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	The pines listened to a mother's cries,

	The twelfth baby blessed the Leeds family bed.

	But when the thirteenth came,

	A fallen star burned above the roof.

	The wind uttered a prophecy.

	It was not flesh and blood.

	And where it passed,

	the primal silence stood.

	 

	I.

	 

	A cloven hoof pressed deep into the mud.

	 

	The first man did not die by a bullet, but by the silence.

	 

	It was the silence of a great predator noticing a flea on its skin.

	 

	Captain James Thorne saw Miller sink to his knees in the marsh. The forest swallowed all sound: the distant crack of muskets, the rumble of the retreat, and the buzz of flies over the water.

	 

	Thorne's command of forty-seven Loyalist soldiers had fled into the wilderness of New Jersey three days prior, their red coats swapped for mud-brown hunting shirts. The rebels owned the roads. The forest was their only option, a blank on the map.

	 

	Private Miller began to scream. He pointed a finger at a dead pine.

	 

	The others saw only twisted wood and weeping sap. But the air around the tree was colder.

	 

	"Get him up," Thorne ordered.

	 

	Miller scrambled backward, his boots digging deep into the soil. "The Leeds boy," he whispered. "It knows we're here."

	 

	While two soldiers hauled Miller upright, Thorne's eyes caught a disturbance in the moss nearby. The mark of a cloven hoof in the mud.

	 

	The print was deep, but somehow wrong, the angles too sharp, the stride too long for any natural animal. In the center of the impression lay a single black feather. It pulsed like a beating heart.

	 

	The sound of malice came and spiraled into a raging shriek. It was not the cry of a bear.

	 

	The silence that followed was worse.

	 

	His eyes were wide open, his face stunned.

	 

	Thorne looked into the deepening twilight of the pines.

	 

	They dug the grave in a patch of soft soil, away from the tree roots. When they rolled Private Miller's blanket-shrouded body into the hole, the black water began to seep.

	 

	It did not drip from the sides. It bubbled up from below. The water smelled of rust and spoiled meat. It filled the grave, and refused to accept the weight of the corpse. Miller's body floated.

	 

	"We cannot leave him like this," one of the diggers whispered, his face pale.

	 

	Captain Thorne looked from the floating corpse to the moss where the hoofmark was. The phosphorescent feather was now wrapped in oilcloth and buried deep in his knapsack, a secret burning against his spine. "Cover it," he said, his voice hollow. "Tamp it down."

	 

	They did, heaping the turf back over the water and the corpse. The soil accepted the burial, but it remained a spongy, yielding mound. No marker was placed. Thorne turned his back on it, the image of the tarry water branded behind his eyes.

	 

	The command moved on, a line of shadows beneath the eternal twilight of the pines.

	 

	The silence of the first day did not return; it was replaced by a chorus of wrongness. The wind, when it stirred, did not sigh through the needles. It hissed, as through teeth.

	 

	And there were the prints. They found the second one an hour northeast of the grave. Then a third. They were always just off the faint game trail they followed, pressed deep into moss or soft soil. The cloven hoof was unmistakable, but the geometry remained unsettling; the angles suggested a weight and pivot no buck or bear could manage. The stride was immense, eight feet from one impression to the next.

	 

	One veteran, Pryce, a man whose piety was as strong as his backbone, crossed himself. "Witchery," he spat.

	 

	Their rations were almost gone when they found the stream. It babbled pleasantly, a sound so normal it was shocking. The men rushed forward, only to halt just short of the bank. The water running over the smooth brown stones was the color of a week-old bruise, a thick, turbid crimson. It did not smell of blood, but of copper and damp clay. Dunmore scooped a handful. He let it run through his fingers, leaving a sticky, rust-colored residue.

	 

	"It's water," he grunted, defiance in his eyes. He brought his stained hand to his mouth before Thorne could stop him, licked it, and immediately spat. "Bitter. But it's water." He filled his canteen, challenging the others with his gaze. He kept his eyes on the red stream.

	 

	Dunmore found the helmet. He had scouted ahead, and his low whistle had brought them to a small clearing where a great oak had fallen, its root ball torn from the ground. Tangled in the dense root-mass, concave as if by a titanic blow, was a helmet. Its steel was scarred with rust, the crest long gone, but its distinct shape as a relic of the Spanish expeditions a century prior was unmistakable.

	 

	"Conquistador," Thorne said, on his knees. The forest floor here was littered with the oak's fallen acorns. And with feathers.

	 

	They were identical to the first: crow-black but shimmering with that internal, sickly green light. A dozen of them were neatly stuffed inside the crushed helmet, as if placed there. As if curated.

	 

	Thorne picked up the helmet. It was shockingly light. The violence that had crushed it was absolute. He turned it over, and something rattled inside. Not a feather. A small, yellow object clattered onto the bed of brown pine needles. It was a human tooth.

	 

	The cold of the first day returned, seeping up from the ground.

	 

	Thorne pocketed the marked tooth along with the feather. Their physical weight was negligible. The weight of their meaning was enormous. He stood up, catching the terrified, questioning eyes of his men.

	 

	"We move," he said, his voice cleaving the thick air. "Stay close. And from this moment, do not touch anything you do not understand."

	 

	Ahead of them the pine fields deepened, the trees crowding in.

	 

	The marked trail stretched onward, into a deepening darkness that swallowed not only light, but hope itself.

	 

	II

	 

	The darkness in the Pine Barrens was not an absence of light, but a substance. It pooled in hollows, dripped from the evergreen branches, and flowed around their temporary camp like a slow, black tide.

	 

	A rustle in the pines. Every man started, hands going to muskets. It was only Corporal Hale, returning from the first watch with a face as pale as chalk. He stumbled into the circle of firelight, his breath coming in short gasps.

	 

	"The stars," he whispered, collapsing onto a stump. He would not look up. "They rippled. Like a stone dropped in a pond. But the pond was the sky."

	 

	Dunmore, the brute from Glasgow, let out a hard bark of laughter. It was a sound like splintering wood. "Rippled stars! The swamp vapors have eaten your brain, man. You saw a cloud. Or an owl."
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