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        To my wife, for really getting it.

        To my daughters, for finally calling me an author.

        To my readers, for making Pitchfork County a success.

        Couldn’t have done it without all of you.

      

    

  


  
    
      Dick Mars has just one goal in life: capture real ghosts on film. But when  his hunt for the supernatural brings him to Pitchfork County, he bites off more than he can chew.

      To get what he wants, Dick will have to go toe-to-toe with the Woodhawk sisters and ride herd on a reluctant film crew.

      But getting to the haunting is the easy part.

      Soon enough, Dick finds himself fighting to survive, as the ghosts of Pitchfork begin hunting him…
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      A bar of white-hot pain smashed across Gary’s chest. One moment, he was tooling through some wicked twisties and enjoying the Ozarks on the back of his Harley. The next, he was sliding across the winding road with half his ribs broken and a mouthful of blood. An errant rock smashed off the side of his helmet, cracking the shell and peeling the face shield away like a torn fingernail. The asphalt curved away from Gary, turning left as he rocketed straight ahead. A tree caught his bike somewhere ahead of him, smashing it apart with a nightmare symphony of twisting metal and shattered glass. Then his boot heel caught in the loose gravel at the edge of the road and dug in, flipping Gary up and over. He slammed into the dirt and flopped around in a wide circle that ended when his riding chaps caught in the snatching vines of a wild blackberry bush.

      Should’ve told someone where I was going, he thought. The sun hid behind the mountains, little more than a faint yellow smudge spreading across the sky. Gary tried to catch his breath, but a brutal stabbing pain in his ribs and the feel of blood climbing up the back of his throat cut his gasp short. He would die here, three hours from home, all alone on a cold fall morning. He hoped it wouldn’t hurt any worse than it did right now, that his breath would just become shallower and shallower until everything went cold and dark and he drifted off. At least he’d go out the way he’d wanted—riding his bike, living life on two wheels. Gary closed his eyes and waited for the end.

      A shadow fell over his face. “Not lookin’ so good, man.”

      Gary opened his eyes and tried to crack a smartass smile, but all he managed was a blood-soaked grimace. “Something in the road,” he croaked, but he wasn’t sure that was right. He’d seen a thin flicker in the air before the pain slammed him to the asphalt. A rope? His memories slid in and out of focus, foggy and disjointed.

      The girl crouched down next to him and brushed the hair away from her face. She had eyes like chips of ice, cold and blue, but thick streaks of blood marred their whites. There was something off about her face, but Gary couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing. His thoughts were loose and jumbled, and he couldn’t fit any two of them together.

      She reached down and drew a fingertip down his cheek. She showed him his own blood smeared over the pad of her finger, then licked it off with a guttural groan. “Not bad for an old guy,” she grinned. “This next part, it’s not going to be much fun.”

      Bands of pain wrapped around Gary’s ankles, and he felt himself leaving the ground. He couldn’t turn his head to see what was happening, the broken edges of his helmet had flared out like wings and caught on his shoulders. Someone bent his legs and the pain turned his world red. Gary bellowed until his hoarse voice trailed off and the red leeched out of his vision.

      When Gary came back around, he was hanging upside down and moving. The pain in his legs had faded to nothing; the numbness was more terrifying than being hurt. He saw the girl, skipping along after him, her eyes bright and cheerful. “Hey there, sleepy.”

      Can’t she see how fucked up I am? Gary tried to be mad at the girl, but his rage slipped through his fingers. Maybe she was slow and didn’t understand the extent of his injuries. “Help,” he gasped, then blood flowed down from his punctured lung, and he had to stop and spit blood out of his mouth before he choked on it.

      The girl came closer, crouching down and duck-walking so their eyes were level. “This’ll be over before long. Don’t ya worry none about that.”

      “Don’t talk to him.” The voice was deep and thick and sticky, like the man had a mouthful of half-chewed meat. The speaker was out of Gary’s sight, but the words vibrating against his back told him the man was carrying him. “It ain’ nice.”

      The girl winked at Gary. “Not like he can do nothin’ about it. Lookit him.”

      Gary studied the girl as she followed along behind him, puzzling over what it was about her face that bothered him. She walked through a bar of golden sunlight, and in that moment he saw her clearly. Where most folks had a nose, she had a pair of slits. They were dark and small, the edges puffy and red. No scars marked her face, and she had no signs of any injury. It was as if she’d been born without a nose. Her mouth was too wide, the edges curling back past the plane of her cheeks, leading his eyes to her ears. Their pointed tips jutted from her greasy golden hair, the interiors filled with ridged whorls. He reckoned the crash had scrambled his brains more than he’d thought because no one looked like that girl. He let himself drift away again, easing into the bobbing rhythm of being carried.

      Pop. Pop. Pop.

      Something tapped against his forehead, a steady, annoying drumming. Gary’s eyes fluttered open, though it was so dark he was sure he’d gone blind.

      His nose worked fine; he could tell the girl was close to him by the ripe, yeasty stink of her unwashed skin. Her breath brushed his cheek as she spoke, a gust of earthy warmth. “Good deal. This is better if you’re awake.”

      “Stop talkin’ to him,” the gruff voice admonished, and Gary heard the girl grunt in response. She was shuffling around, moving around Gary, fiddling with something that creaked and scraped.

      Gary felt something tugging on his worthless legs, dragging him up from the dirt, lifting him until he was off the ground and his head filled with blood rushing down from the rest of his body. As he was lifted higher, his fingers dragged across the stone floor, until they dangled below his head.

      Someone was moving around behind him, making busy noises. Metal clanked, and crockery banged and thumped. It reminded Gary of the time he’d spent working as a dishwasher in a Chinese restaurant.

      There was a heavy, metallic clang below his head, followed by a hollow ringing that made his ears tingle. He flinched when cold fingers caressed his cheek. “This’ll sting like a motherfucker, hon.”

      Her breath, hot and stinking of raw meat, traveled over his face, to his ear, along the stretch of his neck. He thought of her noseless face so close to him and flailed his arms to ward her off. Gary’s hands struck her, and he clawed at her, desperate to keep her away from him.

      The girl yelped and darted away, leaving Gary’s hands waving in the empty air. The aches and pains of his accident were creeping back in, the subtle agony of survival. Blood trickled into his mouth, and he spat. “Come here, you little bitch. I’ll punch your goddamned head off your shoulders.”

      Air rushed past Gary’s face, and a bolt of pain speared him through the guts. His lungs emptied, air rushing out of his nose and mouth along with a gout of frothy blood.

      Strong fingers twined in Gary’s hair, pulling his head back until his neck ached. Her breath was hot and angry in his ear. “Now I’m gonna make it last.”

      Something hot and slick wound its way around Gary’s throat. It sawed against the sides of his neck, chewing through his flesh. It burned like a band of fire around his neck, choking off his screams. He heard water splashing into a bowl, a few droplets at first, then a steady stream.

      The stink hit him, filled his nose with the scent of rust and his own mortality. It wasn’t water, it was blood, his blood, gushing into the bowl the girl had put under his head.

      “Ya think it’s enough?”

      The man’s rough voice rumbled in the darkness. “We need more. At least five. Enough to fill the tanks and get us the fuck out of Pitchfork.”

      The girl grunted in agreement. “Before that asshole catches on to the fact that we didn’t all die down here.”

      Gary choked against the constricting band of pain around his throat. Blood filled his nose and mouth, a choking stream of it.

      The stream became a dribble.

      Then sporadic droplets.

      And then it stopped.
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      The gun was a heavy weight in his mind. Even when Dick wasn’t holding the gun, it pulled at his thoughts from inside the case hidden beneath the van’s driver’s seat. He watched the shitty rural highway roll under his wheels, thinking, I’m driving into the ass end of nowhere with a whole TV crew. And, oh, I’ve got an unlicensed pistol under my seat that is going to be really hard to explain to the cops if I get pulled over.

      He hadn’t even wanted the gun, but fucking Lonny just kept pushing it on him. “You are going into Deliverance territory, my friend. You are going to thank me for that gun later. Trust me.”

      Because Lonny was his last friend at the network, the last person who would still take his calls and still believed that Dick had the skill and instincts to turn in the high-quality footage you could hang a show on, Dick took the gun.

      “Are we there yet?”

      Amy, chewing bubble gum, popping it like a mouthful of firecrackers, snapped Dick out of his gunpowder meditation.

      Dick didn’t like Amy, but he respected her skills and knew her gigawatt smile was more than half the reason he even had a shot at getting a network gig. He needed her to see this through. He bit back a smartass response and forced himself to keep his tone light. “No, Amy. We’re not there yet. Another hour.”

      Amy slumped back in the van’s bench seat and cracked her gum. “Okay.”

      Truth was, it was more like two hours, and Amy asked him, “Are we there yet?” again and again and again. Every time she opened her mouth, Dick thought of the gun under his seat.

      She changed her tune when they finally were there yet. “This is a fucking dump.”

      She wasn’t wrong. The Hanging Rooster, a shitty bar on the edge of a shitty little town called Ironton, was the kind of place where lives dead ended in puddles of cheap whiskey. “Inside that bar,” Dick told his co-host, “is our best shot at getting on with the network.”

      Amy snapped her gum and wrinkled her nose. “I’m not going in there.”

      Dick threw open the van’s door and hopped out into the brisk fall air. “Nobody asked you to go in there.”

      The chilly air bit at the end of Dick’s nose until it started to run. He wiped at it as he walked, sniffing angrily. It was awfully hard to look professional with snot on your upper lip.

      And how he looked was important. The right appearance did wonders in these dirtholes. The locals were leery of outsiders, wouldn’t talk, but if you showed them you were the boss, the big man from beyond their narrow borders, you got what you wanted. “Show ‘em who’s boss, Dick,” he whispered as he walked to the front door, “you can do this.”

      The inside of the bar was worse than the outside. It was cramped and dark, lit by orange and purple rope lights along the perimeter of the floor and the flaring cherries of the patrons’ cigarettes. The air reeked of nicotine, cheap booze, and despair.

      “Talk to Nancy,” Lonny had told Dick. “Her and Liz, her sister, run a bar in Ironton, Missouri. Bring cash. Be nice.”

      Because Lonny had people everywhere, Dick believed him. If Lonny said Nancy could guide Dick and his crew to a prime place to get the footage they needed, then Dick had every confidence that’s how things were going to go down. Because Dick really needed things to work out this time.

      A dark-haired woman rested her hands on the bar and stared at Dick with flinty eyes. “Whattaya after?”

      It wasn’t a question, it was a warning. Dick did his best to ignore it. He settled on a stool and leaned his elbows on the bar. “I’m looking for Nancy.”

      The bartender narrowed her eyes. “You don’t look like someone Nancy wants to talk to.”

      Flop sweat sprouted from Dick’s skin, coating his spine with a greasy chill. The rest of the team didn’t know it, not yet, but this trip was their very last chance. Dick had racked up debt to his eyeballs financing their earlier outings. This was their last time at bat. He had to make this work, or all their dreams would crumble. “Lonny said I should talk to her.”

      Her eyebrows raised, along with Dick’s hopes. She leaned in close, crooked a finger at him. Dick leaned in until their noses were just a few inches apart. “Someone’s jerking your chain, buddy. Nancy don’t know any Lonny. Now get the fuck out of here.”

      Dick recoiled as if she’d spat in his face. Rage stained his vision red, mirroring the rush of blood to his face. He’d driven two thousand miles, listened to Amy’s gum snapping for thirty fucking hours, and this hillbilly bitch wanted to shut him down? No fucking way.

      “I’m not leaving until I talk to Nancy. How do you know she doesn’t know Lonny? Because he said—”

      Her hand snaked out and curled in the front of Dick’s shirt. She jerked him close so fast their foreheads bumped before she shoved him back an inch. This close, he saw the raw, feral anger in her eyes. “I know, because I am Nancy, you fuckwit. Now get out of my place.”

      Her push knocked Dick off his bar stool, and he only just caught himself before he went spilling onto his ass. He stared at the bartender, at Nancy, and hated her. She had the smug look of every asshole who’d ever closed the door in Dick’s face, the satisfied half smirk of every critic who’d ripped his work up one side and down the other.

      Dick backed away, cheeks flushed, breath pumping in and out of his lungs like a bellows. Panic and rage pinned Dick’s thoughts between their crushing extremes. He stomped out of the bar, mind racing.

      He had no idea what to do now.
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      After the gloom of the bar, even the wan afternoon sun was enough to make Dick’s eyes water. He scrubbed tears away with the back of his hand and tried to convince himself that it was only the light making his eyes well up. They’d come so far, sacrificed so fucking much, and it was all blown away by one woman with a bad attitude. “Story of my fucking life,” he mumbled as he shuffled across the parking lot.

      Dick saw Amy’s questioning face in the van’s windshield, jaws grinding on a wad of gum, and knew he couldn’t face the crew yet. They’d smell his failure and pounce on him like a pack of hyenas. He didn’t have the nerve to explain to them that he’d blown their last chance. He needed to clear his head. He needed advice. Dick dug his phone out of his pocket and punched the speed dial for Lonny. The cell phone coverage in this part of the country was spectacularly shitty, but he’d noticed there was decent reception as long as he was close to an actual town.

      The digital burr of the ringing phone soothed Dick’s nerves. Lonny would have an answer. Lonny would be able to fix this shit. Lonny would call up good ol’ Nancy and get her back in line.

      Two rings. C’mon, Lonny.

      Dick paced back and forth, ignoring the stares coming from the van, ignoring the scowls of the Ironton natives who passed him on their way into the bar.

      Three rings. Pick up the goddamned phone, Lonny.

      His network connection wasn’t going to pick up. The last person in LA who would return Dick’s calls had decided he wasn’t worth the time or effort.

      Four rings. Don’t do this to me, Lonny.

      If Lonny didn’t pick up the phone, if Dick and his team were all alone out here in the great wilderness of the Ozarks, that meant he was well and truly fucked. Because Dick hadn’t only mortgaged his own home to the hilt and maxed out a stack of credit cards thicker than a paperback novel, he’d put his whole team’s financial lives on the line.

      Five rings. Fuck you, Lonny.

      Dick had to fill out all the paperwork for his team. They’d given him their addresses, their driver’s license numbers, mothers’ maiden names, Social Security numbers, everything. He’d carried that information around with him for months, from their first brush with success selling a filler spot to the Discovery Channel to the past few months of bitter disappointment. When his resources ran dry, he started spreading the risk around.

      Six rings. “The person at the number you are calling cannot take your call. If you’d like to leave a message—”

      Dick killed the call and shoved his phone back into his pants pocket. He’s taken out a few credit cards in the names of each member of his crew. This whole trip had been financed on plastic in their names, including the snazzy new camera and the van. The gamble looked good at the time. Lonny (you fucking asshole, I’ll kill you) had the whole thing lined up. They’d come out to Missouri, meet his contact, get some great footage, and be on the network right after winter hiatus. Running up the bills on the Social Security numbers his team had entrusted to him seemed like a sure bet. When they hit the big money, he’d ask them to pay him back for the money he’d fronted for the trip, and use that to pay off all that plastic. Hell, he’d be doing them a favor because he was sprucing up their credit history. They should fucking thank him.

      Except none of that was going to happen. He was going to lose his home and his family. He’d run up more than a hundred grand on cards that weren’t his, which he was sure was a big old felony of some sort. Dick turned away from the van and sucked in rapid-fire breaths, hyperventilating. Just thinking about prison made his asshole shrink three sizes. His life was over. Fuck, he screamed in the deep, dark reaches of his mind.

      Dick paced for another minute, chewing on the inside of his lip until he tasted blood. He had to turn this around before everything turned to shit.

      The van’s door slammed and shocked him out of his own thoughts. He swallowed hard and licked blood from his teeth then turned to face Amy.

      She gnawed on her gum, concern stamped on her features. “You okay?”

      Dick raked his fingers through his shaggy hair, creating a forest of spikes on top of his head. “No. Fuck.”

      Amy reached out to Dick and squeezed his shoulder. “That doesn’t sound so great.”

      For a moment, Dick thought about telling everything to Amy. He’d come clean, and the two of them would work it out with the rest of the crew. They were still a great team, and her perky smile and overflowing charisma could turn this around. Maybe they’d get some work on that animal network, film some lemurs playing hide ‘n’ seek or some shit. They still had the van and all the gear, they just needed to find another break.

      Then he remembered who he was talking to. Amy wanted to be successful. Amy did not want to be saddled with some loser who couldn’t get a hillbilly to talk. Amy would cut off his balls if she ever found out what he’d done to her credit. He struggled to put on a brave face. “Just a little setback. My contact doesn’t really want to talk right now.”

      Amy smacked her gum. “Want me to go in and have a chat? I’m pretty good with people.”

      Dick tried to imagine Nancy doing anything other than punching Amy in the mouth. Amy was cute and bubbly and looked like the poster girl for some high-end salon. If she went into that bar, Nancy’d probably cut her tits off and feed them to the drunks. “I, uh, I don’t—that’s not a great idea.”

      He threw his arm around Amy and walked her back to the van. Dick started spinning stories to keep Amy from heading into the bar and to convince himself his dreams weren’t crashing and burning around his ears. “These people are a little backward from what we’re used to. They don’t like outsiders, and they don’t want their neighbors to hear them telling tales out of school. When this place closes, I’m going to come back and have a chat with Nancy. She’ll be more willing to talk if it’s just the two of us in there.”

      Amy grinned and blew a bubble then sucked it back and chomped down on it. “Think she’ll be friendlier without an audience of rednecks?”

      Dick nodded, though inside he wasn’t sure that was going to get the job done. There was something hard in Nancy, a core of toughness he’d never seen in Los Angeles. There was something about this place that made folks insular and reserved, unwilling to share themselves with the outside world. They had a strange sort of comfort in their isolation, and anyone who attempted to prick their xenophobic bubble was in for a rude reception.

      They wore their backwoods aura like a suit of armor.

      Dick was going to find out if they thought that armor was bulletproof.
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      The drunks staggered out of the Hanging Rooster and went their separate ways. Dick watched them wander off to their cars or stumble into the darkness alongside the gravel road, men and women leaving alone, as if they didn’t know the people they spent their days and nights drinking beside. Dick understood what that meant, to be by yourself even when you were surrounded by people. His wife saw him as a wannabe, a failure wasting time and money grasping at straws. They’d fought about it, and Dick hated that, but he hated the silence that had taken the place of the fighting over the past few weeks even more. He wanted this, not just for the money, but to prove to her that she was wrong. He wanted her to see the mistake she’d made about him, and the only way to do that was to make this trip work.

      And he was willing to do anything to make it work.

      He owed it to his crew, too. All six of them were sleeping in the back of the van, slumped over in the bench seats, heads leaning against the inside of the van or tilted back against the headrest, ignorant of how much their own futures hung in the balance. He let them sleep while he stood watch. For now, their ignorance really was their bliss.

      The gun was a heavy lump in his lap. He’d only touched it to slip it out of the case under the driver’s seat, make sure it was loaded, and place it on his left thigh. The dead weight was a reminder of how far he’d come and how far he was willing to go. It reminded him of the kind of man he was about to become.

      Dick couldn’t believe she’d pushed him to this. He’d worked so hard to get this shot. What made a hillbilly bartender think she had the right to get in his way? She didn’t even have to do anything, really. Just talk to him about the crazy shit that had gone down in the county, show him to the haunted spot that had Lonny’s sources all wound up. Shit, he’d been willing to pay her for the few hours of her time the whole thing would take. She probably would have made more money working with Dick for one day than she’d made in her whole life up to that point. He couldn’t figure out what was wrong with the bitch. “Why wouldn’t you just talk to me, Nancy? Why’d you have to be such a hardass?”

      The last of the drunks were gathered around the trash can in front of the Hanging Rooster. A skinny little fucker, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt despite the brisk autumn night and the nasty north wind blowing, held court. His rat-like hands flickered from his pockets to the outstretched hands of other bums, passing out plastic-wrapped bundles and snatching up crumpled bills.

      “Get your fucking meth and go, assholes.” Dick didn’t need any witnesses for what was coming. Why were there so many motherfuckers floating around this shitty little bar at two thirty in the morning? For fuck’s sake, crawl back to your trailers, he mentally commanded.

      After fifteen minutes of smoking meth in their little huddle, they wandered off and left Dick alone. He sat in the cold van and watched the bar’s front door, willing Nancy to come out. He imagined the scene in his head, she’d be tired and preoccupied with getting the hell home. Probably wouldn’t even look around, just lock the doors and shuffle her weary little feet back to her car. Dick would walk right up, all friendly like, try to talk her into going along with him. If he could wear her down with his city-boy good looks and charming patter, that’d be great. If not…

      He should have brought some kind of holster. Dick didn’t want to walk around with the pistol shoved in the back of his pants. That seemed like a great way to shoot a second hole in your ass. Maybe he could just hold it, kind of down and behind his right leg. It was dark out, she might not even be able to see the gun. Unless she changed her mind and wanted to shake hands to seal the deal. Dick didn’t even know if that was a thing, shaking hands as some kind of contract not to fuck each other over, but he’d seen it in some movie about hillbillies. That one with the girl from that other movie with the bow? He shook his head. Guns were a lot of goddamned trouble.

      The plan had to be simple. He’d put the gun in his waistband, right in the middle of his back. If she changed her mind, great. They’d shake hands or French kiss or whatever the fuck these backwoods assholes did to seal the deal, and be off to the races. If she decided to fuck him over, he’d wait for her to turn away, start opening the car door. Then he’d shove the pistol into the back of her neck and march her over to the van.

      Simple. Easy.

      By four in the morning, Dick was about nod off, the cold and boredom had taken their toll on his stakeout endurance, when the Hanging Rooster’s front door cracked open. Nancy stepped out into the cold and fumbled with her purse. She dug around in it, looking for her keys, her attention wholly absorbed by the depths of her handbag.

      Dick saw his chance, and he took it. The van’s door worked with him and didn’t creak even a little bit. He watched his step as he crossed the cracked asphalt parking lot, watching for discarded beer cans or the little brown chunks of broken bottles that would alert Nancy to his approach. Dick stole through the dark night like a damned ninja, picking a silent path across the lot. He’d crept right up next to her before she even knew he was coming. “Hi, Nancy.”

      At the sound of Dick’s voice, Nancy just about jumped out of her skin. She jolted away from him, hand clutching her purse and pulling it close to her stomach. Her eyes were wild and wide and filled with a total lack of recognition. Dick froze and realized she didn’t have any idea who he was. She was acting like she’d never seen him before, like he was a crazy person come to kidnap and kill her. Then he remembered she was at least half right, potentially, and a wriggling chill crept along his spine. Second thoughts tumbled through his brain. What a stupid idea. “Uh, I was here earlier, we were talking about—”

      She fumbled with something in her purse. Dick’s thoughts raced ahead, and the world around him seemed to grind to a halt as his vision of the future played out. She had a gun in there, some little chrome thing, and she was going to pull it out and put a bullet straight through his chest. It might not kill him, but it would hurt like a motherfucker, and then his plans were really going to be shot to shit. He had to stop her.

      The gun weighed a thousand pounds. Dick knew he’d never get it drawn in time. She’d get her gun out first, game over. His hand came around, the big black pistol like the shadow of death draped from the end of his arm.

      Her hand came out of the purse. Holding her keys.

      Dick’s pistol pointed at her forehead.

      The blood washed out of Nancy’s face. She let her keys fall and raised both hands over her head. “I don’t have any cash. You can have whatever’s in my purse, just—”

      Dick’s stomach clenched. This was out of hand, he hadn’t wanted to pull a gun on her, but she’d had her hand in her purse, and he hadn’t known what might come out. Why did she make him do this? “Shut up. Just shut the fuck up. I need you to take me to the farm, Nancy.”

      Her eyes went wide. “I’m not Nancy.”

      “But earlier—”

      The bar door creaked open. “I’m Nancy, you idiot. That’s Liz.”

      Dick backed away from the women. They were almost identical in appearance, though Nancy, the real Nancy, had a little more red in her hair. “Fine. Whatever. Get in the van.”

      He twitched the gun toward the van and then pointed it at Nancy. This was taking too long. They should have already been in the van, driving away from the bar. He imagined a police car driving by while he stood there with a gone shoved in a woman’s face.

      Nancy sighed. “You don’t want to do this.”

      She was right. The last thing Dick wanted to do was kidnap a pair of ornery twins and make them guide him to a haunted house in the ass end of nowhere. But he’d gone way past what he wanted, and there was no turning back. “Just get in the fucking van.”

      The sisters shrugged and walked to the van. Dick followed, gun hand shaking, more certain than ever that this was going to end in disaster.
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      Dick rolled back the van’s sliding side door and gestured at Nancy with the pistol. “Get in, driver’s seat. And your sister in the passenger’s seat. Don’t get stupid.”

      The crew stirred as the cold autumn air whistled into the van. Dick jumped into the van and slammed the door behind him, keeping the gun aimed at Nancy. He flopped down on the first bench seat next to his snoring co-host.

      Nancy turned to look back at Dick, eyes cold with contempt. “Now what?”

      Dick smiled, trying to match his captive’s bravado. “I just wanted to talk—”

      “A gun makes a shitty conversation piece.”

      Dick’s smile turned brittle and hard. “You were the one who decided a friendly conversation was out of the question. Now we have to do it the hard way.”

      Amy stirred next to Dick. She blinked away the sleep and yawned. “What’s going on?”

      Nancy smirked at Dick in the rearview. “Your boyfriend decided to stick a gun in my face since he couldn’t get what he wanted by sweet talking. He ever try that with you?”

      Dick’s finger tightened on the trigger. He didn’t have the energy to deal with Nancy and Amy at the same time. “Shut up. Drive us out to the farm where all the crazy shit happened last week.”

      Liz turned in the passenger’s seat, worry lines creasing her forehead. “You don’t want to go there.”

      “Shut up, Lizzie.” Nancy glared at her sister. “Don’t tell ‘em shit.”

      Dick tapped the gun on the headrest just behind Nancy’s ear. “She already told me all I need to know. Drive.”

      Nancy cranked the ignition and rested her hands on the wheel. Her eyes met Dick’s in the mirror. She looked concerned, almost worried, with her lip pinched between her front teeth. “I don’t know what your friend Lonny told you, or who the fuck told him about that mess, but this is not something you want to be dicking around with.”

      The concern in her voice was so convincing, Dick almost bought it. Almost. There was just too much on the line to be swayed by chickenshit warnings. “This isn’t a request. We’re going to go out there, get our footage, and get the hell out of this shitty hole. If you do what you’re told, we’ll drop you somewhere on our way out.”

      Nancy slammed the van into gear and punched the gas. She ran over the curb, jerking the crew around in their seats so hard Dick nearly lost his grip on the pistol. As the van bounced onto the street, Dick lunged forward and mashed the gun into Nancy’s ribs.

      “That was your one and only stunt.” He kept pushing until Nancy flinched away from the pain of the gun digging into her side. “If you do anything like that again, we’re going to find out if your sister can find this place for us.”

      Dick sat back and buckled up his seatbelt. Nothing could ever be simple, assholes had to fight him every step of the way. He tapped the gun’s barrel against his knee and watched Nancy for any sign she was getting up to no good. He didn’t want to shoot Nancy, but he was ready to do whatever had to be done. He hoped she understood and did as she was told. A few more hours, and all this would be behind them. People just had to behave.

      Something touched Dick’s cheek, and he flinched, swinging the gun toward the touch.

      Amy’s eyes bulged in their sockets, and her hands flew to her mouth. “Oh, my god,” she whispered, “you almost shot me in the face.”

      She chomped her gum for emphasis, and Dick thought maybe he should just go ahead and shoot her as an example to the others. He took a deep breath and tried to ignore her smacking gum. “I didn’t almost shoot you. You startled me.”

      Her mouth was right next to his ear, sending every bubble gum pop and snap and gooey slobbery chew straight into his eardrum. “What the fuck are you doing, Dick? You kidnapped your source and her freaky twin sister?”

      Dick turned his mouth to her ear and whispered, “You’re gonna have to trust me on this, all right? She needed some convincing. We need this, Amy. This is our shot. I wasn’t going to let some washed-up barkeep from Bumfuck, Missouri derail our careers.”

      Amy pulled back, looked Dick dead in the eye. “You better not fuck this up, Dick.”

      “Just get back there and keep the rest of the crew on an even keel. I don’t know what they saw or what they think—convince them it’s all good.”

      She raised an eyebrow, but did as he asked and scrambled around him to get to the back of the van. Dick just had to trust she could handle her end of things because he needed to keep his eyes on his hostages. He heard raised voices then Amy’s calm, cool tone slicing through the thrum of the van’s wheels on asphalt.

      “You’re gonna die out here.” Nancy said the words like she was explaining that it was November, and therefore apt to be chilly at this time of night. “I’m not even tryin’ to scare you out of this dumbfuck idea of yours, but you are definitely gonna die out here. It would be nice if you’d cut me and my sister loose once we deliver you, so we don’t have to die along with you.”

      Dick did his best to look like a badass, like one of those movie villains who no longer has any fucks to give about what he’s being told. “All this oogeyboogey talk just revs my engines. We came out here looking for scary shit to film.”

      Nancy glanced at Liz then looked up to meet Dick’s eyes in the mirror. “You know how stupid that sounds? What are you going to do when you find the really scary shit? Shove a camera in its face and hope that it’s been waitin’ all along for a chance to be on fucking television? By the time you see the bad things, they’re gonna be chewin’ you a new asshole.”

      “So you’ve seen this place?”

      “Since it burned down? Hell, no.” She licked her lips and caught his eye in the rearview again. “No one comes out here, because it’s dangerous. People, a lot of people, died. Any ghosts out here are gonna be more Evil Dead than Casper.”

      After Lonny had clued him in on this massacre, he’d tried to find any trace of information on it. There was nothing. No police reports, no death certificates filed with the state, not even a single column in their shitty little excuse for a newspaper. But Lonny’s source, who Dick was pretty sure was not Nancy given how she’d treated him, had insisted that a few dozen people had been killed by some sort of monster. “What happened?”

      Liz turned in her seat again, chin perched on the headrest. “It was, like, I dunno. A seance or something. A bunch of people that were part of this bad news religion set up shop at the farm. They were prayin’ to their god, you know, for it to answer their prayers. They did their thing, and eventually, somethin’ answered their prayers. It killed a shit ton of ‘em. Would’ve killed more, except—”

      Nancy shot her sister an evil glare then finished the story. “Except sometimes, when somethin’ hears your prayers, it ain’ what you thought it was. Something came through that night, crawled into a world it shoulda never set foot in. It went crazy, killed most of them people.”

      Dick smirked. He’d heard variations on this theme all over the country. A swamp rat voodoo renegade once claimed he’d called up an alligator god during Hurricane Katrina. Dick had spent a week crawling through the bayou with that crazy fuck and never saw anything weird except for a herd of albino deer that no gator would touch. Weird, but not spooky weird. A Baptist preacher had even lured Dick out to the deserts of West Texas with a promise that he had a real angel on tap, said it came right down out of the sky and blessed his congregation with holy manna for their sacrament. Another week wasted on that trip, and Dick didn’t even get to see a single white deer. “Nothing answers prayers. There’s no god or devil, no heaven or hell. It’s all lies people tell themselves to make sense of whatever scares them.”

      Nancy smirked right back. “I guess we’ll see, city boy. I hope you’re right.”

      Dick rolled his eyes.

      Nancy turned off on a gravel farm road. “But I know you’re wrong, you stupid fucker.”
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      The van’s headlights blazed over the wide bowl of a desolate valley. The van faced an irregular rectangle of scorched earth covered by blackened soil rimed with a hint of frost. Off to the left, Dick saw the skeletal remnants of a few trees and beyond that he thought he saw the scorched shell of a barn. There was no house here, much less a haunted one. He drew the hammer back on the pistol. “What the fuck, Nancy? I thought you understood how serious I was.”

      She ducked her head away from the gun. “Put the gun away, fucker. This is where it happened.”

      “There’s nothing here.” Dick forced the words through clenched teeth.

      Nancy sighed. “Get out of the van. I’ll show you.”

      Dick grumbled and got out of his seat. He leaned back at Amy as he left the van and whispered, “Get everyone ready to roll. If this isn’t a bust, I want to get the footage and get out of here.”

      The truth was, Dick didn’t feel great about the place. There was something off about the whole county and this patch of blackened ground, in particular. It was like a bad smell he couldn’t identify, clinging to the back of his throat like the remnants of a bad hangover. Nancy hopped out of the van and walked toward the center of the patch of scorched ground, shivering and rubbing her arms. Dick didn’t blame her—it was getting colder than expected and he didn’t have a coat. The sooner they wrapped this shit up, the better off they’d all be.

      He followed Nancy onto the scorched earth and grimaced at the low clouds of black ash they stirred up. It was fine as baby powder and greasy; with every step it painted his tennis shoes and the bottoms of his jeans with grungy black. He didn’t think he’d even try to clean this shit off, he’d just replace his pants and sneakers and burn the old ones. He didn’t want to bring home anything from this county if he could help it.

      Nancy stopped and spread her arms. “Here we are.”

      Dick stopped, looked around. They were twenty feet out into the ash, and it all looked the same to him. “I’m going to be really sad if we came all this way and I have to shoot you for jerking my chain.”

      Nancy pointed at the ground in front of her. “Watch where you’re walking.”

      Dick took an involuntary step back. There was a hole in the ground, its edge hidden by the ash. A cold chill settled in his gut when he realized how close he’d come to death. Nancy could have led him over here and given him a shove, she could have killed him if she wanted. That she hadn’t made Dick wonder what she was up to. “Great. How do we get down there?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t think we should. I think we should all get back into the van and drive out of here before it’s too late. Can’t you feel that?”

      Standing next to the hole and looking into its midnight depths, Dick could feel it. There was a darkness rising from that hole, the breath of something wicked and dangerous. Real fear stiffened Dick’s spine and triggered his fight-or-flight response, and it took everything he had to stand his ground. “This is what I came for. We’re going down.”

      Dick kept the gun trained on Nancy while he fumbled his cell phone out of his pants pocket. There was no service, but he was only after the flashlight. He flicked the icon with his thumb and shone the light into the depths before him. The hole was straight sided and lined with heavy, smooth stones. It reminded Dick of an old, dry well he’d once seen on his grandfather’s farm. It shot down into the earth well beyond the range of his light, but he saw what he needed. A rope ladder swung from a pair of spikes driven into the side of the well, and black footprints marred the pale stones. “Looks like someone has been out here since this place burned down.”

      Nancy shrugged. “It’s not anyone you want to meet. I hope to hell they aren’t down there, right now.”

      Dick grinned. “I guess we’re about to find out.”

      He flashed his phone’s light at the van. While the crew unpacked their gear, he stomped his feet against the chill and counted heads. Mickey was the first member of the crew to reach Dick. She eyeballed the gun in his hand but didn’t say anything else as she got him mic’d up. Randall, their cameraman, shuffled around in the ashes, mounting an assortment of GoPro cameras on spindly tripods. He was too invested in getting his gear set up to worry about what Dick was doing.

      Troy, their gadget wrangler, wasn’t quite as laid back about the whole experience. He stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Dick’s weapon, and his eyes widened. He waved the thin wand of the EMF detector in Dick’s direction. “What the fuck, man? That some kind of joke?”

      Dick shrugged. “Settle down. Our guide needed some convincing.”

      Troy paced, kicking up little clouds of black ash with every step. “You can’t do that kind of shit, man. You know where we are, right? This is fucking Deliverance territory, man. Someone catches you pulling a gun on a local, a local woman, we’re going to end up with the whole county pulling a train on our asses.”

      Nancy cleared her throat. “He’s right. The local law finds out what you’re up to, they’re going to string the lot of you up.”

      Dick raised the gun to Nancy’s face. “Shut. The fuck. Up.”

      Troy stopped his pacing and jabbed the EMF detector at Dick. “You have lost it, man. You are fucking around the goddamned bend. This is crazy.”

      Dick’s breath stuck in his throat. He was doing this for all of them, couldn’t they see that? They were in this deep now, they had to get onboard and see this through to the end. He had to make Troy see. “Look, I know this seems extreme—”

      Troy stepped back, eyes widening even further. His voice went up three octaves and cut through the cold knife like a siren. “Don’t you point that fucking gun at me.”

      Every eye turned in Dick’s direction. His whole crew stared at him, and he realized with horror that the gun was pointed in Troy’s general direction. He wasn’t pointing it at the gadget man, but it was definitely pointing toward him. “Shit, Troy, look—”

      Randall hefted one of his camera tripods, an industrial model with a five-pound aluminum stabilizing head. His panic was buried under a thick layer of fat boy stoner indifference, but Dick could sense the violence beginning to surface. “We gonna have a problem here?”

      Silence hung thick over the scorched earth, deafening in its intensity. Dick could see the betrayal on the faces of his crew. They were freaking out, losing their nerve. He could feel everything unraveling; his plan to salvage their careers, their lives, was coming apart at the seams. Dick knew if he didn’t get them headed in the right direction in the next few seconds, he was going to have a mutiny on his hands.

      He tried to catch Amy’s eye, get her to pitch in on this, but she looked away. It was just like her to wait to see where the coin was going to land before she picked a side. Dick brushed his hair out of his eyes, smearing cold sweat across his forehead. “Listen, just listen. We need this, you guys. This is our big chance. I couldn’t let these two,” he waved the gun at Nancy and Liz, “wreck everything we’ve worked for so hard. There’s something here. I can feel it. I know you can feel it.”

      As if to lend credence to his words, a cold wind moaned over the hills and swept around their ankles. It carried whorls of ash with it, like dirty shadows. “We can do this, guys. We can fucking nail this piece and make our careers. Right here, right now.”

      Amy was smacking her gum, and Dick could see the light in her eyes. He was winning her over. “I get it, the gun is pretty extreme. But we need this, you guys. I did this for all of us.”

      Troy fidgeted with the EMF detector and adjusted the pack full of electronic ghost-hunting gear on his shoulder. “It’s just—fuck, man, you can’t pull this kind of crazy shit on us. We need to discuss our plans, right?”

      Dick grinned. He’d hauled the rabbit out of the hat and turned the whole mess around. “I get it, I fucked up. Won’t happen again.”

      The gadget wrangler stepped up to Dick and peered over the edge of the hole. “Fuck me. We’re really going down there?”

      It took all the self-control Dick could muster to keep from punching the air in victory. “Yeah, it looks like we are.”
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      Dick pointed the gun at Nancy. “Nancy, climb on down. You’re the first contestant on Get in the Fucking Hole.”

      She stared at Dick, her eyes narrowed to mean slits. “I’m not going down there.”

      He sighed and swung the pistol at Liz. “Then I guess your sister gets a new belly button.”

      Nancy stared at Dick long enough for him to worry that she’d called his bluff and he really was going to have shoot her sister. His finger tightened on the trigger. Nancy ducked her head and headed to the hole. “I hope they kill you first,” she whispered to Dick.

      As she perched on the edge of the hole and got her feet on the ladder’s rope rungs, Dick thought about giving Nancy a shove. If he turned his back on her, she’d try to kill him. He wasn’t even sure his crew would back him up if shit really got messy. He’d convinced them to do the job, but it wouldn’t take much to knock them off the fence again. Then he’d be staring down six angry assholes instead of just the sisters. Dick let her go, deciding the danger she posed was offset by the freak out killing her right now would cause. “Throw a couple of those glow sticks down the hole, Troy.”

      The gadget wrangler dug around in his pack and came up with with a pair of plastic straws. He cracked them over his knuckles and shook them until they glowed with an electric green fluorescence. He tossed them over the edge and the lights dwindled as they fell past Nancy.

      Dick counted as the lights fell. One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand.

      Troy must have been counting, as well, because he piped up before Dick could do the math in his head. “A buck fifty. That’s a deep hole, man.”

      It took them most of the next hour to navigate the rope ladder and get their equipment to the bottom of the hole. Dick knew he had to be the last to go down, because someone had to keep folks from losing their nerve. By the time everyone got to the bottom of the pit, they were covered in sweat and grime. Dick stared around at his team, their faces lit by Randall’s camera light, and had to stifle a laugh. “We look like we’re filming a coal mining documentary.”

      Randall, invisible behind the glowing white eye of the camera’s light, whistled, “It’ll look badass. When we do the wrap-up topside, you’ll like you crawled through hell. And what is that smell?”

      Dick looked at the floor, which was covered in a thick layer of greasy black that reeked of ammonia and something earthy and foul. “No idea. Stinks like shit.”

      Liz smirked at him. “Because it is shit. Bat shit. They crap on their way out to hunt.”

      Dick nodded. “That was very informative, Ms. ‘National Geographic.’”

      Amy threw an arm over Dick’s shoulder. “What are we gonna do with the locals?”

      Nancy and Liz watched the ghost hunters, anger replaced by a weary resignation.

      Dick waved the gun in their direction. “You two are going to mind your manners, right? Once we get our footage, we’ll cut you loose.”

      Nancy rolled her eyes. “Neither of us wants to get shot. Let’s just get this shit over with.”

      Dick nodded. “Stay with Troy. Troy, either of these two gets squirrelly, just give a shout. I don’t care if we’re in the middle of a shot, you let me know.”

      Troy threw a mock salute at Dick, and forked his fingers at Nancy and Liz. “I’m watching, ladies.”

      Dick shoved the pistol into the back of his waistband and covered it with the long tail of his flannel shirt. “Let’s see what we’re working with.”

      Randall turned the camera away from the crew, rotating in a slow circle. They were standing at the bottom of a deep pit with a single tunnel leading away from it. But the tunnel wasn’t what snatched the breath from everyone at the bottom of the pit.

      The stone walls were crosshatched by a storm of words, some scrawled with markers, others smeared in the colors of blood and shit. Still others were crudely hacked into the wall, chipping their way across the words that had come before. The words Dick could read were a wild melange of nonsense. He saw help smeared across what appeared to be a snatch of “Jabberwocky” written in tiny, cramped letters. There were other words in languages he didn’t recognize, and looking at those filled his head with an arrhythmic pounding. “What the fuck is this?” he asked Nancy.

      She huddled next to her sister and stared at the floor. “I told you there were bad things down here. We need to leave.”

      He shook his head. “Randy, get a lot of footage of all this shit, okay?”

      Nancy glanced at Dick then back at the floor. “You shouldn’t film it. No one needs to see this crazy shit.”

      “People may not need to see this crazy shit, but they sure want to.”

      Nancy did have a point though. The longer Dick looked at the words on the wall, the more he felt a calling. Something in the darkest parts of his lizard brain responded to what he saw there and wanted him to add his own scrawled curses to the mass.

      Randy lowered the camera. “Got it. We heading into the tunnel?”

      Dick nodded and whistled to the get the attention of his crew. He took the lead, lighting the way into the tunnel with a compact LED headlamp strapped across his forehead. “Just keep the camera on me and Amy. You reading us, Mickey?”

      From the back of the group, Mickey piped up. “Loud and clear. Don’t get too far ahead, not sure what being underground’ll do to the wireless signal.”

      The tunnel was wider than Dick expected. After a few steps, he and Amy were able to walk side by side, adopting their habitual posture. The audience wanted to see them both and their different reactions. Amy tended to go pale and shaky when things got weird, Dick became animated and flushed with excitement. “This place looks almost man-made,” Dick noted. The walls of the tunnel were smooth and straight, but he could make out the scalloped impressions of tools in places. He played his light over the wall as he walked. Amy walked alongside him, her breath coming in short little gasps as adrenaline dumped into her system. There was something about this place, a fearsome pressure.

      Amy’s hand clenched on Dick’s arm. She jabbed the index finger of her free hand into the darkness ahead of them. “What was that?”

      Dick swung his light in the direction she was pointing and picked up some sort of jumbled pile. They advanced on it, with Dick pulling against Amy who dragged her feet. “Let’s find out.”

      The tunnel widened into a low-ceilinged oval chamber, twenty feet end to end and ten feet across the middle. In the center of the crude room, someone had stacked twenty or thirty big round stones. Dick walked up to it, his light flashing over the pile. It reached almost to his waist; as he approached it, he could see thin sticks jutting from its sides.

      Amy pulled on his arm. Her voice was high pitched and tight with fear. “Leave it alone. Let’s just go.”

      Dick motioned for Randall to get the camera in closer to the pile. Under the brighter light, the stone’s dark colors resolved into a patchwork pattern of deep-red splotches and pale-white stone beneath. There were faint carvings visible in the rocks, a repeating pattern of three divots in the center of a circle. Dick could feel his breath hitching in his chest, rebelling against the stench rising from the pile of stones. The stink of rot clawed at his nostrils and had his stomach rolling before he could back away. He remembered he was on camera and did his best to compose himself. “These stones are amazing. They’re covered with carvings, and these stains, I think they’re blood.”

      Randall moved in close to the stones, and Dick knew he was zooming in tight to pick up the details. He didn’t know who’d put them there, but they were creepy as fuck. Lonny was going to eat this up with a spoon. “And there’s a smell,” Dick waited for the camera to turn back to him before he continued. “Something rotten, like roadkill in the summer.”

      Amy squeezed into the shot, turning to the camera for comfort. “I think it’s safe to say there are no roads down here, so it’s just ‘kill,’ I think.”

      Dick pointed to the tunnel across from where they’d entered. “Let’s keep on moving. I get a feeling there’s a lot to see.”

      There was a faint clicking noise, a choppy, insectile rhythm. Dick held up his hand for the rest of the crew to hold up, and everyone stopped. He waited, listening for the click, but it didn’t come again. “Must be my nerves,” he muttered, and they continued walking.

      The tunnel sloped down and widened as they advanced. The pattern from the stones repeated at irregular intervals on the tunnel walls, but there were no more words. Dick swept his eyes across the path ahead of him, looking for signs of paranormal activity. Something glinted in the light from his headlamp, and he knelt down to examine it. A squashed cylinder of metal had stuck in the soft limestone. Dick took out a little pocket knife and dug it out of the stone. “A bullet,” he said, turning back to show the smashed lump to the camera. “Something happened down here—”

      Dust rained into the tunnel, covering the trailing half of the crew and their hostages in a fine layer of powdered stone. Troy shouted with surprise and tried to clear the grit from his eyes. Nancy and Liz were cowering against one side of the tunnel while Mickey sputtered and gasped on a mouthful of dust.

      Dick looked up and saw a narrow slot in the side of the tunnel, an opening they hadn’t noticed before. There was a flash in the slot, a dark shadow against the paler limestone, and Mickey screamed.

      Randall aimed the camera at the commotion, throwing a spear of light at Mickey.

      Filthy arms snaked through the opening and hooked around Mickey’s head and neck. Dick could see one of her eyes gaping through the space between those arms, wide and blue and so terrified it stunned him. Shoot the fucker, he thought, but he was frozen with terror. The arms jerked on Mickey, yanking her toward the slot. She kicked and struggled, tried to fight free while the rest of the crew stood and watched, too horrified to react.

      Mickey twisted against her attacker’s grip, thrusting her own arms up and through the hold. For one moment, she was free. She screamed in surprise and triumph then bolted toward Dick and the rest of the frozen crew.

      Filth-crusted fingers stretched out and tangled in Mickey’s ponytail. The sudden tension ripped her head back and sent her feet skidding out from under her; for one breath, Mickey hung in the air.

      The hand disappeared into the slot in the wall, hauling Mickey in like a fisherman landing a bass. Her wailing scream was cut short when her head cracked against the edge of the slot with a meaty thunk that made Dick’s stomach roll. She flopped away from the wall, only to be wrenched back into the slot. Her face smeared against the stone and then she was gone, leaving nothing to mark her passing except a bloody scrap of her cheek clinging to the wall of the tunnel.
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      Dick’s heart pounded with such ferocity he thought he might be dying.

      The rest of the crew was shouting, screaming really, their mouths wide and gaping at him, but he couldn’t hear them. Everything was falling apart, and all he could hear was the beating of his heart, a rapid tattoo that scrambled Dick’s thoughts with every pounding pulse.

      Mickey was gone. Yanked right into the wall, so quickly none of them had time to react. He’d drawn the gun, but hadn’t had time to squeeze off a shot. The weapon no longer held the heavy weight of power. It seemed insubstantial, ephemeral. He couldn’t shoot what he couldn’t see. Dick slumped against the wall and cradled his head in his hands, the pistol pressed against his cheek. Mickey was gone.

      He stared at the bloody tissue stuck to the wall, a blazing white light made it stand out from the darkness. Dick followed the light up to Randall’s camera. His world snapped into focus, its soundtrack blaring to life. His crew’s frantic cries for attention battered his ears, but there was only one person Dick wanted to hear. He staggered over to Randall and gripped the big man’s shoulders with both hands. “Tell me you fucking got that.”

      The cameraman pulled his head back from the camera’s viewfinder. He stared at Dick like he’d never seen him before. “She’s gone.”

      Dick chewed on the inside of his cheek. He was the only person who understood what what had to be done. Mickey was gone, but if they had her being taken on camera, then it wasn’t for nothing. They could turn that into the break of their careers. “Randy. Did you get it?”

      Randall nodded, but looked shell-shocked and wobbly on his feet. “We have to leave.”

      Troy jumped on that idea with both feet. “Randall’s right. We have to get the hell out of here before more of those things pop out of the walls and snatch someone else.”

      Liz was crouched down against the wall, hands pressed over her mouth. “It’s them. I saw its face. It’s one of them.”

      Nancy kneed Liz in the shoulder. “Knock it off. They’re all gone. After what Joe did, weren’t none of ‘em left.”

      Liz rocked on her heels, lightly banging her head against the stone wall as if trying to shake off a bad thought. “No one knows that. They could’ve hidden down here in the tunnels. We have to get out of here.”

      Amy rubbed the chill off her arms. “I’m behind you on this, Dick, I am. But we need to reevaluate our plan.”

      Dick turned away from the rest of the crew, pistol clenched tight in his fist. Why hadn’t he shot the damned thing? But that water was under the bridge and gone. He hadn’t shot whatever it was, and now Mickey was gone, and the rest of the crew was freaking out. He had to come up with something to keep them on task. “We can’t just leave her down here,” he whispered into the darkness.

      Amy threw her support behind him. “He has a point, you guys. Mickey’s as good as dead if we leave her down here.”

      Troy’s words gushed out of him like a nasal whine. “Did you see how hard her head hit that wall? No way she’s still alive. That thing is probably eating her right goddamned now.”

      Liz lit a cigarette, and the ruddy glow of its tip cast her face in harsh shadows. Suddenly, she looked ancient, a crone squatting over a fire to read portents in the entrails of the dead. “Your team’s right. That girl is gone. We’ll be gone if we don’t head out, right now.”

      Dick decided to push the moral high ground, see if he could shake some people over to his side. “You don’t know that. If we get after her right now, we might be able to save Mickey. I don’t want her blood on my hands.”

      Randall snapped back at Dick’s words. “It already is on your hands. None of us would be in danger if it weren’t for you and your big plan.”

      Nancy laughed, a crow’s caw that spooked them all. “He’s got you there. Maybe this is what you get for threatening folks what are minding their own business. You shoulda gone home when I toldja to get gone. You still gotta chance though. Let’s get the fuck out of here before anyone else gets hauled off into the dark.”

      Dick paced the cavern floor, clenched fists knuckling the back of his head. He was losing them, losing all of them. He didn’t have the words or the charisma to get them back. They were too scared of what was going on down here. He’d have to give them something else to be scared of, something that would terrify them, make them do what he wanted.

      Dick knew he was going to have to tell the truth.

      “We can’t leave.” He chewed at his thumb, spit out a hunk of hangnail. “We need the money.”

      Randall lowered the camera to his waist, but shone the light straight into Dick’s face. “Maybe you do, asshole, but I can get by. I’ve got some savings, I can scrounge up freelance gigs. Losing this shot with Lonny isn’t the end of the world.”

      Dick drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “Yeah, yeah it is. For all of us.”

      He had their attention now. Every eye was turned on him. He swallowed hard and dove into the story. He spewed out every little detail, the balance that each of his crew now owed on the credit lines he’d taken out in their names. He told them about the deck of little plastic cards, how they’d stacked up while he did everything he could to keep them afloat. Told them where the gear came from, where the van came from, how much interest they owed on the cash advances he took to keep the money rolling. Once he started, he couldn’t stop. All the details that weighed him down like a stack of bricks seemed to drift away as he revealed them. The more he talked, the more he had to say, and the crew just stared at him, eyes wide with horror as they realized they were hearing the story of the ends of their financial lives. He’d buried them up to their necks in debt while they’d chased a dream, and now the tide was about to roll in and drown them all.

      When the last of the words were gone, Dick sagged against the wall of the tunnel and held his hands out, palms up. His left hand was empty, fingers curled like a crab. His right held the gun, black and heavy and silent. “We can dig out of this, but we have to do it together.”

      Nancy spat on the stone between her feet. “He’s full of shit. He’s just blowing smoke up your asses to get you to do something you know goddamn well is a stupid idea.”

      Amy watched Dick, her eyes wide and clear. He could feel her digging at him, trying to determine just how much of his story was bullshit. For the first time in his life, Dick didn’t have any trouble meeting her eyes. He was free and clear, all the deception had washed out of him along with his confession.

      Amy spat her gum out and unwrapped a fresh piece. “He’s not lying. We really are over a barrel here, folks.”

      Dick rested the gun in the small of his back and held out his empty left hand to his team. “We can do this. We’ll get Mickey out of here, I swear. And the footage we get along the way will make us fucking rich. No one’s ever seen anything like this. We just have to stick it out a little longer.”

      He knew he never could have swayed them without Amy throwing in on his side. He could see the venom in her glare, but he also knew she was smart enough to see the pot of the gold at the end of this rainbow of shit.

      Troy wiped the sweat from his lip and nodded. “For Mickey.”

      Randall, always in shadow behind the camera’s light, cleared his throat before speaking up. “Yeah, all right. But we’re done after this, Dick. You pay me out, and we’re through.”

      “All right then.” Dick pointed at the black slot in the wall. “Let’s get Mickey back.”
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      It was easy to see how they’d missed the little tunnel Mickey had disappeared into. Coming from the direction of the rope ladder, the hole’s near edge pushed out farther than the far edge, making it virtually invisible from that side. Dick motioned for Randall to get the camera aimed at the hole. He knelt down next to it and put on his game face. “This is where they took Mickey, our sound technician. She’s only been gone a few minutes. We’re going in to get her back.”

      Dick looked into the tunnel, eyes cold and hard. “Ready or not, we’re coming for our girl.”

      He turned back to Randall after a beat. “That’s good. Just keep rolling once we’re in, never know what we might find.”

      The rest of the crew was fidgeting nervously, shifting from foot to foot as they eyeballed that narrow passage. Even Nancy looked ruffled, and her sister was still rocking on her heels and sucking on her cigarette like a baby with a pacifier. Dick waved the gun in Nancy’s direction. “Ladies first.”

      Nancy straightened her spine. “Go ahead and shoot me, big man. I’m not going into that hole.”

      Dick tilted the gun in Liz’s direction. “This game’s getting boring. Your sister’s going to take a bullet if you don’t stop being such a bitch about this. You should be working with me if you want to get out of here in one piece.”

      Lazy spirals of smoke drifted past Liz’s face and hung over her head like a gray halo. “I’ll go, but not ‘cause you’re waving that pea shooter around. If you didn’t get that girl killed, she’s gonna need our help.”

      With that, Liz flicked her cigarette butt at Dick’s face with unnerving accuracy. It bounced off his forehead in a shower of sparks that had him slapping at his face. Before he had a chance to retaliate, Liz was disappearing into the hole, her sister following right behind. Despite getting what he wanted, Dick couldn’t help but feel he’d come out the loser this time. He wiped the last of the ash off his forehead and nodded to Randy. “After you, big guy. Be sure you get whatever happens to them in there.”

      The cameraman disappeared into the hole, his face pale and covered in sweat. Dick knew this was hard on Randall; the guy was a good hundred pounds overweight, and this much excitement put his aging ticker to the test. He just hoped Randall would be able to see this through to the end, because Dick had no idea how to operate their main camera. He could turn the light on and off, but that was the extent of his knowledge. He followed Randy into the hole, ducking his head to fit into the narrow passage.

      The tunnel smelled faintly of ammonia, a sharp, stinging scent that filled his nostrils. There was something else underlying the stink, something thick and earthy that made Dick’s stomach churn. More guano. The narrow tunnel pressed in on him from all sides, squeezing him like a cold stone fist. He found himself edging up against Randall, trying to stay close to the light, close to another person. Dick could feel Amy’s fingers on his shoulders and the heat of her body against his back. No one wanted to be alone down here, not after what happened to Mickey.

      Their breaths echoed in the tunnel, quick and raspy. Dick swiped beads of blinding sweat from his forehead before they could find his eyes, and salty drops ran down his spine with every step. It was too close in here, they were too tightly packed together. Dick swallowed hard against a knot in his throat.

      He tried not to imagine a hole in the ceiling like the slot they’d taken Mickey through. He tried not to think about pale, filthy arms reaching down and snatching away another member of his crew. He tried not to imagine maggot-colored hands hurling rocks down at them as they crept out the end of the tunnel. He tried not to imagine a trap in the floor opening up and sucking half his crew into a a bone-crushing fall. But the images kept coming, one after another, each more horrific than the next. He had to get out of here before he lost his mind.

      Nancy called out from up ahead, her voice muffled by the bodies between her and Dick. “Watch your step up here, there’s a drop off to the left.”

      Dick mashed his body up against the right side of the tunnel, suddenly terrified of slipping off an unseen ledge to his doom. Sweat soaked through his shirt, and the urge to shove Randall out of the way so he could just fucking run was becoming an overpowering need. He couldn’t stay cramped down here much longer. Hold it together, asshole, he ordered himself, shit is going to be a lot scarier on the surface if you don’t get this footage.

      Randall’s gasp was the only warning Dick had before the tunnel suddenly opened up. The sense of space was overwhelming, as if the world around him had vanished, leaving behind an endless midnight void. His eyes were drawn to the deeper darkness to his left, and he felt his bladder threatening to pour its contents down his legs.

      He was standing on a narrow ledge, little more than a yard wide. To his left, a yawning gulf stretched out beyond the reach of his light. Even Randall’s much brighter camera light didn’t do much to push back the gloom. Dick had the sense of the darkness as a thing, a physical presence that threatened to sweep them all off the ledge and to their doom. “Fuck me,” he whispered.

      Amy’s hand clenched tight on Dick’s shoulder and, for once, she’d stopped chomping her gum. “How far down you think that goes?”

      Dick leaned forward a couple of inches, hoping to get a better look over the edge. It didn’t really matter how deep it was—Randall’s light illuminated a couple hundred feet before the darkness beat it back. That was more than enough of a fall to kill anyone. “Too fucking far,” he muttered.

      The wind carried a faint tapping to Dick’s ear. He strained to hear it more clearly, but it was already gone. He shook his head and looked up to see Troy hustling toward him.

      Troy joined them, his breaths wheezing in and out of his lungs like an asthmatic old man. “Where’s she going?”

      He pointed past Dick at Nancy, who was moving away from the rest of the crew. There was a pale-silver glow ahead of her. “Where’d she get the light? Fuck. Get after her, Randy.”

      They moved along the edge of the pit, held up by Randall’s fear of heights. He edged along like the floor was Teflon slick and he was in danger of flying off into the darkness without warning. Dick could see Nancy and Liz ahead of them, making better time than Randall was ever going to make. “Goddammit, Randall. Catch up to them.”

      But Randall couldn’t go any faster. Dick could see him trying, but his feet were just as fat as the rest of him, and the cameraman had to watch where he put them. There just wasn’t as much space for Randall as Dick and the others. Dick held his breath and hoped the big man wouldn’t fall and take their camera and all their footage over the edge with him.

      Troy’s scream stabbed into Dick’s ear. “What the fuck?”

      Amy’s scream joined Troy’s, and Dick turned back as fast as he dared. In the light of his headlamp, he could see Amy, crouched down on the ledge, both hands over the ledge. Troy was nowhere to be seen. “Help me pull him up,” she gasped, face washed out from the strain.

      Dick knelt next to her and aimed his light at Troy’s desperate, upturned face. The skinny tech wrangler was dangling from Amy’s hands, tears leaking from his eyes. “Don’t let me go, please, please.”

      “Randy,” Dick barked, “need the light.”

      He shoved his gun into the back of his jeans and reached past Amy. This close to the edge, he felt the lure of the darkness, the suicidal urge to lean out a little farther and let gravity do its job. The darkness would swallow him and all his troubles; it would be like he’d never existed. Fuck that, he raged against his fearful reptile brain. He hooked his fingers in the fabric of Troy’s shirt and leaned back with all his weight. Troy’s feet scrambled against the wall as he tried to help them. They were doing it. They were going to get the skinny little fucker back up to safety. “We got you, Troy.”

      Their tech was halfway onto the ledge, just his legs dangling over, when Troy screamed again. It wasn’t a scream of fear, but of raw pain, and it had Dick scrambling to draw his gun. He wasn’t going to be caught flatfooted by one of those fuckers again. “Fuck,” Troy screamed, “something’s biting the shit out of my leg, man.”

      He let loose with another ragged wail, and Dick took a quick look over the ledge. He saw a rat’s nest of hair and a pale, filth-streaked face coming out of the chasm’s near wall. The asshole’s mouth was locked to Troy’s calf, and blood was gushing out of the tech. “Fuck you,” Dick snarled, and took aim.

      The gun’s roar echoed through the chasm, rolling through the darkness like a thunderclap. Troy shouted again, and Dick held back vomit when he saw the bullet had torn through Troy’s ankle. The freak was still chewing on Troy. Dick took another shot.

      This one was on the mark. It caught Troy’s attacker just behind its deformed ear and blew its skull wide open. Greasy white brains sprayed out of the wound, slopping against the wall and falling into the darkness. The attacker sagged against the wall before disappearing, jerked back into the darkness by unseen hands.

      Troy scrambled with his good leg, and Amy did her best to help him. Dick shoved the gun back into his waistband, scorching his lower back on the still-hot muzzle. He grabbed Troy by the shoulders and yanked, pulling him up onto the ledge. Dick and Amy slumped back against the wall, sucking in air as the adrenaline in their blood burned away their oxygen. Troy lay on the ledge, weeping and clutching his brutalized leg. Randall stood nearby, camera aimed at the three of them, face invisible in the shadows.

      The sisters were gone, Dick couldn’t even see their light glowing in the darkness anymore. While he and Amy had struggled to save Troy, those two bitches had high-tailed it off to who knew where. He wanted to hurt them. He wanted to kill them. You better hope I don’t catch you two anytime soon.

      Dick bowed his head and rested it against his knees.

      We are so fucked, he thought, and did his best not to cry.
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      The sound of crinkling aluminum foil told Dick all he needed to know about Amy. She was busy stuffing another wad of gum into her stupid face. He didn’t think he could stand the sound of her chomping. He raised his head from his hands and stared at his co-host. “Seriously, Amy?”

      She shrugged and blew a bubble. “Albino freaks kidnapped one of my friends and tried to eat another. I chew gum when I’m trying not to freak the fuck out, you asshole.”

      Dick didn’t know if Amy was trying to piss him off to get him back on his feet, but it worked. He rolled his neck on his shoulders and winced at the rattling pops from his spine. He felt ancient. Dick eased around Amy to get to Troy, who was still curled into a fetal position with his hands shielding his wounded calf. “Hey, man.”

      Troy opened one eye and whimpered through gritted teeth. “Don’t leave me alone, man. Please, promise me you won’t leave me here.”

      Dick didn’t know what to say to that. Troy was shit out of luck—his lower leg looked like a pit bull’s chew toy, and there was a puddle of blood around him that did not bode well for his fluid levels. Dick met Troy’s eyes then looked away before he could betray himself. “I’ll help you along. We’ll get Mickey, then we’re getting the hell out of here.”

      Troy nodded, relief washing the tension out of his face. “I didn’t slip, you know that, right, man? It grabbed me. Tried to pull me over the edge.”

      Dick gave Troy’s shoulder a squeeze. “Let’s get you up.”

      They struggled under the camera’s cold, white glare. Troy whimpered and went limp whenever he put any pressure on his leg. Every time Dick thought he had the tech geek up, the little guy would fold up on him. The third time, his collapse was so sudden and complete he almost knocked Dick right off the ledge.

      “Okay, that isn’t working.” Dick knelt on the ledge and wiped the sweat from his brow. “I’m going to try and drag you off this ledge, Troy.

      Dick noticed Amy watching them, chewing her gum with steady, even chomps. “You gonna be okay?” she asked, without much real enthusiasm.

      “Dandy,” Dick shot back. He hooked his hands under Troy’s armpits and started backing along the ledge, being extra careful to keep his left side up against the wall. It was too easy to imagine Troy flopping around and going over the edge or, worse, knocking Dick off balance and into the abyss.  He licked the sweat off his lips and did his best to ignore the shooting pains in his backs and thighs. Dragging Troy was awkward and exhausting work.

      Randall suddenly yelped like a chihuahua with its back legs caught under a rocking chair. The camera’s light swung around in a wild arc, flashing like a stroke of lightning over the chasm. The light came back around, accompanied by Randall’s sharp bark of surprise. “Amy,” he started then let out another surprised shout.

      Amy’s scream echoed Randall’s alarmed hollering. Dick saw her jump back from the ledge then dart forward again, raising her foot and stomping down hard. An inhuman screech rose from the chasm, and a pale, damaged hand spasmed under Amy’s heel. She ground down hard, twisting her heel until blood spurted onto the stone. She hopped back and stomped again then again. The hand disappeared back over the ledge, leaving behind a red smear and a pair of cracked fingernails that had peeled off like cheap decals. She ran toward Dick and Troy, mouth open wide as she screamed, “Go!”

      The groping hand reappeared and slapped bloody handprints along the ledge. Dick dragged Troy back from the thing, but it was gaining on them. He tried to go faster, but his feet slipped and caught on one another.

      The hand was three yards away and closing.

      Dick switched his grip on Troy. He grabbed the young man’s skinny wrist and turned so he could watch where he was walking. He improved his pace, but every step wrenched a pained cry from Troy. Blood spurted from his injured leg, puddled on the uneven stone, and drooled over the ledge.

      Two yards away, close enough for Dick to see the long fingernails chipping against the stone with every swipe.

      “You’re killing me,” Troy wailed.

      Anger flared in Dick’s heart. He thought about just letting go, dumping Troy and letting the hand have him. Then he remembered the camera on him and how fucking awesome this was going to look in prime time. “Hang on, Troy, we’re going to make it.”

      One yard away, and Dick realized he wasn’t going to make it. They were only halfway across the ledge, and the hand was too fast. He dropped Troy’s hand.

      Troy twisted at the waist and stared up at Dick. “Don’t leave me,” he choked.

      Dick wrenched the pistol out of his waistband and thumbed the hammer back. He lowered the barrel, swinging it down toward Troy. He stared down the sight, eyes cold and still. He took a deep breath, held it.

      The hand slapped down inches from Troy’s foot.

      Dick squeezed the trigger.

      Troy screamed. Blood flew into the air, spritzing the wall and the ledge. It was startlingly red in the camera’s dead white light, glistening against the dark stone.

      A trio of mangled fingers twitched on the ledge, just beyond Troy’s foot. The technician stared up at Dick, eyes bulging, mouth hanging open. “You could have shot me.”

      Dick shoved the gun into the back pocket of his jeans, careful not to burn his back again. He crouched down, wincing at the pain in his back and hooked his hands under Troy’s arms. “Already did that today.”

      Troy laughed, a long, crazy sound, and Dick joined in with him. They made it across the ledge without incident; the groping hand vanished back into the darkness to nurse its wounds.

      When they reached safer ground, Dick released Troy and sank onto his haunches. His back ached as if he’d just been through a tug-of-war with an NFL team. He groaned and wrapped his arms around his knees. He needed to rest, for a couple of years at least. His heart hammered against his ribs, his breath sawed its way in and out of his lungs.

      He smelled bubblegum and opened his eyes. Amy was grinning at him, a stick of the pink stuff extended toward him from between her fingers. “Have some gum,” she chomped on each word, “trust me.”

      Dick snorted, but took the gum. It tasted like plastic, but its smell reminded him of autumn carnivals, of cotton candy and pink lemonade. He was surprised to find it worked, that the mechanical act of grinding the gum between his molars helped settle his nerves and relaxed the snarl of his thoughts. He hated to admit it, but Amy was on to something. “Thanks,” he said and went back to chomping on the gum.

      They sat in silence, the four of them lined up against the wall, looking out over the chasm, listening to each other breathe. Dick knew they were waiting for him to say something, waiting for him to tell them where to go.

      The only problem was he had nothing to say. He didn’t know how far they could drag Troy, didn’t know where to drag him. The freak could have taken Mickey anywhere. There was no convenient blood trail or footprint to show them where the bad guys had gone.

      Worse, he didn’t know how much longer they could survive the ambushes. He didn’t think there were more than a few of the freaks, but they seemed able to come from anywhere they wanted. They’d already taken Mickey, and nearly killed Troy. Anywhere the lights weren’t, the pale arms could come and snatch someone away, gnashing teeth could come and bite chunks out of the unwary. He let that last thought roll around in the emptiness of his skull until it bumped up against another idea. He leaned over to Randall and whispered his idea into the big man’s ear.

      Randall rubbed his chin then nodded.

      Dick struggled back to his feet and spat the wad of tasteless gum into the chasm. “Come on, kids. No more lollygagging. Amy, give me a hand with our boy here.”

      Between the two of them, they were able to get Troy onto his good foot. He held his injured leg up, bent at the knee, and hopped along with them. It was a hell of a lot better than dragging him, but Dick was still worried about Troy. He was pale and sweating like crazy despite the chill air of the tunnel. His leg wasn’t gushing blood, but he was losing the red stuff at a steady drip. Troy caught Dick’s look of concern and forced a weak smile. “I’m good, man. Let’s find Mickey.”

      They started walking, and Dick almost felt bad about using Troy as bait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          11

        

      

    
    
      The ledge widened as it arched up and around the chasm, allowing Amy, Troy, and Dick to walk alongside one another with plenty of room to spare. Randall brought up the rear, keeping the camera on his friends while he shone the light ahead of them to shred the darkness from their path.

      Dick licked his lips and tasted nervous sweat. He liked Troy, and he was going to feel like shit if he got him killed.

      Not that he didn’t already feel like shit for what he’d done to Troy and the others. It had all seemed like such an easy out—use the credit cards to finance the shows, sell the shows, pay off everything and get back in the black. But every pilot piece ended in the same disappointing nothing that kept them from drumming up any interest. “I’m going to get us out of this,” Dick said to his crew.

      Amy puffed a strand of sweaty hair out of her eyes. “You fucking better.”

      The ticking noise was back, insistent and erratic. It seemed to come from all around them, but quit anytime they stopped walking to listen for it.

      The tunnel corkscrewed down, branching and twisting its way into a maze. Dick was choosing paths almost at random, stopping only long enough to let Amy unwrap stick after stick of chewing gum. He lost count after the twentieth time she spat out her old gum and replaced it with a new wad. She caught him staring at her and shrugged. “Chewing gum’s my vice. Ripping off your friends and shanghaiing them into cannibal cave country is yours. Guess who isn’t winning the friend of the year award?”

      They were standing in a little bulb-shaped cavern with just one way in and one way out. Dick motioned to the wall, “Let’s take a break.”

      Troy groaned in agreement, and they eased him back against the wall, with his legs splayed out in front of him. His eyes were glassy and blank, and Dick didn’t like the chill temperature of his skin. They needed to get out of here before Troy bled out.

      Dick paced, knuckling his aching back. “This isn’t what I wanted to happen,” he started.

      Amy snapped her gum. “Yet here we are.”

      Randall took Dick’s side. “He was trying to get us ahead,” he said. “He was trying to keep the dream alive.”

      Dick nodded at Randall’s words. He needed them to understand, to see how he’d ended up dragging them into this world of shit. “We were so close, so many times. I just kept thinking we needed to stick with it. We needed to have a new camera, or better sound gear. Something to give us an edge.”

      Troy’s head nodded, and he slurred his words. “It’s okay, man.”

      But Amy just shook her head. “You know you fucked up. You can’t talk your way out of it. Even if this thing works out, how are we ever going to trust you again?”

      “How could you not?” Dick scraped his scalp with his fingernails. “I bet on you even when you were too afraid to bet on yourselves. If—when—we get out of here, we’ll be successful because I had faith in us.”

      Amy’s eyes narrowed to thin, angry slits. “You can’t spin that line of shit on me.”

      Dick snapped his fingers, and the big camera light died.

      He sipped his breaths, taking the smallest, shallowest inhalations he could manage. He needed to be able to hear if this was going to work.

      Click.

      Dick tried to pinpoint the sound, but the echoes confused him. He couldn’t tell if it was coming from ahead of him or behind him. His pulse quickened. He’d fucked up. He hadn’t planned on it going down like this.

      Click.

      It was definitely closer, but he couldn’t tell how much closer. Dick blinked away nervous sweat and clenched his fingers tighter around the pistol’s handle. He had to make this work.

      Clickclick.

      Where was that noise coming from? He turned in a slow circle, felt his eyes bulging as they strained to soak up any light. But there was nothing except the deep darkness and—

      Clickclickclickclick.

      It was right there, so close he could almost feel it. It had to be close for this to work, if it was too far away the whole thing would fall apart. But if he waited too long, there was no telling what might happen. He knew it would go for Troy, the weakest of their number, and he also knew Troy couldn’t survive another attack.

      Clickclickclick—

      Dick thought he knew where it was, he could see it in his mind’s eyes. His hand flew up to his headlamp and slapped the switch, flooding the darkness with sudden light.

      It was crouched over Troy, its body hiding the technician from Dick’s view. His eyes were watering from the abrupt change from darkness to light, but he could see the pale arms, the hunched back, the wild mane of black hair hanging down its back. This was his chance, before the thing reacted to the trap he’d set for it.

      He stepped forward and swung the pistol down, both hands locked around its grip. In his entire adult life, Dick had never hit anyone like that. The pistol’s butt slammed down against the back of the thing’s head with a solid thud, like a mallet striking a thick piece of wood. The force of the impact ran up Dick’s arm and vibrated in his skull.

      The pale monster fell onto Troy. Blood ran onto the floor, pooling around Troy’s legs, and Dick’s heart sank. He needed the freak alive, not bleeding out through a hole he’d knocked in its skull. He nudged it with his foot then pushed it off Troy.

      The thing’s eyes fluttered, and the only blood he could see was smeared around its mouth. “Fuck,” he whispered, “Troy.”

      He’d been too late. The thing had latched onto Troy’s throat and torn it clean through. Dick fell to his knees at Troy’s sides, gun dangling from his hand. “Oh, shit, Troy.”

      Amy came at Dick with both hands hooked into claws. He tried to rise, but she smashed him to the ground and pounced on him, straddling his chest. “You asshole!” she growled, slashing at his face with her fingernails. She raked open a ragged wound on his cheek then another across the bridge of his nose, and another down his forehead.

      Randall called out from behind the camera’s light, confusion and panic at war in his voice. “You guys, stop. You guys.”

      Blood roared in Dick’s ears as adrenaline dropped into his bloodstream. He tried to push Amy away, but he didn’t have the leverage and her strength was fueled by raw rage, where he was drained by exhaustion and a deep, soul-sucking sorrow over Troy’s death. He’d had a plan, he’d fucking tried. It wasn’t his fault it had all gone wrong.

      She threw a hard backhand slap across his jaw, and for long seconds Dick couldn’t see and his head was filled by a Dopplering whine. His teeth clicked together and sliced away a sliver of his tongue, flooding his mouth with the rusty tang of blood. “Stop,” he moaned, raising his left hand to try and ward off Amy’s attacks.

      His attempt to defend himself pushed Amy further into her rage. Her eyes were wild, rolling in their sockets as she grabbed his head in both hands and lifted it off the floor. Dick could feel the depths of her anger, the intensity of it, through her hands. He saw his death as clear as he’d ever seen anything. Amy was going to smash his head against the stone floor until his skull shattered like an egg and his brains sloshed out.

      The blow never came. Amy’s head snapped backward, and she flew off Dick, arms and legs flailing as she arced away. She hit the ground with a meaty thud, and Dick heard the air gush from her lungs.

      Randall chased Amy with the light, chanting “Ohshitohshitohshit,” as he turned the camera to follow her.

      Dick shook the cobwebs off and scrambled to his feet, eyes glued to Amy’s receding form. The freak he’d tried to trap, the freak who’d killed Troy, was hauling her into the darkness.

      Dick raised the gun, took a deep breath, and fired.
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      Blood ran down the tunnel’s wall, a crimson trail that dead ended at the pale freak curled on the cold floor. She was young, Dick didn’t figure her to be much more than sixteen, with skin the color of sour milk and wide-set eyes clenched against the unyielding light of Randall’s camera. Her breaths, harsh and shallow, hissed through jagged yellow teeth that curved out past her lips. Dick’s shot had gouged a bloody chunk from her shoulder.

      Amy stood next to Dick, hands briskly rubbing her arms as she chomped her gum. She spat a pink wad against the wall and unwrapped a new piece. She jammed the pink stick in her mouth and paced back and forth, chomping at her gum until her nerves calmed enough to speak. “Now what?”

      Dick motioned for Randall to get closer to the girl. Her ears were long and tapered to points, their interiors filled with complex circular channels. Her nose was a turned-up spade, the nostrils gapping and surrounded by inflamed pink frills that fluttered with every breath. “You getting this?”

      Randall gave Dick a thumbs up and kept shooting.

      Dick stared down at the wounded girl. She’d taken Mickey and killed Troy, but he still felt sick looking at the gaping wound he’d inflicted. He had to get this over before he lost his nerve. “Where is she?”

      The girl turned her head away from Dick, eyes squeezed tighter. “Ye’re dead,” she whispered, “they’ll bleed ya dry fer comin’ here.”

      Dick tapped her knee with his pistol’s barrel. He had to get her to take them to Mickey, or his plan, the plan that had killed Troy, was all for nothing. “Where is she?”

      The girl squinted against the bright light, black eyes burning with hatred. “She’s mine. I took her.”

      Dick sighed and stood. Amy was staring at him, her eyes brimming with tears. Since he’d rescued her, she’d been chewing gum and staring at him like he was a monster himself. She hadn’t said a word, just stood and stared and trembled while she chomped her gum. She drove him crazy.

      He lifted his boot and rested it against the girl’s arm, just below the oozing gunshot wound. “She’s not yours. You’re going to take us to her, and then you’re going to show us the way out of this fucking cave.”

      Dick put weight on the girl’s arm and watched as the wound gaped open, scorched flesh yawning to reveal glistening red meat beneath. The girl’s teeth gnashed, chewing through her lip. She whimpered and beat the floor with her uninjured arm, a scream building in her chest. Dick kept pushing until fresh blood flowed, bright red in the camera’s white light. Tears ran from the corners of the girl’s eyes and carved jagged tracks through the dirt on her cheeks. “Where is she?”

      She spat bloody phlegm at Dick, defiance burning through the pain. “Fuck ya, asshole.”

      He couldn’t believe this shit. Dick paced away from the girl, fingers clenching around the pistol, brain burning with frustration. He was trying to make everything easy for people. All they had to do was listen to him, just do what he fucking asked, and everything would be fine. But no. They fought him every step of the way. Now he had one member of his crew missing, one dead, and another who’d tried to kill him. All of that, and now the freaky bitch wanted to spit on him? No. Fuck that noise.

      Dick rushed at her, face hot with rage. Her black eyes stared at him, daring him, defying him. His hand sliced through the air, bashing the butt of the pistol across her face. Something crunched under the impact, and liquid heat poured over his fingers. His stomach lurched, the blind rage pushed back by horror at what he’d done. He stepped back, and the camera’s light exposed the damage he’d inflicted.

      Blood smeared across the girl’s face, a crimson flood gushed from her nose and over her lips and jaw. Her left cheek was swollen and bruised, turning the deep purple of an overripe plum. The eye on that side was ballooning up, lids pushed together until only a narrow slit of an opening remained. But her right eye no longer stared at him. She kept her gaze averted, the defiance knocked out of her.

      Now we’re getting somewhere, Dick thought, a hot rush of exhilaration burning in his chest.

      He grabbed her hair and turned her face toward his. “Where is she?”

      The girl’s lips trembled, and she looked away, fear etched into her features.

      Dick whipped her hair and banged her head off the wall. “Where is she?”

      The girl’s good eye rolled in its socket, and her lips twitched, drooling blood. She said something, but the words low and slurred.

      Dick gave her hair a tug, and she squealed. “Speak up.”

      Amy put a hand on Dick’s gun hand, her touch tentative. “That’s enough,” she whispered.

      Dick threw her hand off. “It’s enough when we have Mickey back.”

      The girl gulped to clear the blood running down her throat. Her nose was distorted, a mushy flap of broken meat so swollen and clogged with blood it was useless for breathing. She turned her good eye to Dick and cleared her throat. “I’ll show ya. Don’t hurt me no more.”

      Dick held onto her hair, ready to bash her head against the wall. She’d killed one of his friends, right in front of him, he had to keep reminding himself of that. He was in charge here, the freak had to what he said. He didn’t care that she looked like a filthy teenager with bad genetics, she was a monster.

      She leaned against the wall and pushed with her legs to stand. Dick helped her along by pulling her hair, hoisting her onto her feet and tearing out little chunks of her scalp at the same time. “I’m right behind you,” he said, “and if you fuck with us, I will put a bullet right through the back of your deformed skull.”

      The girl tried to nod, but his grip on her hair stopped her. Dick saw the last of the fight leech out of the girl, she took a shuffling step, shoulders slumped, head bowed. He released her hair and followed her into the darkness.

      Randall kept the light trained on them, but the tunnels were narrower where she led. The girl kept stopping and clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth.

      Clickclickclick.

      The sound brought Troy’s death rushing back and Dick felt his finger closing around the pistol’s trigger. He wanted to put the pistol against the back of her head and pull the trigger.

      Amy’s hand on his shoulder snapped him out of his rage. She leaned in close, a cloud of her bubble gum breath engulfing Dick’s head. “This could be a trap,” she whispered.

      Dick shook his head. He half turned to Amy and said, “She’s too hurt, too scared. She knows if she tries anything, she gets a bullet to the brain.”

      Amy squeezed Dick’s shoulder. “What if she doesn’t care?”

      Dick tried to ignore his co-host’s words and focus on following the girl. She led them through one turn after another, clicking as she went, moving with confidence despite her injury. Randall was huffing and puffing at the rear, struggling to keep the light on the girl. She was at home here, used to moving through the darkness, familiar with every turn and twist in the passages. Where Dick found himself slipping on puddles of seeping water or stubbing his toes on rocky outcroppings, the girl dodged around obstacles without effort. This was her home. Here, he was the intruder.

      Clickclickclick.

      The girl ducked inside a short tunnel, and Dick managed to bang the top of his head against the rock before he could follow. He heard Amy and Randall struggling behind him, grunting and cursing as they tried to get into the tunnel. The light from Randall’s camera was useless here, blocked by Amy and Dick’s body so it shed no light past them at all. Even Dick’s headlamp only shone far enough ahead to show him his next few steps before it, too, was blocked by the body of their captive guide.

      Clickclickclick.

      Tickticktick.

      Dick’s stomach dropped. That sound hadn’t come from the girl ahead of him. Its echoes had come from somewhere behind them.

      Tickticktick.

      The girl dropped into the darkness ahead of Dick, vanishing as if she’d been swallowed by the floor. He slowed, afraid of running into a trap, nervous sweat pouring down his back. He could feel something behind them, hunting them.

      Tickticktick.

      Randall shouted in surprise, and Amy crashed into Dick’s back. He braced himself, trying not to be thrown forward into whatever hole the girl had dropped into. Amy was screaming, shoving at his back even as he screamed back for her to stop, just stop, so he could find out what was ahead of them.

      Tickticktick.

      A heavier impact drove Amy forward, shoving Dick off his feet. The tunnel sloped away at a steep angle, and he rolled down it, elbows and knees smacking off the stony floor as he curled into a ball to avoid a skull-crushing landing. He bounced hard at the end of the slope and flopped onto his back, spreadeagled.

      Dick scrambled back to his feet, and his headlamp stabbed at the darkness. Pale bodies fled from the light, darting all around him. There had to be close to fifty of them, all turning to stare at Dick and his crew.
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      Guttering blue flames flickered to life around the edges of a bowl-shaped cavern, shedding a grimy light that sent shadows dancing across the floor and up the walls. Dick blinked against the weird light and held his gun out, stabbing it into the shadows before him. The weapon kept the freaks at bay; they were filthy mutants with a taste for blood, but they definitely knew what a gun was. Dick’s worry was that soon they wouldn’t care.

      They’d gathered before a freakish altar, a massive thing fashioned from countless bones and crudely sharpened blades. The altar had the shape of an enormous bat’s head, its bestial snout filled with sword-like teeth and eyes that bled blue fire. Luminous silver smoke drifted from the shrine’s mouth to form a gauzy cloud around the freaks’ heads. They sucked it in then blew it out along with a murmuring chant.

      Amy and Randall helped each other back to their feet. There was a gash across Amy’s forehead that drooled blood into her eyes like a crimson veil. Randall kept trying to get a look at his back, which Dick could see was striped with a trio of long, red slashes. More of the pale people were coming down the slope behind them, grinning in the blue light.

      “I told you,” Amy started, but Dick’s sharp glare knocked the rest of the words out of her mouth.

      Randall was panting and turning in place. He used the light as a weapon, driving their pursuers back. They clenched their eyes against the blinding white, and howled in frustration. But Dick knew it wouldn’t take them long to recover from the light, and then they were all fucked.

      “We have to get out of this room,” he whispered. “There’s another ledge that winds up the far side over there. I think we can get ahead of them and go up that way.”

      The ledge was a hundred feet away and no more than two feet wide. It started at the bottom of the bowl before ascending sharply and looping around the perimeter to the room. He couldn’t see where it led, but he needed to believe it was somewhere better than down here with a bunch of albino bat-faced people who wanted to eat his face.

      Amy clenched his free arm so tight it tingled with the pain of pinched nerves. “What about Mickey?”

      Dick’s anger flared at the reminder of their missing crew member. “You want to go to war with all of these right now?”

      The mutants were shuffling closer together, their chant gathering steam and growing louder. Dick could feel them winding up to attack. If they rushed him, even the gun wasn’t going to do them any good.

      Amy stared at him, her fingers digging into his bicep. “I knew you’d do this. You’re going to run away, because it’s easier, because it makes things simpler. When we get back home, that’ll be two less people to share the cash. Two dead people who can’t accuse you of the bullshit you did that pushed us all down here in the first place.”

      He tore his arm out of her grasp and his hand froze, poised to strike. That hadn’t been what he was thinking, not at all, but there was no sense in denying the sense of Amy’s words. They’d pooled their money, went deep into debt, for this one last stab at fame and glory. Except, things had gone wrong, and not everyone made it out.

      “I tried,” he spat at Amy. “But now’s the time to run. We don’t even know where she is.”

      Amy’s finger stabbed toward the smoking altar then rose to the ceiling above it. Ropes hung from D-rings mounted in the cavern’s ceiling, and bodies dangled from them. He could see Mickey’s blonde ponytail swaying above the blue flames. “We do know where she is.”

      Dick flicked his eyes back to the freaks on the slope behind them. They’d made it to the cavern floor and were edging toward the light, shielding their eyes with their hands and ticktickticking. The chanters were building up for their attack, too, edging forward and stamping their feet. Their raised voices grated on Dick’s ears. They still avoided the gun as he moved it from side to side, and none were willing to step into the white glare of the camera, but that was all about to change. Rage was replacing their fear. Time was up. “Okay,” he said, licking his lips. “There’s only one way we can make this work.”

      Amy and Randall gathered closer and Dick felt sick to his stomach. After all they’d been through, they still saw him as the boss, as the man who’d get them through this. He started laying out his plan. “When I say the word, I want the two of you to run for that ledge over there. Just go, don’t wait for me. I’m going after Mickey.”

      Amy looked at him, studied his face. “There’s no way that works.”

      Dick shrugged. “I don’t have any other ideas. It’s the only chance Mickey has. This shit is all my fault anyway, right? I’ll be the one to try and get her.”

      Randall turned the light on Dick for a moment. “Good luck, boss.”

      “Yeah,” Dick muttered to himself, “sure.”

      Then to his crew, “We’re only going to have one shot at this. On three.”

      Amy took off on two, head down, arms and legs pumping for all she was worth. Dick had counted on her trying to get a head start. Randall started to run, and Dick reached out and ripped the camera from his shoulder.

      The cameraman lost his footing, and Dick heard Randall’s knee give out with a liquid pop. Randall shouted for Amy, but she was almost to the ledge. Her sudden break for it had sent the chanting mutants into a frenzy and the whole pack of them were on her tail.

      Dick shone the light on the mutants that had been following the crew, startling them with the sudden blast of light. “Sorry, Randy,” he said then broke into a run.

      He kept the light trained on the nearest freaks, using it to give him the slight edge he needed. He hit the slope running, and once he reached the top of the slope, he paused to train the still-shooting camera on the action behind him. The horde of mutants chased Amy, pouring up the ledge after her in a white tide of flailing limbs and snapping teeth. She had a lead on them, but Dick didn’t think it would last long. This was the monsters’ home, after all, and they were mad as hell that anyone had intruded on their territory. “It didn’t have to be this way,” he muttered. Then, “Fuck you, Amy.”

      He aim the camera at Randall, who struggled across the cavern floor toward Dick. His bad leg trailed behind him, and tears streamed down Randall’s face, leaving his cheeks pink and shiny. Dick focused the camera on Randall, soaking in the scene’s hopelessness and fear. There’d never been anything like this on television before. Lonny was going to lose his fucking mind. Sure, they’d have to make some edits, clean up some things so Dick didn’t end up in jail, but this was all gold. Dick felt a weight lifting off his shoulders. The nightmare was over.

      Something slammed into the camera, twisting it off Dick’s shoulder and driving him back into the tunnel. A fist grazed his forehead, and he backpedaled, struggling to keep the camera from falling to the floor. If he didn’t get out of here with the footage, then all of this really would be for nothing.

      The girl he’d shot surged after him, her wounded arm flopping at her side. “Kill ya,” she grunted and slashed at his face with her fingernails.

      Dick wasn’t fast enough to dodge the attack, and her nails ripped bloody furrows down his cheek. The pain was electrifying, a raw, animal reminder that he wasn’t out of the woods yet.

      The wounded girl came at him again, ropes of saliva dangling from her gnashing, bloody teeth. She scratched his camera arm, drawing more blood then lunged at him with her mouth open.

      Dick shouted in surprise and jammed the pistol into her mouth. Her front teeth sheared off on the gun’s barrel, flying away like ivory toothpicks. She gagged as the barrel slammed into the back of her throat and her eyes widened in pained surprise.

      He pulled the trigger, and the back of her head erupted in a fountain of gore. The camera’s light caught chunks of scalp, greasy hair still clinging to them, fly through the darkness. Scraps of yellowing bone and globs of splattered gray matter seemed frozen in flight, captured by the blazing light.

      The girl sagged to her knees, dragging Dick’s gun arm down. Her death convulsions had locked her teeth around the barrel, holding it captive inside her ruined head. Her face was turned up toward him, eyes bulging from the pressure of the bullet’s passage, chipped teeth framing the barrel. He leaned against the wall and shoved her off with a boot, grimacing at the squeal of her broken teeth against the metal barrel. She fell to the floor, face down, revealing the gory crater in the back of her head. Dick stared down at the dead girl, revulsion and pride at war in his gut.

      Dick turned and headed into the tunnel, ignoring Randall’s cries for help and Amy’s echoing screams.
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      Amy spat out her gum and ran until her lungs were on fire. The ledge was narrow and the slope severe, which made every step a neck-breaking hazard. She didn’t have any time to consider the danger, though, and kept running as fast as she could. Her lead was narrow to begin with, she didn’t know how long it would take her pursuers to catch her.

      She hated Dick for stealing from her, for dragging them all down into this subterranean hell. If I ever see you again, she swore, I’ll chew your goddamned face off.

      The thought of killing Dick put an extra spring in her step. She could do this. She was young and healthy, in the best shape of her life. She hadn’t spent two hours on the treadmill every day just to keep her ass tight for the cameras. She could outrun the pack of cannibals. She would.

      If the blue light didn’t run out. The blue made everything seem flat and washed out, but it was better than the darkness. As she ran up the ledge, Amy realized the tunnel ahead of her was not bathed in the same flickering glow. She fumbled in her front pocket for the little LED flashlight she always carried, losing precious seconds as her hand stuck in her pocket and she had to hobble instead of rushing headlong away from her pursuers. She pinched the little light’s case, and a narrow cone of pure white chased the darkness from her path.

      Fingers scraped at her ankles as one of the freaks leaped at Amy. The contact threw her off her stride, sending her stumbling ahead. She could feel them behind her, so close it would only take one more stumble to end her life. Being so close to death pushed Amy beyond her limits, lent strength to her legs that she’d never known she had. She found herself drinking from some deep well of desperate energy that had always been inside her, hidden beneath the surface, waiting for circumstances to reveal it to her.

      As she ran, lungs pumping with practiced efficiency, flesh moving beyond the reach of pain, Amy changed. The mask she wore, all wide smiles and bright eyes, cracked and fell away to reveal a feral snarl. The thin layer of her humanity peeled away to reveal the animal within, the bestial essence of survival. Amy liked it.

      But she knew she couldn’t run forever. She had to be smarter, not just faster, than the things on her tail. She stopped holding the light on the ground ahead of her and began flicking it on the ceiling and walls, looking for some nook to duck into, a side passage to escape down. She saw it at last, a narrow defile ahead and to her left. As quick as the light hit it, she swung it away. She had to surprise the assholes on her tail if this was going to work.

      One step, two steps. She killed the light, hoping the image she held in her mind’s eye was accurate.

      Three steps, four steps. Amy lunged ahead, giving herself just that little bit more distance to put her plan into action.

      Five steps, six steps. She didn’t waste precious seconds turning into the defile, instead she threw herself sideways with all the strength she had left in her legs.

      For a moment, Amy was airborne, hurtling through the darkness away from her pursuers. Then her shoulder clipped the wall and she was biting her tongue hard enough to draw blood. She struggled to remain silent to just stay where she’d fallen, praying to whatever god was listening that the freaks would just run past her hiding spot.

      She could hear their feet padding away from her, the clicking sound that guided them on their hunts. It had worked, she’d tricked them, and now they were chasing down a dead trail. She wanted to sob with relief, but was too terrified a straggler would hear her and come finish her off. Instead, she held her face in her hands and curled tight against the stone wall, trying to calm herself enough to take the next step.

      When her breathing slowed and her pulse no longer pounded in her ears, Amy dared to use her light. She held it tight in her hand, the tip pressed tight against the webbing between her forefinger and thumb. She squeezed the light and prayed it wouldn’t be the last thing she ever did.

      Dim red light shown through the thin skin of her hand. A pale face, gaunt and hollow eyed, stared back at her. Its breath reeked of corruption, a sticky sweet scent that clung to Amy’s nostrils. She clenched her teeth against another scream and swung a punch at the face.

      Her fist plowed through rotting flesh, scraping away foul meat from the bone underneath. Amy’s hand came away covered in rot, but the face hadn’t moved. She released a deep, shuddering sigh and played the light over the corpse. It had been a cop of some kind judging by its rot-stained clothes. There was a red-rimmed bullet hole over its heart, and its legs splayed out in front of it. Amy stood and kicked it over with her foot.

      She kept the flashlight clenched in her fist so it only shed a subdued red glow. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to light her path if she moved slowly. There were more corpses here, bodies scattered around and tangled together. More importantly, she found a hunting rifle twined in the arms of another fallen deputy.  The stock was slick with rot, but the barrel looked clean and straight. Amy was no marksman, but she’d worked for a couple of years as an intern on Sasquatch Stalkers and had learned the basics of operating a rifle.

      The magazine had three rounds in it; not enough to put a serious dent in the monsters if they caught up to her, but more than enough for the one monster she really wanted to hurt.

      “I’m coming for you, Dick,” she whispered to herself and crept into the darkness.
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      For the first time ever, Dick was glad Amy chewed so much gum. Every twenty or thirty feet, he found another of her wrappers or a wad of the pink stuff stuck to the floor or wall. It was a perfect trail to follow back to the surface. “Thank you, Amy,” he whispered to the darkness. “You fucking bitch.”

      Despite everything that had happened, Dick felt a lightness in his heart. The weight of all the secrets, of all that crushing debt, had been lifted from his shoulders. This hadn’t been his plan, it really hadn’t been his plan, but he couldn’t deny that having his whole crew wiped out had turned out to be quite a blessing. With their deaths explained away by the horde of mutants rampaging beneath the decaying mountains of Pitchfork county, most of his problems were gone. The footage, after some careful editing, would be worth a fortune. He was going to come out of this a hero. A rich hero.

      He just had to get out of here with the camera.

      Randall’s screams echoed through the tunnels, bouncing and rebounding in all directions. Dick had to trust the bubble gum trail to lead him out, because the sounds were scrambling his sense of direction. Half the time, it sounded like Randall was right up ahead of him; the other half, his voice was far behind Dick, chasing through the darkness.

      “Just watch for the gum,” Dick whispered to himself and pushed on into the darkness. “Just get back to the surface, and all your problems are over.”

      In the darkness, impossibly close, the cries of hunters echoed.
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      Dick ran, the camera jostling at his hip. He didn’t care what the footage of his escape looked like, he just needed the camera’s light. He needed to find the next piece of gum. He heard more howls, more ticktickticking, and knew the bat people were on his trail.

      Panic gripped his heart in a fist of barbed wire. Had he got turned around? Had he missed a turn and was now running blindly into an ambush? Everything looked the same in the bouncing beam of the camera’s light, an endless labyrinth of stone walls and gaping tunnels. He imagined the camera’s battery failing before he found the surface, the light flickering, dimming, and then nightmare-filled darkness closing in on him. He ran faster, flicking the camera from side to side, searching for the next pink glob.

      He skidded past a wad of bubble gum, and nearly fell over in his hurry to turn around. Dick caught himself before he dropped the camera or fell to the floor, and headed down the passage as fast as he dared.

      The tunnel wound and looped around on itself, tracing a much more convoluted path than Dick remembered from the trip in. He’d been so focused on what he was doing, so intent on getting the footage he needed to save himself and his crew, he’d hardly noticed the difficult terrain they’d crossed.

      Dick stopped for a moment, wiping his brow with the back of his hand and taking a deep breath. He could hear voices, but he wasn’t sure how far away they were, or what they were saying. It could have been Nancy and Liz, it could have been Amy and Randall, or it could have been scouts for the pale-faced killers. All Dick was getting were wordless whispers, a low murmuring that made his stomach tighten with fear. At this point, there was no one he wanted to meet down in the darkness. They all had a reason to want him dead.

      He crouched with his back against the wall, camera light sprayed across the floor, and waited for the voices to resolve themselves. But he couldn’t pin them down, and they weren’t getting any clearer by the time the camera began to beep.

      Dick turned the camera this way and that, trying to figure out why the camera was chirping. On the bottom of the camera, he found his answer - the power meter was deep into the red.

      Sweat beaded across his face, and his stomach clenched. Dick had no idea how long the battery had been dying on him. He might have an hour of light left. He might have a few seconds.

      Dick bolted away from the wall, searching for blobs of pink bubble gum, praying he’d find the ladder before the battery gave out and he was plunged into impenetrable darkness.
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      Randall’s knee swelled inside his jeans, pumping a never-ending stream of pain directly into the center of his brain. He’d known this trip was bullshit, that it was going to go sideways, but he’d come along anyway. Not because he was stupid, but because he’d believed in Dick’s vision. Randy had worked on a lot of shows, but he’d never seen anyone so dedicated to success as Dick. “Should’ve been a warning,” he grunted, and went back to single-mindedly dragging himself across the cold stone floor. The fiends were howling behind him, but they seemed more preoccupied with Amy than with pursuing Randall. He just kept on crawling, watching as Dick turned his back and walked away. He didn’t know what else to do.

      The incline was tough for Randall. He dragged his bulk up onto the sloping stone, but with only one good leg, he couldn’t gain any ground. He’d pull with his hands then slide back down. He laid his head on his arms and pinched his eyes against a flood of hot tears. “Fuck,” he cursed, “just fuck me.”

      Snickers crackled behind Randall. He propped himself up on one elbow and looked back, a sob escaping from his lungs. A handful of the freaks were crouched behind him, filthy men and women clad in ragged pants and tattered work boots, but little else. Their bodies were covered in scars and sores, the marks of lives lived on the very edge of survival. Their faces were cast in deep shadows by the harsh blue light, wrinkles like ravines carved into their faces by years of hard living.

      But their eyes gleamed with a spark of life that Randall had never seen. They were monsters, people who had turned away from the world to become something dark and dangerous, but they were more alive than Randall had ever imagined possible.

      A woman, her hair hanging in stringy clumps over her scarred breasts, reached for his wounded leg. Randall watched as she gripped his heel and tugged, flooding him with a pain so intense it transcended his very existence. He bit back on a scream as the agony wound itself into his skull and took over. He stared down at the freak, watched as she seized his pant leg in both hands and ripped it apart at the seams. His swollen leg was dark in the strange light, a deep purple, almost black, expanse of flesh bulging over the top of his high-top tennis shoes like a popped can of biscuits. She lowered her mouth to his leg, a growled warning keeping her companions clear. If this motley group of ate-up freaks had a leader, she was it.

      Randall heaved his torso up and locked his arms down behind him. Faced with his own death, he found he was out of fear. In some way, he’d been living in the shadows his entire life. First, as the dumpy shy kid no one ever noticed, then as a cameraman who witnessed the world without ever being part of it. Now, at the end, he’d become the center of someone else’s world. Even if she was going to eat him, Randall found himself enthralled by the bat-faced woman.

      The slick sharpness of her teeth pierced the swollen flesh of his leg. The penetration released the pressure of the swelling, and blood geysered into her mouth and onto her face and chest. His skin parted around the punctures, tearing open in zigzag lines that revealed well-marbled meat.

      He’d never experienced such agony. He screamed and tried to jerk his wounded leg away, but the woman held him fast. She drank from the wound, plunging her face into it, chewing and sucking. It reminded Randall of the sound nursing babies made, the unapologetically greedy slurping of a creature that existed as a vessel for its hungers.

      A dull tingling spread from Randall’s fingers and toes, creeping up his arms and legs. His eyes fluttered, and the reality of his own end began to seep through Randall’s pain. He was dying.

      “Wait,” he gasped.

      The woman raised her mouth from his wound, blood plastering her hair into slick ropes that framed her demonic face. “We must feed,” and she turned to the gaping tear again. Her companions fidgeted around her, their eyes wide and lips wet with hunger. “We need our strength for the migration.”

      Randall nodded. A sick thought wormed its way through his blood-starved brain. “We can help each other. Take me with you.”

      The freaks shuffled from side to side and looked at one another with dubious glances. The woman pulled herself up Randall’s legs like a lizard climbing a fallen log. She straddled the bulk of his gut, and shoved her face at him. Her mouth was inches from his own, dark eyes blazing with feverish intensity. “Why would I take you, pig?”

      Randall lay still, prey instinct freezing him under the slight weight of his predator. He was afraid any wrong move, any perceived threat from him, and she’d tear his throat out without hesitation. “How long do you think I can feed you if you just take what you need every day?”

      The woman sniffed at his lips, almost touching Randall’s face with her own. “Can you walk?”

      “I can try,” Randall whispered.

      “If you fall,” she shrugged and gestured to the hungry faces behind her.

      “I won’t.” Randall looked down, afraid to meet the woman’s eyes.

      She darted at him like a snake, and her teeth bit into his lower lip. She sucked blood from his injured lip and stared into his eyes then pulled away, stretching his skin.

      Randall whimpered and stared at the woman, his eyes pleading for mercy. He saw himself reflected in her cold, pitiless gaze and realized his fate would be decided in the next few seconds. He steeled himself against the pain, clenched his teeth against his screams, and endured.

      She leaned back farther and pulled his lip between her teeth until it tore, one agonizing sliver at a time, until she held the pale, pink ruin of his lower lip between her teeth. A swift gulp, and it was gone. She licked her lips then lapped at his chin until the bleeding slowed.

      Sated, she slid off his bulging belly and scrambled down the limestone ramp. She tore a strip of denim from the bottom of Randall’s jeans and bound his wound with primitive efficiency. She motioned to her followers. “Get the pig up.”

      Two of the men came up the incline, one of them holding a chunk of burning crystal in a pair of vise grips. He shoved the stone under Randall’s nose while the other man clamped a hand over Randall’s mouth.

      He smelled burning plastic and rotting roses and days-old blood. It burned his nose like the water in a public swimming pool when he jumped off the high-dive without pinching his nostrils - a penetrating, chemical sting that felt like it was burrowing straight into his brain.

      Raw electricity jumped through his nerves, a lightning storm that had him jerking up onto his feet before he knew what had happened. His head swam with a thousand voices, a thousand screams, all urging him to come, to be one with them.

      Randall’s eyes narrowed to slits, and he felt his pupils shrinking to pinpoint holes. His mouth was dry and running with thick, foamy saliva at the same time.

      The freaks grinned at him, knowing smiles that told him they remembered their first time just as he’d always remember his. Randall limped down the incline between them, no longer a stranger, but part of the family.

      He followed them through the tunnels, no longer afraid, just glad to belong.
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      The blackness gave way to an organic, slimy, purple light. Amy noticed it when she began casting a shadow beyond the edges of her tiny flashlight’s occluded glow. She relaxed her grip on the little light and found she could still see. There were fat, drooping mushrooms clustered along the tunnel’s edges. Their fruiting bodies sprouted from within corpses that were now reduced to bones and slick patches of putrefying meat.

      Amy didn’t care where the light came from. Despite its grotesque origins, it made her feel much better to know she no longer had to rely on the slim LED lamp. Her cramped fingers relaxed as she walked through the tunnel.

      The first splash of graffiti gave Amy hope. It wasn’t the crazed scrawls they’d found earlier in the tunnel, but the kind of crap kids would spray paint on the walls while drinking. Crude genitalia littered the walls, surrounded by spray-painted initials, claims of the class of ‘99’s superiority, and meaningless splashes of color.

      The empty and broken bottles of Mad Dog 20/20 lifted her spirits even higher. She doubted the albinos would be drinking that shit; it was strictly the kind of thing underage kids bought because it was cheap and easy to get. The acidic fumes leaking from the old bottles reminded Amy of her own misspent youth, a gentler, stupider time that felt like a pointless waste from her current perspective. She kept on following the trail of scrawled walls and discarded booze containers, praying it would carry her back to the surface.

      Tickticktick.

      Amy froze, rifle clenched in both hands. She held her breath, waiting for the ticking to come again. When she heard nothing for a few moments, she started creeping forward again.

      The main body of the freaks was far from her - she heard their screeches and howls of frustration as faint echoes. The ticking, though, had been much closer. She kept moving, working hard to convince herself it was just her imagination.

      The tunnel dipped and then rose at a steep angle. Amy had to sling the rifle’s strap over her shoulder and creep ahead on all fours to keep moving forward. There was a gritty film coating the stone floor, a reeking black stain that smelled like cleaning supplies and rot. The filth coated Amy’s hands as she went, until her arms were black and stinking all the way up to her elbows. She yearned for another piece of bubble gum, but didn’t dare pop one in her mouth with her blackened fingers.

      Tickticktick.

      The sound came from above Amy, echoing through the stone. She hurried, scrambling on all fours, trying to get away from whatever was making the noise. Her jeans were worn through at the knees, and the skin was torn and bruised. She imagined a hundred hideous diseases worming their way into her abraded flesh. Even if she made it out of here in one piece, with her luck, she’d come down with Dengue fever or chikun-fucking-gunya. “Goddammit,” she growled, and scrambled forward.

      Tickticktick.

      The slope was ending; Amy could see the tunnel leveling off up ahead, the purple glow lighting showing her the way. Once she got off this incline, she’d take off running. She’d keep the rifle over her shoulder and just tear ass down the tunnel, get some distance between her and the ticking monster.

      Her hand slipped as she neared the top of the slope, and Amy lunged forward to keep from tumbling back down the stony incline. She crashed onto her belly, face smeared with greasy black slime. The wind rushed out of her lungs, leaving her gasping and dazed.

      Tickticktick.

      “No,” she coughed, throat burning as she gulped air laden with an ammoniac stink. Amy knew she had to get up, had to run, but her body was cramped around her bruised stomach and aching lungs. She crawled a few feet, gulping air like a drowning woman, but couldn’t get her body to obey any further.

      Tickticktick.

      It was close now, over her, in the ceiling. Amy looked up, in time to see her doom falling on her.

      A pale face with a smudge for a nose and a mouthful of razor blades fell out of the darkness. Hands like albino spiders shot out of the darkness and latched onto her hair and throat, dragging her off the floor. Fingers squeezed her trachea as nails dug into the soft flesh under her chin, tearing the skin away to reveal the throbbing network of veins and arteries beneath. It wrenched Amy’s head back as it dragged off her feet, the weight of her body a painful anchor. Lodged into its spider hole in the ceiling, the monster was hauling Amy into the darkness.

      Blood coursed down Amy’s chest, plastering her shirt against her skin. She struggled with the rifle, hands clumsy with shock and rapid blood loss. The thing glared at the blood painting the front of her body with burning hunger, and lifted her neck to its mouth.

      It sucked at her wound, and Amy felt the pull in her veins as the monster gulped her blood. She tasted vomit; she couldn’t go out like this, a snack for a subhuman freak. As her strength faded, she got the rifle twisted around on its strap and jammed the muzzle into the hollow just below the monster’s ear.

      Amy pulled the trigger, and her world became a furious swirl of blood and thunder. The shot rang in her ears as the thing’s head burst apart. It fell out of the ceiling and dropped her to the floor, crashing on top of her. Its limbs spasmed, and its mouth jerked open and closed like the severed head of a rattlesnake.

      Amy struggled under the bat-faced monster, wriggling from beneath it even as her life dripped from her ravaged throat. She got up by leaning against the wall and pushing, rifle doubling as a cane. Once back on her feet, she checked to make sure she hadn’t clogged the barrel and found its gaping black maw clean and empty. It was hot to the touch, and the outside of it was painted black with scorched blood, a nightmare of steel and death.

      She walked on, pushing herself against the gauzy barrier of unconsciousness that threatened to swallow her up. Dick’s face, smug and handsome, came to her unbidden. Her rage-fueled revenge fantasies gave her the strength she needed to push on.

      Ahead, she could see the mound of skulls they’d passed on their way in. She was getting close.

      But she could hear the monsters coming, too. They’d heard the rifle shot and were on their way to investigate. She had to beat them. It wasn’t far now to the rope ladder. Not far at all.

      She pushed on, blood painting her footsteps red.
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      Dick ran from the rifle shot, pushing himself along the narrow tunnel as fast as he could manage. He didn’t know anyone else had a gun, but it had to be Amy. Dick was impressed and dismayed at her resourcefulness. That was all right, she could give those fuckers a fight. Dick just had to beat her to the surface and make sure she didn’t crawl out after him. There was only room for one hero in this story.

      He squeezed out of the narrow tunnel and back into the main passage that led back to the ladder. The camera’s light died as he emerged, but that was all right. He could see the end of the tunnel up ahead, the cold gray light of morning pouring into the earth. He let loose a raw, primal sob. He’d made it. He was out of this hell hole.

      Dick stumbled forward, cradling the camera to his chest. The footage was his baby, the offspring of his desperation and desire to succeed, the fruits of a labor that had destroyed everyone who’d stood in its way. Like all great art, it was born of the torture and misery of its creator. It was steeped in blood and horror, and it was going to buy Dick a ticket to the good life.

      He stopped at the bottom of the rope ladder to secure the camera. The strap was too loose, he had to twist it around and loop it over both shoulders to secure it. “There,” he muttered, and started climbing.

      Dick had gone up three rungs when he fell back to the bottom of the pit. There was something wrong with his arms, they were limp and useless at his sides. A sharp crack echoed down tunnel, followed by the Dopplering whine of a ricochet.

      He couldn’t catch his breath, and he was so cold. He tried to get up, but only managed to lift his head. There was blood all over his chest, bubbling out of a hole on the left side.

      Amy limped into the light, a battered rifle clenched in her hands. Her shirt was red with the blood spilling out of her throat. She grinned at Dick, and fresh blood gushed from the red ruin of her throat. Amy pointed her finger at him then crashed down, her face smashing into the stone floor so hard her front teeth bounced out of her mouth and rattled across the stone.

      Dick tried to curse his dead co-host, but blood flooded his mouth and spilled out over his lips, drowning his words. He closed his eyes and never opened them again.
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      Liz stood at the top of the hole, staring into the gloom. The gunshot made her jerk her head back, but she knew the bullet wasn’t meant for her. She puffed on her cigarette, struggling to hold her hand steady enough to get a good drag. She needed something stronger to wash away the horror of her escape. She shuddered at the memory of her and her sister’s headlong flight through the darkness.

      Nancy held out her hand, and Liz tried not to stare at the deep burn on her sister’s thumb. Nancy had held her lighter on through their escape, even as it had charred her flesh. “Gimme a light.”

      Liz didn’t hand over her lighter, but instead flicked it to life and held the flame to the tip of Nancy’s cigarette. Or tried to - they were both shaking so badly the fire never quite made contact with the tobacco.

      Nancy snorted in frustration and grabbed her sister’s hands between her own. They finally managed to get the cigarette lit, and Nancy sucked on it like a drowning woman at an air hose. “Fuck us, huh?”

      Faint howls and angry screams reached Liz’s ears. She couldn’t quite see the bottom of the pit, but she imagined movement down there, pale-white things dragging the dead away. She didn’t want to know what had happened down there, didn’t want to carry the burden of those images with her when she left. She flicked the smoldering butt of her cigarette into the hole and took her sister’s hand.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      They found the van’s spare key in a little magnetic box under the front bumper, and drove away.
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      Randall struggled to keep up with the woman, but he didn’t fall. Whenever he fell behind, someone shoved a burning crystal in his face or rammed a snort of powder up his nostril. Randall had never done drugs before, and he had to wonder why he’d avoided them. He felt alive, electric, for the first time in his life.

      The woman eventually fell back, letting her companions lead. She stared at him with questioning eyes. “Why?”

      Randall struggled to find the words. They walked in silence for a bit, then the woman jabbed him in the ribs with a sharp fingernail. He jumped and then spit out the first words that came to his mind. “I wanted to live.”

      She smirked. “You’ll regret that.”

      They walked in silence for what felt like hours. Randall drifted in and out of a dreamy fog, pain anchoring him to earth before the drugs wafted him away again. By the time they left the cave, it was late afternoon, and the fiery autumn sun was crawling down behind the sloped backs of the Saint Francois Mountains.

      There were near to a hundred of them: men, women, even a few children scattered around. All deformed and marked by their time beneath the earth, all burning with an intensity that frightened and thrilled Randall. He was one of them now, part of their tribe.

      A caravan of vehicles stood ready to accept them. Randall nodded toward the cars and vans and pickup trucks that were being loaded with heavy jugs. “Where are we going?”

      The woman shielded her eyes from the burning sun and bared her fangs in a smile that made Randall look at his feet. “Away. To find a new home, for the Haunter in Darkness. And for us.”

      Randall met her eyes again. “And then?”

      Her grin split into a full smile, wide and terrible. “Then there will be blood aplenty for all believers, and a tide of fire and pain for our enemies.”

      Randall shuddered, arms wrapped around his gut. He followed the woman into the back of a van. The rumble of the engine and the sound of the tires lulled him to sleep.

      He dreamed of a dark new world and smiled in his sleep.
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        Get a Pitchfork County book for free, learn about new releases and receive early notice of exclusive promotions by visiting the link below:

        http://www.samwitt.com/free/whg-amz
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        The dead rise to seek vengeance on the living. Swarms of glittering emerald wasps spread violent madness through their stings. A black rain falls and spreads a mysterious disease. The end of all things is at hand.

        What will you become to survive?

        Start reading the new post-apocalyptic thriller from Sam Witt - for free! Visit the link below to get the first episode.

        http://www.samwitt.com/armageddon-thrones-s1
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      Sam Witt writes dark thrillers infused with the supernatural. Informed by a rural Midwestern childhood and a big city adulthood, he combines downhome folklore and legends with a hard-hitting, take-no-prisoners writing style.


      His Pitchfork County series follows the dark and twisting lives of a family intent on using their own cursed abilities to protect the place they call home from all manner of threats, from mad gods to meth cults.


      For more information about current and future projects, as well as other cool stuff from Sam, check out his website here:


      http://www.samwitt.com
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      Sometimes, ideas come to me with a bottle of wine and a bouquet of roses and request I lovingly craft them into intricate novels with tons of subplots and interlocking character motivations.

      Ghost Hunters wasn’t that kind of idea.

      It showed up on my front door with blood on its hands, a knife in its teeth, and all the intensity of a bad meth binge. It woke me up out of a dead sleep and I wrote the whole goddamned thing over the course of the next two days.

      While I poured it out of my head and into the keyboard, it kept whispering that it wasn’t just a novella. It was a peek through the cracks of the world of Pitchfork County and what I saw in that little sliver of darkness was crazy.

      You’ll see the fruits of that frenzied writing session in the coming months and years. Pitchfork County is where it all started, but even that godforsaken swath of the Midwest can’t contain the whole nasty story.

      Those bat-loving cultists? They’re on the road. While the Night Marshal deals with the aftermath of what he’s started down in Pitchfork, the Haunter’s boys and girls are taking their show on a non-stop splatterpunk tour of the good ol’ US of A. Who knows? Maybe they’re headed to your town right now.

      If you like the darker side of the Pitchfork you won’t want to miss these stories.

      Don’t worry, there’s more coming from the Night Marshal, too. Pitchfork County is a lovely little place. Y’all come back soon, now.

      

      —Sam
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      All books, including Ghost Hunters, are products of teamwork. I’ve been lucky to have the greatest team in the world working on this book, and everything you liked about Half-Made Girls is because of them. Here are the folks to thank:

      My alpha readers, who read the worst bits so you didn’t have to.

      My serial fans, who helped me sharpen the edges and smooth out the curves.

      Jason Whited, @saltyscribe, who edited the hell out of my drafts.

      Without these people, Ghost Hunters wouldn’t be half the book you just read.
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