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​Chapter 1: The Arrival


[image: ]




Marcus's first impression of the woods was that they were watching him. There was nothing supernatural about the observation; it was just the way the trees seemed to crowd in as the road gave out, how their tops tangled above and their roots mounded up at the edge of the clearing, cordoning off the last hemorrhage of sun. The effect was an audience at dusk, every lichen-blind eye intent on the blue pickup as it rolled to a stop, coughing gravel and fatigue.

Jake killed the engine and sprang out first. “We’re late,” he said, squinting at the purpling sky. “Move your ass, Marcus, get the rifles.”

Marcus fumbled his way out, rifle cradled babyish in both arms. The old Remington felt heavier than in his living room, which was an inversion of how he’d imagined it. It looked paler in the dying light, more tooth than tool. He hesitated, then tried to sling it over his shoulder, where it immediately tangled with the strap of his rucksack. By the time he’d untwisted himself, Jake was already pulling bins from the bed of the truck.

Tom unfolded from the back seat with slow, economical movements. His face was all planes and shadow; Marcus had yet to see it do more than smirk, and even then only when Sarah called him out for his silence. Tom kept to the periphery, as if staking out the boundaries, feet disturbing the dew-wet ground in broad, circling arcs. Marcus watched him move through the long grass and felt suddenly adolescent, rehearsing what a “real hunter” should look like and failing.

Sarah emerged last, humming an aimless melody as she gathered up her food bag. Her headlamp was already switched on, a beam that shivered with each bounce of her ponytail. She squinted at the tree line and frowned.

“It’s darker than I thought it’d be,” she said. “You sure this is the right clearing?”

Jake didn’t bother looking up. “There’s one clearing, and this is it. Same as last year. Same as always.”

Sarah’s lips worked, but she said nothing. Instead, she looked to Marcus, as if the new guy might have some original insight about dusk and shadows.

The four of them stood with their backs to the trucks, gear splayed out like an autopsy. Marcus tried to take it in: the heaps of canvas tents, the bulging duffels, the rifles—two already assembled, Tom’s with its stock pocked and familiar, Jake’s fitted with a stubby scope. His own looked like a tourist. He tried to steady his nerves with logistics.

“Do we—should I help with the tents, or—”

“Get the stakes and ground cloth out first,” Tom said, voice flat and scratchy. “There’s a dip at the far side. If it rains, you’ll want to be higher.”

Jake shot Tom a look, half-smile, half-sneer. “Look at Mr. Survivalist over here. Don’t listen to him, Marcus, the only thing that’s going to soak you tonight is cheap whiskey.”

They divvied the gear, Marcus following Jake to the edge of the clearing, tripping on roots and soft spots in the loam. The air smelled like cedar and loam and, underneath that, something else: old fire, or maybe the ghost of something burned years ago. Jake dropped his pack, lit a cigarette, and took a long, theatrical drag.

“So, what’s the girlfriend think about all this?” he asked.

Marcus shrugged, feeling the heat of embarrassment creep up his ears. “She said to bring her a deer. Or venison jerky. She thinks this is all—‘retrograde’ was the word she used.”

Jake laughed, the sound echoing harshly off the close-packed trunks. “Smart woman. Let me guess, grad school?”

Marcus nodded.

“Yup. Figures.” Jake exhaled and flicked the butt into the blackening brush. “You ever fired that thing before?” He jerked his chin at the Remington, already beginning to rustle in its case.

“Not at anything that could bleed,” Marcus admitted.

Jake clapped him on the back, and it wasn’t as gentle as Marcus would have liked. “Well, nothing bleeds like your first. Don’t worry. Tom’ll show you the ropes. Just don’t let Sarah see you flinch—she’s got a sixth sense for weakness.”

A shriek of laughter erupted from where Sarah was arranging the food, and Marcus watched as she and Tom struggled with the tangled guy lines of her tent. Sarah was winning, but only barely.

Jake gave Marcus a sidelong look, smirk re-emerging. “You ever get the feeling this place doesn’t want us here?” he said, gesturing at the trees. “Like it’s waiting for us to screw up.”

Marcus tried to laugh, but the sound got caught on the burr in his throat. “You believe that?”

Jake’s smile darkened, then fell away altogether. “Doesn’t matter what I believe. Out here, you keep your eyes open and your mouth shut.”

Tom’s voice, sudden and sharp: “Jake, give me a hand with the fire pit.”

Jake tossed his pack to the ground and ambled over, boots squelching in the wet. Marcus watched him go, then crouched low, unpacking his tent with shaking fingers. He wished he’d practiced more, or at least watched another YouTube video.

The sky bruised itself into indigo as Marcus unfolded the rainfly. He listened to the forest breathe: the click of insects, the occasional animal grunt, the wind threading through the upper branches. He heard Sarah’s voice—faint, almost lost—counting off supplies. Heard Tom’s gravelly monotone, and Jake’s laughter, a little too loud. Heard, distantly, the scrape and rustle of something moving just out of sight.

He looked up, expecting to see a deer or raccoon or, at worst, a black bear. Instead, there was only the rigid blackness of the pines, the canopy swallowing the last light.

It was then he noticed the tree directly behind his tent site. Its trunk bore an odd series of marks—scratches, six or seven of them, clustered near the base but dragging up higher than Marcus’s head. They were deep and regular, exposing fresh, raw wood beneath the bark, as if a massive claw had worried at the trunk over and over, worried it like a scab.

He ran his finger along one groove. It stung.

“Bears,” said Tom, matter-of-factly, not looking up from where he was arranging stones for the fire pit. “Could be deer, but these look like bear.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Jesus, Tom. We’re trying to initiate the guy, not terrify him.”

Tom’s eyes glinted. “Better to know what’s out here.”

Sarah shivered, pulling her fleece tight around her. “Can we just not? Please? I’d rather not dream about being flayed alive by a moose, thanks.”

Jake reached over and tousled her hair, and Sarah, pretending to be angry, swatted his hand away.

Marcus lingered at the tree, the scratches reverberating in his mind. The rest of the night—hauling gear, raising tents, lining sleeping bags with down—proceeded in the blurred rhythm of routine, but every now and then Marcus found himself glancing at the tree, measuring the gashes in his head, imagining the force required to gouge the wood so deeply.

He tried to forget it, but the wounds had their own logic.

As the sky finally surrendered to blackness and the first stars bled through, Jake declared the site “good enough for government work.” They stacked the last of the gear and stood in a ring around the cold fire pit, the three veterans half-shading Marcus from the darkness at their backs.

“Tomorrow,” Jake said, voice carrying. “We rise before dawn, hit the east ridge. If you see something moving, call it out. If you get lost, stay put and yell. If you see Marcus shoot himself in the foot, don’t help him—just put him out of his misery.”

Tom grinned, a white slash in the dark.

Sarah tried to smile, but it curdled at the corners.

Marcus nodded, gripping the Remington like it might anchor him to the earth. He thought about the scratches, the rhythm of the wind in the trees, and the certainty that something in the woods had been watching them arrive.

The night settled in. They ate, barely tasting, and fell into the uneasy communion of people waiting for morning.

Outside the ring of their lights, the pines rustled. The scratches waited, patient as hunger.

There is an hour—after the last blue leaves the sky but before the dark has found its footing—when all the world feels half-built, and nothing fits. That was the hour the group endured as they set up camp, the clearing shrinking and cold rooting up from the ground. Every step, every misaligned tent pole, seemed to echo against the dusk like a cough in a crypt.

Marcus tried not to let Jake see his hands tremble. He was supposed to insert the poles A into sleeve B, but the diagram was half-torn and the cloth kept catching on itself, as if the tent resented its own assembly. Jake had finished his in ten minutes flat, groundsheet taut and corners cinched, and now stood over Marcus, arms folded, an expression of paternal disappointment shading his features.

“You know this isn’t IKEA, right?” Jake said. “Just brute force, no Allen wrench required.”

Marcus laughed, but the sound was an empty jar. He tried to force the pole through, and it bent dangerously.

“Okay, that’s a first,” Jake said, dropping to one knee. “Let me show you.”

He took the pole from Marcus and threaded it with smooth, almost bored efficiency. Marcus tried to watch his hands, but Jake was all elbows and speed, like a magician palming the trick before you could blink.

“There,” Jake said, popping the pole into its grommet. “You want it taut, but not so tight you bend it. Like—” He made a gesture Marcus was pretty sure was obscene.

“Got it,” Marcus said, trying to mask his relief.

Sarah, meanwhile, circled the site with her food bag swinging from one fist. She glanced up at the canopy, gauging which bough would make the best larder, then unspooled a length of neon paracord and slung it like she’d done it since birth. The bag went up, dangled, and turned slowly in the night breeze. Satisfied, she checked the knots, then scanned the perimeter as if expecting to find eyes.

“Sarah the Squirrel,” Tom called, voice mild but carrying. “Nothing’s getting that food.”

Sarah’s laugh was hollow. “I hope not. I spent half a day prepping this stuff.”

“Out here, nothing’s a waste,” Tom said, his attention never leaving the bundle of sticks in his lap. He was already halfway through building the fire, laying the pieces in careful, radiating rows.

Marcus finished with the tent, and together he and Jake unrolled the sleeping pads and lined them side by side. The plastic smell was faint under the heavier odor of pine and something almost ferrous—metal, or blood. When Marcus looked up, he saw Jake watching him with a blank, private expression.

“You ever been out this deep before?” Jake asked.

“Not really,” Marcus said, fighting the urge to elaborate. “Used to go camping as a kid, but it was more, you know, KOA.”

Jake’s smile flickered. “Whole different animal out here.”

They both looked at the treeline, silent. The forest felt alive with withheld opinions.

By now Tom had coaxed flame from the kindling, the fire leaping up with a sudden, greedy whoosh. For a moment, Marcus could see all the faces around him at once: Jake’s, stern and a little wild; Tom’s, angular and set in lines of old disappointment; Sarah’s, face lifted to the warmth, eyes shadowed but watchful.

“Come on, city boy,” Jake called. “We got chili and beer, and you owe us stories.”

They gathered by the fire, rifles propped along a mossy log like dozing pets. The cooking gear sat in neat clusters—titanium mugs, battered jetboil, packets of instant coffee, a dented canteen of bourbon. Sarah ladled out portions and distributed them, her movements quick but tense. Marcus tried to join the conversation, but the heat from the fire only seemed to amplify the cold at his back.

Halfway through his second bite, he felt a sudden urge to stand. “Gonna take a leak,” he said, mostly to Sarah, who nodded without meeting his eyes.

He skirted the perimeter, boots whispering through the ground cover. Once out of the fire’s glow, the woods thickened. The sense of observation from earlier was back, stronger now, and Marcus felt the skin on his forearms prickle.

He stopped by a cluster of pines, unzipped, and let the stream carve a shallow furrow in the brown needles. When he looked up, he saw another tree bearing the marks—scratches like the first, but these in pairs, evenly spaced. He drew closer, scanning the bark with the flashlight from his phone. The light revealed a ladder of gouges, each deeper than a man’s fingernail, and too neat for clumsy animal work.

He reached out, half-expecting the grooves to still be wet or sticky. They were not. The wood had gone pale and dry, like bone.

From somewhere behind, a twig snapped. Marcus spun, nearly losing his grip on the phone. The circle of light caught nothing—just more darkness, the spindly trunks, and a suggestion of movement far beyond the reach of his feeble lamp.

He made his way back, trying to look casual.

At the fire, Sarah was telling Tom a story about the time she’d gotten lost on a hike and found her way back using only the sound of running water. Jake was only half-listening, his gaze fixed on the distance.

Marcus sat, cradled his chili, and tried to ignore the scratch of bark-memory behind his eyes.

A while later, when the conversation lagged, he nudged Jake and asked: “How big do black bears get, anyway?”

Jake snorted. “Big enough. Why?”

Marcus shrugged. “Those scratches on the trees—they just seem weirdly... precise. Like, more methodical than I thought animals would be.”

Tom answered first. “Bears mark territory, but usually it’s just one big swipe. Sometimes deer rub antlers, but those are lower. You sure it wasn’t an axe or something?”

Marcus shook his head. “Didn’t look like blade marks. More like...” He trailed off, unwilling to describe the regularity, the intelligence, in the arrangement.

Sarah noticed his discomfort. “Whatever it is, it’s not after us. Probably just old marks.”

Jake’s voice was gentle, unexpectedly so. “First night’s always like this. The woods get under your skin.”

Tom, who rarely indulged in sentiment, said: “Better the woods than what’s in them.”

The fire popped, showering them with sparks.

They ate in silence for a while. After, Sarah went to check the food bag again, hands steady but mouth drawn thin. Jake uncapped the bourbon, took a slow pull, and handed it to Marcus. He drank, feeling the raw burn down to his stomach, and tried to believe that the scratches were only the product of animal impulse, not the preamble to something else.

He stayed up long after the others turned in, sitting by the fire until it guttered, then poking at the embers for warmth. The darkness beyond was impenetrable; the sense of being observed, inescapable.

Somewhere, a branch creaked. The wind moved, or didn’t. It was impossible to say.

Marcus thought of the regular grooves in the wood, of things that did not fit.

He closed his eyes, listening for the voice of the forest, but all he heard was the sound of his own breath, careful and thin.

Firelight revealed its own truths. Every flicker cast the four of them in shades of primitive drama: Jake the ringleader, his laugh dominating the crackle and snap of wood; Tom, brooding, eyes buried in reflection; Sarah, every so often catching Marcus’s gaze with a look that flicked from mockery to genuine worry and back; and Marcus himself, feeling more like a guest star in a cautionary tale than a participant.

They arranged themselves in a ragged circle, their knees nearly brushing. The heat licked at their shins but did nothing for the cold behind, where the forest pressed in with ancient patience. The whiskey bottle moved steadily among them, an hourglass for courage.

Jake led the ritual of exaggeration.

“—so I had the shot lined up,” he was saying, “when the damn buck just stops and turns. Looks right at me, like it knows. Like it’s daring me to do it. And I’m there thinking, holy shit, I am not equipped for a staring contest with this thing.”

He paused, eyes darting between the others to judge effect. Marcus, feeling the gravity of the moment, nodded as if in communion.

“So what happened?” Sarah asked, her chin on her knees.

Jake grinned, wide and a little vicious. “I blinked. Deer walks away, like he’s flipping me the hoof. Tom almost pissed himself laughing.”

Tom, not missing a beat: “Wouldn’t have been the first time.”

Laughter rolled through the group, Sarah’s rising above the rest. For a second, the woods seemed lighter, less suffocating. Then a gust sent the flames sideways, and the shadows leapt in to reclaim their due.

Sarah tucked her hands inside her jacket, eyes shining in the fire’s wake. “Tell the story about the trail cam. The one with the bear.”

Jake rolled his eyes but obligingly launched into a half-true saga about a midnight scavenger and a malfunctioning camera that “caught more of my ass than the bear’s.” Tom interjected with the correct weight of the camera (“It was twelve pounds, not six”) and the real location (“That wasn’t the ridge, it was the north creek”), while Sarah provided a counter-narrative in which the bear was replaced by a phantom hiker with “legs so long you could limbo under them.”

As they talked, Marcus let his vision blur into the flames. The whiskey thinned his blood and scattered his edges; he found himself laughing more easily, even at his own expense. When Jake asked about his girlfriend again—“She really okay with you blowing a weekend in the sticks?”—he answered without hesitation.

“She said it’s important to experience the primal, the... what was it? The authentic masculine ritual.”

Jake barked a laugh. “Damn right. Primal as it gets, my friend.”

Sarah, sobering a little, added, “Just make sure it’s the animals doing the bleeding, not you.”

There was an edge to her voice, almost hidden by the crackle of the fire.

As the bottle emptied, the stories changed shape. Sarah, emboldened by alcohol and darkness, told a ghost story, soft and slow, about a hunter who lost his way on a night like this and never came out again. Tom kept quiet, but when the story finished, he nodded as if recognizing an old friend.

Marcus stared into the embers, then lifted his eyes to the trees beyond the firelight. There were more of the gouged trunks visible now, marks illuminated by the shifting glare. From this vantage, they seemed less like random wounds and more like a pattern, encircling the clearing—a crude perimeter, as if something was trying to keep them in, not out.

He looked down, then forced himself to ask: “Why do you think there are so many scratches out here?”

Tom gave a small shrug. “Some animals do it to mark their territory.”

“Yeah, but—” Marcus pressed, reluctant. “Don’t you think they’re kind of... organized?”

Jake dismissed him with a wave, but Tom’s mouth twitched, the barest smile.

Sarah, watching both of them, said, “You ever read those missing hiker stories? The ones where people disappear, and all they find are these... signs, or marks, on trees?” Her voice dropped to a hush. “Sometimes, I wonder if people are the prey, not the hunters.”

Jake groaned. “You’re not gonna sleep a wink, are you?”

Sarah grinned, but didn’t answer.

They fell into silence. The fire sputtered, reduced now to a tight core of heat, and the darkness congealed around them.

Jake rose to refill the log stack, leaving Marcus and Sarah alone in the fire’s halo.

“Are you scared?” Sarah asked, voice so soft he wasn’t sure she’d said it aloud.

Marcus wanted to say no. Instead, he confessed: “A little. Everything looks different at night.”

Sarah nodded. “It’s just the dark. Gets in your head. There’s nothing out there that wasn’t there in the daytime.”

But Marcus wasn’t sure that was true. The forest had a way of opening secret rooms after sundown.

Jake returned, arms loaded with wood. “Tomorrow’s the real show,” he said, dropping the logs in a heap. “First hunt’s always the hardest. Tomorrow you’ll bag something big, I can feel it.”

Marcus tried to smile, but the warmth in his chest was evaporating. He studied the circle of the scratched trees, the deliberate line they drew around the clearing, and wondered if they were warning signs or invitations.
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