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Man is not what he thinks he is, he is what he hides.Andre Malraux




Three things cannot long stay hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.Buddha 




We are each our own devil, and we make this world our hell.Oscar Wilde











  
  
Chapter 1




In the top-floor apartment of an old townhouse in Pierce, Ohio, twenty-four-year-old James Lowen sprawled across his bed, listlessly scrolling through videos on his phone. His good eye, a bloodshot slit of blue, struggled to focus as one short clip bled into the next. His other eye, swollen and bruised, barely opened beneath a wayward lock of black hair. His breathing shifted between low snores and shallow gasps, teetering on the edge of consciousness. 

Snippets of unexplored caves played as background noise, the narrator’s mocking falsetto describing strange stone passages. These weren’t James’s usual fare. He preferred funny cat skits for a quick laugh, but the algorithm had other ideas. Still, the clips gave him something to fixate on while the last of the alcohol churned through his system.

Details of the previous night were a haze, leaving questions he’d dodged by setting his phone in “do not disturb mode.” Drunk James liked to go radio silent until he could piece things together. He ran his tongue over his lips, wincing at the taste of old blood and whiskey. A fresh cut on his mouth provided evidence of a fist’s impact and confirmed an altercation.

Filtered sunlight slipped through the reddish curtains, hinting at an early autumn afternoon, and the bustle of Main Street traffic suggested the lunch rush. A glance at his phone’s home screen showed it was nearly one. He’d been scrolling like a zombie for hours, his neck stiff from the slump. The leaky kitchen faucet dripped relentlessly, each drop amplifying the pounding in his skull. He swatted at liquor gnats drawn to his sweat-soaked skin, their tiny wings buzzing around his alcohol-stained chin. One flew into his mouth, forcing him to sit up and cough.

“Screw off,” he muttered.

Holes in his memory swallowed the day. For someone who partied like James, this was routine. The trick was patience until the fragments resurfaced. His clothes were a good start: unbuttoned jeans, a ripped skull T-shirt, and unlaced sneakers still on his feet—the same outfit from yesterday.

The shirt’s condition pained him. The skull tee, a gift from Donna when they were more than friends, was now a tattered rag. The left sleeve dangled by a thread, and the collar stretched into a sagging V-neck—collateral damage from drunken words turning to blows. Donna likely hated him now. He’d played the violent fool again, and the blood caked under his nails could be anyone’s, even hers. The thought sickened him.

“What did I do?” he muttered.

James stumbled through his one-bedroom apartment, hunting for his car keys. Kicking aside his blood-smeared windbreaker, he heard a jingle. The keys were inside along with a smashed hot dog. The smell of fried onions sent him to the kitchen sink, where he vomited, the act intensifying his headache until the room spun.

Slumping back onto his bed, a memory flickered: the Ghost Recon crew had set up to film at the Donovan House, a local haunt perfect for their Internet ghost-hunting show. Decades earlier, Festus Donovan murdered his wife and two children there, driven by Cold War paranoia. He’d arranged their bodies with hands over hearts, as if pledging their allegiance in death. The story made the house ideal for their season finale.

The Donovan House was key to the previous night. The surviving Donovans had long refused access, but Peter, Ghost Recon’s leader, had secured permission from a cash-strapped relative. The team moved fast, hyped by sponsors and buzzing fan chats.

The memory faded, leaving James to the throbbing ache in his head. He swung his legs off the bed and made his way to the sink. James splashed water on his face , his throat raw from vomiting. His silver flask lay in the hallway, tempting him with a swallow to ease the pain. But one drink led to dozens, and he needed a clear head to face whatever awaited outside. By sheer will, he resisted drinking more.

Clarity brought a memory of the Donovan House’s front lawn: Indian summer heat, sprinklers hissing next door, and the crew unloading gear. Peter, Edmon, and Bridget had entered the house while James and Donna shot the exterior. He’d snuck nips from his flask, hidden in his rain jacket while hauling generators. The house lacked power, so his job included setting them up and capturing exterior E.V.P. or phantom sounds some believed were spirits speaking.

The memory, sharp as glass, receded, leaving a different kind of ache in James’s mind. “Who did you hit?” he asked himself, concerned that Peter’s snide remarks had finally provoked a response. He’d fantasized about punching the man’s mustache off but couldn’t believe he’d acted upon it.

He mixed powdered vitamin C into a mug of water, the fizzy citrus taste clearing his sinuses. Outside, his battered Sportster sat half on the curb, tires on the grass. Miraculously, he’d driven home without a crash. God loved fools, they said, and no one was a bigger fool than a drunk driver.

The drink sharpened his recall and details came crashing back. Max Donovan, a volatile relative, had stormed onto the lawn, snatching at Donna’s camera as she photographed the house’s ivy-covered lattice. He’d yelled about ghouls profiting off his family’s tragedy. When Donna ignored him, Max had lunged, and James intervened. Fists flew; James clawed at Max’s eyes, threatening to blind him. Then nothing. His memory grayed out.

He didn’t know if the fight warranted assault charges, but no police had knocked yet. Finishing the drink, he switched off “do not disturb” mode and plugged his phone in to charge. The gnats and his own stench made a shower urgent. The apartment’s oversized bathroom, with its washer-dryer alcove, felt like an amphitheater. This perk justified the steep rent. The huge bathroom was a good place to get his mind back on track.

Toweling off, James checked his phone and saw dozens of texts from the Ghost Recon crew, asking if he was okay. Edmon offered bail money with a dollar-sign emoji. The longest message was from their group chat, and it mentioned a mandatory meeting he was already late for. He dressed in jeans and a green thermal top, swished mouthwash despite the sting, and texted he was on his way. 

Halfway down the stairs, a voice whispered, “Wallet.” Startled, he checked for a butt-dial or a neighbor’s voice through thin walls. Finding nothing, he doubled back to spot the wallet in with his dirty clothes.

“Weird,” he said, locking the door and descending again. No voice followed, and he chalked it up to a hallucination.

At the building’s exit, hundreds of flies clung to the walls, a buzzing swarm in the dingy hall. Touching the door sent them spiraling, and he sprinted to his car, escaping as the cold outside scattered the swarm. He had never seen so many bugs in one place, and it struck him as strange, but the meeting was his main worry. Its looming implications turned his stomach into a ball of nerves.








  
  
Chapter 2




Ghost Recon started as a class project in the college communications course they all shared. James, Bridget, Edmon, Donna, were students; Peter was their much older grad student professor. For the graded presentation, James and the others filmed overnight at an abandoned asylum. The footage came out well enough that not only did they all pass, but with their permission, Peter posted it online to a great amount of praise. 

Within a few weeks, the short clip went viral and gained a lot of attention, enough they all decided it warranted a follow-up outing. This second video, filmed at an abandoned cemetery, garnered twice the views of the first one and even more online buzz. Before they knew it, there were offers to do a streaming show. The five of them agreed, and two years later, the show was still going strong. Ghost Recon had a solid fan base with over 500,000 subscribers and a few legitimate sponsors.

The Donovan house was supposed to be the big season finale. They had been promising a live feed from the site since Peter first attained the rights. Now James had screwed up and potentially put the show in jeopardy. If the sponsors and fans didn’t get something big, it could be the end of the production.

James carried the small hope Peter had used his substantial and mostly annoying charm to smooth things over. Whatever personal feelings James harbored about Peter Luma, the guy really had a way of getting what he wanted, even if it sometimes meant other people’s girlfriends.

All these things ran through James’s aching head as he worked his way toward the hub of their business. Ghost Recon’s home base existed inside a simple one-story house in a decent enough neighborhood. Technically, Edmon rented the place from his uncle, but on the expense papers, they listed it as office space. The family connection made the cost more than reasonable and gave them somewhere to crash if the editing process stretched into the night, because despite their small amount of success, the show was still essentially do-it-yourself. 

James parked his Roadster on the street behind Edmon and Bridget’s Coup. He didn’t see Donna’s car and figured she had caught a ride with Peter. If his throat wasn’t already full of bile, that would have done it. The tiny house was covered in beige siding with a green shingled roof. A small crack-filled sidewalk led to a covered porch and mailbox decorated by the previous owners with wooden hummingbirds. Past this, a banging screen door gave way to a heavier glass one done up with decals of faded sunflowers.  

James fumbled to keep his sunglasses on as he bent over to dry heave on the lawn. Everything internally and externally seemed to shift and swap places until he had to lean on the porch rail. His head throbbed in time with his pulse, and the cramping in his legs said the little bit of water he’d had wasn’t enough. The cheap sunglasses were his savior keeping his aching retinas from having to expand in the blinding light of midafternoon. James went cheap with his glasses because he tended to lose them. His current pair had gone the distance of two weeks, a new record.

Eventually he went inside, where an already quiet conversation fell silent. He could sense the atmosphere change with his arrival, and not for the better. A sourness floated to the surface of the group and everyone’s empty expression at seeing him betrayed this bitterness.

The others clustered around the large table they used as a shared desk. Edmon and Bridget sat at one end, huddled over a plate of powdered doughnuts. Edmon wore a flannel shirt and blue jeans while Bridget wore a blouse and a long floral skirt. His blond hair was tied back in a ponytail while her longer brown hair hung loose about her shoulders. The two of them eventually offered weak smiles. 

Peter and Donna sat nose to nose, examining her laptop. The pair glanced up but said nothing. Donna, a short-haired brunette, had on slacks and a sweater, while Peter was dressed like a high school librarian. He wore khaki trousers and a high-collared shirt underneath a sweater vest. His thinning salt-and-pepper hair was trimmed to just above a stubble. Peter’s lips twitched like a rabbit at the sight of James. His wiry mustache twisted and turned to approximate and measure the situation like a length of tailor’s tape. The hairs, all perfectly trimmed to give off a professional appearance, bristled at the shift in the air. 

Edmon, maybe wanting to break the awkward bubble of uncomfortable silence, grinned and said, “It’s James, or rather Lazarus, risen from the grave. Not looking nearly as bad as I’d expected. I’m glad you’re okay. I worried you’d gotten a concussion or something. You left in such a rush, we didn’t get a chance to check on you.”

Edmon Whittaker had always been sensitive. The running gag was every ghost hunting group needed a psychic, and Edmon or Eds was theirs. Bridget called him an “empath,” and that may have been what brought them together. She was more emotionally reserved, while he was a wellspring of sometimes goofy feelings. 

“There’s a fresh pot on, and you look like you could use a cup. Mine’s decaffeinated, but the real stuff’s in there, too.” Bridget used her mug of coffee to gesture into the kitchen. “You were crazy to run off like that. You should put some ice on your lip. It will help with the swelling. I’m assuming you haven’t seen a doctor for those bruises.”

“No, no doctor visits. I’m sure it’s not that serious. It looks worse than it is.” James turned his head, showing off the damage from the fight. “Before anyone rips into me, I want to say how sorry I am. I crossed a big line yesterday and put all of you in a bad situation. That Donovan guy came at Donna and all I did was react. I lost control, and that’s my bad.”

Donna snorted, “You reacted. You mean you overreacted? You had your thumb in his eye threatening to put it out. Yet it’s no biggie. You’re sorry you lost control.”

Bridget gagged and covered her face, her retching coming from between the fence post of her trembling fingers. “Can we not talk about eyes being gouged out? Or else these doughnuts are coming back up.”

The way Bridget’s skin paled said this statement carried no exaggeration. Edmon put a calming hand to her stomach, reminding everyone of the recently shared news about their pregnancy. He whistled a few bars of the classical music they agreed would be good for the baby to hear. This small but important detail earned a quick grin from the nauseated Bridget.  

James retreated into the kitchen and came back with his lucky Elvis mug. He took a spot at the table and sipped at the coffee as Ed slid the plate of doughnuts over to him. “Eat up, king,” Edmon said. “I’ll hum the Moonlight Sonata to help with your digestion too, if you want.” 

James perused the powdery snacks but didn’t dare put anything other than coffee inside his unsettled stomach. He blew the steam off the top of the steaming cup and said, “I admit I lost my cool. My head had been hurting all day, and it was a bad mixture of concern and irritation. I shouldn’t have tried to self-medicate a migraine with alcohol.” He took a long sip of his coffee, the hot liquid a soothing burn down his throat. “I’ll talk to someone, if you guys want me to. I never meant for any of you or the show to suffer for my actions.”

Still fussing over Bridget, Edmon said, “You’re lucky Max Donovan apparently has some child support issues. In exchange for neither side involving the police, we got his signature allowing us to use what footage of the place we already had. The catch was that we agreed not to film anything else. We were debating the chances of being able to hobble an episode together with what we have. At least we’ll appease the sponsors and make good on the season finale we’ve been promising.”

Bridget twirled her finger. “Let me enlighten everyone… the answer is not very likely. We got a few hours of tapes from downstairs, hardly enough shots to fill a teaser.” 

Donna continued staring at James and his nervous sweating. Her gaze traveled with him from the kitchen to the dining room table and zoomed in like a pair of judgmental spotlights. She assessed him silently until she tired of this and said, “Oh James, poor you. Your head hurt all day? Don’t you mean your booze hurt all day? You were half-lit before the guy ever showed up, and it had nothing to do with a headache. Your temper put us in this situation. Now we’re forced to scramble for a solution. We could lose all of this, and it's your fault.”

James flinched at the truth stated so maliciously, the vitriol with which his once girlfriend addressed him. As if he had orchestrated the whole thing with the rampaging Max Donovan. “You’re right,” he said, dropping his head. He wanted a drink and a way to dull the shame. “I didn’t mean to ruin everything. I didn’t want to accept how bad it’s gotten, the drinking. I was a bomb, waiting to explode.”

“Mean to? Do you ever mean to do anything?” Donna asked. “It all amounts to the same thing. Apologies for being a jerk, a big ‘I’m sorry’ for sabotaging everyone else’s opportunities then you’re forgiven, and the entire stupid cycle starts over.”

Donna’s anger came from more than the Donovan House incident. James had made many mistakes in their prior relationship, and old emotional wounds sometimes flared up. 

Peter must have sensed the exchange was diverting into bitter territory and interjected with a cough. “The first step is always admitting you need help. How does stepping back for some personal reflection sound? It’s not selfish to prioritize your own well-being. I mean, you have to see going on like this isn’t sustainable.”

“Step back from the show, you mean?” James asked. “You guys want me to leave the production? Is this how you all feel? You all want me gone? I can’t say that I blame you, any of you.” 

Edmon raised his hand as if he was back in school and waiting to be called upon. When everyone else fell silent, looking at him, he said, “No one is asking you to quit. You have as much a right to be here as any of us. We don’t want you trying to maintain your mental health while also worrying about a filming schedule.”

“We’re concerned is all,” Bridget added. “We’re not firing anyone. We started this as a team, and that’s what we’ll always be.”

A serving platter loaded with fresh doughnuts and granola made the rounds, with tea taking the place of coffee. The herbal brew and additional snacks were Bridget’s doing. She offered everyone honey from a plastic bottle shaped like a bear. 

Peter tore a doughnut into small pieces and ate it in tiny delicate bites. He chewed thoroughly as if counting and once he arrived at a desired number, swallowed, and said, “I hope you don’t get the wrong idea when I say I’ve already researched several special recovery centers for people battling addiction. We’ve talked it over as a group, and we want to support you, if you’ll let us. We all want to believe you’re ready for a change.”

Edmon started to put his hand up again, but a glare from Bridget stopped him, so he said, “We really care about you and want to be supportive.” 

“But not judgmental,” Bridget added. “Because that isn’t beneficial to anyone.”

James rubbed his neck and tried not to show his shame at their concern. “I’m touched, I really am. You’re moving a little fast for me, though. I mean, rehab? Cause that’s what you’re talking about…can we slow things down a second? I need to ask about the season finale with the Donovan stuff. I need to hear how bad it is, and what’s the plan?”

At this, the other three turned to look at Peter, who sighed and said, “Maybe you should finish your coffee first, and then we can talk about it.”

James braced for the worst, secretly wishing for something stronger in his mug. Something that would burn all the bad feelings away.








  
  
Chapter 3




Early one morning, a camouflaged Gerald Frath had to practically fight his youngest son into the truck cab. Together they had made it out of the house without any problems. Ryan, the baby of the family, still too tired to raise much of a fuss, let himself be dressed and led to the driveway. 

Unfortunately, the forecasted meltdown came by the mailbox. When the cold morning air succeeded in fully waking the boy as he shuffled across their short sidewalk, Ryan, in his favorite blue coat and mittens, inhaled as if gathering steam, then issued a nasally, high-pitched whine. The exact thing Gerald had come to despise. 

“I don’t want to go,” Ryan shrieked. “I don’t want to go to the stupid cold woods. I’m tired, and I want to go back inside. I don’t want to shoot animals, and I don’t want to go hunting. I want my mom.”

Gerald put a finger to the tip of his son’s nose, guaranteeing he had his boy’s attention. “Listen, you need to stop that yelling. I won’t have your bellyaching waking the neighborhood. I told you we were doing this, and I meant it.”

“I hate you, and I don’t want to go.” Ryan stomped his feet and jumped up and down, causing his jacket hood to rise and fall like a small parachute around his head. “This isn’t fair.” He kicked the truck, just missing the freshly washed door. “ I didn’t ask to do this. It’s cold, and I’m tired. Can’t we go back inside, where it’s warm?”

“Enough,” Gerald said. “You keep it up, and you’ll never play another video game again.” He glanced around the neighborhood to make sure the outburst hadn’t roused anyone. The last thing he needed was an angry email from his homeowner’s association.

Gerald leaned in so he could be heard even when whispering. “Your mother coddled you for too long, and it’s my fault for letting it happen. She tells me you’re sensitive, and maybe you are, and maybe you aren’t, but son of mine, I aim to nip this immature behavior in the bud. Now you get your butt in the truck, and I don’t want to hear any more complaints. Do you understand me?”

Ryan’s lip quivered, and his eyes glossed with tears. He looked back to the safety of the house and his sleeping mother. He sniffled and wiped his face with his palm. “But Daddy, please, I don’t want to.”

Gerald opened the door of the truck and smacked the cushioned seat. “Inside, buckle your seat belt. Go on and hop to it. I’m not in the business of repeating myself.”

Ryan lowered his gaze and climbed into the cab with the slumped head of someone accepting an unfair defeat. His sullen hate resonated in unseen waves and centered squarely on Gerald. The boy adopted the expression of terrible misery and utter resentment. His heavy breathing was periodically punctuated by louds huffs. 

The boy eternally acted like a baby, refusing to grow up, leaving Gerald to always have to be the bad guy. His wife’s side of the family was beset by similar cases. His in-laws held a genetic predisposition for Peter Pan Syndrome and an allergy to growing up.

The official hunting season didn’t start for another few weeks, but Gerald couldn’t wait. He had run out of patience and knew a place in which he could likely poach a couple of deer, somewhere a weak boy could maybe feel like a man by doing something primal. The hope was his youngest would take to shooting a real gun, much as he did the video game ones. 

Ryan perked up a little after stopping for breakfast sandwiches and a couple of sodas. The boy noisily ate while the miles zipped by on the empty highways. The food did wonders for his mood, and by the time they parked, Ryan even managed to smile. He surprisingly accepted the small model rifle Gerald gave him without protesting. 

“Now, be careful and we’ll load it when we find a decent spot. You keep the barrel clean and no using it like a crutch to walk with,” Gerald said, remembering the previous excursion in which Ryan clogged his rifle full of mud by playing Tiny Tim. 

The dozen or so acres of private property displayed numerous “No Trespassing” signs. A pair of old fences were supposed to keep people off the land and away from the crazy owner. They had a reputation for hating guests and strangers, but according to the newspaper and town gossip, they had gone to the great loony bin in the sky.

Ryan skipped around the towering elms and oak trees and said, “Daddy, where are we?”

Gerald slipped his own rifle out of the gun rack in the truck. He had a thermos of hot chocolate as a surprise for later and tucked it away in the front pouch of his vest. He slid the rifle over his shoulder and checked to make sure his phone was in silent mode. 

“Daddy, I asked you a question,” Ryan said, pushing his hood back. “There are all these signs saying not to be here. Are we going to get in trouble? This place is spooky. Aren’t you worried it’s haunted?”

“Haunted? Not at all and quit worrying. The people who own this land aren’t going to care. They’re friends of mine going way back. We’re going to be fine. Now before we go any further, let’s go over some gun safety again. Just to make sure you remember, then we can load everything.”

“Do I have to?” Ryan said, drawing the question into a long whine. “I remember. Keep the safety on, and don’t take it off until you tell me.”

“Yeah,” Gerald said, “And what else? This is serious, and I want you to pay close attention. I don’t like repeating myself, so tell me again.”

Ryan awkwardly shuffled the rifle from arm to arm and exaggerated aiming it at the ground. He struggled to grip the gun while avoiding the trigger. He treated this part of the rifle as if it could come alive and bite him. “Don’t point it at anyone, and don’t play with the trigger.”

Gerald went over how to handle the gun, and how to shoot should they come across anything. He covered aiming, despite how Ryan huffed impatiently. “I know all this,” the boy kept repeating. “I know, I know. You don’t have to keep telling me. I’m not a baby.”

“I wish you would quit acting like one,” Gerald said.

His patience waned, and he needed a break. He stomped off and Ryan followed, treating the gun as the balancing pole the circus highwire walkers used. A woodpecker pecked away at an old birch tree, distracting Ryan enough that he lagged back, watching it. 

“Eyes open, son. You’re in unspoiled woods. No one has probably hunted these lands in fifty years,” Gerald called. “We’re like the first men walking on the moon.” 

A stream babbled from somewhere close by and through a patch of tall grass a wooden pole showed a handwritten “NO TRESPASSING” sign. About every hundred feet, another one of these signs had been nailed into a tree. 

Ryan phonetically read one of the signs aloud then said, “But if your friends are letting you hunt here now, why didn’t you ask them to let you do it before?” 

“I wanted to wait for when you were ready. My friends are good people like that and wanted to wait, too. They’ll be so happy to hear you were the first one to bag a deer on their land. It will make their day. What do you say? You want to make my friends happy?”

Ryan grinned at this. “Okay, sure.”

“That’s the spirit,” Gerald said, and he loaded his gun and then his son’s from the ammo pouch inside his weatherproof vest.

Gerald didn’t like lying, but even at his young age, Ryan had probably heard about the witch of Hollow Road, the town’s nickname for old, crazy Margaret Hollow, the last of the Hollow family line. Margaret and all the Hollows before her had a reputation for being odd and potentially dangerous. The Hollow lands were said to be full of ghosts from all the murdered trespassers. The boy didn’t need to know where they were because it would get him worked up. 

Gerald never put much stock in barbershop gossip, but the fact was the old crone had passed away. Everybody in town had heard how they found old Marge’s body by the side of the road about a week back, her hand badly bandaged from whatever she had done to lose some fingers.  

Being the last of her family, the big house and all the land would likely go to some rich out-of-towner looking for a vacation spot. Someone with no clue to the gold mine of wild game all around them. This sad reality was another reason he wanted to bag the first deer on the unprotected property. It was the debt owed to all the local hunters, who had to sit idly by season after season and watch this land go untouched. 

After 20 minutes of navigating around the muddy bogs, Gerald said, “Let’s rest for a minute, and get at this hot chocolate.” 

Gerald settled himself on a tree stump, despite being on the patch, he lit a smoke. He puffed slowly until the lightheadedness of the first cigarette in a while passed. Ryan used the break to play in a puddle, delighted by the flatulent-like croak it made around his boot. 

Gerald had a long drag and chose to watch the smoke rather than his son acting like a toddler. All his hopes about the hunt dissipated like his cigarette smoke going up into the clear sky. Seeing how fast the boy regressed when left alone caused Gerald to second-guess a lot of his ideas about the day. 

“Dad look, a dog,” Ryan called from the puddle. 

Ryan frantically pointed to a trio of tall elms off to their left and giggled. He hunched over and slapped his knees in the universal manner of someone trying to attract an animal. Ryan did his best to whistle and said, “Here boy, come here. I want to pet you.”

Gerald glanced about but didn’t see any animals, dog or otherwise. The brush was moving, but it could have been from a squirrel. He dropped his cigarette onto the ground and stomped it out.

“Ryan, mind your gun. Any dogs out this far are most likely wild, or you saw a coyote and scared it off with all your splashing. Don’t ever confuse a coyote for a dog. It would be a costly mistake.”

The boy’s attention zoomed across the trees and shrubs until he pointed again, this time to the woods behind them. “The dog is over there now,” Ryan said with a giggle. “I know it’s not any old coyote, it’s too big, and its tail is wagging.”

Giving in to curiosity, Gerald turned to see a large German shepherd sitting on the ground, back the way they had come. Judging from the healthy shine of its coat, the dog didn’t look like a stray. Gerald wondered if it was lost and had possibly wandered off from one of the farms a few miles up the road. 

When Gerald was younger, a lot of the stories about Hollow Road concerned the family’s dog kennels. The Hollow family, in all their strangeness, also had a long history of animal training going back to World War II. But rumors of animal cruelty caused the city to eventually step in and remove the dogs from the property. Legend said the condition of the animal’s cages was enough to send one official into the woods to vomit. 

Gerald studied the first dog and wondered if it could be the late witch’s pet when a second German shepherd appeared. This new, slightly smaller dog emerged from the spot where Ryan had been splashing around before.

“Dad, look, there’s two of them,” Ryan said with enthusiasm of someone completely enamored. “Is it okay if I pet them? You got to let me, please. They must be eating good—I mean, look how big they are.”

The question of permission didn’t matter. Dog and boy were already closing the distance to one another. Ryan, ignorant of any possible danger, extended a cautious hand to caress the dog’s broad flank.

“Stop. Don’t go near it. Do you hear me? Get away from that thing.”

By some miracle, Ryan stopped. The boy, maybe for the first time, heard something of fear in his father’s warning, ceased moving. The dog, however, continued advancing, its eyes wide-brown saucers of curious interest. 

Ryan took a half-step back, and as if separating itself from the forest, came the largest dog he had ever seen, followed by an equally towering wild man. A monstrous figure was dressed in filthy deer skins and dingy jeans. The huge figure, as if summoned from a nightmare, wore a rotting bone mask decorated with the horns of a bull and held together with wire.

A shocked Gerald had a moment to process what was happening before the pair of smaller dogs attacked. The German shepherds went into a frenzy and leaped across the brush and logs to come at him from opposite sides. This forced Gerald to split his attention, making it easier for the dogs to move in before he could react. 

One of them found the meat of his leg through his jeans and seized him with an agonizing bite. Gerald screamed and went to fire the rifle but only put a bullet hole into the wet earth. The shot momentarily stunned the animals, and Gerald used the time to shove himself back over the log. 

This created the space he needed to raise the gun but the figure in the horns was waiting. The stranger dashed to intercept him and swatted the barrel away. He drove a large fist into Gerald’s jaw with a hideous crunch. The rattling blow sent a wave of pain through Gerald’s skull. The shock dropped him into a current of cold nothingness. Everything became disconnected and dark, and he slumped over onto the ground. 

When Gerald came to the psycho in the horns and his trio of dogs had Ryan cornered against a tree. Like a caught raccoon pursued by hounds, Ryan had nowhere to go but up. Gerald opened his mouth, painfully set at the wrong angle, to scream, “Leave him alone! He’s just a kid. Ryan, the gun, get your rifle.”

In his panic, the boy had forgotten about his rifle and only remembered it at his father’s urging. His head snapped around to where the gun lay in the tall weeds. 

Just then, several things transpired with the slow speed of tragedy. His son dove for his gun in a rare moment of athleticism his father would have never believed possible. The horned man spewed a line of gibberish, and the dogs reacted with the devil’s speed. In response to hearing this order from their master, the dogs set upon the boy in a flurry of gnashing teeth. Ryan never had a chance before the dogs had him.

Gerald moaned and looked for his own gun and spotted it laying near the spilled thermos. He tried to run for the rifle, but the dogs met him first. The blood from his son still stained their teeth. Like some cruel game, they nipped at his heels and fingers rather than finishing him. The dogs showed devious cunning in how they kept the rifle just out of reach.

“Ryan, if you can still hear me, run,” Gerald yelled, willing his youngest to pop up like in a fairy tale and be all right. He wanted to believe the boy had simply played dead and couldn’t really be gone. Kids weren’t supposed to be killed by dogs while their fathers had to watch.

Gerald accepted his own death a moment after he accepted that of his son’s. He stopped trying to reach the gun and instead offered a prayer. At this, the man in the horns uttered a low command, and the dogs set about tearing Gerald apart. 








  
  
Chapter 4




“We’re screwed is about the long and short of it,” Peter said. He leaned over Donna and pecked at the computer. He found what he wanted and turned the laptop so they could all see it. 

The editing software showed the digital time count for the uncut Donovan footage. Currently it was just under two hours, excluding the voice recordings. Two hours of B-roll was a drop in the bucket for a twenty-minute episode, let alone one of the longer end-of-the-season shows. Unless the voice recordings held gold, it was a wash for the Donovan house. 

Donna clicked an icon, and the screen cycled through snippets of Bridget, Edmon, and Pete taking voice recordings in the dining room, kitchen, downstairs panty, and living room. The time stamps indicated how long each team member had spent in their respective areas. The shortest showed the clips of James briefly doing his job outside. The flask came to his mouth more often than any of the voice recorders. 

“Crap, guys, that’s embarrassing. I’m so sorry, I screwed things up good and proper, didn’t I?” His worst predictions had come true, and it was all his fault. His friends didn’t have to say it either, he could see the reality in their eyes. “Remind me to throw that damn flask out.” 

Edmon tapped the computer image of himself lounging on the kitchen counter. The computer version of him held the small digital device, as if beginning a heartfelt confession to the machine. “Hey, it might not be all bad. I’m positive I got some hits on my questions. It was cold in there. I forgot my thermometer, but you can see me shivering.” The on-screen version of him rubbed his shoulders and blew into his cupped palms. This same past version smiled at the camera, as if predicting this exact conversation would be happening. He even managed a grin for the those watching and showed the raised gooseflesh of his arm. 

“There,” Edmon said. “I asked if anyone had anything to say about our being in the house. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Hand of God, it was like someone was standing next to me, breathing on my cheek. That’s at least somewhere to start. I’m telling you I got something.”

Peter stared at the footage’s time marker with disinterest. “That’s great, but it may not matter. We have the rights to this stuff, but unless we want the episode to be all B-roll filmed during the day and E.V.P. clips, we are demonstratively out of luck and ideas.”

James wanted a drink and aspirin for the headache lingering at the back of his skull. He pinched the bridge of his nose where the pounding intensified. The pain sent his stomach swirling, filling his belly with gas. Even the coffee pitched around his insides as if there was a possibility it could return the same way it went in. 

Between quiet burps he said, “Peter, you worked your magic once before. Is there any chance you can work it again and get us back inside? I’ll pawn my rare record collection if we need to sway Max Donovan with cash. The guy is a jerk for going after Donna, but the show should come first. I’ll sell every record I own if that’s what it takes, and I’ll do it without complaint.”

Peter deliberately perused the plate of doughnuts with exaggerated seriousness. He turned the plate like the doughnuts held vast secrets if viewed from different angles. “No more magic to work. I’m afraid that avenue is thoroughly and roundly exhausted. The danger of this turning into a legal fiasco is too great. No way Ghost Recon would come out the better for this, not in the court of public opinion.”

James pinched harder on his nose in the hope one pain might replace another. “Not having a season finale will cost us sponsors. What can we do? Is it too late to go somewhere else? We could do a live watch along to one of our old episodes. I see those sorts of things online all the time. We could even let our higher-level patrons sit in with us.”

“Eww,” Donna said, recoiling at the mention of a watch-along episode. “Those are so hokey. Tell me we’re better than that. Have you read some of the fan messages they send Bridget and me? Creepy doesn’t even begin to describe it.”

Bridget’s eye widened at the thought. She went to her phone and typed in sporadic burst separated by long bouts of reading. “Let’s at least see what can be scrounged up for a new location. I have a list, but admittedly I’m not sure any of them have the panache of the Donovan house. It’s like my grammy would say, though, something is always better than nothing. In our situation, beggars can’t be choosers—another Grammy truism.”

Edmon chuckled. “Her grammy gives the same response when someone asks why Bridget’s with me. But seriously, if the location was all that mattered, we wouldn’t be where we are. Like dating an ugly, funny guy, personality has to count for something. We make the show, not the location.”

“Har-har,” Bridget replied. “Someone is humble much.” She reeled off a list of nearby destinations from her phone. She used her finger to navigate the various online posts and stopped when one caught her attention. “There’s a haunted prison within driving distance. The firsthand accounts claim phantom sounds and electronic devices inexplicably going dead, like completely drained battery dead.”

Peter straightened his mustache, which meant he was going over filming logistics in his head. This was the first step of him forming a shooting schedule. “Could you send out the link in a group text? We’ll need all hands on deck when it comes to locating a suitable replacement.”

Their phones dinged in unison as the text came through. James glanced at the link and said, “I promise I’ll get a handle on things. I don’t want to be a detriment to the show. How about you guys focus on securing us a new venue and sober me will go through the voice recordings from yesterday? We can post what we find on the website and tell everyone, the audience, our sponsors, whoever, what happened. Blame my addiction, I don’t care. It’s all about protecting integrity, correct?”

The tedium of the task and his normal revulsion at the process caused everyone to stare at him. The offer was one of obvious self-punishment, an act of contrition from a guilty party.

Edmon struggled to respond, as he worked to find a nice way to approach the issue. After several false beginnings, he eventually said, “Truth is good. I’ll concede you that point, but man, we can all agree it doesn’t have to be the whole truth. No sense dragging your name through the mud. Not to appease people who think an hour of dark hallways and drafty rooms is high art.”

James took a sip of the warm coffee letting the caffeine do its magic. His stomach turmoil continued, and every old injury seemed to come alive under his skin. The pain of every scraped knee and every bumped elbow returned. “All I’m saying is post what you want. I won’t hold it against you. I’ll go through the Donovan stuff while you guys figure out our next move. It’s the least I can do, and if we post it as bonus clips on our website, maybe the angry mob won’t rally for our cancelation. Ghost Recon can still make good on its claims, and the transparency can only help our reputation.”









