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CHAPTER ONE



The moment of fear came, went, then returned. It sat on Steven's shoulders and burrowed into his gut like a worm into an apple. Silt, kicked from the rock walls of the ancient lake, clouded the beam from his flashlight, narrowed his visual field to only a few square feet. But as he attached the hooks to the rock, hope fought for position with fear. If he was right, if the lake was bigger than they thought, he would be the first person to lay eyes on the cavern beyond in hundreds of years. Thousands even. Maybe even longer.  

If he was wrong, well, there was no disgrace. Everyone wanted to be the first to see a virgin cave, didn't they? They'd all been wrong before. Even Robyn, the most experienced of them, once spent two weeks chipping away at a solid wall of limestone only to discover more limestone and no opening. 

The drought was to blame. Every river in the area was down at least six feet, others more. Most people thought of it as a nuisance, the reason they couldn't water their lawns or wash their cars. But what most saw as an inconvenience, he saw as an opportunity. The drought exposed the cavern. Very little rain for more than a month, combined with two months of no rain at all and record high temperatures, exposed a great many things people thought were hidden forever. In New Braunfels, the receding water line revealed a wrecked school bus, left at the bottom of the river when a flood scooped it up ten years before. All the children were rescued, but the driver wasn't so lucky. A morbid part of him wondered if the old man's skeleton still sat in the driver's seat. In San Marcos, the river became more of a spiny garden of weeds and snakes than a place for students to lounge, but treasure-hunters with their metal detectors came across a cache where the river washed a good collection of watches, coins, and jewelry. Even in Austin, a man who was missing for more than five years was found when the water receded enough for an observant hiker to spy the bumper of his truck in Town Lake. Cracks in the hot asphalt downtown revealed a hidden cache of old poker chips and arrow heads from when Austin was young and wild. The drought did more than just lower the water lever. It revealed secrets, exposed lies. 

He knew the cave was there, of course. Everyone who went on the river did. But it was nothing more than a curiosity, a dangerous place in which to swim. Often, the more famous, 120-foot deep Jacob's Well was the star of the river. Others preferred Slumber Falls or any of a half-dozen other areas where rapids threatened to flip over boats and inner-tubes. But for a few, the cave was a thrill. The darkness, uncertainty of what lurked within, the fact that so many people went in, but never made it out. More than one glory-happy frat-boy drowned in its belly to impress either his brothers or some girl. Every person who died inside added to the legend of the place, the mystery of it. The bent metal sign at its mouth did little to dissuade the stupid, and while the more intelligent thought the death toll would serve as a warning, meat-heads everywhere took it as a personal challenge to see how far they could go down into the darkness before they had to turn back. 

Of course, without the threat of drowning, the cave looked like little more than a giant hole in the ground. Its breath, a noxious perfume of river water and mildew, conjured up thoughts of bones and dead frat-boys, and he couldn't help but imagine some other monster inside that suckled their bones and licked them clean. 

But he did the math. He checked the satellite photos, did his nerdy little calculations, and came up with the magic anomaly that meant dead space beyond the rock wall. The trick of how to get to it, well, that part took a little longer. Mother Nature rewarded his patience with heat and dry air, and no cave-dwelling boogie-man, real or imagined, was going to keep him from it. 

Twenty feet below the surface, in ice-cold water, scenarios raced through his brain. What if he moved the rock and the pressure shifted? What if the bubble in the next cavern popped? What if he succeeded in draining the lake on his side, or flooding the cavern where his friends waited?

What if he opened the wall to find something staring back, or dinosaurs and a pirate ship, or even a lost colony of early settlers? Such thoughts were every ten-year-old boy's fantasy, and Steven's too. The difference was, he never outgrew it. 

He swam to the surface and followed the rope with his eyes to where his friends waited for his signal. A quick thumbs-up and they turned the hand-crank to pull the rope taut. The moment of truth. He dove back down below the surface and watched. 

The rock shifted and Steven let go of the light. A cord kept it tethered to his belt, but as it drifted down, the light pool moved, illuminated the yellow stripes on his SCUBA fins, then showed the bottomless stygian black below him. Images of giant monster-movie fish swam up from the murky depths to swallow him whole, but he pushed the thought aside and continued his work in darkness. 

It shifted. Damn it, he knew it shifted. He felt it. But it wouldn't budge any further. 

He felt down his leg for the cord and tugged the light back into his hand. The rock moved, but in doing so, all four hooks came unseated. Frustration cramped his shoulders as he swam back toward his friends. 

"What happened?" Robyn's voice cut through the darkness and bounced off the limestone walls. "Did we get it?"

"Not yet." Steven spat out his regulator. "But we will." He took the rope, adjusted his mask, and put the regulator back in his mouth before he disappeared under the water again. 

It had to be there. It just had to. And no stupid rock was going to stand between him and the cave beyond. 

He swam to the boulder and affixed the hooks, then gave the rope two sharp jerks. It grew taut again, then strained. All it needed was one more shift, one more little twitch, to bring the big boulder out. Tiny rocks slid down into the darkness below as the rock shifted. Steven realized, almost too late, that he was too close. When the boulder came loose, he panicked and let the light fall from his hand again. As darkness swallowed him, he wondered what would happen if they triggered an underwater avalanche, buried him alive. Would his friends ever know? Would they wait until he ran out of air before they tried to find him? What would it feel like, he wondered, to drown? 

The rock gave and slid downward. Steven pushed off and made a panicked grab for the light. As silt clouded the water, all he could do was wait, float in an endless sea of black with only the sound of his regulator to keep him company as the seconds yawned forth.

As the silt settled, the water cleared a bit. The rock was gone, leaving a black hole in the lakebed. He swam forward, put his light to the hole, and held his breath. Beyond was more water, clearer than on his side of the wall. The beam of his light stretched out into a wide finger but showed only more water. 

Steven tucked the light into his belt, then felt along his thigh for the bump on the elastic band. The little plastic tube wasn't much, but it had been Robyn's idea. And it was a damned good one. The button on top signaled a box that stood on the lake shore. One push, the light on the box lit once, which meant he found the site. Two, two blinks, which meant he was in trouble. Three or more, he’d found what he was looking for. He lost count of how many times he pushed the button as he wriggled through the opening.
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Robyn looked up from the crude map. It wasn't very accurate, but it would serve its purpose until they got out and could make a more precise version. The lines that marked the tunnel twisted and curved as best as she could remember them, and the proportions were all off, but it didn't need to be accurate. It just needed to give her reminders. All that was left was to fill in the giant blank space with whatever Steven found. 

"One... Two... Three..." Eduardo looked up and grinned. "Looks like he found what he was looking for!"

"Suit up," said Robyn. Time to wear her game face. "I want cameras, ropes, climbing gear. If what he found is bigger than a broom closet, we've got a lot of exploring to do."

Eduardo nodded and hurried to his pack. Daniel and Megan did the same. Each had their assigned tasks, and each did them with mechanical efficiency. She counted on them to do so. 

Robyn folded the map and tucked it into a waterproof baggie, then slid it into her rucksack. It didn't matter if it got wet. Everything inside it was waterproof. What mattered was the map, and the video camera at her feet. When they got back to the university, the crude map would be discarded for a more accurate one, and the camera would help ensure her drawing would be correct. It had to be, if they wanted the credit for discovering it. A new cavern meant nothing in the way of money or fame, but prestige and respect from the spelunking community went a long way. Plus, they'd get to name it. 

Well, Steven would. It was his find, after all, and tradition dictated the finder had final say on the name. She just hoped he wouldn't come up with something lame like "Steve's Cave" or "Caverna de Morte."

"We going to wait until he comes back?" Daniel already had the IR-camera going. He grinned behind the eyepiece because he already knew the answer. 

"No," said Robyn. "He got to lay first eyes on it, and you know how he is. He's probably already naked and rubbing his dick on the rocks. We wait for him, we'll be here for hours."

"Roger that," said Daniel. "We ain't waiting!" 

"So... orgy in the unexplored cavern?" Eduardo didn't bother looking up.

It wasn't such a far-fetched idea. Ten years ago, on her first cave, she let the team leader take her in an unexplored cavern. The rush was intense, the thought that they were alone in a place no one knew about, that they inhabited a place in which no one would find them. Of course, that was in New Mexico, and the rest of the team did find them. And took pictures. And shared them around.

She’d had to finish her degree in Texas because of those assholes, and while she met great people and graduated with a high average, she promised herself she'd never let her guard down again. 

Still, the thought of sex in the cavern made her tingle. And she trusted her team. Both with her life and privacy. But until she saw the new cavern herself, she didn't want to let herself get too worked up. For all she knew, it was full of bat shit and sharp rocks.

"Keep it in your pants," she said.

It took only a few minutes to get their gear sorted. All the bitching and hassle of lugging SCUBA packs through the woods and down the long corridor was worth it. They checked their regulators, their lights, the flag on the wall above where Steven went in, and nodded. Ready, but still nervous. Of course she was. The fear, the rush was what attracted her in the first place. The danger. The thought that around every corner was mystery, or that she might not come out again. The day she went in search of a new cave and didn't feel queasy with excitement was the day she would quit. 

She gave one last tug on the tether between them, as well as the one that led to the opening, then eased herself into the frigid water. The opening was less than a hundred feet ahead of her, but below the water the distance seemed to stretch for miles. She let her large hand-light drop, then switched on the smaller lights on either side of her face mask. It didn't help with the visibility, but it did allow her to pull herself along the guide line hand-over-hand. 

When she arrived at the opening, she gave a hand signal, which she doubted anyone could see, then stuck her rucksack through the opening. The water on the other side was colder by several degrees. No way the water had seen sunlight in hundreds of years. She passed through the narrow opening without trouble but paused to help Eduardo through. 

When the four of them were on the other side, their lights had an easier time. Robyn shone hers upward, where the beam revealed the glassy ceiling where water met open air. She gestured, and the four of them rose to the surface. 

For a moment they were weightless in space, four buoys in darkness without even stars to guide them. The lights on her mask were too weak to make any kind of difference, and, for a moment, it seemed they surfaced into a great void of nothing. It was unsettling, how insignificant she felt against the black. She fumbled for her larger light and clicked it on, as did the other three.

The cavern was immense, taller than Robyn imagined, and deeper than seemed possible. The beams from their lights reached the ceiling as weak washes, too broad to make out any real detail, but just bright enough to cast more than a hundred stalactites into shadow. 

Robyn gestured and the others followed her to the water's edge, where the natural slope made her exit as easy as walking, then she removed her regulator. The air tasted stale, stagnant. Breathable, yes, but there was no telling for how long, or if they would use up what air was trapped in the little bubble. And if that little bubble popped, how much time would it take to get them all to safety? Or any of them, for that matter? As she took in the new wonder of the cavern, her light fell on a small orange tube. The signal device Steve used. 

"Steve?" she called. Her voice bounced off the stone walls and reverberated back upon her, then dwindled to eerie nothing.

"There's his tank," said Eduardo as he pointed with his light. "Maybe he's up in one of those caves."

"Probably," she said. "And he's probably waiting to scare us or jump out with his dick in his hand. Break out the gear. We're not waiting on his dumb ass. You hear that? You don't show yourself, we're naming the cavern! And we're naming it 'Steve's Tiny Dick!'" 

The echo of her voice faded, followed by another sound that seemed to hide just under her words. Shifting rocks, tiny motes of gravel, a series of clicks that she wasn't sure she heard.

"Careful," said Daniel from behind the camera. "We don't know how stable this cavern is. Loud noises may cause a cave-in."

"Bullshit," said Eduardo, though he kept his voice low.

"Can you see anything through that?" Megan stood behind Daniel. 

"Yeah," he said. "The IR on it is zero-lux, so I can see without any light whatsoever."

"And what do you see?" 

"That those urban myths about being able to see your bra through a white t-shirt with one of these things are true."

"Asshole."

"Shut up," said Robyn. She heard it again, faint clicks in the darkness. "Listen."

They were quiet for a moment.

"What are we listening for?" whispered Eduardo.

"Shut up," said Robyn. "There... D'you hear it? The clicking noise?"

"I didn't hear anything," said Daniel. "Maybe we caught it on the camera's audio track."

"Whatever," said Robyn. "We'll check later. Get the gear out. And everyone watch for Steve. You know how he is."

The shadows watched them. Hundreds of caves, and a few undiscovered caverns, and Robyn always felt the tingle of excitement. But this darkness felt different. It felt alive, curious. It measured them, stalked them. She was sure of it. There was something in the black. Not just an inquisitive intelligence. The feeling was predatory. Hungry. The darkness wanted to swallow them up. The rock formations were teeth in a ravenous mouth that couldn't wait to chew on their bones.

"Spread out," she said. "Find the edges. Mark them with glow sticks."

The team did as they were told. Eduardo used his camera like a private flashlight while Megan and Daniel used a technique of tossing a lit chemical glow stick tied to a string. When it struck a wall, they walked to it and dropped another, then tossed it again. In no time, the cavern floor was ringed in soft orange light. 

But still no sign of Steven. And the feeling of being watched was stronger. The shadows up above watched them. She was sure of it.

"He's probably higher up," said Eduardo. "Maybe a little cave or chamber or something. He's probably just exploring."

"By himself?" 

"Duh," said Megan. "You're talking about the guy that just swam through a wall into an uncharted cavern. I don't think a little hide-and-seek is going to freak him out."

The clicks started again, closer and more distinct. 

"Tell me you heard it that time," said Robyn.

"Yeah," said Daniel. "Little clicks."

"Me too," said Megan. "Sounded like bats, only bigger."

"I'm not seeing anything," said Daniel as he peered through his camera. "Nothing is putting off heat."

"So it's not bats," said Robyn.

The clicks came from above, from every side, and bounced off the walls. Whatever made them, bats or bugs, Robyn needed to know. 

"Megan," said Robyn. "Take a picture."

In the strobe of the camera flash, dozens of white bodies the size of men writhed on the walls, on the ceiling. The creatures shrieked and hid their faces. 

"What the fuck was that?"

A loud thud struck the ground near them. Robyn swung her light around to reveal a bloody mess. There was no head, no arms. Only one river-shoe-clad foot revealed the thing's identity. 

"Steve!"

Clicks. More clicks. Echoed, repeated, louder. She shone her light around and caught movement, maybe a foot, maybe a hand as it crawled across the rock face and out of the pool of light. 

"Oh my God," said Daniel as he peered through the eyepiece of his camera. "What the fuck are they? There's so many of them..."

"Out," shouted Robyn. "Now!"

She turned to run, back to the water, back through the hole. To hell with the scuba gear. She'd hold her breath or die under water. 

A loud inhuman squeal cut through the air, followed by another, and another until the echoes bounced off into a cacophony of disorienting high-pitched screeches. She flashed her light around, tried to get a good look at the things in the darkness. 

A blur of white flashed in front of Robyn. Megan screamed, then was down. The fleshy white form on top of her thrashed its head from side to side, her throat in its jaws. Robyn turned the light on the creature. It turned and screeched at her, rows upon crimson-coated rows of razor sharp teeth wet in the beam of the flashlight. She backed away, eyes locked on Megan's twitching legs. 

Two more slashed at Eduardo with wicked talons, cut him across the belly and spilled his intestines to the floor, then ripped and tore and rubbed their faces in the gore and sucked the blood from every piece of meat they touched. 

Daniel fell as one backed him toward the water. The camera skidded across the bank. He screamed for only a moment before the creature tore his jugular out, and another bit a chunk out of his bicep. A third clamped its mouth over his leg. Its white eyes rolled back and it shuddered as it sucked the life out of the cameraman. 

Robyn's legs buckled as something slashed at the back of her knees. Crimson flooded the ground around her as a hideous sea of white and red crowded her vision. She didn't feel their fangs rip into her flesh, didn't register the pain as they drained the life from her. All she noticed was that the red light on the camera was still on. She stared into the lens as the creatures gutted her.







  
  
CHAPTER TWO



Richard awoke to pain in his midsection, a gift of his overactive bladder and the weight of the seven-year-old boy sitting upon it. 

"Time to get up, Daddy!" Ethan bounced up and down, oblivious to his father's agony. 

"Settle down," grumbled Richard. "What're you, excited or something?" He yawned and reached for the clock. 

Seven in the morning. Dandy. 

"We're going," he said. "You promised. We're still going, right? Please?"

"Yeah," said Richard. "Just gimme a minute to get up. I need coffee."

"I can make it!" Ethan leapt off his father and ran out the bedroom door. 

A stab of fear lanced through Richard's groggy system. The last time the kid made coffee, it came out like sludge. And, because he tried to be a good father, Richard drank it anyway. The kid never knew Daddy was on the toilet at work for an hour while concentrated colon-cleanser blew through his system. He'd better get up. 

"Why don't you get your stuff together, champ?" he called. "Let me make the coffee today, okay?"

"Okay!" Hurried footsteps thudded back from the kitchen and into Ethan's room. Disaster averted.

The cold tiles made him clench his toes as he waddled to the toilet to relieve his bladder. Too much alcohol the night before, too little self-control. And it didn't even work. The rum didn't dull the pain. All it did was make him let the floodgates open. He’d sobbed on the couch for an hour before he went to bed, and the aching in his bladder was nothing compared to the jackhammer in his head.

At least Ethan didn't see it. He didn't need to know Daddy wasn't as stable as he pretended to be. Daddies needed to be strong, to keep things together. He needed to show Ethan that everything was going to be okay. Maybe not okay, but... different was the only word that came to mind.

Richard drained his aching midsection, then turned on the shower, piping hot, and stood with his hands on the sink while he waited for the water to heat. But he didn't look in the mirror. He knew what he'd see, and he didn't want to. Too many wrinkles. Too many gray hairs. Too many mornings of eyes bloodshot with self-hatred taught him to keep his head down. At least until he'd had just one cup of coffee. 

He brushed his teeth until a lazy plume of steam wafted from behind the shower door, then climbed in the shower, scrubbed, then got out and dressed. His usual ranger's uniform and hiking boots sat undisturbed in the closet, replaced by khaki cargo shorts and sneakers. In place of the button-down collar and badge was a t-shirt. A tan Panama hat instead of his wide-brimmed campaign hat completed the look. He looked like a tourist, or maybe just another green-horn camper. What he didn't look like, however, was a park ranger, which suited him just fine. 

He emerged from the bathroom to find Ethan outside the door, coffee cup in hand. He’d taken too long in the shower, so he had to pay the price.

"It's ready," he beamed. 

The concoction in the cup appeared to be tar, but he took the cup, smiled, and took a long sip anyway. His stomach recoiled and his tongue tried to escape through the back of his head, but he smiled.

"Perfect," he said as he smiled. "Now go finish getting ready."

The kid bounced toward his room while Richard made his way to the kitchen. If he was lucky, the kid would take long enough for him to make a fresh pot. 

The kitchen was sterile, except for coffee grounds on the counter around the pot. Everything was in its place. It had to be. Not a single knick-knack could be out of place. The shelf on the wall needed to keep all the little porcelain boxes just as she left them. The bottles above the cabinets needed to be turned just so the light could catch them.

The way she liked them. 

He tried not to look as he emptied the foul sludge from his pot and refilled it with fresh water. But it didn't matter. It was her pot too. Her mugs. Her kitchen. 

He pushed the button on the pot, then rested his head on the counter. 

"You okay?" Ethan stood in the doorway. 

"Yeah," said Richard. "Daddy's fine." 

"Are you sad again?"

"Y'know something, champ? I guess I am."

"You miss her, huh?"

"Yeah," said Richard as he nodded. "I sure do."

"Me too," said Ethan. He didn't cry, but the look was still there, the sadness that infected his beautiful face and made it so even his smiles seemed melancholy. "Will we ever stop missing her?"

"I hope not, buddy." Richard pulled his son in for a hug.


      [image: image-placeholder]It was far too early to be up and in the truck. The earliest he'd ever seen Ethan up and so eager was on Christmas morning, and then only because the promise of Santa's gifts yanked him out of bed. Every Christmas morning, Ethan came and jumped on him and Annie and shouted that Santa had come, and that the pile of presents was bigger than the previous year, and that Santa had eaten the cookies they’d left out for him, and... It wouldn't happen again. Annie was gone, and Ethan didn't seem to care how many presents were under the tree anymore. For that matter, Richard wasn't sure the kid even believed in Santa anymore. Or anything else. It took a lot to get him excited these days. The suggestion of a camping trip was the first time Richard saw him smile in weeks.

The road to Dripping Springs wasn't very long, only fifteen or so miles, but Richard remembered the drive as longer. Dozens of trips, drives in vans packed with boy scouts, clouded his memory. In all the trips, they sang songs and whooped along the drive, drank sodas and showed off their prized new camping gear. Not once did he remember the road, the terrain. He was too young, then, to appreciate the beauty of it all, the determination it took to settle the area. The road, carved out of the side of a limestone mountain, wound through the Texas hill country like a snake and cut through equal patches of flora and desolation. 

He glanced to the passenger seat. Ethan stared out the window, his video games forgotten in the glove compartment. His wide eyes sought out every tiny movement at the side of the road, like he was afraid to miss anything. He kicked his feet as he squirmed in his chair.

"Deer!" He pointed off at a patch of brown fur in the landscape. 

"Yep," said Richard. "Lots of those where we're going. They're coming out because of the drought. Not a lot of water around, so they come to what's left of the river."

"Will we get to see any?"

"Maybe," he said. "I know a trick to lure them to our campsite. We'll try it tonight, okay?"

The "trick" had less to do with knowing the woods than it did knowing what deer liked to eat. The campsite Richard chose was near a small grove of apple trees. Even with the drought, they always bore little green sour apples. Not to his taste, but the deer couldn't get enough of them. There were always enough to fill a rucksack. Spread out in front of a tent, they made a great natural deer bait. 

The little boy grinned, then turned his attention back toward the window. 

"Are there bears?" 

"I don't think so," said Richard. It was a lie, of course. Roy Creek had its share of browns, but they stayed mostly to the higher areas, and tended to avoid people. For the most part, they only came into campsites when people didn't know how to secure their food.

"What about snakes? Or scorpions?"

"Don't you worry," said Richard. "I'll keep you safe. Nothing's going to bother us."

As they rode on, Ethan called out more wildlife when he saw it, asked questions that Richard was glad to answer. What was this, how was that, why was the other thing. The questions seemed never-ending, which he liked just fine. He almost seemed back to how he was before. 

The road bent around a steep curve, and the whole of the valley stretched out in front of them. Ethan let out an appreciative gasp.

"We're going down there," said Richard. He pointed to a strip of blue in the distance. "That's the part of the river where we'll be camping. There's woods, rapids, even caves down there, if you want to go exploring."

"Caves?" The excitement in his voice coaxed a chuckle from Richard's heart. 

"Yeah, but you have to promise me you won't go in without me, okay? Caves can be pretty dangerous."

"I promise," said Ethan. 

Beige rock turned to black dirt and trees as they came to the edge of Dripping Springs. The traffic picked up with a mix of motorcycles and family sedans, all headed for Market Days. Local artists and crafters gathered on the first Saturday of each month to sell their wares and boost the local economy. The truck crept past booths of homemade soaps, jewelry, leatherworks and food on the way through the square.

"Can we stop?"

"Not this time," said Richard. "I want to get camp set up before it gets dark. But don't worry. They have this every month."

"Can we come back?"

"I promise," said Richard. "And when we do, I'll buy you some gourmet popcorn and a root beer float. How's that sound?"

"Deal!" Ethan turned back toward the window and named all the booths he wanted to visit on their return. 

As they crossed the bridge out of town, Ethan stared down at the river. Inner tubes filled with half-naked college students and families floated by on the lazy current. It should've been higher, at least six feet. But months without rain, combined with triple-digit heat, took the river down to a pitiful level. Not that the tubers seemed to care. It was still deep enough to float, and that was all that mattered. 

"We'll have our part of the river all to ourselves," said Richard. "How d'you feel about that?"

"Cool," said Ethan. 

They drove another fifteen minutes, until most signs of civilization were scarce. The occasional car passed by, but none slowed down at the old weathered sign that read "Roy Creek Campground." 

"That sign used to be red," said Richard. "With yellow letters."

"Looks brown now," said Ethan.

Time was, years ago, campers came from all over to stay at the Roy Creek park. The Boy Scouts were just the tip of the iceberg. Families came once, and after a while, it became fashionable to have corporate "team building" campouts, full of office workers who didn't know a skunk from a house cat. The Scouts were the most constant patrons, however. The terrain made their "survival" weekends seem authentic, though the Scouts were safer than they realized. All the Scout masters knew how to contact the rangers, and if anyone got more than a splinter, help arrived on swift wings. The illusion was important to build their confidence, but it was an illusion, nonetheless. No matter what, Richard always remembered being excited at the sight of the red and yellow sign.

He’d made the arrangements weeks ago, not that there were any other campers to compete with. He paid his deposits, discounted for his service, and claimed the site. They hardly ever had campers anymore. Just no interest in nature, and without the benefit of Wi-Fi, or even cellular service, no one visited. The isolation that once was the selling point of the place turned into a hindrance. The corporate team-builders figured out they could build a better team in an air conditioned hotel than on a stone ground. Even the Boy Scouts gave up their claim on the land. Budget cuts, they said. No more money for upkeep, and more modern facilities to be found elsewhere. They had the run of the whole park. His relief made sure to give Richard the emergency channel and call-sign, just in case, but he doubted they would need it. All the same, Richard made sure to have a walkie with a ten-mile range, with fresh batteries, in his pack. 

The truck bounced along the pock-marked road for a few miles until they came to a clearing with a cliff that overlooked the valley below. 

"We're here," said Richard. "Hop out and take a look."

Ethan scrambled out of the car and ran to the edge of the cliff. It was all Richard could do to not scream at the boy to be careful, but he’d done the same thing when he first saw the big stone drop-off. As a twelve-year-old, he leaped out of a barely-stopped van and ran to the edge and stared down at the river below. And he was smart enough not to fall off. He trusted his son to be the same. 

"This is so cool!" shouted Ethan. The last word echoed back to him across the valley. 

"C'mon," said Richard. "Help me set up the tent and I'll show you the path down to the river. We can fish for our supper."

"I thought we were going to sleep in the camper."

"Tent," said Richard. "You wanted to camp, so we're going to camp. No sissy campers for us. We sleep on the ground in a tent. We'll keep the food and stuff in the camper so animals won't get to it."

"What kind of animals?"

"Raccoons, deer, squirrels, that kind of thing." He left out bears. No sense in scaring the kid. "Lots of wild life out here."

"And caves?" said Ethan. "You said there were caves."

"Sure thing, champ," said Richard. "We'll go exploring. We've got a few days."

But then, what could he hope to accomplish in a few days? When he was a kid, a couple of days camping was all it took to forge a bond with his father. But there was always Mama to come home to. He wasn't so arrogant to think that a single campout could soothe the pain in both their souls, but maybe it could start the process. Maybe the leaves, the rocks, the river could lay a bandage over their hurt. Maybe, out of the apartment and away from every reminder of the life they once had, they could just breathe again. Not forever. Just for a few days.


      [image: image-placeholder]Fifteen miles to the east, the Grist Mill Steakhouse buzzed with the usual evening fare. In half the seats were people with money, retired or otherwise, who saw the restaurant as quaint and rustic. The rest were filled with those who’d spent the day on the river. The first group reviled the second, while the second laughed at the pomposity of the first. The scent of their sunscreen and sweat, however, couldn't hope to match the smell of charbroiled steak from the grill. During the summer sunlight hours, patrons watched the inner tubes go by from the deck that looked out over the water. But during the hot summer nights, most stayed off the deck because of the ravenous insect population. 

Years ago, the place had been a real mill, one that worked lumber on the river, built with German stubbornness and precision. Logs were brought in through the front and exited as building supplies through the back, brought by hard workers determined to build decent lives for their families. Some left the mill with their earnings to set up other places in the area. Others sent money back to Germany to buy their families passage to America. 

But the trade went bust, and the building sat empty and derelict for years, until the City Council decided to try to capitalize on the history of it in 1977. Over the years, others tried to be the restaurant on the river. Shacks that sold burgers and quaint little outdoor cafes went up and came down. Others tried everything from tapas to tacos, and eventually closed their doors as well. Only the Grist Mill remained. 

Music blared from speakers mounted to the roof joists outside, blues to signal the Saturday-night dinner crowd was in full swing. Waiters took orders and smiled for tips while customers sent back overcooked steaks and commanded free refills on their syrupy iced tea. The old mill doors stood open over the river, though darkness hid the beauty outside, and the music covered the sound of the river over the rocks. 

The first pasty hand emerged from beneath the old mill, clamped down on the floor and pulled until its owner slithered over the edge. It went unnoticed for a few moments until another hand did the same, then another until there was no ignoring the skeletal bodies, the chalky skin, the wild black eyes, the rows of razors in their mouths. One patron, a rather large old-money type in a floral muumuu with lipstick too red for her age, screamed. The rest followed. 

They poured over the edge, a chalky tide of emaciated flesh and bone. Obsidian eyes shone against the bare bulbs on the ceiling, glinted with animal hunger. As the largest emerged from below, the others spread through the room, corralled the cattle and kept them from escape. There was a single moment in which no one dared to breathe or speak. Only the hollow wail of a blues harmonica broke the silence. Then, with a twitch, a coughed grunt, the creatures attacked. 

Boney fingers tore open bellies, spilled sweet morsels on the sawdust-strewn floor. Fangs tore skin from muscle, flesh from bone. Those who ran for the doors found their ways blocked, bottlenecked by others with the same idea, now dead for their arrogance. The creatures tore through them, one by one, devoured their innards and sucked the blood from their bones. Those who tried to fight realized too late the futility. Broken chairs, tables, lamps meant little. Burned skin would heal. Only the lights hurt their eyes, but with every broken bulb, the lights grew dimmer, the creatures more brazen. 

The manager had a gun, and tried to use it to defend his customers, or more likely himself. He pulled the thing from under the bar and aimed it at the largest. It rose up on its hind legs, stretched its arms wide, and towered over the manager in all its sinewy glory. Veiny skin stretched from its skeletal fingers to the toes of its clawed feet, and it looked down upon the manager with hatred in his glassy eyes. 

The gun shook in the manager's hand. He hesitated, and it cost him an arm. Stuttered out a scream, and it cost him his throat. As the largest dug down into the manager's chest, it savored the hot scent of viscera, licked his teeth of the sticky copper that spilled on the floor. When it came to the heart, he sliced the pulsing organ free, then closed his eyes and shivered as he took a bite. Warm blood mixed with the cold rush of his victim's adrenaline flowed across his tongue. The heart spasmed between his teeth, then was still. He sucked it until there was no more fluid to be had, then he dropped it to the floor. 

The rest finished their meals, wallowed in gore and painted their faces in viscera, but their hunger could not be sated. The largest slunk to the entrance to find red and blue lights, more cattle in uniforms. Still more outside that watched and waited, mouths open. The prey stank of fear.







  
  
CHAPTER THREE



Richard felt like a glorious mess. 

After they set up camp and did a little exploring, he showed Ethan how to build a fire, then introduced him to the age-old tradition of s'mores. And, like every kid in the world, Ethan loved them. Richard wasn't sure which was more impressive, the number the little rascal could eat, or the amount of chocolate and marshmallow that wound up on his face instead of in his mouth. Either way, it was good to see his son act like a kid again, to smile and laugh like he didn't have a care in the world for just a few minutes.

The zipper on the tent went up with a quiet buzz as he glanced backward. Ethan's mouth hung open as soft snores escaped his lips. No point in waking the kid up just yet. It was too early. The night sky wasn't completely gone, but the sun pushed. It was time for another age-old camping tradition. 

Richard hurried to their wood pile and built a small fire, then went to the back of the truck and took out his cooking kit and the small cooler. Breakfast was in order, and he wanted Ethan to have the same breakfast he had as a Boy Scout. Bacon and eggs with camp-fire toast. Except better than when he was a scout, without Kelly Hamby kicking dirt in the pan every time he shuffled his fat feet by. 

The cooking kit was a kitchen in a small pack, with two pots, two different sized pans, and a few other pieces puzzled together like nesting dolls. His priority, however, was getting to the center of the pile, to the core. The whole pack, it seemed, was built around what he considered to be the most important piece of cooking equipment. When he reached it, he lifted out the coffee pot like a treasure and set to work on his morning brew. Richard soaped the outside of the pot for easy cleanup, then set it on the glowing coals. In a few minutes, dark brown liquid bubbled and perked through the glass bulb on top. Richard poured himself a cup and took a long pull. 

Heaven. It wasn't as good as his electric coffee pot, but campfire coffee had its own charm and made him feel strong. 

Richard finished the cup and poured himself another. Nothing went better with eggs and bacon. Just the thing to start a day of outdoor exploration.

The scent of bacon brought Ethan from the tent. Traces of marshmallow from the night before lingered around his mouth, and his hair stood up in every direction. He rubbed his eyes and gave his father a sleepy smile. 

"Morning, camper," said Richard. "Hungry?"

Ethan nodded and rubbed his eyes.

"Head down to the river," said Richard. "Go splash some cold water on your face and wake up. Breakfast'll be ready by the time you get back up. And after we're done, we're going exploring." 

Ethan yawned and hurried down the trail. 

It was a good morning. For the first time in a while, Richard wasn't hung over, and the countryside was a good distraction from his thoughts. The sun rose like a balloon on the horizon and threw the dark sky into shades of lighter blue and pink. Even the cool morning air was clear and just breezy enough to feel fresh without the hum of an air conditioner.

Annie would've loved it. 

And there were those invasive thoughts again. How many times did he say he would take her camping? How many times did she ask for a weekend trip? It never seemed to be the right time, or the right season. Always too hot or too cold, always too much hassle, or too much to do. There'd be time later, he always told her, when Ethan was older. And by the time he realized how little time she had left, it was too late. She couldn't walk or stand, much less hike the trails. He missed the opportunity, another in a long line of failures.

He shoved the thought down and took a sip of his bitter campfire coffee. 

It wasn't fair that even out in the wilderness, where nothing had her mark or her sign, he still couldn't get away from thoughts of her, or the cancer that had taken her from them. Even far away from the modern world, every happy thought turned to chemotherapy and ashes and the stupid plastic urn. Every beautiful scene was spoiled because he never got the chance to share it. Without her...

"Daddy!"

Richard dropped his cup and left the bacon on the fire. He knew his son's voice, when he called out in play or in excitement. Every parent did. But this shrill cry was one of terror. He ran to the edge of the cliff and looked down. 

Ethan stood by the river and stared up at him. Even at such a distance, his eyes were wide with fear, and it was easy to see why. The river ran red instead of clear. It looked like blood. 

Richard ran to the path and let gravity take him at a dangerous speed until he made it down to his son and scooped him into his arms. 

"It's okay," he said. 

"It's blood!" wailed Ethan.

"Nah," said Richard. "It can't be. It's just rust or something."

Ethan's finger trembled as he pointed to the opposite bank. Richard followed the line until he saw what scared his child. At first, he thought it might be a rock transformed by a trick of the light. But it bobbed in the current, roiled against a fallen branch where it stayed trapped. The face that stared at him out of the water hardly looked human, with wide-open empty eye sockets and gaped mouth. But there was no doubting what it was, even without a body attached to the head in the water. 

Richard held his son tight.

"Don't look at it," he said. "Come on. Let's get back up to the campsite. I'll radio it in, okay?"

Ethan nodded and sniffled against his father's chest. 

God damn it. He’d worked Roy Creek for years and never saw so much as a lost child. Hell, once the Boy Scouts stopped coming, rumors persisted about the powers that be doing away with his position as unnecessary. Two weeks off work for bereavement, only to come back to find a dead body, or at least part of one. And, of course, it had to be when he was with his son. Of course it did. Because the kid didn't have enough trauma and death in his life as things stood. Why not one more horrific event just to further his need for therapy later?

They hiked the trail back up to the campsite and Ethan sat in the tent, breakfast forgotten, knees hugged tight against his chest. Richard dug in his pack and pulled out the walkie. 

"Roy Creek one-nine-seven," he said as he pressed the button. "This is Ranger Sundstrum. We've got a situation out here. Over."

Static hissed back through the speaker.

"Roy Creek one-nine-seven," he said again. "This is Ranger Sundstrum. I am in need of assistance. Do you copy? Over."

Nothing. 

"Goddamn it Rosado, answer me. Over."

The empty air breathed back through the speaker. 

"You used grown-up words," said Ethan. "What's the matter, Daddy?"

"Well, son, Ranger Rosado isn't answering." A look of panic crossed his son's face. "But that probably means he's in the bathroom or something. So, I'll tell you what. How about you sit in the tent for a minute and let me go down there and take a look-see?"

Ethan shook his head. 

"Son." He forced his patience to keep hold. "I have to go look. It's my job, okay? Then we can get back to having fun."

"I wanna go home," said Ethan. "I want Mommy."

"Mommy's..."

The child's eyes welled with tears, and Richard's heart sank. He didn't mean to snap. And the last thing he wanted was to hurt his son.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I want her too. But I can't do anything about that, buddy."

"Can't we just go home?"

"All right," said Richard. "But I still have to go down there first. Can you sit up here and stay out of trouble?"

"What if whatever did that comes back for me?"

It was a fair question, but he needed to see what had killed the man before he could answer. 

"It won't," said Richard. "I promise, okay? Just stay in the tent."

"Truck," said Ethan. 

"What?"

"I want to sit in the truck with the doors locked and the air conditioner on."

Given the circumstance, he couldn't argue. Richard retrieved his keys and started the engine. Ethan scrambled into the cab and pulled the door shut hard. 

"If you see anything, just beep the horn, okay?"

"Dad," said Ethan. "Don't go down there. Please. Let's just go home."

"I can't," said Richard. "It's my job."

"But what if something happens?"

"It won't," he said. "I promise. Nothing's going to get me. I'll be back up before you know it, okay?"

"Take your gun," pleaded Ethan.

"I probably won't even need it," said Richard as he took the gun from the glove-box. No sense in worrying the kid. "Whatever did that is long gone, I bet. Now sit tight. I'll be right back."

Ethan nodded and locked the car door. 

As he hurried down the trail back to the river, he tried the walkie again. 

"Jerry, if you're listening, I've got a dead guy here in campsite six, and my son saw it. Whatever you're doing, get your thumb out of your ass and answer me."

The only reply was static. 

The head made a lazy roll in the current. Any other time, Richard would've removed his boots and socks to wade into the river. There was nothing he hated more than the feeling of wet socks on his feet or waterlogged boots. But, given the circumstances, a little water was the least of his problems. 

The head made a lazy roll as he closed in on it. As Richard reached down, what was left of the face rolled up to grin at him. Procedure told him not to touch it, but whatever evidence was on the thing had long been washed away by the river, and he needed to get a good look. Richard tried to think of it as just another animal eaten by another as he lifted it carefully from the water. 

The victim was male, close-cropped hair, and of indeterminate age. Whatever killed him had ripped his head off his shoulders, dug out his eyes and tore off his lips and ears. The wound in the neck was a jagged line, which indicated it wasn't a cut. Whatever had killed him was ferocious and fast. He’d been terrified when he died. 

Clear water flushed the river, diluted the blood until it ran pink, then clear, as if nothing ever happened. For the whole river to be red, there would have to be a lot of blood on the river, and the river was the same one that ran through...

"Oh shit."

Richard ran up the path toward his truck and his son. The camping trip was over.
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