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NOW


Chapter One

In the dark, everything is real.

She feels like a mesmerized child reading fairytales by candlelight, as on this particularly strange and tempestuous night, anything seems possible. Violent, sustained winds accompany torrential rains that flood the roads and make travel more treacherous than it should be, but after a more than two-hour drive to the western part of the state, she finally reaches her destination safely: THE BEACON CENTER FOR BEHAVIORAL HEALTH, a hospital specializing in severe mental health disorders.

Set back from the lonely rural road and nestled amidst acres of forest, this isolated and secure facility is one of the last surviving institutions of its kind in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

He’s been there a week now.

At the gate, a security guard asks her to state her name and business, and then radios the information ahead. He receives a response that allows her entry. She’s been here once before, but politely listens to the guard’s directions before continuing through the gate to a parking lot alongside the main building.

Once she’s parked in the section designated for visitors, she sits quietly in her car and collects herself. The doctors say it’s important she stay strong, especially in front of him. Be upbeat, they tell her, and above all, patient. She’s been trying her best, but this consistently proves a monumental task, especially given his decided lack of improvement.

As the wipers squeak, moving furiously back and forth across the windshield, she gazes out at the pouring rain, half-expecting to see escaped patients aimlessly wandering about in the night, their white hospital gowns breaching the darkness like ghosts from a horror movie. Instead, the empty, shadowy grounds only remind her of how truly alone she is.

In the emerald glow of dashboard light her face appears haggard and alien. It reminds her of the green-faced witch in The Wizard of Oz, and how that character terrified her as a child.

I’ll get you my pretty…

She takes another look at herself in the rearview mirror, but something else stares back this time, something no longer wholly human.

And your little dog too!

Startled, she clenches shut her eyes, shakes her head then looks again, focusing on the rain sluicing along the back window and blurring the night beyond. When she finally brings herself to revisit her reflection, she sees nothing out of the ordinary.

A violent gust of wind rocks the car.

“Easy,” she tells herself. “Breathe. Just breathe.”

From the deepest recesses of her mind she hears the horrible cackling laughter of the Wicked Witch of the West. It fades back into the darkness from which it came, but she can’t shake the sudden feeling of being watched.

With a weary sigh, she grabs her purse and umbrella from the passenger seat and exits the car. Hurrying through the wind and rain, she crosses the parking lot to the main building, a grim, gray, ominously unimaginative three-story institutional monstrosity that more closely resembles a prison than a hospital.

Except for another security guard sitting at the reception desk, the lobby is empty and quiet as a morgue.

“Nasty out there tonight,” the guard says blandly, his voice echoing along the high ceiling as he glances up with disinterest from his phone.

“Yes,” she says. “It is.” Shaking excess rain from her coat, she pulls closed her umbrella. Through the windows behind her, lightning blinks once, and then again. “Doctor Jackson, please. She’s expecting me.”

The guard makes a call, and moments later a statuesque woman in her forties emerges from behind a set of heavy double doors to the side of the reception desk. With her meticulously styled raven hair, flawless mocha skin and big, sultry brown eyes, Layla Jackson looks as much like an international runway model or famous actress as she does the respected, experienced and highly qualified psychiatrist she is.

“Good evening,” Doctor Jackson says with a warm smile.

She returns her smile with one of her own. Hopeful it doesn’t appear as forced as it feels, she replies, “I apologize for the night visit, but—”

“It’s perfectly fine,” Doctor Jackson says with a wink. “It brings me back to all those graveyard shifts I worked when I first started out.”

Graveyard, she thinks. How apt.

The doctor escorts her back through the double doors and into a long, empty hallway. The dull tan walls, high-gloss floors and overhead panels of fluorescent light give it a surreal and tunnel-like feel. Except for the occasional beeping of unseen machines, the ward is silent.

“How is he?” she asks.

“He’s voluntarily eating a couple times a day now, which is encouraging,” Doctor Jackson tells her. “But there really haven’t been any other major changes since your last visit.”

“He still hasn’t said anything?”

“Not a word in the week he’s been here.”

“He hasn’t spoken since they found him.” She sighs, unable to mask her discomfort. “To cause that, I…God…I can’t even imagine how bad that fire must have been, and then to endure whatever happened to him after that, it’s…”

As her voice trails off, Doctor Jackson stops and furrows her brow. “Due to the horrific nature of it and the loss of life involved, the fire is certainly playing a significant part in his present emotional and psychological distress, no question. That said, his subsequent physical injuries were extremely traumatic as well, likely more so. He nearly froze to death and was suffering from hypothermia when they found him, and as you know, he was clearly mauled by an animal of some kind. The bites to his legs and torso, along with the defensive wounds to his hands indicate an extremely violent attack. He was likely lucky to have survived at all. Point being, the trauma he’s suffered doesn’t stem from a single event, but several, and that makes his situation more complex.”

“I understand,” she says. “The people that pass for police and fire officials there aren’t very friendly or helpful. It’s obvious they don’t like outsiders.”

“‘I’m not surprised. They’re relatively isolated up there.”

“But they did tell me they think when he escaped the fire he was likely in shock and disoriented, got lost in the woods and wasn’t able to find his way out until morning. Seems to make the most sense, I guess.”

As she has numerous times now, she imagines him experiencing such an ordeal, and as always, can scarcely endure it herself.

“Their lack of sympathy aside, the explanation sounds right,” Doctor Jackson says. “That’s still very rugged county in those mountains, easy to get lost in, particularly if you’re unfamiliar with the area, and God only knows what kind of dangerous wildlife he may have encountered.”

They continue walking, but at a slower pace than previously.

“Of course he was given tetanus and other precautionary shots, and was immediately treated for rabies,” Doctor Jackson explains. “Fortunately he displayed none of the symptoms, and although his physical injuries are beginning to heal, his bloodwork continues to show an unusually high white cell count. As I mentioned on the phone, that’s normally a sign of infection. With his wounds, and specifically the cause of those wounds, it’s expected. But thus far we’ve been unable to pinpoint an infection anywhere in his body, and he hasn’t responded to antibiotics. There’s clearly something physiological taking place, we just don’t have a full understanding of it yet. We’re dealing with an intrusion to his system, an introduction of a foreign body of some kind, and while infection remains the likely culprit, I’ve scheduled further tests.”

A sudden burst of thunder crashes, shaking the building and startling them both as the overhead lights blink off then back on with a loud buzzing sound.

“The storm’s getting worse.” Doctor Jackson gazes up at the lights as if fearful they might go out for good. “And this isn’t exactly a new facility.”

“Great, my nerves are already shot,” she says, trying not to think about how terrifying this place would be if it were suddenly plunged into total darkness.

“Don’t worry. Of course the entire hospital’s on a backup generator.”

As they walk on, she notices the doors on either side of them are mostly closed, but occasionally one stands open to reveal a room with a sleeping patient inside.

“At any rate, in cases where the trauma is this severe, patience is the key,” Doctor Jackson continues. “The good news is, despite his present state, we’ve seen no indication that he’s a danger to himself or anyone else. Even without sedation, he’s completely docile. But what we’re dealing with here is a split from reality, a shutdown, in a sense. As a result, he’s not wholly present, rather, he’s existing in an alternate state that feels safer to him. Our minds and bodies, when faced with levels of such high trauma, do what they can to protect us from further injury, often without our consent, control or even knowledge. It’s simply a survival instinct. So until he’s better able to face and begin to process what he’s been through, and we’re better able to assess and manage his PTSD, it’s extraordinarily difficult to know for sure just how deep the emotional and psychological damage is. I’m confident we’ll be able to reach him, but until he allows us access to what’s going on in that head of his, we’re limited in terms of what we can actually do.”

She replies with a question she’s not certain she wants the answer to. “But at some point he will get better, and eventually be able to go home, right?”

Doctor Jackson offers a kind smile. “I hope so.”

The hallway empties into a circular area that houses a nurses’ station, more rooms, a small common area with a large window and another hallway, this one dark. What light exists here is dimmer than the rest of the facility, casting the ward in a strange dull hue. Two nurses occupy the station, one working at a computer, the other reading a patient chart.

The doctor leads her to a room to the right of the station. The door is open, and shadows paint the threshold. They stop just shy of entering.

Suddenly a loud groan escapes the darkened hallway behind them.

Picturing a patient writhing about in a nearby room, she shudders as a chill scurries up her spine then fans out across the back of her neck.

Neither the doctor nor the nurses seem to notice the outburst.

“He’s adopted something of a nocturnal schedule,” Doctor Jackson says, unfazed. “What little sleep he does get is during daylight hours, and it tends to be fitful. But unless he’s heavily sedated, he never sleeps at night. Since his trauma took place at night, as far as we know, it’s likely another example of his mind taking measures to protect him. I don’t think we need to be too concerned with it, at least not at the moment, but it’s something we’ll certainly keep an eye on.”

Nervously clearing her throat, she asks, “What does he do all night long?”

“He looks out the window. No emotion. No reaction. He just stands there passively watching the forest, hour after hour, night after night.”

She takes a step closer to the open doorway. Through the shadows she sees a small, basic room outfitted with an iron bed and modest bureau. An industrial-style lamp offers a tiny pool of light that barely reaches beyond the night table on which it stands.

But the room is empty.

“Lately,” Doctor Jackson explains, guiding her gently toward the common area behind the nurses’ station, “he’s been wandering over here and watching through the larger window as well.”

Dressed in a white hospital gown and a pair of facility-issue slippers, he stands perfectly still, staring out the large window which overlooks the parking lot, a patch of lawn and the forest beyond. On this night the rain crashing against it blurs much of the outside world.

“It’s almost like something’s calling him,” Doctor Jackson says. “Or as if he’s waiting for someone, perhaps something. We just don’t know.”

Since this horror began she’s been dreaming of dark, snow-covered forests and disturbing things hidden within them. Flashes of blood and screams of agonizing pain and terror fill her nightmares. Hideous beings she cannot identify drop from the trees, slither up from the ground and stalk the darkness. And as always, he’s there too, in the midst of it all, engulfed in flames that in reality he somehow escaped, submissively watching her as he burns, his flesh peeling and dripping free of his skull like molten wax.

Maybe you’re dreaming too, she thinks. Trapped in a nightmare you can’t wake up from.

Stepping away, Doctor Jackson says, “I’ll be right over at the nurses’ station if you need me.”

“Thank you,” she says, approaching him cautiously, so as not to startle him. She moves to his side, hoping for eye contact, but just as the doctor described, his focus never leaves the window. Cheerfully as she can she says, “Hey, how’re you feeling?”

The wounds on his legs remain bandaged, but most of the scratches and bruising on his face and neck, while still evident, are beginning to heal. Though expressionless, he appears impossibly exhausted, his unshaven face pale, lips badly chapped and eyes glassy and saddled with dark bags. In the last week he looks as if he’s aged a decade.

“It wasn’t an easy drive tonight with this storm.” She tries to smile but just can’t manage it. He remains so eerily still she watches his chest a moment to make sure he’s even breathing. “But I wanted to see you, so here I am.”

Despite his lack of response or reaction, she doesn’t want to upset him, so she tries not to cry, much as she wants to. Hesitantly, she reaches out to touch him with a shaking hand but thinks better of it. The truth is, despite Doctor Jackson’s assurances that he represents no danger to himself, or others, she’s become a bit frightened of him. She’s unsure of how he may react to her touch, as he’s a shell of his former self now, a husk, a thing that’s had all its insides scooped out and replaced with something else, something no longer alive.

Like a scarecrow, she thinks.

Lightning blinks through the window, startling her as more rain violently lashes the building. She leans her umbrella against the wall, hikes her purse up higher on her shoulder then moves closer to him.

He remains perfectly still, arms at his sides.

“It’s okay,” she tells him. “You’re safe. Nothing’s going to hurt you now.”

His eyes remain locked on the window.

“What happened that night?” she whispers, unable to stop herself.

In the distance, thunder rolls.

“What did you see out there?” she presses, her voice trembling. “What happened to you in those woods?”

As wind throws more rain against the window, she follows his gaze.

There’s nothing out there but her car sitting in a nearly empty parking lot, the surrounding forest, and pitch-black night.

Yet just for a second, in the unnatural silence of that dreary old hospital, she swears she sees something more swimming in that darkness just beyond the window. A shape, a form—there then gone—washed away by another gust of wind and spatter of rain.

Although hopeful her tired eyes are playing tricks on her, she watches him more closely to be sure he didn’t see it too.

He remains unresponsive, offering no indication he’s seen anything at all.

But then she notices a subtle change. Though still riveted to that dark window, there’s something different about his eyes.

They’ve begun to fill with tears.


THEN


Chapter Two

Howls rained down from the mountains and echoed across the valley below. Born of neither pain nor fear, but need—hunger—blind and ravenous, they were predatory cries unlike any other. Caught somewhere between rage and profound expectation, the wails swept through the darkness, as much in warning as a declaration of superiority and power. And then, as they reached a bloodcurdling crescendo, they ceased as suddenly as they’d begun. Quiet returned, blanketing the forest in an eerie, unnatural silence. Disturbed by an occasional burst of winter wind, snow fell from high tree branches in slowly twisting garlands. Nothing else dared move.

When the howls returned they were closer and working in unison, each answering the last until so many cries filled the night it was impossible to know how many there were. Gradually, they formed a slowly tightening circle as things large and fast noisily broke through the trees. Footfalls crunched frozen snow, baritone grunts and growls resounded through the darkness, and more cries followed. But these were the cries of prey now, hopeless, terrified shrieks of agony, as whatever was being chased was finally caught and brought down.

Another burst of icy wind surged through the trees, knocking more snow to the ground. The cries grew muffled, and then—with a single horrific screech and a frenzied explosion of choking and gagging—abruptly ceased.

Frenzied sounds of feeding—tearing flesh, snapping tendons, crunching bone—interspersed with growls and yelps filled the night. As a violent jockeying for position and dominance played out, the grisly symphony continued for what seemed an eternity, the hunters and their kill concealed in darkness.

Not so far away, on the other side of the lake that separated his property from a good portion of forest beyond, Truck sat in a darkness of his own. In the kitchen, slumped in a chair positioned near the back door, he listened to the carnage, a shotgun in his lap, a spent bottle of whiskey at his feet. After an uneventful month and a half in this place, this was the third night in a row he’d heard these things, and this time they were closer than ever before.

A match flared. He brought it to the cigarette dangling from his lips.

How had he come to be here? He wondered. Why had his life led to this place and time, this night? Not so long ago, things had been different. At least he believed them to be. He’d mistakenly thought his life secure when it was anything but, and now here he was, living in a place he was largely unfamiliar with, where he knew no one, a hermit of a middle-aged man alone in the woods at the base of a mountain range in the middle of nowhere.

Truck ventured into the tiny town proper now and then, but had been met with cold indifference from the natives, so he kept to himself, which was exactly how he preferred it. It’s why he’d chosen this place, why he’d purchased this property no one else seemed to want. Here, he was drunk every night. His days were spent wandering the property and surrounding woods in an attempt to get a feel for the land, some connection to it, maybe even some peace.

So far those things had eluded him.

And now…this…

With both hands clutching the shotgun, he left the cigarette between his lips. Drawing hard, he pulled the smoke deep into his already sore lungs, and exhaled through his nose. The smoke spiraled away to darkness, as the night finally fell quiet again. He’d come to understand silence was worse, as it meant they were now making their way around the lake and onto his property, their hunt far from over. In just moments, he’d hear them circling the house, moving around out there, testing him and his defenses. They knew he was there, and they knew he was alone. He could feel it. So, just as he had the two nights prior, he sat and waited, riding out the night behind bolted doors and locked windows. In a few hours daylight would break over the trees and the night would recede, taking them with it.

Until then, it was just him…them…and the dark.

He thought about the life he had, the daughters he left behind, his friends, his business and everything he cared about. He’d simply driven away, with no idea where he was going or might end up. Canada was a distinct possibility, but when he reached the beauty of this land Truck thought that perhaps here, in this wilderness, he could hide and forget and find some relief. Maybe in this place he could lick his wounds, clear his mind and try to put himself back together.

The realtor that had shown Truck the property, he remembered her too. Operating out of a small office nearly half an hour away, she was a middle-aged woman with blue eyes, golden blonde hair piled high on her head, a dazzling smile and copious amounts of makeup. Eager to show several properties, there was one in particular, the realtor explained, that might be perfect for him. A small house on a lake a few towns over, it had been owned by an elderly man and town native who had lived there for decades. The property was priced to sell, as the only kin was a distant relative somewhere in upstate New York who hadn’t even known the man and was highly motivated to cash in and be done with it.

“It’s a steal at the price,” the agent told him with forced cheeriness. “It really is an absolute steal!”

Truck remembered how the moment they arrived in town the realtor seemed nervous. There was tension in her he hadn’t noticed previously, and hard as she tried to smile and present the property in a positive light, her discomfort was palpable. It wasn’t until they started back to her office that she relaxed.

When he questioned her about it she said it was a quiet town sparsely populated by simple people who had lived there for generations. Most were related and tended to distrust outsiders, so ingratiating himself with the locals might take some time and effort. But she assured him they were harmless, salt of the earth types who typically kept to themselves. Luckily, less-than-friendly townsfolk who kept to themselves were just fine with Truck. He wasn’t interested in making new friends or even interacting with people unless he had to.

And more than anything, the isolation appealed to him.

“Good luck to you,” the realtor said once the deal was done. She handed him the keys and smiled, but it was different than her flashy real estate agent smile. There was sadness behind it, a look akin to guilt.

Although he’d paid attention, he hadn’t given it much credence at the time.

Now he knew better.

As Truck came to understand, it was true the locals didn’t take kindly to those they didn’t know, but they did tend to keep to themselves. Basically cordial when dealing with him, they had caused him no trouble. Mostly, they seemed guarded and suspicious, and that was just fine. He wanted to be the outsider.

He wanted to be left alone.

Truck’s thoughts turned to the shed out back. The realtor had told him she’d been unable to find keys for the padlocks that had been installed on the only door. It was likely empty, she told him, but there was no way to get in without breaking the locks and potentially damaging the door.

Two days after moving in, using a crowbar, that’s exactly what Truck did.

As the realtor suspected, the shed was empty. But on the back wall, two lengths of heavy chain had been installed, and at the end of both lengths were thick shackles. Except for two old plastic buckets in the corner, there was nothing else in there, and no indication of what might’ve been housed there. Although it stood to reason it was used to restrain an animal of some kind.

Though disturbing, he chalked it up to the previous owner being some sort of animal abuser or sadist. Truck despised those who hurt animals, or any innocent living thing for that matter, but there was nothing he could do at that point. Whatever horrible things took place in that awful little shed had already happened, so he did his best to not think too much about it and focused instead on continuing to get the house in order.

Now, as he remembered those shackles, those chains and the scratches along the floor, he slammed shut his eyes and tried to push the awful memories away. A spasm-like grimace creased his lips as he sat in the dark kitchen.

It left him quickly, the memories along with it.

Outside, sounds beyond the door demanded his attention instead. They were moving across his property now, their grunts and growls so close they cut right through him. He shuddered and tightened his grip on the shotgun. Part of him considered simply putting the weapon aside and opening the door, shuffling out there like some pathetic sacrificial lamb, hopeful he might find the peace in death that had eluded him in life. Another, more primal part, preferred to attack, and in a rage with guns blazing, fight to the death.

In the end, it didn’t much matter. Truck never should have come here. He knew that now, and although it was too late for him, maybe he could still save the others. At a minimum, he had to try. He owed them that much.

Truck opened his eyes and rose to his feet, the shotgun heavy in his hands. Lightheaded, he staggered into the darkness.

It swallowed him whole.
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Even as the sounds outside gradually lessened and eventually receded into the forest before ceasing completely, Truck knew this was far from over.

It was likely just beginning.

The liquor continued to burn through him, and Truck thought of the others back home. His friends, his brothers, and the happier times they’d once shared. On nights like this, those days seemed impossibly far off, so long ago and buried in the past that he questioned if they’d ever really existed at all. But he knew better. It was his history, their history, he and the only guys he’d ever really cared about and could count on. And in these moments, when he felt so unbearably alone, those memories were the only things that soothed his pain and calmed his fears.

Even if only for a little while, it was all he had.

He remembered their old hangout back home, a small bar his friend Dean had inherited from his father. On off nights, Dean, who everyone called Dizzy, would close the bar and only Truck and the others were allowed in for private parties where they could hang out, drink, play pool and relax.

Those had been some of the best nights of his life.

Truck could scarcely remember how many times they ended up sleeping there, plastered and collapsed about the place. What he could remember was that shadowy little bar, and how the best times had been when they were all single and free of responsibility. Dizzy firing up the jukebox, filling the place with the sounds of Marvin Gaye’s “Got to Give It Up,” as Mike, with his pool cue, danced around the table singing and taking shot after shot, nearly clearing the table. And while everyone laughed and shook their heads, it was only moments before Truck and the rest had all joined in, as they always did, assuming their roles as backup dancers and grooving around the table like they had countless times over the years. And then there was Dizzy, the big man boogying off all by himself behind the bar, singing backup louder and more off-key than the rest.

Truck closed his eyes and was greeted by the past again. His friends, his daughters, his ex-wife—all of them falling through his mind like flakes of snow—that same song at the bar playing in his head, all of it mashed together into a storm of regret and sorrow, as this time there was no laughter or joy, no fond memories, no dancing and singing or silliness.

Standing by the front door, he struggled to focus his vision, blurred by too much booze and not enough sleep. Still holding the shotgun in one hand, he used his other to rub his tired eyes.

He needed sleep but couldn’t risk it. Not yet.

There wasn’t much else he could do at that point, so he stood there, his mind racing, flipping through more memories, some from just a few days ago, when he’d been shoveling snow out front and a police car rolled onto his property. The bubble-top cruiser was a make and model he hadn’t seen in years, and resembled something straight out of a drive-in chase movie from the 1970s.

A plump man in his fifties emerged from it, clad in a Stetson, khaki police shirt complete with a silver badge, worn dungarees, boots, and an official-looking winter police jacket. His mirrored sunglasses reflected the snow and trees as he ambled across the front yard, his boots crunching snow, the holstered revolver on his hip slapping his thigh with each step. “You must be Mr. McClure,” he said in a rich, pleasant voice, casually rolling a toothpick back and forth from one corner of his mouth to the other. “You’re the new owner here, right?”

Truck stopped shoveling and looked at the policeman. No one had called him anything but Truck in years.

“Leland Eldridge,” the man said. “I’m chief of police.”

“Is there a problem, officer?”

“Chief,” he said, and again, the toothpick rolled from one side of the man’s mouth to the other. “Is there a problem, Chief?”

“Is there a problem, Chief?”

“Well that’s just the thing about the police, isn’t it? Minute we show up everybody assumes the worst.” The cop looked as if he expected Truck to reply. When he didn’t he said, “Everything’s all right, Mr. McClure.”

Truck stared at him.

“You are Mr. McClure, aren’t you?” Eldridge asked.

Truck nodded.

“You don’t say a whole lot, do you?”

“No, sir, I don’t.”

“Nothing wrong with that, friend. I’ve always liked men of few words.”

Again, Truck nodded.

Eldridge smiled, showcasing large teeth stained from years of black coffee and cigarettes. “You ask me, it’d be a better world for all of us if people took to speaking when they had something worth saying and spent the rest of the time listening.”

“There something I can help you with, Chief?” Truck asked.

Eldridge’s smile slowly became something more closely resembling a sneer. “Just came by to welcome you, hadn’t been out this way since Carl’s passing. Heard the property finally sold. Old Carl, he was a good man, one of us. His kin, well, didn’t know he had any. Hell, I’m not even sure Carl knew about him. I guess it’s just as well, really.”

Leaning on his shovel, Truck watched the policeman but said nothing.

“Of course then we had that outsider selling the place,” Eldridge said. “Didn’t really give local folks a fair crack at it, and pricing it beyond what most around here could afford. Some of the locals were hoping to pool their resources and buy the property, keep it in the family, so to speak, as Carl would’ve wanted. Just wasn’t enough time. You came along, scooped right it up.”

“Yeah,” Truck said. “Sorry about that.”

“No need to apologize. Free country, isn’t it? Well, more or less anyway. World’s changing, becoming almost unrecognizable in some spots, and the people here, well, we’ve always tried to avoid that. We’re simple folk, and we like things the way they are, the way they’ve always been.”

Steely eyed, Truck said, “Is there some reason you’re telling me this?”

Eldridge smiled again, the toothpick pointing straight up at his nose as he did so. “Figured it might be information you could use is all.”

“Use for what?”

Eldridge drew a deep breath then let it out in slow, dramatic fashion. “I was talking with the fellas over at the General Store earlier. They told me you were in there looking to buy as much ammunition as you could get your hands on. Are you a hunter, Mr. McClure? Almost all of us up here are.”

“I tried it once as a kid. Not for me.”

“We’re not anti-gun in these parts, don’t misunderstand. People around here may be lots of things, but we ain’t no commies or libtard pussy-boys.” He offered another insincere smile. “I do have a responsibility to the townsfolk, though, since no one around here knows you. So why don’t you go ahead and fill me in on why you’d be looking to stock up on ammo if you’re not a hunter?”

“They didn’t have any to sell me anyway,” Truck said. “I was just asking.”

“And why’s that?”

“I break any laws?”

“None I’m aware of, friend.”

“Then what’s this all about?”

“Let’s call it precaution.” Eldridge moved a bit closer. “I’d rather not have to ask you again, Mr. McClure. Why were you inquiring about so much ammo?”

“Protection,” Truck told him.

“And what, exactly, are you looking to protect yourself from?”

“Never know. This is the wilderness.”

“This isn’t wilderness, friend. Maybe to somebody like you it is, but to us it’s just our home.” He motioned to the mountains in the distance. “Now that out there? That’s wilderness. Ever go out that far you’ll see the difference, and in a hurry, too. I heard you purchased a machete, hatchet, and an ax, is that right?”

“There some law up here against buying tools?”

“There surely is not.”

“Then what’s with all the questions, Chief?”

Eldridge turned his head and looked out at the forest, his eyes hidden behind the mirrored lenses of his sunglasses. “You know, I’ve tried my best here to be as courteous and respectful as possible with you, Mr. McClure, so I see no reason for you to be uncooperative or unfriendly. And I can tell you from years of personal experience in this position, that’s never a good idea with me.”

Truck offered no response.

It was then that Eldridge had turned to the shed and the broken locks lying in the snow. “Looks like old Carl had that sumbitch locked up tight as a baby’s butt, huh? Find anything interesting in there, did you?”

Tightening his grip on the shovel, Truck shook his head no. “Not a thing.”

Squaring his stance and facing Truck again, Eldridge put his hands on his hips. “I sincerely hope I’m not gonna have trouble with you, Mr. McClure. This is a quiet area, with good, quiet, decent folk. Understand?”

“Won’t be any trouble from me,” Truck said. “I just want to be left alone.”

“This is certainly a good place for that.”

“I keep to myself.”

“So do we, friend. Truth be told, most of us are related. If not through blood then marriage, and those that aren’t, well, we’re friends. One big happy family that’s been here for generations, that’s what we are. And that’s what we plan to stay.”

“I ain’t looking to intrude on nothing,” Truck said.

“Good to hear,” he said, smiling. “You keep to your business and don’t bother anybody, you’ll do just fine.”

“Anything else I can do for you?”

“Heard you were from Massachusetts, that right?”

Truck gave a quick nod.

“Up here all alone, are you? No wife or kids?”

“Not even a dog or cat.”

The two men stood there a while in the cold silence.

“Well, I’ll tell you what,” Eldridge said. “I don’t know how they do things down there in Massachusetts, and I don’t much care. But let me explain to you how things work in these parts, friend. And I suggest you listen real close. Are you listening real close, Mr. McClure?”
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