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      The only good thing about moving to Willow Falls was the view from their new backyard, but Joey still didn’t think it was worth moving from Chicago into a large two-story plantation home with his great grandma. His parents tried to console him with a new sleek, chrome Redline bike with red accents. The bike was rad, but it wasn’t enough to break through the bleak shadow that settled on him.

      “Why don’t you go check out the town?” his dad said, lifting a box out of the U-Haul in their driveway and taking it to the garage. Gravel crunched under each step.

      After setting the box down, he wiped his forehead and smiled. “Give the new bike a try. Come on, I’m sure it’ll be fun.”

      Joey sat on his bike, wanting badly to go for a ride, but not wanting to give his parents the satisfaction of thinking he was ok with their placating gesture.

      “Go on, honey,” his mom added. Joey cringed, thankful no one else was around to hear her.

      “It’s not too far. I think I saw an ice cream shop, too. Here, we’ll give you a couple of dollars. Get something with chocolate. You love chocolate ice cream.” She nodded to his dad, who caught the suggestion. Pulling out his wallet, he crossed the driveway and handed Joey a five-dollar bill.

      “That should cover it. Your mom and I have to finish unloading these boxes. You can help if you want, but I’m guessing you’d rather try that new ride out and explore Willow Falls. Besides, Great grandma Ruth won’t mind one bit if you explore the town.”

      Joey took the money and hesitated. He wanted them to know how angry he was, but…the bike. It was the first time he’d ever had a brand new one, and it shined in the autumn sun. All his other bikes had been used or cobbled together from random parts. The Redline that he convinced his parents to get him was the most badass thing he ever owned.

      A cool breeze crossed his face. A few leaves tumbled across the yard.

      “Ok,” he finally said. His parents’ faces lit up.

      “That’s it!” his dad said. “We’ll finish up here. Maybe we can order pizza for dinner, too.” Joey didn’t acknowledge his dad’s suggestion, keeping his emotions in check. He knew under normal circumstances that his dad would have him hauling boxes, but his dad had been eager to quell the simmering resentment Joey had for him losing his job and upending their lives. Keeping a straight face was part of the act.

      “I’m not sure there’s a pizza place left in town, but we’ll figure something out,” his mom said.

      “See? The day is gonna be better than you imagined,” his dad said. He turned and went back to the U-Haul to carry more boxes into the garage.

      “Don’t talk to strangers and watch out for cars,” his mom said.

      “Are you serious? I’ll be careful,” Joey replied.

      On the second-floor balcony of their new home, his great grandma Ruth clung to the railing and waved at him. Joey hadn’t met her until earlier in the day when they pulled into the driveway of the enormous house, but she seemed to take a liking to him immediately despite all the warnings his mom gave him about her being rude and direct. Her long, thinning gray hair flowed in the cool wind. Joey waved back to her.

      “Be back by five,” his mom said.

      Joey held up his arm, showing off the new black and white Swatch which he got on his thirteenth birthday last month. “I’ll be back by then,” he said.

      She smiled warmly at him, then went to help his dad move the boxes in.

      They spoke to him like he was a child. Most times, he didn’t let it get to him, but after they ripped him from the only home he’d ever known, their tone felt different.

      Joey peddled down their long driveway. In the front yard of their house, a giant willow tree swayed. It was the only tree out front, but it dominated the landscape. He’d never seen one before up close like this. The long hanging branches reminded him of loose strands of hair, sort of like great grandma Ruth.

      When he got to the end of his drive, he stopped and looked back at the white house that loomed in the yard.

      To the east of the drive, the road went up a gentle hill that led into Willow Lake State Park. He was told that there was a cave inside the park along the Ohio River where pirates once used to hide. They’d attack riverboats and steal their cargo. When his dad told him about it, he was excited to see it, but kept a straight face to mask his true feelings. He was angry about moving but couldn’t help being curious about his new home and everything around it.

      He planned to visit the park soon, but not today. The promise of ice cream was too powerful of a draw. Joey went to his left and followed the road into town.

      From their driveway, he could see Willow Falls in the distance. They were the only house along Jackson Street, and between their house and the town was a long stretch of trees flanking both sides of the road. Vibrant fall colors swept through them like an artist had painted the leaves in various shades of yellow and orange with some red splashed in.

      Joey peddled along the asphalt road, keeping his ears attuned for cars. Surprisingly, none had passed him in either direction. It was odd, but he was more focused on ice cream. Even with the chilled air, he couldn’t wait to get something chocolate.

      Coming into the eastern edge of town, Joey rode on the sidewalk and entered Willow Falls.

      On either side of the street, old storefronts were decorated for Halloween. Pumpkins and black cats were painted on the large glass windows. In front of Hansen Hardware and Sundry, a hay bale with a large pumpkin seated atop it propped up a scarecrow with an extended arm as if to wave to passersby. Its face was made of burlap with crudely painted features. Joey felt a chill run up his spine, and he skidded to a stop. He’d seen things like that in horror movies.

      He swallowed hard, inspecting the wicked-looking thing. Faded jeans and a red plaid shirt were stuffed full of straw, creating a misshapen body. The burlap face had odd lumps which made the painted elements even more creepy.

      “You new around here?” an old man said. Joey yipped and spun his head around, his heart thumping in his chest.

      An old man in denim overalls and a plaid shirt similar to the scarecrow’s stood on the sidewalk. A black pipe hung from his lips. His wispy gray hair danced in the wind. He had to be as old as great grandma Ruth.

      “Didn’t mean to frighten ya. I just hadn’t seen ya around these parts. You with them folks that moved in with Ruth?”

      Joey didn’t know what to say.

      “The house out by the park?” the old man asked.

      “Oh. Yeah, I guess so.” Joey had been warned not to talk to strangers in Chicago, but this old man didn’t pose a threat. He was just kinda weird.

      The old man nodded and chewed on the end of his pipe. “I reckon it was about time that place got some new blood. I’m Peter Hansen, but you can call me Pete.” He pointed at the hardware store. “I’m the ‘Hansen’ of Hansen Hardware and Sundry.”

      “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      “Likewise, son. Now you be careful riding that thing around town. Every once in a while, we get some damn speed demons that like to ignore traffic signs. It wouldn’t do to see the new family in town have to visit the hospital already. That’s one forty-five minute drive no one wants to take. You take care—” He leaned closer as if expecting something. Joey wasn’t sure what.

      “You are…” Pete asked.

      “Joey. My name is Joey Speight.”

      Pete smiled and offered a nod. “Welcome, Joey.”

      Pete shuffled past him and pushed the door open to the store. Before he entered, he adjusted the head of the scarecrow.

      Joey got off his bike and walked it further into town so he could take it all in. Most were antique shops which looked like they were a fancy word for junk stores. There was a bar, a cleaning supplies store, a couple of churches, a small park, and several empty storefronts with dirty, dusty windows. It was nothing like back home, though he supposed this was home now, and with that, a whole new way of life.

      He tried not to think too much of the massive change that he was going through. Being thirteen was hard enough without having to move from one end of the state to the other. He sighed. It was all out of his control. What he could control was feeding his anxiety something cool and sweet, the promise of ice cream, the bright spot in a terrible day.
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      Joey always wanted a brother, but his parents thought he was enough. It was never easy for him to reconcile that they didn’t want more children. His best friend Luca had three brothers and two sisters. Joey always felt welcomed at their house, though now that he thought about it, he might not ever see them again. They still lived in Chicago. Thinking about them while walking through this new town threatened to shatter the fragile happiness the promise of ice cream had given him.

      “Stupid, stupid,” he muttered. The entire move was dumb. Why did they have to go live with some old woman he’d never met before?

      When his dad lost his job back in June, he assured Joey and his mom that he’d find something soon. It seemed that no one wanted to hire a thirty-six-year-old college educated man for anything, not even with fourteen years' worth of experience as an accountant.

      They were lucky, his mom said, that great grandma Ruth had a place for them to stay after they were evicted from their home. His mom let it slip that the bills were piling up and, though she had a job as a waitress, it wasn’t enough. Great grandma Ruth had found out somehow that they were in need and invited them to come live with her, especially since her health was deteriorating and she could use some help around her place. Joey’s parents talked it over and made the decision to move in, despite Joey’s protestations about leaving the only home he’d ever known.

      A man in a rusted white pickup truck honked his horn and Joey jumped, breaking from his thoughts and dropping his brand-new bike.

      “Watch yourself, kid,” the man yelled from his truck. He rolled up his window and accelerated through the intersection. Joey caught his breath and realized he was halfway across the street, but didn’t remember stepping into it. He paused to pick up his bike, noticing that he’d already put some scratches on it. Damn, he thought.

      Willow Falls was a small town. From where he stood, he could see the main downtown streets in every direction and where they ended in fields that bordered the forest on every side but one. He scrunched his face and looked up in thought as he tried to remember what the population sign said. Was it 2,000? No, he thought, there were only three digits on the sign. Whatever it was, it was dramatically smaller than the city he’d grown up in. How was he gonna find friends when there were so few people?

      A block south of where he stood, a red awning with a picture of an ice cream cone caught his attention. He smiled and headed toward it.

      He parked his bike outside, glancing in every direction. In the city, he’d never leave his bike unattended. But he didn’t really have a choice here when there were no bike racks, and he didn’t have a lock yet. He could only hope that he’d see it from the inside. Besides, he’d just run in really quick and be back in no time.

      Joey opened the glass door to the ice cream shop and stepped inside. The warm scent of fresh waffle cones filled the air. His stomach rumbled. There was a family seated at a small table near the back. Two kids, a boy close to his age and a girl that had to be at least three years younger, were with what he assumed was their mom. They were finishing their ice cream cones when Joey approached the young woman at the counter. When he got a better look, he guessed she was only a few years older than him.

      “Hi, how can I help you?” she asked.

      “Chocolate ice cream, please,” Joey asked. “Oh, in a waffle cone.”

      She smiled. “Sure thing.”

      The girl packed the cone full and handed it to him. He fished in his pocket for the money and paid her, receiving the change back and stuffing it back in his pocket.

      Joey licked the ice cream, and the chocolate melted on his tongue. He thought about going back to his bike, but realized there was no way he’d be able to eat his ice cream and ride his bike at the same time. Instead, he took a seat at a table near the large glass window overlooking the street. At least from there, he could keep an eye on his sweet ride.

      The other kids in the shop giggled, then one of them argued with their mom about homework. It was the boy. Apparently, he’d been given a writing assignment and wasn’t too happy about it.

      Joey tried to tune them out, focusing on his ice cream. As he did so, memories of his home in Chicago invaded his thoughts. Busy streets. People jostling on crowded sidewalks. Music blaring from cars and bars. They had lived in a busy neighborhood and there was never a lack of places to go or things to do.

      A sudden longing settled in his chest and the ice cream started to lose its charm. The joy he’d experienced with the first bite had turned somber and unfulfilling. Biting off a piece of the waffle cone, it crunched in his mouth, but even that couldn’t chase away the isolation creeping over him with the realization that this was home now, not the busy streets of the city. From what little he’d seen of Willow Falls, the whole town must be smaller than his old neighborhood.

      Joey took another bite of the cone. A sense of gloom enveloped him. Then his heart raced. A sudden and unexpected pounding in his chest. He felt like he was going to puke. He turned back toward the family, and everything went black.

      When he came to, Joey couldn’t shake a feeling of disorientation. A fluorescent light loomed overhead.

      “Are you all right?” a woman asked.

      “Mommy, what’s wrong with him?” he heard a little girl ask.

      A woman peered over him. It took him a moment to register that it was the mom he’d seen earlier.

      “What happened?” Joey asked in a weak voice. “Where’s my ice cream?”

      A boy laughed. “I’d ask the same thing,” he said.

      The woman looked over her shoulder. “Can I get a cool washcloth? Something to run across his forehead?” A moment later, the girl from behind the counter was next to her, placing a white towel in her hand. The older woman gently wiped his forehead.

      “There, there. How are you feeling?”

      Joey’s cheeked burned bright red. The realization that a stranger was tending to him and a boy his age witnessed him passing out brought unwelcome attention. If he could crawl into a hole right then, he’d be a happy person.

      The woman must’ve realized his embarrassment. “Len. Sally. Please have a seat over there and don’t crowd this young man.” Sally whined, and the woman gave her a stern look, a look Joey had experienced many times from his own mom. The woman glanced back down at him.

      “There’s no need to be alarmed. It’s just lucky we were here. Can you sit up?” He thought so and raised himself up from the floor until he sat straight up.

      “All right, there ya go. My name is Alice. Those two are my children. Len is probably close to your age. Sally is his younger sister. Who are you?”

      “Joey,” he said. “Joey Speight.” He chanced a look toward the kids and Len beamed at him. He wore a denim jacket with colorful patches all over it and his brown hair was cut short in the front and long in the back. A mullet, Joey thought. Isn’t that what it’s called?

      “Cool!” Len said. “You’re the new kid, right? My teacher told me about someone new starting at school.”

      Joey nodded. “We just moved in today.”

      “Well, that’s an interesting way to say hello,” Alice said. She grinned, but he didn’t catch the joke. “Anyway, I can take you home. I’d like to meet your parents too. I’m sure they could use a welcome as well.”

      Joey didn’t say a word. He’d been raised not to speak to strangers, and this was the second one today that approached him, though Alice seemed pretty nice. Besides, she had kids with her. She couldn’t be a kidnapper. But then he remembered how he’d heard about a woman that used kids as bait to lure unsuspecting kids to their doom.

      Alice smiled at him, warm and soft like his great grandma Ruth did when they first met. There was no way she was a bad person.

      “I have my bike outside,” he said in reply.

      “I can put it in my car. Do you remember where you live?”

      He nodded. Alice helped him to his feet. Whatever it was that made him pass out didn’t seem to leave a lasting effect. He was bummed when he noticed that his ice cream cone had smashed to the floor, the remainder of the waffle cone shattered on the tile.

      “Bonnie, can you get him a replacement to go? I can pay for it,” Alice asked the girl behind the counter.

      “It’s on the house. Poor fella. I hope he feels better.”

      “Oh, you’re a sweetheart,” Alice said.

      A moment later, Joey’s sadness was replaced with elation as a fresh one with two scoops of chocolate ice cream was handed to him.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “Finish up, and we’ll give you a ride home.” Alice ruffled his short brown hair, making his cheek turn red. He wasn’t used to this kind of treatment. Most strangers in Chicago weren’t generous like this.

      When he was done, Alice maneuvered his bike into the back of her dark green station wagon.

      “Wow, that’s an awesome bike!” Len said, running his hand along the frame. “Is this new?”

      “Yeah. My dad got it for me as a present for moving.”

      “Cool! I’ve got a red rocket.”

      “Len!” Alice said.

      “What, mom? It’s red.”

      Len giggled and turned to Joey. “She hates when I say that,” he said in a quiet voice, “because it’s what we call the dog’s wiener.” He broke out in laughter and Joey couldn’t help himself, joining in the joke.

      “Ok, that’s enough Len. Come on, let’s go.”

      They all climbed into the car and, after buckling their seat belts, Alice pulled away from the ice cream store. Joey couldn’t help thinking how he might actually like this move. Maybe things weren’t going to be so bad after all.
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      Joey’s family moved to Willow Falls on a Tuesday, October 18th. Despite his mom’s protests, his dad allowed him to stay home all week and set the following Monday as his first day of school.

      He didn’t see much of his great grandma Ruth. She preferred to stay in her room upstairs most of the time as they were settling in. He heard her cane tapping on the wooden floors when she did move from one room to the other. His mom spent many hours talking with her.

      As the morning of his first day at the new school dawned, Joey’s nervousness grew more pronounced, and he had to pee at least three times before the bus showed up. When it did, the bus driver, a gray-haired gaunt woman named Greta, offered a warm smile.

      “Morning,” she called out from the open door. “Come on in.” She waved to his parents, who gently nudged him forward. Joey swallowed hard and entered the gaping maw of the yellow bus. The murmur of the morning commute was silenced as the kids on board gawked at the newcomer. A frantic hand waved at him from a seat halfway back, and Joey smiled. It was Len.

      Joey passed the staring kids and took the open seat next to Len, who was still wearing his denim jacket with patches all over it.

      “Hey, cool to see you,” Len said.

      “Yeah, same here.”

      Greta closed the door, and the bus lurched forward. Joey had to brace himself on the green vinyl seat in front of him to stop from hitting it, his hand coming back sticky from some unknown substance.

      “Do you like metal?” Len asked eagerly. “It’s the freaking best. These guys here?” he said, pointing to a patch with the name Metallica on it. “These guys freaking rock! Master of Puppets is the best.”

      He continued without Joey offering a reply, too busy watching outside as the bus followed the road east and entered into Willow Falls State Park.

      “Why are we going into the park?” he asked Len, cutting off the boy’s explanation of why Dave Mustaine was superior to Kerry King.

      “So we can turn around to go back into town,” Len said.

      “Oh,” Joey replied. The autumn leaves were in full force. Reds, oranges, and yellows were interspersed with green and brown. The trees swayed in the morning breeze, leaves blowing everywhere.

      “…and then there’s the Eyebiter.”

      The strange word snapped Joey from his stupor. “What did you say?”

      Len smiled at him. “I said there are all kinds of things here in the park, and then there’s the Eyebiter.” His smile turned into a mischievous grin.

      “What’s that?”

      Len’s eyes widened, the excitement making him squirm in his seat. “It’s real, dude. I’ve seen it!”

      “No, you haven’t,” a high-pitched girl’s voice said from the seat in front of them. “No one has. It’s fake, just like the Big Muddy Monster.”

      “Shut up. It is true,” Len said.

      “But what is it?” Joey asked again. Just the name intrigued him, and his mind conjured up all kinds of gruesome images, all of them vile nightmares.

      “It’s a thing, like…like a person, but different,” Len said. “It’s older than the town. Did you know there’s a huge cave here in the park?”

      “My dad said something about it, but I didn’t pay much attention,” Joey said.

      “It’s along the river. They used to sacrifice people in there,” he said in a hushed tone.

      “You’re dumb,” the girl said from ahead of them. “No one believes those stupid stories.”

      Len dismissed her with a wave of his hand, though she didn’t see it because of the high-backed seat.

      “They killed kids, too. Carved them up and ate them. The one called Eyebiter…it chomped on the eyes.” Len pointed to his own and closed his hand as though grasping an eye. “It feeds on people. It’s got gray skin and lives in the woods. These woods,” he said, pointing out to the park.

      Joey imagined a creature like Gollum, the one-time Hobbit from the Lord of the Rings book he’d read last summer, and shivered.

      “Why do you think no one lives near the house you moved into? They’re too afraid of the Eyebiter.”

      A girl popped up from the seat ahead of them. She had long blonde hair split into two ponytails. Joey recognized her from the ice cream shop as the younger girl with Len and his mom.

      She glared at Len. “Will you stop telling lies to the new kid?” The blonde girl smiled at Joey. “Hi. I don’t know if you remember, but I’m his sister, Sally,” she said.

      “Sally, turn around and sit down,” Greta said from the front of the bus. Sally huffed but followed her orders.

      The bus pulled into a large parking lot and started turning around.

      “There,” Len said, pointing out the window. Through the trees, Joey could see the Ohio River swiftly moving from east to west and the far shoreline of Kentucky.

      “Over there is where the cave is. If you’re brave enough, maybe one day we can go and explore it for ourselves. Then we can tell Sally all about it.”

      Joey stared at the river, not seeing what Len was trying to show him. He just nodded, the image in his head of an emaciated, ashen colored Gollum-like creature too vivid to ignore.

      The bus turned back toward town and the children inside quieted down, though Joey didn’t know why.

      “They’re afraid,” Len whispered to him, as though he could read Joey’s mind. “They don’t want to wake it up.”

      “Wake it up?”

      Len nodded. “It’s not been around in years. Everyone knows that you have to be quiet when you go by its home. If you wake it, bad things happen.”

      Joey flashed back to his dad. He often took naps on the weekends and was adamant that no one should disturb him. Joey did once and his dad’s face burned red when he shouted at him for ruining his nap. He later apologized for his outburst, but Joey never forgot the fear he felt. He expected something as awful as the Eyebiter would probably be much, much worse if it were real.

      Like the rest of the children on the bus, he remained silent as they passed the area Len had pointed out earlier. Once the bus left the park entrance, the buzz inside returned and they were swallowed up by the hum of conversations about candy and Halloween. The holiday was only a week away.

      Len returned to talking about bands and when he realized Joey wasn’t paying attention, he tried another tactic and steered the conversation to sports, and especially baseball.

      “The Cards weren’t great this year. DeLeon was ok, but there are better pitchers out there. Still, they’ve got Ozzie! He’s the freaking best.”

      Joey didn’t really listen. He wasn’t a big fan of baseball, and his mind was too preoccupied with this creature that Len had just dropped on him from nowhere. Did his parents know about this before they moved here? Knowing they lived just outside the park where this…this thing lived, creeped him out. A dark shroud settled over his thoughts, and it was all he could think about for the rest of the ride to school.
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      Joey’s first day of school went by better than expected. As the new kid, he was greeted warmly by his new eighth-grade teacher, Mrs. Haynes, and the rest of the kids he met all seemed nice. The nerves he felt when he got off the bus at school flittered away by the second period and by lunchtime, it almost felt like he was one of the locals. He couldn’t explain how or why, but it just felt…normal. Like he belonged.

      Len and Joey sat at a picnic table outside the school to eat by themselves. The sun was just warm enough to make it enjoyable.

      “What are you gonna be for Halloween?” Len asked as they watched a boy and girl making out at a nearby table.

      The question took Joey by surprise. He loved dressing up as something scary but hadn’t thought much about it because of the move from Chicago.

      He shrugged. “Dunno. I wasn’t sure I was gonna go this year. I mean, I’m thirteen.”

      “Come on, you are going trick-or-treating, aren’t you?” Len asked.

      “Maybe? I haven’t talked about it with my parents.”

      Len waved off his comment. “Adults know kids need to go. It’s our thing! I bet if you asked them, it wouldn’t be a problem. Hey, you can come with me! I gotta take my little sister, but you’re more than welcome.” He leaned closer and looked around. Then he whispered, “Maybe we can search for Eyebiter.”

      Joey shook his head. “You and this legend. I’m sure every little town around here has something like it.”

      Len’s eyes grew large. “You think so? Then explain to me about what happened to old man Hansen.”

      Joey scrunched his face. “The guy from the hardware store?”

      Len nodded. “He’s missing a pinky finger.” To illustrate the point, he raised his left hand and wiggled his fingers, slowly curling his pinky finger in. “It’s gone.”

      “But wait. This thing is called ‘Eyebiter,’ not ‘Pinkybiter.’” Joey’s lips curled up into a large smile, feeling like Len had tried to pull one over on him.

      “I’m telling you, it’s real. He escaped, but he had to give up something to get out.”

      Joey searched Len’s face for a sign of a joke. A tell letting him know that he didn’t believe the silliness he was talking about. But it never came. Len never betrayed the words he spoke, and that sent a shiver down Joey’s spine. Len truly believed what he was saying, and his conviction settled on Joey like a sinister shade.

      “Anyway, if you can get a costume and your parents let you, you can come with me and Sally. I’m pretty sure there are costumes at Hansen’s place, too. It’s more like a department store than a hardware store, anyway.”

      Joey considered it and figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask his parents when he got home. He hoped they’d let him go. It would suck to miss out on his favorite holiday. Because of his age, it might also be the last chance he got.
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      Samuel Pitts licked his dried, cracked lips. The flatboat floated close to the shoreline, the evening sun fading to the west. Barrels of whisky lined the sides of the boat. Inside those, several burlap sacks were stuffed with various grains. There were even a few chickens clucking and making a racket. Piloting the boat was an old man with a young boy at his side.

      Easy pickings, he thought.

      Samuel slunk back into the dark cavern as the boat approached. They must not have been aware of the history of the cave, because if they had, they would’ve risked traveling further along the river at night instead of trying to find a place of rest, but Samuel was thankful for their ignorance.

      He ran his hand along his knife blade, the cold steel longer than his hand. Then he gripped the leather handle and held it out in front of him, hidden in the shadows.

      “Henri, bring us up over there,” the old man said to the boy.

      “Yes, Ezekiel,” the boy said in a rough voice.

      The older man, Ezekiel, pointed at a long flat rock jutting out into the river. A pillar of stone rose from the end, a natural formation that river captains discovered long ago and would use to moor their boats for the night. The flat rock extended to shore, creating a natural dock and pathway into the cave.

      The cave itself was at least fifty feet high and just as wide. It sunk deep into the cliff face four times as long as it was wide, narrowing as it went, until, at its furthest point, it opened into a spectacular chamber with a slit at the top of the natural stone roof. That narrow opening looked out to the sky. Water often cascaded down during a strong rain, though it hadn’t rained in a couple of weeks, which left it dry.

      The boy moved in a jerky motion as though his bones weren’t stitched together right.

      A cripple, Samuel thought. This just got easier. His stomach rumbled and a nervous energy raced through him. It was only a matter of waiting for them to disembark.

      The boy tossed a rope toward the stone pillar and looped it on his first chance.

      “That’s a good lad,” the old man said. Henri grabbed hold of the rope and pulled them closer. His skinny arms were pale and almost seemed to glow, though Samuel wasn’t sure if it was due to natural causes or if the boy had some type of substance on them. It could be flour, he thought. He hoped so. If there were sacks on board, they would go a long way to helping his family. They hadn’t had much to eat other than some tree nuts and wildflowers over the past two weeks.

      The flatboat slipped closer to shore until the boy secured the rope and steadied the boat. Chickens clucked and squawked. Samuel’s stomach rumbled in reply.

      The old man bent down and plucked a musket from inside the boat and slid a leather bag around his shoulders. Samuel muttered a curse under his breath. His knife was deadly, but he’d have to get close. The musket meant he’d have to alter his plans.

      Slipping deeper into the cave, Samuel hid in the dimness and waited behind a boulder, peeking out to watch the pair.

      The old man and Henri inspected near the mouth of the cave and seemed satisfied no one was there.

      “I’ll get a fire started. Why don’t you get the little white chicken? It’s not going to fetch us much at market,” the man said. The boy didn’t move, and the man’s tone grew stern. “Go get the chicken off the boat so we can clean it. Am I clear?”

      The boy slowly nodded and did as he was told.

      Samuel couldn’t take his gaze off the boy. The way he walked was as though he’d lost some motor functions and struggled to stay upright. With each step, he expected the boy to fall down, but he kept his balance and shambled toward the boat. Though he wore a linen shirt, Samuel was certain the boy was covered in flour. His skin appeared almost radiant in the waning light of day.

      The old man scoured the shoreline for wood and found an armful of sticks and branches. He assembled them on the stony ground at the mouth of the cave. He then struck his flint, and a spark ignited kindling he’d pulled from a bag. Blowing on it, the flames grew brighter and taller. He waited a moment, then blew again. The wood caught on fire and soon smoke swirled above the flames, drifting off into the darkening sky.

      The boy returned, clumsily gripping the flailing chicken.

      “Go ahead,” the man said. The boy grinned. It was so unexpected that it sent shivers down Samuel’s spine. Then the boy grabbed hold of the chicken’s head and snapped its neck. He twisted until the flesh ripped. Bones cracked. With a final turn, he ripped the head free. The man took the headless body from the boy and started plucking feathers.

      The boy held up the head. Blood dripped from the neck, thin tendrils dangling out. The flickering fire cast dancing shadows across the pale boy. Then he bit the neck, slurping on the bloody mess.

      Samuel gasped. As much hunger as he’d experienced in life, he’d never done such a thing. It had to be cooked first, or they ran the risk of disease.

      The old man whipped his head in Samuel’s direction. “What was that?” he asked. The boy ripped off a piece of the chicken’s neck and chewed. Blood ran down his chin, dark crimson streams on a bed of ash.

      “I believe we have a visitor,” the old man said. “You know what to do. No one sneaks up on Ezekial Legere without paying the consequences.”

      The boy dropped the chicken’s desiccated head, wiped his mouth, and headed into the darkness. Samuel clutched his knife and waited patiently.
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