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1 The Weight of Summer and Shadows
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Garret County, Maryland 

The heat of the sun was a physical weight on Anthony’s shoulders, adding to the burden of the backpack that seemed far too large for his small frame. Drops of sweat fell from his brow, more trickled down his back, and the fabric of his tee shirt was clinging to his sweaty flesh beneath. Yet no matter the physical discomfort he might have experienced, he was happy. He had managed to avoid Randy for the whole school year and now had three months where he wouldn’t have to deal with the bully at all. He hoped Randy would do something stupid enough to send him to jail or the boy’s camp before the new school year started. But he knew that was just a pipe dream. 

On his right the twin rails of the now defunct Western Maryland railroad vanished into the shimmering heat waves rising from the gravel bed in the distance. On his left the bulk of Savage Mountain was dressed in a cloak of dark green, that rose to the clear blue sky above while a steady breeze stirred the leaves with a gentle touch.

It felt good to be alive. 

“Anthony!” A shadowy figure shouted from the forest on his left. 

He recognized the voice as belonging to Randy and ice water shot through his veins. He stopped to peer into the deeper gloom, spotting Randy, and Dave, waiting for him inside the tree line. 

“I don’t want to fight you,” Anthony said.

“You don’t seem to have a choice,” Randy said as he slammed his fist into his open palm. Anthony glanced to his right, at the railroad tracks vanishing into the distance. He could try to run. But how far would he make it before they caught up to him. Randy and Dave were both much bigger and faster than he was. Trapped with nowhere to run he wished he could vanish like the rusty rails did. Fading away to nothing. Maybe then everyone would feel bad for the misery they brought to his short life. But he doubted that. Most likely they would just forget him. 

The thought stirred something deep within, uncovering a primal rage that flashed white-hot as it swelled to overpower him. It wasn’t fair. He had never hurt anybody. He didn’t deserve this. He let his backpack fall to the ground and closed the distance between them.

Randy was taken back by this sudden turn of events and put up his fists as Anthony closed in on him. “The pussy wants to fight,” he said. 

Neither of them was trained fighters, and though Randy outweighed him by a full fifty pounds, Anthony’s rage gave him exactly the edge he needed. He wasn’t out to torment as Randy was. He was defending himself, and as he closed with Randy he unleashed a barrage of hits that would have made any prize fighter proud.

Randy crumpled under the attack, his nose bloodied, his lip split, and he cried out as he backed away from Anthony’s assault. 

Without hesitation Randy turned and ran across the railroad tracks, plunging into the dense brush that bordered the forest. Anthony looked at Dave, who held up his hands as he backed away.

“I don’t want any part of this,” Dave said.

He could have let it go and been done with it, but years of torment fed his rage and Anthony turned to pursue Randy.

***
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RANDY JUMPED OVER THE narrow ditch running parallel to the tracks, and plunged headlong into the thick underbrush, crashing through the forest as Anthony chased him down the hillside. 

Randy raced through the trees, his feet kicking up the carpet of dead leaves that blanketed the floor as the ground became steeper beneath his feet. With a shout of surprise, his feet slipped out from under him, and he slid through the trees on a thick carpet of leaves. 

Tree trunks whizzed by him, narrowly missing his head, as he tried everything he could to grab one of the passing trunks. He snagged a sapling and was brought to a halt. Below him lay an opening in the trees that revealed the tops of trees much lower. Above him Anthony moved down through the forest towards him.

“I’m sorry,” Randy said as Anthony silently maneuvered through the trees towards him, his face a grim mask of determination

Randy let go of the tree and slid another twenty yards down the hill. The tree line below him now closer and he saw an outcropping of stone. He had no idea where he was, as he’d never come this way before, so he was unaware of the seventy-foot drop that waited just beyond the edge of the outcropping. He glanced behind him and saw that Anthony was less than twenty yards away, picking his way down the hill.

Randy released his grip and slid towards the edge of the outcropping. At the last moment, as his feet shot out over the edge, he grabbed a small tree and brought himself to a stop. His feet sticking out over the edge as he struggled to pull himself away from the cliff. 

“Help me,” Randy pleaded, glancing over his shoulder at the sheer drop that waited beyond.

Anthony’s face revealed little emotion as he slid the last few feet and used the tree Randy was holding onto as a footrest. He ground his foot into Randy’s hand.

Randy cried out in pain. His hand slipped and he dropped a few inches towards the waiting emptiness below. He kicked out with his feet, searching for footing, his legs pedaling in thin air. 

“Don’t,” he begged, “I’ll do anything you want, anything, but please don’t hurt me.”

Anthony stomped on Randy’s hand.

“No,” Randy screamed, terrified. He found another handhold and Anthony shifted his attack to his other hand. He clung for life as Anthony savagely stomped on his fingers, the tread of his sneakers tearing Randy’s knuckles.

Suddenly Randy fell. His foot hit the sheer wall, and he spun crazily, the approaching ground and the sky trading places in a wild swirl of images.

He slammed into the ground, the wind rushing out of him as the sickening sound of bones breaking came from his back. He struggled to catch his breath as the shock of his fall enveloped him in a numbing embrace. His consciousness dimmed and as the emptiness reached up to envelope him he heard whispering voices coming to him as if from a great distance away.
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2 Descent and Awakening

[image: ]




Randy slowly became aware of his surroundings, his consciousness rising up from a nighted abyss inhabited by all manner of shadowy things that slithered over, and around one another. Opening his eyes he realized the shadows were growing long on the sheer face of the wall above, evening was fast approaching, which meant night would not be far behind. 

He didn’t want to be out here after dark. He’d heard stories about this place. Whispered tales of eerie voices and odd animals that roamed the dense woods around the burned-out husk of a summer cabin. Of how something that was supposed to have died in the fire, really didn’t. 

He tried to move but it was no use, everything below his waist was numb and unresponsive, and though his arms appeared to have survived the fall intact, there was not enough strength in them to pull him the distance he knew he needed to cover to escape the ridge. 

His head throbbed in time with his beating heart, and it felt like something was leaking from his eyes, nose, and mouth. Running his hand across his face, his palm and fingers came away covered in blood. The sight of it sickened him, awakening a burning sensation at the back of his throat. 

He struggled to lift his head, the slight movement causing a spike of pain to shoot like a lightning bolt behind his eyes. He looked down at what he thought for sure would be a mangled pair of legs. He was surprised to find both of his lower limbs just where they were supposed to be. One of his shoes was missing, his big toe sticking through the hole in his sock. He focused on his right foot, trying to wiggle his toe, but it was no use. They continued to point motionless at the darkening sky.

His mother had warned him that it might come to this one day. That instead of dishing it out like he’d become accustomed to doing, he would be on the receiving end. While she might have been right in this instance, what did she really know? All she ever did was sit around the house on her fat ass and watch television. She couldn’t even get up to go to the bathroom half the time and usually pissed in the adult diaper she wore. 

If she’d lose some of that damn flab maybe his old man would leave his sister alone. But hell, his sister deserved everything that happened to her, running around the house half naked like she did. Sometimes all she wore was an oversized tee shirt, acting like she was still a little kid. On several occasions even he’d been tempted. But he always stopped himself, ever mindful that she was his sister. Now she had a baby, and Randy wasn’t entirely sure that it wasn’t his half-brother. 

From his left came the sound of tiny claws moving swiftly across naked stone, approaching him with a stealthy ease. He turned his head in that direction as the sound shifted until it was behind him. He strained his neck to catch a glimpse of what might be stalking him. He caught a brief flash of something white and furry as it slid behind a flat stone. A pointed snout emerged from the other side of the stone, followed by a reptilian eye that watched with a detached, predatory interest.

“Get away from me,” he screamed. But the animal remained in place, unfazed by his shout. Slowly it moved towards him, revealing more of its grotesque body. Here and there among the matted fur were spots of black, scaly flesh. Rocking back and forth across its back as it walked was what looked like a tortoise shell, and from its belly an extra leg bounced uselessly across the stony ground. It had to be a dream, a nightmare unleashed from the dark side of his psyche, a hallucination brought on by the shock of his fall. 

Randy screamed as the animal closed with him and he put his hands up to ward off the creature’s approach. His fingers brushed coarse fur, confirming the creature’s existence, extinguishing Randy’s hope that it was a bad dream. Upon contact with the animal, he became aware of a vast presence that towered over them, unseen, an ancient thing that had lain dormant for millennia. 

The animal climbed onto his chest, and he shuddered at the feel of its claws moving across the fabric of his shirt. Then it was directly above his face, looking down into his eyes, those reptilian orbs glowing with an internal light. One eye larger than the other, each one different, giving the animal a crazed appearance.

“Please,” he whimpered.

The animal’s body convulsed, hacking as if it were trying to dislodge a fur ball. A single strand of drool hung from the animal’s chin as Randy swatted weakly at the animal with his hands, afraid to come into contact with it again. The sensation of that coarse fur against his flesh sent chills racing up and down his spine. The drool came into contact with his open mouth, and he stopped squirming. 

His mind was invaded by another presence that watched from the growing shadows at the base of the cliff. An ancient thing that reached out across the gulf of time to caress his thoughts. He felt the progress of the drool on his face, searching fingers of moisture that slipped into his mouth. Something dropped onto his chest, covered in saliva, it squirmed as it pulled itself across his shirt with tiny claws. He could only bend his head down so far. In his peripheral he spotted a dark gray shape that resembled a smaller version of the cicadas that woke up from their seven year sleep the year before. It too slipped between his lips. 

He felt it inside, at the back of his throat, a cold thing clawing into the tight space, tearing into tender flesh as it passed through his nasal cavity. Sharp pain radiated from the back of his throat as the invader sliced through his flesh, exposing the Cribriform plate, a section of bone that separated the nasal cavity from the brain. After what felt like hours, but in reality was only twenty minutes, with pain radiating from his sinus cavity as that thing cut through living bone, it slipped through into his cranial cavity and all sensation of movement stopped.

He began sweating profusely, filling the air around him with the stench of quiet desperation. Chills washed across his body as goose bumps danced over his flesh. He was dimly aware of the animal, sitting to his right, waiting patiently.

Image flashed through his mind as the sound of an emergency klaxon blared somewhere in the distance. He saw a steel corridor bathed in a flashing yellow light that revealed small shapes scurrying around him. A bulkhead window offered the view of a massive blue planet, the night beyond its curved edge filled with stars. The planet looked oddly familiar, the landmasses laid out in a way that matched the map of the United States hanging at the front of his current events class. 

It felt like his head was going to explode as the unused potions of his brain awakened from their forced slumber and every memory he had, every recollection from his past, paraded through his thoughts. 

He saw himself as a child, screaming as his father whipped him with his belt, laying welts across the backs of his legs. His mother sitting in her chair, indifferent to his pain, her attention focused on the glowing screen of the television in the corner of the room. There was no love in this home, no nurturing to speak of, only a bitter silence as two people forced together refused to part. 

He screamed as pain washed through his body, flowing from the center of his back where his spine had been broken by his fall. His cry echoed off the sheer wall of the cliff, fading into the approaching night as deep shadows gathered around him. A whispering voice came to him, carried on the current of his own blood flowing through his veins.

“Become one with us,” that sinister voice hissed in his mind as images of alien places and beings flooded his thoughts, a collective memory unleashed by this unlikely savior. 

They were snapshots of a desolate place beneath a blue sun that cast little warmth. A place of misery, of collective pain and suffering shared by the multitude whose whispering voices filled his thoughts with the steady hiss of white noise that settled into the background. Yet amid all the suffering there lay a glimmer of hope, of becoming, and ascending above the seething masses into the light of a new reality that beckoned with the promise of unfulfilled divination. It was what all aspired to but only a few could attain. The golden ring that promised a life of leisure upon the backs of the downtrodden, for that was their way.

“Become one with us,” that sweetly sinister voice beckoned to him, and he embraced all that it offered, a child of misery coming into his own.

“Yes,” he said in answer, accepting that which was offered with an open heart and open arms, fully aware that to do so would hasten the demise of his own individuality. But what did he have to live for now? An invalid in an abusive home. They’d probably forget to feed him, and he saw a future of living in his own waste. A future with years of abuse at his father’s hands and his mother’s cold indifference to his suffering? 

As the memories paraded through his mind, his eyes remained fixed on the darkening sky above and he was overcome with the certain knowledge that it was all a dream. With one hand he reached for the sky, his finger coming into contact with the very fabric of reality. His touch sent ripples radiating out across the black sky, those first few stars shimmering as the ripples passed over them, and he felt his sanity sliding off track. 

He giggled at the sight, his giggles collapsing into sobs as his understanding of what was happening expanded. He didn’t want to die, but death was preferable to what this invader offered, as if he really had a choice. 

Time passed, the seconds ticking away into eternity, and his terror along with the pain subsided, flowing away like the waters of a shattered dam. He struggled to sit up, bracing himself against the pain as his legs moved with a mind of their own. He felt like he had been reborn, emerging from the other side of his agony, into the dawning age of a new reality. 

Once he had gotten to his feet, the animal that had approached him walked away. It stopped at the edge of the forest and looked back at him.

“I’m supposed to follow you?” he asked, only dimly aware of the deepening night around him, fully immersed in the memories of this presence that had invaded his body. He’d heard the whispered warnings about coming to this place. The frightening tales of an eternal solitude that wrapped this blasted place in its embrace, stories filled with fear. 

They had been wrong. There was nothing to fear, nothing at all to be afraid of. He followed the animal to its den in the rocks, a narrow crevice that would not do for him, yet he was compelled to squeeze into that tight space. Something lay within that small fracture, calling to him in a sweetly sinister voice.

Reaching into the narrow crack, his fingers brushed against ancient steel. Upon contact, the presence was even stronger than before. Watching him with impassive eyes from the shadows that pressed in on all sides. 

Pulling that ancient blade to his chest, he sat in the shadows as the night passed around him and a full moon rode high across the black sky, gazing down upon the surface with one glowing, emotionless eye. 

He’d show them, every last one of them, he’d show them all. Especially his father, who’d told him when he was little that he’d never amount to more than a steaming pile of shit. Mrs. Wilkinson, his English teacher, she’d given him an F on his final exam, denying him his right to move onto the tenth grade with the rest of his class. They expected him to repeat the ninth grade. He’d show them when the time came, he’d show them all as they cowered at his feet, begging for their miserable little lives. Especially Anthony, whose actions had brought him to this time and place. He had plans for Anthony, and his parents too, always looking down their noses at him. 

He would have his revenge, and the thought comforted him as the long night stretched out before him.
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3 Echoes of Home and Guilt
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His mother was busy in the kitchen when Dave slipped into the house, passing quietly through the living room, he made his way to the stairs, heading for the sanctuary of his room on the second floor. On the mantle, photos in gilded frames offered a brief glimpse into a sunny past that had become lost in a cloud of endless despair. There had been a time when he would have gone to the kitchen to speak to his mother about how his day had gone, sharing a glass of milk as they chatted. But those days had passed.

“Is that you Dave?” She called from the kitchen as he quietly raced up the stairs and vanished into his room. He softly closed the door behind him as her footsteps came from the stairs. 

There was a soft, hesitant, knock at his door. As if she was afraid to disturb him. He ignored her request to open the door as he sat down on the side of his bed. It was easy. What would be harder would be ignoring his father’s demands to come in. 

You’re living under my roof, so you live by my rules, he was always fond of saying. True to his nature, it wasn’t long before he knocked at Dave’s door. There was no sense denying his entry. He’d just take the door off its hinges. He’d done it before. 

Dave opened the door and crossed back to his bed, where he sat down next to the headphones for the I-pod he’d taken from a kid at school. His dad never seemed to have enough money for anything other than what he himself wanted, forcing Dave to resort to theft to get what he wanted. The faint sound of music came from the ear buds, but he knew better than to slip them on when his father was present. 

There were a lot of things you didn’t do when his father was present, not if he valued his life. He doubted his father would kill him, as he had threatened so many times in the past, but there was no sense taking any chances. 

He watched as his father swung his desk chair around and straddled the seat, resting his arms across the back of the chair. 

There had been a time when he was younger that he looked forward to these talks with his dad, who would come in after a hard day’s work to share his day with him. Man talk they called it, a brief chance for them to connect as father and son. But that had been before the layoffs, before the endless days of shuffling from one pointless job interview to another, only to hear the same response over and over again. 

“Sorry, but we’ve decided to go with another candidate.”

His father had reached the age that employers considered not worth the effort to retrain. He was too young to collect Social Security, but too old for most employers, leaving him stuck between a rock and a hard place. Dave’s mother worked at a small Laundromat in town. Having spent her life as a housewife it was the only job she was qualified for. The fact she could find a job when Dave’s dad couldn’t added to the misery that now wrapped the house in its embrace.

“Okay, what gives?” his father said. “What happened now? What kind of trouble are you in?” 

“Nothing,” was Dave’s automatic response as he shook his head. He wasn’t sure himself what kind of trouble he was in. But somehow or another he would share the blame for what happened to Randy. He recalled the way he had fallen off the cliff after Anthony stomped on his hands. How he had spun through the air, followed by the sound of his impact on the stones below accompanied by a sickening crunch heard from the top of the cliff. 

Anthony had turned on him and Dave had backed off, his hands held up to protect himself. Then Anthony walked away. Dave had eased out onto the edge of the cliff, looking down at Randy’s lifeless body, filled with a sudden lightning of the spirit. He had never really liked the way Randy treated the weaker kids at school, aware in the back of his mind that one day the tables would be turned. But he really had no choice unless he wanted to become one of Randy’s targets. That in itself was motivation enough to continue to go along with whatever crazy idea Randy came up with. 

That was then, and this was now. He was no longer under Randy’s control and a part of him was relieved. 

“Don’t give me that bullshit. That Randy kid you hang out with is nothing but trouble. Did he get you arrested again?”

“No.”

Everything momentarily went dark as the sound of a slap echoed in the room and the side of his face went numb. It had happened so fast he didn’t even have time to react. 

“You better learn some respect, boy,” his father said as he raised his opened hand for another blow.

“No sir,” Dave said before the blow could fall.

“That’s better. Now get yourself ready to eat, your mother’s been working all day to make us something special.”

His father’s something special usually meant cow brains, and Dave’s stomach performed several lazy somersaults at the thought. To Dave there was something wrong with eating the brain of another animal. But his dad had been raised differently. As a child his father’s parents never wasted anything, so he had developed a taste for parts of the cow many would consider unfit for consumption. 

It was obvious he had recently butchered several cows, since that was the only time they had brains when he could get them fresh. With a sigh, Dave pushed himself up from the bed and went downstairs.

***
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LATER THAT NIGHT, AFTER another silent dinner with his parents, Dave sat at his window watching the night as the full moon slowly moved across a black sky. His stomach rumbled with hunger as the sound of movement came from the forest. Something, or someone, was approaching the house. 

His father’s dogs began baying in low mournful wails that chilled him to the bone. It was as if they were afraid of whatever was coming, their voices raised in a chorus of fear that echoed through the night. 

His father was obviously already asleep, or he would have been yelling at the dogs to settle down. Their baying became low whimpers as the approaching creature or person got closer. 

Dave looked down at the yard behind the house. To the right was the barn, and beyond that the field where his father kept several head of cattle. To the left was the field his father had tried farming with little success. The tractor his father used to plow the fields sat halfway in the doorway of the barn, the front end raised up on a lift, the front axle lying in the dirt next to it. 

Several days earlier, Dave had hit a tree stump while crossing the rear field, snapping the axle in half. The sight of the tractor reawakened the pain across the backs of his legs from the beating his father had given him for not being more careful. 

“Someday you’ll thank me for this,” his father said, but Dave was doubtful that day would ever come. 

A rustle of movement at the edge of the yard drew his attention and he looked down to see Randy stepping out of the tree line. It couldn’t be, it wasn’t possible, not after the fall he’d seen him take, but there he was, waving up at him.

With a sigh, his spirits sinking, he climbed over the windowsill and carefully walked across the roof of the back porch. Reaching the edge, he leaned over and dropped to the ground with practiced ease. It wasn’t the first time he snuck out at night, nor would it be the last, as much as he wanted that to be. He was afraid to leave his mom alone in the house with his dad. 

Randy crossed the yard towards him, and Dave noticed the funny way he was walking, as if he had a hitch in his step.

“I thought you were dead, man,” Dave said as he approached his friend. 

Randy’s eyes were black in the night, watching him with a preternatural stillness that awakened a primitive fear in Dave’s soul. Then he noticed the odd animal at Randy’s side, a ferret-like creature whose back was covered by a tortoise shell. A useless leg dangled from the animal’s belly and Dave realized he’d made a serious mistake coming out.
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4 A Deputy’s Burden
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I’m getting too damned old for this shit, Sam thought as he sat in his cruiser behind the yellow Camaro that had pulled to the side of the road. In the tinted rear window of the Camaro the reflection of the light bar on top of his car flashed red and blue. He had clocked them going nearly a hundred miles an hour in a fifty mile an hour zone and now he sat in his cruiser, waiting for a response to his call for wants. 

Being a small county sheriff’s office, there was no room in the budget for computerized upgrades to their patrol cars, so they still relied on dispatch as a link to information readily available to their brethren with the state police. It was a far cry from what had been available to him in D.C. Yet even after nearly two years he had no complaints. Here the pace was so much slower and in the short period of time he’d been living here he found the people to be open, honest, and welcoming. A refreshing change from life in the nation’s capital. 

It was common knowledge among those who served that traffic stops were the number one killer of cops in the country. He didn’t know if the person in the car in front of him had recently been involved in a crime. Or if they were emotionally distraught over an argument with a love interest. He was coming in cold, but he couldn’t very well justify approaching the driver’s window with his weapon drawn. What if it was some little old lady who was reliving her childhood? 

He didn’t know for sure, and it was the not knowing that kept him in his seat. 

It was the first real week of summer vacation and soon the tourists would be crawling all over the area. Deep Creek Lake, a man-made reservoir that offered boating and fishing opportunities, had become a prime tourist destination over the years. Land had become so valuable around the lake that a number of farmers had become instant millionaires when they opted to sell out to the developers. 

“There are no wants, over.” The dispatcher’s voice came from the radio mounted on the dash.

Still, he waited. It felt like time was slipping away from him. He had not checked the cabin since early spring when the nights still carried winter’s chill. He’d become too preoccupied with life and living and had no desire to revisit the past. But he knew he had to do it soon, summer was here, and with it several thousand tourists would come looking for an escape from their own pressure cooker lives.

Nor had he shared with anyone else what really happened that day. Only he and Michelle knew the truth. If anyone asked he claimed the generator had blown up while they were visiting to get a break from life in the big city. No one questioned why Cheryl was not with them, and he refused to volunteer that information. 

Jack’s uncompromising stare filled his thoughts, reminding him he was responsible for anything that happened from this point on. He should have checked the cabin a month ago, there was no telling what might be waiting for him when he did. He’d become so caught up in how great everything was going he’d forgotten the sole reason they had moved here to begin with. 

When he opened the door of his cruiser, the heat hit him like a wet blanket. The bulletproof vest he wore beneath his khaki shirt added to his discomfort. The heat reminded him of summers in D.C when he walked the beat, before he made the grade and got his gold shield. Happier times that teased with the promise of what could have been. 

Putting on his Smokey Bear hat, he approached the driver side window of the Camaro with his hand resting easily on the butt of his revolver. He had unfastened the strap that held it in place in the event he needed to draw his weapon quickly. From the car came the heavy bass beat of music turned up too loud.

The tinted driver’s side window slid down into the door, allowing the music to escape, filling the day with a wild medley of crashing guitars and pounding drums. A young woman sat behind the wheel, her blonde head nodding in time with the music, tapping on the steering wheel with well-manicured fingers.

“Please turn the music down,” Sam shouted to be heard.

The young woman complied, and the resulting silence was a welcomed relief.

“Do you know why I pulled you over?” 

She shook her head as she glanced up at him with an elfin expression.

“You were doing a hundred in a fifty mile per hour zone. I could impound this car. I’ll need your license and registration please.”

“When was the last time you had your radar gun calibrated?” the young woman said. Her demeanor told Sam everything he needed to know about her. A tourist obviously spoiled by parents who probably paved her way through life with a bottomless checking account.

“I’m not going to argue the merits of my radar gun. Driver’s license and registration please.” Sam held out his hand.

“Do you know who my Daddy is?”

“Don’t know, don’t care. Driver’s license and registration please.”

“Bullshit backwater hick town, you have no idea who you’re messing with.”

“Nor do you, young lady. Now unless you want me to impound your car and place you under arrest, I will need your driver’s license and registration, please.”

“Oh my fucking God,” she screamed as she opened her purse and searched through its contents. 

Sam stood up, amused by the woman’s reaction. A call came over his radio clipped to his belt.

“Unit S-twelve see the occupants at nineteen one twenty three East Wilson drive. They’ve reported a missing child.”

“Roger, dispatch, I’m on my way.”

The woman held her license and registration out the window. Sam glanced at them briefly then handed them back. He knelt down to bring the woman’s face level with his own.

“I’ve got another call I have to take so I’m letting you go with this warning. I catch you speeding on my roads again, I’m not even going to ask for your license or registration. I’m going to impound your car and arrest you for endangering the public.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Try me.” The tone of his voice left little room for argument. The woman shrugged and put the window up as Sam returned to his cruiser. 
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5 Missing in the Hollow
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East Wilson Drive was a narrow ribbon of asphalt that meandered through a dense forest bordering state land. Barely wide enough for two cars to pass one another, there were wider sections every thirty yards or so where a place to pull off the road had been created along the shoulder. During deer season, the last two weeks of November, every one of these wider sections would be occupied by a car or truck from down state as hunters ventured into the forest in search of white tail deer. 

It wasn’t as busy as the summer when tourists flocked to Deep Creek Lake. But the hunters, most of whom were away from their wives, families, and any real responsibility, tended to get into trouble after the day’s hunt was over. Usually, they’d hit the bars to brag about their conquests or commiserate over their failures and any time you mixed alcohol with testosterone you got trouble. 

There had been some big ones taken from this wilderness, but in most cases the lucky hunter was fortunate if he managed to take a spike. It was almost like the deer knew to avoid this section of the forest for those two weeks. The week before the season started they were all over the place, watching from the forest as cars went back and forth, sometimes crossing in front of a vehicle, forcing the less alert drivers to slam on their brakes. 

Here and there even wider areas had been carved out of the forest where houses stood. Most were grouped in clusters of three to five, surrounded on all sides by endless forest, and in many a deer stand stood in the back yard. During the summer they would spread corn and apples to bring in the deer. Most of these people were on fixed incomes and while the baits they used to lure in the deer would be considered unsportsmanlike, it was a necessity to keep the freezer full of meat. 

It was one such wide spot that Sam pulled into in response to his call. To his left two houses sat side by side, while on his right a dilapidated trailer stood in the center of a large field filled with an assortment of junk that was slowly turning into rust. The trailer was his destination and Sam remained in his cruiser for several minutes, watching the trailer for any signs of life. He had learned early that when venturing to one of these places it was best to see how many dogs lived there before you stepped out from behind the wheel. 

Crossing to the small porch, he climbed the three steps and rapped on the wooden screen door that had replaced the original aluminum one, parts of which still lay on the small front porch. An easy chair sat next to the front door, the fabric moldy from exposure to the elements, and next to it stood a small table where an overflowing ashtray resided. 

From his pocket he removed a plastic vial and dipped his finger into its contents, rubbing the paste along his upper lip. It was a menthol rub, a trick he’d learned from his days with homicide. The menthol would mask any odors in the trailer, which, judging by its outer appearance, would be a dark and crowded space filled with the odors of unwashed bodies, cooking grease, and cigarette smoke.

An old man wearing a stained white tank top opened the front door. “Are you here about Randy?” he asked through the screen.

Sam nodded and the old man unlatched the screen door before he pushed it open for Sam to enter. 

After removing his hat, Sam stepped inside and was surprised to find a neat and cozy place, far from what he expected. The front door opened into a living room with a kitchen to the right. Everything was neat and tidy, no dishes were piled up in the sink, a couple of open windows allowed a cross breeze to cool the interior of the trailer and give it a fresh scent, if the smell of cow shit in the fields could be considered fresh. The walls were covered with an assortment of plaques, each with a rustic saying. 

My house was clean last week sorry you missed it.

Our windows aren’t dirty, that’s our dog’s nose art. 

In the corner of the living room a new flat panel television sat on top of an older floor model that probably had not been turned on in years. Across from the television, which was tuned to Judge Judy, sat what Sam assumed to be the missing child’s mother. She filled an easy chair with her massive bulk and was dressed in a floral housecoat. Her feet were propped up on an upholstered stool while the small table beside her was covered with empty diet soda cans, silent testament to an intent doomed to failure. 

“Dee, someone’s here about Randy,” the old man said before stepping back into the kitchen and returning to the table where a disassembled shotgun lay on a towel.

“Well, show him in,” the woman said, muting the television with a remote she held in one meaty hand. 

Sam stepped into the living room. “Good Morning Ma’am, I’m Sam Hardin with the Sheriff’s office.” 

“Well, sit down, please. It hurts my neck to look up at you. My name’s Dee.”

Sam nodded and smiled as he settled into a small loveseat. He removed his notebook and pen from his shirt pocket.

“When did you first realize your son was missing?”

“This morning, well last night really. He’s been missing for several days now.”

“You didn’t call sooner?”

Dee shook her head. “We figured he was out with his friends. He’s done that before, but he’s never been gone this long. Please find my son. If anything’s happened to him I’ll never forgive myself.”

“I’ll do everything I can, ma’am. What about his friends? Have you spoken with any of them?”

“He only has one real friend I know of, David, who lives with his dad down the street.”

“Do you have his phone number?”

“His Daddy won’t let him have a phone. Says they can’t afford it. If you ask me I think there’s something going on there. He’s always hungry when he’s around. I don’t think his parents are feeding him very well.”

“What about an address?”

“No,” she said shaking her head, “but he lives in the green house about two miles down the road, same side as us.”

“And what’s his name?”

Her face scrunched up as she tried to remember, her eyes vanishing into the folds of fat that surrounded them. “It’s a funny last name,” she said, “Zany, or something like it, I think.”

“What about the boy across the way?” the old man said from the kitchen, where he was oiling the trigger mechanism for the shotgun.

“What boy across the street?” she said, the tone of her voice rising several notches.

“You know, that Anthony kid that lives across the street.”

“They’re not friends, why do you think they’re friends? Randy picks on him. I’ve told that boy a thousand times to quit being like that, but he never listens to me.”

“What do you mean he picked on him?” Sam said.

“Aren’t you listening to me?” she said, redirecting her anger at Sam. “He picks on that poor boy, they’re not friends, my son’s a bully.” She stopped, her mouth working silently as realization dawned on her face. Her hand went to her mouth as her eyes widened in fear. “You don’t think?” she said then stopped, afraid to lend voice the suspicions that were filling her mind. 

“You say he lives across the street? And Randy picked on him?”

“As ashamed as I am to admit it, yes, my son was a bully to that boy. You don’t think? Oh my.” 

“It could be nothing,” Sam said as he closed his notebook and pushed himself to his feet. “But I’ll look into it.” 

Movement at the back of the room drew his attention and he watched as a young girl carrying a baby emerged from the shadowy hallway that led to the back of the trailer.

“Did he have a good nap, sweetie?” Dee said as she raised her arms to take the baby from the young girl.

“Who’s this?” the girl asked, nodding in Sam’s direction.

“He’s from the sheriff’s office, he’s going to help us find your brother.”

“I say let him stay lost,” the girl said.

“Now that’s no way to be. You know your brother loves you.”

The girl rolled her eyes but Sam wasn’t paying attention. His gaze had been drawn to the baby Dee was cradling next to her ample breast. There was something wrong with the child. 

His head, if it was a he, was malformed with a very prominent nose that reminded Sam of the beak of a bird. The forward part of his head had a slant on either side of the nose with the eyes looking off to each side instead of straight ahead. He looked as if his skull had been squeezed in a vise when he was first born. Tearing his gaze from the child, he focused on Dee. 

“I believe I’ve got everything I need. If there’s anything else, I’ll give you a call.”

“Please find my boy and bring him home to his mommy. No matter what he’s done, tell him I forgive him.”

“Do you have a recent photo of him? That would help.”

She handed her purse to the young girl, “find my wallet for me.”

The young girl dug out her wallet and handed it to Dee. 

Sam looked at the photo provided, noting the expression of disdain on Randy’s features. He looked like a bully. 

“I’ll get this back to you as soon as possible.”

“I’d rather have my boy back,” she said as Sam pushed himself to his feet and crossed to the front door. He had a few things to go on, but the info about her son being a bully gave him his best lead. Most likely the bully’s victim had turned the tables on his tormentor, or something had gotten out of hand, and someone had been seriously hurt. 

Either way he’d get to the bottom of it, that was his nature, the need to uncover the truth coupled with a persistence that knew no equal, and it was the persistence that always paid off. 
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6 The Lie That Lingers 
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Anthony sat on the edge of his bed as he watched the sheriff’s patrol car pull into the driveway of Randy’s house. They’d be coming for him soon. It was just a matter of time before they figured out what happened. What should have been a joyous week, the first full days of summer vacation, was shrouded by his fear of being discovered. 

“Wanna toss the ball back and forth?” his father said at the door to his room and Anthony shook his head. His father stepped into the room and sat down on the bed next to him. 

“You know you can’t hide in your room all summer. You’re gonna have to come out to eat, go to the bathroom, that sort of thing,” his dad said.

Anthony knew he was trying to be lighthearted but he had no idea how terrified he’d been over the past few days. He’d been waiting for the police to arrive, certain they would appear the moment he relaxed and dared to believe that he’d gotten away with what he’d done.

Then there was Dave. He was a witness to Anthony’s act. There was no reason for him to protect Anthony. 

“What kind of trouble is that boy in now?” his dad said as he leaned closer to the window to watch the sheriff’s patrol car across the street. “Maybe they’ll send him away,” his dad said more to himself, and Anthony experienced a moment of hope. His dad knew what kind of trouble he was having with Randy. He should tell him. Get it out in the open and be done with it.

“Hey, Dad,” Anthony said.

“Yeah, bud?”

“Nothing, just never mind.” He chickened out at the last moment. For a second he’d thought his dad would understand. But when he looked into his eyes he realized he was still a full-fledged member of the turn the other cheek crowd. 

Kill em with kindness, he’d always said. He’d killed him all right. But he hadn’t been very kind about it, and he recalled the sensation that had flooded him when Randy had confronted him. A rage fed by years of helplessness.

“I’ve gotta leave for work in a bit. Your Mom’s spending the day at her sister’s. Will you be okay here by yourself?”

Anthony nodded his head. “I’ll be all right.”

“Are you sure?” His father placed his hand against Anthony’s forehead. “You don’t feel hot, but you don’t look too well, either.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Why don’t you get outside today, have some fun. Don’t tell your mom, but I filled up your four-wheeler.”

“You did?” He loved riding his four-wheeler on the trail he and his dad had cut through the woods behind the house. But his mom was always worried he’d get hurt so she’d only let him ride when his dad could go with him. 

“You did pretty good in school this year, and you’re getting older. I believe you’re responsible enough to be trusted on your own. But you stay only on the trail, agreed?”

Anthony nodded vigorously. It was fun riding his four-wheeler, even with his dad tagging along, but it would be so much better to ride alone. No one to tell him to slow down and no one to make him go home before he was ready.

“And remember, not a word of this to your mother.”

“I promise.”

“And you have to be back before she gets home. If she catches you riding alone, we’ll both be in deep trouble.”

Anthony nodded as he pushed himself up from his bed and crossed his room to retrieve his riding gear from the closet. 

“I wonder what he wants?” his dad said. The sheriff’s patrol car had pulled into their driveway. His dad pushed himself away from the window and crossed to the door for Anthony’s room.

“Stay here,” his dad said before vanishing down the hall. Anthony crossed to the door of his bedroom and listened as his father opened the front door

From below he heard his father’s voice as he spoke with the sheriff’s deputy, and he cautiously crept into the hallway to eavesdrop on the conversation.

“I don’t care what they said,” his father’s voice came to him, strained with anger and just a hint of fear that kicked the tone up a note, “I’d rather you didn’t speak to him.”

“I understand your reluctance, Mr. Ferris. As a father myself, I’d be hesitant to let the police speak to my children. I was hoping maybe he’d seen or heard something that could clear this matter up quickly for everyone involved.” The Deputy’s voice was soft, reassuring, self-assured, in sharp contrast to his father’s response.

They knew. The thought blossomed in Anthony’s mind. They knew what happened. They knew what he had done. They were going to take him away. Send him downstate to the juvenile facility, to jail. He’d never survive in jail. The thoughts trailed off in his mind as his father closed the door with an apology.

Anthony watched him through the slats of the banister as he stood with his back to the front door. He had denied them. His father had protected him, and he was suddenly filled with love for the man who was his father. He would keep them from sending him away. He was safe here in the house, under his father’s protection. 

“Anthony,” his father called from the front door.

“What?”

“Come down here, please. I want to speak to you.”

With his helmet in his hand, he slowly walked down the steps. Reaching the first floor, he crossed to where his father stood with his back to the front door.

“Do you know anything about what happened to Randy?”

Anthony shook his head as he shrugged. “What happened to Randy?”

“The police say he’s been missing for several days. Are you sure you don’t know anything about what might have happened?”

“He’s not my friend, why would I know?” The lie came so easily that Anthony experienced a moment of remorse. What had become of him that he could stoop so low, and lie so easily to his own father? But all children lied, adults too, everyone told little white lies during the course of a normal day. 

But this was no little white lie. 

“You understand that if something has happened, if we come out with the truth, they will understand.”

“I don’t know anything,” Anthony said. Did his father already know what happened and was just waiting for Anthony to come clean? Dave could have told him. He could have told everyone and Anthony wouldn’t know it. Were they just waiting for him to tell the truth?

“Are you sure?”

Anthony nodded. He couldn’t trust himself to speak, afraid that if he did, if he opened his mouth to further the lie the truth would come spilling out. Then they would know he was a murderer, a killer, a wild beast that had to be caged for everyone’s own good. 
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