, amped up to eleven. Somewhat a seasonal slasher like Black Christmas except you’re getting done in with Nan and Pop, it was creepy as hell and made me half-sick."—Andrew Marc Rowe, author of The Toth Quadrilogy

"No one goes gently on Paul Carberry’s watch, but I would expect nothing less from the acclaimed author."—Nicole Little, author of Invited (review of Carcharodon)

"This is a page turner, a fast paced, adrenaline fuelled read."—Fiona Cooke Hogan, author of What Happened in Dingle (review of Zombies on the Rock: Outbreak)

If you enjoyed this novel, sign up to my newsletter to receive updates and news. Sign up now and get an exclusive FREE horror eBook from the Engen Team!

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!

All that we see or seem 

Is but a dream within a dream.

Edgar Allen Poe, 

“A Dream Within a Dream” (1849)
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THE OLD HAG
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A violent boom shook the entire foundation of the house. Daniel jolted awake as the floorboards shuddered, short of breath and chilled to the bone. His breath was visible in the air. Despite the frigid cold, his clothes clung to his body with sweat. The bed sheets were drawn tight around him as he balled his fingers into a fist, grasping the sheets. The muscles all over his body strained as if held in place by some unexplained force. A red glow from the alarm clock by the side of the bed displayed the time as 3:15 A.M. Darkness appeared to spew from the sky outside his bedroom window. The horizon was a pitch-black gap devoid of any stars or moon. Except for the blustering wind, it was as if the outside world had vanished into oblivion. Something about the noises outside wasn’t right. The tree branches scrapped off the window like fingernails sinking into flesh. The wind was a howling racket. Daniel’s jaw dropped open with a hollow scream, terror contorting his face and twisting his lips.

Tink—tink-Scree-Scraa

Clawing noises rose from just outside his room. They sounded like nails slashing at the gyprock, spraying dust over the floor. An invisible entity crept down the hallway towards Daniel’s room, the scraping sounds accompanied by a phlegmy cackle. A shrill chorus of tormented voices chanted horrible hymns. 

Then the bedroom door creaked open. The hinges groaned as an unseen poltergeist forced itself into Daniel’s room. Appearing out of thin air, an orange glow flickered and danced through the doorway and spilled into the room like a spreading flame. Deeper in the hallway, the sinister blaze glowed blood red. The edges flickered bright yellow, casting ominous shadows that spread out from the heart of the flames over the bedsheet. Decrepit hands reached over the sheets, seeking to grab Daniel with their gnarled fingers. Once again, he tried to shriek, but no matter how hard he tried, the clamour died inside his larynx. A fetid stench wafted into the room. A mixture of smouldering flesh and the sickly odour of sulphur flooded into his nostrils. Every breath became laboured. There was a moment of silence before the sounds crept closer, further distinguished now, followed by the clatter of nails across the floor disturbingly distinct. Before Daniel could react, the shadow intensified, taking on a demonic form while drifting silently with evil intentions. A resounding crash at the foot of the bed rocked the room, the dull thud of a body echoed all around. The bedroom fell hushed. Outside, the wind vanished. 

Scratch-Tink-Clunk-Thump

At the foot of the bed, the smouldering flames flickered and withered. A crackling sound swelled and wilted away as the light died to a dull ember. A dreadful darkness shrouded the room. Only the haggard, gargled breathing of the Hag remained. A low croak groaned in the desolation. 

From beneath the bed, a mangled clawed hand reached up and snatched a handful of the sheets. Abruptly, the bedsheets pulled tight before something worked to wrench them off the bed. Daniel’s arm muscles pulled taut, straining against the unknown to reach out and hold on to the sheets. Without resistance, they slipped towards the foot of the bed, exposing goose-fleshed legs. For a moment, the blanket caught on his toes as the Hag tugged at them. It lingered for what seemed like an eternity before the sheet ripped away. Falling to the floor without a sound, it settled over the light, and Daniel found himself entombed in darkness with the old Hag. His jaw swung open, his voice caught in a hushed scream.

The Hag crawled onto the bed with him on her hands and feet. The bed shifted back and forth as she crept towards him agonizingly slow. Jagged nails tore at the flesh of his legs as the Hag inched closer. The springs groaned in protest. His heart raced faster inside his chest until he couldn’t distinguish the beats anymore. Daniel prayed his heart would explode with fear. He couldn’t bear to suffer her. A clawed hand dug into the flesh of his thigh as the Hag settled into his lap. Her warm, rancid breath poured over Daniel’s face. The Hag’s hoarse breath seemed to hiss his name with every exhalation. Her nails tore into the delicate flesh of his abdomen, burrowing deeper as she writhed her fingers. Daniel’s muffled scream nearly suffocated him as the Hag pushed, pinning him down with such dreadful force it pushed the air from his lungs in a silent whisper. A hungry growl emanated from the Hag’s stomach.

Then the room exploded to life, cast into vivid detail by a fiery orange flash that engulfed the walls. A pair of malevolent red eyes scowled at Daniel. Clouds of darkness swirled in her lifeless eyes. Black, dishevelled hair tumbled over the old Hag’s pale skin, her flesh plagued by festering, draining wounds. Tattered rags clung to her frail frame, the soiled fabric so rotten it was forged into her pale flesh. Her mouth yawned open, revealing a terrifying abyss. The most horrible screech called Daniel’s name in a thousand savage voices. Filed, yellow teeth rimmed the grim chasm that expanded. She let out a belch; the putrid fumes billowed past her cracked lips in a ghastly vapour. A high-pitched scream shattered the windows of the house. Daniel tried to force his eyes shut, but her gnarled claws held his eyelids open, the nails shredding away the flesh. Her deathly cold eyes pierced into his soul as she inhaled, her cracked lips resting over his mouth. He felt himself draining away as she enveloped him into the bowels of hell for the rest of eternity.

In the vacant room, the alarm clock flipped to display 3:16 A.M.
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The slow stream of trick-or-treaters had stopped hours ago. Jessie snuggled her head into Alex’s lap, covering her legs with a blanket. Alex sat in the corner, and Jessie made herself comfortable on the rest of the couch. They were watching a TV that hung above the fireplace. The curling flames swayed and flickered, casting long shadows across the hardwood floor. The wood fire sent its warm light throughout the living room. Two mugs of coffee sat on the coffee table in front of the mantle. Outside, the wind howled, making the seams of the house creek as the rain pattered off the windows. A dull orange glow from the hanging pumpkin lights in the window caught in Jessie’s platinum blonde hair. Alex stared at the television intently, paying close attention to the horror movie he was watching. 

“What an awful night for trick or treating,” Jessie said to try and start a conversation so she wouldn’t have to listen to the dreadful noises on the TV. She didn’t like scary movies. After a few awkward moments of silence, she looked at Alex’s scruffy face. His black-rimmed glasses rested on his crooked nose, which had been broken in a fight outside of the bar last night. The skin around his eye had turned black and was nearly swollen shut, but he kept track of everything that was happening in his movie. “I said it’s an awful night.” Jessie’s voice had shown her frustration more than she had meant it to.

Alex turned his head to study the bowl of treats next to the door. “Well, that depends.”

“Depends on what?” 

Alex turned his head back to continue watching his movie. “Depends on how you look at things, I guess.” 

Jessie knew he wanted to prove a point with his vague statement. If she wasn’t so bored, she would have left it alone, but she had nothing better to do, so she played along. “Well, it’s wet and cold out. That to me seems like a terrible night to be outside going door to door looking for candy.”

“Exactly.”

“Exactly? Are you agreeing with me, or do you have a point to make?” Jessie made no effort to hide her frustration now.

“Consider the bowl and tell me what you see.” A smirk on his face made a wave of wrinkles under his eyes.

“A bowl full of candies and chocolate bars.” Jessie wondered where he was going with this.

“Exactly.”

“Exactly what?” Jessie groaned.

“Think about it. If every kid’s parents bought treats to hand out like we did, then the kid got to stay home tonight, watch a scary movie, and eat those treats without having to put in any of the work.” Alex stretched out for his coffee but was unable to reach it with Jessie resting on him. Jessie propped herself up enough to get Alex his coffee. “Since you’re already up, you mind grabbing me some of those candy bars.” Alex laughed.

Jessie gave Alex a playful punch in the stomach. “You jerk.” She pushed the blanket aside and put her feet on the hardwood floor. The fire hadn’t been burning long enough yet to warm the floorboards, and a chill ran up her backside. She made her way over to the bowl and looked down at all the treats. “What do you want?”

“Just bring it all over,” Alex called out from the couch. “I’m sure we aren’t getting anyone else.” 

Jessie looked over to find he had pulled the blanket over himself. She grabbed the bowl, and just as she turned to walk back, a loud knock on the door startled her. “Looks like you will have to share,” she teased.

Jessie opened the door, startled by a squall that forced the door all the way open. Three people stood on the porch dressed up like mummers from Christmas time. The first one was a rather tall man wearing a flowered dress with a pair of polka-dotted men’s boxers hauled on over the dress. His hairy legs ran into a pair of yellow rubber boots. A white sheet with triangle eye holes and a frown drawn with red lipstick covered the face and was tucked into his dress. The second person was much shorter and wore a black and blue plaid jacket over jean coveralls with the pant legs tucked into green rubber boots. They wore a pillow case with ragged eye holes and a frown drawn in black marker to cover their face. The last mummer stood in the back wearing a lacy red nightgown over a black sweater with a white hood covering their face as well. They had painted large black circles around the eye holes with an innocent smile painted in red where the face should have been. 

“Any mummers ‘ loud in?” one of them said.

Jessie laughed. “Wrong holiday guys, but I love the costumes.” None of the mummers had bags for trick or treating. “Maybe you should take those bags off your head so you can collect some candy.” Jessie held out the candy dish.

“No one will let us in?” one mummer piped up. “You’ll regret that.” 

“What did you say?” Jessie asked. “Alex, come over here.”

“Let’s see if the neighbours are any nicer.” The mummers turned to leave just as Alex got to the door.

“What’s wrong, dear?” Alex asked. “What the fuck are they wearing?” he said as he regarded their bizarre attire. 

“One of them said you’ll regret that.” Jessie’s hand trembled.

“Regret what?” Alex reached out and took the bowl of candy from Jessie’s hand. “Get out of here, you assholes.”

“Don’t be a jerk, Alex. What if they had tried to force their way inside?” Jessie was glad they were gone, but the whole encounter still had creeped her out. Alex said nothing. He just shrugged his shoulders. “Thanks, dear, I feel so much safer,” she said and pushed her way past Alex and headed back to the couch. Alex unplugged the pumpkin lights in the window and drew the curtains closed before sitting back down next to Jessie. “I can’t watch this,” she said. “Fuck this, I’m changing the channel.” Alex objected silently but must have seen the frightened expression in Jessie’s eye and just nodded in agreement. Jessie knew she would not get to sleep soon without one of her sleeping pills. “Please get me one of my bedtime pills?” 

“Sure, whatever,” Alex muttered as he headed upstairs while Jessie surfed the channels for anything that wasn’t Halloween-related. Everything had a Halloween theme tonight, so she settled for one of the comedies airing their kooky holiday special. Alex returned with a pill and sat back down on the couch. Jessie tilted her head back and threw the pill down her throat. All she wanted to do was fall asleep and get this night over with. 

“You shouldn’t need those fucking pills,” he said.

“So, I should just drink myself into a drunken mess every night?” Jessie snapped back. She tried to sit up, but Alex had a firm grasp on her.

“I’m just saying there’s nothing to stress out about.” Alex slid his hand up Jessie’s shirt, his calloused hands scraping over her soft belly.

Jessie reached out and grabbed Alex by the wrist. “Not in the mood after what just happened.” She stared into his eyes and laid her head on his chest. “Just hold me.” Alex didn’t say anything, but Jessie noticed his heart beating faster, in tune with his flaring temper. Her eyelids grew heavy as the pill took over. Alex’s hand continued their business as she drifted into a restless sleep.
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A loud knock on the door startled Jessie out of her sleep and she nearly jumped to her feet. “What was that?” 

“It’s probably the neighbour’s coming to apologize for the loud screaming.” Alex pushed his way off the couch and headed towards the door. Jessie rubbed her temples, her brain muddled, still groggy from her pill. 

The door creaked open. “Can I help you?” Alex asked.

An eerie voice came from outside. “I’m looking for my friend. Have you seen him?” 

“It’s a little late to be trick or treating, even for someone your age,” Alex barked back.

“Who is it, Alex?” Jessie asked.

“We didn’t let your fucking friend in earlier and I’m not letting you in either.” Alex slammed the door and locked it.

“Who is it?” Jessie could feel her nerves fraying, sending erratic impulses throughout her body. She wanted to run to the phone, but she couldn’t move or control her body from shaking. 

“One of those people dressed up like a mummer.” Alex’s voice was brimming with anger. Rage was surfacing in him once again, the same temper that had gotten him the black eye at the bar. He stormed over to the window and opened the curtains. “What the hell is she doing?” Alex raced over to the door and put his shoes on.

“Alex, don’t leave me here alone,” Jessie pleaded, dread growing deep inside.

Alex threw the door open without listening to her pleas. “Call the cops.” He slammed the door shut behind him. 

Jessie jumped up and ran over to lock the door. She walked into the kitchen to get the phone, but it wasn’t on the charger. Jessie cursed Alex. He probably left it lying around somewhere. She scoured the kitchen table and countertops for the phone, but it was nowhere in sight. She headed back into the living room to get her cell phone. “Where did I leave it?” She couldn’t think straight, the effects of the drugs still clouding her thoughts. She looked over the coffee table and the bookcase to no avail. Alex was cursing at someone outside. Fear gripped her heart and made her want to hide under the blanket, but she needed to see what Alex was screaming about. She put her hand on the curtains and started to drag them, terror hindering her motor skills. Outside was pitch black except for the dull yellow glow of the street lights. The doorknob jingled as someone tried to turn it, then a loud knock threatened to break the door down. “Alex?” Jessie ran over to the door to let him in. She threw the door open and was nearly toppled over backwards. 

“Have you seen my friend yet?” The mummer with the smile stood on the porch. 

“Get out of here!” Jessie screamed, unable to summon the courage to move. Only a few feet separated the two.

“Are you sure you haven’t seen him? He said he would meet me here.” The mysterious voice made Jessie’s skin crawl. The mummer moved towards Jessie methodically, her hands by her side. Jessie noticed dark red specks over the mummer’s neck and nightgown. The mummer inched closer now, slowly raising her hands towards Jessie. The intruder was close enough now that Jessie could see her green eyes staring back at her. 

“Get out of here!” Alex grabbed the prowler by the shoulders and hurtled her off the porch and onto the wet lawn. He slammed the door shut behind him. “Have you called the cops?”

“I can’t find the fucking phone.” Jessie was in tears. Alex raced into the kitchen, and she could overhear him rummaging through magazines on the kitchen table and cursing under his breath. “What’s going on?” Alex rushed back into the living room and headed straight for the couch with a panicked expression on his face. He started ripping the cushions off the couch and looking underneath it as well. “Alex?”

“My cell phone’s dead. Where’s yours?” Alex flipped over the last cushion.

“I don’t know.” Jessie shuddered, her heart palpitating. 

“You drugged-up bitch.” Alex darted upstairs to look for the phone. In the silence, Jessie could hear something tapping against the window. She turned away from the window, praying that the sound would go away. She stared into the fire and her heart jumped into her throat. A small scream escaped her mouth as she saw her phone melting on top of the burning ashes in the fireplace. 

A pair of hands grabbed Jessie from behind and spun her around. “Why is the bedroom window left open?” Alex shook Jessie back and forth, trying to bring her back to her senses, but all that escaped her lips were silent gasps. He turned to look at the deliberate tapping at the window. He headed straight for the curtains. Jessie reached out to stop him, but her legs wouldn’t budge. Alex tossed open the curtains, revealing the mummer with the smile standing there, tapping a pair of keys against the glass. “Get out of here,” Alex yelled furiously. 

The mummer stopped tapping the glass and pointed her finger at Jessie. Alex craned his neck and followed the aim of her finger. “Jessie!” 

Spinning around, Jessie jumped back as the mummer with the red lipstick frown stood in the kitchen. Alex pushed his way past her and met the assailant head-on, never seeing the kitchen knife in his hand. But Jessie witnessed the end of the blade tear through Alex’s back. A torrent of blood cascaded down his stomach and pooled on the floor. Alex turned his head towards Jessie. “Run.” Blood gurgled in his throat as he fell to the ground. A wet slap echoed in the moment of silence as Alex’s intestines slipped from his fingers and dropped to the floor. Looking down in disbelief, he tried to put his organ back into the wound, but the slippery lining wouldn’t allow him to get a grip. Alex stared blankly at Jessie before collapsing face-first into the mess.

Jessie’s instincts finally took over, and she rushed towards the front door, but the knob was turning. She heard the lock opening, so she shifted directions and dashed up the stairs. She looked behind her as the front door opened. and just as she reached the top, she received a forceful blow to the side of the face, sending her plummeting down the stairs. The world spun around as she toppled head over heels, a volley of pain exploding from every nerve ending as she descended the stairwell. Jessie crashed into the feet of the smiling mummer, who reached down and pinned her to the floor. Jessie thrashed around, trying to break her assailant’s grasp, but the man’s grip never faltered. She had broken her ankle during her fall, the bone jutting through the skin. The stairs creaked as the other intruder made his way down, dragging a sledgehammer behind him. The violent metal head thumping emphatically off each step.

“Why are you doing this?” Jessie pleaded to the three mummers. The mummer with the black frown pulled off his hood. She did not know who he was or what he wanted. He just smiled at her for a moment. “Please let me go?” The hoodless mummer raised the sledgehammer above his head and held it there, staring down at her. “What do you want?”

“You should have just let us in.”

Drops of blood fell from the sledgehammer as the mummer took aim, shards of smashed flesh smeared over the iron head. Jessie closed her eyes and waited for the nightmare to be over. There was a sickening thud followed by tremendous pressure as her eye popped out of the socket. Her entire body convulsed from the blow. And as the footsteps faded, she felt her life slip slowly away. 
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Richard and Dan traipsed along the archaic forest path—the trail a beaten down path through the overgrown pasture. A disco ball of sunlight burst through the canopy of leaves overhead. In the distance, an ensemble of birds chirped in tune with the wind as it blew through the trees. Gushing water babbled through the forest, the sound rising from below the bank that snaked through the woods along the path.

The fresh scent of pine was eroded by the damp aroma of mud after a morning shower. Elongated puddles along the path forced the boys to jump from one heap of dry land to the next. The soles of their rubber boots landed with a squelch in the fresh muck.

With a fishing rod slung over his shoulder, Richard looked like a soldier marching off to war. Tall and lean, with shaggy brown hair, he looked like a fresh recruit before his buzz cut. His little brother Dan, younger by just about three years, weighed the same as his older brother but was nowhere near as tall. His stripped shirt worked against him, emphasizing his expanding midsection. Dan carried the tackle box in his left hand, the contents rattling back and forth inside as they made their way to the mouth of the river. As the tree line thinned, the glossy surface of the lake came into view. Tiny white caps carried along the swell of the tide, leaving behind foam on the craggy shore as the waves receded.

Dan swatted at a stout as it buzzed around his head. “Get out of here,” he grumbled. 

“Don’t pay any attention to them and they’ll leave you alone,” Richard said. He paused for a moment, weighing the next words in his mouth before saying them. “That’s what Dad always said.”

“Dad’s not here.”

Richard sighed, wishing he hadn’t mentioned their father. “We can go back home. But if you want to catch a lot of fish, after the rain is the best time.”

“Is that something else Dad always said?”

Not wanting to start another fight, Richard ignored his brother and made his way to the giant rock that jutted out from the bank. Overlooking the river, the ledge offered an ideal fishing platform. 

“Come on,” Richard called out over his shoulder as he made his way up the stone. “I’ll let you have the first cast.

Despite his legs pumping fast, Dan seemed to only inch towards his brother. The contents of the tackle box rattled boisterously, metal hooks and lures clanging together inside. His shoes skidded on the rock and lost what little momentum he gained. With an outstretched hand, Dan reached out for Richard, his eyes wide with fear.

Richard stretched out for his brother’s hand, grasped him around the wrist, and yanked him to the top in one powerful motion. “You alright?”

Out of breath, Dan sprawled on all fours on the rock, his chest heaving as he gasped for breath. He sputtered something incoherent, rolled over onto his backside, and stared up at Richard, his face flushed red.

With a chuckle, Richard said, “You need to get off your PlayStation and exercise more, little brother.”

With a final strangled gasp, Dan sat up and stared between his legs. Ashamed, he refused to look in his brother’s direction. A wave of guilt washed over Richard.

“Here, hold the rod while I put a worm on the hook.” Richard held out the rod for Dan. When his brother grasped the rod, Richard slid the tackle box over the bumpy rock face and opened it. The plastic lid clacked off the rock with a hollow sound. Tucked away beneath a plastic shelf, an Eversweet Margarine container filled with dirt and worms for the day waited. Richard pulled the lid off with a loud snap. Just beneath the surface, the slimy pink bodies wriggled and writhed through the black soil. He pinched a worm between his fingers and pulled it out before sealing the lid once more.

As Richard arranged a worm on the hook, his brother asked, “Do they feel pain?”

“No,” Richard lied.

The worm writhed at the end of the hook. Dan swung the line over the rock and dropped the line straight down into the rushing water. The current carried the line out into the lake. A red and white bobber floated along the rough surface, bobbing up and down as it was carried out into the deeper water.

“Let out a little more line,” Richard said.

“I know how to do this,” Dan complained. “Dad taught me, too.” Without saying another word, Dan let out another length of line and then snapped the brake into place. 

Richard nodded his head. “Good job, Dan, Dad taught you well.”

“I’m a good learner,” Dan replied with a giant smile that bared his front teeth.

“Dad always said that,” Richard conceded. 

The brothers sat in silence, the current rushing into the lake the only sound. The bob dunked into the water, and Dan jerked the rod straight back over his shoulder. “I think I got one,” he exclaimed.

“Good job,” Richard said, jumping to his feet. “You need my help?”

“I can do it,” Dan shouted with a flare of anger and contempt. He released the brake and let the fish take the line out.

“Alright,” Richard said, holding his hands up by his face in mock defeat. 

Dan flipped the brake back on and swung the rod hard to the left before reeling the line back in. When the fish on the other end put up a fight, Dan put the brake back on, jerked the rod to the left, and reeled the line in. Richard watched in awe as Dan replicated their father’s strategy to perfection. 

“That’s a big one,” Dan shouted with glee as the trout breached the surface, landing back into the water with an unceremonious splash. The veins on his forehead throbbed as he strained with all of his might, pulling straight back, and forcing the trout back to the surface.

Richard cheered on his brother. “You almost got him!”

With one final furious effort, Dan reeled in the line. His forearms were taut with strain as the trout hovered over the river, its body twisting and flopping to free itself from the hook.

Both boys giggled with joy as Dan swung the rod over the rock. Richard reached out and grabbed the line, holding the trout off the ground as his brother reeled in the remaining line. Jubilant, Richard said, “You did it! Dad would be so proud.”

Dan laughed. “And jealous.”

“What’s up, Dick?” A familiar voice interrupted the brothers as they celebrated.

Richard turned toward his friend and called out. “Hey, Collin, come on over.”

Short but laden with muscle, Collin looked much older than Richard, the first scraggly signs of a beard grew in patches all over his face. He wore a baggy black Element sweater that hung down to his mid-thigh. He strutted over to the rock, standing at the edge of the bank, and hacked up a wad of phlegm, spitting a yellowish-brown wad into the river below.

Collin lumbered up the side of the rock. With every step, Richard thought his friend would fall backwards. But awkwardly, Collin made it up with no help. “How’s the fishing?” 

In answer to the question, Dan held up his catch with a wide grin. The trout’s powerful movements had tapered off to a slight, dying flutter. Sunlight danced on the trout’s rainbow underbelly, the scales reflecting the light.

With a chuckle, Collin said, “That’s huge.”

“That’s what she said.” Richard slapped his knee and buckled over. All three boys erupted with laughter.

“That’s what your mom said,” Collin replied after catching his breath. They all lost it again, and Dan actually wheezed.

“When did you guys get here?” Collin asked.

“We just got here a few minutes ago,” Richard said, then added, “first cast.”

“Do you mind if I join you guys?”

Richard glanced over at his brother, not saying anything but studying his facial expression; he could read his brother like a book. “Sure, we don’t mind, do we, Dan?”

Dan nodded his head in agreement, too occupied with retrieving the hook from the trout’s mouth. He lifted the plastic shelf and laid the trout on the bottom of the tackle box. The tail twisted back towards the trout’s head, too long to lay flat in the giant red box. He opened the Eversweet container and hauled out a worm. “Do you think we need to change lures?”

“Not yet,” Richard answered.

Collin dug his hands into the front pouch on his sweater, his arms disappearing all the way to the elbows in the oversized pocket. When he pulled his hand out, he had a red and white cardboard box in his hand. He flipped the top open, revealing the yellow tips of the cigarettes inside. With practiced ease, he tapped his wrist just below his palm. Two of the cancer sticks popped up from the rest. Collin held out the pack towards Richard. “Want one?” he asked with a smile.

Richard stared down at the pack then back at his brother. “No, I’d better not.”

“And you shouldn’t either,” Dan added as he placed another worm on the hook.

“Don’t be a bunch of wimps,” Collin said as he shook the pack at Richard. “Come on, try one.”

Richard shook his head and turned his attention back to his brother. Behind him, Collin lit the cigarette. The stale aroma of smoke wafted through the air. Richard fanned his right hand in front of his face and scrunched up his nose. “Can you take that somewhere else? If our mom catches a whiff of that on Dan, I’ll never see the light of day again.”

“Whatever,” Collin said, jumping down from the rock. “But I want a turn.”

“You can have one when you’re done smoking,” Richard stated. 

“Here you go,” Dan held out the rod for Richard, “it’s ready for you.”

“You have another turn,” Richard said.

The boys spent the rest of the afternoon casting their line into the river. They caught several trout and discussed how good they were going to taste fried up in the pan. Jokes were told and, much to Dan’s chagrin, they described girls in the vivid detail only pubescent boys could. They were having the kind of summer day you remember for years despite nothing of importance happening, so they lost track of time, and the sun dipped lower against the horizon without them realizing it.
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The sun reflected off the lake as it fell beneath the horizon, leaving an orange hue in the approaching clouds. Richard scratched at the back of his neck, his nails scrapping over a series of bumpy fly bites. Dan cast the line out into the middle of the current, the lure landing with a heavy plunk. Leaning against the rock, Collin puffed on another cigarette, attempting to blow circles with the smoke.

“I think we fished it dry, Dan,” Richard said, irritation heavy in his tone, weighing his words down.

“Maybe I should change lures?” Dan asked with no conviction. 

“We already tried that,” Richard replied. “I think that it’s time to go home.”

With a regretful sigh, Dan reeled the line in, taking his time in hopes of one more bite. The reel clacked with a methodical rhythm as the line spooled in. The bobber rose out of the water and the hook swayed with the gentle breeze as Dan locked the brake. “Alright, let’s get going.”

Richard ran his hands through Dan’s matted hair, sticky with sweat after a long day. “You did fantastic today. Mom will be cooking trout for days,” he said as he reached out for the tackle box. He picked it up, and strained his facial expression, pretending that it weighed way more than it did.

Collin held out his hand, helping Dan down from the rock as Richard slid halfway down on his bum before letting himself fall the rest of the way. “It sure is getting dark,” Collin said, pointing towards a cluster of storm clouds approaching. “Looks like it’s going to rain. What way are you guys going?”

“I figured we’d take the trail back,” Richard said. “That’s the easiest way.”

Collin placed a cigarette in the corner of his mouth and said, “We could take the shortcut through the bog.”

Glancing over at his brother, Richard watched Dan’s eyes grow wide with fear. “I think we’ll stick to the path,” He said and watched the relief flood over his brother’s face, softening his features. 

“Aren’t you guys late for supper? Your mom’s going to be pissed.”

“I don’t think she’ll care once we show her all the fish we caught,” Dan said with a smile. Richard ruffled his brother’s hair and nodded his approval. The boys turned towards the trail, Richard carrying the tackle box and Dan with the rod slung over his shoulder.

Collin cupped his hand over the cigarette and lit it with his Zippo, inhaling in a quick gasp. The tip flared bright orange with every breath. A thick haze of smoke hovered around his face. “Don’t be chicken shit,” Collin insisted. “It’s the quickest way for everyone. Besides, I have something to show you.” 

Intrigued, Richard stopped dead in his tracks. Dan took a few more steps before he noticed his brother had paused. “What do you have to show me?” Richard asked.

“I ain’t telling you,” Collin said, exhaling a puff of smoke. “You’ll just have to see for yourself. If you’re not too chicken to go through the bog this late at night.”

“Come on, Richard,” Dan pleaded, his voice high and nasally. “Let’s just go.” Dan grabbed Richard’s sleeve and tugged. “Please.”

“I’m not sticking around all day for you two girls to decide what you’re going to do.” Collin flicked his cigarette to the ground and stomped it out with the heel of his black work boots. “I’m out of here.”

“Wait,” Richard called out. He turned towards his brother, wearing his warmest smile. “Come on, Dan, it won’t be so bad. There’s nothing to fear.”

“That’s not what Dad said.”

“Dad never said to be afraid of the bog,” Richard sighed. “Dad said, ‘Never whistle at night.’”

“But he never ever took us there. Not even in the daytime. He always took us down the trail. No matter what.”

“Whatever, Dan,” Richard snapped. Regret twisted his stomach as Dan recoiled from his outburst. “I’m going with Collin. I’ll see you when you get home, I guess.” Without waiting, Richard turned and walked alongside Collin. The boys walked along in silence, only the sound of their boots squelching over the damp soil to accompany them. Just as Richard was about to turn around and call out to Dan, he heard his brother’s footsteps racing towards them.

“Wait up,” Dan called out.

Richard paused and waited for his brother to catch up, staring up at the sky as a deep blue flooded into the horizon. The approaching storm clouds blotted out the stars, tearing a hole out of the night sky and leaving a dismal black abyss overhead. They started towards the clearing in the trees ahead, leaving the main path and pushing into the depths of the forest. Soon, they reached the edge of the tree line, and they all stopped dead in their tracks as if on cue. 

“It’s so dark in there,” Dan pointed out, taking a step backwards and twisting his neck to look back towards the main path. 

“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Richard said, his voice unsteady; he didn’t believe his own words. In his imagination, he conjured up dozens of reasons to turn around and run. “Come on, let’s go.”

“If it will make you feel better,” Collin said, “I’ll watch your back.”

“What if something jumps out of the bush?” Dan asked.

Richard and Collin burst out laughing, the sound cutting through the tension that lingered over the woods. 

Dan shook his head and sighed. “Let me guess, that’s what she said?”

The boys continued guffawing, snorts and clucks escaping them. After they caught their breath, Richard led the way into the forest. He brushed the low-dropping branches aside, holding them for Dan so they didn’t snap back and smack him in the face. It got darker as they pushed further into the forest. The trees grew taller here, taller than anywhere else around, thicker too. Overhead, the canopy of branches blotted out the remaining daylight, concealing the stars and obscuring the silvery light of the moon.

After walking through the encroaching blackness for a few minutes, the sound of Collin’s Zippo cut through the air with a sharp click, making Richard jump. Angry, he spun around, ready to snap at Lincoln, not sure why the anger got to him. Instead, he bumped into his brother, who had been walking with his head down the entire way.

“Are you okay, Dan?” Richard asked, confused and disoriented in the claustrophobic surroundings.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Dan answered without conviction. Richard could hear the pain behind every word.

Collin stood in the darkness, the orange glow of his cigarette brilliant against the deep shadows of the forest. He raised the filter to his face and inhaled, the burning tip illuminating his face in an eerie glow. The shadows cast his eyes deep into the sockets, giving him a hollow appearance. His hands twitched and his entire body rattled with a slight shudder.

Dan backed away from Collin, pressing into Richard’s chest. “Let’s go. I don’t want to be here anymore.”

Richard watched Collin for a moment then whispered to his brother, “Don’t mind him. He won’t hurt us; he just looks scary. Probably too many cigarettes, that’s all.” 

Richard turned back towards the trail and felt his brother reach out and take his hand. He squeezed back, and they continued down the path. Collin followed, his footsteps heavy, keeping a methodical pace behind the brothers. His breath was harsh and raspy, coughing up wads of phlegm and spitting them on the ground.

A faint ethereal glow ahead silhouetted the trees, giving them sharp definition. The branches took on the quality of limbs and twisted diabolically as the wind blew. Dan stopped in his tracks. 

Richard tugged on his brother’s arm. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“Then why do you sound so afraid?” 

Richard’s heart thundered in his chest with anticipation. To calm himself, he took a deep breath, held it, and released it slowly; it didn’t work. The trees’ shadows swelled large as the light behind them danced around. He could hear his brother’s shallow breaths.  

“Let’s turn back,” Dan pleaded, yanking on Richard’s arm.

“Okay,” Richard agreed, turning to head back. “Let’s go, Collin. I won’t be able to find Dan’s puffer in the dark, and he’s going to have an episode if we don’t turn back.”

“Remember I wanted to show you something?” Collin said, his voice harsh and coarse, as if speaking through a throat full of sand. “It’s just over there—the light. I need to show you the light.”

Richard turned his head to match Collin’s gaze, but he didn’t see any light. “No,” Richard snapped, “we’re going back.” He laid his hand on Dan’s shoulder and felt his entire body trembling.

Dan pulled Richard down so they were level and whispered in his brother’s ear. “There’s something wrong with Collin. Let’s get out of here.”

“We will, little brother,” Richard replied. “Just walk around him.”

Dan sidestepped Collin, trying to go around the older boy, but Collin’s arm snapped out straight. Collin’s head tilted to the side, casting a sideways glance at Dan. “I said,” his grip tightened on Dan’s shirt, crumpling his sweater, “there’s something I want to show you over there.” Collin pointed off into the shadows.

“Hey,” Richard snapped, “what’s wrong with you?”

Dan strained against Collin’s grip, unable to free himself from the bigger boy’s grip. With his collar scrunched up over his neck, Dan appeared to be a scorned child in the older boy’s vice-grip. “I don’t see anything,” Dan said repeatedly. 

With a leering smile on his face, Collin raised his hand to his face, stuck two fingers in his mouth, and blew. A shrill
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