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This book is dedicated to my friends and family, especially my sister Vicky. (The younger one. Long story.) Without your help, these stories wouldn’t look nearly as polished as they are. You were tantamount in the making of this book.

Now stop nagging me to get it out, for crying out loud.

Thank you, and I love you.

TRIGGER WARNING:
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This is Horror.

Some of the themes in this book may upset sensitive readers. Those themes include but are not limited to child endangerment and murder, suicide, abuse, animal abuse, mental illness, violence, gore, and many other extremes.

This is not the book for those looking for feel-good stories. While there may be some wholesome and satisfying endings, make no mistake that the genre is built to frighten and make the reader think. No one is safe from life’s horrors, not adults, children, or animals. That may be a brash way to see it, but it is, unfortunately, reality.

Also, note that these stories are works of fiction. Any similarities between real people, places, or events are coincidental.

As the author, I try to limit the scope of these experiences because I know the trauma involved can be very impactful. That said, buyer beware. Go into this book knowing that there are unsettling things contained herein. 

You have been warned.

This. Is. Horror

Oh, and one final trigger warning: I am a proud member of the LGBTQIA+ community. If reading my book would be considered a form of support in the reader’s mind or go against their beliefs, then they should take note and skip over it. I refuse to apologize for being who I am. 

Never again.
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Zeke awoke with a start on the floor of his newly erected cabin as it rocked violently in the middle of the night. Thunder seemed to rumble all around him, not from the sky above but from the ground below. Red hot coals danced in the fireplace, giving the carved male face in the center of the mantle an even more sinister appearance as it silently screamed a warning. The logs in his home groaned inhumanly from the pressure. 

The fog in his sleepy brain barely beginning to clear, he attempted to stand, only to get pitched back to the earth. A feeling of nausea overtook him, emptying what little contents he had in his stomach. Fearing that his house might collapse on him, he clambered toward the front door to escape. 

Once outside, the pitch black of the night gave little indication of his surroundings. Even the moon had retreated, hiding its face from the world, adding no helpful light. As his eyes adjusted, he stood in his long john underwear and watched in horror, paying no mind to the December chill enveloping him. Trees whiplashed back and forth, touching the soil on all sides. Some snapped, surrendering to whatever violent tantrum the earth was throwing. Streaks of lightning blossomed with an electrical crack from the ground, illuminating the awful racket. The air became heavy with dust and grit, choking him and causing him to cover his mouth.

He heard his horse scream in panic from the barn as it pitched much in the same fashion as everything else. He listened as the animal kicked its stall door down and fled the structure, running for its life.

“It’s okay, Zeke.” 

The voice startled him, prompting him to spin his attention back to his home. It was Levi, the young man who had helped him build his log cabin. He stood in the doorway, seemingly unaffected by the temblor. 

“The cabin will keep you safe.” 

His words sounded reassuring, but Zeke had a difficult time trusting that snake oil salesman’s smile on his face, even in these circumstances. Still, the man beckoned him back inside.

Had he been there last night? Zeke just couldn’t recall.

Water crashed somewhere in the distance, drawing closer from the sound of it. Explosions emanated from the bowels of the earth, spewing geysers of sand and lightning. Zeke clutched handfuls of crabgrass in terror. Balls of light floated into the air, dancing almost hypnotically in the night. One of the glowing orbs appeared to turn an angry red and zipped at him as if to attack. He yowled in terror as it struck him, and he hit the ground, knocking himself out cold.

The early morning sun did little to sate the chill in his bones as he shook himself awake, every inch of him covered in the dust from last night’s quake. In the dim morning light, he looked at his cabin. It appeared as if nothing had happened at all. All around were the signs of a great and awful event. Trees were broken and uprooted. Water had filled a hole in a small clearing to the southeast where there hadn’t been one before.

“Explains the water I heard last night,” Zeke muttered in gap-jawed wonder at the destruction all around him. 

The barn leaned at a severe angle. Huge crevices had opened, running north to south. Mounds of sand dotted the landscape like gigantic anthills.

Slowly, he walked toward the cabin, unsure of whether to trust the very ground beneath his feet. Peering inside his house, he witnessed that it wasn’t only standing but devoid of any other human company. He rushed in, dressing hastily, distrustful of the deceptively sound building, before gathering his gun, a canteen, and some food. He then vacated the house as soon as he could.

Outside, his horse knickered nervously, having returned from its fright-induced retreat. Zeke stepped up to the mare, petting and patting her reassuringly. She was covered in silt, too. He tried leading her back to the barn to saddle her up, but she wasn’t moving. Pulling with all of his might, he yanked the skewed door ajar. The entire outbuilding shifted ominously from the sudden movement. Zeke kept a cautious eye on the bones of the building as he gathered the saddle and bridle. Wood creaked in protest as he hastened back to the outdoors. He couldn’t help but look at his cabin while he slung the harness into place. It was an oasis of serenity in a sea of devastation. And it didn’t belong.

Snatching up a couple of pails, Zeke hurried down to the newly formed pond to gather some water for his horse. Bending down, he filled the buckets. 

“That’s as warm as bathwater!” he remarked. 

He raised the container to his face, sniffing the steam. It had the faint, putrid smell of rotten eggs. Carrying the liquid back to his home, he offered it to the mare. She turned away with a wild look in her eyes. 

“Ya gotta drink somethin’, Spitfire.” 

He sighed and placed it on the ground in the chance she changed her mind. 

“Might just be that it’s warm.” 

He left her to graze as he surveyed any other damage.

The sun was finally above the horizon, but it did little to ease the devastation he saw. Approaching the threshold as if something inside might tear him apart, he peered into the cabin. It was as if nothing had shifted at all, despite what he’d experienced only mere hours ago.

“When I build something, I build it to last,” Zeke recalled Levi saying as his cabin was being constructed. The funny thing was, he could barely recall the young man’s appearance, as if it were deliberately made hazy in his mind. All he could remember was that Levi barely looked like he was in his twenties and had hair as black as a crow’s feathers. “You’ll die long before this cabin ever falls.”

Zeke shuddered at that last statement. It seemed more of a sales pitch then. Now, it felt more akin to prophesy. Again, Spitfire whinnied nervously as she had in the wee hours, snapping him from his daze. He made his way back outside. The horse bucked, attempting to release herself from the reins. He unhitched her to prevent injury, and she raced off as soon as she was free. Zeke started to give chase, but the sound of cloudless thunder returned. 

The earth pitched again, knocking him flat. It echoed through the valley, a snapping he’d only heard while trapping in the snow-covered mountains when an avalanche loosened thick rivers of snow. He got to his hands and knees just in time to see the hills make waves as if made of water themselves. Trees shook as violently as they had the night before; only now, he could watch as they whipped and bent, with some snapping from the strain.

Zeke’s heart raced as he watched the earth throw another fit. Geysers of sand blew up into the air, clogging the wind with silt and sulfur. The field he had plowed for a small spring garden was riddled with belching spouts, rendering most of it useless. The gaping crevices that had formed the night before opened and closed like hungry mouths daring anything to feed them.

His newly relocated pond below seemed to boil from the tremor. It didn’t feel as strong as the one in the night, but Zeke still watched as hillsides crumbled and reformed from the cataclysm. As the ground shook beneath him, he slowly spun his head back to the cabin. While everything around it shimmied and tossed, the house remained still and in place.

Nausea overtook him from the vision, and he dry heaved. Most men in his position may have considered it a lucky thing that their house had survived the wreckage. He was beginning to think that the townsfolk were right—he should never have built on this land. He’d made a deal with the devil to homestead his property and had gotten more than he’d ever bargained for.

Finally, the quakes subsided. Zeke cautiously got to his feet, fully expecting to be thrown back down in defiance. He glanced at his cabin. It still stood. When it was first erected, he was filled with excitement, pride, and a sense of accomplishment. He’d been a traveling fur trapper for twenty-some years. Now, he could settle down and make a family. He’d even thought about asking the New Madrid Madame, Maddie, to marry him. She’d probably say no since she didn’t seem the settling type, but it couldn’t hurt to make sure.

After the ground finished trembling beneath him and his abode appeared untouched, he had new feelings. “It ain’t natural. I should be grateful, I suppose, but there weren’t so much as a crack in the walls.”

Just as she had the night before, Spitfire returned, her head bowed in what looked like shame. Zeke patted her comfortingly, reassuringly, while checking her reins and saddle. “I know you’re spooked, old girl, but we need to get to town. Maybe we’ll stop along the way to make sure no one needs any help.” 

His mind wandered through the trail that led to New Madrid. There were several homesteaders like him. He wondered if they were safe and if their cabins were also untouched. He already knew the answer before he ever threw his leg over the mare and mounted her. Still, he felt the obligation to check. It was a good hour’s ride to the city, and from the looks of things, it might be a rough trip.

“Let’s get a-going, Spitfire.” He gently slapped the reins, prodding her forward. “We need to find Levi. He’s got some explaining to do. And Maddie. Hope she’s safe.” The animal trotted down the path to town, slowly and carefully working up to a full gallop once Zeke was sure of the earth beneath them.

By the time he reached the bluffs overlooking the path to town, Zeke’s heart was heavy from the catastrophe. Neighbor after neighbor, home after home, as he made his way to New Madrid, the scene was pretty much the same: collapsed cabins, ruined farmscapes, broken and mournful people comforting each other and praying for answers. Thankfully, no one had lost their lives so far, but the completeness of the devastation rang surreal, unearthly.

Spitfire came to a complete stop, nickering nervously, snapping Zeke’s attention from his thoughts. 

“Easy, girl.” Looking forward to where the trail led, he could see why the animal had halted. In front of him, portions of the bluff had vanished, having collapsed to the river below. Other parts of the trail had upheaved into towering obstacles where there once was a flat pathway. “Dear God!” Zeke watched the flow of the river. It seemed to boil with anger. Trees, wrecked boats, displaced trees, and debris of all types clogged the channel. Then he saw the death. Farm animals floated in the water with no more life in them than the uprooted shrubbery.

Was that a person?

To his horror, as he looked closer, he discerned humans in the mix as well, many of them dressed like one of the local Indian tribes, as well as boatmen. His hand flew to his mouth, tears involuntarily falling.

Once again, the mare neighed in a growing panic. Twisting her head back, the horse nabbed Zeke’s left arm, yanking him from the saddle and depositing him on the ground with an unceremonious thud. Zeke thought he might have felt something snap in the limb she had grabbed, but he still had use of it. White-hot flashes of anger rose in him, making him internally argue the merits of punching an animal. Spitfire reared up, causing the fur trapper to shield himself from twelve hundred pounds of stomping fury. When the attack never came, he peeked up to see his horse had, for the third time in less than a day, vanished on him.

Feeling a slight rumble under him, Zeke scrambled to his feet, wide-eyed in fear. His heart racing, he scattered back the way he’d come. The ground beneath him felt like it turned to liquid while making it to the top of the hill. He ran as if being chased by the devil himself until he thought he might be safe in the middle of the plateau above. As he watched, the terrain he had just been on plummeted into the river, just as the section he had been gawking at undoubtedly had, causing the river to roil angrily again.

Spitfire clopped up behind him and nudged him with her snout. 

Zeke spun, grimacing hate at the animal. “You leave me again, and I’ll have you boiled down for glue!” 

The horse blubbered an apology at him, calming his ire. 

He patted her to reassure her that he wasn’t upset. “You could’ve just taken me with you, you know.” He watched as yet another section of the bluff removed itself, carving a divot into the hillside toward them. “We’re gonna have to find a new way to town.”

The journey took twice as long, but Zeke managed to locate another safer roadway toward New Madrid. The horrific scene that awaited wasn’t any more pleasant than the trip he’d made to get there. Buildings were cracked and crumbled. No chimney stood. No windows were left whole. People clambered about, gathering anything they could in preparation to abandon the city as quickly as possible. Women and children wailed as men prayed to God for forgiveness for unknown sins. 

A cartful of Amish folk hastily hauled goods from inside the local grocer; an older man with hair as gray as a winter sky sat in the front seat, muttering what sounded like a prayer in German as three women and several small children of varying ages listened in. The heaviness in their eyes weighed down his soul. He slowly guided his horse by, garnering baleful glares from the passengers and elders alike. Two men popped out from the store, carrying bags of flour, sugar, and feed, plopping them down into the bed of the cart before returning inside. An older teen boy heaved a burlap sack of canned goods with a metallic clunk. Another child, this one about to be a teen himself, struggled with a bag of potatoes, gaining some assistance from one of the younger women inside the transport.

“Thou art the one who brung this upon us!” 

The voice startled Zeke, nearly causing him to fall off of his mare. He slung his head so fast to the source that he thought he’d given himself whiplash. Another Amish man, this one about thirty to forty at a guess, scowled at him while carrying a sack of animal feed on each shoulder. 

“Thou were warned to not build upon thine land, that thee would set upon us a curse,” he said with ominous accusation before spitting at the ground by Zeke’s feet three times. 

The trapper’s ire boiling over, he snatched the man up by his shirt and brought him nose-to-nose. Speaking through gritted teeth, he drew back a fist, causing Hezekiah to pale and shrink in his grasp. The women in the wagon shrieked, covering as many of the little ones’ eyes as they could.

“I’m fixin’ to forget we’re both God-fearing men,” Zeke growled. “Now, where’s Levi?”

“Wh-who?” 

Seeing the lack of recognition in the man’s expression, he loosened his grip. He took in a deep breath and released the Amish “Young man. Late teens or early twenties. Black hair and pale complexion.”

The elder in the front began shouting at them in German with such fervor that he looked like he might have a stroke. Zeke and Hezekiah listened for a bit; then, the trapper looked at the Amish for a translation. “My father says the whoreson died in the fire alongside his mother. He says if you’re seeing him now, it means that his name was spelt wrong. Levi is evil.”

Now it was Zeke’s turn to lose the color in his face. His knees felt like they would give out on him at the news. “Maddie’s dead? Her boy, too?”

Hezekiah straightened himself out, turning away to hide the fear in his face from the womenfolk. “Stay clear of him, trapper. He’ll damn your soul.”

“I’m afraid it’s a might late for that.” Zeke’s breathing calmed, and his legs steadied. “Now, where can I find him?”

Hezekiah thought on it but came up empty. He turned to the elder and spoke, getting a still-fevered reply in German. “He says to try where it started,” the Amish instructed Zeke, unable to gaze into his eyes. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a family to care for.”

Zeke backed away with his hands held high. He knew he probably wouldn’t get any more information from them. The men and boys finished loading while he watched. The eldest teen boy glared at Zeke, hopping into the back of the wagon, daring him to touch his family again as they drove away. 

“Try where it started?” Zeke muttered to himself. 

He pondered the cryptic message for a bit, then got an idea: Maybe it was that burned building I saw when I came back to town.

He had to be sure. Striding into the grocer’s as the clerk finished ringing up a customer’s items, Zeke stepped aside, allowing a woman out. She looked him up and down, her scowl heavy with judgment. Just as the Amish man had, she spat wordlessly at his feet and stomped out of the entry. The clerk regarded the trapper suspiciously. Zeke ignored the look. 

“You know where Maddie’s place is?”

“You mean the whore?”

Zeke flew at the clerk, taking his collar as he had the religious man’s. "You call her a whore again, and I’ll beat you ‘till we both bleed! Now, where’s her place?”

“Sh-she had a saloon on the southwest outskirts of town, close to the river. It burnt to the ground several years ago. She perished in the fire. Her son, too.”

“Thank ye.” Zeke snorted and let the man go. He then marched out of the store without so much as a backward glance.

That was her place!

Zeke crossed the dusty street, unhitched Spitfire, turned toward the southwest, and sped off. Arriving at the charred remains of a wooden building, he marveled at the leaning wall that still stood, even after the quake, but barely. The fireplace was in ruins, scarcely a pile of blackened stones, some cracked and broken by either the heat of the conflagration or gravity's grasp when the structure fell. No one was there.

“Oh, Maddie.” Zeke's heart weighed down as he dismounted his mare. He shuffled over to the remnants, kicking the dust in his shame. As he scoured the long-dead embers, the sun caught something just right. He bent down, collecting a chain of silver with a heart-shaped locket from an inch of dirt. The heat and elements had caked the bauble with soot and discoloration. Knocking the dust off as best he could, it spun from his hand hypnotically. It was, indeed, the one he had given her those many years ago. “Oh, Maddie,” he repeated. “I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry isn’t good enough anymore.”

The sudden voice from behind the still-standing wall gave Zeke a start, and he jumped back. “Levi?”

The young man he sought was staring at the wreckage, a deep sadness in his eyes. Then he spun on the trapper, a damning fire in his glare. “You should’ve been here for her! For us!” He strode toward Zeke, baleful intent on his face. “You don’t get to be sorry. You don’t know regret! But I’ll show you!” With unnatural speed, Levi closed the gap between them, placing a hand on Zeke’s forehead. 

Levi's voice washed over Zeke, growing distant and tinny, as he faded into memories that weren’t his, his body jerking and spasming in an uncontrollable fit. 

“Now you’ll see! You’ll feel her life and mine. You’ll know why this town is damned.”

––––––––
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Zeke watched his sixteen-year-old self facing a slightly younger Maddie as if observing from the outside.

“You said you loved me, Ezekiel Bane!” Maddie sobbed, looking down at her stomach. “My baby is gonna need a father.”

The upset and frightened young man turned from the girl. “Maddie, I can’t provide for you by staying here in New Madrid. I have to learn to trap. There’s money in fur, and it’s steady work. It’s all there is around here.” He turned to her, pleading in his eyes, and gently wiped a tear from her cheek.

Maddie started to speak when a knock came on the door. A grizzled older man covered in various furs peeked through the door. His face was stern and impatient, but there was a hint of empathy in his eyes. “You ‘bout ready, Zeke? We’re gonna have to catch the next boat up to Iowa, and it’s fixin’ to leave soon.”

She watched the boy nod silently and heard the door quietly snap shut. She threw her back to him, clamping her eyes closed in an attempt to stop the flow of tears. “Just go then!”

She watched through squinted eyes as Zeke stumbled to say something, anything to comfort her. After a long silence, he hung his head, faced the door, and left, slump-shouldered, toward his future without her.

The next few months of Maddie’s life flew by in Zeke’s mind like flipping through pages in a journal. He watched as she desperately searched for a suitor to take her hand, but the more pronounced her condition was, despite her youth and enchanting looks, the less interested any man seemed to be in her. The townsfolk spat obscenities at her, the words clinging to her heart like tar. Even her church offered her no respite from the cruelty, banishing her to solitude. She could no longer take part in their holy rituals. It was all she could do to get the midwife to help her as she birthed her baby boy. The labor was long and not without complications, the recovery even more so. Still, she emerged a proud mother, steel protecting her soul from being an outcast in society. She scrimped and saved where she could, picking crops in the fields, even as she cared for her child in one hand. The final memory from Maddie’s perspective was her clasping a deed of land as surveyors plotted the foundation of her saloon on the city’s outskirts, close to the river.

Before Zeke’s eyes, Levi grew from an infant to a toddler. He’d attempt to make friends with other kids his age, only for their parents to sweep them away from him as he looked on in innocent confusion. As he grew of school age, he quickly learned to fight, growing bitter from the name-calling and constant, unnecessary treatment. Flashes of awful, judgmental faces of all ages flashed into view. They spat venomous words at him: “Bastard!” and “Whoreson!” He was always the one to get into trouble, the harsh schoolmarm refusing to believe him over any “legitimate” children. She’d gone so far as telling him so on many occasions, treating him as a criminal for merely being born. Even age didn’t bring understanding as he began to blossom into a young man. No father would allow his daughter to be seen with Levi. Zeke felt every pang of this horrible cruelty as it stained Levi’s heart black and resentful.

The trapper, feeling black, palpable hate well up inside, witnessed as Levi observed his mother write letter after letter to her lover yet never send them off for fear of them coming back rejected. He listened to endless nights of Maddie crying when she thought her child was asleep, the sorrow sagging his soul.

A priest knocked on Maddie’s door, smiling radiantly upon her weathered and tired face as she answered. It had been nearly thirteen years since she’d last seen this man. A pre-teen Levi peeked around them as they conversed. The feelings he felt emanating from his mother confused him. Loathing. Relief. Happiness that someone, anyone, would treat her as though she were human. The holy man was charming and grinned wide as he referred to Levi as “son.”

The man began to visit them more as the boy’s thirteenth birthday approached. Levi watched as his mother became smitten by the stranger, drinking in the priest’s every word as it filled a deep need. They would go into the woods, all three of them, where they held hands and performed strange rites in preparation for something Levi was to be a part of on his birthday.

The next memory was particular in the time frame yet very obscured in content. Everything was hazy and blurred as if viewed by someone drunk. The world spun under Zeke’s feet like he’d been on an all-night bender. He looked to his right and saw the most beautiful naked woman in his life. Madeline "Maddie" Johnson was holding his hand as they skipped under the light of the full moon on January 5th, 1806. To his left was a man clothed only in a leather strap with a sheathed dagger, his body in perfect shape, yet his face fuzzy from drink. Zeke couldn’t see to tell, but the fact that every part of him felt a breeze as he relived this memory suggested that Levi may have also been in his birthday suit. Their speech was muffled, their conveyances only partly discernible.

“How does it feel, birthday boy?” Maddie grinned wide as they left the forest behind them, heading back toward their saloon and home.

“He is no longer a boy,” corrected the nude priest. “He is now a full-fledged man.”

He indeed felt as if things had changed. He felt the power that had surged through and into Levi that night. His nerves buzzed with it. His soul rang like a spinning silver coin from it. Still, it felt unfocused and new.

The preacher felt the delight and happiness in Levi’s heart as it suddenly turned into cold, black terror. 

“There they are!”

The three spun to the sound of the voice leading an agitated crowd on the near horizon. He couldn’t yet make out faces, only silhouettes, briefly lit by flickering torches, brandishing weapons and heading their way. Looking at Maddie, he saw the sheer horror in her eyes as she screamed. When he turned his gaze to the priest, the man looked at him as he uttered a single word: “Run!”

“There!” The word echoed in the silence of the night. 

“Get them!” answered a chorus of the gathering.

The three scrambled as fast as they could through the field, hearts racing, eyes darting back and forth from the mob to the safety of the saloon doors. The battle for their lives would be close. They were nearer than the crowd was and a bit faster. The trio leaped into the building, latching and barring the heavy oak door securely behind them, barely getting the portal shut before the thrall of voices surrounded the entrance. Fists pounded the door, shaking it in its jamb.

“Leave us alone!” Maddie screamed to the obstinate mob.

“Upstairs. Quickly,” ordered the priest.

They clambered up the flight of stairs and into the main bedroom, slamming the door to add another layer of respite. The small windows of the living quarters offered little visibility to see what the crowd was planning. Finally, the drumming on the door ceased. The voices were too far away, and too many walls stood between them to hear the scheming. They didn’t have to wait for long.

Plumes of smoke arose, first outside the building, then inside, and fire engulfed the structure. Flames licked up the outer walls, peeking into the windows, taunting the three to approach. Instead, they backed away, throwing the bedroom door wide to find a means of escape. Smoke and flame belched in every direction; everything was alight. There was no way out. Coughing from the dense fog of ruin, they hurried back down the stairs. The mob was still there, cheering on the purifying will of the fire.

The priest looked around quickly. He snatched up a splintered timber with a pained hiss—it still burned—and began scribbling on the wooden floor at the center of the room. His skin began to blister as he held the wood. Still, he continued his spell, chanting and muttering as the main crossbeam above them rained sparks. He could hear the wood creak and groan while the holy man continued his work. He completed the circle, still chanting as he approached Levi. Without explanation, he tossed the young man within the bounds of the sigil. He reached for Maddie to do the same, but a thunderous crack echoed above them as the main beam succumbed to the flames. 

A sharp, white light flashed.

Suddenly, Zeke found himself transported back to the distant safety of the forest, watching the structure burn. Hiding behind a tree, racked by agony, blisters appeared on all parts of his body. His right arm felt broken. Fear drummed in his heart as if trying to push through his ribcage. He stifled his coughs as his lungs cleared themselves of the inhaled smoke so that he wouldn’t be discovered. Tears ran over his cheeks as he watched the townsfolk celebrate their awful deed. 

“Mom,” Zeke felt himself whisper. Not “Maddie” but “Mom.” The notion caught him off guard, staggering him. The grief of monumental loss hit him like a ton of stones, causing his legs to go limp. Quietly bawling through the injuries and loss, the hours passed. Mourning emptied his heart of the love for his mother and even the man who had become like a father to him in the last year, replacing it with palpable darkness. The sun rose on his skin that morning yet set on his soul.

Outside, the crowd heard the remaining supports give way, cheering victoriously as the outer walls suddenly listed inward. The three they had trapped inside screamed only once as the beam collapsed. The crackling of the structure became the only sound. With the bloodlust of the gathering sated, they began to leave, one by one, until only a few remained to make sure that their job was indeed complete.

Zeke thought that the memory would have perished with the saloon, but all that was left were feelings—exquisite, unending pain, cavernous hate, and thick, tarry, soul-staining vengeance. The thoughts were so vile that they shook him back to reality.

Levi released his hold on the fur trapper, both men gasping for breath as if they’d run a competition.

––––––––
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“I...” Zeke panted as he attempted to catch his breath. “I had no idea. You poor boy. I’m so sorry.”

Levi grimaced in hate, growling through gritted teeth: “It’s far too late for apologies and condolences. You and this town are cursed. I’ve seen to it. If I can’t have your souls, then I’ll take the souls of your descendants. The guardian of the forest has granted me the ability to trap them within the same logs of your cabin."

A sudden realization dawned on Zeke’s face. “That's why my house didn’t fall in the quake!”

The smile that crossed Levi's lips sent a chill dancing down the trapper's spine.

Levi nodded slowly as the light came on in Zeke's mind. “I have one more memory to show you.” 

Again, laying his hand on the trapper’s forehead, he recalled the construction of his cabin.

––––––––
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“'Tis all wrong, sir.”

The voice behind Zeke gave him a start as he surveyed the forest for suitable trees to use. He spun on his heels to see a young man, barely out of his teens, if that. He was dressed as plainly as the Amish men had been, a wide-brimmed hat preventing the sun from reaching his eyes. Tufts of raven hair peeked from under the chapeau. Despite his appearance, his green eyes bore wisdom beyond his years.

“What’s that, young man?” Ezekiel couldn’t disguise his ire when he spoke, the visitor’s timing catching him off guard.

“Your house should be facing the South.” The newcomer, wearing a snake oil salesman’s grin, stuck his hand out. “My name is Levi. Good to meet you.”

Zeke shook it, introducing himself almost absently. “How do you know this?”

“Oh,” he began, “I’ve helped raise my share of properties. I may look young, but I have plenty of experience.” Levi stepped forward, looking past Ezekiel to the foundation they had laid. “I can fix it easily enough.” He looked around the landscape. "Winter is coming soon. We'll have to work hard and fast."

“You don’t talk like the Mennonites.” Zeke scanned him up and down. He was undoubtedly a sturdily built lad, if not a bit skinny. “I’ll take all the help I can get, but I can’t pay ya too much.”

“I am of an older religion.” Levi strolled over to the foundation for a closer inspection, keeping his face away from the sun almost instinctively. “Where I come from, we help our neighbors. I’ll get my payment in other ways. As for the Amish, their superstitions don’t hold water with us.”

Gooseflesh prickled Zeke’s arms. “I don't recall mentioning why they wouldn’t help me.”

Levi waved it off dismissively. “It doesn't matter. I know what they say about this land.” A low rumbling echoed over the rolling hills like distant thunder. It almost felt as though the earth itself was moving. Levi looked to the source and smiled widely, his grin appearing almost too toothy for his mouth. “Ah. Here they come now.”

Zeke watched in the direction his visitor was gazing. Several bulky-looking men surrounded a tall, muscular steed that pulled a flat cart toward them. “Tarnation,” Ezekiel uttered in awe at the crew heading in their direction. He was dumbstruck as the men approached at an oddly fast pace. “Where’d ya dig them up?”

Levi's smile never wavered. “Tell me”—his voice was soothing and silky, almost hypnotic— “are you willing to make the necessary sacrifices?”

Zeke slowly snapped from the trance in which the approaching crew held him, Levi’s words barely registering. “Hmmm? What sacrifices?”

The young man turned toward the men as they pulled their cart to a stop. The stallion, a brutishly gargantuan thing, snorted impatiently. “You know. Sweat. Tears.” He spun away from Ezekiel as his eyes glowed. “Blood. All of that. It takes hard work and long days to build a good home. Are you willing to do what it takes?”

One of the men Zeke had previously hired looked at the group as they pulled to a stop, horror etched on his face. He began to mutter things in Spanish, falling to the ground and pedaling backward as if trying to get away. “Ay, Dios mío!” He crossed himself, scampering to his feet. He pointed at Zeke with an accusing finger, speaking rapidly in his native tongue before retreating to town without collecting his gear.

“We don’t need him,” Levi said, seemingly somewhat amused by the display. Again, he put forward his hand. “Do we have a deal, then?” He saw a flicker of doubt in Ezekiel’s eyes. He smirked knowingly. “I can take my crew and leave if you prefer, but you should change the direction of your house.” He slowly lowered his arm. Clasping his hands behind his back, he whistled as he strolled to join them. The whole crew began to look as if they were about to depart.

Desperation overtook Zeke while the few who remained of his original crew looked on. He rushed to Levi and took his hand, shaking it vigorously. “Okay! Okay! You have yourself a deal.”

The strange visitor gave another signal, prompting the newly arrived crew to park themselves and produce tents and stakes. “Well then,” Levi hissed triumphantly, “Let’s begin.”

Levi and his crew began rending the foundation up and remaking it the way he described it. Much to his surprise, Ezekiel had very little to do, and the redone foundation looked far better than before. On top of all of that, he could envision the view from what would be the sunny southern side. Before the final stones were placed in the corners and where the front door would be erected, Zeke thought he saw a sigil on the undersides.

“What’s that for?”

Levi grinned. “It’s traditional in my religion. It’s for protection. As long as those stones remain whole, your house will always be safe.”

The more Ezekiel saw that young man’s smile, the less he liked it. Why does this whole thing feel like a lie?

As if reading his mind, Levi spoke: “It’s harmless. Besides, it’s what you wanted. You asked us to help. You have to allow us to put a bit of ourselves into it, don’t you?” The day was almost over, the sun waning over the horizon for its final goodbye. The sky had turned an ominous shade of red without clouds to make it beautiful. “Red sky at night, a sailor’s delight. See? It’s a good sign.”

Ezekiel looked at the odd young man in confusion. “We aren’t sailors.”

That toothy grin flashed again. “Aren't we?” Levi seemed to take in the scene, relishing it, tasting it. He clapped his hands together, and his crew ceased work, awaiting his orders. “That will be enough for today. Tomorrow, we’ll start putting up walls.”

As he and his accompaniment retired to their tent, one of the other workers, built like a farmhand and a good foot taller than his host, approached the landowner. “I don't like them,” he whispered, leaning down to make eye contact. “Not a one. I’ll work for you one more day because I need the money. Beyond that, I’ll leave you to it.” He peered over his shoulder to see Levi watching intently. “There’s gonna be death in this house. Mark my words. Be rid of them while you can.”

Zeke watched the muscular man walk away. There was fear in that man’s eyes. What in tarnation got him so riled? His gaze shifted from the employee to Levi and back, neither man removing their glower from the other as the worker passed.

Ezekiel didn't rest well that night, his dreams terrorized by an unseen force. When he awoke, he couldn’t recall what his mind had played out in the darkest hours. Groggy and cold, he bundled himself before stepping out through the flaps of his tent. Levi and his lot were already hard at it. They sawed trees as quickly as any lumberjack, trimming them and placing them onto the cart. The gigantic horse pulled the logs from the forest to the house effortlessly. The original men, under the guidance of their foreman, notched the trees perfectly. Only the large man from the night before remained unseen.

“Where’s Ezra?” Zeke felt a shiver overcome him, almost as if he’d suddenly fallen ill.

“I sent him to work in the forest. That’s where I needed him.” Levi barely turned his eyes toward Ezekiel. “You look like hell warmed over. Take the day off and get some rest. We’ll get your house built.”

“Hardly seems right.” Zeke turned his head and sneezed. “I can—”

“I insist.”

“Look out!” a voice thundered from the forest.

A scream echoed through the hills. A tree cracked and fell, sending a cold chill down Zeke’s spine. 

“How unfortunate.” Levi leered in the direction of the commotion without any hint of remorse. He seemed more put off by the delay than by a desire to see what had transpired. He gave Zeke a sideways glance and sighed. “Let's go see what happened.”

The landowner rushed to the forest, his foreman strolling along as if without a care. His mouth hung agape when he saw the large cedar on the ground, Ezra’s head buried beneath it. The hardwood tree trunk looked snapped rather than cut, appearing exploded at its base. The victim’s legs twitched for several minutes before finally becoming still. The crewmen stared as if expecting such an outcome. They stared as if it weren’t an accident.

Levi shook his head, seemingly more from inconvenience than from grief. He swung his gaze to Ezekiel, seeing the shock, and rolled his eyes. Finally, he glowered at his workers. “Well? Don’t just mope about. Get it off of him.”

Ezekiel found a sudden need to regurgitate as the felled tree lifted. Even his dreams hadn’t horrified him more. 

Levi wrapped an arm around Ezekiel, spinning him away from the scene. “You go rest. I’ll handle everything.”

“I don’t even know if he had a family.”

“He didn’t. I checked into everyone here myself.” The foreman guided his employer back to his tent, comforting him along the way. “I tell you what—get some rest, and we’ll give him a proper burial and funeral right here on your land. Does that sound okay?”

Ezekiel nodded solemnly. “It only seems right.” All of his energy was gone as he crawled over to his bed. Sleepiness hit him like a locomotive as he lay his head down. “Poor soul.”

Levi watched as the landowner fell into a deep slumber. Smirking, he walked back to the accident. No one had dared move an inch. He smiled an impossibly toothy grin as he looked at the blood-spattered tree, his gaze lingering on the corpse for a long moment. “No sense in it going to waste. You know what to do, boys.”

The workers closed in on the corpse, practically climbing over each other for space. Flesh tore, and hungry mouths smacked. Soon, the crew hovered over an empty puddle of blood and bones where the body had once been, a ring of crimson around their lips. 

Levi strolled over to the stain on the tree. Reaching a single finger out, he scooped up some of the viscera on the bark and savored it. Then, placing his entire hand on the spot, all of the limbs on the tree were razed smooth, the bark shorn, notches carved, and the length cut into three sections, with the bloody piece the shortest.

“I think this will make a fine mantle.” As Levi held his hand in place, ornate etchings dug themselves into the wood, the imagery as disturbing as it was beautiful. In the middle was the likeness of Ezra, his face frozen in a tormented scream. “Don’t forget to bury what’s left of him, now. Boss’s orders.” He rotated to the two remaining workers who weren’t part of his crew. “We need a few more souls for the construction. Any volunteers?”

The men had been frozen in place for hours, unable to speak, either by terror or by otherworldly means. Only their eyes were under their control. Ezekiel had been too distracted to notice. The unmoving men, rugged and weathered by the storm of frontier life, began to weep for their lives as the menacing foreman approached, his minions close behind.
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