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...the dark places of the earth are full of the habitations of cruelty.

Psalms 74:20

Joe stared up into the night sky while the balsams bowed to an early autumn breeze. Tonight would be cooler than last night; tomorrow night would bring frost to the higher elevations. A Cherokee had warned him this would be a bad winter. He felt it now, too.

Joe watched the last few fingers of flame shilly-shally amidst the charred remnants of knotty logs. He would let the campfire wane, knowing the cinders would stay warm through the chill of the backcountry night. 

Far behind him, Fort Caswell seemed a distant, fading memory. His abrupt departure ended a promising military career; but, under the circumstances, he doubted any one would fault him for it – the Great War had ended almost a year earlier, and the need for soldiers and officers had been diminished. His superiors did not question his decision.

His long trek had taken him from the Carolina lowlands all the way up through Maggie Valley and across the Cataloochee Divide. The rough and rutted mountain roads crept sluggishly over the landscape, twisting and turning like a wounded copperhead writhing in agony. Sprinkled along the route he found only a few marks of civilization: A wide array of trading posts, logging camps, and remote pastoral communities carved out of the bitter and implacable Appalachian backdrop. The land never seemed willing to surrender itself, and it grudged every inch it lost to ranchers and loggers.

The forests grew thickest along the perimeter of each tiny village, as if mounting resistance to force the pioneers out of the mountains and back into the foothills.

Half a world away, the war left a different countryside scarred and defaced.  Armies had gutted the ancient fields and primeval forests of Europe. Fierce combat had fouled the air with mustard gas, and with the screams of the dying. Joe had not seen it for himself – but he had lost his two brothers in the trenches of France. 

Sometimes Joe found it difficult to believe they were gone.

News of their deaths at the Battle of Cantigny had arrived almost simultaneously. The heartache proved too much for his mother to bear. The doctors watched impotently as the color drained from her face, the courage from her voice, the vigor from her breath. In the end, she had shriveled like wilting trillium, curling up into herself – her once-soft skin yellow and desiccated.

Joe carried with him a few last notes she had scribbled in her unsteady hands, observations for her only daughter and the two grandchildren she never met.

Before drifting off to sleep beside the embers of his campfire, Joe traced the path of a falling star as it sped across the twilight, dislodged from its family and sent spiraling through the void without apparent destination.
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Sometime long after sunset Joe awoke. Dawn seemed distant and inaccessible. The wind still stroked the treetops and the chill on the air had grown more perceptible. Joe could hear the rushing waters of a nearby stream where he had refilled his canteens earlier that evening. Beyond that, though, he could hear other sounds – less palpable but no less real.

The moon bathed the forest in a bluish-gray tint so that shadow concealed little more than natural hues. The mountains themselves glowed with an uncanny radiance. Joe felt a low rumble unsettle the ground beneath him, and he heard the clang of pickaxes striking stone. The mountain seemed to cringe with each blow, recoiling in pain. 

Joe shivered in spite of himself.

He lay awake, wincing with each perceived blow, imagining the arch of each pick, and the coal-black fingers coiled around each hickory handle.

Then, he heard a scream.

Joe scrambled to his feet, searching the shadows for signs of life. The bulk of the Cataloochee Divide pitched itself against the twilit ceiling behind him, the Balsam Ridge lumbered grimly to the west, and Mount Sterling ascended from the boulder-strewn banks of Cataloochee Creek. The recurring collision of metal and stone intensified, and the valley floor throbbed with inexplicable misery. Joe felt the sharp tooth of each pickaxe, felt the earth tremble beneath man’s instruments of torture. 

In the next instant he believed himself overtaken by madness: Joe heard another scream...and another. This time it was not a not a single, solitary scream piercing the dusk – this time, Joe heard a symphony of grief-stricken cries. The basin buzzed with disembodied shrieks and howls.

Then, silence.

Above him, the celestial sphere crept slowly toward the distant dawn. The forests huddled in their self-authored shadows, seemingly oblivious to the entire event. Joe reluctantly dismissed his apprehension as calm slowly returned to the valley. Knowing sleep would not return soon, he took up a spot on the ground close to the remnants of his campfire and prodded the cinders with a short twig.

A sooty appendage burst forth from the crimson embers, thrusting up into the air, desperately searching for something solid. Barely recognizable as a human arm beneath the charred and blistered flesh, Joe cringed as it flailed about – black fingers squirming pitifully in the moonlight. Before he could fully react, the seared hand had found him, violently clutching at his flannel shirt, tugging furiously.

Joe grunted and gasped as he struggled to his feet. He grasped the mutilated arm, pulling with all his strength. Orange sparks erupted into the air. In an instant, he had hauled someone – something – out of the remains of his campfire and onto the forest floor. There before him lay a thing so disfigured, so tormented and scorched and abused, that it had ceased to be human. Tattered skin and jutting bone and unhealed wounds comprised this victim of unearthly torture.

“Please,” the thing whimpered, “They’ll find us if you don’t hurry.”

Joe knelt by the suffering man. The wretch was so close to death that Joe had nothing to fear, and he found himself offering the man water from his canteen.

“No time,” the man said, “Don’t you see? You’ve got to get him out.”

“Get who out?” Joe said, fighting back waves of revulsion and nausea. “Where were you – where did you come from?”

“Below – the tunnels – they’re everywhere, beneath every city...”

“Was there an accident?” Joe eyed the dying man’s twisted, gruesome body – recognized the telltale signs of torture. The broken shackles on his blackened legs confirmed his intuition “Who did this to you?”

“Them... Les Habitants des Endroits Sombres – the Dwellers of the Dark Places. They’ve always been there, below the surface.” Bloody tears cascaded down his grimy face, scabs wept and slivers of burnt flesh fell to the ground. “The Frenchmen warned us about them...they came in the night, took us from the trenches.” The man lifted a hand to wipe the tears from his checks. “God, Joe, you’ve got to hurry...Josh was right behind me – get him out, Joe – get him out.”

At that moment Joe trembled. He cursed himself for not seeing it earlier: This miserable thing barely clinging to life had once been his brother.

“Jonathan?” Joe slipped a hand beneath the man’s head, lifting it gently from the ground. “Oh God, Johnny?”

“Joe, get in there...they’ll find him – they’ll find all of us.”

Joe did not hesitate. First, he thrust an arm into the embers – and, finding no base, he dove in headfirst. The warmth of the coals in the fading fire stung as he passed through the portal, but the heat he faced on the other side surpassed any pain he had felt in his lifetime.

Below ground, he found himself in a cramped tunnel vaguely lit by distant, raging fires. Instantly, his flesh roasted on the bone, singed by some far-off conflagration. Joe’s eyes burned and his desiccated lips blossomed with scabs. Unseen flames sent short-lived sparks of light through the passage, crafting long epochs of darkness punctuated by brief moments of illumination.

“I’m in hell,” he muttered, struggling to keep his sanity.

“No,” a voice answered. Joe circled around on his heels, scanning the ephemeral radiance and the pools of pitch for signs of life. For a moment, the shadows slithered aside, revealing a crouching form. “This is not hell. You’d have to be dead to be in hell.”

“Josh?” Joe started to move toward the sound of his brother’s voice.

“No – don’t come closer. You’ll lose the portal. I don’t know how John found it in the first place.” Josh – five years older than Jonathan and Joseph – strained to his feet. He inched out of the shadows awkwardly, grimacing with each arduous step. “You two always had a gift, though – you had a connection that went beyond blood.”

“What is this place?” Joe glanced toward the ceiling of the tunnel. Only a faint, crimson ring set apart the portal from the rock.

“Another world – a world within a world.” Josh shook his head. “The Underworld of mythology. Only, there are no gods down here – just men and monsters.” Josh paused a moment, then murmured “Monsters and slaves.” 

“We have to get out,” Joe said, tugging on Josh’s arm. Though still cloaked in shadow, Joe could feel blisters and lesions peppering his brother’s flesh. “We have to get back home – Johnny’s waiting for us.”

“You’ll have to help me,” Josh finally slumped forward onto Joe. “My leg’s broken – I can’t...” Joe quickly adjusted himself so he could lift Josh up into the portal. As he steadied himself, Joe heard the sound of pickaxes break the long silence. Distant screams echoed through the caves. “So many men,” Josh said, gazing down the passage. “They used the cover of the war to take as many of us as possible – to carve out their tunnels, to work in their mines, to forge their weapons. To them, we’re no better than beasts. Our lives mean nothing.”

“What if they follow us?”

“Don’t worry,” Josh said, his arms stretching toward the ceiling of the narrow passageway, “I think we’re safe now...I haven’t seen any signs of them since we escaped.”

Even as the words whispered over Josh’s tumescent lips, something wormed through the gloom farther down the tunnel. Joe could hear it hissing above the hammering clatter of enslaved, wailing workers.

He thrust his brother through the portal, sending a shower of embers cascading down into the tunnel. In the sparkles of glistening orange light, Joe saw something peel itself from the shadows – something impossibly reedy and sheathed in husk of emerald scales. Frozen in horror, air caught in his lungs, he waited anxiously for the next flicker of light from the distant raging fires to expose the face of this underworld atrocity.

Only its eyes slipped from the shade: Narrow, askew, and hideously scarlet in hue, the shimmering orbs pierced the darkness and scrutinized him – examining him from head to toe.

Joe felt his brother seize him by the collar – felt his own legs push off the floor of the tunnel. Beneath him, the serpentine beast coiled against rock. It hissed and thrashed its long, tapered tail as its two skeletal arms clawed at the darkness. Joe flinched as he passed through the circle of cinders, shook as the frosty air of the Appalachian night bit into his flesh.

“Christ,” he yelled, crawling back onto the valley floor, “What is it?”

Josh was too busy to answer him. He pried the canteen away from his brother’s rigid fingers. Jonathan stared grimly at the heavens, his eyes now void of life.

The reptilian beast burst through the faintly glowing ashes of the campfire, hissing and growling. Its scrawny arms scratched the ground as it strived to pull itself out of the underground passage. Joe kicked dirt and rock in its face hoping to drive it back into the bowels of the earth, but the beast only grew angrier.

The torrent of creek water gushing from Joe’s canteen cooled the embers in the fire pit, blotting out the orange and crimson specks glowing in the coals. The creature shrieked in agony, first pulling, then pushing itself into the ground. The portal solidified as the water extinguished the vestiges of the fire, and the reptile-like thing finally collapsed.

Cut in half, the beast twitched dreadfully until the first light of dawn crept into the valley. Beneath the sunlight, the thing’s scaly hide sizzled and cooked.

Josh finally fell to the ground, all his energy depleted.

“Is it over?” Joe watched as the beast dissolved into a tarry heap of bones. “Will they come back?”

“No, not for us, not here...” Josh sat up, gazing at poor Jonathan. 

“The war is over,” Joe said. He suddenly realized how long his brothers must have suffered in servitude. He remembered the Battle of Cantigny, wondering how many of the casualties had actually been snatched by the Dwellers of the Dark Places – how many other soldiers in other battles had been lost to the underworld beings. “Some say it was the war to end all wars.” 

The sun hovered over the slopes of Mount Sterling, chasing shadows across the basin. The brothers would have dig a grave for Jonathan before they could move on toward the next settlement, and it would be slow-going with Josh’s leg. They would have to hike all day and well into the night, but Joe knew they would keep moving.

Neither one of them would want to spend another night alone in the Cataloochee Valley.
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“Your first time in Oregon?”  

The taxi driver made a sharp turn, winding his way through the lush forest.  

“Uh, yeah,” Michael mumbled, wiping the sweat off his brow. The sticky heat intensified the stench of stale cigarettes, pine air freshener, and the sour remains of the driver’s half-eaten cheese and tomato sandwich. “Sir, can I open a window just a crack?” he asked. 

“Sure thing,” said the taxi driver, “Muggy, ain't it? It used to be so much cooler, even in the summer. Now, it's a damn oven out here,” he paused for a moment, “and hell, no need to call me sir. Just call me Joe.” 

Michael turned the window handle and sighed in relief as a waft of air— equally hot, but not so pungent—blew onto his face. His eyes traced the contours of the forest, the vibrant leaves and twisted boughs forming a wild, untamed tapestry around him. Out of habit, his fingers drifted protectively to his camera case.

“What you got there?” Joe asked, glancing at Michael through the rearview mirror.

“Oh, that’s my camera. I’m taking pictures of the constellations for my college senior thesis. That’s why I’m out here in the boonies.” 

“Ah, that's nice,” Joe said as he made a left turn onto a rougher road, going deeper into the woods. “Oregon is just the place to go for stars. I take pictures around here in the woods at night, too. I ain’t got none of that impressive technology, but I do just fine with my Kodak Instamatic 100.”   

Michael smirked wryly. It would be impossible to take any good pictures with that cheap piece of junk—the man clearly didn’t know what he was doing. “What constellations do you take pictures of?” He asked, humored. 

“Oh, I don’t take pictures of the stars,” Joe said as he took a cigarette out of its pack with his free hand, and lit it.  Michael watched from the rearview mirror as smoke curled up from Joe’s lips—disappearing, seamlessly, like wisps of memory. He was old, likely in his late sixties or early seventies, and his face weathered, wrinkles deeply etched. He offered Michael a cigarette, who accepted, lit up and took a deep drag. Tapping his cigarette on the ashtray, he observed a few particles floating up into nothingness. 

“Ever heard of Bigfoot?” Joe asked suddenly.

Michael blinked, snapping out of his daze. “What?”  

“Bigfoot, Sasquatch—they go by different names. You know about ‘em?”

Michael raised his eyebrows, bemused. “Like, those mythological bear creatures? Yeah, I heard of them. One of my fraternity brothers swore he saw one once.  But I'm not big into folk tales, though.  Pretty popular around here, I'd bet.” 

Joe chuckled, continuing to drive down the winding roads, his wrinkled fingers drumming gently against the wheel. “Want to hear something crazy?”

“Uh, sure, I guess,” Michael mumbled, uncertain. 

“I go looking for Bigfoot in these woods. And, sometimes, when
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