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      Forget what you’ve heard.

      There is absolutely nothing wrong with being the second best at anything. This is the absolute truth. No matter what your parents or high school track coach tell you. No matter the lyrics from your favorite classic rock song—you know, the one you use to get pumped up at the gym. No matter the message that gets rammed down your throat in the latest feel-good movie of the year about the underdog clawing his way to the top. No matter any of that. Sometimes second place is the place you want to be.

      There are many very successful people coming in second place in their respective fields who do just fine. The number two brain surgeon in the world is still a pretty damned good doctor, one would imagine. The same goes for the person holding the number two spot on the Forbes 500 list.

      Being the best of the best may be the goal for some, and it is a good goal to have, but there are perks to not being first in your field.

      Hunter Houston Jr. is a perfect example of this.

      Houston is a big guy who stands around six feet tall and weighs in the neighborhood of two hundred and forty pounds, most of it muscle and packed into his broad shoulders and bulging biceps. They definitely grew ‘em big on those backwoods Georgia dirt roads where he grew up. He still calls the Peach State home. Back there, they refer to him as a “good ‘ol boy.”

      Everybody who knows him calls him Houston, but those closest to him, like his Mama Maddie and baby sister, Beth Anne, call him Junior. They do this mainly because he hates it, and he can’t really do anything about it unless he wants the embarrassment of everyone knowing his aged mama could still turn him over her knee and tan his hide. Especially considering he’s twenty-eight years old. That’s the kind of information that, if it got out, would be hard to live down.

      It might even drop him to third place, maybe fourth.

      Second place is acceptable, but it’s hard to make a halfway decent living being fourth best.

      Especially in his line of work.

      Houston hunts monsters for a living. Now, these aren’t the kind of monsters most people think about out there in the real world. He’s not a cop or P.I. stopping abusers or molesters on a regular basis. Houston is a good man and would probably step in and stop those things if he knew about them, but they fall outside of his job description. The kind of monsters he hunts are those your parents kept telling you over and over don’t exist anywhere except in your mind.

      Your parents are wrong.

      Monsters are real.

      They are dangerous.

      And they are here.

      Thankfully, hunters like Houston stand between regular folks and the things that go bump in the night.

      As a career, Monster fighting is in no way glamorous and, frankly, none too sanitary. That aside, it’s steady work and kicking monster ass was one of the few things Houston had ever been good at doing. Plus, the job doesn’t require a high school diploma, much less a doctorate, so that meant no schooling, which suits Houston just fine. He never enjoyed cracking the books, but cracking heads…well, at that he’s near the top of his class.

      On the outside, Houston looks like just another big, dumb redneck, and while that’s kind of true, Houston is smarter than most people credit him. Often, that even works to his advantage. There’s book smarts and street smarts. What Houston has is dirt-road smarts.

      With his unkempt appearance, disheveled brown hair, and a week’s worth of beard stubble, he looks like a guy you would find bent over under the hood of a car in a junkyard or working on a farm. If he hadn’t found a different calling, one he was rather adept at, that’s most likely where he would be today.

      By this point, you’re probably wondering why we aren’t talking about the number one monster hunter out there. That guy’s name was Bubba.

      Now, if you know who Bubba is, then you already know he’s one tough act to follow. As the official Southeastern Regional Monster Hunter for the Holy Roman Catholic Church, Bubba is at the top of the big boy’s speed dial. Yep, Bubba’s the guy who gets the call from His Holiness when supernatural beings threaten to eat the world or cause some other brand of major havoc.

      While Bubba and his team saved the world every now and again, Houston regularly handled the smaller cases. He took care of things that went bump in the night, but rarely dealt with anything that might potentially bring about the end of the world as we know it. He has never actually saved the world, at least not as far as he could recall, but that doesn’t mean his work wasn’t important—quite the contrary.

      Houston has touched a lot of lives.

      He’s even managed to save a few, too.

      So, even though Bubba got all the primo assignments, Houston had always been quite okay with that. He was happy to take the smaller cases. That way, he didn’t have to work too hard and still made some decent coin in the process. Was he capable of doing more? Most certainly. He just didn’t want to. All that mattered to him was keeping his clients happy, his bills paid, and his family off his back.

      That was enough for him.

      Then that durned Bubba had to up and vanish.

      Even worse, his entire team disappeared along with him. Now, we aren’t talking about an unannounced, long, impromptu vacation or a weed-inspired road trip. They were simply gone. We’re talking snap your fingers vanished off the face of the Earth gone. No one knew exactly where they’d gone or how to find them, but the Archdiocese hit high alert once they heard the news. They’d mustered the troops in an all-out search. Houston had even received a couple of private calls asking on the QT if he or his team had seen their wayward monster hunter. Some speculated they were killed while others thought they were abducted by the very monsters they were hired to fight.

      Houston didn’t necessarily like Bubba, but he did respect him, and he hoped that the man and his team hadn’t come to a sour end.

      That’s why, when Bubba’s Holy Roman shot callers came a-calling on Houston to step up, he did the only thing he could…

      He got drunk.

      Really drunk.

      Like, so plastered he couldn’t stand up drunk.

      Then, once he sobered up and threw up for the fourth or fifth time (honestly, he lost count), Houston agreed to look into things for the church just this once…

      As soon as they finished haggling over his fee.

      He even charged them a little extra for it being a rush job. Surprisingly, they paid it without much cajoling. Houston filed that tidbit away for later because, well, let’s just say experience has taught him that there is always a next time.

      In the end, even Houston had to throw in the towel and surrender to the inevitable. He told Bubba’s holy-roly handlers that their man was gone, and he wasn’t so sure he would be coming back. Still, Houston did not want to become the whipping boy of the church. Oh, he was as religious as the next Georgia boy, raised to fear the Lord Almighty’s wrath should he sin, but that didn’t mean he wanted to be on the Lord’s payroll. No, sir. Houston was a firm believer in the separation of church and whatever state of inebriation he was in on any given day.

      Then again, with the world’s number one monster hunter gone, Hunter Houston Jr., the Horror Hunter from Georgia, had big shoes to fill and a lot of work to do.

      If the clients could meet his fee, he was prepared to step up.
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      Stepping up sucks!

      This thought kept replaying itself over and over in the back of Houston’s mind as he made his way deeper and deeper into the stuff of nightmares. The thin file he had been given called the creature a Wog, a cross between a tiny horse and a giant rat that roamed the swampy lands near a state park. The Wog had become something of an urban legend in a small county about an hour east of Atlanta, which was about the extent of the information the client had on hand.

      There were no photos of the beastie or anything remotely akin to proof that it existed or was real at all and not the figment of some old settler’s marijuana-induced hallucination a few hundred years earlier. Houston was betting on the latter, which made this job easy money.

      Or so Houston thought.

      Six hours of slogging ankle-deep through mosquito-infested swampland in the middle of a typical hot and humid Georgia summer made him rethink the easy part.

      He was about to give up and call it a snipe hunt when he ran across some tracks he couldn’t explain. Now his easy money gig had suddenly turned into a real job. He tracked the critter deeper into the swamp, his feet sinking into the wet clay up past his ankles, almost to his knees. If he went any deeper, he would have to give up and find another way to traverse the swamp that didn’t include walking.

      Not that he had much further to go.

      Maybe the client can get me one o’ those James Bond jetpacks, he mused.

      A shrill shriek tore through the trees, ripping leaves from their branches until they filled the pre-dawn sky like bats from a vampire movie. It also reminded him why he was hanging out in the swamp.

      Houston couldn’t see anything at first as the sun had dropped below the tree line. He knew better than to travel the swamplands alone, especially after dark, but the rest of his team was occupied. He had left a message with Tommy Mack but wasn’t sure when his partner would join the festivities, if at all.

      If the slacker didn’t show, Houston figured he didn’t have to share the easy money. Maybe he would buy a boat. Or a jet ski. He had always wanted a jet ski, but that jet pack was sounding good, too.

      When he caught a glimpse of the beast’s glowing orange eyes in the dark ahead, he wished he had waited on Tommy Mack, not that Houston would admit he required backup.

      “Well, hello ‘dere,” Houston said, mimicking an old cartoon character he always found funny as he unsheathed the recently sharpened machete from its scabbard strapped to his back.

      Houston aimed the flashlight beam at the creature. When the light hit its mud-caked face, the monster bellowed. Fear or rage? Houston couldn’t decide. If it hadn’t been rage before, the bright white beam to the eyes made the creature angry now.

      The beast charged.

      Dropping the flashlight into the muck, Houston pulled a second machete from the sheath tied to his leg and held both in front of him in the opposite manner for which the weapon was designed; this handling was ill-equipped for chopping wood but perfect for fighting big critters like the one barreling toward him.

      Houston stood his ground, ready for the attack.

      The Wog galloped closer.

      Houston planted his feet, his grip tightening on the machetes’ handles.

      The Wog went airborne, its equestrian-like legs propelling it over a fallen tree and directly at its prey.

      Houston spun on the ball of his left foot, pivoting out of the beast’s line of fire.

      As the Wog sailed past to land where Houston had been, he brought the machetes around in an X formation, slicing into the animal’s mangy hide and sending the creature’s inky blue blood spattering across the trees.

      The beast hit the ground with all the grace of a sack of potatoes, wounded but alive. It snarled and got back to its feet, angrier than ever, but also not so quick to attack as it sized up its prey. With saliva dripping from its exposed fangs, it looked menacing.

      Houston smiled. “Bring it.”

      And bring it the Wog did. With a roar, the wounded beast leapt at Houston, who sliced again with the machetes, opening the animal’s soft underbelly and sending blood and viscera spilling out across the muddy water.

      The Wog’s momentum slowed, but not enough. Severely diminished, the Wog fell against Houston and his machetes, more dead weight than muscle-bound monster.

      They slammed into the ground, splashing into the water and mud.

      Before he could regain his composure and push the dead beast off, the ground opened beneath them, and both monster and hunter were pulled beneath the swampy surface with only a splash and moist sucking sound to mark their passage.

      The swamp fell silent. Not even the cicadas made a sound while the entire ecosystem held its breath to see what happened next. It stayed that way for several long minutes as nothing moved...waiting…

      Until a machete blade pierced the surface.

      Then another.

      Slowly, Houston pulled himself free of the mud that had sucked him beneath the surface and into the creature’s nest.  A noxious concoction covered him from head to toe, made of slimy swamp mud, the blue goop that passed for the Wog’s blood, and assorted viscera.

      Houston wiped his face clean with the back of his hand, then spit out the blue mucus he had inhaled.

      “Well, that’s pretty disgusting,” a familiar voice said from nearby. It was his friend and partner, Tommy Mack.

      “Smells worse,” Houston said.

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “You should taste it.”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Where the hell were you, anyway?” Houston asked, irritated.

      “It dead?” Tommy Mack asked, changing the subject.

      “After all that, it damn well better be.”

      Houston stared down at the blue-blood covered ground. Beneath him, nothing moved.

      He kicked the sucking mud to make sure. It didn’t move.

      “Dead.”

      “Good. Let’s bag him and get,” his partner added.

      Houston sighed.

      “What?”

      “It’s still down there,” Houston said, looking at the hole he had just climbed out of and really didn’t want to go back into any time soon.

      “Well, go get him, and let’s get out of here.”

      “Aw, come on, man.”

      Tommy Mack stood firm. “You heard what the client said. He wants the trophy or no payday. Do you really want to go home empty-handed after all this?”

      “No.”

      “Of course, no. So, get down there and drag that thing’s dead carcass back up here. I’ll grab the tarp.”

      “Sometimes I hate this job,” Houston said as he squatted next to the hole.

      “No, you don’t,” Tommy Mack said.

      “No,” he sighed. “I don’t.”

      Tommy Mack laughed.

      “Where were you, anyway?” he asked again. “I left messages.”

      “I had a date.”

      “A date?” Houston asked as if the notion were foreign to him. He slid the machetes back into their respective homes without cleaning off the blue goop.

      “Yes. You know, that thing where two people spend time together.”

      “Like over dinner?”

      “Food is generally considered part of it, yeah.”

      “Anybody I know?”

      Tommy Mack chuckled as he pulled the tarp from the back of the truck and began to unroll it.

      “That’s a yes,” Houston said, still pulling blue chunks out of his hair. “It’s Val over at the bookstore, ain’t it? I saw the way you were looking at her after we bagged that little bookworm gremlin last week.”

      “Can we discuss this later, Houston? I’d like to get out of here. This place gives me the creeps in the dark.”

      “How the hell did you get your truck in here? I’ve been following this thing for miles on foot.”

      Tommy Mack chucked a thumb over his shoulder.

      “This here’s Tate’s Bridge Road. I guess you went the long way around.”

      “Well, ain’t that just a kick in the head? I ruined these boots for nothing.”

      “And that’s why you’re the one going back in the hole, buddy. No sense both of us messing up our boots.”

      “Once more into the breach?” Houston joked, a thumb cocked toward the hellhole he’d just crawled out of minutes earlier. He had heard the phrase somewhere before but wasn’t sure where. He was pretty sure it was from a book, not that it mattered. It fit the situation.

      “What are you waiting for, Houston?”

      The horror hunter blew out a breath and put his hands on his hips. “It’s times like this we need an intern.”

      “You have an intern.”

      “Do you see Frog here now?” Houston asked. “I didn’t think so. That durn kid’s only here for the cool parts. Always seems to be elsewhere when there’s real work to be done.”

      “I wonder where he learned that?” Tommy Mack muttered.

      “Whut was that?” Houston asked.

      “Nothin’!”

      Houston snorted a laugh. “That’s what I thought.”

      Tommy Mack tapped his watch.

      “Back in the hole, horror hunter.”

      With a resigned sigh, Houston took a deep breath and pushed himself back into the creature’s blue slimy nest beneath the murky water. As he passed beneath the surface, the thoughts filling his mind were surprisingly not about the payday he was about to receive or that he had come within a hair’s width of punching out for good. No, the thoughts consuming the distressed horror hunter were more personal in nature.

      Dammit, I’m gonna need a shower after this.
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      I can’t see a goddamned thing down here!”

      “That’s because it’s dark,” a familiar voice called out.

      “Well, no shit, Sherlock,” Houston said, staring into the darkness above him even though he knew he couldn’t see the person on the other end of his headset.

      “Then why do you sound so surprised?”

      “Smartass,” Houston mumbled.

      Houston eased a little lower into the inky blackness, tethered by a thick nylon rope and a descender rig. Green glow sticks dangled from his belt, and a flashlight hung on a rope below him so he could see the bottom before he got there. There was a chill in the stuffy air, which is what he expected of caves.

      Once, he tackled a twenty-foot earthworm whose presence destabilized the walls of Tallulah Gorge. It was one of Houston’s favorite stories to tell and, if you kept buying him drinks, the worm got larger with each telling. That borehole held no resemblance to the one he now found himself in, however. Then again, why should it?
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