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While she is only 12 years old, she has survived much in her young life. She is one of 115 souls who have sailed across the Atlantic. They have been commissioned to create a settlement in this new world in honor of Queen Elizabeth I. These brave men, women, and children had only been here for months when they realized the severity of this hostile land. The elders had decided that their governor, John White, should return to England to acquire further meats, grain, seed, and other necessary supplies. It will be tough to survive in this hostile land. 

They live in a fort called Roanoke which they built for their protection. The savage natives have attacked them and do not want them here. The surrounding forests are filled with wild animals who are always looking for their next meal. As winter is approaching the fort will protect them from predators and the elements. She hopes that Governor White will return soon. Her group of settlers will probably suffer in the winter without the replenishment of these necessities. 

The environment in this wild new land created many worries. More troublesome though are the strange things have been happening around Roanoke. She notices that crosses, made of simple twigs and leaves from the surrounding trees, have been appearing on the doors of the homes inside the fort. Her father recently has been on the evening security watch four times a week instead of his normal 2 nights a week. The people in her settlement are worried about something. 

She overheard adults, including her parents, whispering of strange happenings around the fort. When the adults noticed children nearby, they stop their whispering and go back to their work and chores. Because of this, last night she had pretended to fall asleep next to the fire as her parents were cleaning up after dinner. She had heard at least a bit of their conversation as her parents settled at the dining table after the dishes were clean. She couldn’t hear everything they were saying, but she heard enough to know that their neighbor, William Strong, had a strange occurrence two nights ago. A heavy fog had settled over the settlement that night. The fog alone was a harbinger of bad things to come, but much worse was what happened during that foggy night. Apparently, someone had been knocking on William’s door, asking to be let into his home. William had refused. 

Upon hearing this, she had been confused. Why wouldn’t William let any of the Roanoke settlers into his home? She had peered through barely open eyes at her parents who had been huddled around the table. It was difficult to hear their whispers. She could determine William refused the man entry because the man wasn’t one of them. 

Whoever had been at his door was an Englishman who William didn’t know. William didn’t recognize the voice on the other side of his door. He was a stranger. Her parents were worried because it wasn’t possible for an unknown Englishman to be knocking on anyone’s door here. The settlers in the colony knew each other, and there were no other settlements. Their fort on the island of Roanoke was the only one of its kind in the new world. The man had refused to identify himself and had kept asking to be let inside William's home.  

From what she could interpret of her parent’s whispers, her mother was convinced that one of the women in the settlement was a witch. Willa was further worried that they had no garlic with which to place over the threshold of their small home. That explained all the fashioned crosses appearing on doors. It is common knowledge of the God-fearing men and women in the settlement that garlic kept all forms of evil away. If there was no garlic, a cross above a door was an adequate replacement. On the list of goods that Governor White was to return with, was garlic. A request made specifically by her mother. 

On this calm October day, she has been playing outside with several of her friends. They have been playing ring around the rosy and several of their favorite games. The day wears down until the afternoon sun begins its slow descent, giving way to the dominion of the moon and the night sky. She and all her friends know better than to argue with their parents when they are told it is time to come in for the night. Torches burn at the tops of the walls of the fort each night as a warning to the hostile natives. They know that the settlers are on guard and armed with munitions, which the natives do not have. Her father has warned her many times to stay within the walls of the fort during the daylight hours. At night she is to stay inside of their home. There is much to fear in the wilderness beyond their walls. Wolves, wild boars, and mountain lions are all aspects of this environment one did not have to fear living in London. She often wonders about the sanity of her parents for wanting to come to this land. It is an honor bestowed upon them to have been selected by the queen, but it is a harsh existence living in this settlement of honor. 

“Becca, come in for sup now.” She hears her mother call to her. She and her friends are inspecting the carcass of a dead raven. The mysteries of the dead bird are quickly forgotten, and Becca and her friends retreat to their humble homes before the darkening sky. 

With night fully settled over them, Becca shivers inside a thick wool blanket next to her mother. Her mother had been teasing her about one boy in the settlement. Becca has a fondness for this lad, but she would never admit it to either of her parents. That subject was still one of embarrassment at her age. A fire burns across from her and her mother, but it does not entirely keep away the chill of the evening Virginia air. Commonly, they keep the fire burning throughout the night hoping to vanquish the ever-present chill. Since the summer had given way to the fall, the cold had invaded their small, two-room structure. A wind that was not present earlier now blows and drafts through their home, and she hopes none of her family will catch a cold. A cold can be a death warrant in this place. 

She is getting ready to tell her parents that she will retire to her small straw bed in the backroom when the three of them perk up at the sounds of gunshots. 

“Father?” 

Her father looks concerned and jumps across the room to retrieve his rifle from the shelf it sits upon.  

“Let us not panic just yet, probably ol’ Shines shooting at a wolf who has come a little too close to the wall. I’ll go see.” Ol’ Shines was the settlement nickname given to Mr. Shine, who was the oldest member of the settlement party at the age of forty and five years. 

As her father approaches the door to remove the wooden bar that obstructs entry into their home there is a knock at the door. Her father hesitates, as one cannot be too careful with the lives of loved ones in this world.

“Hello, speak.” Her father cocks his head and tries to listen above the wind gusts for a response. He waits and still, they cannot hear a response after what feels like a full minute.

“I cannot hear ye above this wind. Can ye answer me again? Who calls?” She and her mother sit still so that her father can hear their caller. Again, there is no response. Through the wind they all hear another shot from a rifle, and then another. Then there is yelling, followed by screaming. “Willa, the two of ye get under the blankets in the corner with the butcher knife. We’re under attack by the savages.”

“But what of the caller?” Willa, her mother, looks to have aged several years in the last few moments.  

“Twas probably a warning to us. I need to help with the fight. Be safe within these walls until I return.” With that, her father removes the wood plank barrier and opens the door. For a moment the wind howls through the small room and then it is as still as that afternoon in the fort courtyard. 

As she looks past her father into the dark, a shroud of thick fog drifts into their room. The fog carries with it a smell that has become all too familiar here in this new world. It is death. All sound and winds stop and her father, puzzled, turns to say something to them but his words never come forth. From the darkness beyond him, from within the fog, a pale arm stabs out of the darkness and into his chest, impaling him. It is as if a javelin has been hurdled through the dark, but this implement of death is an arm, attached to a pale, tall, bald man. 

The man steps into their home, driving her father back with ease as her father gulps and gurgles his surprise. He looks to the arm buried in his chest and blood spills from his mouth, down his chin. The rifle falls to the floor. Her mother screams as her father looks into the eyes of the man in front of him. The man’s eyes are black. They are coals within the sockets of his skull, and he is a vision worse than any nightmare she has ever had when sickened with fever. 

The man wears black clothing as dark as his eyes and his mouth opens impossibly wide. His mouth seems made entirely of teeth as long and sharp as knives. Before she can scream a warning, the pale man launches himself into her father like a striking snake. In one bite, he tears most of her father’s throat away. The blood stops flowing from his mouth and begins flowing instead in an endless stream from the shredded skin and tissue at his throat. She recognizes that her father has entirely left this world as his body hangs limp on the arm of the man that protrudes from his chest. Her mother is screaming something over and over and finally, her shock abates enough to recognize her name in those screams.  

“BECCA!! BECCA RUN!”

She immediately knows her mother wants her to go through the small wooden trapdoor in the floor under the rug in the back room. She springs to her feet and thinks she will grieve the loss of both of her parents later. Her mother is also going to die at the hands of this devil. She must not die. She must be here when Governor White returns to tell him of this murdering fiend. 

As she runs to the bedroom, she hears the deepest, most wicked laugh of her brief life, and a voice that is rougher than the harshest of dry summer ground. 

YES! Run Becca, run as far as your little legs can carry you. But fear not child. Those legs will never grow long enough to outrun me or my brethren. For we are the darkest corner of the darkest night and I am he who feeds upon the supple flesh of man. Run child, hide under the feces of the swine you feed upon, but I will smell your human reek. I will find you and make you the last meal of this night. I am Croatoan. I am the God of this and every night. And soon Becca, I will be your God. 

Becca slides across the floor, throws aside the rug, and tosses open the hatch to the underbelly of their wooden home. She falls through imagining the talons of the pale man narrowly missing her hair as he slashes at the empty air. Without looking back to see if the devil is on her tail, she scoots under the house and peeks out into the fort courtyard. There are people all about, and there is much more than one devil. The monsters are everywhere, and they are devouring her friends and the friends of her parents. People are crying out for their family members, but none can find each other. The fog is too thick. The sound of another gunshot cracks the air and from under her house, she can see the shot hit one devil in the chest. It laughs at whoever fired the shot and leaps through the air at Anne Minter. With one swing of its arm, Anne’s head is separated from her body and the devil wraps its mouth over her open neck. It takes Becca takes a moment to realize that it is drinking Anne’s blood. 

Becca knows now that none of them will survive this fight. These demons are impossible to kill. They have come here straight from the pits of hell. They are killing, drinking blood, and eating the bodies of everyone in the settlement. The screams go on and on, but the devils continue to murder and consume. She knows there is only one thing she can do. Relinquishing any thought of survival or protection, Becca sprints past Eleanor Dare, who is sobbing at the feet of a devil. The devil is devouring her infant daughter, Virginia. The baby is dead, and Eleanor will soon be as dead physically as she is spiritually. Virginia had been the first baby born in this world and now will be the last as people are dying and being eaten all around her. 

Becca rounds the corner of the furthest home from the entry of the fort and slams into the large oak tree that grows inside the walls of Roanoke. Pulling the knife her father had given her, she carves one word into the tree as fast as she can. She works furiously as the sounds of gunshots and screaming are fading. As she finishes the last letter in the word she carves, all sound seems to fade. She knows who it is that has come upon her from behind. She can feel the cold drifting off his pale skin. Her temple itches as though a bug has burrowed into her brain. She cannot keep herself from scratching at her head.

Becca, my delicious little piglet, I am flattered and honored. 

The devil glances past her to her work on the tree. 

Thank you for honoring me. I will make you an offer very few receive. Agree to join me, and you will live amongst us forever with powers you will not believe. Say my name and I will make you immortal. You will never fear death. 

Becca turns to face him, staring him in the eyes, refusing to look at the teeth extending from his mouth. “I do not have to fear death even now, devil, for I will live with my slain family in the heavenly ever after. One day on earth living as you, with you, would feel like an eternity of the worst death. And so, I will choose a death that will be by my hand, not yours.” And with that, Becca draws the knife across her throat and falls at his feet. 

He looks at the life pouring out of her into the ground. 

Such a shame. You would have been a rare treat.

He runs his hand across the letters of his name carved into the oak tree and suppresses the anger he feels burning through him. She was to be a part of their future or his final feeding on this night. She has taken both options from him, leaving only a warning to future settlers of his power and existence. 

She wasn’t angry enough to live amongst us.

Not the ending he wanted to this night, but he would accept it and live to feed again. He would leave her carcass to the others of his kind to consume. Not a drop of her physical existence would remain, unlike him, the one true master of the darkness. 

How long will my name haunt these woods, he wonders? He looks one last time at the carving in the oak tree and then walks away, leaving Becca’s crumpled form, wasted, at the base of the tree.

Croatoan. 
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The boy knows before he even gets up from his bed that the man is back at his bedroom window. A quick look at his digital alarm clock tells him it is the same time as the past two nights he has woken up feeling this way. He feels stressed and confused and guilty. The man had been at his window the previous two nights and each time the man came he spoke to Bobby. He can only remember that the man wanted Bobby to let him inside the house, although he heard him with his mind, not his ears. The message tonight was the same as it had been. 

Let me in. 

He gets out of his bed and looks at his window. The blinds are drawn shut, and sure enough, he can see the outline of the man. He had only seen the man unobstructed the first night he had appeared. After that night Bobby keeps the blinds shut, even in the daytime. He tries to shake the feeling that he has done something wrong. The guilt continues to work its way through his mind.

The usual old house noises he has grown accustomed to since moving here have gone quiet, as they have each time the man has appeared. The house is quiet. He can’t hear the wind rustling the trees outside or the sounds the old house makes when it objects to the force of that same wind. When the man comes to his window, he can’t hear anything other than his ancient voice which sounds deep, and slightly scratchy.

Let me in and I will help you feel better. You’ve been a terrible young man and have much to atone for.

The voice was getting louder in his head, as it had each night. The boy stares at the silhouette outlined against his blinds and remembers the face he had seen that first night. The man had enormous eyes that appeared black. It was a black so empty that he thought to himself, dead; they are dead eyes. His eyes contrasted with his skin, white like freshly fallen snow. So pale that he could swear that he had seen veins under the man’s skin as though it were translucent. 

The man had not once tried to get in, instead demanding the boy let him inside. He remembered the first night that he had run terrified from his room. He had glanced back at his window as he turned into the hallway and the man had still been there but had not moved his eyes or head to follow him. He had just continued to stare expressionless into the middle of the room. 

Let me in little pig. You’ve treated your parents horribly. They told you specifically not to play with Timmy Spokes and yet, there you were at the end of the school year playing with him at recess. And why? Because you knew your parents couldn’t see you. He’s a bad kid, and this is something you also knew to be true, even though you lied to your parents about Timmy.

He is frozen in place. Somehow this makes sense. He did lie to his parents. Timmy was constantly in trouble, but he was fun. Sometimes Timmy did things that went too far. Like when he had lifted Rhonda Sykes dress in the lunch line, and everyone had seen her underwear. Timmy had pretended that James Henderson had been the one to lift her dress. Despite James’ pleas of innocence, the school principal wouldn’t listen to him, his innocence was denied, and James had gotten in big trouble. But Bobby knew Timmy was the one who had done it and had said nothing. He felt terrible about it, but he had never told the truth, even when the school principal had asked him what he saw. He had looked Mr. Billings right in the eyes and claimed to have seen nothing. Timmy did things like that all the time, and even though it was wrong, a part of him found the exploits of Timmy exciting. It had pissed him off to be told who his friends could and couldn’t be, so he had kept right on hanging out with Timmy at school. 

And now he felt terrible. The scary man at his window was right, he was a terrible kid. If he let the man in, maybe he would help him talk to his parents. That made sense, and he should go downstairs and open the door so the man could come in, although.... Wait, he thinks, the man is scary. Why would he let in a scary man? He shouldn’t do that without asking his parents first. They had told him a million times to never let in a stranger. 

Bobby, open the door. It will help. I will explain to your parents that Timmy isn’t as bad as they thought. I’ll tell them you have been staying away from him. I’m very good at explaining these things to parents.

Bobby pauses. He considers that maybe the man can get his parents to believe Timmy is a good kid. If they believe the man about Timmy, they can play, and he’ll be there when Timmy does fun things.... except those things are wrong, and it’s why he feels guilt. He should not have ignored his parent's demands regarding Timmy. He had wanted to be friends with Timmy because Timmy was fun, but even more so because his parents had forbidden it. Sometimes he gets mad and stubborn, and it makes him do stupid things. He also knows that he is not ever supposed to let in strangers, and the scary man is a stranger. He shouldn’t be at my window in the middle of the night either. It’s creepy. And those black eyes. They’re wrong. And the man is...wrong, very wrong.

“No, I’m not letting you in, go away,” Bobby says this out loud in his room with conviction. He needs to be a better kid before the next school year.

Don’t be a little shit, Bobby. Let me in the Gods be damned house and do it NOW!

“No.” Bobby knows the scary man is getting angry. The feelings of guilt he had awoken with are diminishing and fear is taking their place. 

You fucking let me in the FUCKING HOUSE, and you do it NOW or I swear I will see you hanged with your little throat slit. And Bobby, I’ll be the one under you drinking every drop of your blood! 

This is different, and it gets his legs moving. He had heard nothing before tonight other than why he was a terrible kid and demands to be let inside. He runs to his closed bedroom door, which had been open when he fell asleep earlier in the evening and throws it open. As he rounds the corner into the hallway, heading for his parents’ room. He can tell the man’s voice is fading but the message will not fade, not for his entire life. 

LET ME IN! After I eat you, I will pick the splinters of your bones from my teeth.

The voice in his head laughs as it fades, and he screams for his mother as he runs. 
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“Hi there Mr. Prepper, I’m going to run into town. We need water and I need my happy pills. Do you need anything?”

Tom Benton looks up at his wife. “You should grab more water than you normally buy and grab some canned meats. Maybe some chicken, tuna, that sort of thing. We have plenty of canned veggies, but we are short on meats. I thought I had more than I do down here. I should start keeping an inventory.” 

Sandy Benton knows there is no point in arguing with her husband of twelve years. When he concentrates and gets wrinkles across his forehead, he is far too lost to whatever plans and ideas he has to argue with him. She can see those wrinkles developing as he speaks. 

He is very serious about making sure they are stocked up for the end of the world. Despite her best efforts to keep the stockpiles of food and supplies from over-taking their home, they continue to accumulate. He does not understand that sometimes their dinner has come entirely from his basement ‘end of the world’ supplies. 

She loves him for planning for their safety, but she tries to limit how much clutter accumulates in the basement. Occasionally she uses some of his food supplies before they can expire and need to be thrown out. She muses to herself that all married couples must accept certain traits in their spouses. This is better than becoming frustrated. Frustration can lead to bitterness and potentially. a divorce. 

This prepping for the end of the world is what she has accepted about Tom. He will always plan for the possibility that some trigger-happy dictator will push the big red nuke button and end the American dream. And if that day comes, she and her son will live out their remaining years here in the basement with spiders as the family’s only company. 

“Sands, I think eventually we need to invest in a generator. I know it’s an additional expense and you think it isn’t necessary but imagine even a catastrophic weather event. If we lost power for over 2 or 3 days, I think we would be in some trouble.” As Tom says this the wrinkles deepen across his forehead, and he paces back and forth in front of the basement shelves that hold his supplies. She loves watching him in these moments because it has always reflected his love and commitment to her and their son. She can see in him the man that would do anything necessary to keep them safe, and it is the reason she fell in love with him.

She reaches out and grabs his shoulder to turn him to her, “As soon as we can afford to, we can get the generator. I know it would be very nice to have if something ever happened. It might be a couple of months yet, but we will figure it out. Around here, as long as we dodge the occasional tornado, we should be just fine. Why don’t you quit worrying over the end of the world for a bit and worry a little more about the lawn mowing? Maybe you can do that while I’m in town? The biggest threat I see right now is the lawn growing so tall that we are stuck in the house for the rest of our lives.” 

Tom laughs a little despite his concerns. His wife has been on him for several days to mow the grass in front of the house. Her concerns about their lawn have always amused him. She is intent on keeping the grass in front of the house cut. Meanwhile, the acres surrounding their house are filled with bushes and brush that can get as high as four or five feet. Their nearest neighbors are a mile north of them, so they don’t even have to worry over what the neighbors think. 
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