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      Skeletal corn stalks swayed in the morning breeze like parishioners enraptured by a Sunday spiritual. A canticle of whispers filled the rows as the ailing stalks rubbed together, their curling leaves and shrunken husks papery dry despite the mist blanketing the field. Grady Warren walked along the path bordering his wilting cornfield, gripping his daughter’s hand, leading her toward the briar.

      Neighboring farmers had experienced similar woes, the late summer harvest yielding only a fraction of their former glory, but none compared to the wretched state of the Warren farm. A pall of sickness hung in the air. A scent of decay saturated the soil, clinging to Grady’s mud-caked boots, seeping into his patched denim overalls. The stunted corn never matured, and every ear he’d inspected had been black with disease. He couldn’t even sell his lowly crop for cattle feed.

      At first, Grady tried to convince himself—and his neighbors—that it was a simple issue of overuse, never allowing the fields to fallow, insisting it may be time to let the soil replenish its nutrients. He argued on the finer points of proper farming practices, and how the reluctance of farmers to heed them had contributed to The Dust Bowl. The country was only a little over two decades removed from the droughts and dust storms of the 1930s which had ravaged farmland across most of America, and the events were still fresh in their minds. Feast or famine is a simple fact of life for most farmers, he reminded them, even out here in the wet Pacific Northwest. He failed to mention to them that out here—in the fertile farmland of Armenia, Washington—the crops always flourished better than the rest of the state.

      Even though his neighbors remained unconvinced, Grady almost believed his own lies. Right up until he saw the vines. The thorny creepers infiltrated his field, slithering their way through the rows, feeding off his crop. And if their presence wasn’t proof enough, the sight of his wife this morning was all he needed to see—her flesh had begun to sour, had started the change. All the signs were there. He could no longer lie to himself or the townspeople.

      The tenth autumnal equinox had passed a week ago. The curse was upon them.

      The lottery had chosen. And it was Grady’s turn to make an offering.

      The townspeople did agree with Grady on one point: the soil’s nutrients must be replenished. Yet here, in Armenia, that had nothing to do with proper farming practices.

      Watching the wet path slide beneath his boots, Grady pulled his daughter along, each step causing the lump in his chest to expand. To his left, the crisp rasping of the undulating stalks reminded Grady of the sounds he’d heard at the briar yesterday while kneeling before its impenetrable vines, praying for another way—whispers, crawling from the shadowy depths. Whispering his daughter’s name.

      

      Little Alexis Warren knew she was in for a whipping. She’d made this journey to the old apple tree many times with her father, having to choose the switch that was to do the lashing. Life on the farm was hard work, hard and boring work, especially for a young girl. But when her mind-numbing tasks were done, it was time to let loose, have some fun. Unfortunately, fun for Alexis usually involved activities her parents didn’t approve of, so punishment was something she’d grown accustomed to. But for once in her young life, she honestly didn’t know what she’d done this time. At least she couldn’t think of any recent transgressions her parents could know about. Alexis wasn’t scared despite this. She’d been reprimanded plenty of times before, and the whippings didn’t hurt for long. Actually, she’d gotten used to the pain.

      If Alexis knew what waited for her in the canvas sack clutched in her father’s other hand, she would’ve run for her life.

      When the apple tree came within sight, Alexis steeled herself, readying for the stinging welts to come, and gearing up for her well-practiced performance of remorse that always left a look of shame and guilt on her father’s face. But to her shock, her father tugged her past the tree, pulling her toward the acreage between the farms the adults called The Badland. A place her parents forbade her to go. Nobody owned this swatch of several acres that sat dead center of the town’s neighboring farms, and nobody seemed to want it either. Alexis and her friends referred to it simply as The Briar.

      The pair approached the towering wall of blackberry brambles. Tendrils snaked past their feet, creeping toward the Warren farm, disappearing beneath the dying grass and into the cadaverous cornfield. At the sight of the briar, Alexis knew her mistake. How her father had discovered her infraction, she couldn’t guess.

      Grady halted and tilted his gaze to his daughter, his eyes wide with fear and glassy with tears. “You’re going to have to be a brave little girl, you hear?”

      Unease crept into her now. She’d never seen this look of terror and sorrow on his face before, never heard the weak quavering tone in his normally deep voice. Sensing the enormity of the situation, Alexis quickly devised a lie to save her skin, something she’d become quite adept at. Instead, after peering deeper into his eyes, recognizing the immense despair reflecting back at her, she ditched her story and cried genuine tears this time. “I didn’t mean to, Daddy. It were an accident, I swear.”

      “An accident?”

      “I just forgot what day it was. I forgot I weren’t supposed to eat the berries after the 29th.”

      Grady sighed, his sorrow and guilt intensifying. He was all too familiar with the lore. Michaelmas Day, September 29th , the day the Devil fell from Heaven, landing in a blackberry bush. It’s the last day to pick the berries before the Devil spits on them, cursing the fruit and bringing misfortune to those that refuse to heed the warning.

      If only bad luck were the real problem, my little angel, Grady thought, releasing her clammy hand, caressing his daughter’s blonde head. “I told you and your friends never to come near this place, didn’t I?”

      Alexis glanced back toward the pestilent stalks. “Yessir. But I didn’t know this would happen. I didn’t think it was real. I thought it were a silly superstition. I should’ve known because those berries tasted awful. I’m so sorry, Poppa.”

      When Grady spoke this time, his voice was nearly a whisper, racked with a choking sob. “I’m sorry too, baby. But … I … I don’t have a choice … I have to do this. For everyone’s sake. Turn around, sweetie.”

      Grady tilted his face to the sky. Please forgive me, Lord. They didn’t give me a choice. If I don’t obey the law, they’ll take her, give her up anyhow. This is the only way. The way it’s always been. He dropped his gaze, meeting his daughter’s mournful eyes. When he spoke again his voice was stronger. “Listen to your father. Turn around.”

      Obeying, Alexis turned and bent over, ready for the paddle he must have brought in the canvas sack, something he only used when she was in serious trouble. When his strong hands grabbed her arms, yanking them behind her back, she yelped in surprise and pain. And when the coarse rope cinched around her wrists, digging into flesh, panic nestled into her chest.

      “Poppa?”

      The strong hands pushed her to the dirt. She cried out with pain again as the blackberry thorns punctured her left cheek. More rope squeezed her ankles together. Now the panic boiled over. Sobs burst from her lungs. This wasn’t the normal punishment her father meted out. This was something different entirely, and it scared Alexis to death.

      Grady rolled his daughter over. He refused to make eye contact, ignoring her pleas, reaching into the bag. His hand exited the sack, gripping something slick and rubbery. Bulbous on one end, the meaty, muscular object tapered to a thin flap of flesh. A week ago—when the sack had appeared on the front stoop—the object had been a thin shriveled leathery strip of jerky. As Grady had held it in his hands, heart punching his chest, it had softened and swelled, tears of fresh blood welling and beading on its viscid surface. It was then that he knew: the offering had been chosen.

      Alexis cried out as he brought the disgusting flap of meat toward her face, cutting her scream short, shoving the oily object into her mouth.

      “It must be done … It must be done,” Grady chanted in a sobbing whisper.

      Alexis choked on the bitter, slippery muscle. She tried to spit it out but failed, unable to fill her panicked lungs with enough air to eject the revolting clod of flesh. Grady’s face came into view, his features foreign, the look of a crazed man, as if a stranger had donned a terrifying Halloween mask patterned after her father.

      He gripped Alexis by the shoulders and hefted her from the dirt. Pushing her in front of him, Grady Warren used his daughter’s bound body as a battering ram, plunging toward the sawing vines of the blackberry briar.

      Before the thorns could slice through daughter and father alike, the vines parted, opening like a stage curtain and splitting away—a wake from a ghost ship’s prow. Alexis stared at the animate foliage in stunned terror, releasing a shriek dampened to a weak gurgling hum behind the grotesque gag. Eager to escape, Alexis kicked her bound feet and flailed her head as the thorns slithered aside, but even with one hand still clutching the sack, her father proved too strong.

      The corridor snaked through the brambles, twisting and veering deeper into the forbidden land. After countless turns, the sentient vegetation fanned out and halted, forming a twenty-foot-tall barrier of impenetrable thorny creepers, a dead-end. A large, flat boulder sat before the wall, its polished surface blemished with splotches of rusty brown. Grady’s boots crunched on dried vines as he pushed his daughter toward the stone. Glancing to the cluttered ground, Grady trembled, the sight stealing his breath. What he believed to be withered, brittle vines proved to be something else, transforming his heart into a thumping block of ice—bones. The desiccated remains littered the ground, sending up calcified puffs of dust with every step.

      Halting, Grady held his struggling daughter close, one farm-strong arm wrapped around her tiny waist, a father’s final embrace. He set the bag down, and with his free hand, extracted the last item.

      When Alexis saw the sickle in her father’s fist, her eyes widened even further. She shook her head, pleading in panicked snorts through her nose, as the sun peeked above the mountains, glinting off the curved steel.

      With the sickle raised high, and his daughter gripped to his chest, Grady spun a full circle, as if the spiny vines and dark berries were a captivated audience. The path leading to the sacrificial stone remained open, causing Grady to hesitate.

      I can still go back. I can still take my daughter home. I’ll fight them, Lord. I’ll—

      A commotion drew his attention, shattering the thought.

      Alexis heard it too. Someone or something approached, swishing and cracking through the brambles. Another sound followed, heard even above the searing pulse drumming inside her head.

      Whispers.

      The hushed voices advanced from every direction as if warning them of the danger pouncing her way. She heard her name among the many others she didn’t recognize.

      Alexis tried convincing herself this was all a bad dream, one she’d wake up from any moment, panting in her soft bed. This comforting thought continued, even as her father’s hand moved from her waist, clutching a clump of her hair, wrenching her head back, forcing her to her knees before the stained rock.

      When the vines parted, and the cause of the disturbance stepped into the light, Alexis knew with certainty—this had to be a dream. Things of this nature did not exist in real life. As the nightmare approached, she screamed with every ounce of breath she could muster, praying it would wake her.

      Her final scream ejected the gag from her mouth, drowning out the phantom whispers. Overcome with terror, Alexis barely noticed as the blade flashed and hissed in front of her face, silencing her shriek.

      Opening her flesh to the crisp early morning air.
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          Present-day

        

      

    

    
      Eli Warren read the letter a third time. Emma—his girlfriend—sat across from him at the breakfast table, patiently waiting to hear the news, sipping her orange juice in that delicate manner that always made Eli grin. Only, he wasn’t grinning now, and she could tell by the look in her boyfriend’s eyes that the news was definitely not good.

      “Who’s it from?”

      Without looking up, Eli said, “It’s from a friend of my father’s, Walter Lindquist. He was my parents’ closest neighbor.” His voice was thick with emotion as he scanned the handwritten letter again.

      “What does it say?”

      Looking up as if from a daze, Eli focused on Emma’s worried face. “It’s my dad. He died.”

      She stood from the table and hurried over to Eli. “Oh, babe. I’m so sorry.”

      He caressed the hand resting on his shoulder. “I’m not.” His voice was stern now, but she could still sense the sadness in it. “He was a piece of shit.”

      “E, don’t say that.”

      “Well, he was. He lost his mind, kicked my mom and me out and never helped her raise me. He didn’t show up at her funeral. He didn’t even fucking call to see how I was. How the hell am I supposed to feel?”

      Emma slid her chair next to him, sat, and rubbed his leg. “I know he wasn’t the best dad in the world, but he was still your dad. What happened?”

      Eli cleared his throat. “A farm accident. Apparently, he managed to get run over by his own tractor.”

      “Oh God. That’s terrible. I’m so sorry, baby.” Emma squeezed his hand. “When’s the funeral?”

      “There isn’t going to be one.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. According to Mr. Lindquist, my dad’s will stated that he be cremated straight away when he died, and that there be no funeral, no visitors. He even requested his ashes not be saved. It doesn’t surprise me at all. The selfish bastard obviously had a screw loose.”

      Hearing her boyfriend talk about his father this way hurt Emma. She’d always felt guilt at having such a great relationship with her own dad. He was the best father a girl could’ve asked for, and he treated Eli as if he were his own son. “What else does the letter say?”

      “Well,” he said, tossing the letter onto the table. “It looks like I inherited his house.”

      He looked into Emma’s shocked face. “And the farm.”
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      Two days later, Eli was on the road. The drive north from Portland, Oregon took nearly seven hours, sluggish Seattle traffic slowing the journey to a crawl. The trip offered plenty of time to reflect on his young life in the small farming town.

      Eli’s memories of his childhood home were not all bad. In fact, he could recall loving the farm and the surrounding beauty of the Cascade Mountains. Playing hide-and-seek in the cornfields, harvest festivals, corn mazes on Halloween, snowball fights in winter, the mild summers—these were all great memories. Leaving the town of Armenia had been the hardest part of his life at the time. He’d been fifteen-years-old, starting high school, when his father sent him and his mother packing. He could vividly recall his mother’s face as she drove the giant yellow station wagon out of town in the dead of night, tears flowing down her cheeks, folding forward with emotional agony and white-knuckling the steering wheel. From that day on, Eli had hated his father.

      The letter had been a shock. And truth be told, despite his anger toward his father, Eli was filled with sorrow. He’d loved the man dearly growing up, and for the bulk of his childhood, knew he couldn’t have asked for a better dad. Which made the sudden shift in his father all the worse.

      The change had started several months before Eli and Ursula Warren’s forced exodus from their home. Gabe Warren, the idyllic picture of an American father, had begun his descent into the realm of the raving madman. Stockpiling food and propane, and spending hours in his bedroom had been the first signs of craziness, his parents arguing almost daily during this time, silencing their fights whenever Eli entered the room.

      The night Gabe Warren had driven his wife and son from his life had been the worst, however. It all started with a phone call. Gabe had listened to the caller, his face paling before Eli’s eyes. He’d nodded, thanked the caller, and slammed the phone back into its cradle. Gabe ranted, chanting in crazed tongues, running around the house in a frenzy, painting odd symbols on every door and window. Eli had watched, terrified, from the kitchen doorway, his father’s manic eyes bulging and bloodshot, paint marring the white shirt beneath his dingy, open flannel. The most disturbing sight were the bloodstains soaking through the shirt above the splashes of paint, blossoming like ancient runes and glyphs. And the oddest thing, something Eli would never forget, was the passionate kiss between his parents before his mother jumped behind the wheel and sped away.

      Eli’s attempts to get a straight answer as to why his father had done what he did always led to a dead end. Apparently, from the little intel he could gather, it all had something to do with the passing of Ursula’s mother, her family home in Portland where her younger sister lived, and the inheritance she’d been bequeathed. She never would reveal the exact cause; when asked, she would squeeze the locket at her throat—a gift from her husband—tears welling in her eyes. When the rare skin cancer took Ursula Warren five years ago—along with the reason—Eli had given up trying to understand. He’d all but removed his memories of his father from his life.

      Now, as Eli approached his hometown, all those memories flooded in. He glanced at the locket swinging from the rearview mirror, and caressed it. “I love you, Mom.” When he looked at his reflection, fat tears were streaming down his face.

      Eli wiped his cheeks. “Fuck you, Dad.”

      His cell phone chirped, causing him to jump. He grinned at the sight of the caller’s name, and answered quickly. “Hey, babe.”

      Emma’s voice piped from the speakers of the tiny Toyota Prius. “Hey, how’s it going? You there?”

      “Not yet. Another ten minutes or so.”

      “How’re you doing?”

      Eli could sense the deep concern in her voice. “I’m fine,” he lied.

      “I wish you would’ve let me come with you. I don’t like the idea of you dealing with this on your own.”

      “I’m fine, Em. You don’t need to deal with all this crap. I’m just going to sign whatever papers I need to and see what kind of shape the house and farm are in so I can figure out what I need to do to sell the place. I’ll be back in a couple of days, three max.”

      “Well, I still think I should’ve come. Call me if you need me to be there.”

      “You know I will.”

      When Emma spoke next, her voice was more chipper, as if filtered through a smile. “Well, I’ve got some big news waiting for you when you get back.”

      “What is it?” he asked, needing to hear some good news.

      “Nope, you’re going to have to wait. I want to see your face when I tell you.”

      “Come on, Em. You know I hate surprises.”

      “I know. I love you. Call me if you need me.”

      “Aww, come on.” He waited for her to cave, but she remained silent except for a tiny giggle. “Okay, I guess I’ll have to wait. I love you too.”

      Her lilting voice filled the car, teasing him. “Byyyyyeee.”

      Eli ended the call as he passed the sign for his destination: ARMENIA – 5 MI. Beyond the sign stood a short, dead tree on the road’s grassy shoulder. The vaguely human-shaped tree appeared frozen in mid-stride, walking in the opposite direction, away from town.

      Ha, I know the feeling there, little tree, Eli thought. I’ll hopefully be heading that way soon too. He slapped the wheel. “All right, Dad, let’s get this over with. Let’s see what kind of a mess you’ve gotten me into.”
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