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      The fire crackles, the Vermont night redolent with fallen leaves, the brisk breath of incoming winter, the hissing of pine sap leaking from the snapping logs. The pine overpowers even the roasting meat.

      Johnny holds the handle on one end of the metal spit, slowly rotating the carcass over the top of the flames. In the light of the fire, his bare face glows orange, his blond hair edged in crimson, but his pasty flesh isn’t nearly as ghoulish as Greg’s smarmy mug; even his black mustache looks smug as he frowns down at the rifle in his lap. I almost make a crack about it, but pissing off a man in the middle of cleaning his weapon probably isn’t the smartest choice.

      I run a hand over the scruff on my chin; two days’ worth of stubble. Not that it matters. These two knuckleheads have seen me look worse—thirty-five years we’ve been friends. So when Greg proposed this camping trip, of course, we agreed. A weekend of drinking in the woods? I couldn’t say no to that. The location was a strange choice, though—lots of people have gone missing from this section of the forest. Some say it’s haunted. Some claim there are witches. The most concerning allegation was that a pack of wolves was eating any hapless campers dumb enough to wander out here, but dozens of wildlife experts have checked the place out—no weird animal activity. No tears in the abandoned camping equipment. I suspect that those who went missing fled over the Canadian border; it’s only thirty miles from where we are right now. If I wanted to disappear, that’s how I’d do it.

      I squint at the roasting bird. Greg had plans to shoot a deer, too, but we spent the entire day crouched in the fields, all decked out in camouflage, staring out at the tall grass, watching bucks bound away the second Greg raised his weapon. He managed to shoot a duck, the one they’re roasting now, but I’m not into pulling buckshot out of my teeth. I think Greg did it just to kill something.

      He likes to shoot things. He’ll tell you all about it, proud as hell, as if that doesn’t make him sound like a psychopath.

      Johnny meets my eyes, then gestures to the spit—to the handle. “Grab this, Beau. I gotta piss.”

      “Watch yourself out there,” Greg says. “If you see any witches, holler back, and let me do the talking.”

      Yeah, he definitely brought us here to try to freak us out, playing with our heads like he did when we were children. I chuckle. “Seeing as how you’ve chased off three wives, I’m sure you’re the best man to send a ghost running.”

      “A witch,” he snaps.

      I shrug and settle my gaze on the fire. “Whatever.”
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        * * *

      

      We go to bed soon after, snuggled in a single tent with our sleeping bags on the three walls away from the tent’s entrance.

      I’m not sure how long I dozed for, but a lawnmower wakes me. At least it might as well be lawn equipment—Greg makes a sound like a bear fucking a chainsaw when he’s asleep.

      I roll toward the middle of the tent and peer into the dimness, the outlines of the others barely visible in the light that leaks from the open moonroof. Greg’s here, obviously, that noisy bastard, but Johnny’s bedroll is rumpled in the corner. Huh. Probably went to pee.

      I lay my head back down, but Greg’s rumbling snores shake the whole damn tent. I throw a foot in his direction, aiming for the shin. The kick connects; Greg grunts and rolls away. The grumbling roar starts again. I lay a hand on my belly, on my swollen bladder. I think Johnny had the right idea.

      I push myself up, grab my jacket, yank on my boots, making as much noise as possible to irritate Greg, but he stays asleep. I tug the zipper free. I’ll let the animals come for this jerk. I never really liked him anyway.

      I re-zip the tent on the way out, but Greg’s snores leak through, destroying any peacefulness that might otherwise exist in these woods.

      “Johnny!” I’m not worried about some creature hearing me—anything that might want to make us dinner would have already been summoned by Greg’s snoring.

      I listen hard, expecting to hear Johnny’s voice call back from the trees, but all I hear is Greg, the roar easing the farther I walk. The gusting wind hisses—colder than earlier. Much colder. I shove my hands into my pockets and peer into the brush. The full moon overhead paints everything in shades of gray, but the flashlight wasn’t in the tent—I should be able to see Johnny’s bobbing light if he’s out there.

      I pause for one more breath, pick a direction, then head off to the east. It’s as good a direction as any—my ex-girlfriend moved to California after she dumped me, so anything that goes the other way seems like a good bet.

      Soon, Greg’s snoring fades, replaced by the thick, heavy silence you only hear in wild places. I find a tree and relieve the pressure in my bladder, but I’m not ready to head back to the tent. My shoulders are tense, my belly sour. I’m not afraid, not really. I’m six feet tall, work out four times a week, and I carry bear mace—even now, I have it tucked into the pocket of my jacket. But the quiet here feels ominous. All those scary stories might have done me in. Ridiculous.

      But I’d sure feel better if I could lay eyes on Johnny.

      “Johnny! Where’d you run off to, dickhead?” It’s a term of endearment when I say it to Johnny. When I say it to Greg, he only thinks it is.

      The gentle hush of the forest talks back. Wait… no. It’s not the forest, not just breeze. Is that… water? There wasn’t a river on our map. And⁠—

      BANG!

      A bright crackling snap like lighting rings through the forest, but the noise is heavier somehow, and I whirl around, peering into the trees. I don’t see anything, but whatever made that sound is significantly larger than a person. Perhaps a branch fell from the overhead canopy.

      Surely that’s it. Just a branch.

      Or maybe it’s a bear. And I can’t even see the thing out here in the dark. Bear mace or no, I’m not about to walk up to some animal in the middle of their hunting time. This place belongs to them.

      CRACK!

      Closer now. Fuck.

      I turn and run in the opposite direction.

      The brush crackles underfoot, stones and vines sliding beneath my boots. I’m making an enormous amount of noise, but not nearly as much as whatever the hell just leaped from the trees behind me. I’m panting, straining my ears, but I don’t hear the thud of footsteps at my heels—did it give up on me?

      I don’t dare look back, and in the thick woods, I wouldn’t be able to see it anyway. There’s a light up ahead, though. Not the glow from Johnny’s flashlight—hazy and silver. Moonlight. I crash through the brush into the clearing but realize too late that the ground here is steep, the pebbles grinding underfoot as I slip-slide down the embankment and land hard on my knees.

      I barely feel it. I leap to my feet, staring at the trees behind me, backing slowly away, my hand on my bear mace. No creature emerges to tear me apart. No hungry growl breaks the stillness. There is only the noise of the water.

      The water that shouldn’t exist according to our map.
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