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which had just been holding my attention (apparently for a very long time), and 1
see that it’s now motionless—just a big, hibernating tree in an old forest.

A clear sky is above me, full of stars, but no moon.

1 look down on the clearing and find it empty, though it’s darker now and
my eyes might just be missing him. I bird-call down to my bait, just in case he’s
still down there; sleeping invisibly in some shadowed nook.

No reply— Quincey’s unreliable as usual. Asshole!

1 give a loud owl hoot for the unseen men, hunting with me in their own
tree-stands, for an update.

No reply.

1 hoot louder and longer!

No reply.

I give up on the hunt by screaming,

“Hey!”

No one speaks up.

...“Hey, what the fuck! ...Is everyone sleeping?! ...Hello?! Anybody
out there?!”

No reply.

I’m nervous—this is all wrong! I return my now useless arrow to its
quiver, and then strap my bow, which had been limply holding it all this time
(however long that was), to my back. I dig through my pockets for the mini-
flashlight key-chain that I have in there; attached, by a simple quarter-sized loop,
to my single skeleton house key. I clink it on and the candle inside flickers to life

and bounces its amplified light off the little mirror, cupped around it, down on the
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rock Quincey had been sleeping on. There’s an imprint of a man, melted into the
thin layer of snow, on top of the vacant rock. With the light, I search the rest of
the clearing and see no sign of him. I search the empty trectops around me and
realize that everyone else has gone, but they wouldn’t all just leave.

[ hoot!

No reply.

I shine the light directly under me to survey a clear decent. ...Noisily
clamoring down the tall tree trunk cursing myself as [ do,

FALURE!

..-Once I reach the ground, I realize that I've compounded my troubles;
panicked, I"ve landed on the forest floor without a plan. I feel like crying over the
way I’m frozen, like a frustrated toddler who feels that life’s impossibie; from the
horror of helpless indeciston. Which way’s my home? I spin the light one
direction and then another and it all Jooks the same to me. ’ve piled one mistake
on top of another; first sleeping on the job and now landing on the forest floor
(just a lone, weak man, without a proper sense of direction) with a big predator
somewhere out there in the dark, where its eyes are better, watching my flashlight
dance ignorantly from side to side. I’'m a dead man and a failure, but, at the very
least, I don’t have to die a coward—that I can’t stomach. ...Fuck home! Fuck
safety! I'll die like a man damn-it—fighting!

I buck up: straiten my spine, stick out my chest, 1ift up my chin, string an
arrow on my bow, clap my key-chain light between my leading knuckles and
(casting the light out in front of me) | head out for the clearing, to catch a fresh

trail or my death.
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All quiet and dark and cold, I step out from under the tangled branch, tree-
canopy and into starlight. One slow step after another, I cautiously make my way
across the grassy field to the boulder where I last saw Quincey.

...Once I"ve reach it, I see no signs of struggle, just a single pair of
footprints coming here and the same footprints leaving that way (I check the stars
above me) ...north-east,

I jerk my light around, for the feeling creeping up behind me. I see
nothing, but I feel that there’s something out there, watching me. The light ends
where the clearing ends and I can’t see into the woods beyond. No sight, no
sound, and no movement—I’m imagining all this,

Far off, in the nonthreatening distance a lone wolf howl reverbs
throughout the forest and on past me.

A sweet memory strikes me with odd comfort in this hard time. It popped
into my head out of the blue, clear as day and is now lingering with me; ! can hear
my wife’s voice—not as it is today, but as it was when we first meet; higher and
faster, full of cheer and nervous energy.

Feeling shamefully old and worn out by contrast, I decline the tempting
offer with a nostalgic smile,

“No, I can’t do that—what would I do with myself if | wasn’t working?”

Who am I talking to? ... What time is it?

I check my wristwatch and see its mint green glowing hands, but I can’t
read it for some reason. ...It’s late.

What the hell am I doing out here?

In my hand I notice a bow and arrow, strung together flaccidly between
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my bracing knuckles, along with a little flashlight that’s illuminating the earth
around my feet, and is attached to the key that I have balled up in my hand—
what ’s that too?

What the hell am I doing out here?

I determine that I'm hunting,.

I shake my head back to its senses. Recalling my immediate peril, I jerk
up my bow and light to catch a large black figure emerging from the near-by
brush, at the edge of the clearing; crawling on four sleek black legs—I shoot!

The arrow whistles through the cold still air!

The black creature shrieks! It nearly sounds human, as it rises up on its
hind legs and falls, flailing painfully backward, into the shade beyond the
clearing, which absorbs it so completely and instantancously that it scems to
disappear before my eyes.

Adrenaline and glee fill me. 1ready another arrow and hop into a
victorious pursuit, racing to the edge of the clearing, where I expect to find a
critically wounded animal to finish off.

Gone?

I shine the light around and can’t find the wounded creature anywhere. 1
shine the light at my feet, where its imprint is pressed into the soft earth and high
grass. [ see no bloed. I check around with the mini-light again, looking for a
blood trail, or any trail, left by the black animal. ...Finding none, I’ve a dilemma:
[ can’t follow a trail that isn’t there, so | consider Quincey’s footprints, back over
there, by that big rock—at least I could find him.

It’s suddenly brighter.
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I look up and see the full moon there in the night sky once more. A cloud
...I don’t see one but it must have been a cloud hiding the moon.

I make my way back across the now illuminated clearing trying to
concentrate on what [ know and put all these troubling mysteries out of head. My
flashlight clamped between my kouckles, I ready my bow and arrow and follow
Quincey’s trail out, into the darker, deeper forest; into the black facework of
shadows, cast down from the leafless tree canopy.

...Quincey’s trail just keeps going and going.

Maybe 1 didn’t really hit it?—that black creature, whatever it was. Maybe
the arrow just scared the thing off? I can’t be the first guy to shoot an arrow at
this thing.

Noway. I'm sure I hit if.

I can look for its blood trail once the sun rises.

...Quincey’s tracks eventually lead me to a ravine and end abruptly at its
edge. Ilook down into it for any sign of him. I’m using my flashlight, but [ don’t
really need to; moonlight fills this winding slit in the earth, uninhibited by tree
canopy that’s above me,

How is it that the full moon in the sky again? ...I can’t get it out of my
head. Risen then set then risen again before the sun? How can this be?

I'm losing my mind—that’s how.

A raspy voice behind me says, “Come back.”

Scared shitless, I flip around and fire off a shot without looking.

In my light is Quincey: stripped naked on his butt with his legs open and

stretching out in front of him, he’s slouching against the tree trunk that I've
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pinned him to with the arrow I stuck through his shoulder.

Remarkably, he doesn’t seem to mind and upon closer examination, I can
see why—his genitals have been chewed off, but there’s barely any blood running
out from the wound.

Stepping to him, I regard his white face and bluing lips and see that he’s
just about bloodless and that explains that.

I laugh!

Quincey rolls his head up to look at me in misery and ask, “Why are you

laughing?”

e

I stop laughing and feel like slitting my throat. “I don’t know Quincey.”
apologize, “I'm sorry. ...I think I'm crazy.”

Quincy’s frost-white expression dies away. He’s looking past me; baby-
blue eyes peering out from behind a hard plastic mask at some far away hell that’s
calling his name. He’s whispering; I can barely hear him, so I lean down in and
hear him say, “J wished she’d come back.” His head then drops limp, digging his
chin into his chest before rolling lifelessly with his shifting body that comes to
rest sideways against my arrow shaft, stuck firmly into the tree trunk at his back.

...I’'m going home—fuck all this!

1 shine my light around to get my bearing, but can’t: I don’t recognize any
of this, [ can’t see where my own trail is (not even my last few step—like { floated
here}), and the moon is gone again—winked out of existence once more, while I
was blinking. I walk back to the lip of the ravine and look up for it, through the
rip in the canopy,

Not one god-damn cloud; a clear star filled sky with no place for a big full
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moon to hide.

I have to get out of here—I"m losing my mind, somehow. I can’t imagine
a worse death than one in the midst of madness. It’ll make me a ghost, walking
the nether world between life and death, too crazy to stand for God’s judgment; to
crazy to be saved or damned.

Who am I?

I can’t believe 1 forgot my own name. ...It"s John! ...I think?

Mina!

I know that name. I’ve got to get back home.

... Which way’s home?

I smack my head, demanding of it,

Think damn-it, think!

I have to get my head back. I want to run away, but I refuse to be
controlled by fear—1I have to think my way out of this. 1 don’t recognize anything
and I can’t remember which way I came from, but I know my home is somewhere
in the valley bellow me—of course that assumes that I’m on the correct side of
this forest. ...Downhill, that’s the new plan. Downhill, back to my home.

My light parting the dark forest floor; shining out ahead of my arrow’s tip,
I stalk downhill.

I might get eaten, but the bastard’s going to pay for this meal. Good luck
passing me with an arrow in your gut.

Where am I going?

Home—I"m going home. ...Why do I keep asking myself stupid

questions?
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Why am I going?

I want to live; I want to see my wife and child.

...'’ll never make it out of here alive.

Maybe? I scan ahead, from side to side with my light, as I walk.
...Maybe not.

Never,

I never say never, so why am I thinking it now? What the fuck is wrong
with my head—I shake it and smack it as if it were a TV on the frits.

A twig cracks behind me!

I spin around and draw back my bow in one swift, practiced motion, but
there’s nothing to shot at in the light.

All quiet and dark and cold.

The light is small and doesn’t reach very far into the tree trunks and
underbrush. [ search a small circle around myself with the light, keen for any
movement beyond the sights of my tensed arrow tip.

Nothing.

The ground’s flat here—which way was I going?

Failure,

...J am a failure—they’re all dead; everyone I came with and the thing that
killed them is still alive and free to kill again. They’ll find a body or two, once
the sun comes up—the others will be lost forever. Their families will blame me
and all I'll have to say for myself'is I feel asleep. ...If the village doesn’t kill me,
I’ll never manage more than a broom and dustpan. I’ll be a spinning gear in some

better man’s wristwatch. I'll have to get a smaller hut, or move into my mother’s
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cave. ...Public housing; I'll have to take my wife and kids to public housing. My
boy would be forced to go to public school! He’d be better off naked and stupid
in the wilderness. He’ll never know the finer knowledge of the ruling class; he’ll
drink and smoke and swear, and fuck everything that moves, and live his whole
life ignorant to the knowledge that he’s livestock—I’ve condemned him with my
failure.

She’ll leave you.

Yes, she’ll leave me for sure—1] don’t blame her.

For richer or poorer?

That’s just sentimentality; the same oath instructed me to throw away
childish things and here I am complaining. 1don’t expect her to fall with me—
why should she when she’s got more than just me to worry about and more than
herself to offer as sacrifice; she has to worry about the baby.

But she gave her word?

So what if she breaks it?—I want her to. She’s a practical woman who
won’t let pride or even a silly oath to God get in the way of her baby’s future—
good for her.

Her baby?

Our baby.

My baby, stolen by her to put in some other man’s hands!

No ours. ...What other man?

She doesn’t deserve me.

I don’t deserve her.

Fuck her! She’s a liar! She’s a back-stabbing bitch!
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I shout back the invading thoughts, “No she’s not!” Who am I screaming
at?

A twig snaps!

I spin around to catch what’s there with in the light. ...Something’s
following me. I look around and see nothing, but the tree trunks are thick and
worse than seeing something behind you is hearing something behind you,
without seeing it.

I'm a dead man.

No, I'm a fool who’s soon to be a dead man because I laughed at all those
who claimed this thing was supernatural ... well, I’ll admit it to myself now; it’s
certainly not a cat.

I scan the trees around me with my little flashlight to sce what might be
about to pounce down on me.

Nothing—fuck!

I guess I'll play along with my murderer (whatever it is). I’ll just walk on
hoping to find a down-slope sometime in my near future.

... This might work out okay-—if I'm dead, problem solved. I can’t go
back like this. Mina can get along without me. Everyone would be better off if
died a hero instead of coming home a failure.

The ground is sloping up now.

I scan ahead and finally see something familiar—the wall of thorns at the
base of the evil mountain, which means to steal my soul.

I'stop. I drop my bow and arrow at my feet. Tundo my quiver and let it

drop too. [ blow out my mini-flashlight’s candle flame and stick it, hot, back into
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my pocket, and then [ sit cross-legged on the ground—fuck it.

This is the best thing I can do for the ones I love, so fuck it.

I wait.

A far away wolf howls a long mournful call that ends in a crackling
whimper.

You could always find another woman.

That’s a strange thought?

Somewhat closer, but on my opposite side, another wolf howls its
condolences for the first.

You deserve someone who appreciates you.

Mina deserves a man worth appreciating. ...As I sit here, in the pitch
dark, the dark seems less and less pitch to me.

Someone’s standing a few yards in front of me—not an animal or some
hunchbacked monster, a person, upright and facing me amongst the tree trunks.
This person’s dressed in all black, head to toe—no one with me was wearing
black.

I announce, “I see you there!”

Whoever this is, they’re staying put and staring at me.

Slowly I reach behind my back and unsheathe my hunting knife. “Come
closer and speak up or fight, or run the fuck away, but don’t just stand there like 1
don’t see you.”

The figure doesn’t speak or move.

...1 shout, “You’re pissing me off!”

The moon reappears as if a light switch has been flicked on! 1t is hanging
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over the right shoulder of the black mountain, far ahead of me. lts pale blue
radiation rides down the mountain, backlights the thormy tangled barrier, and
reveals to me the trick my eyes have been playing on me—there was never
anyone dressed in black, standing in front of me; it was all just a collection of
shadows into one black human-like form, which the moonlight cut through and
dispersed among the many other shadows now stretching long past me. Justa
shadow without a body—I feel stupid.

“Don’t feel so bad.”

I spin up to my feet with my knife out in front of me, to ward off the voice
that seemed close enough to kiss my earlobe. I demand, “Who's out there?”

“Just me,” a woman says, stepping out from behind a wide tree-trunk.
She’s covered head to toe; wrapped and draped in thin flowing red silk without a
speck of skin showing, but in spite of all these coverings (or maybe because of
them) her voluptuous figure, hiding underneath, is arousing—intensely arousing.

I lower my weapon to my side and loosen my tight grip on the bone
handle. “Who the fuck are you?”

She walks up to me and stops when I begin backing up. Her red gloved
hand reaches into the space between us and offers me an arrow, asking me in an
angel sweet voice,

“Is this yours?”

I recognize it. “Yes,” | answer with wonderment, “where’d you find it?”

“Very near my heart,” she tells me, and then giggles.

I giggle along with her, trying to imagine the face, behind her veil; trying

to match it up with her seductive voice and hinting curves. 1 ask, “Why are you
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out here?”

“Why, I am here for you,” she says.

“Me?”

She peels off an elbow length glove and exposes her white skin, glowing
sensually in the moonlight. Flirtatiously, she tosses it aside and the red silk glove
splatters like a thick lquid against the forest’s dirt floor, where it pools into a
silky red puddle. She removes the other long glove and then tosses that one aside
as well. She asks, “Do you feel o0ld?”

I answer honestly, “Yes.”

Her hips shift as she takes a step closer to me. She tells me, “You don’t
look old.” She pinches the crown of her head, between her delicate ivory fingers,
and begins to unravel her thin red veil. She frees her blond hair, which spills out
long and lush (just like the fist girl I’d ever kissed; I'd run my young fingers
though her golden hair and kiss her and kiss her and kiss her every chance [ had to
get her alone), then her eyes appear (sparkling green and somehow familiar in this
moonlight), then her nose (tiny and perfect), then her lips (bright red and full), her
blushed pink cheeks, her soft chin, and then finally she reveals her long delicate
neck and tosses the veil aside to splatter on the dirt behind her. “You’re not old,”
she informs me, “you’ve just been tricked out of your youth.” She grins, licks her
fang, and inches in closer to me.

[ mumble a weak rejection of her powerful charms, “I’m married.”

“Good for you,” she says, “but I never asked you about that.”

“lam.”

“] don’t care.” She plucks at the red silk on her shoulder and undoes the
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pin or button, or whatever’s been holding her slackly hanging dress together;
revealing one bare shoulder then the other, before the whole dress drops and
collects in pool at her feet—leaving her bare naked and glorious before me.

I’'m rock hard for the sight, but I say again, “I’m married.”

“Where is she?” She looks around. “...We're alone.”

[ explain, “She’s in my heart.”

“She’ll never know, so how could this hurt her.”

“T"ll know—it’ll hurt me.”

“Reward without pain,” she scoffs, “...what good is 1t?”

My erection twitches, as if her hand’s enveloped it, even though she hasn’t
laid a finger on me.

She asks a stupid question, “Do you like my body?”

“Yes,” | admit.

“Do you want my body?”

“Yes.”

She steps to me and reaches in my pants—1I don’t fight it. A stench sours
the air around this strange beauty. Her hand is ice cold, and boney, and sandpaper
dry as she strokes me into submission.

I recognize the stench; it’s old death; it’s rot. I clamp my eyes shut tight
and shake my head to pull my soul back from the brink. I open my eyes. I look
into her once green, once sweet, once seductive eyes and find them gone from
their sockets, which are now only filled with flakes of aged flesh and cobwebs
and shadow. ...I plunge my knife into the things gut!

No eruption of blood and no reaction from this dry eyeless corpse. Her
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other shriveled hand clamps around mine and keeps the knife where it is.

I grab the witches neck with my free hand and squeeze, but it speaks to me
in the same sweat voice the beauty had, without restriction,

“Don’t you want me?” Drooling loose teeth and spiders, that run down
my arm before hopping off to the ground, where they scurry away from this
struggle, she asks, “Am I not beautiful?”

I don’t answer—1I struggle, but it’s no use for she is stronger and doesn’t
even budge as I now try to break away.

Her grip is iron, over the hand with which I hold my knife (buried in her
gut) and on my erection, which she strokes and shaves the thin skin off of. She
draws me in and sinks her gapped, splintered teeth into my neck.

I feel my blood rushing from me into her and, eventually my strength
drains down to nothing but a miserable moan.

...After a few minutes of feeding on me, the creature removes its mouth
and its face comes into my focus once more young and superficially beautiful, but
I’m not fooled—this is black magic. She asks,

“Am [ not pretty?” She sucks the blood off her lower lip and smiles
wickedly.

“No,” I moan lowly, “you’re a nasty hag.”

She laughs, “Liar.” Keeping firm hold of the hand in which I hold my
knife, she lets go of my erection, brings that hand up to her tongue and licks the
blood from her palm. “You’re just too good to eat all at once,” she tells me,
looking through me. “Would you like to come home with me?”

I don’t answer.
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She’s not interested in my answer anyway. With a pitying smile of two
sharp, pearly white fangs, she comments, “How awful it must be for you, poor
thing; to be a man of your young age who’s lost all memory of surprise.” She

leans in, as if to kiss me, but passes up my lips by to bite my neck again. ..

The witch is hiding now; hiding from the sunlight, but I’m too weak to escape
her. I’'m too weak to even roll off this rock slab alter that she’s got me splayed
out on; too drained to get out of the sun, which is indifferent to whatever
nighttime torment I may have endured and shows me no mercy.

[’m on fire! My skins boiling away!

...I"m too accustom to the pain now to scream—my voice is nothing but a
gravely whisper anymore anyway. The voice in my head still screams though. It
screams and screams and I’m barely able to think of anything but pain.

I’'m in hell and the devil’s taken me for her fuck-toy—she sleeps the
sunshine away and waits for the night to rouse her for breakfast.

I know I'm dead—she’s been sucking blood from my neck and grinding it
out from my captive erection, which has been lubricating the walls of her dusty
womb for as many nights as she’s had me up here on this mountain.

Is it summer?

This can’t go on forever like this—weather she wants to keep me alive or
not, she’ll suck me dry eventually. For now and this next night (if ’'m unlucky

enough to sce it), ['m her pet, kept with just enough blood in me to sustain a pulse
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and an erection for her to ride; to squeal on: to hiss over; to giggle upon all while
doing her best to will me soulless by asking, over and over, in a multitude of
feminine disguises and voices; begging; demanding; cooing; taunting,
“Tell me you love me.
...Say you love me.
... Tell me your heart can’t do without me, and all the
courting will be over.

Say your love belongs to me.”

... The vultures are circling high above me, but they won’t land or even descend.
I’ve been hoping for a long while now that they’d land and finish me off, but they
won’t. They don’t answer prayers. They circle and they circle over the rocky
mountain slope, but dare not land; they circle and they circle, but they can’t make
up their minds or summon up the courage the drop down and pick at my bones.
... They’re occasional, passing shadows are like a splash of cold water that
evaporates within the flames of hell the instant their shadow’s gone by.

I summon up all the strength I have left to roll off the rock and hopefully
flop into the shade, but all I can roll is my head and once Fve rolled it I can’t look
away from her horrible eyes, staring out from that black slit there in this
mountain’s rocky summit, dully reflecting the light she fears.

She’s sleeping in there; that cave there. Just a few yards in from the
cave’s narrow mouth, where she’s sure to avoid any direct sunshine. She sleeps
inside the cool sheltering cave; her lifeless wide-open eyes catching some indirect

light and throwing it back out at me. ...From deep inside the black hole, my eyes
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are now lock onto hers until nightfall, but I'm aware that this staring contest is a
one-way affair—she’s oblivious to me. She stares out, but her mind is hidden
someplace deeper, dreaming in death.

How long have I been a prisoner up here? Is it summer already?

...Once the sun’s set, she’! slither out of that hole. Just as she’s done on
the other nights (how many nights has it been by now?), she’ll gather me up a
meal of bugs and worms from the lefiover human scrapes that she has lying
around; littered all around me like fallen red/brown autumn leaves, and she’ll
force feed them to me, claiming it’s something else: She’ll say,

“This 1s steak.”

...“Have some stew.”
... “It’s your favorite, darling, meatloaf, just the way you
like 1it—TJots of ketchup.”

But the witch is lying and her spells don’t work on me as well as she
imagines they do, because I know she’s just trying to keep me alive and I want to
die, and in the end she’ll wind up shoveling handfuls into my mouth and pinching
my nose until my body swallows out of desperate reflex—it’s all become routine.

... Then, after I’'m feed, more torture for me (just like all the other nights)
and for her, more squeals, more giggles, more coercion (“Tell me you love me.”
“Say you want me.”}—then dawn will come again and she’ll retreat from my
shriveled wounded form (well-feed, but defeated), back to her hole where she’ll
hide from the light again and keep a dead-eye on me from the blackness while I
squirm, babble, scream, and cry the day away.

... There she is, the lousy bitch; hiding, dead as the rock tomb around her
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and yet somehow still dreaming behind those doll eyes. ...Maybe she can be
reasoned with? Her actions don’t make sense for her survival—she’s getting
thinner too; I'll be the death of her, if she keeps me around. She should be getting
on to her next meal.

When she wakes up, I’ll ask her to kili me again but I doubt she’l listen—

she never listens to me...
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around and above him, add my co-wofkers. ...I don’t care what they’re thifiking,
because, with near uniformity, most only think of themselves, which is a boring
subject (usually). I'd prefer to go back to the old ways and get into the more
interesting heads of elk and bear, and other wild things, which are preoccupied
with the infinite ebb and flow of nature and have no time for ego. 1’d rather the
deer herds micro-manage my work and set my pace. To hunt and track down
deer—to think like the deer; to feel its fierce heart winding down from its final
struggle with me—is a noble way to live. ...Instead, I'm freezing my ass off as a
simple cog in another man’s boring plan—a fool, hunting a phantom in ifs own
element (nighttime). I’ve got to get out of middle-management—all the
responsibility, none of the choice.

My legs are needling me from all this aching motionlessness, but I've got
to keep dead silent or this has even less chance of working and I'll disappear just
like the others—a hare-brained demise at the hands of the morons above me.

I’'m waiting here, stone-still .. .up here in ths tall cold tree-stand, for
...shit; I don’t know, it feels like days ...many long night-hours just sitting up
here like this, waiting for a descent shot at my game to present its self on thqf
small, snow-dusted field down there in the mobnlight; waiting for the villag';
monster to step out into the open; waiting for that big cat to step under the'.bright
blue/gray moonlight, where a shower of arrows will then reveal a strength in man
the beast hadn’t noticed before.

...It would make more sense to track it in the daylight. ...Not to mention,
sitting quietly in the woods at night is a recipe fbr sleep (that’s probably knocked

of one ot two men off). My on-off dozing bait isn’t doing me any favors.

se doys —
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...Quincey! He’s no god-damn good! Quincey doesn’i listen to any
order, other than kill, which is something he’s (in spite of his boasting) sloppy at.
Tell him to stand up and pace the middle of the field until morning and he
complains until you threaten to send him home a coward. Then, after every one’s
posted up and quiet and the sun’s gone down, and every thing’s as perfect as I can
manage, the bastard finds a big off-center boulder to sit down on, where he
ignores the bird tweets and flat out whistles of those other hunters hiding in the
high trees around the small, snow dusted prairie field. As is usual, everyone’s
doing their job, except for one lousy self-centered fuck! Bullshit! ...Bullshit on
top of bullshit! ...But, if [ get a promotion out of this, just one little rung further
up the ladder, it will all be worth it. ...If Quincey gets eaten in the process, so
much the better—loud-mouthed asshole shouldn’t breed.

I perk up a bit at the hope that this may be the last time Quincey lays his
head down for sleep as he does (and he does—the lousy, insubordinate bastard!),
and now I’m obligated to watch over a sleeping man, while hoping he doesn’t
drag me down with him.

It’s better to take orders and complain than give them and know the
consequences. Maybe a demotion’s in my future. ...I could be home; curled up,
warm and snug, next to my snoring wife and child, but not doing right by them—I
need a promotion. 1 need it. Ineed it. ! need it.

Shaking off my drowsiness, I stand up quietly. The thick branch I'm on
holds steady and barely trembles. Everything is quiet. 1 lower my bow and rest
the limp arrow between my fingers. 1 lean my back against the thick tree trunk.

Not a sound in the forest tonight—weird. Sure, it's too late in the year for
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crickets or toads, but I should have at least heard a nocturnal winter bird or seen a
passing deer by now ...or even a light breeze, rattling the branches around me, but
nothing—just dim-blue moonlight, yawning down on my inert bait. And all
around tonight's little lifeless stage, hiding within the tall darker curtain of silent
tree-tops are the other, less problematic, men under my command; doing their job;
waiting patiently for something to shoot at, just like I am.

Quincey’s snoring now breaks the silence—what an asshole.

...All this bullshit is over a lion or some other sort of big cat with bad
eating habits, maybe (doubtful, but maybe) a bear—but, that’s all! If my bosses
would have listened to me in the first place, we'd have kill this earthly menace a
long time ago, instead of losing dozens of hunters, but superstition got the better
of them. Stubbornly, those in charge continue to insist that this beast, which has
been easily plucking men off the night-shift and leaving little trace of them or
itself afterward, must be enchant for that very reason. It didn’t help matters that
the few light trails this man-eater did leave behind, lead to the edge of our local
enchanted woods, which surround our local enchanted mountain—it’s just an
earthly mess of thorny jungle and rocky terrain that folks, a long time ago, figured
wasn’t worth going into; enchanted is just a clever way to say, / give up. If | were
in charge, I’d just start a fire and push it through the whole knotted mess and be
done with all this—the monster and the mystery.

The Bloofer Ludy, 1 chuckle to myself when [ think of the things this cat,
or whatever, has been called by the villagers. Vampire—hilarious! Stupid people
make for easy meals—there’s the explanation; simple reality. ...And now, after

all this indulgence, this big cat (or whatever) has fallen into a habit, which I'm
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trying to use against it, because I’m smarter than any dumb animal (including my
bosses).

Hero’s what they’ll call me and my wife can be proud of me, and my son
will have a father whom he can look up to, and the whole world will open up for
us—this isn’t such a high price to pay ...to gamble with my life and the lives
others like this.

I look away from my bait—he’s just laying down there, snoring, and if 1
stare any longer at Quincey, I’ll fall asleep too. ...Ilook far, far away; downhili,
on the misty forest valley below me. | can see the faintly twinkling yellow lights
and frayed strings of rising smoke from the home fires, warming my sleeping
home town; cradled down there where everything’s safe and secure.

I look up the other way, to counter my homesickness and boredom with an
eye-opening dose of dread and mystery—I look up at the not so far off, dark,
forbidden mountain; cold and black and huge, and looming like all man’s
superstitious fears, beyond a shadowy gray moat of twisting thorns and nearly
impassible rocky brush. ...But, I’m a modern man; I’ve got that all under control.

No tricks tonight.

1 glace down at my snoring bait, and then back at the looming dark
mountaii.

No voodoo good luck chants before this hunt. Doing that sitly loud shit
lets everything in the woods know your coming. Killing a human killer isn’t an
easy trick, but it can be done if you're smarter than the cat or bear, or whatever.

... This animal’s simple figured out something the rest of the forest hasn’t: people

are easy to kill if you can get them alone. It hunts at night, so (since my bosses
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won’t let me track it in daylight) I’ve padded my hours and my men’s hours for a
day short of two weeks now, waiting for a clear full moon night, just like this one.
My plan is a simple solution to the disconnected bureaucracy above me—Iie to
the dummy’s and keep my men safely hid away until the right condition presents
itself. Offer bait when the moon’s full, someplace open, find you’re self a clear
shot from the high-up darkness, and then wait ...and wait ...and wait until my
prey comes out from the cover of the thicker winter woods to sniff my bait,
stepping unwittingly onto my moonlight stage.

The big cat’s had a fair amount of success in this neck of the woods; of the
few bodies we’d found, five were found on the forest floor bellow and around me,
their bodies splayed open, entrails dumped in their laps, genitals all chewed up,
and their eye-balls licked from their sockets, along with most of their blood
lapped up—sure it’s a little creepy to walk up on a scene like that, but I've seen
housecats do worse to field mice and no one’s claiming their magical; it’s a
delicacy for them. This whole affair is just a bigger version of ...

Hum? Weird?

... That’s a weird wind.

[t’s blowing narrowly down the mountainside; bumping aside the leafless
treetops it slithers past like a snake pushing through short turf. No more than
three trees wide, it meanders its way downhill to me.

Here: the air is dead and cold. It looks to be the same in every direction;
everything else is stone still, but for this narrow traveling wind. Treetops twist
and rock now close enough to me to hear their trunks creaking under the shifting

pressure, and their cold branches rattling like wind-chimes as the bizarre wind
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passes over them, while leaving their arms-reach neighbors strangely untouched.

The strange wind stalls out before it reaches; it stops one tall tree short of
me and leaves that tree rocking oddly—it’s odd because, while the wind is gone
the tree’s rocking remains steady instead of winding down to a stop, as it naturally
should.

The air around me is still and my tree-stand doesn’t rock an inch. Ilook
behind this phenomenon across from me and see that the whole forest of tangled
treetops 1s stagnate under the full moonlight.

The big oak tree directly in front of me, rocks slowly and steadily from
side to side to side—with no wind (neither odd nor ordinary) to push it. s trunk
squeaks while it large body shifts and its icy branches rattle at either end of its
metronome arch.

... The tree rocks steadily. It isn’t winding down or speeding up. Ii’s
taunting me with something I’ve never seen before and can’t begin to explain.
The treetop snaps and shudders at either end of its arch before rushing back in the
opposite direction. ...It rocks, from side to side. ...It snaps and shudders like a
cheerleader’s pompom—and, strangest of all is the effect this motion has on me;

it’s making me ... horny?

...It’s suddenly darker. What the hell?
I rub my eyes. Blinking, [ look around then up,
Where the hell’'d the moon go?
The full moon is gone; set, but that can’t possibly be because it was right

above me, just an eye-blink of a moment ago. I look back at the rocking oak tree,




