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      May 26th, 1982

      

      Jerry Harris ran faster than he’d ever run in his entire life, his fear of the twins much greater than his fear of succumbing to his asthma. Deeper into unknown territory he fled, taking hits from the inhaler on the fly, the sounds of his pursuers driving him forward. He focused on every stride, realizing one misstep could alter the course of his life.

      “Get that spider-queer!”

      Jerry missed this colorful Andy Reed witticism. All he could hear now were the hissing breaths from his overtaxed lungs, performing the perfect impression of a torn bellows as they stoked the cold fire in his chest. His tired mind raced, searching for a way to elude the twins before his lungs gave up altogether.

      The trail brought Jerry to a fork. He stopped here to catch his breath and decide which way to take: right or left. The right-hand trail appeared worn and clear from use; Jerry could see a good distance down before it turned sharply. The left looked overgrown, almost non-existent, the entrance more of a suggestion than an actual opening, obviously not used often. He inhaled more of the bitter medicine, wiped sweat from his forehead, and made a quick decision—take the left-hand path. The overgrowth would slow the bigger boys down and give him more coverage, more places to hide. The other trail would leave him too exposed until he made the turn; the twins would see him before he reached the bend. His mind made up, Jerry faced left, took one step toward his salvation, and stopped. He froze, unable to move, rigid as a statue.

      Something was wrong. An invisible force glued Jerry’s feet to the ground. Crippling dread overshadowed his fear of the twins. His torso prickled with goose bumps, his sweat-soaked shirt like ice on his skin. He wanted to move forward but his flesh quaked and his mind screamed for him to turn away, take the other trail, to go any way but this one.

      An approaching shout from one of the brothers broke the spell, overruling any fears or doubts Jerry had about the trail. The Reed brothers scared Jerry more than the path less taken any day. Plunging into the overgrowth, he moved at a sluggish jog.

      Pushing aside palm fronds and branches, Jerry ventured deeper down the menacing path, his misgivings fading the further he went, the terror seeping away. The trail seemed like any other part of the woods now—unfamiliar, but ordinary. Sawgrass sliced his flesh, drawing beads of blood across his hands and arms, but he refused to stop moving until the twins’ shouts were weak in the distance. He slowed his pace, trying his best to creep through the dense brush without making a ruckus.

      The brothers stopped at the vacated fork, catching their breath.

      Between mouthfuls of air, Andy said, “You take the left and I'll go right.”

      “We should stick together,” Jason said, his voice quavering.

      “Don't be a pussy, that dork weighs half as much as you.”

      “I'm not afraid of him, you moron … it's just … .”

      “What?” asked Andy, knowing exactly what his brother was talking about. They never took the left trail. It had been an unspoken rule as long as they could remember. The path seemed … wrong. It always has.

      “Okay,” Andy said, nodding and jabbing his thumb to the right. “We’ll stick together and check this way. He wouldn't go that way anyhow. And if we don't find him it ain't no big deal, we got all summer to kick his scrawny ass.”

      The brothers plodded down the familiar open trail, shouting their prey's name, taunting him with false conditions of surrender.

      Tired, bleeding, his lungs being squeezed by unseen hands, Jerry halted and sat down. Another slug from the inhaler that hung from a string around his thin neck calmed his wheezing. The forest surrounded him, comforting, as if he were in the womb of the woods. He stayed that way for a while, tempted to lie back and fall asleep right where he sat, but the fear of waking in the dark—or worse, being awakened by the twins—proved enough to get him on his feet and moving once again.

      Jerry stood and listened for several seconds. Birds chirped and insects buzzed. His pursuers were either being quiet or had moved further away, out of earshot. He decided to take a gamble and head back the way he'd came, back to the safety of the group. Jerry knew he could still find his way, and that venturing any further would put him at risk of being dangerously lost. He crept forward, careful not to make any unnecessary noises.

      He managed ten paces when a commotion in front of him stopped his legs mid-stride—movement through the brush. He eased his foot to the forest floor and waited for the noise to repeat itself. The rustling of leaves and the sharp snap of a branch caused his heart to knock on his chest like a fist. Terrified, Jerry spun and continued his flight deeper into uncharted territory, convinced the brothers had found him. Unseen behind Jerry, a harmless Armadillo crossed the footpath and scooted through the vegetation on the other side, unaware of the events it had forced into motion.

      Jerry moved faster now, turning to look to his rear every few seconds, certain he would see the Reed twins, their sneering faces parting the greenery. He even mistook the clamor of his own struggle through the overgrowth, sure they were hot on his tail. His attention diverted, Jerry didn't see the wall of vines blocking the trail until he became trapped in it, snaring him like a fly in a web.

      Panicking, Jerry cried out, thrashing his arms, his fear causing him to believe it actually was a giant web. He freed his limbs—dry vines and thin branches clinging to his hair and shirt—and took several shambling steps back, gasping for air. He took another hit of spray and looked up. What he saw caused his initial embarrassment over panicking like a fool turn to crushing self-defeat. The trail ended in a tangled wall of branches and vines standing twice his height, woven into the thick underbrush bordering the trail, blocking his way and any hopes of escape.

      Shit. I’m trapped.

      Studying the top of the wall, Jerry realized the dense trail had opened up to the afternoon sky at some point during his frantic run, revealing bruise-colored clouds galloping overhead—a storm closing in.

      Great, he thought, his inner voice filled with sarcasm. Maybe I'll get struck by lightning after I get beat up.

      He approached the wall and leaned his forehead on the barrier in defeat, too tired to go any further anyway, his asthma sapping the energy from his small body. Through the gaps of entwining branches and twirling vines, Jerry could discern something white on the other side

      The other side?

      Jerry's heart picked up speed again, this time with renewed hope instead of fear. He pried the branches and vines open. They parted easier than expected, as if someone had been through the wall already. In seconds, Jerry had an opening large enough for his small twelve-year-old frame to squeeze through.

      Fending off dried creepers that clawed at his eyes, tugged at his clothes, and even tried to enter his ears, Jerry wiggled his way through into an opening.

      A clearing of white sand.

      A circular clearing. Too circular to be natural, Jerry thought. The white sand felt soft under his feet, unlike the hard forest floor a few feet away on the other side of the strange wall of vines, giving him the impression of standing on the crest of an immense sand dune. More woven vines and branches made up the perimeter of the clearing, the surrounding wall keeping the impassable palmettos of the woods at bay.

      The only way into the clearing was the way he had entered.

      Smiling, Jerry turned and mended the wall, enclosing himself in. Those jerks will never find me in here. I'll just wait them out. Head home in a little bit.

      Jerry didn't notice the tree in the center of the clearing until he turned around again. How he hadn't noticed it straight away would remain a mystery. It wasn't an exceptionally tall tree—shorter than most of its neighbors in the surrounding woods—but it loomed over him like a giant nonetheless. The trunk stood roughly twenty feet away, but the thin, bare branches reached out to him, causing him to unconsciously step away until his back caressed the wall of vines. The trunk and branches of the tree, colored a uniform black—not burned (which had been his first thought) just an empty, lifeless black—stood out in stark contrast to the snow-white sand encircling it.

      One thought echoed in Jerry's mind as he stared up at the black tree with the darkening clouds moving behind it like a polluted stream.

      Get away from here! Now!

      The twins were no longer a concern. He had to get out of this clearing and away from this tree even if it meant having to fight the evil brothers. Before he could turn to leave, dark bubbles formed and burst at the edge of his vision as a low squealing filled his head. Jerry rubbed his eyes and looked around for the source of the noise. He realized it was coming from him.

      He couldn't breathe.

      He instinctively reached for the inhaler around his neck, and stared numbly at the broken length of string coiled in his palm.

      The inhaler was gone.

      Panic overcame his surprise. Frantic, Jerry searched around his feet, the white sand the same color as the plastic life-saving gadget. He fell to his knees and grasped fistfuls of sand, his vision now swimming with the popping orbs, his consciousness slipping.

      Jerry's right hand grazed something hard. He fumbled with the object, dropping it twice. After an eternity, he lifted his hand to his face, his failing vision recognizing the familiar device gripped in his fist. Seconds from passing out, he willed the inhaler to his lips and pressed down, using his last ounce of strength.

      The familiar whoosh filled his ears. And a gritty mist of sand filled Jerry's mouth and lungs as he struggled to inhale, choking the already dying boy.

      Jerry collapsed onto his side, legs convulsing, kicking up sand. His back arched and his hands clawed at his throat as his sand-coated tongue protruded between blue lips, kissing the air like a beached fish. No matter how hard he tried, that precious air would not fill his feeble lungs. His eyes bulged, threatening to pop from their sockets. Jerry's spasms slowed to intermittent jerks. His hands flopped to the sand, twitching like wounded birds, the expression on his purple face one of utter confusion. His eyelids dropped slowly as his life slipped away, the ominous black tree his last image of this world, its malformed limbs reaching to the leaden sky with an air of remorseless glee.

      Jerry's frail, lifeless body rested in the white sand. The songs of birds and insects filled the surrounding woods, oblivious to the tragedy. Pregnant rainclouds marched overhead, their long shadows caressing the dead body. A rumble of thunder crawled above the clouds.

      Seconds later, Jerry's eyes opened. A grin creased his pale face.

      The dead boy sat up, and the woods fell silent.
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      May 24th, 1982

      Two days earlier.

      

      The old man gulped the humid morning air, one hand on his hip, the other clutching a double-barreled shotgun that rested on his right shoulder.

      He studied the all too familiar scene before him through squinted eyes, twin fiery orbs glaring from the thick lenses of his glasses, the new day's sun already hot and bright as it crept up the pale sky behind the wretched tree.

      Like a monument erected to all things corrupt and eternal, the lone tree stood in the center of the clearing, black and lifeless, the way it has since the first time he had the misfortune of stumbling upon it, so many years ago. His eyes fell from the tree, examining the sand at its base for any sign of human disturbance—he found none. Except for his scattered footprints, the white sand appeared as smooth as a deserted island's pristine beach. He then turned a full circle, scrutinizing his surroundings with paranoid mistrust. The lush woods encircling the clearing exuded the innocuous sounds of summer: birds singing, insects humming.

      All was normal.

      As normal as he could ever hope for in this poisoned glade in the woods.

      Pushing his glasses up his sweaty nose with a forefinger, the old man released a grateful sigh of relief and bowed his head.

      The tree was bare.

      Not a single leaf sprouted from its dark branches. It had only been a dream. A nightmare.

      Or a vision, he thought.  A portent.  A warning.

      The dream returned to him: the image of the tree in full bloom, broad leaves sprouting from every branch, a crimson sky flowing behind it like a river of blood. He'd awoken in a cold sweat, a deep despair sinking into his chest, his skull throbbing from too many beers the night before. He'd dressed, grabbed his shotgun, and made the long hike to the clearing.

      With his knuckles bone-white as he squeezed the worn wood of the old gun, eyes wide and alert, the old man chose the left-hand trail without hesitation when he reached the fork in the path.

      He never thought he'd actually be relieved to see the repulsive thing, its black branches outlined against the morning sky like the skeletal legs of some fossilized, extinct insect—its gratefully bare branches.

      He filled his lungs with the heavy air again and turned to leave; but before exiting the clearing, the old man whirled, leering at the seemingly harmless tree for several seconds, shotgun at arms, as if turning his back on it would cause his nightmare to manifest.

      The dreams were visiting him more than ever before, more realistic, with a sense of impending doom, setting the man’s nerves on edge. The alcohol had been the only thing keeping the dreams at bay. Not anymore. Why now after all these years? After all the precautions he’d taken to keep the tree a secret? Nothing about its appearance had changed, and although weakened, he could still sense the warding spell surrounding the tree and trailhead.

      Maybe I’m finally going crazy, he thought. Or maybe I need to lighten up on the booze. He barked a short laugh, and then clamped his mouth shut with a click of teeth. The innocent sound of his laughter seemed foreign in the clearing, in the presence of something so evil.

      Like a fart in church. He cracked a thin smile at this thought, but held his laughter. He eyed the tree for several more seconds in complete silence, the wild sounds of the woods calming his buzzing nerves. Satisfied it was still dead—or at least dormant—he turned and left the clearing and the tree behind, saying a silent prayer that his nightmares would never become a reality.

      Not on my watch, he thought, moving along the dense trail, but one word flashed in his mind like a neon bar sign as he began his journey home, buzzing in his tender, booze-addled skull.

      Warning … Warning … Warning.
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      A distant train whistle pervades the tranquility of the sunlit woods, wailing the song of a lost child.

      The lyrical piping of the train glides like mist around the oaks and pines, past the cabbage palms, winding through the woods, searching for an ear to fall upon.

      Lewis kicks his heel back, engaging the coaster brakes, his bicycle fishtailing and sliding to a halt in the dirt and pine needles blanketing the trail. His thin chest heaves, struggling to catch a useful breath in the stifling humidity of the summer air. A buzzing cloud of hungry gnats and mosquitoes immediately home in on his new location, eager to feast. Lewis swats the air around his head to ward off the attack, and offers his ears to the train's imploring howl as it mingles with the persistent hum of the swarming insects.

      Lewis has always loved the train’s mournful cry. The sound makes him feel safe and secure, like things are still moving along on schedule—a daily affirmation of his existence in a world he often feels excluded from. However, some days the whistle called to him like the Pied Piper of Hamelin. Lewis would make the long journey to the tracks and watch the train rumble past, fantasizing of jumping onto one of the passing freight cars like a hobo from the movies, complete with a red bandana tied to the end of a stick, stuffed with all his meager belongings. Instead, Lewis would watch until the last freight car and caboose traversed the small river bridge, vanishing around the bend, wishing it and his imaginary doppelgänger a safe journey.

      Sitting on his bike, Lewis closes his eyes; the rhythmic thumping of the train's wheels in the distance syncs to the racing thrum of his young heart. But this time, instead of his normal train-hopping daydream, the bemoaning whistle triggers unwelcome snippets of the previous night's dream—a warped reoccurring version of his vagabond fantasy. Like every time before, Lewis had awoken in terror, and as usual, he could only remember two things from the dream: something unseen in the deep shadows of a swaying boxcar, something whispering his name; and the overwhelming scents of burning wood and decay.

      Lewis’s eyes fly open, his reverie broken by the sound of tires skidding behind him.

      Clinton, Lewis’s best friend, slides sideways next to him, stopping his bike just short of a bone-crunching collision, spraying his daydreaming friend with a fine plume of dirt. Clinton’s younger brother, Justin, repeats the well-practiced maneuver, easing to a stop a foot behind Clinton.

      “What's up?” Clinton exhaled the question, gasping for breath in the soupy summer air, coughing dirt from his lungs.

      “Just waiting for you slowpokes,” Lewis lied, too embarrassed to voice his confusing freight-hopping nightmare. Strange dreams have plagued his nights lately, causing him to wonder about his sanity.

      “We were adding another block to the ramp,” Justin said, somehow breathing normal even though sweat saturated his STAR WARS t-shirt.

      It was a Monday, the first official day of summer vacation. Lewis and Clinton were fresh out of sixth grade, Justin the fifth, and all three boys had spent most of the perfect summer day riding their bikes in the woods surrounding their neighborhood, racing along the familiar and well worn trails that meander through the slash pines and saw palmettos. They'd had the trail to themselves all afternoon, a rarity on most days, but especially rare on the first day of summer vacation, so the boys had taken advantage of this occasion and made a little addition to the trail.

      One section of the trail—appropriately called ‘the runway’ by the trio—straightened out for a long stretch, allowing the boys to reach terminal velocity before the path twisted away once again. Upon entering the runway, the boys would stand on their pedals, legs pumping like pistons, whipping their bikes back and forth to the brink of disaster before hitting the first of many curves, their inside foot dragging the forest floor as they took the hairpin turns, pushing the pine needles into neat, compact mounds.  It was on this stretch of straightaway that they decided to place the ramp.

      The ramp had been Justin's idea of course; most of their bad ideas seemed to originate from the youngest of the three. A few cinder blocks, a sturdy sheet of plywood, and the boys were instant daredevils. The scorching Florida heat and swampy humidity kept them saturated in sweat, and the lack of a breeze meant they had to create their own—the ramp provided this breeze. Building speed and soaring through the air felt wonderful on their drenched skin. Instant outdoor-air-conditioning.

      Fear and self-preservation lessened with each launch from the rickety construction. When the initial fright of crashing melted away and the jump became boring, Justin would demand another block be added, increasing the stakes. The cinder blocks, as well as the wood, were supplied by a crumbling pile of assorted and potentially hazardous building materials left behind from the construction of their neighborhood, kindly dumped in the woods for adventurous boys to use however they pleased.

      Soon enough, several more blocks had been added to the ramp. It was so high in fact, the boys were running short of precious landing room. Inevitably, the unwritten laws pertaining to young boys and bike stunts would be enforced, and somebody would have to get hurt—today's winner was little Justin.

      The youngest of the three daredevils pumped his bike to maximum velocity, streaking down the straightaway, a fierce stare of determination and concentration tinged with a respectful dash of fear burning in his bulging eyes. Lewis and Clinton watched in rapt amazement as Justin hit the plywood ramp at incredible speed, and both onlookers cringed at the sound of the ancient board snapping in half, wrenching a surprised yelp from Justin as he hurtled over his handle-bars, through the air, sans bike.

      Justin's feet continued to pedal his invisible steed, his arms wind milling, until he met solid ground again, performing the perfect imitation of Pete Rose sliding into home plate. Justin's face took the brunt of the impact, bouncing off the hard-packed dirt with a deep thud, his body sliding on the pine needles for several feet before grinding to a halt, motionless.

      “Oh shit,” Clinton blurted. “Mom's gonna kill me.” He tossed his bike to the side, ran over to his brother's body, knelt down, and rolled the limp form over.

      Dismounting his own bike, Lewis jogged over to stand behind Clinton. Resting his hands on shaking knees, he peered over Clinton's shoulder. Justin's face—spattered with blood and caked with dirt—showed no signs of life, his head wobbling on his neck as Clinton grasped his little brother's shoulders and shook him, shouting his name.

      Justin's eyes fluttered open and he pushed his brother away. “Quit yelling, I'm fine,” he said nasally, like he had a bad cold.

      “You don't look fine, I thought you were dead,” Clinton said, a hint of annoyance lacing the concern in his voice. “Are you okay?”

      Justin stood and swayed like a sapling in a storm, nearly toppling, then regained his footing. Blood flowed from his swollen nose as he nodded to his older brother. He tilted his head back, pinching his nostrils shut.

      “It looks broken,” Lewis said, failing to mask the shaking in his voice, pointing to Justin’s nose. He’d been a hundred percent sure he’d witnessed Justin’s death.

      Justin shrugged, staring at the treetops.

      Satisfied his brother's condition wasn't terminal, Clinton walked over to the remnants of the ramp and righted Justin's bike. “At least your bike looks okay. Think you can walk it home?”

      Justin displayed a bloody thumbs up.

      His head tilted back, one hand still clamping his nostrils to stanch the flow of blood, Justin walked his bike along the trail toward home to get patched up, and to most definitely get chewed out for ruining yet another good shirt with bloodstains. A squadron of gnats swarmed the boy's face and hand, eager to roost on the congealing blood.

      Lewis and Clinton, still on their bikes, escorted the injured boy. Like vultures they circled Justin as they talked about the crash, building the event into legendary-sized proportions, the height of Justin's failed jump already reaching upwards of twenty feet, and his body bouncing off the trail at least three times before stopping. In their retelling, the amount of blood that sprayed from Justin’s nostrils went from cups to gallons in a matter of seconds.

      Justin listened and nodded as the older boys continued to rattle on about things twelve-year-old boys talk about: favorite baseball players, favorite television shows, comic books. They even worked their way up to talking about girls for a fleeting moment. They discussed which rides they would brave at the summer fair, horror films they planned to sneak into, and the latest games they wanted to play at the arcade; but the most important topic, the subject that always seemed to infiltrate their conversations lately, was this year's war—The Second Annual Swamp Potato War.

      “I just hope I last longer this year,” Lewis said.

      Remembering the war, Justin smiled and nodded, still staring at the sky as he walked alongside his bike. His swollen nose had stopped flowing, but his face remained crusted with blood and drowned gnats. The dried blood cracked as he grinned.

      Lewis had been the second man killed during that first war last summer, catching a small potato to the eye, the humbling bruise taking a week to dissipate, the embarrassment and disappointment of being the first on his side to die never fading.

      “Yeah, you blew it, man,” Clinton said, rubbing it in, following Lewis in a tight circle. He had battled to the very end, the last man standing for their side. The final barrage that killed Clinton made everyone watching wince, clutching spots on their own bodies, mirroring Clinton's pain.

      The boys made their way out of the forest and onto the wide field of grass connecting the woods to the end of Lewis's street. They were only a few yards in, the tall grass whipping against their jeans, dragonflies taking flight from their approach, when Lewis heard his name shouted from the direction of his house, echoing throughout the streets.

      Lewis was convinced his mother and father had the loudest voices on Earth. No matter where he happened to be in the neighborhood, he could hear them screaming his name, calling him home for dinner. Lewis's mother shouted solo today; his father had left yesterday for a weeklong business trip in California.

      Lewis sighed. “Guess I gotta go.”

      “Yeah,” Clinton said. “Man, your mom has quite a set … of lungs that is.”

      Justin laughed, spewing bloody snot through his fingers, the floodgates reopened.

      “Shut up, Clint,” Lewis said, knowing how much his friend hated the short version of his name.

      “Whatever, see you tomorrow,” Clinton said.

      Laughing, the boys waved their good-byes as they parted and headed home for supper, all of them drained from the day's events, yet excited about things to come for the long summer ahead.

      The crickets played their delicate instruments as the sun descended from the heavens, shrouding the quiet neighborhood of Poisonwood Estates with a cloak of scarlet fire, which would soon scorch the glowing sky into night.
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      Nestled in the central Florida woods near the east coast of the state rests the small, sleepy town of Hopkinsville, boasting a population of just over 4,000 citizens. A number that easily triples during a Space Shuttle launch from nearby Cape Canaveral, bringing temporary excitement to what many Florida residents consider to be the most boring town in the state.

      Spectators from near and far gather on the banks of the Indian River, which separates the coast from the cape, vying for the best position to view the launch. While other towns closer to the spectacle absorb most of the crowd, latecomers find their gas, food, and lodging in Hopkinsville, boosting the small town's stagnating economy. One thing these visitors say upon returning to their respective homes is that the residents of Hopkinsville are some of the friendliest folks they've ever met. And also, that the town is indeed quite boring.

      A thirty-minute drive east from the center of town will send you splashing into the warm waters of the Atlantic Ocean. A fifteen-minute drive through the woods to the northwest of town will bring you to yet more woods, Lewis's woods, and the small community of homes known as Poisonwood Estates.

      Constructed in 1965, these sturdy, single-story homes were meant for the growing space industry on Cape Canaveral, and the families of the men and women employed there. Unlike other small communities closer to the cape, the expected growth and expansion of Hopkinsville never quite reached expectations—never came close, in fact—and as a result, Poisonwood Estates was left isolated from the town. An island of homes in a sea of trees, with a two-lane road to town its only lifeline. Seventeen years later, the thick forest in between remained undeveloped except for a small one-runway airfield, and the new baseball park with its adjacent playground.

      For Lewis and his friends, Poisonwood Estates comprised their whole world. School, the grocery store, gas stations, the movie theater, and every other convenience folks take for granted were all located in town. Which was fine if you had a car and were old enough to drive; however, the road to these amenities had long been deemed unsafe for bicycles, and most parents forbade their children to use it.

      This isolation meant the boys spent a large portion of their free time in the surrounding woods. The sweltering months during summer vacation relegated even more time for them to explore the vast area of wilderness without the hindrance of school, teachers, and the most heinous, twisted invention of all time—homework.

      Hopkinsville may have the unofficial moniker of the most boring town in the state, but growing up in Poisonwood Estates was fine for a child like Lewis: a child with a healthy—albeit morbid—imagination. Lewis found the stories and legends passed down about his woods fascinating. Stories of ghostly lights and eerie sounds warning children to keep clear of the woods at night, and yarns of strange creatures snatching the children who refused to heed these warnings.

      For Lewis, the most intriguing and frightening tale had to be the local legend of the drowned boy, who met his end in one of the many storm drains of the neighborhood. The drains, built high up from the gutters, allowed ample space for a small child to fall through to the darkness below, lending some credence to the tale. For Lewis this evidence was plenty; he completely believed the story, even though the location of the unfortunate event seemed to change day to day.

      Rumored to be on his way home from playing football with friends, the little boy found himself caught in a sudden torrential rainstorm, common for this part of Florida. His new football slipped from his fingers and washed away, swept down the rushing gutter. The boy gave chase and came within inches of his prized possession. In desperation, he dove for the ball, trying to rescue it before the looming mouth of the drain swallowed it—he was too late. Ball and boy were washed down the opening. The unfortunate child cracked his head on the concrete lip as he fell, dazing him. He drowned in the churning dark waters below.

      The legend states that if you are brave enough to put your ear close to a drain during a downpour, you can hear his ghost crying for help, echoing throughout the dark tunnels; but, if you get too close, his cold, dead hands will lash out and drag you down into his watery tomb. Lewis could easily envision those small hands, their flesh pale and slick as fish bellies, the fingernails caked with slimy green algae, latching on and ripping into flesh.

      Lewis loved the woods and his neighborhood; he wouldn't change a thing about where he lived. The weird tales fueled his imagination, instilling wonder and fascination, making the unexplored areas of the woods mystifying and forbidden, the perfect combination for fun in his twisted mind.

      As long as Andy and Jason—the Reed twins—weren't involved that is.

      Come to think of it, there was something Lewis would change about where he lived.
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      As night seeped into the sky above his home, Lewis sat at the dinner table, finishing his meal. He paused with a forkful of mashed potatoes raised to his lips, recalling the day’s events. He realized he hadn't seen the Reed twins while racing through the woods on that first day of summer. He also realized how lucky he’d been, the ramp and Justin's magnificent crash had occupied all of his attention, leaving him open to attack. Lewis knew from experience that you had to be vigilant, constantly glancing over your shoulder, ready to turn on the jets at any given moment, the twins lurking threat always present.

      Big, mean, and ugly as sin, identical twins Andy and Jason Reed have bullied Lewis and any other kid within striking distance for as long as he could remember. The daily threat of being harassed by the boys has become routine, a simple fact of life for him and his friends. Over the years, Lewis's fear of the bullies has grown in accordance with their lumpy, misshaped bodies. They were now twice as big as Lewis, and twice as scary as they were a year ago.

      Lewis Frazier, on the other hand, was not big. Taller but much thinner than most of the other kids his age, Lewis has become accustomed to the twins’ constant taunts about his physique, the list of hateful nicknames growing longer every year. There were the common garden-variety names: Beanpole, Twig, Birdchest, and Toothpick; and then there were the more creative ones such as Malnutrition-Boy (Justin's favorite), and the ever tasteless, Concentration-Camp-Boy.

      It wasn't a question of appetite. Lewis ate like a ravenous cannibal, but never seemed to gain weight. When Clinton made an innocent comment about tapeworms, Lewis became obsessed with the image of a giant scaly worm living in his gut. A worm with a sucking mouth full of tiny sharp teeth (like the lamprey eel his science teacher had shown the class), plundering the food he shoved down his gullet. Every meal Lewis would think to himself, time to feed the worm. He even swore he could feel the slippery beast sliding around in his bowels, uttering low, hungry groans.

      Three years older than Lewis, the Reed twins would soon be allowed behind the wheel of a car. The thought terrified Lewis. The thought terrified everyone. Lewis tried to assure himself that access to a vehicle would keep the deviant clones out of the neighborhood and out of his hair, but he couldn't help conjuring the image of the evil boys running him down while riding his bicycle, the car roaring off, the twins hooting and hollering like the Dukes of Hazard as Lewis's broken body bled out on the asphalt, twitching in their exhaust.

      The twins despised Lewis, but they hated Clinton even more. Mainly because Clinton never let them push him around, even if it resulted in a beating, which it often did.

      Lewis and Clinton have been friends since the day Clinton first encountered the duo, the same day he saved Lewis from the twins, all the way back in third grade—at least that's how Lewis tells the story. Clinton always seems embarrassed, shrugging it off as no big deal whenever it’s mentioned.

      On that historic day, three years ago, daydreaming in his favorite perch high up in the nose of the rocket-slide, Lewis watched a baseball game unfold from the field next to the playground. Designed to resemble a vertical rocket ship landing on the planet, or perhaps gearing up for take-off back into deep space, the slide had been Lewis’s prime spot to hide from the twins since its construction a year earlier.

      Crewmembers accessed the rocket ship via a metal ladder ascending through the center of the structure, all the way to the top level. The first level—the largest but the most boring—never held any interest for Lewis. The slightly more exciting second level housed the slide allowing access to the planet's surface. The third level (smaller and as boring as the first) tapered inward toward the fourth and highest level—the nose cone of the rocket.

      The nose had a comfortable capacity of one, the way Lewis liked it. He considered himself a loner, not into the team sports like the one he currently watched from his favorite post.

      Peering through the metal bars making up the exoskeleton of his ship, Lewis imagined the red clay of the baseball diamond to be the surface of Mars. The players—in their bright red and yellow uniforms, hats and batting helmets—were the Martians. With the ship's massive laser cannon, Lewis sighted a Martian in the on-deck circle swinging an aluminum bat—otherwise known as an alien death wand.

      “Die, Martian scum,” Lewis said, mimicking a laser blast and explosion followed by a rattling death scream.

      The scene before him became an ordinary baseball game once again as a sudden violent shaking of the rocket slide snapped Lewis back to reality.

      Like noxious fumes, devious laughter floated up to Lewis. His heart wiggled into his throat when he recognized the sinister laughs—the Reed twins. They had Lewis trapped like the proverbial cat up a tree.

      The twins shook the rocket harder now. Sure the structure would topple, Lewis clutched the bars and prayed his ship would hold fast to the ground.

      An unfamiliar voice shouted above the twins’ laughter. “Hey!”

      The rocket stopped swaying, but Lewis's white-knuckle grip on the bars remained.

      “What do you want?” one of the twins asked. Lewis thought it must’ve been Andy, since he seemed to speak for the pair most of the time.

      Lewis could see the source of the unknown voice now. A small kid stood on the sidewalk, waving his hand in greeting to the unseen twins below, a silly smirk stretched across his tan face. The kid made eye contact with Lewis and gave a single, quick nod. Lewis recognized him; the new kid in class. He’d started school last week. Lewis tried to remember his name, Clayton? … No … Clinton? Yeah that was it, Clinton.

      “Just wanted to see if I could buy some potato chips from you guys,” Clinton said.

      A long pause followed as the moronic duo analyzed the odd request. Lewis could picture the twins exchanging confused looks, much like the one he felt scrunched on his own face.

      “What?” Andy asked.

      “Oh, I heard some old guys talkin’, they said that your mom sells Lays on the corner,” Clinton said in an innocent tone, then added, “for cheap.”

      Lewis gasped, held the breath, shut his eyes, and waited for the sounds of murder to ensue.

      Another long pause came instead, as the idiot brothers absorbed the punch line. Then the slapping of several sneakers hitting pavement broke the silence. Lewis could see Clinton running, his face up and fists punching the air next to his ears, speeding down the sidewalk leading to the other baseball diamond; the brothers pursued, lumbering after the boy like crazed apes.

      Lewis watched the chase from the safety of his nest until all three boys disappeared around a bend, obscured by the tall pine trees. Recognizing his deliverance, he descended the ladder, his unfailing imagination evoking a calm female voice in his head, This rocket will self-destruct in T-minus twenty seconds and counting.

      Lewis reached the second level of the rocket and dove face first down the slide, belly-flopping in the cool sand at the bottom.

      Fourteen—

      Thirteen—

      Twelve—

      He scrambled to his feet, stumbling in the sand as he tried to reach the escape pod—his bike.

      He freed the escape pod from the bike rack and jumped on, pushing the sluggish pedals with all his weight.

      Seven—

      Six—

      Five—

      Lewis gained speed as his legs pumped faster, the tires buzzing on the fresh paved bike path, praying he was a safe distance from the ship.

      Two—

      One—

      Zero.

      Lewis kept his eyes forward as the rocket exploded behind him, sending flames and metal debris high into the air. He bent over his handlebars and pedaled home as fast as he could, feeling lucky to have escaped with his life.

      The following day, Lewis sat in homeroom, glancing toward the open door every time a student entered the classroom, then back to the large clock on the wall, eager for Clinton to show. The tardy bell would blare out any second, and Clinton was still absent, causing Lewis to wonder if the boy had survived the incident. He’d never heard anyone talk to the twins like that before.

      Clinton sauntered into the room, hung his backpack on the back of his chair, and plopped down in his seat as the shrill ringing of the tardy bell reverberated throughout the halls, as if he had planned the perfectly-timed entrance.

      Not realizing he’d been holding his breath, Lewis exhaled, relieved to see the boy walking and breathing. Lewis wasn't surprised by the boy's appearance, but the rest of the class whispered and pointed, stealing glances. Clinton's right eye squinted through a bruised and swollen sunset—the classic shiner. His upper lip protruded, scabbed and puffy. A large band-aid clung like a leech to the bottom of his chin. He held his head high and focused on the teacher at the front of the classroom—nothing out of the ordinary.

      Clinton made eye contact with Lewis and flashed him a half-grin, his hand reaching up to touch his crusty lip. Embarrassed, Lewis nodded, and offered the boy a timid wave.

      After class, Lewis approached his battered savior. “Hey. Thanks for what you did yesterday. I'm Lewis.”

      Lewis held out his hand to shake. Clinton grabbed the hand and shook it like the older, cool kids shake. “Clinton. Not a prob.”

      Lewis felt the grating scabs on Clinton's knuckles and let go, pushing his hands into his jean pockets.

      “They messed you up some, huh?” Lewis murmured.

      “Nah, it's not that bad. I got some good shots in, kicked one of them in the balls and got away from 'em.” Clinton laughed, touching his lip gingerly, his laugh switching to a low moan.

      “Did you get in trouble?” Lewis asked.

      Clinton shook his head. “Told my mom I fell off my bike.”

      Lewis giggled. He’d used that same lie before on his own mother.

      “Who are those meat-heads anyways?” Clinton asked.

      “Andy and Jason, the Reed twins. They're always looking to beat me up. I can't stand those jerks.”

      “You should call them the Twins from Hell,” Clinton suggested, and the boys shared a laugh.

      From that moment on, Lewis and Clinton had been best friends.

      

      Little did Lewis know—sitting at the table, enjoying his supper on the first night of summer—that in less than two days, something would awaken in his woods.

      Something much worse than the annoying brothers.

      Something that made Andy and Jason Reed, the dreaded Twins from Hell, seem like a couple of harmless choirboys.
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