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      For my father, I wish you could be here to see this

      or

      For my father, thank you for making this possible 

      or

      For my father, thank you for teaching me the peace of wild things

      or

      For my father, from whom I learned to love the wilderness

      

      or simply,

      

      For my father
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      In early October 2023, I was sitting in a cafe thinking about the next book I would write. I had recently finished my forthcoming Gothic novel, The House on Garnet Hill, and had to get away from haunted houses for a bit. I always wanted to do a wilderness survival story—I loved reading Hatchet, Lord of the Flies, and The Most Dangerous Game as a kid—and began to outline a rough premise for what would become Hinterland. 

      November was right around the corner, and I planned to attempt the daunting challenge of writing a novel in a month. I had a vague premise in place and a few names picked out, but I wasn’t sure where the story would lead. I put Hinterland on the shelf until I could start writing on November 1st. 

      Just days before I was set to write the novel, I started receiving innumerable phone calls and messages from friends asking if I had heard the news about a former Christian ministry I was in and the allegations against the founder. Story after story broke detailing spiritual manipulation, clergy abuse, sexual misconduct, and “prophetic” falsehoods.

      Needless to say, I was shocked, but not entirely surprised. For years, there had been allegations of cultish behaviors within the organization, but I brushed those off because I couldn’t see behind the curtain. Once it was pulled back, it was clear that it was indeed a cult. 

      How did I end up in this situation? 

      In my teenage and early adult years, I struggled to reconcile my religious upbringing with my sexuality. The two seemed to be at odds with each other, and I was caught in the middle. I would often hear sermons about LGBT+ people and how they were destined for hell. I prayed every night for God to take my desires from me, but they never went away. When people asked about my sexuality, I would lie. I told them it was wrong to be gay, but all the while I was falling in love with one of my friends. I was living a double life, and I needed to find a solution.

      Enter IHOPKC—the International House of Prayer of Kansas City—an evangelical Christian ministry devoted to 24/7 prayer and worship until the return of Jesus. Their sole mission is to run a prayer and worship room 24/7 and “change the understanding and expression of Christianity in a generation” into ushering in the end times and the return of Jesus Christ within our lifetimes. 

      How could they possibly solve my perceived problem? First, one of my friends in our church’s youth group attended a conference put on by IHOPKC. When he returned, he spoke of miracles—vision being restored, people in wheelchairs walking, and others being “set free” from homosexuality. Second, I believed my sexuality was partially due to a lack of faith or wholeheartedness. IHOPKC was a ministry where thousands of other young adults sacrificed their 20s to read the Bible, study theology, and spend forty hours a week in the prayer room. If I could be like those radical Christians, then I wouldn’t be gay. 

      That wasn’t all. While attending a conference put on by IHOPKC, someone from their “university” (I say “university” because, despite their promise to get accredited, they never did) approached me, claiming that God told them to tell me that I was supposed to come and attend classes there. Further, several messages and “prophetic words” were given, saying that my friendships, my family, school, and society were keeping me from a vibrant relationship with God. 

      What was I to say? I was struggling with college life, depressed, and tormented by my sexuality. My life was falling apart, and the ministry seemed to have all the answers. So I made the choice to quit school, give up my full-ride scholarship, and do a six-month internship in Kansas City. After all, it was what God wanted, right?

      I lied during my intake interview and claimed that God healed me from being gay—only because I didn’t want that to disqualify me from the internship. I got in. Six months of prayer, worship, and reading the Bible. We lived in overcrowded apartments and ate cafeteria food. We took classes and spent six hours every night from 6 pm to midnight in the prayer room. 

      Afterward, I considered my options and decided to remain at the ministry and complete a four-year certificate at the “university.” At first, everything seemed great, but slowly the truth came out again. I tried dating girls only to end up crying in my car after a date. I was still attracted to men, and I couldn’t understand why when I was doing everything “right.” So I took the next step and joined a program offered by the ministry. 

      It was the closest you could get to conversion therapy without being actual conversion therapy. I joined the program, lied my way through it, avoided the “g” word, and hoped that if I fixed other problems in my life, the gay thing would go away. It didn’t. After a horrible senior year in my program, I decided to leave Kansas City and return home. 

      My problems followed me. I was dating a girl who was my best friend, teaching Sunday school at my church, working at a great job, and about to head off to Seminary to get my M.A. in Theology. Everything looked great on paper, but I was depressed, struggling, and caught in an endless cycle of shame and hiding. 

      Finally, with the help of my best friend and cousin—and some therapy—I decided to be honest with myself. I was gay. That was never going away. I had to accept myself, tell others, and figure out what my life would look like.

      Ignoring my sexuality for over a decade for the sake of religious dogma was detrimental. I lost so much of myself throughout the years. Eventually, I stepped back and realized that I was unknown—no one close to me knew the real me, and I barely knew myself. I was a shell of a person, carved out so that others would accept me. 

      It was during this time that I started distancing myself from IHOPKC. I had been casually following them and attending some conferences or visiting the prayer room when I was back in town, but coming out to my friends from the ministry was a rough experience. Further, several leaders started promoting right-wing conspiracy theories that did not align with their previous beliefs. I could see that the organization was going in a similar direction to the church I grew up in. I started to disengage, untangle my own beliefs from what I was taught, and deconstruct my faith. I started writing again after years of abandoning my long-held desire to craft stories. 

      From 2018 to 2023, I did my own thing—rediscovering myself and learning what I wanted from life. Deconstructing my faith and figuring out what I believed. I reignited my passion for storytelling and wrote two books and numerous short stories. I dated, fell in love, had my heart broken, found my best friends, and lived my life. 

      That brings us back to October 2023 and the unfolding allegations. It turns out that ushering in the end times is a telltale sign of a doomsday cult. Who knew? The entire “ministry” was predicated on delusion and lies. Our lives, our money, our bodies, and our time were sacrificed on the altar to uphold the ego of one man. 

      As I began to process my own feelings, I reconnected with old friends and met new ones who had similar experiences to my own. The whirlwind of scandal ignited a firestorm within me. I had to channel all those feelings into something. In the chaos of my fury, sorrow, frustration, and despondency, Hinterland was born.

      Kestrel’s story is, in a way, my own story. I lost the core of who I was and found myself among strangers. I struggled against nature and religion, belief and doubt, truth and lies. I had to lean on others when I lost my way, and in the end, I found myself again. 

      I survived.

      
        
        - Logan Spurgeon, 2025
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      “Kestrel. That is your name.” 

      Kestrel, Kestrel, Kestrel. 

      He said it over and over in his head, trying to memorize the word before he attempted to speak it. It didn’t come out at first—his lips were cracked, his tongue dry. His teeth tasted of iron when he licked them. A hoarse voice uttered from his desiccated throat as he spoke the name that was not his own. “Kestrel.”

      “Can you hear me?”

      Kestrel looked up. Though she stood only a few feet away from him, the woman who spoke was a blur. He strained to focus. Her face was grainy, and her edges shimmered.

      “He hit his head hard.” A shadowy, bulky body emerged from the indistinguishable world behind the woman.

      It was all becoming too much. Kestrel turned his attention back to the woman, looked for where her eyes should be, and narrowed his until they vanquished the filmy glaze preventing his sight. 

      “Look, he’s coming to!” 

      Kestrel tried to find who had spoken, but there were too many of them. They stood loosely arranged around him, some low to the ground, others half-hidden behind the nearby trees. The torches and little fires scattered around them illuminated their figures, throwing shadows across their faces. The woods were dense and quiet, save for the sound of their breath and distant leaves falling to the wet earth. The wind pressed the trees, and Kestrel heard what sounded like archaic wind chimes above him. Their bleak, graceless music grated his ears. 

      A strong, gentle hand touched his cheek and guided him back. The woman who spoke earlier examined Kestrel with bright yellow eyes—the color of digested bile, catlike. Her hair fell along her round face in jagged strands as if cut with a rusted knife. 

      “Where am I?” Kestrel asked. 

      “You are with us,” she said joyously, the words falling from salivating lips.  

      “Who are you?” Kestrel’s head throbbed with pain. His hair felt wet and heavy, and the air around him smelled of blood. When he tried to lift his hand to touch his head, a tremor wormed through his skull and into the soft flesh of his forgetful mind. Too soon to move quickly. 

      “Don’t you remember?” a timid voice asked from somewhere along the tree line. 

      Kestrel shot his gaze toward the sound. It took him a moment to gain focus again; when he did, he saw a little girl peer from behind a tree. She was young—no more than seven or eight. Her clothes were tattered, her faded blue jeans and pale pink shirt contrasted with her otherwise drab outfit—a practical brown coat and gray sneakers. On her head, she wore fur rabbit ears that looked to be part of an old Halloween costume.

      Something hung around her neck. Kestrel couldn’t tell what it was, but the girl held on to it carefully before she concealed it in her coat like a prized possession. Her eyes were big and curious, but heartbroken. Clean streaks ran down her face where the dirt had been washed away by tears. 

      “Not now, Cottontail,” the woman said, pulling Kestrel’s focus back to her. 

      Cottontail. Like the rabbit ears she wears. 

      “Who are you?” Kestrel repeated. 

      “We are your people. You belong to us now,” the catlike woman said. She smiled and leaned forward to kiss his forehead. Kestrel recoiled from the stranger, wishing he could wipe her saliva from his skin. He stared up at her with disgust.

      “No. Who are you?” Kestrel asked pointedly. 

      “Ah.” The woman stood upright. She wore old, ripped blue jeans and the remnants of a white collared shirt. It was partially covered by a grayish-brown wool vest that was frayed at the bottom seam. Around her neck hung a sort of tie Kestrel hadn’t seen before. 

      He stared.

      “You are Kestrel.” She reaffirmed the strange name. “And I am Lynx, the leader of our people. You’ve been chosen, and soon you’ll be initiated. Do you know where you are?” 

      When he shook his head, Lynx smirked. His answer pleased her.

      Lynx adjusted the object that hung around her neck. It glinted in the forest’s scant light and refracted a gleam that almost matched her eyes. It was a bolo tie, and in the center, a warm amber stone shone as bright as honey. 

      “He’s the one,” the high-pitched voice from before called out. 

      Kestrel tried to find the owner of the voice, but his sight was blocked by a towering monstrosity of a man. His eyes were hidden behind a matted fur mask that made him look like an ox, and his chin and mouth were obscured by an unruly beard. Horns jutted from the mask and twisted around his ears. He stood tall and immovable, watching. 

      “What’s happening?” Kestrel cried, suddenly alarmed. His heart raced, and blood pounded behind his eyes, drumming in his ears and turning his stomach.  

      “You hit your head. Hard. You will be fine,” the intimidating man assured him.

      It was not quite the comfort Kestrel needed. It was only then, in the blistering chill, that he realized his hands and feet were tied, his hiking boots wrapped in rope.  

      “Don’t be afraid. You’ve been with us a long time. You’ve forgotten us, but it will all come back to you soon. I promise,” Lynx said. She turned back toward the hiding girl. “Cottontail, please get Kestrel a canteen of water.” 

      Cottontail. Lynx. Kestrel.  

      It felt like he was collecting names like trinkets. 

      The girl hopped out of sight, returning with a silver bottle. She carefully unscrewed the cap and handed it to Lynx, who held it to Kestrel’s lips. He gulped down the water, but he couldn’t get enough. It was lukewarm and tasted like metal, but he didn’t mind. 

      Lynx pulled the canteen from his lips, and Kestrel caught his breath. Small dribbles ran down his chin; he wished he could drink them up. He wanted more, but the bottle was almost empty. 

      Lynx handed it back to Cottontail, who peered into the mostly depleted void. She sighed and screwed the cap back on. The pendant hanging around her neck fell forward, and the swinging appendage made Kestrel’s stomach flip. Cottontail noticed his queasy look and hid it away behind her brown coat once more. 

      It was a foot. 

      Not just any foot—a child’s foot.

      Her foot. 

      Kestrel looked down and saw a series of bandages wrapped around her small leg where her foot should have been.

      What the—what’s happening?

      The masked man with horns, the woman with the bolo tie and catlike eyes, and the girl with her own foot hanging around her neck. How did he end up here? 

      “It’s a charm.” Cottontail scrunched her face as she tried to close up her coat. Her efforts were futile, and the bulky necklace fell out once again. She held her own foot in her hand and stared at it. It was the steel gray of death, cold and hardened, the edges blackened and bruised purple. 

      “Frostbite,” the large man said, answering the question Kestrel was too afraid to ask. 

      Shock coiled around Kestrel, struck by the horror that the little girl kept a prize of her agony, a charm to ward away further mutilation, a pound of flesh. Water and acid—the only thing his belly had to offer—spewed from his mouth onto the autumn-dusted earth. The leaves caught his nausea and held it there, like Cottontail held her foot, a reflecting pool of revulsion. At the mere thought of it, Kestrel heaved once more. 

      “It’ll be okay.” Cottontail put a small, dirt-stained hand on his shoulder, patting him twice before Lynx asked her to get another bottle of water. She hopped away in obedience, her rabbit ears bouncing as she disappeared behind the group. 

      Kestrel’s lungs faltered. He needed to slow the speed of his heart. Too much was happening. The woods around him began to spin, and his eyes lost their strength. He teetered on his knees, rocking back and forth as the ground threatened to jump up toward him. 

      “I got him,” the man said as he stabilized Kestrel.

      The feel of the strange man’s hands on his shoulders made Kestrel recoil. He gasped as the man cut the cords binding him, then lifted and leaned him against a nearby stone. 

      Cottontail returned with another bottle and gave it to Lynx, making sure to keep her distance this time. Lynx approached, touching his forehead with the back of her hand like his mother had when he had a fever as a child. She shook her head and gave him another drink.

      My mother.

      A distant memory, alive but flickering out, reminding him he once had a life far from this place. He knew these strangers were not his people, these woods were not his home, and his name was not Kestrel. He had a mother out there, and maybe a father, too. 

      If only he could remember. 

      There was no evidence of how long he’d been in the woods, how or why he was there in the first place—if it was of his own volition or if he’d been taken by these people. There had to be a logical explanation. The water settled in his stomach, slowing the terror inside him as it alleviated his thirst.

      With newfound clarity, he looked around to see more people. Cottontail, Lynx, the unnamed man, and others. Nine. He counted nine others. There could be even more beyond, hiding among the shapes and shadows of the trees and rocks around him. He was surrounded. 

      The clinking from above resumed as the wind picked up—a wicked chorus that sounded like rocks rolling down the hill, of trees shattering upon rapids, or the breaking of bodies. He looked up, and his hopes were quickly dashed. Hanging above him weren’t stones or sticks. Bones from broken, dismantled bodies hung from the branches of the high canopy, cracking against each other as they swayed.

      There were crimson strings around them, rope stained red. They resembled veins intertwined, sinew and bowels, wrapped around ashen white, burnt black, aged gray, and sickly yellow bones—tibia and femur, rib and radius, sternum and jaw. Instead of chimes to celebrate spring, their ungodly death rattle brought forth the chill of autumnal air that precedes the winter dark. 

      “Don’t be afraid,” Cottontail said in her soft voice. “You are not one of them.” 

      Kestrel could not hide his eyes, the sweat beading his brow, nor the tremble of his jaw as he watched a mandible smack against a spinal column, scattering teeth upon the earth. He wondered how many had fallen and been lost, barren seeds unable to yield the fruit of their former hosts. How many people died to decorate these trees?

      Kestrel looked back down to see flames rising behind Lynx’s head. Smoke rose and swirled among the bones above, joining in their dance. A large bonfire was set up beyond where Lynx stood; it smelled acrid, metallic, and foul, like hair and flesh crisping. Above the burning body, little glimmers of dust sparkled. 

      No, no, no. 

      Lynx stepped aside, and Kestrel saw the makeshift altar, wood stacked neatly in blocks. A slab of bark—like a mortician’s table—held the body of a young man. The body had recently been laid out on the pyre; the extremities were not yet blemished by blisters and black char. For a moment, he swore he saw the hand of the burning man writhing. He dismissed the thought as much as he could. 

      “Muskox, are we ready?” Lynx turned to the large man, who nodded. 

      Kestrel said the name to himself, a growing call sheet of strangers who shouldn’t be allowed to continue their rituals. The atrocities warned him to get up, to run as fast as he could and find a way home. But there was no home to run to.

      Not that Kestrel didn’t have one. He supposed he did, though he couldn’t remember where it was. He wasn’t even sure of his current location. A forest, to be sure—but where? When? The trees were tall above the ribbons and bones, dense leaves turning shades of brown, red, orange, and yellow in the dying autumn.

      Death surrounded him. At least he knew that. 

      “This is the sacrifice,” Lynx said. She moved out of the way and gestured toward the bonfire. 

      The others began to chant and howl, their vocalizations strange. 

      The smell, the sight, the very idea of it made Kestrel want to jump into the fire himself—to burn away to cinder, lift up as ash upon the wind, and drift high above and far away from this place and its barbaric people. At least he wouldn’t have to endure whatever was about to happen. 

      Muskox, along with two other men, began shoveling dirt onto the fire. The tendrils of flame retracted, the smell of smoke littered with earth and flesh. The wooden structure that held up the body was no longer like a mortician’s slab—it was now a banquet table being readied for a feast. 

      “The time is now!” a woman shouted. A flowing cloth draped her body, making her look like a vulture wrapped in its wings, a hungry scavenger above a carcass. She wore a patinated leather mask with a plume of feathers springing from the top. Her eyes were hidden, but her mouth and nose had been left uncovered. She waved the others over, and they gathered around the body. 

      “Hoatzin,” Lynx addressed the woman. “Have you prepared the spirits?”

      Hoatzin. The vulture-like woman is Hoatzin. 

      Kestrel knew he must memorize all of their names and mentally made a list of those who were about to commit this heinous act. 

      “It is ready,” Hoatzin shrilled. She stirred a vat of liquid that splashed at the edges. It reminded him of a witch’s brew, a glowing, sinister cauldron. She pulled out a beat-up ladle and took a long sip.  

      The group looked at the spread body. One licked his lips, another quieted her stomach with a hand, and a few bowed their heads, but one—a woman—stared directly at Kestrel. She smiled at Kestrel and put her wool hood over her head. She checked those around her and looked back at him. 

      “Friend.” She mouthed the words to him. He couldn’t trust her—he couldn’t trust anyone here—but something stirred within him. She guaranteed no one was looking for a third time and mouthed an apology.

      What was she sorry for? He thought about what was about to happen, what he was about to see, and he knew the answer. Kestrel grimaced at the thought of it. 

      “Thank you, Grouse, for your sacrifice,” Lynx said as she raised her arms high in the air. “We are able to go on because of your death. Your blood will be our blood, your flesh our flesh, your life our life. We are one.” 

      “No, don’t do this!” Kestrel stood, but his head swelled, and the land beneath him went sideways. He stumbled and caught himself on a nearby tree as the world swirled; he felt his awareness fade. 

      Bark scraped his hands and arms, peeling skin from his palms. The scent of sap and blood was sharp and nauseating. He looked away from the altar, from the people gathering around the burnt remains, searching for the little girl. 

      “Can I have a bite of the thigh?” Cottontail asked as she peered up at the body.

      Kestrel was losing his battle to stay conscious. The darkness swirling over his body was a welcome gift. He no longer had to witness the charred man being devoured, the twelve rejoicing in their meal as they picked his bones clean to hang up by crimson threads in the trees. 

      He was lucky, for now, that he was not among the devourers.
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      There was no path through the woods, no trail to follow, and no clear way forward, at least to Kestrel. If there was, he wasn’t privy to the knowledge. As he followed the group blindly, a man behind him swept a broom made of branches across the ground, hiding their tracks as much as possible. From what, Kestrel did not know.

      He had awoken that morning to an empty canopy. The bones hanging above him were gone, and the altar transformed to ash, the evidence scattered among the fallen leaves. He had hoped to wake from this nightmare, to find himself startled in bed and the gruesome visions just a conjuring of fear and warning. But all of it was real. 

      Two men had wrapped the bones in their stained ropes and placed them in large canvas backpacks, which they carried on their backs with ease. The weight of their hunger for flesh didn’t seem to bother them either.

      Cannibals.

      The word gnawed at him. He was walking in the company of cannibals who had feasted on a young man last night and seemed to enjoy it deeply. Spared of the savagery, Kestrel had been given a small bundle of dried fruits and foraged nuts by Cottontail. She smiled when she handed it to him, but he hadn’t been able to focus on anything beyond the foot hanging around her neck. 

      Kestrel winced as the forest floor dug at his bare feet. He looked down at his ripped blue jeans and green plaid shirt. Still, he found no memories. He tried to remember his home—the kind of house he lived in, the sort of bed he slept in, the clothes he wore. Was this what he wore every day, or was it the outfit he chose when he wandered into the wilderness? He wasn’t even sure what his own face looked like. He ran his hand over his features and through his matted hair. 

      The fall.

      They said he had fallen and hit his head. That’s when the memories fled his mind, gone to roost somewhere distant, waiting for him to build a nest so they might return safely. There was no way of knowing if he fell or if he was pushed, but he didn’t want to ask the others. He knew doubt would poison every word they spoke. 

      “Halt,” Lynx commanded before she sniffed the air.

      The two men carrying the bones, whom Lynx called Pronghorn and Thinhorn, stopped. Thinhorn licked his arm, and Pronghorn nudged him to quit. Brothers. Kestrel was sure of it. They had such similar features and mannerisms that they had to be related.

      Up to that point, the twelve had been in a single-file line behind Lynx, marching toward an unknown destination. Lynx exchanged words with Hoatzin—the birdlike woman—and a short man with scales on his face and shoulders. Kestrel shuddered at their appearances in the daylight, each one more uncanny than the other. The older ones seemed to have taken on the guise of their name. 

      Cottontail peeked out from behind Muskox to look at the three talking. Pronghorn shifted his pack, and the remains softly rattled. Goosebumps rose along Kestrel’s arm at the sound of the bones. 

      He turned to see the woman who had spoken to him during the sacrifice. “Who are you?” he asked. 

      “Stoat,” she said, without fully turning around. 

      “Last night…” Kestrel couldn’t finish. 

      Stoat stared at him with ebony eyes that matched her skin. She lowered her hood, releasing her salt-and-pepper braids to fall over her shoulders. She put a hand on his shoulder, signaling for him to hush with her other hand. “I’ll explain later,” she whispered. “They’re too close.” 

      Kestrel searched her deep eyes. Nothing made sense, and he wasn’t getting any closer to finding out the truth of what was going on or who these people were. He longed for any bit of information, scrambling as if he were trying to catch sunbeams in his hand. 

      “That’s Bowhead.” Stoat gestured for Kestrel to turn around. 

      Kestrel watched as the man—Bowhead—worked to erase their trail.

      Bowhead paused and leaned against his wide broom to catch his breath. It was made of what appeared to be an old mop handle, twigs, and evergreen branches. “Nice to meet you,” he said. His voice was heavy, deep, and powerful—not stern, but confident. Assured. His mouth was wide and grimly set. The man loomed large, bulkier and more muscular than Muskox, which was quite a feat. Age had worn down his face, giving his dark skin a gray hue, but his hair was so black, it shone blue. His eyes were the opposite of Stoat’s—tired, drained of life. 

      “You too,” Kestrel said, and tried to size up the only one who could potentially stop him from running back into the woods and hiding away. “Why are we stopping?” he asked. 

      “Lynx senses something,” Stoat explained. 

      “She can see the unseen. That’s why she leads us,” Bowhead added. 

      It was not the explanation Kestrel wanted, but it seemed to be the only one they would offer.

      “Have some water.” Stoat passed her bottle to Kestrel without any hint of a smile. “You can trust me.” 

      If it was an offering or appeasement, it fell short. Kestrel needed more. More information about where he was, who he was, who he was with, and where they were going. Stoat was the only one to offer anything to him thus far. The water felt good in his throat—a mercy. He was grateful for the drink, but suspicion bubbled up in him as he handed the water bottle back to her. “Who are the others?” he asked, pointing ahead. 

      “Gannet, Cottontail, Cross Fox, Thinhorn, Pronghorn, Muskox, Hoatzin, Caiman, Lynx,” Stoat answered while putting the bottle back in her pack. “In that exact order.” 

      “Always in order,” Bowhead said. 

      “How old is she?” Kestrel couldn’t stop staring at the little girl with a foot around her neck. She was playing a clapping game with Gannet, who looked too old to be a boy but not old enough to be a man. 

      Neither Bowhead nor Stoat responded. He tapped Stoat on the shoulder, but she raised her hood and adjusted her pack. Before he could get an answer, Lynx addressed them. 

      “Let’s move!”

      Hoatzin and the scaly man fell back in line, and everyone started to trod in a new direction. The trees and landscape seemed to blend together, a mirage of waypoints leading the pack to their destination, a labyrinth without walls. 

      “Do you know where we’re going?” Kestrel asked out loud.

      “We head to Salt Hill,” Bowhead told him. 

      “What is Salt Hill?”  

      No one replied. 

      Lynx led the group further into the woods, climbing until they came to a small stream. The water rumbled over the rocks, stealing leaves from the shore and sky, and carrying them down the slight slope. The group stopped to drink—some slowly and deeply, others quickly and repeatedly—but Kestrel hesitated. He knew to be wary of drinking from streams, but his mouth was so dry. He knelt and leaned over the rapidly moving surface, sipping the water despite his worry. 

      “Cross Fox,” Lynx called to the woman with dusky brown, bushy hair. A dark stripe ran along her mask. It looked like a black lightning bolt on the burnt orange fur. 

      “Fill everything,” Cross Fox said to the rest of the group after the two spoke. She crouched down to fill a hydration pack, the kind a camper might carry with them. Her torso was long, but her limbs seemed unusually short. “It will be heavy, but we will need it until we reach the river.” 

      Cottontail filled up two plastic water bottles as Thinhorn took a large military canteen and dipped it below the surface. Muskox took his turn with an old milk jug that still had its label on it. Kestrel realized he didn’t have anything to fill.

      “Here,” Stoat said as she tossed him a water bottle. “I have two.” 

      “Thank you.”

      “You were blessed to be chosen,” Stoat said with watery eyes. Her mouth stayed open as if she had more to say. 

      “Was I?” 

      “Yes.” Hoatzin said as she peered at him from across the river. Her body was stooped low, her arms spread out to the side like great wings, and her wild hair stuck up in all directions. Her eyes were red. “The gods have chosen you for their purpose.”

      Hoatzin removed the canister strapped across her chest before tilting her head too far to the right—unnatural and leering. There was a sort of wandering in her gaze, an examination of the unseen that lingered around the forest. She scooped up some water with the canister and mixed it in a chipped mug with some sort of mash. Then she took a sip, savoring it. 

      Stoat and Kestrel stood and stepped away from the stream.

      “You were saved by the gods. Otherwise—” Stoat did not finish her sentence. 

      Kestrel knew. 

      Eaten.

      He was saved from being eaten by the people who now called him blessed. 

      He felt grateful, but he also felt a tinge of guilt. If he hadn’t been saved, would the other man have been spared? It could’ve been him on that altar, burned and torn up for a meal, his liver charred, hair singed, and flesh sitting in the bellies of the twelve others around him. He shuddered at the thought.

      “We will reach Salt Hill by nightfall,” Lynx said to the group, her catlike eyes gleaming, the amber gemstone in her bolo tie refracting light on the stream. 

      All eyes turned to her.

      “We will camp there for the night, collect the bounty, then move on.” 

      The bounty.

      Kestrel wondered what that could be and why the place was called Salt Hill. He opened his mouth to ask, but Stoat gave him a warning glance. To save or to silence him, he wasn’t sure. 

      The party finished filling their bottles and packed up. Bowhead ensured the footprints by the water had turned to mud—nothing left to trace them. It occurred to Kestrel that he would have to leave something behind in case someone was looking for him, but he would have to get it past Bowhead and the others first. 

      If there was anyone looking for him.

      The remainder of the journey up to Salt Hill was uneventful. Everyone walked in an ordered pace, keeping up with Lynx, even Cottontail. The little rabbit girl walked on a tilt. Her missing foot made her stature uneven, but she used a sturdy stick to keep her balance. When she grew tired, Muskox carried her on his back. 

      Finally, the sun dipped below the mountainous horizon, and an abundance of shadows bloomed—the perfect hideaway for predators and prey alike. Even the trees, once so full of life—evergreen—became sinister spires. They grew farther apart as the group approached their destination, their cover becoming increasingly sparse.

      They reached a clearing at the edge of Salt Hill, and Kestrel’s eyes went wide. Rocks jutted up from the earth like an exposed spinal column, an unearthed giant. The fading sunlight blessed the salt rock formation with a yellow glow, bright and vivid like a hundred precious stones glinting in the night. An open wound of darkness, the start of a cave, was the only break in the shimmering stone. 

      “Rest up for the night,” Lynx commanded as she stood at the entrance of the small cave in the salt rock. The other eleven set down their gear, relieving themselves from the weight of their packs and unrolling makeshift sleeping mats. 

      “I will make a fire,” Muskox said.

      “I can help,” Cottontail chirped as she followed him off into the nearby woods to gather twigs and kindling.

      Kestrel noticed Bowhead watching everyone with intense care. The man muttered to himself as if he were taking notes so he could erase any trace of them once morning came. 

      “Cross Fox, with me,” Lynx commanded as she headed into a nearby cave. 

      “What’s in there?” Kestrel asked Stoat who was setting out her water bottle and a thick wool blanket she used for a bed. She took a breath but didn’t respond.

      “This is for you.” Cross Fox appeared behind him to give him a folded blanket and a wrapped package. “This is a small provision of fruits and nuts until tomorrow night. Ration it out, or you’ll have to forage tomorrow if you’re hungry. I see you already have a bottle. Once you’re initiated, I’ll give you your own pack.” She didn’t wait for a reply. Her short legs quickly carried her to the cave entrance and down into the salty darkness. 

      “That belonged to Grouse,” Stoat said. “His sacrifice meant you got to live. Don’t take it for granted.” 

      Kestrel nodded and unfolded his blanket. The smell of dead leaves, autumn wind, and musk stirred up from the fabric. Was that the last trace of Grouse, besides what remained in the guts of those around him? Kestrel set the blanket down with care as if it were a sacred thing. His life—his survival—was only due to the death of the stranger. He felt sick. 

      “Play along until it’s time,” Stoat whispered and walked off. 

      Her words sent him spiraling. What did she mean by that? It seemed she was not the same as the others—a double agent of sorts. She was looking out for him, and if that was the case, then maybe she was truly his friend. She returned after speaking with Hoatzin and sat next to him, facing the opposite way. 

      “You’ll be initiated once we cross the river.” She did not speak directly to him but faced the woods, her eyes searching, her voice hushed. “You’ll eat and drink what you’re given. If you refuse, you’ll be sacrificed next. Don’t throw up, or you’ll have to keep eating and drinking until your body accepts it.” 

      “What is it?” 

      “The drink is fermented fruit. You already know what you’ll be eating. Just accept it now, and that’ll make stomaching it easier. Eat the fruit and nuts tonight.” 

      Flesh. They were going to make him eat human flesh. 

      Kestrel tried not to think about it, but the words ripped through the mental curtain and let the sickening light in. He was hungry, but not starving. Certainly not enough for that. He also wondered where the body might come from since Grouse was picked clean last night. Would it be another of the pack?

      “What’s going on?” Tears came to Kestrel’s eyes. The phrase felt tired on his tongue.

      “I don’t know,” Stoat admitted, her voice unsteady. “But we will get out of here.”

      Muskox and Cottontail returned by the time Kestrel steeled himself, and his eyes had dried. The small campfire would be enough to warm them for the night. Bowhead disappeared with his branch down the path they had come from, looking solely at the ground. When he reemerged, he was sweeping the ground like a big tail moving to and fro. 

      Once the fire was lit, Lynx emerged from the cave to sit in front of the blaze. Her eyes glowed in the flicks of fire that painted her face. Cross Fox appeared shortly after and distributed something to each person. When Cross Fox handed Stoat her portion, Kestrel realized it was a bundle of cured meat. 

      Kestrel held his breath as Stoat tore into the preserved flesh. She ate without a second thought. He, too, would have to eat it—eat someone—tomorrow night. She continued to devour the food as he struggled against his nausea. Cross Fox passed him over and handed the next portion to Thinhorn, who began licking all of the salt from the dried flesh. 

      Cottontail ate her small bite quickly, and Muskox picked off a piece to give her more. 

      Kestrel’s little parcel of nuts and dried fruit was a delight. Not enough by any means, but better than the alternative. Everyone ate their portions and carefully drank from their bottles. Above them, bats flitted between the salt stones and the forest. Warmth radiated from the fire to fight the blistering wind. 

      At least bones weren’t jingling in the trees tonight. 

      “There will be a sleeping bag in your pack,” Stoat said as she set up her own. That was all she said to him for the rest of the night. The others went about their routine, but Kestrel was too exhausted to pay attention. There was enough to worry about—his memories, his whereabouts, the people who surrounded him, figuring out a way to escape, starvation…

      His head spun, and he couldn’t focus. He lay down and watched the firelight dance upon the trees. He wished he had something soft on which he could rest his head, but the remnants of grass were better than the hard ground. 

      The frost of night kept him awake for hours, even as those around him seemed to sleep. Every sound, every movement made him startle. Somewhere in the harrowing night, branches were breaking and leaves were rustling. Kestrel could’ve sworn footsteps were coming toward him. He opened his eyes. If there were something in the dark woods, then he would face it head-on. But fear wrapped around his bones like the red cords he saw in the trees last night. 

      Thump. 

      Kestrel rolled over, eyes wide. Someone had dropped a new log on the flames. The wood crackled and shifted, sending embers into the air. A shadow moved against the darkness. He sat up, squinting to see what it was. 

      Scales glinted in the light—flecks of green and black and orange. A face with sickening eyes. The man keeping watch removed his mask and stared at him. Kestrel didn’t look away as the lizard man ripped a piece of dried flesh with his sharp teeth and grinned, flecks of shredded meat stuck in his teeth. 

      What was his name again? 

      Kestrel lay back down slowly. The crackle of the fire and the sound of chewing were drowned out by his heartbeat—a traitor to his senses. He thought of last night, of the horrors he’d seen—the fire, the altar, the body, the hunger. 

      Would he be next? 

      The smell of last night returned to him—the perfume of roasting meat, the depravity. 

      His stomach groaned.
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      Sleep hadn’t welcomed him once in the night. In fact, it turned him away from its door, refusing to see him. Kestrel hoped he could get some shut-eye in the early hours, but the sound of lapping kept him up. When the sun rose, he turned over to see Thinhorn licking the wall of salt rocks. His tongue rubbed against the stone, eyes closed to savor the taste. 

      “Knock it off,” Pronghorn called out. “Get some sleep.”

      Chastised, Thinhorn returned to the thick cot he shared with his brother. 

      Kestrel snacked on the rest of the fruit and nuts in the early morning, then wandered off to relieve himself in the dense brush to his left. No one stirred from their sleep. As he emptied his bladder, he realized no one had followed him. Maybe they knew there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, no memories to reclaim. 

      When he returned to the campsite, Bowhead was standing by his mat, asking him if he had buried his waste and how far he had gone into the woods. He hadn’t gone far, and he hadn’t buried it. 

      “Leave no trace. Travel quietly. Stay together. Tread lightly,” Bowhead said as if it were a poem he’d written and recited a hundred times. Then he sighed, took his makeshift rake, and disappeared.
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