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Chapter One







Harold Knouse set his knapsack on the ground and knelt to tie his bootlace. He tightened and retied the one that had worked its way loose on his right foot, and then untied the left and did the same with it as well. For the most part it had been a pleasurable experience: waking up at daybreak to a robust breakfast of eggs, toast and fried ham. A piping hot cup of Maggie’s fresh-ground coffee sent them out the door and onto the highway for a much-anticipated day of rest and relaxation, and a rekindling of the relationship he knew his wife had been hoping for.

Harold’s eyes opened long before the alarm clock sounded, so giddy he was at the prospect of leading his wife up to Rickert’s Peak, a hard sell to be sure, but one he had finally managed despite Maggie’s constant complaints and nay saying. She didn’t understand why, fresh out of the blue, Harold, who had never once mentioned camping or hiking or any other outdoor activity in their three-year-marriage, would be so bound and determined to stand at the summit of some mountain to look out across the horizon, even if it was a breathtaking view of the Carolina skyline. And that was exactly what she told him as he stood up and uncapped the forest-green polyester canteen dangling from his shoulder:

“I still don’t see why we have to walk up this mountain.”

“C’mon, Mags, we’ve been over this a hundred times already.” Harold took a deep breath, placed the flat palm of his hand on his chest and let it out. “Take a lungful of air, baby. Breathe in deep and let it out. Absolutely magnificent… and wait’ll you see the view from up there.”

“Like we couldn’t drive to the top of any old mountain and get the same view.”

“Yes, Maggie, we could drive to the top of any old mountain, but that’s not the point. It’s the getting there that matters. That’s why we left the car and took off up this lovely little trail, to be out in the fresh air and sunshine in the middle of God’s country. Great, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, great,” Maggie said. “Gimme a sip of that water.”

Harold handed her the jug and Maggie took a good long drink. Rivulets of sweat trickled down her face and onto her neck. Strands of short black hair lay damp against her neck; dark splotches bloomed on her powder-blue blouse, partially hidden beneath the tan jacket she wore. She screwed the cap back in place and handed him the canteen.

“How much farther?” she said.

Harold looked up at the face of a rock formation peeking out through the treetops, then back at his frowning wife. “Not much,” he said, then, “Hey, c’mon now. Cheer up.”

Maggie ran a hand across the back of her neck. Sunlight gleamed off her sweat-slicked palm as she held it in front of her. “Cheer up? Look at this. I’m sweating like a race horse here. We couldn’t go through the park and drive up to that other mountaintop. Nooo. We had to bypass that action so we could trudge around in the midday
heat.”

Harold smiled, because she was right. He’d purposely driven past the park with its families and picnic tables and long sloping hills, taken a rutted, hard-pack dirt trail until the trail tapered off and the deep furrows finally forced them out of the car and on foot, following a series of narrow paths as they crisscrossed their way toward the mountaintop.

“Midday heat? It’s cool as it could be up—”

“It’s hot, Harold. Look at me!”

And he did. He looked at the kind and gentle woman he had fallen in love with three and a half years ago, and saw the tight-lipped shrew she had become. Nothing was good enough for her, from his job to his car, all the way down to the clothes he wore.

Nothing.

She woke up complaining, and that was what he came home to after a hard day’s work: bitching and moaning about everything under the sun. His friends were Neanderthals, his language low class. One minute she loved him, the next she wanted his sorry ass out of her house. Her house.
Never mind that his paycheck went straight into supporting the grand structure. It was hers before they met and would be hers when he was gone—she never missed an opportunity to lay that little pearl on him, and that was what had led them up the trail to where they now stood, three-quarters of the way up a mountain, sweating beneath the clear blue sky as a cool breeze blew though the Carolinas.

He’d made a big deal of planning this trip, telling all their friends and the guys and gals at work how happy they were to be taking off to hike the trails of Rickert’s Peak, convincing Maggie that all they needed was some time alone together, away from the family and friends and obligations that were pulling them apart. Thank God she had finally seen things his way, because that was the only way for him to get out from under the whole mess with his dignity intact. Harold was going to escort his lovely bride to the top of the mountain. Then he was going to throw her ass off it and live happily ever after, courtesy of a three-hundred and fifty thousand dollar life insurance policy that would double in value as soon as the cops ruled her untimely demise an unfortunate accident.

Harold strapped the canteen around his shoulder, removed his black-framed glasses, wiped them clean on his shirt and returned them to his face. “C’mon,” he said, and then started up the path, dry leaves crunching underfoot as he and Maggie made their way past a couple of tall pine trees.

Wispy shreds of clouds drifted across the sun as they wound their way up the trail. Every once in a while, Maggie would stumble and cry out, or whine an objection as to why they should even keep going. Once, she fell to her knees and tossed a venomous harangue his way—all of which strengthened Harold’s already steady resolve to send his wife plummeting to her death.

Harold hurried to her side and helped her up. She got to her feet, muttering and brushing a hand across her bare knee. The tan fabric of her pants leg was torn, the skin scratched but not bleeding. “This,” Maggie said. “Is not how I planned to spend our day together. I wanted us to get away, to be alone, but wearing myself out on the side of a mountain sure wasn’t what I had in mind.”

“I’m so sorry,” Harold said. He shifted the canteen out of the way, put his arms around Maggie and drew her close. He pressed his lips gently against hers. Her soft lips parted, and then slammed shut when his tongue tried darting into her mouth. “I’m too hot!” she said, and then pulled back, a sad-looking smile on her face as she patted his chest. “Too hot.”

When they parted, he sighed and kissed her forehead, checked the stainless steel Rolex watch decorating his wrist, and then told her to look up. The rocky face of Rickert’s Peak loomed ahead, high above the treetops dotting the mountainside. Fifty or so yards up the trail, a winding path forked off at the base of the cliff, sending two weed-strewn byways snaking up either side of the craggy formation.

“It’s huge,” Maggie said.

Harold noticed the look of relief settling over her face as she realized the long and arduous climb was coming to an end. He smiled, because not only was their hike coming to an end, all of his problems were as well.

“C’mon Mags,” he said. He took her by the hand and led her up the steep incline, through the pines and firs and overgrown scrub brush dotting the landscape. The path leveled off into a clearing at the base of the cliff. A couple of logs sat next to a group of flat stones laid out in a circle around a few charred pieces of wood, an obvious remnant of bygone fires. Several empty liquor bottles lay scattered on the ground. Harold could just imagine a couple of hunters sitting around the campsite, swapping tall tales. Maybe one of them had brought his son along, the same way Harold’s dad and uncle had initiated him into the deep woods, so many years ago.

They stepped into the clearing, past the broad trunk of a tree.

Maggie gasped and Harold turned, a half smile decorating his face—until he saw what had caught his terrified wife’s attention: a child-sized animal nailed to the tree like Jesus on the cross; arms to the side, rusty nails pounded through its forearms, its headless body split wide open, revealing a dried pelt that hung from it like the loose flaps of a tent.

“Harold.”

“What the… ”

“I wanta get out of—”

“Where are its guts?”

“—here.”

“It’s okay,” Harold said. Not because it was okay, but because he didn’t want Maggie backing out, not after they’d come this far.

“Okay? Look at that thing! I wanta go home!”

“Look, Mags, whoever did this is long...” Harold turned to see the bloody tip of an arrow exit his wife’s neck, bursting through until the wooden shaft was halfway out. Blood pumped through her clutching fingers as she grabbed her throat and croaked out her husband’s name.

“Jesus Christ!”

“Har…old.”

“Jesus fucking—”

Another arrow whistling through the air pounded Maggie with an audible thwack! She pitched forward, still croaking. Hands clawing her throat, she dropped to her knees.

A man stood beyond the clearing, halfway up the cliff-side trail. He wore dirty jeans and a buckskin jacket, scuffed leather boots on his feet. His long brown hair blew wildly in the breeze as he stepped forward clutching a wooden bow, smiling and drawing an arrow from a sheath strapped around his shoulder.

Harold looked down at his wife, at the arrow through her throat and the one buried in her back, its feathered tail riding above her shoulder like something straight out of an old John Wayne movie.

“Fuck this,” he said, and then ran away from the clearing to where the trail dropped to a steep incline, barely missed by the arrow that whistled past his ear as he flung himself head-first over the precipice.

“Goddamnit!” echoed from behind as he rolled sideways down the hill, adrenaline racing through his body as he thought about his situation. He should have been horrified, but he wasn’t. Frightened, yes, and a bit unnerved. But as frightened as he was, the adrenaline rush of having his problems suddenly resolved brought a fresh wave of optimism washing over him.

His wife was dead. Soon he would be free and clear, running down the trail to the car and racing off to find the local cops. Free, with enough money to do whatever the hell he pleased. And he didn’t even have to come up with a bullshit story. Hell, he would’ve stuck around long enough to thank the crazy fucker, if he wasn’t trying to kill him.

Harold slid to a stop beside one of the tall pines he and Maggie had passed on their way up the mountain, and looked over his shoulder at the bow peeking over the edge of the hill. The lunatic holding it was yelling like crazy, but Harold couldn’t make out what he was saying. He turned to run and an arrow slammed into his backpack. He raised his arm as he hurried down the mountainside, middle finger extended, grinning because he knew he really would get away. All he had to do was haul ass through the trees and zigzag his way back to where they’d left the car. That crazy son of a bitch couldn’t nail his ass now, not unless he had Daniel Boone’s DNA floating around inside him.

He ran past a tree and his shin exploded, sending an excruciating wave of pain howling up his leg as he fell screaming to the dirt. He tried to get up but his leg wouldn’t work. He craned his neck, gasping at his shattered leg, which lay in an impossible angle below him—lower leg and foot cocked sideways in an inverted L, the blood throbbing between his ears drowning out everything: chirping birds, the wind rustling through the trees; his own screams and the raving madman rushing down the mountainside. He barely heard the footsteps crunching the dry leaves behind him.

But he heard them, all right.

A dry rustling that drew his attention to an ogre of a man who stood behind him, the rusty blade of an ax held high above his head.

He gasped when the giant smiled at him.

And then screamed when the ax came down.















Chapter Two







Eddie Marshall stuffed his hands into the pockets of his denim jacket, bracing himself against a stiff wind blowing through the valley. It was unseasonably warm, and the cooling effect of the wind came as a much-welcome relief. He turned and let it wash over him, smiling and shaking his head as the truck rolling toward him crossed the gravel parking lot of Big Bill’s Truck Stop. Leave it to Mark Rockley to show up in a yellow Ryder Rental truck big enough to drive a car into. Of course, that was why they were here, to gather Christmas trees from various farms along the Carolina mountainside and haul them to a small Louisiana oil town—an idea that had sounded ludicrous to Eddie when he’d first heard it, but became a little more appealing when he and his ex-wife, on-again-off-again-lover hit the skids for the umpteenth time, and Eddie found himself sharing a dive with one of his friends, a loser whose next week’s paycheck was perpetually spent on a handful of dope he couldn’t afford, until the landlord finally showed up with a deputy and an eviction notice, and Mark’s idea suddenly made a great deal of sense.

Mark laughed, waving out the window as the truck pulled to a stop. He killed the ignition, climbed out and hustled around the front bumper. He wore jeans and a faded black leather jacket, unzipped over a cream-colored t-shirt. One of his brown eyes was bloodshot red, a by-product of the fist-sized bruise marring the side of his face. He had long brown hair that hung well over his shoulders. The two friends clasped hands. Thumbs interlocking, they embraced for a moment before each took a step back.

“What’s this?” Eddie said, sweeping a hand at the rental truck.

“Aw, Mom’s running late. Didn’t think you’d wanta hang around here all afternoon waiting on her to show up.”

“You got that right. Thanks, man.”

“What happened to your hair?” Mark said.

“Forget my hair. What happened to your face?”

“Aw, a buncha rednecks kicked the shit outa me.”

“No way.”

“Right over there.” Mark nodded at a line of tractor-trailer rigs parked side-by-side several yards beyond the fuel island. “One of ‘em started in on the hair. Called me a hippy faggot—you believe that shit? Hippy. I didn’t think that was still a word. Well, you know me… ”

Eddie chuckled.

“Told him to go fuck himself and the next thing I know a whole shit-load of those fuckers are kicking the shit outa me. Happened so fast I didn’t even get a good look at them. One second I’m walking past a pickup truck, then, boom, I’m curled up in the fetal position fending off blows.”

“You’re lucky they let you off with just a black eye.”

“Lucky a trucker piled outa one of those Semis with a pistol and got ‘em the fuck off me. They sure as hell didn’t show any signs of letting up ‘til he did.”

“Shoulda called the cops on their asses.”

Mark laughed. “And tell them what, put out an APB on a pair of cowboy boots? ‘Cause that’s all I saw: six size twelve sneakers and a pair of cowboy boots—scuffed brown leather with serpents on the sides.”

Mark turned toward the truck. “C’mon,” he said, and Eddie picked up a worn guitar case and his faded hard-shell, lime-green suitcase and followed him to the rear, where Mark snapped open the latch. The smell of pine and fresh sap wafted over Eddie when the door rolled up, revealing a truck whose front end was loaded with dark green fir trees of various sizes. Most of them were bundled in tight spheres of plastic netting, but many were not. Eddie hefted his cases, slid them inside and turned to his friend. “Damn, son,” he said as the door dropped shut.

“I’m not fuckin’ around here, brother,” Mark said. He slipped the latch back in place, jiggled it a couple of times, and the two friends made their way back to the front.







The truck pulled out of the parking lot and headed up the asphalt road, and Mark said, “So what’d you do to your hair, dude?”

Eddie ran a hand through a patch of neatly-trimmed black hair that barely touched the collar of his shirt. “Heh. Last ditch effort to appease the little woman. You know, spiff up, go out and find a better job?”

“Lotta good that did you.”

Eddie nodded grimly.

“Whacked off your hair and jumped through every hoop she tossed at you like a trained seal, and the bitch still runs your ass off.” Mark huffed out a derisive chortle. “Then come to find out she’s fucking some guy behind your back the whole time she’s telling you to shape up or ship out. Great gal you got down there, huh?”

“Gee, Mark,” Eddie said, as the truck started up a steep incline. “Why don’t you just stop at the top of the mountain and I’ll throw myself off the son of a bitch.”

Mark laughed, and gave Eddie a friendly slap on the shoulder. “No way, brother. You and I are gonna have a good time. Scarf up some trees, take ‘em out to the bayou and sell them babies, pay Moms back and use the profit to set us up in a trailer or something. I’m telling you, dude: we’ll get on a rig and make some big money, some serious money, and party like a motherfucker.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Damn right it does!”

And it did. After a fourteen hour trek, hitchhiking from Jacksonville, Florida through the hill and dale of Georgia and the South Carolina flatlands, and on into the mountains of North Carolina, Eddie was finally at the end of the line; away from the conniving bitch who had used him up and tossed him out with the trash. Never mind that he’d loved her and had done everything in his power to make her happy, and still loved her—even after everything she’d put him through, he still did. But enough of that shit. As someone much wiser than Eddie had once said: that was then and this is now, and now Eddie was moving forward with his life, beginning here on a mountain in North Carolina with his old pal Mark Rockley and a Ryder Rental truck big enough to drive a car into.

Eddie gave out a low whistle as the truck reached the mountain’s summit. In the valley below, a small, winding river rushed through a patchwork quilt of farmland and meadows. Tall pines dotted a mountainside that went up and up until its peak seemed to touch the sky itself. To the right, a series of rolling hills loomed in the distance, capped off by a stunning array of mountain ranges stretching as far as the eye could see.

“Nice, huh?”

“I’ll say.” As the truck began winding its way toward the valley, Eddie added, “So what’s the plan? What exactly are we going to do?”

Mark downshifted, the engine whining, the truck slowing as he eased off the clutch. “Just what I told you: haul a truckload of Christmas trees out to Cajun-land and make our stake. I’ve been cruising the farms and buying them bad boys up. Taking a few freebies off the mountain, too—they grow wild up here, you know.”

“No shit.”

“Yeah, they’re all over the place—see? Look, there… right there. All we gotta do is pull this big yellow house-on-wheels up in front of one, jump out with the saw I’ve got stashed behind the seat, and bing-bang-boom: the tree’s in the truck and the truck’s rolling down the mountain. Easy as one, two, three.”

“One, two, three.”

“Right.”

“Bing-bang-boom.”

“Yep.”

“We can’t get in trouble for mowing down Christmas trees on public property?

“Not if they don’t see us.”

“Jesus, Mark.”

“What?”

“I’m from Florida and you just blew in from Louisiana. The cops catch us doing that shit, they’ll throw us under the jail.”

“Relax, Dude, there’re only two cops in the whole town.”

“Yeah, well, it just takes one to catch us, doesn’t it?”

“Look, Eddie, we’ll be pulling in anywhere from fifty to seventy-five bucks a tree, some will do better than that. Hell, you’ve been to those lots. You know how much these babies go for.”

Eddie nodded. Last year the tree Vicki picked out ended up costing Eddie sixty-five dollars, much more than he was willing to spend, but Vicki had expensive tastes and she always managed to get what she wanted, one way or another. Problem was, she no longer wanted Eddie, a sad fact he still had not gotten used to.

“Dude, I bought fifty trees, and took another fifteen off the mountain. You just wait, we’re gonna make out like bandits. Get us a nice trailer, pay Moms back and still have plenty left to tide us over while we get jobs.”

“Are they really that easy to get? The jobs, I mean.”

“Hell yeah. I was on a rig the first day I got there—making good money. Hell, jobs are easier to get than these trees are, and they’re a piece of cake.” Mark slowed down and pulled onto the shoulder of the road. “Watch this,” he said. “See that? Look over there.”

A fir tree approximately five feet tall sat several yards off the roadside, a pleasant sight for all to see, until the rental truck ruined the view by stopping in front of it.

Mark killed the ignition. “C’mon,” he said, and then opened the door and stepped onto the running board. He grabbed the frame of the rectangular side mirror and swung down to the ground, slamming the door shut and hurrying around the front of the truck just as Eddie was stepping onto the roadside. Mark maneuvered around him and slid a hand behind the seat. It came out clutching an old bow saw. Though the metal frame was rusted, the shiny blade looked new, its serrated edge as sharp as shark’s teeth.

“No way,” Eddie said. “You are not going to saw that down.”

But Eddie knew that was exactly what Mark was going to do. And that was what he did. Under cover of the hulking yellow truck, he led Eddie to the tree and swung the saw. Moments later the blade sliced through the thin trunk like it was made of modeling clay. Mark handed Eddie the saw and told him to open the truck. Then, grinning from ear to ear, he hefted the tree onto his shoulder and followed his friend. He stood hidden from the occasional car coming up or down the road while Eddie stepped to the rear of the truck. When the door rolled up, Mark stepped around and tossed the tree inside, and then Eddie slammed the door shut.

“Cool?” said Mark.

“Cool!”

“Bucks, brother, and lots of ‘em!”

“Bing-bang-boom, dude!”

Eddie was excited. Swiping a tree off the roadside seemed like a screwball idea; especially knowing they could end up in jail if the police happened by. But when the door slammed down and he realized they had gotten away with it, an exhilarating rush swept through him. He raised his arm and the two friends high-fived each other.

“Ha!” Mark said, as they stepped back to the roadside, beside the truck. “I knew you’d come around.”

“That was easy.”

“Told ya.”

“How’d you think of this?”

“It was Mom’s idea. I think she just wanted to see me again, and figured this was a good way to get me to home for Thanksgiving.”

“She figured right.”

“Dude, it took me two days to get here. And I got my ass kicked as soon as I hit the county line.”

Eddie laughed and shook his head. He opened the passenger door and slid the saw back into its resting place, and Mark walked around to the driver’s side. Once inside, the truck back on the roadway and rolling down the mountain, Mark said, “Still early, what say we stop in Weaverton and grab a beer.”















Chapter Three







Harry Edwards watched the oncoming Camaro roar down the highway, smiling at the ear-to-ear grin plastered across Charlie’s face as he pulled into the lot, a look of solid satisfaction that told Harry everything he needed to know. He had him. The only thing now was to see how high he could take the boy. If Charlie had any gambler in his blood, if he had any guts at all, he might end up going much higher than he anticipated. If not, Harry would get his $10,000.00 and a hefty profit anyway.

Horse-trader-Harry, they called him, and for good reason. He owned the only car lot in Weaverton, North Carolina, and kept it stocked with everything from beat-up piles of junk to the cherry-red Camaro that had caught Charlie Rodgers’ eye, all the way up to the crown jewel of Horse Trader’s Car Mart: a forest green Jeep Cherokee Harry had acquired from the chop shop his cousin operated over in Asheville. A good many of Harry’s vehicles came from his cousin—damn near half, to be exact. The rest were trade-ins and the occasional car or truck he’d rustled up by hook or by crook.

Horse-trader-Harry stood six-feet tall. His close-cropped hair was grey, his eyes sky-blue. Faded jeans and a western-style shirt had been his uniform of choice for more years than he could remember, along with a straw cowboy hat that shielded his head from the sun. He stepped to his right when the car pulled up beside him, still smiling as the door opened and Charlie jumped out.

“Everything I said it was, ain’t it?”

Charlie took a step back, staring at the car like a proud father admiring his newborn baby. “Everything and a whole lot more.”

“Ten, nine-ninety-nine,” Harry said, and Charlie said, “We’ll just have to talk about that now.”

“Talk about it?”

“I’m thinkin’ seven-five.”

“What do you think, ‘cause you’re courtin’ my niece I’m gonna give it to you? You know the bluebook on that baby? I gotta make a goddamn profit here, son.”

“Well goddamn, you’re the horse trader, ain’t you?” Charlie said, sweeping a hand toward a faded banner overlooking the highway.

“That’s what the sign says,” Harry said, smiling.

“Well let’s do a little trading then. You give a little and I’ll give a little and see what we come up with.”

Harry, arms crossing his chest, cocked his head sideways, giving Charlie the same appraising eye he’d give a car he was buying. He straightened up, lips pursed for a moment, before saying, “I’ll go nine-five. Not one red cent less.”

“How about eight?”

“Nine-five. Take it or leave it.”

“C’mon, Horse-trader, you can do better than that.”

“Tell you what. I’ll flip a coin. Tails you give me five thousand dollars and that beat-to-shit truck of yours.”

Charlie’s eyes grew wide; so did the smile that suddenly appeared on his face.

“Comes up heads, you’re out thirteen thousand and the truck. What’dya
say to that?”

Charlie looked at the car, then back at Harry. “Gee, I don’t know,” he said.

“Hmpf. Thought you wanted to do a little horse tradin’.”

“I don’t wanta end up owing you thirteen thousand dollars for an eight thousand-dollar car!”

“Lose your nerve real quick when it comes down to it. Don’t ya? Looks like we’re back to nine-five then.”

“I only make twelve dollars an hour at the mill!”

“Well by God, you live with your parents, don’t you?”

Charlie took a deep breath, walked over and laid a hand on the Camaro’s hood and felt the warmth of the engine, which was still ticking from the test drive over the mountain. He looked at his own rusted-out hunk of metal, and then leaned against the Camaro—it felt good, warm beneath the seat of his jeans.

“Flip a coin, huh?”

Grinning, Harry said, “That’s why they call me the horse trader.”

And Charlie’s mind was made up, which it had been ever since the Camaro’s engine roared to life and Charlie roared off down the highway.”

“Five thousand dollars.”

“Or thirteen.”

“Let’s do it.”

“Now you’re talkin’,” Harry said. He fished a handful of change from his pocket, and pulled a silver dollar from that. “Heads you lose, tails I win.”

“My ass!” Charlie moved away from the car, toward Harry, who said, “Just messin’ with you. Heads I win, tails you win. Got it? We straight on that?”

“Yeah.
Geez.”

Sweat beaded along Charlie’s brow, and Harry noticed a slight trembling in his hands. Nestling the coin between thumb and forefinger, he smiled at Charlie.

“Wait a minute!”

“What, losin’ your nerve again?”

Charlie moved to Harry’s side. “Lemme see that coin.”

“Why?”

Right palm up, Charlie said, “Give it”, and Harry dropped it into his hand. Charlie looked at the outline of JFK on the coin’s face. “Son of a bitch,” he said, when he flipped it over and saw another head on the opposite side, and then turned and hurled the coin across the lot, into the field bordering it.

“The fuck’re you doin’!”

“You cheatin’ son of a bitch!”

“What?”

“That was a two-headed coin, ya son of a bitch!”

“Bullshit, it was. Goddamnit, Charlie Rodgers, you just threw my lucky coin away.” Harry pulled a quarter from his pocket. “Here,” he said, and handed it to Charlie. Knock yourself out.”

“What?”

“What?
What’dya
think? Flip the son of a bitch!”

Charlie positioned the coin in a hand that was shaking so bad he could hardly hold it.

“Want me to flip it for you?”

“Hell no!” Charlie called out, and then sent the coin flying end over end toward the clear blue sky.















Chapter Four







Farley’s Shack was just that, a square wooden structure of rough-hewn plank walls outside and cheap faux walnut paneling inside. Flashing neon hung in two front windows looking out on the highway, a Budweiser sign in one and a Coors sign in the other. Tables sat scattered about a dingy, white tiled floor, littered with sawdust and spent peanut shells. Two pool tables stood side by side a few feet apart in the middle of the large room. Pinball machines and video games lined one of the walls, silent in the early afternoon beneath the Bon Jovi tune piping out of an old Wurlitzer juke box residing between the pinball and arcade games. A drum set, speakers and amps and microphone stands stood on a raised stage at the far end of the building. In front of the stage was a large vacant square bordered by tables and chairs, the area the bar’s patrons did their dancing on.

A loud crack of colliding pool balls filled the air as Mark and Eddie stepped up to the bar. Three men stood around the pool table, two holding cues while a third took a seat, watching his friend lean over to position himself for his next shot. Two young women sat a few stools down from Mark and Eddie, a couple of frosted mugs of beer and a half-full pitcher on the bar in front of them. Straight blonde hair cascaded down the back of the one nearest them. The other had a pixie cut, short and brown. She was thin and lithe, agile-looking. Maybe she was a dancer, or an athlete. Whatever she was, she sure looked good to Eddie, who hadn’t been with a woman since the sympathy fuck he’d pried out of Vicki two nights before slinging his guitar over his shoulder and heading out of Jacksonville.

The bartender—Farley, Eddie guessed—said, “What can I do ya for?”

“Rolling Rock?” said Mark.

“Rocks roll down the mountain ‘round here.”

“Huh?”

“Bud and Miller, Coors and Mick and their Lite cousins, Heineken if you’re bound and determined to get exotic.” Farley lifted a pack of Marlboros from the pocket of his green and plaid flannel shirt. Short and barrel-chested with thick, bushy eyebrows, he wore his black hair slicked back on his head. He shook a cigarette loose, lit it and set the pack on the bar, a thin ribbon of smoke drifting toward the ceiling as he nestled the cigarette in a black plastic ashtray. “What’s it gonna be?” he said.

“Couple of Coors,” Mark said, nodding at the blonde, who giggled and whispered into her friend’s ear. Her friend turned to look, smiling as she quickly looked away.

The blonde said, “How about some peanuts over here, Farley?”

Farley scooped a small wooden bowl from beneath the bar. His other hand came up filled with peanuts. He dumped them into the bowl and slid it down to the girls. Then he was in and out of the cooler and a couple of Coors were sitting in front of Mark and Eddie. They grabbed them and both took a drink.

Mark walked over to the women but Eddie stayed put.

“Hey, ladies,” Mark said, and the blonde said, “Hey yourself, cutie”, which brought a whimsical smile to Mark’s face, and another giggle from her auburn-haired friend.

“What’s your name?” she asked him.

“Mark,” he said, and took another drink.

“Where ya from, Mark? Not around here, that’s for sure, not with that.” She reached out, stroking a hand down a long shock of his straight brown hair. “I would’ve noticed you by now.”

“You would, huh?”

“Better believe it.”

Mark motioned for Eddie to join him, and he did. He stood at Mark’s shoulder as his friend leaned against the bar, smiling as he said, “This is my pal, Eddie, king of the southern rockers.”

“Oh, really.”

Eddie started to say ‘no, not really’ but before he could, the object of Mark’s affection said, “Well, Mark, Eddie. I’m Thelma and this is—”

“Let me guess,” Mark deadpanned. “Louise.”

Thelma’s friend huffed out a breath, and Thelma laughed. “Not hardly,” she said. “Brenda. Brenda and Thel, at your service.”

“Well, Brenda, Thel.” Mark raised his bottle in a toast. “It is really nice to meet you. Eddie and I are in town to—”

“Hey!”

Eddie turned to see a guy coming across the room carrying a pool cue. Tall and thin, he wore jeans, a blue-and-white-striped Polo shirt and a faded denim jacket. A Carolina Panther’s cap sat backwards on his head. He was coming fast with a pissed-off look on his face. He stopped in front of Mark, slapping the fat end of the cue against his hand as he said, “What the hell, Thel?”

“Oh, Jimmy,” she said. “Gimme a break.”

“What’d I tell you?”

“Would you stop it?”

“Hey,” Mark said. “We’re just—”

Jimmy drew back the cue. “You—shut the fuck the up!”

“Hey,” Mark said.

“Jesus,” Eddie muttered, and then looked down to see if the guy had serpents on his cowboy boots, wondering if he’d be able to bounce his beer bottle off the guy’s head before the cue stick cracked Mark’s skull. The guy Jimmy had been shooting pool with leaned over the juke box. Moments later, the opening of .38 Special’s So Caught Up In You filled the room.

“Goddamit!” Thel yelled.

Farley tapped a sawed-off piece of a Louisville Slugger against the bar, leaned over the counter, and said, “Take it outside.”

“Stay out of it, Farley,” said Jimmy, and Farley slammed the bat down hard. “I said take that shit the fuck outside.”

Thel jumped off her barstool. Positioning herself in front of Eddie, she said, “Would you just stop it? Jesus, Jimmy, I’m twenty-three-years-old, for Chrissakes.”

“We talked about this.”

“Yes, we talked about it and I told you to chill out. So chill the fuck out!”

“Dude,” one of Jimmy’s friends called out—the guy who’d been at the juke box and was now back at the pool table. “Leave your sister alone.”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “Chill out before you get yourself hurt.”

“Hurt? Me hurt! I’ll show you hurt, motherfucker!”

“I don’t even know your mother.”

“Don’t!” Thel called out, as if she knew what was coming next, which, apparently she did, because Jimmy swung the cue and Mark ducked, the cue stick snapped Farley’s head back and his club dropped to the floor.

“Goddamnit!” he yelled, holding a hand over his ear as Jimmy took a faltering step backwards, Farley kneeling down and grabbing his piece of Louisville Slugger, standing back up and shaking it at Jimmy, who by now had backed all the way to the pool tables.

“You son of a bitch!”

“I… I’m sorry… Farley, I’m sorry. Look—”

“C’mere, you little cocksucker!”

“He didn’t mean it,” Thel said, as Farley made his way around the bar and Jimmy and his pals ran for the door, Farley running after them, onto the porch, screaming, “GODDAMNIT!” as car doors slammed and rubber howled against pavement, and Mark and Eddie looked dumbfounded at one another.

Mark turned to Thel, who was smiling up at him. “What,” he said. “Was that about?”

“He’s just being… overprotective,” Brenda spoke up, and Eddie was glad, because for a while there he was wondering if the only thing she could do was sit there and giggle.

“Overprotective is one thing,” Eddie said. “But that was way off the charts.”

“No shit,” Mark said.

“Well,” Brenda said. “A girl went missing around here a few days ago. Got mad at her daddy and stalked out of the house. Nobody’s seen her since and folks are worried about her.”

“Most folks, that is,” added Thel, and Brenda nodded.

“Most folks?” Eddie said.

“Yeah,” Brenda again. “Some people think she ran away ‘cause she’s got a messed up family, daddy always beating on the boys, sometimes on her, too.”

“She didn’t run away, she wouldn’t,” Thel said, as Farley came through the door, cussing and raising hell about what he was going to ‘do to that little bastard when he got his hands on him’. He made his way behind the bar, his club thumping and rolling on the floor when he threw it down, a lump on the side of his head and a thoroughly disgusted look on his face.

Farley grabbed a dishtowel, and stood for a moment staring toward the street.

“Goddamnit,” he said, and then took the towel and stalked through a set of doubles doors that stood off to the left behind him.

“Maybe we should go,” Brenda said.

“Maybe we should,” said Thel.

“Hold on, we’ll walk you out,” Mark said, as Farley came bursting through the double doors, wincing and holding the bulging towel against his head. He moved his hand and an ice cube squirted out of the dishtowel. “Dammit, Thel,” he said. “I’m not puttin’ up with this shit, not in my own place, I’m not.”

“Farley,” she said. “I am so sorry.”

“Yeah, well, he’s gonna be sorry when I call the cops on his ass.”

“C’mon, Farley,” she said.

Farley lifted the towel. The lump didn’t look any smaller than when he’d first stormed back inside. It seemed, in fact, a great deal larger.

Eddie turned to hide the grin spreading across his face, and Farley said, “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna call the police. But I’ll tell you what: I will kick his scrawny little ass next time I see him.”

“You know he didn’t mean it.”

“I don’t give a shit if he meant it or not, the next time—”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “If I hadn’t ducked…”

“Yeah, that’s right. If you hadn’t ducked I wouldn’t be standing here holding a bag of ice to my head. Maybe I oughta kick your ass, too!”

“Ho!” Mark called out, grinning, hands held out in front of him.

“Aw, fuck it,” Farley said, wincing as he put the ice back in place. “Just get the fuck outa here—all of you.”







Outside, on the wooden porch of Farley’s Shack, Mark checked his watch. It was four o’clock. Soon his mother would be home. They’d have dinner and chat with her a while before borrowing her car to do a little scouting. A cherry-red convertible Camaro roared up in front of the place, whoops and hollers and clouds of dust rising behind the car as it began turning doughnuts in the dirt lot.

Brenda’s jaw dropped, and Thel’s eyes grew wide.

“Farley’s gonna have a fit!” Thel said.

“Gonna?” Mark said, as the Camaro stopped its circular spin and hauled ass out of the parking lot. “He already did.”















Chapter Five







Tom Traber leaned forward in his chair, eyes straight ahead, his forearms resting on the desk, his brown hair neatly-trimmed. He had the taut, muscular body of someone who had grown up on the farm, even though it had been years since he’d worked one. At thirty years of age, he was a boy in a man’s body, and what passed for law and order in the small mountain community. When Mary Jackson sat down, he gave her his undivided attention, and even though his mind was already made up about what had happened to her daughter, he offered her a genuine look of concern when she told him that Cindy had still not come home.

“Have you called your kinfolk to see if she might have gone to one of them?”

“They would’ve called me if she showed up. She ain’t gonna show up… something’s happened to her.” Mary pulled a tissue from her open purse and dabbed it to her eyes. “I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong. Cindy didn’t run off. She—”

“But Mary, that’s exactly what you said she did when you came by here Wednesday morning. That the school called because she was playing hooky and Merle got after her about it and she ran screaming out of the house.”

“Something’s happened to her! I know it! I can feel it!”

“Mary.”

Mary sighed. She looked tired and drawn, as if she’d been up all night, her frail shoulders slumped under the weight of wondering what had become of her daughter. The expression she wore was one Traber had never seen her without, a weariness from never knowing what kind of mood her drunken husband would carry through the door, or who he might take it out on. When she spoke, her voice carried a soft, almost defeated tone:

“I’m just so worried about her.”

“I know you are.”

“I know this ain’t the first time she’s run off, but she’s always come back before.”

“Look, just because nobody’s seen her, that doesn’t mean she’s met with foul play. Maybe she figured she’d had enough of Merle’s mess. He rides ya’ll pretty hard over there, you know.”

“But she ain’t got no money, no clothes, nowhere to go. It doesn’t make any sense for her not to come back.”

Traber shifted in his chair. A backfiring car caught his attention and he glanced at the window, and then back at the distraught mother. “Mary, I know you’re upset, but she’s not the first little girl to take off around here. Some come back and some never do—hell, there’s not a whole lot to come back to ‘round here. She probably hitched a ride with some trucker headed off to the big city. I imagine she’ll get in touch pretty—”

“But what if she ain’t, Tom? What if she took off up the mountain and she’s wandering around lost in the woods, or that goddamn Johnson clan got hold of her?”

Mary straightened up. Eyes narrowing, she gave Traber a cold, hard stare. “She could be anywhere, and it seems to me instead of sitting around doing everything in your power to convince me my daughter ain’t in no trouble, you’d get off your ass and make an effort to find her. You are the law around here, aren’t you?”

“Now hold on, Mary. There’s only two of us, you know—me and Ralph. I’ve talked to her friends, the neighbors. What else do you think I should do?”

Mary stood up, put her hands on the desk and leaned forward. Eyes still locked on Traber, she said, “My daughter turns up dead in those woods, you’re gonna wish you’d done somethin’.”















Chapter Six







Harry beat the bushes for thirty minutes before pulling his two-headed coin from the overgrown brush. He tramped through the weeds, back to his dirt lot, sweat beading along his brow as he knelt to brush away the briars and burrs clinging to his pant-cuffs. He stood up and took off his hat, scrubbed his shirtsleeve across his forehead. The breeze blowing through the valley felt great, and he stood quietly for a moment, savoring it.

He wasn’t happy about Charlie getting the better of him, but it wasn’t the end of the world, not even close. Harry’d taken his shot. One more turn of the coin would have netted him an eight-thousand dollar profit. But, hey, he could live with twenty-five hundred for driving that stolen rig back from Asheville. You win some you lose some. That’s why they called him The Horse Trader. And Horse-trader-Harry Edwards had won a lot more than he’d lost. He could afford to take a hit on this one.

Still chafed his ass, though.

It was five-o’clock, and he’d had just about enough for one day. Maybe he’d lock up and head over to Farley’s for a beer and a burger, hang around and check out the young poon. The place should get to hopping in a little while, and by then he would be good and lit. Just the way he liked it. Who knows, maybe one of those little tomcats would find her way back to Harry’s place. Wouldn’t be the first time that happened, nor, Harry hoped, would it be the last.

A vehicle pulling into the lot stopped Harry dead in his tracks as he started for the trailer. He turned to see an old beat-up Army surplus jeep rolling toward him. And that could mean only one thing: Elbert Johnson and his brood of inbred miscreants had misappropriated another vehicle, and since they had no earthly idea of how to turn a stolen car into cash money, they were forced to bring it to the only person they knew who could: Horse-trader-Harry. But it wouldn’t be Elbert driving the jeep—the eighty-something-year-old patriarch, who never left his mountain, always sent his eldest son to attend to family business.

Harry made his way to the jeep, which had rumbled to a stop in the middle of the lot. The old relic was a rusted-out mass of blistered and peeling camouflage paint, faded under thick splotches of mud covering the chassis, a diagonal crack running across the middle of its windshield. Harry wondered how the hell they kept the damned thing from falling apart. He stood for a moment, eyeballing it, before finally saying, “You ever wash that thing?”

Willem Johnson, his head cocked sideways, long brown hair draping the shoulders of the buckskin jacket he wore, cut the engine, and said, “The hell’d I wanta do a fool thing like that for?”

“No reason, I guess. So what, you lookin’ to trade that thing in?”

“Same answer.”

Harry laughed.

“Got somethin’ for ya.”

“Yeah, I figured. What is it and where is it?”

“Brand-spankin’ new SUV and Arley’s got it parked behind that barn of your’n.”

“Where’d you get it?”

“Same place I got the last-un.”

“Figures.” Harry didn’t know for certain where or how they had gotten any of the vehicles he’d acquired from them, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. But he wasn’t about to pass up easy money, so he said, “Let me lock up and I’ll meet you over there.”

Willem fired up the jeep and Harry made his way to the trailer, up the steps and inside to his desk as Willem rumbled onto the highway. Charlie Rodgers’ contract lay on the desk where Harry’d left it—wasn’t much of a loss now, not with Willem’s offering. He opened a drawer, pulled out a silver-plated revolver and laid it on the desk. His jacket hung on a set of deer antlers decorating the wall. He lifted it free and put it on, slipped the gun into a pocket and walked out the door, to the pick-up parked at the end of the trailer. Once inside, he turned the key and the engine came to life. Then he was out of the lot and onto the highway.

Harry had a good thing going. With a cousin in the chop shop and one in the DMV, he had a real good thing going. And those mountain men just made it better every time they showed up. Twenty vehicles they’d given him in the last seven years. Twenty cars and trucks and SUV’s, all for a thousand bucks a piece—and why not, who the hell else were they going to sell them to? All carted off to Asheville for Cousin Chuck to slice and dice and make the Edwards boys a pile of money.

Harry downshifted as he pulled into Cary’s Holler. Moments later he was rolling down his driveway, past a two-story log cabin to a red and white barn butting up to the wilderness at the back edge of his property. Willem and one of his kin sat in the jeep. Beside them was a silver Saturn SUV. A chick’s car, Harry thought, and wondered briefly what might have become of whoever owned it. He parked beside Willem, got out and walked over to the SUV, opened the door and the new-car smell washed over him, his pulse quickening a bit, because he knew he was going to make a bundle off this one.

He left the door open and returned to the jeep, around the side until he was standing at Willem’s shoulder. “You done good this time,” he said.

“Damn right I did,” Willem said, cutting his eyes toward Harry, then, “Two-thousand.”

Arley Johnson turned in his seat. He looked enough like Willem to have been his son. Harry thought he probably was his son, and his nephew, maybe his brother, too, for all Harry knew about it. He had the same long brown hair, the rugged features and brown eyes. Except while Willem looked fairly normal, there was something very off-putting about his young kin’s eyes. One of them, drooping and lazy, looked cock-eyed toward the barn, while the other stared directly at Harry.

“Yeah, well,” Harry said. “You’re gettin’ one. Just like always.”

“Let me tell you somethin’, old man,” Willem said. “I’m about tired’a you cheatin’ us outa—” Harry put a hand in his coat pocket as Willem swiveled and swung his feet onto the ground. An unmistakable sharp metallic Click stopped Willem in mid-sentence. He stared at the bulge in Harry’s jacket—it could’ve been a stiff finger pointed beneath the fabric, but Harry was pretty sure Willem didn’t think it was a finger.

“You know that noise, mountain man?”

“Yep.”

“You got two choices. Take a thousand dollars and leave that truck behind, or take the truck and your… whatever the fuck he is, and haul your asses back up the mountain. I don’t much care what you do.”

“I’ll take the money—this time,” Willem said, lifting his feet back into the jeep and looking hard at Harry. “But I tell you what: one of these days—”

“What, you gonna kill me? Then who’ll you sell your shit too?”

Eyes still locked on Harry, he said, “Whoever takes your place.”

“Look, Willem.” Harry took the edge off his voice, as if he were talking to an old friend, because he was taken aback by Willem’s tone and the implication of his words. “I made this deal with your daddy a long time ago, and as long as Elbert’s around I’m gonna honor that deal.” It didn’t make a bit of sense, but he figured Willem was too stupid to know it.

Harry eased the hammer back in place, stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled out a roll of bills, counted out ten C-notes and handed them to Willem, who crammed them into his pocket and fired up the jeep. Then he was backing up and heading down the driveway, leaving Harry alone with his brand new SUV as the sun disappeared behind the mountaintop and dusk began creeping over the land.















Chapter Seven







While Horse-trader-Harry was retrieving his two-headed coin, Tom Traber was roaming the back roads of Weaverton, North Carolina, looking for Cindy Jackson. Not that he expected to find her, or even gave a damn about where she might be. But because Mary was right: he was the law around here and he hadn’t lifted a finger to locate her child. No one had been out to the school and no one had talked to the neighbors. He’d just told Mary that to get her off his back. Maybe tomorrow he’d ask around the church for volunteers to comb the woods, just in case. The last thing he needed was Mary calling the state police. He sure didn’t want those boys roaming the mountainside, not with all the shit he was into.

Traber was a big fish, but his pond was a mud puddle and no one cared much about him one way or another. Which was fine for Traber, who somehow had been handed his father’s job on a silver platter after the old man passed away. Nobody cared and nobody kept an eye on him, and he didn’t much keep his eye on anyone else, either. He spent his days roaming the old mountain roads, stopping a speeding car, or a truck every now and then. Most of his evenings were spent with Laurie Miller, whose husband was kept busy night-hauling loads across the state for the Preston Textile Mill. Traber did what he wanted with whoever he wanted, and if he broke a law or two in the process—God’s or man’s—so be it.

Traber punched the cigarette lighter in his dash, reached into his shirt pocket and fished out a clear plastic baggie, which had a thin joint resting atop a small amount of pot that lined the bottom of the bag. Much too small an amount, Traber thought, as he clamped the joint between his lips. The lighter popped up and he snatched it and touched it to the joint, took a drag and held it in. The smoke tickled his lungs as it expanded. He blew it out and sucked in another lungful, smiling as the pleasant marijuana buzz settled in around him. Traber made his way up the long and winding road. Rounding the bend, he noticed a yellow Ryder truck stopped on the shoulder of the oncoming lane. Two guys stood beside it, staring up at the mountainside. Traber wondered what they were doing, but he didn’t really give a shit, so he took another hit and passed them by. Moments later, the truck was in his rearview and he was veering off the highway, onto a straight stretch of County Road 121. The road banked left and up, and he followed the curving incline halfway to the mountain’s top, until he came to a dirt road that would lead him to Cary’s Holler. Houses were few and far between out here. A stream ran along the left side of the road, the hills and woods on the right. Passing a farm house, Traber took one last hit and tossed the smoldering nub out the window, hit the siren and bubble lights and stomped the gas pedal. Moments later he took a wooden bridge across the burbling water. On the far side of the road, row upon row of firs of various heights stretched their way up a long and sloping hill. At the top of the hill loomed the deep woods and trails of Rickert’s Mountain. Siren howling and dirt spraying, he came to a fishtailing stop in front of Butchie Walker’s double-wide trailer.

Two men spilled from the mobile home, out onto the wooden deck, eyes wide and wild in the strobing blue and red lights.

Butchie stepped through the front door, tall and lean, his head clean-shaven, his face beet-red. “Goddamnit!” he yelled. “The fuck’re you makin’ all that racket for?”

“Hey, it’s an emergency,” Traber said. “I’m almost outa pot!”

“Turn that shit off!”

Traber, laughing, leaned into the car and flicked off the lights and siren, smiling as the wailing ground slowly to a halt.

“Traber, you fucking moron. I got Bobby standing over the toilet with an ounce of coke.” Butchie looked at his friends. The toilet flushed and he yelled, “Goddamnit!”

He ran back into the trailer, shouting, “It’s okay! Bobby, it’s okay!”

Traber laughed and the two on the porch shook their heads. “Not cool,” one said, and the other said, “Not cool at all, Traber.”

“Lighten up, fellas. It’s just a—”

Butchie led Bobby through the doorway, Butchie shaking his head, his young friend grinning. “Everybody’s a comedian today,” Butchie said. “You’re lucky that was piss goin’ down them pipes.”

Traber huffed out another laugh.

“Laugh, motherfucker. You keep fucking with me—”

“Watch it there, son,” Traber said. “That’s the law you’re talkin’ to.”

“I don’t give a good goddamn.”

“Well you better give a damn, if you wanta keep your ass on the good side of the law. ‘Cause right now, I’m the only thing standing between you and a six by twelve-foot cell.”

Bobby shook his head, laughing while the other two stepped forward, down the stairs and into the yard. One said, “You hillbilly son of a bitch.”

Traber threw open his jacket, revealing a Colt .45 that lay nestled in a holster, strapped to his leg, gunslinger-style. He stood there, grinning, his fingers flexing above the pistol grip. “Try it, hombre,” he said.

“Goddamnit,” Butchie said. “Would you cut the shit?” He pulled a bag of pot from his back pocket, stepped down off the porch and tossed it to Traber, who caught it, and said, “Muchas gracias.”

Butchie laughed and shook his head. “You’re crazier’n owl shit,” he said, and everybody burst out laughing, the two in the yard casting a cautious eye at Traber as he folded his jacket around his holster, and then slipped the plump baggie into a pocket. They were brothers, a couple of years apart and a couple of years out of high school: Jerry and Joey Markham—Jerry on the left and Joey on the right, both with short red hair, blue eyes and a face full of freckles. Jerry pulled a joint from his shirt pocket. “Jesus,” he said, and then struck a match and touched it to the joint, blew out the flame and tossed the match to the ground. Then he handed the joint to his brother, who hit it and passed it over to Butchie while Traber stepped forward to join them.

“You guys know anything about Cindy Jackson gone missing?”

“Huh uh,” Butchie said.

Traber took the joint from Bobby, hit it a couple of times. “Jesus, this is some kickass shit,” he said, as he passed it on to Jerry Markham. To Butchie, he said, “But y’all haven’t seen her?”

“Huh uh.”

“She’s not shackin’ up here with y’all.”

“Hell no.”

“’Cause she ain’t been home since Tuesday night, and there ain’t too many places she could be around here. Hell, I couldn’t blame you if she was—damn fine looking girl there. Wouldn’t mind taggin’ a piece of that myself.”

“Nah,” Butchie told him. “We ain’t seen her.”

Bobby said, “I heard her daddy chased her outa the house.”

“Yep,” Traber said. “Me too. Problem is, she hasn’t come home yet and her mama’s worried about her. Came by to see me today, all upset ‘cause I ain’t out beatin’ the weeds trying to find her ass. That’s why I’m here—well, one of the reasons.”

“I thought it was ‘cause you ran outa pot,” red-headed Joey Markham said.

Traber smiled “Well, that too… I’m afraid if I don’t get something going trying to find her, Mary’s likely to call in the state boys. And we sure as hell don’t want a buncha state troopers
roamin’ the woods around here.”

“No doubt,” said Butchie.

“So I was hoping I could get y’all to help me out tomorrow. You know, make a good show of huntin’ around the woods.”

Butchie shrugged and nodded his head, and Traber continued, “I’ll go ‘round to the church tomorrow and scare up some volunteers, so Mary’ll see I’m not draggin’ my feet. Get a few teams scoutin’ around various places. Then me and you and the boys here’ll kick around yonder.” Traber nodded toward Rickert’s Mountain. “Smoke some doobies and slug back a few beers, and that’ll be that.”

“That’ll be that, all right,” Butchie said. “’Cause she damn sure ain’t out in those woods. It’d take her half a day just to get up here.”

“Her mama’s worried the Johnsons might’ve got her.”

“Shit,” Butchie said. “I doubt it. They don’t come far enough off the mountain to bother anybody.”

“Yeah,” Traber said. “She ain’t around here. Probably caught a ride down at the truck stop. Like her mama said, she ain’t got no place to go, no clothes, no money. Which brings me to my other reason for coming up here.”

“What’s that?” said Butchie.

“I’m almost outa money, too.”

“Goddamnit.”















Chapter Eight







Kayla Rockley wiped down the kitchen counter and draped her dishrag over the narrow edge of the sink. The dinner was eaten, the dishes cleaned and draining in the white plastic strainer. She smiled as Mark and Eddie’s voices floated in from the hallway. Mark hadn’t been home since his father had passed. It was so hard to believe Richard had only been gone two years. It seemed like forever since he’d kissed her goodbye and headed off to work that last morning. God, how she missed him.

Kayla was happy to see Eddie. It had been so long—years, in fact—since she’d last laid eyes on him. What a pleasant surprise it was to see the man he had grown into, his handsome features. And his hair, so neatly trimmed, nothing like the wild-eyed kid she remembered. Once he was showered and shaved and dressed in a fresh set of clothes, he really looked nice. She was glad he’d come up, and that he would be accompanying her son to Louisiana. Kayla worried about Mark being on the road by himself, and didn’t want to think about him being all alone in the little backwater town they were going to. No telling what he might get himself into out there. Trouble seemed to follow Mark everywhere he went. She knew something had happened on his way into Weaverton, no matter what he said about getting whacked on the oil rig—that black eye of his was too fresh to have happened down south. Mark had a smart mouth, and he was quick to react, sometimes overreacting, like the time he’d called a policeman a pig and she’d had to bail him out of jail on a loitering charge because the cop had crossed the line. Sometimes she thought it was her fault for the way she’d brought him up, her and Richard drinking and drugging in front of him, leaving the stuff around the house, knowing he was probably getting into it but never having the inner strength to face the demons that were hounding them. Praise the Lord for finally coming into her heart and turning her life around, and for riding her shoulder while she worked on her husband—bless his heart; he was such a good man. If only she could reach in and open her son up to Him. That was why she was so glad to see Eddie. He was always so well behaved. Maybe some of his manners would rub off on Mark. Maybe they would be good for each other.

Kayla grabbed a half-full glass of tea off the countertop, and left the kitchen to join the boys—because to her, no matter how straight or how tall they grew, they would always be her boys. She smiled as she walked up behind the couch and put a hand on Eddie’s shoulder.

“I can’t get over how good you look,” she told him.

Mark sniggered, as Eddie said, “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

She stroked a hand across Eddie’s hair and he began to blush. “Look at this,” she said. “I wish Mark would cut that mane of his.” And this time it was Eddie’s turn to chuckle, as his friend said, “Don’t hold your breath.”

“It’s so nice to have you guys around. I just wish you could stay a little longer. Are you sure you have to leave tonight?”

“Well,” Mark said. “Technically, we’ll be leaving tomorrow.”

“But so early.”

“I told you, Mom. So we can get a jump on the traffic.”

Kayla sighed, and Mark said, “You’re still gonna let us use your car tonight, aren’t you?”

“You’re leaving at three o’clock in the morning, and you’re going out tonight?”

“You know,” Mark said. “To show Eddie around town.”

“Oh, please. What’re you going to show him? The combination country store/police station?”

Eddie chuckled, and Mark said, “A couple of girls, maybe?”

“And just when do you two plan on sleeping? Or do you even plan on sleeping tonight?”

“Aw, Mom.”

Kayla looked at her watch. It was eight-thirty. She knew that nothing she said would change their minds. Boys will be boys, even when they’re grown men. “Well,” she said. “I’m gonna take a bath. Come here and give me a hug—both of you.”

They stood up and walked over to Kayla. Eddie hugged her first, then Mark. She held him for a moment before releasing her grip and taking a step back, a lump forming in the back of her throat as she looked at a younger version of her deceased husband: the brown hair, the cleft in his chin, Richard’s eyes. Still clasping his hand, she said, “All grown up, both of you.”

“Which is an excellent reason for you not to worry,” Mark said, drawing a chuckle from Kayla, who said, “Oh, it is, is it?” She gave his hand a squeeze.

“Keys are on the table,” she said, and then started for the hallway and stopped. “You are going to wake me before you leave, aren’t you?”

“Of course,” Mark said, and Kayla said, “Make sure you do.”







*    *    *







Mark and Eddie were excited, optimistic about meeting up with Brenda and Thel tonight. But as upbeat as they may have been, Mark couldn’t help seasoning his optimism with a healthy dose of realism. Would they really show up? Wouldn’t be the first time a couple of girls had fed them a line. If he had a buck for every wrong number some hot babe had given him… And even if they did show, there was no guarantee as to what might happen. For all he knew, Mark would find Jimmy and his gang waiting to finish the job those truck-stop-rednecks had started. The guy sure was raring to go back at Farley’s, with his red face and the cue stick in his hands, and three against two wasn’t exactly the best of odds. But Mark figured it was safe enough. Surely those guys would have sense enough to stay clear of the enraged barman for a while.

“So what do you think?” Mark said as they made their way along the highway.

“What?”

“What?” Mark looked at Eddie, then back at the road. “What do you think?
The women. You think they’ll show?”

Shrugging, Eddie said, “Why wouldn’t they?”

“Yeah, really,” Mark said. “We’re the cool new guys, in town from exciting and far away places.”

Eddie huffed out a laugh.

“What?”

“Exciting and far away places. Nothing much exciting about J-ville, and you just crawled off an oil rig out in the middle of nowhere.”

“I got news for you, pal. Jacksonville’s the birthplace of southern rock, and the little coastal town I just crawled out of flat-out rocks—with a capital R.”

“I don’t know about your little bayou town, but there ain’t shit happening in Jax. Southern rock may have been born there, but it had to hightail it outa town to grow up. Hell, you know that. You know a rock band can’t survive with the handful of clubs they got down there. Why the hell else would I be following your ass to Louisiana?”

“You know that and so do I, but Brenda and Thel don’t. You grew up there and never left. You wait, you’ll see. You get away from there and people think it’s some magical, mystical place where long-haired country boys crawl up outa golden fields of sensimilla with guitars slung over their shoulders.”

Smiling, Eddie shrugged. “They do have the killer herb down there.”

“No shit. If I miss anything, it’s that high-grade, kick-ass pot.”

“Speaking of which,” Eddie said, and then pulled a thin, hand-rolled cigarette out of his shirt pocket. “Wanta burn one?”

“You brought some herb with you?”

“Sure did.”

“The fuck are you, some kind of moron?” Mark said this, not because he thought Eddie was stupid enough to have had drugs on him while he hitched his way through damn near every backwoods, redneck town the south had to offer, not at all. Mark was glad he did it. He was pissed because they’d missed an opportunity to impress Brenda and Thel.

“What?”

“Why didn’t you mention it in front of the girls? You know how that shit draws the trim. Jesus, Eddie. We could’ve taken ‘em off and tooted a couple of joints. Hell, we could’ve been knee-deep in pussy by now.”

“Yeah, right. Fresh off the road, dirty clothes, no bath, and you think I should corner a couple of sweeties in the cab of a truck. You must really want to kill our night.”

Mark glanced at Eddie and smiled; Eddie fired up the joint and he chuckled.

“Point taken,” he said, laughing as Eddie passed the reefer his way. Mark took a hit, held it in and let it out. Took another, held it in a little longer and then coughed it out. “Damn, I miss this shit. And the fucking coke. Boy, do I miss the coke.”

“Yeah, well, T-bone Baker’s sure missing the hell out of you right about now.”

“Jesus… T-bone. I can’t believe I did that.”

“Yeah,” Eddie said. “Neither can he.”

Eddie and Mark, raised two houses apart in the Cedar Hills area of Jacksonville, Florida, were a byproduct of their low income, middleclass suburban environment. Their childhood years saw the birth of Southern Rock, where groups like Skynnrd and Hatchet, Blackfoot and .38 Special honed their skills at the local watering holes attended religiously by Mark and Eddie’s drug-abusing parents. The two friends were proud of their heritage, glad to have grown up in a household where their next high lay waiting in back of Dad’s sock drawer, or beneath the couch cushions. Eddie, who took up the guitar at twelve, spent his teenage years emulating his southern rock heroes. He woke up thinking about music, and went to bed dreaming of the fame and fortune his guitar would bring him. And Mark was right there, drinking and drugging, fighting and selling weed alongside his pal. When high school was over, Eddie lived out his dream, playing music in the bars and clubs while Mark sold drugs supplied by Tommy T-bone Baker, another childhood friend, who had parleyed a summer in Mexico into a career as a ruthless purveyor of marijuana and cocaine. Eventually they drifted apart, but not so far that Mark wouldn’t pop up at one of Eddie’s performances, or be there to lend an ear, or a helping hand when Eddie found yet another of his volatile relationships headed down the tubes—the direction all of them seemed to go, eventually. They were pals, friends to the end who would never let each other down. Not even when Tommy T-bone Baker showed up on Eddie’s doorstep demanding to know Mark’s whereabouts would Eddie give him up. Not even when T-bone’s henchman held a blade to his throat.

“Neither can I, actually,” Eddie said. “How much did you end up owing him, anyway?”

“Four grand.”

“Jesus, Mark. How much shit did he front you?”

Wincing, Mark said, “A bunch.”

“You know he broke Jimbo Kelly’s leg over a half-pound of weed, don’t you?”

Mark shrugged his shoulders.

“I can’t imagine what he’d do to you.”

“Yeah,” Mark said as he pulled into Farley’s parking lot. “That’s another reason I won’t be going back to J-ville anytime soon.”















Chapter Nine







Butchie Walker leaned forward in his chair, over an old wooden table in the middle of his barn. Rows of marijuana plants hung upside down, curing on taut strands of rope strung low from a series of poles set into the ground a few feet apart from one end of the barn to the other. The smell of the room was a mixture of hay, dirt and pine. A scale and a roll of packing tape sat on the table, beside a clear, bulging plastic Ziploc bag of pot. Several sealed bags sat in a cardboard box next to Butchie’s feet, along with a black fifty-gallon trash bag, half-full of the herb they’d been weighing out in pound-sized containers. A pile of the bulging black bags lay in a corner of the barn, next to two four-foot-high stacks of flat corrugated cardboard cartons. Several empty boxes constructed from the stack sat next to the table, beside a row of stacked cartons which had already been filled and taped shut.

Butchie pulled a thick bud half as long as his arm from the black plastic bag and laid it on the table, crystalline resin beading along the flowered plant sparkling in the overhead light as he said, “High Times ain’t got nothing on us.”

“No doubt,” Bobby Jarvis said.

Red-headed Joey Markham pinched off the end of the bud and held a clump of it under his nose. “I love that smell,” he said, and then began pulling the sticky piece of marijuana apart. When he finished he rolled a huge joint, then another, pinched off some more, and started the process over again.

Butchie snorted a thick line of cocaine off a round mirror encased in a thin wooden frame, switched a cut-off piece of plastic straw to his other nostril and huffed up another pile. Then he handed the straw to Bobby, who went happily after his lines. On the opposite side of the table, Jerry and Joey Markham cast an eager eye at the cocaine while Butchie picked up a half-full jar of moonshine, took a healthy sip and passed it over to Jerry.

“I still don’t see why we have to put up with Traber’s shit,” Joey said, as he took the Mason jar from his brother. He took a drink and passed it along to Bobby, who had just lifted his head from the table, miniscule flecks of white powder falling like snowflakes away from his nostrils.

“No shit,” Jerry said. “Every fucking month, and what the hell good is he? It’s not like he’s helping us move the shit—and he could. Hell, he should, for what he’s being paid. Fill the trunk of that cop car of his and drive the shit to the cities. Who the hell’s gonna fuck with a cop?”

“Just the cost of doing business,” Butchie said.

“Fuck him. He doesn’t do a goddamn thing.”

Jerry’s brother nodded his agreement; as he dipped his head down to the coffee table, Butchie said, “It’s what he doesn’t do that we’re paying him for. What he doesn’t do is rat us out to the state police or the feds. We see him as the dumbass we grew up around, Donnie Traber’s idiot son. We’re lucky his daddy dropped dead—that son of a bitch would’ve squeezed a hell of a lot more out of us than Traber does. Hey, what we give him, the cash and a bit of pot now and then ain’t shit. We’ve got free reign around here, and we will as long as we pony up Traber’s little drop from the bucket.”

Butchie took another drink of moonshine, tapped four more lines out of a small, black plastic container and pushed the mirror over to the Markhams. Then he snapped the container shut and put it in his shirt pocket. “Like I said: the cost of doing business.”

And he was right. They were free to come and go as they pleased; never having to worry about Traber or his sidekick rousting their still or raiding the mountainside they grew their pot on. Butchie inherited his job from his bootlegging father the same way Traber inherited his. They were joined at the hip the same way their fathers had been, partners in crime, so to speak. Even though Traber had very little involvement with the operation, the enterprise would be hard-pressed to exist without him. He served as a buffer to anyone who might inquire into Butchie’s affairs, always there to add the assurance that, yes, he had checked Butchie Walker out and he was as legitimate as anyone else in the community. And why shouldn’t he be? Butchie had his Christmas trees as a nice cover, and a crew to work them. Like his father before him, his green thumb produced the finest firs in the county—and some outrageously good herb as well. He paid Bobby and the Markhams a good share of what the trees produced, and a hell of a lot of money to keep the pot moving.

A perfect cover, as long as they kept Traber happy.

Joey Markham huffed up the last two lines of coke, and Bobby sealed another Ziploc bag and stacked it inside the half-full cardboard box, opened another bag and stuffed a handful of pot inside it.

“Damn,” Joey said. “I feel too good to be stuck here doing this.”

“Really,” his brother chimed in. “We oughta be down at Farley’s checkin’ out the trim, or over in Charlotte
runnin’ with the big dogs.”

“Got work to do, boys,” Butchie said. “Those bags ain’t gonna fill themselves.” He picked up one of the joints from the pile Joey had made, lit it and passed it to Bobby. “This shit’s got to move out Monday morning, and we’re not gonna have time to fuck with it tomorrow. Not if we’re out running the woods with Traber. Those boxes have to be loaded up and ready to roll, so all you boys have to do is jump in your rides and haul ass over the mountain. I don’t want any last minute bullshit—it’s sloppy.”

“But look at that shit,” Joey said, nodding at the pile of bulging black plastic bags and the flat cardboard cartons. “We’ll be here all night, fucking with that stuff.”

Butchie chuckled as Bobby laid a bag on the scale, pulled it off and stuffed another handful of pot inside, checked it on the scale, and then sealed it and tossed it into the carton.

Jerry took a couple of hits off the joint and passed it to his brother. Then he grabbed the tape and crossed the barn, and started putting cartons together.

“Just think about what you’re gonna make when that’s cleared out,” Butchie said. “We get the rest cured and bagged, harvest that last patch out in the woods and get it gone, then we’ve got the whole winter to kick back and count our money. As for being here all night.” Butchie smiled and tapped his shirt pocket. “That’s what the coke’s for.”

Joey sighed, blew a long stream of smoke into the air and shook his head.

“It’s hard being a working man,” he said, and they all burst out laughing.















Chapter Ten







Farley’s parking lot was loaded with vehicles: motorcycles, vans, cars and trucks both old and new. A series of painted stars decorated the body of a rusted-out white van sitting at the rear of the joint, across whose side somebody had spray painted Rock Bottom in big black letters. Eddie figured it belonged to whoever was inside the place blasting out Gimme Three Steps. The van and the loud, thumping bass brought a smile to his face. They reminded him of all the dives he’d traipsed through on his own quest for rock and roll stardom. Fame and fortune had eluded him, but he’d had a hell of a time chasing it. Lately he wondered if his dream lay dead on the altar of the birthplace of southern rock, ground to dust beneath the feet of crooked managers, bickering band-mates and failed relationships. Eddie was twenty-six-years-old, and someone had once told him the older you get the harder it is to make it. He wasn’t over the hill yet, but from his vantage point, he could definitely see it rising in the distance.

“Check it out,” Mark said as they got out of the car.

“What?” Eddie said. Then he noticed a familiar light blue Mustang parked in the front row of vehicles and smiled.

“Cool, huh?”

“Damn straight,” Eddie said, and then slammed the door shut and followed his friend across the dirt lot, past a young couple making out in the front seat of an old beat-up Cadillac and two guys standing by a pick-up, passing a joint back and forth. Others milled about the wooden porch, guys in denim and flannel, women in tight-fitting blouses and even tighter jeans. The door opened and loud, raucous music followed a guy outside. Older—fifty, at least, he wore jeans and a brightly-colored western style shirt. The brim of a straw cowboy hat hung low over his brow as he walked arm-in-arm with a girl who looked young enough to be his granddaughter, both carrying a bottle of beer in their free hands—both looking like they were having the time of their lives.

Eddie caught the door before it swung shut, and Mark followed him into the barroom. The place was packed, most of the tables taken. Men and women of all shapes and sizes crowded the dance floor. The pinball machines and pool tables were all in use, and several people were watching the players. Eddie and Mark stopped for a moment as a redhead in skintight jeans leaned over a pool table. She fondled her cue stick, playfully stroking some chalk across its tip; kissed the air in the direction of the guy opposite her and a lopsided grin spread across his face. Emerald eyes sparkling beneath the table-light, she looked like she’d stepped straight out of a Playboy centerfold.

“Look at those tits!” Mark said, as she swung the stick forward and her breasts bounced up and down in her tight-fitting halter-top, the pool balls ricocheted around the green felt railings and twin guitars pounded their way through the old Skynnrd standard.

Something bumping the back of Eddie’s knee caused his leg to jerk forward. He turned to see Brenda standing behind him, and forgot all about the redheaded billiard queen. Brenda wore a red-and-white-checkered blouse, the top three buttons unfastened, giving Eddie a birds-eye-view of the creamy tops of her breasts. Jeans and a pair of white Reeboks rounded out her outfit. A silver heart-shaped locket lay nestled in the small of her throat. Her full lips were heavily glossed and her hair looked like layers of fine brown silk. The scent of wildflowers on a bright spring morning surrounded her. She smiled and his breath caught in his throat. He was aware of Thel standing next to her, but only vaguely.

“Hey, Eddie,” she said, and the simple act of her saying his name thrilled him. All he could think of was how beautiful she looked. He was afraid he might stutter if he tried saying anything more than “Hey, Brenda”, so that was all he said. She took him by the hand and his pulse was off and running.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Mark said.

“Hey, yourself, Goober,” Thel told him. She had the same outfit as her friend, except her blouse was dark green, and a single gold chain looped her neck.

Mark laughed.

Brenda, still smiling up at Eddie, said, “You look nice.”

Thel, leaning close to Mark, said, “I think she likes him.”

“Yeah, cleans up pretty good, doesn’t he?”

The Skynnrd tune came to an abrupt stop and the band went straight into an old Hank Junior song. A chorus of whoops and hollers erupted behind them. Eddie turned to see a handful of guys clapping, the redhead jumping for joy as the eight ball rolled slowly toward a corner pocket. It dropped and she stepped up to the guy she’d been playing against, put her body against his and gave him a playful peck on the lips.

“We’ve got a table over there,” Thel said.

“Cool,” Mark said. “I’ll get us a couple of beers and head on over. How about you, Thel? Brenda?”

“Just get a couple of glasses,” Thel told him. “We’ve got pitchers.”

While Mark headed for the bar, Eddie followed Brenda and Thel across the room to their table. There was a half-full pitcher sitting in the middle of the table, along with two empty glasses and a couple of half-full ones. A smiling couple sat with their chairs pulled close together. The guy, much younger than Eddie, had blonde hair that barely touched the collar of his shirt. He was tall and slim with thick, muscular forearms. He whispered something into his partner’s ear and she smiled, said something else and she laughed and shook her head. Long brown hair cascaded over her narrow shoulders, across a tight silk blouse that showed off the curve of her breasts. Eddie thought she was cute, but nowhere near the league of the gorgeous creature standing beside him.

Eddie and Brenda took a seat. The guy nodded at Eddie as Thel sat down beside them. Then Mark appeared with a pitcher and two glasses. He placed the beer and the glasses on the center of the table and sat down beside Thel.

“Welcome back, Goober,” Eddie said, and Mark said, “I got your goober—swingin’.” Eddie laughed while Mark filled the empty glasses, and topped off the other two. Then he took a seat between Eddie and Thel, across the table from Thel’s friends, who had their backs to the dance floor.

“Hey, guys,” Thel said. “This is Charlie and Tina, and this, is Mark and Eddie. They’re from out of town.”

“Hey,” Mark said, and Tina said, “Hi.”

Charlie said, “I guess that would explain why I’ve never seen them before.”

“Screw you, Rodgers,” Thel said, and the two of them laughed.

“Charlie was driving that Camaro this afternoon,” Brenda said.

“Oh, yeah,” Eddie said. “The doughnut cutter.”

Grinning, Charlie said, “I was so fucking excited. I’d just bought it for five-thousand-dollars.”

“No shit?” Mark said, and then took a drink of beer, set the glass on the table and looked out across the dance floor.

“Yeah, I kicked the ol’ horse trader’s ass this afternoon.”

“You what?”
Eddie again.

Charlie picked up his beer and took a drink.

“This guy up the road has the only car lot around here,” Thel said. “Horse-trader-Harry, we call him. He’s a wheelin’ dealin’ son of a gun, that’s for sure.”

“Wheelin’ dealin’ son of a bitch, more like it,” Charlie said, as he sat his glass back down.

“Charlie!” Tina scolded him.

“Well, he is.”

“He’s my uncle, Charlie.”

“I can’t help that.”

“Oh, you…”

Mark looked at Eddie, grinning as Charlie said, “Son of bitch tried using a two-headed coin on me this afternoon.”

“No way!” Brenda said.

“Way,” said Charlie.

“The hell is he talking about?” Mark said.

“Well,” Brenda said. “It’s like this: Horse-trader’ll set a price and haggle around a bit. You might take him down a couple of hundred, but once his price is set, that’s about it. But after all the hemming and hawing is over with, especially if he knows you want that car bad enough, he’ll offer to flip a coin.”

“Flip a coin,” Mark said.

“Yep. Heads, you pay his jacked-up price. Tails he gives it to you for next to nothing.”

“Like this afternoon,” Charlie said. “I got him down to ninety-five hundred, but he wouldn’t go any lower. I wanted that car so bad, I could taste it. And he knew it. Said he’d flip a coin. Heads, I get it for five grand.”

“Wow,” Mark said, and Eddie gave out a low whistle.

“Tails, I pay him thirteen-thousand dollars.”

“Holy shit!” Mark said. “That’s a pile of money.”

“And my pick-up truck,” said Charlie.

Mark hoisted his beer, took a good long drink and returned it to the table.

“Yeah, well, I got his ass this afternoon. Five-thousand dollars, signed, sealed and delivered. I got payments I can afford and that wheelin’ dealin’ son of a bitch can take my piece of shit truck and stick it up his ass.”

Tina sighed and shook her head, and put a hand on Charlie’s thigh.

“That’s wild,” Eddie said, and Thel said, “Isn’t it?”

“What’s to stop somebody from backing out?” Mark said. “If they lose, that is. He can’t force you to sign anything, can he?”

“No, he can’t make you,” Charlie said. “But he won’t sell you another car, either. And buying from him is a lot cheaper than going to Asheville or Charlotte. All in all, nine-five was a pretty fair price for that ride. You seen it, didn’t you?”

“Schweeet!” Mark said, and Eddie nodded his agreement.

“My uncle backed outa one his coin flips,” Brenda said. “Lost it and told the horse trader to go screw himself. He ended up buying a truck off one of those big outfits over in Asheville. He won’t admit it, but Aunt Ida says he regrets what he did. Says he should’ve taken his lumps because he ended up paying a lot more than that coin flip would’ve cost him. And he’s had nothing but trouble with that truck.” Brenda laughed. “Won’t admit that, either.”

“One thing about the ol’ horse trader,” Thel said. “He always honors that coin flip, good or bad.”

Charlie, smiling and nodding his head, said, “That, he does.” He picked up his glass and drained it, filled the glass and took another drink.

Tina said, “Y’all heard anything from Cindy?”

“Nothing,” Brenda told her.

“Aw,” Charlie said. “She’s run off, got tired of her daddy’s shit and hauled ass.”

“No she didn’t,” Thel said. “She wouldn’t.”

“Why not?” Charlie said. “People do it all the time. Hell, grandma got grandpa some Viagra the other day; crazy son of a bitch cleaned out his bank account and we ain’t seen him since.”

Mark huffed out a laugh, and Thel said, “He did not!”, Brenda smiling and shaking her head as Tina raised her eyebrows, nodding and saying, “Yep, he sure done it.”

The band started a slow country ballad, and Brenda turned to Eddie. “Want to dance?” she asked him.

It was about the last thing Eddie wanted to do, but he wasn’t going to say no—not to her. “Sure,” he said, smiling and looking away from the shit-eating grin Mark was sending his way.

“C’mon,” Thel said, grabbing Mark’s hand and pulling him up and away from the table, Eddie turning and giving his friend a grin of his own as they moved along to the crowded dance floor.

The four-piece band consisted of a bass, a drum and two guitars. The drummer wore a white sleeveless t-shirt and red suspenders, an Atlanta Braves baseball cap backwards on his head. There was a bored look of disinterest on his face as he tapped out a rhythm to Alabama’s Love In The First Degree. Eddie didn’t blame him—what self-respecting rock and roller wanted to play that stuff? But he was glad they were playing a slow song. It gave him a chance to feel Brenda’s head resting on his shoulder, her body snuggled tight against his. He looked past her at Mark, who was grinning and giving him a thumbs-up while holding Thel in his arms. Mark whispered into Thel’s ear and she pulled back, smiling for a moment while he said something else. Then she put her head on his shoulder and Mark was shooting Eddie the ‘okay’ sign by making a circle with his thumb and index finger.

Eddie smiled. Brenda was the first woman he’d had in his arms since Vicki had tossed him out. It felt great, and for the first time since leaving home, he felt like he was on the verge of something, that maybe, just maybe, Mark was right, and Eddie hadn’t left town dragging his tail behind him, but had joined his childhood friend for a grand adventure, something that could lead the both of them to bigger and better things. Who could know what the future might hold for him? It sure looked bright at the moment.

The song ended and the couples parted, Brenda applauding a moment before leading Eddie away from the dance floor. Eddie looked over his shoulder at Mark and Thel, who were standing in front of the stage, talking to the band. The bass player, a short, stocky guy with a shaved head and a myriad of tattoos running up his arms was leaning forward, nodding his head and laughing. The two guitarists on either side of him looked enough alike to have been brothers—one had taken a knee in front of Mark. Eddie turned and followed Brenda. When he looked again, Mark and Thel were coming across the floor toward him.

When Brenda and Eddie got back to the table, the only thing left of Charlie and Tina were two empty glasses and an empty pitcher sitting in front of their chairs. They sat down and the band began to play. Eddie finished off his beer and Brenda took a drink of hers. While Eddie poured himself another, Mark and Thel arrived. Thel sat down and Mark picked up his glass—he stood for a moment, bouncing in time with the music, and then drained it. Then he picked up the half-full pitcher that remained and filled his glass.

“Where’d they go?” he said, nodding as he took his place between Thel and Eddie.

“Who knows?” said Brenda.

Thel opened her mouth to say something, but it was Eddie who spoke up: “So what were you doing back there, requesting another slow song?”

“I wouldn’t mind another,” Brenda said. She put a hand on Eddie’s thigh, and a smile on his face.

“They’re gonna play Free Bird in a minute,” Mark said, turning toward a loud commotion erupting at the pool tables, which turned out to be the redhead’s mate shouting at a guy wearing a cowboy hat. Half the people in the place watched the guy draw his cue stick back in anger and the redhead scream and bounce a beer bottle off the side of his face. Then her mate was kicking the shit out of the guy as he dropped to the floor, clutching his face while Farley scampered around the bar with his sawed-off Louisville Slugger, and the band cranked out Molly Hatchet’s Bounty Hunter.

“Holy shit!” Mark said.

“Look at him go,” Eddie added, as Farley reached the combatants. He grabbed a handful of shirt to pull them apart and the screeching woman jumped on his back, riding him like a mud-wrestling female jockey as he staggered bent over in a semi-circle, one hand trying to shed her, the other still clutching his club. Her boyfriend turned and grabbed Farley, spun him and drew back a fist, Farley’s eyes growing wide as the fist came forward and Thel’s brother came out of nowhere to stop it, the two guys he’d been with earlier instantly by his side. One stepped between Jimmy and the fallen fighter, while the other peeled the redhead from Farley’s back.

“I’ll be damned,” Mark said, as Farley slapped the club against his hand. He said something to the redhead’s mate and pointed his club at the door, and the two of them walked proudly through the bar, while Jimmy’s pals grabbed the other guy by his arms and pulled him up. His cheek was bruised and swollen, but did not appear to be bleeding, the cowboy hat sitting lopsided on his head as he started for the door and Farley stopped him by putting an arm around his shoulder. Whatever he said must have calmed him a bit, because when Farley let go, the guy gave his head a disgusted shake and headed for the bar.

“Looks like little bro’s back on Farley’s good side,” Mark said.

“All’s well that ends well, I guess,” Thel said, and then took a drink of beer and set her glass on the table. “What’s this king of the southern rockers stuff Goober here was talking about this afternoon?”

“I got your goober—”

“Yeah, I know,” Thel said, as Mark’s face reddened and Eddie huffed out a laugh. “So you’re a big-time guitar picker, huh?”

“I play a little.”

Actually, Eddie played a lot. He was the real deal and he knew it, but he’d never felt comfortable bragging—most of the chest-thumpers he’d run across hadn’t lived up to the swagger. And no matter how great he or anyone else thought he was, Eddie knew somewhere, someone was better.

“I hear you’re really good.”

“He’s good, all right,” Mark said. He picked up his glass and held it out, touched it against his friend’s and smiled. “Oughta be, as long as he’s been playing.”

“I’d love to hear you,” Brenda said.

“No shit,” said Thel.

“Well…” Eddie said. “Maybe someday.”

“Maybe tonight,” Mark said.

“Yeah, right.” Eddie took another drink, and Mark said, “Jam with those dudes, dude.”

“Like they’d want me to.”

“They do.”

“Sure.”

“Why do you think we were talkin’ to them?” Thel said.

“Oh yeah?” Eddie took another drink and set his glass on the table, and Mark emptied the pitcher into it.

“I told you,” Mark said. “All I had to do was mention Free Bird and Jacksonville and my buddy with his ’55 Les Paul, and their eyes went all dreamy and shit.”

The band finished up a Brooks and Dunn tune just as a young girl carrying a tray full of beers stopped in front of the stage, smiling as they converged on her. Moments later the tray was empty and the waitress was heading back through the crowd.

Eddie raised his glass, and the singer announced, “Hey y’all. We got us a friend up from Jacksonville. He’s stopped by to do a couple’a tunes with us.”

“Holy shit,” Eddie said, as the crowd began to look around.

“Told ya!” Mark said.

“Cool,” said Thel.

Brenda’s eyes lit up as Mark said, “I’ll go get your guitar.”

“You brought it?”

“Hell yeah.”

Of course he had, probably planned all of this as soon as he saw the amps and the drums and the empty microphone stands this afternoon. The girls were excited, both on the edge of their seats, just like Mark had known they would be.

Of course he’d planned it.

Mark jumped up and took off, across the bar and out the door. Moments later he was hauling Eddie’s guitar through the crowd.

“I’m so excited!” Brenda gushed.

“Me too,” Eddie said. And he was. He couldn’t wait to feel that guitar in his hands.

“C’mon up here, Eddie!” the singer called out, as Mark reached the table.

Eddie shrugged his shoulders, grinning as he stood up and took his guitar from Mark. “Here goes nothing,” he said, and then made his way across the dance floor and onto the stage.

“Hey, man,” the singer said, as Eddie stood his case against the wall and snapped it open. Thumbs interlocked, they gave each other the universal handshake. “I’m Earl and this here’s my cousin, Danny. Plug into my amp and I’ll just sing for a while.”

“Cool, brother,” Eddie said, and then strapped on his guitar. It was a ’55, tobacco-burst Les Paul. The round, plastic center of a key-ring depicting a rebel flag (a gift from a nineteen year old topless dancer) had been laminated into the top of the antique guitar, along with a marijuana leaf, which decorated the bottom.

“Ho!” the bass player said, as he leaned into the group and nodded toward the dance floor. “Get the show on the road? What’dya
think?”

Earl plugged Eddie into the amp and Eddie strummed a chord—his E string was off kilter so he tightened it a bit, strummed again, twisted the amplifier’s volume knob and smiled.

“Okay, dude,” Earl said. “We’ll do One Way Out and go right into Free Bird. Cool?”

“Cool, brother,” Eddie said, and then fired off a lightning fast riff, fingers flying over the fretboard, bending strings and striking notes as a dive-bomber dropped from the sky and burst from the sound system, followed swiftly by an explosion of rapid-fire concussive wailing.

The bass player’s eyes lit up and Earl’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit!
he cried out as people started to rush forward, Eddie faced the amp, and feedback reminiscent of Ted Nugent’s glory days filled the dance hall. Then he muffled his strings and the staccato beginning of The Allman Brothers’ One Way Out issued forth from the speakers. The bass followed, the drummer drummed, Danny joined in with a sweet sounding slide guitar and the crowd began to dance. Earl growled, “Ain’t but, one way out, baby!”, and Eddie was in a groove, banging out rhythmic fills as the dancers jerked and swayed and the bass and drums thumped out a steady beat.

When the time came, Eddie stepped forward with a bevy of sizzling guitar licks that brought most of the dancing to a halt. Even the pool players laid down their cues and moved toward the music. Then the song ended and the band segued into Free Bird, and no one was dancing at all. Tables emptied and pool tables stood vacant. One lone figure sat at the bar, holding a towel against his face as a crush of people surged forward—even Farley joined his patrons, lined up in rows in front of the stage.

The song kicked into high gear and so did the crowd, whooping and hollering, jumping up and down as loud, frenetic wailing filled the room, all eyes on Eddie as he moved around the stage, a one-man guitar army taking on all comers, driving the southern rock anthem home with a rollicking no-holds-barred style most musicians would have killed for. Then he was back to the lightning-fast riffs, ending the song with a fuselage of screeching and screaming high-pitched notes, the crowd stomping and yelling and clapping their hands as the last thundering chorus faded slowly away.















Chapter Eleven







Traber liked them just fine, the breasts that were swaying back and forth in front of him while Laurie Miller, legs locked beneath his, rode him like it was the last fuck she would ever be allowed. The long black hair drifting across his face was soft as corn silk; the faint honeysuckle smell of her skin mixing with the down and dirty musky aroma of sex, intoxicating. Traber breathed in deep, savoring it a moment while he counted backwards, because he had rounded the bases several moments ago and he didn’t want to cross home plate yet. He wanted to relax and watch Laurie, the look on her face, the way her erect nipples jutted out like pencil erasers while her lips curled back in a satisfied snarl.

The pressure mounted as she tightened around him. She moaned and he almost lost it. “Fuck me!” she growled and he looked away, at the open bedroom door, the curtains billowing in the window sill, the soft glow from a lamp spilling through the narrow, vertical slit of the nearly closed closet door.

“What the—” Traber said when an eyeball appeared in the light and the door slammed open, and Rance Miller followed a pointed shotgun into the bedroom, a tear running down his cheek as his wife shouted, “Goddamnit!” Then a leering smile as her lustful mask turned to a look of stark terror, and all Traber could do was sit under her while his cock shriveled and slid loose from its moorings.

“What are you doing
here!” Laurie wailed as her husband stepped further into the room, sporting the unsettling look of a disinterested game show contestant who knew exactly what he would find behind door number three, and here it was, and it really was no surprise at all… was it?

“Did you think you could make a fool of me?”

“Rance…” Traber said, because it was the only thing the stunned policeman could think to say—not ‘easy, think about what you’re doing’, just… ‘Rance’.

“In my own fucking house?”

“Rance,” Laurie said, and the absurdity of it almost made Traber laugh: Laurie sitting naked, spread-eagle over Traber while she tried talking herself out of something she most definitely would not be talking her way out of. But she was obviously much too shocked to come up with anything either, because her husband’s name was the only word to cross her lips, as Rance swung the rifle forward, screaming, “IN MY GODDAMN HOUSE!”, bouncing the stock off Laurie’s forehead and sending her flying sideways off the bed, Traber following and snatching his Colt from the holster lying curled on the floor beside the clothes he’d shucked out of thirty minutes ago. In one swift motion he was up, his barking .45 tearing a hole through Rance’s throat, dropping the cuckold husband to his knees while the bullet struck the doorjamb behind him, blood splattering the wall and Laurie screaming as he fell gurgling to the floor.

Traber followed his pointed gun around the end of the bed, stepping on the shotgun as he stared down at Rance, who lay sideways on the floor, eyes wide, his mouth gaping slowly open and shut. Then his jaw stayed open; his right foot twitched a couple of times, his eyes glazed over, and Traber knew he was gone.

“Goddamnit, Laurie,” he said to the woman whimpering by the bed, the swelling of her forehead giving her the appearance of a female Frankenstein’s monster, rather than the hot looking dish he’d followed into the bedroom earlier in the evening. “How could you not have known he was in there?”

“I… I… ”

“Goddamit. C’mon and get up from there.”

“What’re we going to do?” she said, as she stood and walked over to Traber’s side, and looked down at her husband, a trembling hand flying up to her mouth as she shuddered. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she started to break down. “My God, what’ve we done? What’re we going to do? What’re we going to do?”

Traber looked at the corpse and back at Laurie. She was a great fuck, no doubt about it—why else would he have been spending so much time with her? But he’d damn near gotten his head blown off, and no piece of ass was worth this kind of grief. “Why don’t you start with getting us a couple of beers and let’s try to figure out what the hell just happened.”

When Laurie left the room, Traber got into the khaki pants and cream-colored shirt that passed for what he called his uniform. It wasn’t much of one—Traber didn’t like wearing the formal attire. As far as he was concerned, the badge and his Colt was all the uniform he needed, and when the Colt was holstered and strapped to his leg, his shoes securely on his feet, he sat on the bed and sighed. This shouldn’t have happened, and he couldn’t believe it had. With all the shit going on around this hell-hole, he needed Rance Miller’s dead body like he needed an extra leg.

How the fuck did he get in that closet without anybody… where’s his goddamn truck?

Like any of that mattered now, with blood pooling around good old dead Rance, his vacant eyes staring across the room like he was searching for a way out of this mess. But it was Traber who had to figure a way of steering clear of the minefield that lay before him. Boy, oh boy, he could just hear it now if the state police ever got wind of this: ‘What were you doing there, in the bedroom?’ As if they wouldn’t know, and never mind them—them, he could handle. It was what Rance’s brothers would do if they ever found out that worried Tom Traber. And there was no doubting what would happen then: Traber, beat to hell and back, shot in the head if he was lucky, castrated and strung up in the deep woods and left to die if he wasn’t. Laurie was a great fuck, all right, but she wasn’t worth all this bullshit.

Traber stood up and crossed the room, leaned over and pried the shotgun from Rance’s grasp. When Laurie walked naked into the room, he blew a fist-sized hole into her stomach and laid the gun on the bed. Then he walked outside to his patrol car and fished a .38 he’d taken off a trucker a couple of months back from the glove box, fired a shot into the dirt, and then returned to the bedroom. Wiping the gun clean with the bed sheet, he placed it in Laurie’s hand and curled her finger around the trigger. Her face was pale, her lips blue, all the blood in her body seeming to have seeped from the gory pit he’d ripped out of her once taut stomach. The sickening taste of copper clung to the back of his throat as he stood over the dead woman, but he maintained his composure and got his hands on the shotgun, wiped down the stock and returned it to Rance. Nobody but he would be investigating this, and even the Miller brothers, after seeing Rance and Laurie would have to figure they’d shot each other, Laurie getting off a lucky one as the shotgun blast tore her apart and her forehead slammed the hardwood floor. As for why it happened and why Rance’s truck was found wherever it would turn up, that would just have to be another mystery for the townsfolk to grind through their rumor mill.

Traber stood for a moment, taking it all in: the blood and the smell of cordite still hanging in the air; the gaping hole in Rance’s throat and the one in his wife’s belly. He looked at Laurie one last time, at what was left of that once gorgeous body, and remembered all the wonderful times they’d had together. Then he walked out of the house, across the yard to his car. Once inside, he fired up the engine, but kept the headlights off, letting the moonlight guide him down the long and winding dirt driveway. He left Rance and Laurie’s isolated farmhouse at the ass end of the Holler, following the road until it curved to the right, smiling because the nearest house sat as dark as the woods behind it, no lights inside or out, and no one coming down the drive to investigate the gunshots could mean only one thing: no one had heard them.















Chapter Twelve







Headlights cut through the darkness; country music blared from the radio as the Camaro made its way up a narrow dirt road. It was a route Charlie knew well, and he negotiated the bumps and the ruts accordingly. Moonlight washed the treetops hovering above the trail. Night had brought a chill to the mountain, but not so much that Charlie had put the top up. Tina didn’t seem to mind. She just snuggled closer to him.

A perfect end to a perfect day: kicking Horse-trader’s ass; tooling around in his dream car with his girl by his side, barbecue and beer and live music; a head full of pot and a snoot full of cocaine, and now here he was heading up to Rickert’s to cap it off with a little plowing of the fertile region that lay nestled between Tina’s legs.

A perfect day.

Light filtering through the twisting tree branches found Tina’s arm for a moment. Charlie smiled when she stroked a hand across his crotch, the hardness of him pushing against the fabric of his jeans. Tina traced a fingernail down its length and Charlie took a deep breath. He wanted to pull over and take her right there, but the car was too confining, and she probably wouldn’t have gone for it anyway.

“I think he likes me.”

“You know he does.”

The road angled straight up. Charlie cut the wheel to the right, taking a path well-traveled by many a young couple looking to be alone. He was hoping the place would be empty when they got there. It probably would be, this late at night.

Down the path they went, until the trail emptied out into a clearing. Twin beams of light illuminated several tall pines that stood in front of a dilapidated two-story house at the mountain’s edge. The Camaro rolled to a stop next to an old scrub-oak near the broken down front porch. Kenny Chesney’s voice gave way to a chorus of crickets as Charlie cut the lights and killed the engine. He took Tina into his arms, and kissed her long and hard, Tina sighing as their tongues intertwined and their bodies found each other, her hand flattened against his back and dipped beneath the waistline of his pants. Her delicate fingers felt great against his bare flesh, her other hand, tight around his hard-on, even better. The hand moved up to his belt, and unfastened it.

“Let’s go inside,” he told her.

“I want you inside me.”

Charlie smiled as he opened the door, and Tina slid back into the passenger seat. On his way to the trunk, he clicked his key fob and the lid popped open. Inside were a blanket and a rolled-up sleeping bag; a flashlight and a kerosene lamp sat in the corner beside it. The other door opened and shut as Charlie tucked the blanket and the sleeping bag under his arm. He grabbed the lamp and slammed the trunk-lid shut, and went to his girlfriend’s side. Tina took the lamp and Charlie looped an arm around her waist. The full moon looked enormous in the dark sky. Its light, casting the house in an eerie, dim glow, turned the two front windows overlooking the porch into two black, square eyes, the door-less entryway a gaping mouth. The dark, weathered wood fashioning the outer walls was dull and grey, all semblances of paint having been worn away years ago.

They walked over to the house, onto the porch, and stood in front of an uninviting obelisk square of pitch-black.

“Ooh,” Tina said. “This place is spooky at night.”

“Aw, it’s all right.”

“It’s awfully dark in there.”

“That’s why we have the lamp.”

“Maybe we should go somewhere else.”

“You kiddin’?
Where?”

“I don’t know—anywhere. I’ve just got a… bad feeling.”

Charlie smiled. “Aw, it’ll be all right,” he said.

Tina shrugged and Charlie pulled a plastic cigarette lighter from his pocket, flicked it and a thin flame rose from its top. Tina held the lamp in front of her. A moment later the lamp was lit, and Charlie and Tina followed a dim, yellow glow into the darkness.







*    *    *







“That was amazing, just amazing,” Thel said, as the Honda pulled away from Farley’s parking lot. “He said you were good, but I had no idea. Wow! You rocked the house!”

The smile on Eddie’s face was like a helium-filled balloon, except instead of rising higher and higher, his grin grew wider and wider. And why not… she was right: he had rocked the joint. A good time was had by all, especially by him.

“I told ya,” Mark said, lifting a bottle of Coors he’d bought before leaving the bar—one for Eddie and one for himself—took a drink and winked into the rearview mirror at his partner.

“Yeah, you told me, all right,” Thel said, and then turned in her seat, smiling as Brenda snuggled against Eddie “What exactly are you guys doing up here, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Eh,” Mark said. “Just a little business.”

“Business? What kind of business? Sure as hell ain’t the rock and roll business, which is the only
business this guy should be in.”

Smiling, Eddie said, “Christmas trees.”

“Oh Gawd!” Thel called out as Eddie tipped the bottle to his lips.

“What?” Mark said. “We’re hauling a load out to Louisiana to sell to the Cajuns.”

“You guys just don’t look like the Christmas tree type.”

“What type do we look like?”

“The sex, drugs and rock and roll type.”

Mark laughed. “Well, we’ve done our share of that, too, haven’t we, bud?”

“No doubt.”

“Speaking of which, why don’t you fire up some of that badass weed of yours?”

“Now you’re talking,” Thel said.

Eddie wedged his Coors between his knees and pulled a baggy from his shirt pocket, extracted a fat joint and lit it. A steady stream of smoke flowed from his mouth as he exhaled and passed the joint to Brenda. A moment later, Thel was having a go—she held it up, saying, “Good shit”, before turning it over to Mark. “So you’re a kickass guitar player on his way to sell Christmas trees in Louisiana—then what?”

“Get a place and get jobs on an oil rig.”

“No way!”

“Doing what?” Brenda said.

“Roustabout,” Mark said. “You know, kind of like a jack-of-all-trades?”

“Roustabout!” Brenda chuckled as Thel took another toke. “Sounds like an Elvis movie.”

Smoke exploded from Thel’s nose and mouth. Her face turned red as she huffed out, “Roustabout! It was an Elvis movie! I saw it when I was a little girl!” She laughed again, and all four joined her, Thel laughing so hard she grabbed her side for a moment before passing the joint back to Brenda.

“It’s not that funny,” Mark said, but Thel and Brenda kept on laughing.

“Must be the pot,” Eddie said. “They’re not—”

“Or the thought of you busting an Elvis move for a bunch of Cajun drillers,” said Brenda.

Mark chuckled, and Thel laughed out, “Drillers! Don’t drop the soap, Florida Boy!”

“All right,” Mark said. “Enough of that shit.”

Still laughing, tears running from her eyes, Thel said, “God! Oh God… “I can’t stop! I can’t fucking stop!”

“Jesus, Thel,” Brenda said. “It’s not that funny.”

“I know… I know… hooo boy.” She turned and looked at Eddie, and started laughing again.

“Good shit, huh?” Eddie told her.

“No kiddin’.”

Eddie took another drink as the Honda climbed the steep mountain road. He looked at Thel, who was just now beginning to calm down, shook his head and said, “Geez.”

Thel reached into her purse, pulled out a half-pint bottle of Jack Daniels and held it up. “Anybody up for a snort?” she said, and Mark said, “I think I’m in love.”

“Give me your beer.” Thel uncapped the bottle and slugged back a bit of whiskey, and used Mark’s Coors to chase it down. Then she handed the whiskey to Mark, grimacing as she took another swig of beer.

Eddie took one last hit off the joint, cracked his window and flicked the roach through the opening. Then he was back into his baggy, firing up another doobie and adding more smoke to the hazy cloud drifting across the ceiling.

“Sooo,” Brenda said, as the pot went back and forth and the whiskey followed. “You got your trees already?”

“Most of ‘em,” Mark said.

“Man,” Thel said. “This really is some good stuff.”

“Gainesville Green, baby!” Eddie told her, and Mark continued, “We’re gonna pick out a few more tonight.”

Brenda looked up at Eddie. “Tonight?”

“Yep,” Mark said. “Pick ‘em out tonight and pick ‘em up in the morning.”

“Pick ‘em out? What do you mean, pick ‘em out?” Thel said, as Mark took a right onto a dirt road and Eddie had a swig of whiskey. He offered some to Brenda, but she turned it down. The mountainside rolled by as they continued down the road. Every once in a while they’d pass a dimly lit house, or a small wooden bridge.

“Pick out… choose… select…” Mark looked up at the moon sitting fat and stark white above the mountaintop. He nodded at the hills on his right. “Pick out some trees up there, head back through town and do a little midnight shopping on the other side of the valley.”

“Midnight shopping,” Thel said.

“Yep,” Mark said, easing off the gas as Thel capped the bottle and laid the whiskey on the floorboard. Brenda passed her the joint, and Thel said, “What exactly do you think you’re going to do?”

“Not much,” Eddie said. “Knock down a few trees, lay ‘em over and pick ‘em up on our way out of town.”

“You guys are nutty.”

“Nah, just broke,” Mark said, and everybody started laughing. He slowed the Honda until the idling engine was pulling them forward, past an upward sloping field on their right, populated by neat rows of fir trees that dotted the mountainside.

Mark, looking into the rearview, said, “You ready?”

“You guys aren’t serious,” Brenda said, and Eddie said, “Sure we are… come with me.”

“Piece’a cake, Bren,” Mark said, chuckling as the car rolled slowly forward. “We’ve been doing it all day. Hell, we’ve appropriated more trees than we’ve paid for.”

“Appropriated,” Thel snorted out. “Misappropriated, more like it.”

Eddie put his arm around Brenda, buffed the small of her neck with his lips and she shuddered—her hand brushed across his thigh and he whispered, “Go with me?”

“Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Sure. We’ll just take a nice walk in the moonlight. We’ll be back before you know it.”

“Well… ”

“Piece’a cake,” Mark said from the front seat, probably relishing the idea of getting Thel alone for a while.

“I guess… ”

The car stopped a few yards from a wooden bridge, across from a double-wide trailer that stood in silent darkness beyond the creek. Off in the distance, behind the trailer, was a barn. Water gushed over stones in the creek bed as Mark cut the headlights and popped the trunk, and Eddie and Brenda slid out of the back seat, onto the dirt road.

Mark, rolling his window partway down, said, “We’ll come by every five minutes or so. Pick out some nice ones.”

By then, Eddie and Brenda were at the trunk, Eddie grabbing the bow saw and easing the lid down until it clicked shut, the car pulling away and he and Brenda giggling and holding hands as they headed up the mountain.







It may have been a damn fool thing to do, stealing trees off the side of a mountain that had to be somebody’s property, even if no one was around. But maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea, after all, Eddie thought as he found himself halfway up the hillside, already into the first few rows. They’d had plenty of good fortune this afternoon. Piling tree after tree into the rental truck, nobody had bothered them. As far as Eddie knew, no one had even noticed them, which was amazing considering the big, yellow behemoth they were tooling around in.

Brenda’s hand felt warm in his… soft and smooth, her eyes gleaming in the moonlight as it washed over her skin, giving it a soft, radiant glow. Eddie hoped the glow came from being with him. She sure seemed to be enjoying herself. The beer, the pot and the whiskey had given him a pleasant buzz. That, coupled with the euphoric rush of the cheering crowd back at Farley’s, had put him into a heightened state. But nothing could match what he was feeling now, with Brenda by his side, the way she looked… the way she was looking at him. Somewhere, long ago, several light years away in a place called Florida, a young man had skulked away, tail firmly tucked between his legs. Eddie vaguely remembered the guy, or the miserable set of circumstances that had sent him hightailing it onto the interstate to meet up with his old pal, Mark Rockley. Now all the shit he’d gone through back in Jacksonville felt like the best thing ever to have happened to him, because it had led him here, to her, and at that moment he could think of no other place he would rather have been.

A slight breeze blowing down the mountainside felt great washing over him as he stopped and pulled her close. Her arms circled his waist and her hands ran under his shirt, soft as silk on his back. Their lips touched, their tongues, then they were locked together, hips grinding as they swayed to and fro, Eddie holding the saw in one hand while the other dipped beneath the waistband of her jeans, cupping her firm buttock and mashing her tighter against him. Then he dropped the saw and they fell to their knees, Eddie going down on his rump and Brenda sinking onto his lap, kissing and groping beneath a full moon floating along the early December sky.

Headlights appearing on the road stopped Eddie and Brenda as the Honda drove past, headed back toward town. Their lips met again, a short and sweet kiss before Brenda’s head tilted back, and she said, “Maybe we should get on with it.”

“Oh, yeah!” Eddie’s face lit up, smiling as Brenda rolled off him. Then his face went red beneath the moonlight when he realized that ‘get on with it’ did not mean what he’d thought.

“Where you going to start?” Brenda said, brushing the front of her jeans as she got to her feet.

Eddie smiled and grabbed the saw.
“Here’s good,” he said, and then ran the blade across the thin trunk of a fir tree. Moments later the tree hit the ground, and Eddie moved on to another.

He placed saw against wood, and Brenda touched his shoulder.

“Maybe you shouldn’t cut them down so close together,” she said. “Take one off each row a few yards apart and they might not even miss them.”

What possible difference that could make, Eddie didn’t know. After all, they’d be long gone by the time Farmer Brown crawled out of bed in the morning. But he was smart enough to compliment her with, “Hey, great idea!”, and go on to the next row.

The tree fell, and they moved onward and upward.

Brenda said, “Look at this one.”

It was taller than most, its trunk wider. Eddie swung the saw into action but the going got tough. Sweat beaded along his brow as he worked the blade back and forth, Brenda standing over his shoulder, smiling and gripping the fat base of the tree halfway up its length as headlights appeared in the road and then suddenly went out. A snap, and a loud crack echoed in the night; a twisting groan followed and the tree began to fall. A chorus of howls rose up as every dog in the Hollow seemed to be barking in unison at the unseen intruders. Behind the dark double-wide trailer, the barn door flew open, light from inside spilling over a patch of dirt as several men rushed out into the yard.

They stood for a moment, staring up the mountainside.

“Down!” Eddie whispered, grabbing a handful of Brenda’s shirt, pulling her to the ground as the dogs kept up their incessant yowling and the men moved forward, away from the barn.

“Goddamnit!” an angry voice yelled. “Somebody’s up there!”

The moonlight revealed something Eddie didn’t want to see: four men crossing the narrow wooden archway, one carrying a flashlight; the one beside him, a shotgun. And now they were hurrying over the bridge, across the road and up the long slope of the hill, heading straight for them.

“What’re we gonna do?” Brenda whispered. “They’ll see us if we run.”

“Crawl away,” Eddie told her. “Head for that line of bushes.”

They took off on hands and knees, toward a thick outcropping of underbrush near the left end of the tree line, Eddie pulling the bow saw along beside him, Brenda’s red-and-white checkered blouse glowing like a flashing neon sign beneath the full moon, and Eddie, crawling around in some North Carolina farmer’s lot of trees with a Florida driver’s license in his wallet, wondered how many precious seconds they had left before one of those guys spotted her.

A head appeared on the horizon. Three more followed. Then they were in the tree line, three rows down. Several yards from the bushes, Eddie pulled Brenda to a stop, wrapped his arms around her shoulders, spread himself over her and dropped the saw to the ground beside them. If they moved they’d be heard, and no way in hell could they risk standing and running. But deep down, Eddie knew it was only a matter of time anyway. They’d been lucky all afternoon. No way was that luck going to hold up now.

Eddie’s eyes grew wide as a scuffed pair of cowboy boots appeared one row down from where he and Brenda lay, twin serpents decorating the brown leather footwear as the guy moved forward behind the wide barrel of a shotgun. Eddie let out a long, slow, quiet breath as the other three joined their leader. They stood one row down, mumbling and grumbling and sweeping their flashlight back and forth across the mountainside.

“Well, what have we here?” somebody said, as the light came to rest on Eddie’s shoulder. He slid off of Brenda, shoved her and said, “Run!” She scrambled to her feet and took a few loping strides, but the deafening loud roar of a shotgun blast stopped her dead in her tracks.

“I’ll be damned,” Butchie Walker said, as Brenda turned and Eddie rolled over and faced them.

“The fuck are you doing up here?” Joey Markham said.

“Nothing,” Eddie told him, as the brothers stared bug-eyed at the intruders; their red hair looked rusty-brown beneath the moonlight.

“Brenda Sykes,” somebody said, and Brenda said, “Bobby? Bobby Jarvis?”

“You know her?” Butchie said.

“We went to school together.”

“Well that explains it, don’t it?” Butchie said. “You told pretty little Brenda about our shit and she brings her fuck-wad boyfriend up here to rip us off. And you don’t even get to feel her up for your troubles—”

“No way, Butchie.”

“—and you’ve got trouble, son.” Butchie jacked another shell into the chamber. “Big fucking trouble.”

“Please,” Brenda said. “You don’t understand.”

“Oh yeah?” Jerry Markham said. “Why don’t you explain it to us?”

Brenda stood silent in the moonlight.

“Just what I thought,” Jerry said, and then took a step toward her. “Pretty little Brenda Sykes, come to rip us off.” He grabbed her shirt, a fistful in each hand, buttons launching and twirling to the ground as he yanked it apart, the white fabric of her push-up bra standing in stark contrast against her dark skin, Bobby gasping as Jerry grabbed a breast in each hand.

“Please,” Brenda said, and Eddie gripped the bow saw.

“No need to beg, darlin’,” Jerry said. Slipping his thumbs beneath the bra, he flipped the fabric up and over her full, round breasts, which jiggled in the moonlight as Brenda cried out, “Nooo!” and Eddie swung the saw like an ax against Butchie’s hand, the shotgun roared to life and Joey Markham cried out “Jerry!”, while his brother’s head rocked sideways and his face disappeared in a fine red mist, reappearing as so much blood, bone and gristle on Brenda’s face and chest, the shotgun dropping to the ground as the twin’s body followed, blood pumping from the half-cratered shell of his head while Butchie Walker shouted, “My wrist, goddamnit! My wrist!”

And Joey, wide-eyed in panic now, grabbed the shotgun and jacked the handle, swinging the barrel at Brenda and Eddie as they ran for cover, the recoil knocking him flat on his ass when he fired and missed.







“Gimme that!” Butchie shouted, and snatched the gun from Joey’s grasp. He pumped and fired, pumped and fired again, but his targets were already through the tree line and into the bushes. And he was pretty sure he hadn’t hit them.

He shoved Bobby toward the underbrush. “Goddamnit!” he shouted, and then stepped over Jerry’s blood-soaked corpse, following Joey and Bobby as they raced across the mountainside.















Chapter Thirteen







The first thing Thel said when the Honda pulled away from Brenda and Eddie was, “I didn’t want to say anything in front of Eddie, but, uh, you do know that southern rock is dead as a doornail, don’t you?”

A snicker came across Mark’s lips, then, “I thought you said he rocked the house.”

“Well, yeah, he did, but that wasn’t much of a house to rock.”

Mark tipped back his Coors. “Believe me: he gets the same reaction everywhere he goes.” He wedged the bottle between his thighs. Moments later he was executing a three-point-turn and heading back down the road.

“Hey, don’t get me wrong. I mean, there’s no doubting he can play the hell outa that guitar, but, I don’t know… seems like he’s wasting his time beating out those golden oldies, even if they are great old tunes.”

“Classic tunes, but, yeah, you’re right. I’ve told him a thousand times: you’ve gotta move on, dude; get away from the southern fried stuff. But he won’t listen. We grew up on that shit. It’s in his blood, and he still thinks he can put a kickass southern rock band together and bust ‘em out of the pack.”

“He should head for Nashville, see about becoming a studio musician or something.”

“Heh, I told him that, says he can’t read music.”

“What’s that got to do with anything? Don’t you guys watch TV? Half the people up there can’t read music. Hell, most of ‘em can’t even read the newspaper.”

Mark laughed and so did Thel. The car passed the drop off point and they glanced up the hillside.

“You see them?” Mark asked.

“Huh uh.”

They traveled a little further, until Mark pulled onto a small, wooden bridge. Backing up and cutting the wheel, he slipped the car into Drive, and started back up the old dirt road, pulling up several yards short of where they had dropped Eddie and Brenda, where he killed the lights and the engine, and then turned to Thel. “He really likes your friend.”

“Yeah, I could tell.”

“And I like you.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Sure I do,” Mark said, and then put an arm around her shoulders, and drew her close. She smiled up at him, and put a hand on his chest. The hand felt soft and smooth as it glided slowly across the fabric of his shirt, and then settled on his side. Her face rose to meet his. Her lips parted, and all hell broke loose as a multitude of dogs began to bark. Up the road a ways, a barn door banged open and several men rushed into the yard.

“Holy shit!” Mark said, as Thel’s eyes grew wide.

The men ran across the bridge and onto the road.

Mark’s jaw dropped when he saw the shotgun. “This is not good,” he said, opening the door as the men ran up the hillside.

“Are you crazy?” Thel whispered. “They’ve got guns!”

“It’s okay,” he said, and then eased the door shut, hoping like hell those guys were too far away to hear the latch click into place. He was stealing up the roadside when a shotgun blast ripped through the night. Seconds later, muffled voices and laughter floated down the mountainside. Mark could see them standing in the tree line, Brenda and the four who had run out of the barn. Mark’s stomach fluttered when he realized that Eddie was nowhere to be seen, and the gut wrenching implication of what that gunshot meant nearly knocked him off his feet.

It happened fast, and Mark saw everything. Beneath the faint wash of moonlight, somebody advanced on Brenda and ripped open her shirt; fire belched from the shotgun and the guy’s head exploded. Then it was Eddie, scrambling to his feet, he and Brenda running like hell as the shotgun roared again, through the bushes and on to God only knew where as two more blasts thundered in the night.







*    *    *







Charlie Rodgers could go forever, and Tina loved him for it. Actually, Tina loved a lot of things about Charlie: his smile and his sparkling brown eyes, Charlie’s trim and muscular physique and the way he held her when they made love, the way he was holding her now, how her breasts felt against his chest. Lots of things. She’d had a few lovers before, but none were like Charlie. He wasn’t just in it for himself. He cared about how she felt. And right now she felt wonderful, sliding up and down him, knees digging into the sleeping bag spread beneath them, the soft glow of the kerosene lamp casting their shadows upon the wall.

She gazed down at the anguished look of someone trying to hold himself back, in spite of all her efforts to bring him to climax; tightened herself around him and he threw back his head and groaned; bit his neck and he clamped his hands tightly on her buttocks, guiding her up and down… up and down. A thin sheen of sweat covered her body, even though it was chilly inside the shack. Charlie’s skin looked golden beneath the soft glow of the lamp.

Tina didn’t slow her rhythmic thrusting when something rustled outside; she couldn’t, not now, not this close to the end. “What was that?” she asked breathlessly as she rocked back and forth.

Charlie’s eyes remained closed as he moaned out, “A dog… a dog or something.”

Tina rose up, back straight, hands on Charlie’s stomach, and continued to ride him. A footstep thudding on the porch brought her to a standstill.

“Don’t stop,” Charlie whispered as his eyes fluttered open.

“Somebody’s out there.”

“I didn’t hear anything.”

Then footsteps sounded in the dark hallway.

And they both heard that.







*    *    *







“What happened?” Thel said, as Mark jumped in the car and fired up the engine.

“Some guy just got his head blown off.”

“What?”

“What am I, speaking Chinese? Didn’t you hear that shit? One of the guys that ran up the hill got his fucking head pulped!”

“Jesus Christ… what about Brenda and Eddie?”

“The rest of those fuckers chased them up the mountain.” Mark closed his eyes, fingers massaging his temples as he tried thinking this through. Their long and tiring day had picked up considerably after meeting Brenda and Thel at Farley’s this afternoon, even with the run-in with Thel’s brother. Eddie bringing the crowd to their feet and the house down had been a total gas. Everything was working out just great—they’d even managed to get the girls alone. And now a bunch of bloodthirsty rednecks were chasing his best friend through the woods.

And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

“We’ve got to get the cops.”

Thel huffed out a derisive breath.

“What?”

“There’re only two cops in town, dude. One’s home in bed and the other’s probably in somebody else’s. Drive back to town to get the cops? Yeah, that’d be a good idea if a pack of lunatics weren’t chasing my best friend through the woods.”

“What, you got a better idea?”

“Pedal to metal and turn when I tell you.”







*    *    *







A young girl appeared in the doorway that led to the darkness beyond. She wore dirty jeans and soiled tennis shoes, an unbuttoned beige sweater over a cut-off white halter top that showed off her flat midriff. Her long, unkempt hair lay flat against her shoulders as she stepped further into the light.

Tina gasped as recognition flooded her. “Cindy? My God, Cindy!” she said.

“What the fuck?” Charlie said, twisting around and looking behind him.

“It’s gonna be all right,” Cindy said, as a giant followed her into the room, a thick, full beard covering his face, a lump of flesh the consistency of a potato left to rot in the fields where his nose should’ve been, flattened to the side of his face as if someone had mashed it in place with a hobnail boot; one dull, bloodshot eye sitting lopsided halfway down his cheek, a full inch lower than the other. His dark, shaggy hair looked like it had never seen a comb. He had to stoop to get through the entryway, he was so big. A grimy pair of bib-overalls covered his chest, like he’d stepped out of some bizarre episode of Hee Haw gone terribly wrong. He stomped across the room and two more guys appeared in the doorway behind him.

“It’s okay,” Cindy said, smiling.

The giant approached and, Tina, who had scrambled off her boyfriend, snatched her clothes off the floor and held them in front of her, covering herself as best she could as he stopped in front of Charlie.

“Don’t hurt anybody!” Cindy yelled as a booted foot smacked the side of Charlie’s head, sending him sprawling onto his back. He tried to get up and caught a blow to his gut for his troubles, Tina screaming while his air rushed out and another savage kick left him lying limp on the hardwood floor.

The giant took a step toward her, smiling like he’d just discovered a bagful of hundred-dollar bills lying in the middle of the cabin.

“Wh… what are you going—”

“It’s okay,” Cindy said, as Tina stumbled backwards and lost her footing, still clutching the handful of clothes against her breasts while the huge mountain man came closer and closer, until he was standing directly over her, smiling and leering down at her pubic mound.

“Please…”

“It’s okay. You’ll like it up here,” Cindy said, still smiling, but now her smile looked different, forced, as if she wasn’t so sure about what she was saying, or maybe about what they were doing.

“Stop it!” Tina cried out, kicking at the massive hands reaching down to touch her, shrieking when they grabbed a foot and dragged her back to the sleeping bag. She looked at Cindy, who stood with an arm around one of the intruders, while the last one joined Tina and the drooling redneck in the middle of the room.

“WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS!” she screamed, as Cindy shot a nervous look her way. Then the mountain man’s bib-overalls fell down around his ankles and she started shrieking like she was on fire. A rough pair of hands grabbed her, pinning her arms by her side. Something wet landed on her leg. She looked up to see slobber sliding off the lunatic’s lips while he rubbed his massive cock. Hot breath as rancid as spoiled meat washed over her as the guy holding her arms said, “Hurry up, Lewis!”

The floor shook when Lewis fell to his knees, and wrenched her legs apart.

Tina closed her eyes.

It wasn’t real.

It couldn’t be.

It was a nightmare. She’d made love to Charlie, drifted off to a deep and blissful sleep, and found herself in a nightmare world with Cindy Jackson and a bizarre circus of inbred freaks.

Then the giant rammed himself inside, and she knew it wasn’t a nightmare.

It was much worse than that.















Chapter Fourteen







They ran through the bushes and into the woods, angling their way up and to the left, briars and brambles snagging their clothes as moonlight guided them across the thick foliage populating Rickert’s Mountain. They could hear their pursuers scrambling down below, calling out Brenda’s name as they plowed through the overgrown brush. Every once in a while a pale disc of light would sweep across the mountain. Those guys wouldn’t stop now. Blood had been spilled, somebody had died, and if Brenda and Eddie didn’t keep going, they would be next. No way could they be allowed to tell what had occurred on the mountainside.

“Brenda!” somebody shouted. “Hold up a minute! Let’s talk about this!”

“Like hell,” Eddie whispered, and then cut to the right, leading her away from where the voice had emanated, toward a clearing twenty or thirty yards in the distance.

The twigs snapping beneath their footsteps as they hauled ass down the trail sounded like cannon shots to Eddie—he was sure they’d been heard, but all he could do was forge ahead and hope for the best.

“Oh, God, I’m gonna puke,” Brenda said, as they stumbled into the clearing, her shirt hanging open, bloody smears and bits of flesh clinging to her bra and her breasts, her stomach and her face. “I’ve got to stop for a minute.”

Eddie looked around nervously, half expecting Butchie and his band of rednecks to come bursting through the bushes, or maybe up through the rows of cornstalks stretched out before them. Brenda, who didn’t seem to notice much of anything about their surroundings, dropped to her knees, huffing in deep gulps of air. She brushed a hand across her stomach and held it in front of her, staring wide-eyed at the blood and gory flecks of meat plastered to her shaking palm. “Oh, God,” she said. “Oh, my God!”

Eddie took a knee beside her. “Here,” he said, “let’s get that off you.”

He began to strip off his sweaty t-shirt but Brenda stopped him.

“Just use mine,” she said. “It’s already messed up.”

She struggled out of her red-and-white checkered top and handed the bloodstained garment to Eddie, who shook it out, and then, manipulating the top, pressed the back of it against Brenda’s stomach, Brenda looking skyward as the blood and what was left of Jerry Markham’s face smeared with the first swipe, and then started to disappear as he moved the cloth back and forth across her sweat-slicked skin. He stopped for a moment, holding the shirt in front of Brenda’s breasts, partially exposed by the bra dangling across them. Even with the bloody smears, they still looked pretty good to Eddie, tight and full, nipples standing erect against the cool breeze.

Brenda looked down, a soft chuckle escaping her lips when she saw the look on his face: consternated, yet full of wide-eyed wonder. She lifted the bra. Looking upward again, she said, “Go ahead.”

A tooth fell from one of the cups, momentarily clinging to her right breast before Eddie flicked it away and started scrubbing the shirt against her. The sight of it turned his stomach, and he was thankful she hadn’t seen it. Probably would’ve blown some chunks, then, Eddie thought, because he’d come close to blowing a few himself. When he’d finished, and Brenda had fitted the bra back into place, he said, “Who were those guys?”

“Butchie Walker and his crew, bunch of drug smuggling moonshiners. He owns the trees you were sawing down.”

“No wonder he was pissed.”

Brenda stood up, wiping the shirt across her face. “We’re in trouble, Eddie. Big trouble. Those guys are tight. One of them is dead and they blame us… they’re not going to let us live.”

Eddie sighed. “Over a goddamn Christmas tree,” he said.

“Jesus,” Brenda said, as she shrugged into her shirt.

Eddie got to his feet. Staring back at the tree line, he said, “Maybe we can talk to them, you know, reason with them. You and Thel know them, right?”

Brenda shrugged, nodded her head.

“It was an accident, that’s all. We’ll tell them Mark and Thel let us out and they know we’re up here. Just let us go, we won’t say anything about what happened. We’ll all go back to doing whatever the hell we do and act like nothing ever happened. You heard ‘em. They said they wanted to talk it over.” The last part Eddie added by way of convincing himself they could believe what had been shouted up the mountainside, even though no one in their right mind could’ve believed that.

The smell of pine wafting through the breeze caught Eddie’s attention… pine, and, something else, something very familiar. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “No wonder they’re so pissed.”

“What?”

Eddie took a step further into the rows. “These aren’t cornstalks. Smell that shit. We’re standing in a field of high-grade marijuana. And those guys are gonna come straight to us. Even if they can’t find us, they’ll want to make sure their crop is okay.”

And right on cue, Butchie Walker and what was left of his crew burst through the tree line, guns blazing as Brenda said, “Still wanta try talking your way out of this?”, and Eddie cried out, “Hell no!” as buckshot and whizzing bullets sent sheared off pieces of stalks to the ground, and he and Brenda ran zigzagging through the marijuana field.















Chapter Fifteen







“You said nobody would get hurt, Gerald,” Cindy Jackson said, as Gerald’s cousin grunted and Tina lay dwarfed beneath him. “You promised.”

“He’s not hurting her, he’s loving on her, just like you and me.” He nodded at Lewis, who had a firm grip on both of Tina’s arms while the other cousin stood off to the side, watching. “See?” he said. “She’s not screaming anymore. She likes it.”

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We were supposed to bring one back from the valley, let her see how peaceful and beautiful it is up here. Get her used to the idea first. Let her pick somebody out. It wasn’t supposed to be like… this.”

“What’d you expect would happen, with her laying there all naked like that?”

Lewis groaned and arched his back, and Cindy let out a long sigh. Leaning into Gerald, she said, “Well, it’s not like we knew they’d be here… Is it?”

“Right,” Gerald said, smiling, as if happy to see her coming around to his way of thinking. “How were we supposed to know they’d be in here at all, let alone doing what they were… well, you know.”

Cindy cocked her head sideways, shrugging her response as Lewis stood, pulling up his bib-overalls and snapping them back into place while Tina lay on the floor, staring off into the distance. She had a dull, blank look on her face, as if her mind was far, far away from the madness surrounding her, a mind-numbing madness consisting of rednecks and freaks, and Charlie lying limp in the middle of the room while an oozing mess leaked from between her legs.

“Maybe we should get going,” Cindy said, and Gerald said, “Okay.”

“C’mon, Arley.” Lewis, who had spoken for the first time since entering the shack, nodded at Tina. “Let’s get her upright.”

Arley took an arm and Lewis grabbed the other, and up she went, their captive’s clothes falling to the floor as they pulled her naked to her feet. She didn’t struggle, she didn’t fight. Just stared across the room as if she were the only person in it. Her arms, bruised where Arley had gripped them, dropped like wet strands of rope when the cousins released her. A couple of dark-purple splotches covered her inner thighs where they’d been gouged by Lewis.

Cindy walked over and put a hand on her shoulder. “You okay, honey?” she said. When Tina failed to respond, she bent over and picked up her shirt. “C’mon, let’s get your clothes back on you.”

“Why don’t we leave ‘em off?” said Arley, whose eyes had been trained on her since they’d first walked into the room.

“Why don’t you just leave her alone? It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time.”

Gerald grabbed Arley by his faded denim jacket, yelling, “You don’t talk to her like that!” as he slung him across the room. Arley grunted when he hit the wall, but came off it with a leering smile, one glaring eye trained on Gerald, the other, dull and lifeless and staring cock-eyed across the room. Gerald stepped forward, eyes narrowed, fists clenched at his sides. He pulled his jacket open to expose the pistol grip protruding from his waistband, took another step but Cindy put a hand on his chest. “It’s okay,” she said, and went back to help Tina into her clothes.

Tina stood motionless as Cindy pulled the blouse over her shoulders, guiding one arm at a time into the sleeves. When Cindy picked up the discarded pants, Gerald nodded at Charlie. “What about him?”

Arley knelt down. He lifted an arm and let it go, and Charlie’s hand slapped the hardwood like a dead carp.

“Reckon he’s a goner?” Lewis asked him.

Arley drew a hunting knife from a leather sheath attached to his belt. The bloody flecks on the blade looked like flakes of rust in the soft glow of the lantern. “Only one way to be sure,” he said.

He raised the blade and Tina’s eyes grew wide. A long shadow resembling the grim reaper’s scythe snaked up the wall, into the ceiling as Cindy cried out, “No!”

“Huh uh, Arley,” Gerald said. “No.”

“Willem’s gonna be pissed if we don’t make sure.”

“Let him go on and be pissed then,” Cindy said. “Please, Arley. Haven’t y’all done enough? Nobody was supposed to get hurt.” She cast a furtive glance Gerald’s way. “You promised.”

Gerald laid a hand on Arley’s shoulder. “C’mon, cousin, put the knife away.”

Arley’s expression softened as he looked up at Cindy, smiling as he sheathed his weapon. “No use in gettin’ carried away, I guess.”

Cindy shook the pants, flailing them like a washerwoman fluffing wrinkles from a bed sheet. She held the open waist of the jeans by Tina’s knees, her voice soft and soothing, as if speaking to a stubborn child: “Step into them for me, sweetie.” And when Tina didn’t respond: “Your legs’ll get all scratched up if you don’t.” Finally, she just sighed and threw the pants across her shoulder, Arley grinning as Tina’s sneakers were gathered up and, one at a time, her feet slid into them. The shoes were untied, and Cindy left them that way as she took Tina by the arm and led her shuffling across the floor.

They walked out of the room and down the hallway, Tina and Cindy first, then Gerald and Arley. Lewis, folding his giant frame as he ducked under the entrance, took one last look at Charlie, eyes lingering on the naked man for an awkward moment before leaving the dimly lit room behind.

Outside, the group had gathered around Charlie’s Camaro, Arley running an appreciative hand across the hood’s smooth veneer; Cindy, the pants still draping her shoulder, standing between Tina and Gerald, one of her arms around Tina’s naked waist; Lewis towering above the lot of them from his position in the rear. A cloud drifted across the face of the moon as Arley leaned in through the driver’s window.

“Keys’re in it,” he said, craning his head and smiling.

“Good deal, cousin,” Gerald said. “Why don’t you follow us up the mountain as far as you can, then we’ll stash the car and go see what Willem wants to do.”

“You got it.” The cloud relinquished its hold and moonlight flooded the clearing, and Arley straightened up, an enthusiastic smile splitting his face as he laid his hands on the roof of the car. “What a beaut,” he said, as Gerald led Cindy and Tina away.

“We gonna get hitched?” Lewis said as they made their way across the clearing, Cindy sighing as Gerald said, “Might as well, you’ve done had the honeymoon.” Halfway to the tree line a car door slammed shut, and Gerald turned. “Aw, shit,” he said.

“What?” Cindy asked him.

“Be right back.” Gerald took off running across the clearing. When he got to the side of the car, he leaned into the open window. “Wait ‘til we get out of sight, then go back and finish him.”

Grinning, Arley nodded his head.

“I just didn’t want her getting all freaked out back there, and believe me; she would have.”

“I know. That’s why I stopped.”

“She’s a nice girl, a good person. She doesn’t know about… well…”

“Don’t sweat it, Gerald. It’ll work out.”

“Can’t have him going back to town, can we, cousin?”

“No shit.”

“See you up the mountain,” Gerald said, and then turned and hustled back across the clearing, where he led Tina and Cindy and his gigantic cousin up the narrow trail, moonlight filtering through the twisted branches hovering above them turning their shadows into hulking monsters as they forged ahead. They walked for a while, Cindy holding hands with Gerald while her other hand clasped Tina’s wrist. Several minutes later they climbed into the old Army Jeep they’d left on the deep-rutted mountain road.

Arley waited until they disappeared down the trail before getting out of the car and hurrying over to the shack, and then onto the porch and through the door he went, grinning as he entered the darkened hallway. He couldn’t wait to gut that kid. He burst into the soft glow of the room, snatching his blade from its sheath; crossed the room and his smile disappeared.

Charlie was gone.















Chapter Sixteen







Eddie led Brenda away from the clearing and up the hill, charging blindly onward, even though he had no idea of where he was actually going. At least they weren’t shooting at them anymore.

For now.

The going was tough, the footing treacherous. Any second now a shotgun blast could leave one of them a bloody mess, like that poor bastard back in the trees. Eddie felt bad for what had happened, horrified at his involvement.

Knock ‘em down and pick ‘em up.

It was stupid. He had no business being there, and he owed it all to…

Christmas trees and bing, bang, boom… great fucking idea, Rockley.

Eddie hoped he lived long enough to express his appreciation.

He figured a punch in the nose would just about do the trick.

If he ever saw Mark again.

He leaned forward, grabbing and clawing at anything he could get his hands on to help maintain his balance, sweat pouring off him, his legs aching, every muscle in his body rebelling against him as he kept going, all the while urging Brenda to keep moving too, even though he knew she had to be nearing the point of exhaustion, herself.

They broke through a thick wall of brush and found a path snaking its way up the mountainside. Somebody said, “Listen… up there.”

“Hurry,” Eddie whispered, as a beam of light swept the hillside to the left of them, and he and Brenda took off running in the opposite direction, legs churning against the steep incline.

The path leveled off, rising in small increments across the face of the mountain.

Brenda and Eddie kept going, Brenda in front, Eddie hoping they would gain some separation now that the terrain was easier to traverse. He could hear them, cussing and clawing their way up the mountainside. But now the voices were beginning to fade as he and Brenda drew further away on the ever-rising path.

Brenda stopped and turned, and took a couple of deep breaths. “There’s a road up here somewhere,” she said.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, an old dirt road. My brothers and I used to come up here all the time. And there’re a bunch of trails like this one, crisscrossing all the way up to Rickert’s Peak.”

Eddie looked over his shoulder—so far, so good. No light cutting through the night, no angry rednecks stomping up the trail. “Maybe we can get on the road, double-time our way back?”

“Maybe they’ve already thought of that and sent somebody straight up there. They’re not stupid. And if there’s a shortcut, they probably know right where it is.”

He put a hand on her shoulder, gently nudging her forward. “C’mon,” he said. “We need to keep moving.”

They took off up the trail, too winded to run, too frightened to walk. They were loping at a steady pace when they came to a fork in the trail, one path angling up while the other continued deeper into the woods in the direction they had been going.

“Go up?” Brenda said.

“Why?”

“Why not?”

Eddie shrugged his answer, beads of sweat rolling down his face, his shirt soaked with perspiration. Even though his calf muscles howled when he followed Brenda up the trail, hope had crept into him, because there was no way Butchie and his crew could know which path they’d taken. Not for sure, they couldn’t. They’d have to stop and try to figure it out, and that would put a little more distance between them. Maybe they would split up. If they did, that would be to their benefit, too. And if he and Brenda stayed on the path and out of the underbrush, there would be no noise to give them away, no beacon for Butchie to home in on. The breeze rustling through the leaves felt wonderful, and that too was in their favor, for it would go a long way toward rejuvenating them.

They found themselves moving up a long sloping gradient of uneven terrain, the heavy foliage surrounding them swallowing up what moonlight had sifted through the treetops. Brenda stumbled over an exposed piece of root; she fell forward in an off balance pitch but Eddie snagged an arm, righting her before her topple was complete. The going became even more treacherous when the path suddenly ended in an abrupt erosion of soil, giving way to a black pit that looked more like the dark maw of a groaning monster to Eddie, wide enough for him to jump, but he didn’t think too much of Brenda making it. And no telling how deep it was if she failed, or how far she would fall or what she might hit on her way down. And Eddie had seen plenty enough horror movies to know that anything could be waiting at the bottom of that hole: busted bottles and rusty pieces of sheet metal, discarded lengths of barbed wire; rotted corpses impaled on pointed wooden stakes... rats. Who the hell could know what waited in the mountain’s gullet?

Eddie peered into the darkness and Brenda took a few steps back. Footfalls padded up behind him, and Eddie turned to see Brenda running toward the hole. Agile as a cat, she launched her trim and athletic body over the pit and onto the weed-strewn path, Eddie grinning as she turned to face him.

“Whatcha waiting on?” she called out to him.

“You to do a back flip?”

Brenda chuckled as Eddie moved back a few paces. Then he was up the path and over the hole, feet hitting the ground and the ground giving way, Brenda crying out, “Oh God!” as Eddie slid halfway into the pit.

“Shit!” he whispered, clawing and scraping against the dirt, slipping further down while Brenda dropped to her knees and grabbed his hand. He slid from her grasp and chuckled, took a step back and laughed. Because the pit wasn’t much of a pit at all, a chest-deep hole, dangerous only if you didn’t see it and took a header into the damn thing. He took a couple of bounding strides and attacked the wall, feet digging and propelling him up and over the crest, until he had pulled his way free and crawled on all-fours onto the path.

“Whew,” he said as he stood. “Thought I was a goner.”

Brenda, smiling, brushed some dirt off the front of him. “How ‘bout we just get gone?” she said.

Once again their tired legs were moving up the path, which kept rising higher and higher before them. Eddie wondered if they’d been heard. He hadn’t made much noise, but Brenda had. She’d cried out, only a couple of words, but that could’ve been enough to give them away. It had happened, and Eddie couldn’t dwell on it now. The only thing he could do was press forward and hope for the best.

From somewhere above came the purring of an engine. Eddie looked up to see twin beams of light sweep through the tree branches before arcing back to the left, and knew that a car had rounded a curve. “Go,” he said, urging Brenda on, because in his heart of hearts he knew Mark was coming up the trail, that his friend-to-the-end would never leave him to rot on this godforsaken mountain. They ran, legs pumping, huffing out short staccato breaths as headlights illuminated the old mountain trail, their heads level with it when the wall of light pushed by them, leaving a pitch black field in its wake.

Moments later, Brenda and Eddie emerged onto a narrow, deep-rutted path, just in time to see the Honda’s red taillights drawing slowly away from them in a lopsided up and down lurch.

“Mark!” Eddie shouted, a euphoric rush sweeping over him as the car came to a halt, and he and Brenda hurried up the trail while the car doors opened and Mark and Thel jumped out.

“Thank God!” Mark called out over the steady purr of the engine. He had a smile on his face, but the intensity in his eyes belied his calm exterior.

A hand fluttered to Thel’s mouth. “Good Lord, Brenda. Are you all right?”

“We’ve gotta get outa here,” Brenda said. “Now!”

“Dude,” Eddie said. “We’re up shit-creek. A buncha crazies are chasing us. I think we lost ‘em, but who knows? They could be right on our tail.” He opened the rear door, pushing Brenda in ahead of him as he urged Mark to get going.

Mark slid behind the wheel and Thel climbed back into her seat, squinting against the dome light while her eyes fixed on Brenda’s blood-soaked blouse, the gory bits still matted in her hair. “Brenda,” she said. “Are you… okay?”

“Yeah, fine,” she answered, as the doors slammed shut and the light went out, and Mark dropped the transmission into gear to get the car rolling slowly forward.

“But… all that… blood.”

Brenda looked down at her chest, at the crimson smears on her shaking hands.

She turned back to Thel, and said, “Not mine.”

Eddie grabbed Mark’s seatback and pulled himself forward. “We’ve got to turn the hell around, fast. We’ve got to get the hell outa here. Right now.” He glanced nervously over his shoulder, then back at Mark. “I mean, right now.”

But the road was narrow and there was no room to turn, so Mark kept the car bouncing slowly across the holes and ruts, rocks scraping the Honda’s undercarriage as four sets of eyes stared straight ahead, an unspoken hope threading through them all: find a wide enough space to turn, and then haul ass back down the mountain.

Brenda said, “Butchie Walker and Bobby Jarvis and the Markham brothers caught us in the trees. They think we’re up here trying to rip off their pot plants.”

Mark’s eyes found Eddie in the rearview mirror.
“Pot plants?”

And Eddie could see the wheels starting to turn. Even though they were being chased up the mountain by a pack of gun-toting rednecks, and any second now a hail of bullets could find them, Eddie could see the cogs slipping into place behind his partner’s eyes.

“It happened so fast. One minute Jerry’s grabbing me, the next thing I know the shotgun goes off and his head is gone, gone
Thel!
Splattered all over my shirt, my chest, all over me!” Brenda took a deep breath. She let it out and the rear window exploded. Behind them, somebody shouted, “Goddamnit!” Tiny pebbles of glass showered the back seat and Eddie forced Brenda down, covering her as another concussive roar shook the car and the trunk popped up. Another deafening blast chewed a ragged, gaping hole through the flimsy sheet metal lid and Mark stomped the gas pedal, the car bucking like a wild stallion; the trunk lid thumping up and down as the car lurched up the rocky path.

Eddie rose up and looked out the shattered rear window, at Butchie Walker, who stood in the middle of the road, shotgun leveled at the Honda while his two henchmen ran up opposite sides of the trail, guns drawn and aimed straight at Eddie. In the rearview mirror, Mark’s eyes were wide, frantic, the cogs apparently turning in another direction as he saw what Eddie had seen: two steely-eyed thugs running faster than the car was moving.

Butchie jacked the handle, raised the shotgun to his shoulder and shouted, “You’re gonna die on this mountain tonight!”

Fire belched from the barrel; pellets hammered the rear fender as Mark cut the wheel to the right. Gas pedal still mashed to the floor, the Honda left the roadside, wheels spinning against the motor’s high-pitched howl as they plunged straight down the mountain, across the path and down, until a tree trunk smacked them into a one hundred and eighty degree spin, giving the screaming and yelling occupants a bird’s eye view of Butchie Walker silhouetted in the moonlight between his two friends, scowling at the edge of the roadway as the car jerked and bounced and hurtled further and further away from them.

They were still screaming, Eddie hugging Brenda tight against the back seat, Thel pounding the console while Mark stiff-armed the steering wheel, his foot mashing the brake pedal as if it could actually stop what came next: the sudden crash of metal against pine as the car jolted to a sideways halt fifty yards down the mountainside, Mark and Thel—still screaming and yelling—pitching around like a couple of rag dolls, as Mark’s door popped open and the passenger window exploded in a hail of busted glass.

“Oh shit!” Thel said, as the car groaned, and then slid backward, the rear end dipping down and the Honda thumping to a stop in the middle of a ditch; twin beacons of light drilling the sky as the front bumper pointed up the mountainside.

Eddie rose up, and so did Brenda, and Mark fell out his door, groping around on hands and knees before falling over onto his side and staring up at the sky, all quiet save for the ticking of overheated metal, and steam gushing from the ruined radiator. In the distance came a rustling of tree limbs and the snapping of dry sticks, as if a herd of buffalo was stomping through the underbrush. Eddie looked up the hill. Butchie Walker and his gang were nowhere to be seen.

“C’mon,” he said. “C’mon, they’re coming. We’ve got to get out of here!”

He opened his door and climbed out of the car, and Brenda scooted across to follow. She looked over her shoulder at Thel, who was still in her seat, groaning, the shattered glass in her lap glittering in a moonbeam that had penetrated the forest. She was leaning against the passenger door, which had bowed inward upon impacting the tree, her face twisted into an anguished and painful mask. Brenda stopped and turned. Leaning through the open space above the console, she laid a hand on Thel.

“We’ve got to go, honey.”

“My side hurts.”

Outside the car, Mark had struggled to his feet. He turned, leaned over Brenda’s shoulder, and said, “Come on, y’all. They’re hauling ass down the mountain.”

“Her side hurts.”

“Gonna hurt a hell of a lot more if they catch us,” Mark said, and then took Thel by the hand. “C’mon, let me help you.”

She shook her hand free and crawled across the seats, wincing with every movement. Then she was out of the car and on the ground beside Mark, Eddie, and Brenda.

“Which way?” Mark said.

“Down.”

Mark looked at the thick foliage and underbrush coating the mountainside below them. “Through that?”

“You got a better idea, Christmas tree boy?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Eddie shook his head. “Forget it,” he said, even though he wanted to tell Mark that all of this was his fault, that none of it—the dead guy back in the trees, the blood and guts all over Brenda; the Honda totaled on the side of the mountain and Thel’s injury (whatever the hell it was)—would’ve happened if not for his half-assed idea about stealing Christmas trees.

Mark and Eddie and the girls headed into the brush, Eddie pausing at the trunk of the car to cast a wistful look at how a load of Butchie Walker’s buckshot had mangled his guitar case.

“Too bad it’s not a shotgun,” Mark told him, nodding at the case. “We could blast our way outa here.”

“Yeah, well, too bad you’re not a fucking helicopter.”















Chapter Seventeen







They fought through the overgrown brush with great difficulty—with no tools and nothing to carve a passageway, all they could do was force their way through it. Briars snagged their pants; spindly thorn-laden branches raked them as they made their descent. Once, they had to stop and disentangle Thel’s hair from a thin piece of a tree branch. Mark just snapped the end off the dry twig, left the brittle piece of it in her hair and urged her to move forward.

The footing was unsure, the going slow and tedious. Eddie could only hope that Butchie and his pals were having as hard a time as they were. Somehow he didn’t think that would be the case. Those guys knew their way around the mountain—it seemed like they’d caught up with them on the road with little or no effort at all. The fork in the trail sure as hell hadn’t slowed them any. One thing that worried Eddie: Butchie and his gang weren’t making any noise; no beam from the flashlight was sweeping over or around the landscape. Could be they knew another way down, a quicker way, and in no time at all Eddie and his friends would be headed off at the pass. Or maybe Butchie and his merry men would just magically appear and mow them all down.

Anything could happen now.

And all of it bad.

“Thank God!” Mark said as he broke through some scrub-brush, onto another narrow trail, a grateful smile appearing on Thel’s face as she and Brenda followed him through.

“Whew,” Eddie said when he joined them. “About time.”

They stood in the middle of the trail, all of them looking a little worse for the wear than when they’d left the car. Mark’s shirt torn, small bits of green burrs clinging to his socks and pants legs; a square flap of his shirt hanging down, exposing a scraped and bleeding patch on his chest, blood trickling from a cut in the bend of his elbow. Brenda’s arms a crisscross of scratches where she’d forced her way through the brush, her shirt nothing but a torn and bloody rag. An angry welt ran across the bridge of Thel’s nose, drawing a thin red line down her cheek. Rivulets of sweat streaked her face. Her torn and dirty blouse, sodden with sweat, was plastered to her body. All of them had nicks and cuts on their hands. Eddie’s stung from the slits he’d received while pushing back the brush to try and help Brenda and Thel make it through with a minimum of damage.

Eddie noticed the path angling back up the mountain, the steep incline leveling off ten or so yards on either side of them until it dropped into a gradually sloping descent, circling down and away toward a copse of trees. Directly in front of them, another solid wall of vines and heavy foliage intermingled with the pine trees and firs and sturdy oak.

“What do you think?” Mark said.

“Sure as hell ain’t going up,” Eddie said, nodding at the wall of vegetation lining the trail. “Or into another round of that bullshit.”

Brenda cast a wary eye over her shoulder. “Why don’t we just get going, know what I mean?”

“Where are they?” Thel said. “Why don’t we hear them?”

“Yeah,” Mark now. “At least we’d know where they were, which way we should be going.”

They were left with two choices: take the trail back up the mountain, or follow it down and hope it took them back to the road before Butchie and his boys could catch up to them. It really wasn’t much of a choice at all. They sure as hell weren’t going to haul ass up the mountain, and no one in their right mind would be willing to fight their way through the thick foliage waiting on the opposite side of the trail.

“C’mon, let’s go that way,” Eddie said, by way of breaking the stalemate that seemed to have seized them.

They started down the path, Brenda and Eddie in front, Mark and Thel following close behind. Eddie asked, “What time is it?”

Mark, holding his wrist up to the moonlight, said, “Eleven-fifteen.”

“Gee, it feels like we’ve been up here forever.”

“Nah, man. We let you guys out at ten-thirty, forty five minutes ago.”

“Heh,” Brenda said. “Time flies when you’re having fun. Must stand still when you’re running for your life.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Speaking of which, shouldn’t we be running? I mean, the faster we get out of here the better.”

But Thel told her she couldn’t run, that she thought she’d busted a rib when the Honda smacked the tree, and every step she took shot a jolt of pain through her side. Besides that, except for a few thin slices of moonlight filtering at various intervals through the treetops, the trail was dark, the footing unsure.

“Just go as quickly as you can,” Eddie told her. What he didn’t tell her was, that she was cool and everything, but if push came to shove he wouldn’t hesitate to haul ass and leave her in the lurch. He didn’t care how much he liked her, how much of a friend she was to Brenda, he couldn’t allow himself to give up his life trying to save hers. He wasn’t wired that way, even though it shamed him to admit it to himself.

They followed the trail until they reached the bend in it, Eddie letting out a disheartening sigh when he saw that it did not continue down like they all had hoped, but that it too began a steady rise up the mountainside. They were turned around so bad, they didn’t know which end was up or which way would lead them back to the Holler. And the only sure descent was back into the briars and the brush, a route none of them was willing to take.

“So what do we do now?” Mark said.

“What can we do?” Eddie told him. “Sure as hell can’t go back the way we came. Hell, we might be walking straight into their arms—wherever they are.”

The fact that Butchie and his gang had not shown up should have been cause for celebration. Maybe they’d given up and gone home—after all, it hadn’t exactly been a picnic fighting their way down the mountainside. Maybe Butchie wouldn’t want to put forth the effort. Eddie damn sure wouldn’t have, had he not been forced into it. But somehow he didn’t think the man who’d shouted, ‘You’re gonna die on this mountain tonight’ would let go so easily.

Brenda, sweeping the back of a hand across her forehead, said, “I say we keep going up. We’re bound to run across a way down, sooner or later. Keep going, keep a sharp eye out. We make it ‘til daylight, it’ll be easier to find a way out of this. The main thing is to keep moving, maybe find a place to hunker down and hide. They could be coming up the trail right behind us.”

Brenda had no idea how right she was.















Chapter Eighteen







Moments after the crash, Butchie and Bobby and the last remaining Markham twin poured over the edge of the mountain. Hitting the path just beyond the drop off, they double timed it back to the split in the trail, because Eddie was right: they didn’t want to hack their way through the briars and brambles of Rickert’s Mountain. The well-worn byway would be much easier on them.

Once on the path, they slowed their pace. Butchie couldn’t wait to see the look on their faces when they stumbled up the mountainside, right into his waiting arms. He didn’t, however, count on them going in the opposite direction, and as he and his mates made it down the long sloping hill, it became painfully clear:

“They went down the path thinking it would take ‘em down to the Holler. They didn’t know you have to go up to go down.”

“Shit,” Joey Markham said. “Now we’re gonna have to chase ‘em all the way up the Peak.”

“Unless they got smart and forced their way a little farther through the brush,” Bobby Jarvis said. “And picked up one of those other trails. That’s all they’d have to do, you know.”

“Would you?” Butchie asked him. “Would you slog through that mess if you didn’t have to?”

“If somebody was firing a shotgun at me, damn straight I would.”

“Good point, Bobby. We’ll just have to keep an eye out for—”

“They didn’t go into that shit,” Joey said, his face a grim mask of determination. “They don’t know the mountain like we do. They saw the trail heading down and thought they were home free. We’ve got ‘em now, if we catch ‘em before they reach the Peak. So many trails leading outa there, we might never figure out which way they went if we don’t get them before they reach it.”

They hit the level patch of land at a trot.

Butchie’s damaged wrist was going numb, but not enough to quell the jolt of pain shooting through it every time his feet padded against the ground. At the downward slant, they stopped and stared out across the horizon just in time to see Brenda Sykes and her friends disappear into the pine trees.

“Quiet,” Butchie said. “Go quietly. They’re not running anymore, probably think they lost us.”

“Maybe they think we gave up and turned back.”

Joey looked up at the moon, and then back at his companions. “We ain’t givin’ up.”

“C’mon,” Butchie said, because Joey was right: they couldn’t stop now. Too much had happened. Blood had been spilled, his whole goddamn operation exposed. Not to mention what that prick had done to his wrist. If they didn’t take care of them tonight, no telling what kind of shit they’d wind up in tomorrow, with their trailer full of moonshine, cocaine and stolen firearms, and a shit-load of pot stacked up in the barn.

“Goddamnit.”

“What?” Bobby said.

“We left the barn door wide open, all that herb layin’ out on the table and sacks of it stacked against the wall. We got our shit hangin’ in the wind, boys. We’ve gotta take care of those fuckers, and then go take care of business.”

Butchie led them down the path, the shotgun clutched in his left hand while his right dangled loose at his side. The cool breeze washing over him felt good, but not as good as it was going to feel once all this horseshit was over with.

“The fuck are those guys?” he said.

“I don’t know,” Bobby told him.

Joey kept silent, and kept his eyes trained in front of him.

“You know her, but you don’t know them?”

“Never seen ‘em before.”

“I’m gonna know ‘em,” Joey said. “And they’re gonna know me. Gonna know they messed with the wrong son of a bitch tonight.”

“I hear ya, brother,” Butchie told him, as they reached the tree line and started up the steep incline that would take them to Rickert’s Peak.

They left the rolling fields of briars and brambles and thick foliage behind and moved forward. Pine trees and firs and overgrown scrub brush dotted the steep landscape they now traversed. Moonlight washed over the treetops, casting an eerie glow across the craggy face of Rickert’s Peak, which loomed in the distance.

Butchie could hear them scraping and scrambling up ahead, probably the girls struggling against the extreme angle of the rise. He pulled Joey to his side. “Listen,” he told him. “They’re bound to hear us sooner or later, so why don’t you take off across the mountain, catch the path over there and follow it up, just in case they hear us and try to hoof it out that way. You run into them, they’re all yours.”

While Joey loped off across the mountainside, Butchie turned to Bobby. “Let’s go,” he said. “Quietly.” He flexed his hand a couple of times, wincing at the pain flaring in his wrist. Then he leaned forward, wrapped his hand around the rifle’s stock, and started climbing.







*    *    *







The path leveled off into a clearing, spread out in front of the base of a cliff in front of a smattering of tall pine trees, which stood silent witness throughout the open space. Moonlight bathed a long abandoned campsite at the foot of the rocky wall, casting the shadows of two thick logs which sat by a round grouping of charred stones; pieces of burnt wood, busted glass and old discarded liquor and beer bottles lay scattered amongst the rocks. A winding path split in two at the bottom, and then angled up either side of the cliff. Eddie wondered where the trails led, how difficult they would be to climb, and what kind of hiding place they might find if they ventured up there. He breathed a sigh of relief when he and his friends broke into the clearing. Not much of one, though, because they were still a long way from being out of harm’s way.

They stood for a moment, taking a breather, Thel bent over, holding a forearm against her side, still with a bit of a grimace on her face.

“What now?” Eddie said, as Brenda armed a band of sweat from her forehead.

“Get the fuck off the mountain,” Mark told him. “As soon as we fucking can.”

Thel straightened her posture, took a deep breath and winced. “I’ve got to rest a minute.”

Mark turned and peered through the trees, at the dark trail below. “We can stop a minute, can’t we, guys?”

“Sure we can,” Brenda said. “We’ll rest up a while and go find another way out of here.”

“Maybe we should go up,” Eddie suggested, and Mark said, “Up? What are you, nutty? We need to go down, dude. Up. You’re kiddin’, right?”

“I just thought, you know, we could get a good look from up there, find out for sure if anyone’s coming after us.”

“I can’t,” Thel said, her eyes scanning the rocky formation. “I can’t make it.”

Eddie, laying a gentle, reassuring hand on her shoulder, said “That’s okay. Maybe I’ll just hustle to the top real fast and take a look.” To Mark, he said, “You guys catch a break by the logs, I’ll be right back.”

A cool breeze blew through the clearing and Thel turned to face it, a pleasurable sigh crossing her lips as the wind lifted her straight blonde hair. She ran a hand across the side of her head, frowning when it touched a twig that was still snarled there, fooling with it for a moment while following Mark, Eddie and Brenda past a row of trees.

Brenda glanced over her shoulder. “What the…”

Thel screamed.

Framed in the moonlight was a man’s naked body, nailed to the wide trunk of a pine tree like a bizarre human scarecrow, forearms hanging down, nails hammered through his upper arms, his stomach split wide open; a dry, dark cave where his guts should’ve been, nothing at all attached to the ragged stump of his neck. Dried blood painted his chest and sides, covering his lap and legs, as well as the ground beneath him.

A look of horrified revulsion crossed Mark’s face, as Eddie gasped out, “Jesus.”

From down below came the unmistakable sound of someone clawing and scraping their way up the mountainside.

“Oh, shit,” Eddie said. “C’mon!”

He took off across the clearing, Thel behind him, Mark and Brenda on either side of Thel. A distant rustling of tree branches stopped them dead in their tracks. Then an “Oomph!”, and a sound like a fifty pound sack of animal feed being dropped off the back of a truck. A thumping thwack sent a shaking hand fluttering to Thel’s mouth. She took a backward step, she and Brenda howling in fright when a severed head came bouncing across the forest floor, strands of bloody tendons flopping end over end in the moonlight as it rolled to a stop directly at their feet.

They turned to see two figures step into the clearing, turned back and a soft, husky laugh echoed from the darkness.

Mark, Eddie and the girls huddled next to a tree. Mark, his right palm pressed against a rough patch of bark, peered around the trunk. Tears streamed down Brenda’s face as she hid behind him. Something whistled through the dark and pain exploded in Mark’s hand; he tried pulling his hand back but an arrow had nailed it to the broad trunk of the tree.

Butchie Walker, smiling, leveled his shotgun as Thel ran screaming across the clearing. A roaring blast sent her sprawling to the ground, shrieking and squirming and clutching her thigh; Butchie grinning, pumping his weapon and stepping forward as a giant in bib-overalls lumbered out of the darkness, blood dripping off the curved head of an ax he swung slowly back and forth.

Butchie said, “What the—”

An arrow struck him in the eye and the shotgun dropped to the ground; fire roared from the barrel as the howling dope-farmer fell to his knees, clutching the wooden shaft of the arrow while another found his chest… over and onto his side while Bobby Jarvis turned and ran into a man who had stepped out from behind a tree, one eye wide and wild, the other dull and lifeless. His fist came up, pounding Bobby’s stomach, moonlight glinting silver off the bloody tip of a blade that sprouted from Bobby’s back; Bobby on tiptoes, screaming and shaking and clutching his assailant’s arm, blood spreading across the back of his shirt as the blade ripped upward. Then he was shoved to the ground, screaming and twitching and stuffing slippery coils of intestine back into the gaping hole that had been cut into his stomach.

On one side came the giant. On the other side, the grinning maniac who had just gutted Bobby Jarvis closed in on Eddie and Brenda, and Mark, who was gritting his teeth while trying desperately to free his hand. Thel, still squirming on the ground, was moaning and clutching her leg. A steady stream of tears rolled down Brenda’s face.

She tried to go to her friend, but Eddie held her in place as the giant drew near.

A man emerged from the shadow of Rickert’s Peak, smiling as he entered the clearing, long brown hair falling across the shoulders of the buckskin jacket he wore, the handle of a machete protruding from a cut-off piece of a leather sheath, which hung from his side. The machete’s rusty blade slapped against his leg as he strolled through the campsite as if none of this had taken place, and he was merely out for a leisurely walk in the woods. “I thought you’d never get here,” he called out, almost as if he were talking to old friends tardy for a late night get-together. He slipped an arm through the string of a weathered wooden bow, until it was securely in place next to the quiver of arrows on his back. A weak chorus of ‘oh God’ and ‘help, please help’ bounced back and forth between Butchie and Bobby; Butchie, still gripping the arrow lodged in his head, his legs making furrows in the dirt as they moved slowly back and forth, as if they were the only things connected with sense enough to try and flee; Thel, mewling like a run over cat, blood soaking the hand she had clamped against her damaged leg.

“Thought they had you back on the road there. Pretty damn ballsy, haulin’ ass over the edge like you did. Who was drivin’? Pretty nice work, whoever it was.”

“Me,” Mark said, wincing against the pain, beads of sweat dropping from his forehead onto his shirt. “It was me.”

“Saw the whole thing from up there. Heard the gunfire a little while ago, got my cousins here and came out just in time to see the showdown over yonder. Thought for sure you were goners when I heard the crash. Sounded like a bomb goin’ off.”

The giant stepped up to Brenda, much too close for Eddie’s liking—he moved between them, wondering what the hell he would do if the guy tried anything. It didn’t take long to find out: the giant drew back his bloody ax, which looked like a child’s toy in his huge fist. Eddie hugged Brenda close, eyes squeezed shut as he sheltered her from the coming onslaught.

“No!” Mark yelled, still tugging at the arrow.

The giant’s smaller counterpart gripped a handful of Mark’s hair, pressed his blade to Mark’s neck, and said, “Try and stop us.”

“No, Lewis!” the buckskin-clad mountain man called out as the giant’s massive arm swept forward, the blade barely missing the crown of Eddie’s head before biting into the tree right above it. It stayed in the trunk, Lewis gripping the handle and eyeing Brenda, who looked quickly away.

“You too, Arley. Leave him be.”

“Aw, hell, Willem,” Arley whined, but he pulled back the blade, leaving a crimson smear on Mark’s throat while he sheathed the knife and turned to his cousin. “The hell are we gonna do with ‘em?”

“What do you think…”

“No fuckin’ way.”

“That girl has a good idea, and we’re gonna work both sides of it.”

Lewis pulled his ax free, as Willem stepped in front of Mark. “Reckon we saved your asses, huh?”

“Oh, yeah. Thanks, pard,” Mark said, smirking, blood running out of his hand and onto the tree. “You’ve been a big fucking help.” Eddie flinching, because there was no telling what the guy might say next, which happened to be: “Reckon you could get my hand outa this shit!”

Willem smiled. “Sure,” he said. “I can get it loose… Chop it off, Lewis.”

The giant hefted his ax, grinning as Brenda and Eddie drew back and Mark closed his eyes, wincing at whatever was coming next.

“Just kiddin’.”

“God damn, dude!”

Willem took another step forward and grabbed Mark’s hand, wrenched and tugged and slid the hand backwards up the arrow’s shaft, tearing a horrified scream from Mark, whose knees buckled as the shaft was snapped in two near the bloody tip and pulled free from his hand, while Willem joined in with Arley and Lewis, cackling like it was the funniest thing they’d ever seen; louder and louder their laughter rose, adding to the painful cries of Mark and Bobby and Butchie and Thel to form a hellish chorus that echoed out across the mountainside.















Chapter Nineteen







“Help me,” Thel said, and Brenda hurried to her.

Mark stood between Arley and Lewis, blood oozing from both sides of his hand as he followed Eddie further into the clearing, where they both knelt beside Brenda, who had also taken a knee and was pulling Thel’s hand away from her leg, staring with horror at the ground-up meat of her thigh. Lucky for Thel it wasn’t a full-on-hit, otherwise the blast would have torn the leg completely off. Unlucky for Thel that blood was still pouring out and drenching the ground she lay upon. Her face was pale; her teeth chattering while the hand caught in Brenda’s grasp fluttered like a dying sparrow. She had a fragile look Eddie had seen only in the movies: of someone going into shock moments before they slipped away.

Brenda glanced from Mark to Eddie, a look of utter helplessness on her face.

Footsteps shuffled up behind her and she started to sob.

“Hang on, honey,” she said. “You’ll be all right.”

But she couldn’t have believed it, not with how that chewed-up piece of meat was looking.

“Hey. You
two.” Willem put a foot against Mark’s back, and gave it push. “Get her up.”

“Huh?” Eddie said, looking over his shoulder.

“Get her the fuck up. You just gonna let her bleed to death?”

“She’s hurt.”

“No shit she’s hurt.”

Arley chuckled as Mark and Eddie stood, Mark grasping the wrist of his damaged hand, staring at the discolored lump that had risen upon it, Eddie with a bewildered look on his face. He didn’t want to touch her, did not want to move her lest the injury be made worse. But something had to be done. Any idiot could see that.

“Goddamnit, get her up!”

Brenda released Thel’s hand and Eddie grabbed under her armpit. He looked at Mark, who was still holding his wrist. “C’mon, brother,” he said. “Help me out here.”

Mark grabbed her other arm, both he and Thel howling with pain as she was jerked to her feet. She stood on her good leg, one arm around Eddie’s shoulder, the other around Mark’s, the foot of her wounded leg barely touching the ground. She put a little pressure on it and flinched. Tears ran down her face as she babbled, “I can’t, I can’t… Oh God, I can’t!”

“Look,” Mark said. “We’ve got to get her to a hospital. Can’t you guys—”

“We’ll take care of her.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I said we’d take care of her.” Willem stepped over to Brenda, who had stood quiet as Thel was hauled to her feet. “Take your shirt off,” he told her.

“Hey,” Eddie said. “Leave her alone.”

Willem shot an elbow to his ribs, and Eddie dropped to his knees, grabbing his side and gasping for breath as Mark struggled to keep Thel upright.

Willem turned and looked down at Eddie. “One,” he said. “I run things around here. Two: you do what the fuck I tell ya or we’ll gut you and leave your ass nailed to a tree like our buddy the bird-flipper over there. Three…” He turned back to Brenda.

“Gimme your goddamn shirt!”

Brenda shrugged out of the bloodstained garment and handed it to Willem, who turned to Thel. He wadded up the blouse and gave it to Eddie. “Cover that shit up and put some pressure on it, Doctor Dipshit. Hell, even I know that much.” He crossed the clearing to Butchie, who was sprawled on his back, his arms spread out beside him, his head turned sideways against the ground, a wide trail of gore running from his ruined eye, down his cheek and into the dirt. The feathered tip of the arrow lodged in his chest shook when Willem nudged him with his boot.

“Hey, you still with us?” he said, laughing when Butchie groaned. He bent over and unfastened the guy’s belt, then, pulling and tugging it free from the pants, he returned to Thel. Eddie was still on his knee, holding the shirt in place while Thel leaned on Mark. Brenda stood in front of them in her bra and jeans, shaking—from sheer fright as much as anything else, Eddie figured. Arley and Lewis stood on either side of her.

Squatting, Willem pulled the shirt back, Eddie frowning as the guy said, “Eh, just a flesh wound. She’ll be all right.” He returned the shirt to its place, and then looped the belt twice around the makeshift bandage, threading what was left of the leather tip through the buckle before cinching it tight and locking it in place.

Eddie thought that would’ve made Thel scream, but it didn’t. Her head rolled around on her shoulders as if looking for a place to drop, eyes fluttering while Eddie stood up.

“You okay?” Mark asked her.

“Numb… it feels… numb.”

“Help your brother out,” said Willem. “Let’s get goin’.”

“He’s not really my brother.”

“Whatever… just take an arm and let’s get her up the mountain.”

“Come on, man,” Mark said. “Can’t you see—”

“What? You want a piece of what I gave your partner here?”

Mark, shrugging, sighed and shook his head.

A cold, hard lump formed in Eddie’s gut when Lewis, who had not taken his eyes off Brenda since she’d removed her blouse, said, “Can I marry up with her? She’s prettier’n the other’n.”

Chuckling, Willem gave Lewis a friendly slap on the shoulder.

“We’ll see, cousin,” he said.

Eddie found himself wondering who the ‘other one’ was, what had become of her, and how many shells were left in Butchie Walker’s shotgun. He could see it lying on the ground a few yards away. He wanted to make a run for it, dive down and come up blasting. But they’d be on him before he knew it, and no telling what would happen then. He sure as hell didn’t want to find out.

“What about them?” Arley said as he and Willem led Eddie and Brenda and Mark further into the clearing, Thel hobbling as best she could between the two friends.

Willem nodded at Butchie Walker, Arley laughing when Willem said, “I wanted to see him pull the arrow out of his eye. Don’t look like he’s got the juice for it now.”

Lewis followed Willem across the clearing, to where Bobby Jarvis lay on his side on the blood-soaked ground, guts spilling onto upturned hands which lay loose across the lap of his jeans, eyes staring calmly up at the treetops, as if a better life waited above the branches.

Lewis said, “Looks like he’s a goner.”

Willem gave the body a nudge for good measure, nodded and turned to Butchie.

“How ‘bout it, son,” he said. “Still with us?”

He didn’t speak; he did not groan, but the rise and fall of his chest told Willem everything he needed to know.

“Whatcha think, Lewis?”

“Sure don’t look good.”

“Think he’s fakin’ it? Maybe he’s waitin’ for us to leave so he can haul ass down the mountain.”







Brenda watched them across the clearing, Willem and his gigantic cousin. The way he’d looked at her gave her the creeps. Thank God he’d finally left her side. Too bad the other guy didn’t tag along beside them, with his cruel smile and his slow eye, and Bobby’s blood all over him. Bobby… Bet he never thought he’d end up this way back in Mr. Teatro’s tenth grade English class.

Bet you never thought you’d end up like this either… huh?

She couldn’t believe it had come to this: Jerry Markham splattered all over the mountainside, his brother’s head lying not ten yards from where they stood, a few feet away from a naked and headless corpse nailed to a tree like a sadistic Halloween prank gone horribly wrong. Butchie Walker and Bobby Jarvis, and Thel... poor Thel. She didn’t look like she was going to make it. Brenda didn’t see how she could, with all that blood—the blouse she’d handed over was already soaked with it. All this over a couple of fir trees, because she’d gotten high as a kite and thought it would be fun to help Eddie saw them down. Fun to feel his hands on her, more like it. That’s what she had in mind when they started up the hill, smiling and holding hands. Smiling because she knew what was coming next.

She thought she knew.

Now look at her.

“What are they going to do to us?”

“Huh?” Arley said. He’d been watching the action across the clearing, until Brenda’s voice caught his attention. “What’d you say?”

“My friend, she’s in bad shape. She needs a doctor.”

“We’ll take care of her.”

“But… look at her.”

Thel’s eyes were closed, her head drooped down and to the side, chin resting against the top of her sternum while Mark and Eddie kept her upright. Brenda could hardly bear to see her like that, and it took all of her willpower not to turn away.

“She don’t look too good, that’s for sure,” Arley said, grinning. “Well, her leg, anyway. She’s still a damn fine lookin’ woman.”

Mark cut a sideways glance at Eddie, who sighed and shook his head.

“Look,” Mark said. “We appreciate what you did for us—those guys were all set to blow our asses away.”

“Damn right they were,” Arley said.

“”You helped us,” Brenda told him. “We won’t say anything to anybody. Nobody will ever know we were up here.”

“You got that right!” Arley said.

Brenda frowned and he chuckled.

An agonized shriek split the night and they all turned to look—even Thel lifted her head.

Willem stood over Butchie Walker, laughing and thrusting the bloody tip of an arrow into the moonlight, gore streaming from the gouged-out pit in the screaming man’s face, his hands pounding the dirt as Willem cried out, “Told ya! Told ya that sneaky son of a bitch was tryin’ to buffalo us!”

“I’ll be damned,” the gigantic mountain man said, one hand rubbing his chin while the other lifted the axe, and his cousin said, “Take care of him.”

Brenda closed her eyes as the ax-head swept down, but it didn’t stop the crunching of bones from reaching her ears, or Mark and Eddie’s disgusted groan when Butchie Walker’s brains oozed out of his skull.















Chapter Twenty







Traber thought about searching for Rance Miller’s pick-up, which had to be somewhere close by. He thought about a lot of things, actually, like finding the truck and driving it back, loading up the bodies, torching the house and burying Laurie and Rance somewhere on the mountain, which made absolutely no sense whatsoever. He even considered taking care of Rance’s brothers, getting the whole thing under control in one massive night of bloodletting. But he couldn’t do it, of course he couldn’t. He could hardly believe he’d gone this far, much less… And who the hell knew where the brothers were, anyway?

He wished it hadn’t ended up like this. If only he’d stayed away from Laurie, or if Rance had gone to work like he was supposed to, and kept his ass there, Traber wouldn’t be riding around freaking out about those Miller boys. Because one thing was certain: the shit was going to fly when they found out about their younger brother.

But maybe not.

Maybe they’d take it at face value, the scene he’d left behind. The carefully positioned bodies and the pistol left wrapped in Laurie’s fist painted the picture he’d wanted, and those boys weren’t exactly rocket scientists. They weren’t idiots, either, and Traber wanted to make sure his whereabouts were well documented, just in case they got some crazy idea in their heads that he had something to do with what was going to turn up at that house. So he didn’t go looking for Rance’s truck. He went straight to Farley’s and parked near the edge of the lot, in the shadows where no one would pay him much notice one way or the other.

‘How long’ve I been here? Hell, I’ve been here a good little while… parked right out there!’

People would come and people would go, some would see his cruiser and others wouldn’t. Nobody would really be able to put a timeline on him. Not for sure, anyway. And that was just the way he wanted it as he scooped an empty beer bottle from the dirt and carried it across the parking lot, a heavy bass thumping inside as he crossed the porch. Guitars and drums and crashing cymbals assaulted him when a young couple opened the front door, a hazy cloud of smoke drifting from the bar as Traber put the empty bottle to his lips and pretended to drink from it.

“One more for the road,” he said, winking at the couple as he slipped past them and got exactly what he wanted: a crowded, smoke-filled barroom, full of fun-seekers of varying shapes and sizes, chasing the good times as a band cranked out some three chord standard from days gone by.

Just what he wanted.

Traber crossed the floor, past a group of people gathered around the pool tables. Flashing lights and a shrill trilling of bells came from the busy pinball machines as a couple of guys leaning against the flat surface of one of the jukeboxes stared out at the dance floor, feet tapping out a steady rhythm to a familiar country song Traber couldn’t quite put a name to—though he knew he’d heard it thousands of times in the last few years.

He sidled up to the bar and placed the empty bottle on the smooth wooden countertop. “Gimme another,” he said, smiling as Farley’s young niece snatched his empty, a fine pair of double-D breasts straining against her t-shirt.

“Another Bud, coming right up!”

Another...

Easy as pie.

He tossed a five-spot on the counter and collected his Bud. The ice-cold beer felt great washing down his parched throat, so he took another swig before collecting his change. The pistol hanging off his side scraped the beveled edge of the counter when he turned and looked at the people sitting along the bar: a man between a couple of girls; beyond them, some old guy slumped over his beer, his head nodding slowly up and down. The stool next to Traber stood empty, but he didn’t sit down. He couldn’t; he was too nervous. Funny how getting caught in the sack with a guy’s wife can get a person all charged up, not to mention what turning the room into a slaughter house had done to him.

He should’ve stayed away from Laurie.

Yeah, right.

Like he could have.

The worst thing about the whole affair was that he would never find himself in her bed again, would never feel those strong, muscular legs locked around him, those firm breasts and that flat stomach, the way her straight black hair smelled of rose petals, the raw musky scent that filled the room whenever they were going at it. No wonder it drew Rance from his hiding place. Lucky he didn’t come out of the closet blasting the hell out of them.

Traber would have.

“Well, well, what have we here?”

Traber turned to see Luke Miller standing behind him, fire blazing in his dark brown eyes as he stared down at the policeman.

Traber nodded. “Luke,” he said.

“Figured you’d be busy slippin’ it to somebody’s wife,” Luke said, as his brother stepped up and handed him a bottle of Michelob. “Ain’t that right, Carl?”

“That’s what I heard.”

“Well, you heard wrong,” Traber told him, wondering if the Miller brothers were packing anything beneath the denim jackets they wore, and if he could plug the both of them before they drew their weapons.

Traber took a drink of beer, and Luke said, “Oughta go buy ya
couple’a lotto tickets, you should.”

“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

“’Cause you’re not wearin’ your ass for a hat.”

And that was all it took. They knew. Rance had told them all about his plan to sneak into the house, hide in the closet and mete out a little backwoods justice. Too bad for Rance he didn’t have the good sense, or guts enough to go all the way. Didn’t work out all that great for Laurie, either. Traber wondered how it was going to work out for him. No, they weren’t rocket scientists, but even a couple of dumb-asses like these two knew what two plus two added up to.

Traber took another swig of beer, and then stood straight and tall and looked Luke Miller dead in the eye. “My hat’s in the patrol car with a badge pinned to the front of it.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Luke said. “You’re a policeman, aren’t you, a fine upstanding, dope smoking, kick-back-taking piece’a shit lawman, just like that lowlife old man of yours.”

“Okay, that’s just about—”

“But hey, don’t sweat it. We don’t care about that shit. Hell, man’s gotta make a livin’ some how, don’t he?”

“Goddamn right,” Carl said, as Luke lifted his Michelob. “We just don’t like hearin’ ‘bout people making a chump outa our baby brother.”

Chump, thought Traber.
Chunks, more like it.

“That kinda shit we do care about… catch my drift?”

Traber looked to Carl, and then back at Luke. Both men stood at least a full foot and a half taller than Traber, and he was well aware that hiding beneath those jackets were massive, broad shoulders, and muscles fully developed from a lifetime of maintaining the family farm. The hard lives they’d scratched out of the mountain showed in the deep lines creasing their faces. They weren’t pushovers; that much he knew, and he wondered how many bullets it would take to slow them down, because one sure as hell wouldn’t get the job done.

“Look, boys. I don’t know—”

“No, you look, boy. We know you been bonin’ that little whore my brother calls a wife. I know it, Carl here knows it, and Rance damn sure knows it...” Luke took a couple of steps forward and Carl came with him—close enough for Traber to smell the whiskey on Luke’s breath. “…Count your blessings and thank your lucky stars you weren’t with her tonight. And leave her the fuck alone. Or better yet, don’t. Keep fuckin’ around so me and Carl can drag your ass into the deep woods where no one can hear you scream.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice and sending his words directly into Traber’s ear, “And you will scream when we hang your ass upside down from a tree and go to work on you with a pair of huntin’ knives.”

Traber stood his ground, because he couldn’t allow himself to back down, and he damn sure wasn’t about to let them see the fear squirming through his guts, even though he was quite sure they could smell it on him. “Is that it?” he said, as Luke backed away. “We about finished here?”

“Yep, that about does it,” Carl said, smiling as if it was all a joke, a bit of good-natured ribbing between friends, but as Traber tipped back his bottle and downed some more beer, he knew there was nothing funny about the mess he found himself in tonight. Common sense told him to let it go, just let it die and be done with these Bozos, but a little voice riding his shoulder wouldn’t let him. After all, what was one more lie added to the pile of half-truths he was constructing. And he definitely needed to add to the groundwork if he wanted to deflect the suspicion that was sure to come whistling down the pike, sooner or later.

“’Cause if you’re finished, I’ve got something to say…”

Carl took a drink of beer while Luke folded his arms across his chest.

“… I don’t know where you get your information from, but I ain’t done any of that shit. That girl’s fuckin’ around on Rance, she damn sure ain’t doing it with me.”

“Ain’t what I heard,” Luke said.

“I told you.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Carl said, chuckling and draining the last of his Michelob, wiping a forearm across his mouth and setting the bottle on the bar when he’d finished.

“Like I need that kinda headache,” Traber said, huffing out a derisive breath, quite proud of the whimsical look on his face: a stunned mask of disbelief asking how anyone could possibly believe such a thing of him. He sat there, clutching his bottle of suds while Luke and Carl peered down at him as if he were a bug that needed squashing.

“Just remember what I said, Officer Traber.”

Carl sniggered as Luke narrowed his eyes.

“And remember this: anywhere you are, we’re right around the corner. Right, Carl?”

“Damn straight we are.”

“Yeah, well, good, if I need a turnip I’ll know just where to find you.”

“Damn sure won’t have to look far. Will he, Carl?”

“By God.”

Luke finished off his beer. Placing the empty bottle on the counter, he turned and led his brother across the bar. They stopped at the door and looked out at the dance floor, then back at Traber. Luke said something and they both laughed. Then they were out the door and into the Carolina night, leaving Traber wondering where they were going, and how much time he had before the Miller boys found their baby brother lying stiff on his bedroom floor.

The band started up with another country tune; this one Traber knew well. He sat on a barstool and took a deep breath, surprised at how tired he felt. It really shouldn’t have been much of a surprise, though, not with Luke Miller’s threat blanketing him like a heavy fog; pressing down on his shoulders, his arms and his legs until the stress from it all had left him in a state of near exhaustion.

He’d stood up to them. He hadn’t backed down. But that didn’t make their threats any less grave, because Traber knew they wouldn’t hesitate to follow through on their violent promise, which brought him right back to where he was moments before he’d painted the bedroom wall with Laurie’s guts:

How the fuck do I wiggle my way out of this shit?

He took another swig of beer, closed his eyes and saw Rance clutching his mangled throat, Laurie laid out on the floor, the shocked look of surprise still frozen onto her face as blood pooled beneath her—Traber had never seen so much blood. He opened his eyes and looked down at the floor, and almost fainted. A dark splotch roughly the size of a quarter stained his pants, just above the knee. He wondered if Luke or Carl had seen it, and if it would come back to them later. Or maybe he was just overreacting. His pants were stained, so what? Could’ve been anything: beer, grease, dirt—anything. Although Traber knew it wasn’t any of those things. He lifted his leg to look at the bottom of his shoe, halfway expecting to find the leather sole sticky and red. And what a wrinkle that would add to this whole sorry mess if he’d left bloody footprints back at Rance’s house.

“Well, well, well.”

Traber dropped his foot down, turned and saw Farley standing behind the counter, nodding as he pulled a couple of beers from the cooler—the old redneck handed them to his busty niece and she hustled down to the opposite end of the bar, Traber’s eyes following the rhythmic sway of her ass as it moved away from him.

“Didn’t see you come in.”

“Huh?” Traber said, looking back at Farley.

“Didn’t see you come in… been here long?”

“Oh yeah, good little while.”

“Could’a used you a couple hours ago.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Bob Thurgood and that crazy red-head of his about started a riot in here. Crazy bitch cracked ol’ Buck Withers upside the head with a beer bottle.”

“No shit.”

“Goddamn right.”

“Shoulda cracked him with one of those tits of hers if she wanted to do some real damage.”

Farley laughed as Traber drained the last of his Budweiser, and sat the bottle on the counter.

“Want another?”

Traber shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

Farley leaned back into the cooler and pulled out a bottle. Uncapping it and placing it in front of Traber, he said, “What was them Miller boys giving you hell about?”

“Who says they were giving me hell?”

“Oh, I don’t know… the way they were looking at you, maybe, like they were a cunt hair away from kicking your teeth in.”

Traber smiled, rubbing a hand across the rough stubble of his cheek. “Don’t miss much, do ya?”

“What can I say?”

Traber picked up his beer and took a drink. “Aw, they think I been screwin’ around with Laurie Miller.”

“Well, you have, haven’t you?”

“Hell no.”

“Ain’t what I heard,” Farley said, smiling at the consternated look that settled across the lawman’s face.















Chapter Twenty-One







At the edge of a clearing near the top of Rickert’s Mountain stood a weathered log cabin, surrounded by tall pines and fir trees. Tarpaper and tin made up the roof. Sturdy oaken planks fashioned by Willem’s great-grandfather made up the hardwood flooring. Two more wooden structures stood several yards up, on either side of the narrow path that ran from the giant rock formation known as Rickert’s Peak, all the way to the top of the mountain. High above that loomed the two-story abode of Elbert Johnson. Built many decades before Mark and Eddie were even born, this rundown encampment was the only home Arley and Willem and most of their brothers and sisters and country cousins had ever known, and likely ever would know.

Elbert’s had been a hard life, but a good life; one that had spanned the influenza pandemic of 1918, the Great War and the multitude of conflicts beyond that. Many a battle had been waged while Elbert roamed his beloved mountain—Korea, Vietnam, Panama and Desert Storm. Presidents had come and Presidents had gone, governments toppled and born again. While hurricanes and earthquakes raged in faraway places, Elbert grew strong and tall, waiting for the day he would take his rightful place as patriarch of the Johnson clan. And as his father passed and many of his brothers and sisters found lives away from the mountain, Elbert did just that. It had been a long life, full of the pain and strife of endless hours spent working the land, hunting and fishing, clawing and scraping a living with his bare hands to keep his women and children fed, until he could finally ease up a bit and let his children pitch in. Now, as he sat in the dim glow of three kerosene lamps strategically positioned around the two-story log cabin his father, his uncles and grandfather had built so many years ago, he worried about the family’s future. It had been a bitter pill to swallow, but he’d finally come to grips with the sad fact that, as little sense as Willem and that half-wit boy of his had, it was up to them to keep the family going.

Elbert took a swig of moonshine, sat the brown-and-white jug on the floor and leaned back in his rocking chair. He didn’t think much of the young girl Gerald had taken up with lately, and he damn sure didn’t care for the nonsense she’d been filling his head with. Nothing but trouble, as far as Elbert was concerned. Her and her crazy ideas added up to foolishness, plain and simple, and no matter what she said, none of it made a bit of sense. So what if she was educated and he was just an old mountain man?

Educated.

If she was so smart, she wouldn’t be swooning over Gerald like he was some kind of matinee idol. Of course, he couldn’t much blame Gerald—she was a fine looking girl, with her long brown hair and full breasts, and that tight little ass of hers. Hell, Elbert wouldn’t have minded dipping his wick there a time or two himself—if he could’ve gotten the limp son of a bitch to wake up long enough to do it. No, he couldn’t much fault the boy. Be hard to turn something like that down. But sweet piece of ass or not, she was trouble. He knew it the moment he’d laid eyes on her. It was bad enough the boy had brought her up from town. Even if she had said nobody would be looking for her, Elbert didn’t believe it. They might not come up here, but they’d damn sure be beating the bushes somewhere, if they were any kind of family at all. But then her and Gerald come marching that other little girl up the road and into Lewis and Gerald’s cabin: no pants on, hair all messed up, staring off in the distance like she was dreaming, sleepwalking with her pants slung over her shoulder, nothing on her legs at all, that dark, triangular patch of hair at the split of her legs, and those long legs of hers… all this and his goddamn Willie didn’t even notice. Son of a bitch might as well have been dead for all the good it was doing him. Well, hell, at least it could still piss right.

Elbert sighed and shook his head, hooked a finger through the jug’s ceramic eyelet and hoisted it to his lips, hardly noticing the burn as the shine slid down his throat—so many years had he been drinking the homemade brew, it may as well have been mineral water sloshing around the jug. A pleasant, warm sensation spread out from his belly, into his arms and down his legs. But it did nothing to quell the storm that had been brewing since seeing those three come up the trail.

The distant rumbling of an engine drew his attention, and he returned the jug to the hardwood floor, groaning as he stood up from the chair. Elbert got around pretty good for an eighty-seven year old man, but not so well as to hide the limp that had been afflicting him these past five years, and as he crossed the floor, the pain crawling up his leg put a grimace on his face.

At the window, he parted the curtains, watching as Willem and Arley came up the trail with yet another set of townsfolk: two young men and another little girl. And look at that shit: nothing on but a goddamn bra. One with no pants and a shirtless little thing wearing a bra. Sweet little girl, except she didn’t look too sweet now, not with the weary and defeated slump of her shoulders, and that sad, fearful look painting her face. Elbert wondered what Arley and Willem had done to bring that look about—no telling with those two. He also wondered who those boys were—they didn’t look too happy either, and one of them was holding his hand like something was wrong with it. And where the hell had Lewis gotten off to? The three of them took off down the mountain when all that shooting started up, and now look at this shit.

A fire rose in Elbert’s belly that had nothing to do with the moonshine he’d swallowed. He let the curtain fall closed and walked over to the door, opened it and stepped out onto the porch. The jeep pulled up in front of Gerald’s place, Willem driving, the girl by his side, Arley in the back with those other two, grinning like he’d just found somebody’s wallet lying on the trail. He’d found something, all right. He hopped out of the jeep, waiting while the two strangers slowly climbed down, their heads swiveling around as if surveying the landscape—looking for a way out, Elbert figured. They helped the girl onto the ground, Willem turning and looking up at Elbert, a sheepish smile creasing his face while the old man gave him back a cold, hard stare, the same kind of look he used to give him right before tearing his ass up for catching him in some stupid bullshit he damn well knew he shouldn’t have been into.

The three strangers stood for a moment before Arley ushered them onto the porch and in through the front door. Moments later, Arley returned, and he and Willem began climbing the hill to Elbert’s house, grinning and talking amongst themselves as the patriarch kept that cold eye trained upon them… up the trail and on up the steps, until they stood directly in front of him.

“Elbert,” Willem said, the old man grunting his reply as he backed through the doorway, and the two men followed him into the house, smiling, almost as if they were sharing a secret. But Elbert didn’t think they had much of one, not the way they were shoving them young folks across Gerald’s porch. And he figured it was just about time to put an end to this horseshit.

“You wanta tell me what the hell you boys think you’re doin’ down there?”

“Nothing much,” Willem said. “Just brought a couple of Cindy’s friends up for a visit.”

“Friends, huh?
What about that other little girl Gerald and her marched in here a while ago like they was draggin’ her off to a prison cell.”

Arley looked at Willem, both men still sharing that secretive smile.

“Come up the trail, pants slung over her shoulder, pussy hangin’ out all over the place, shufflin’ along like she’s in a goddamn trance…”

“That’s another one of Cindy’s friends,” Arley said.

“Friends? They didn’t look like friends to me.”

Arley chuckled, and Elbert said, “You think this is funny, you cockeyed son of a…” He shook his head and turned to Willem. “Boy, I think it’s about time you told me what the hell’s goin’ on here.”

“Goddamn it, Elbert, your brain gone all mushy or something? Girl said she was gonna bring some friends up here and that’s what she did.”

“Yeah, well, she said a lotta things, and don’t none of ‘em make any sense.”

“Well, yeah, they do. If you think about it, she makes a lot of sense. Just look at this here boy’s eye starin’ off in all kinds of crazy directions, looking everywhere except where it oughta be lookin’. And he’s one of the good ones, him and Lewis. And poor ol’ Lewis, with that goddamn nose of his, and that eye melted halfway down a face that looks like runny candle wax. Maybe if you’d brought some outsiders up here a long time ago, we wouldn’t have all them shadows crawling around down there.”

“You and Gerald turned out okay.”

“Luck of the draw, I reckon,” Willem said as he walked over to the rocking chair, where he leaned over and grabbed Elbert’s jug of shine.

“How about them shadows, you boys take care of ‘em like I told you?”

“We always do, don’t we?” Willem said, tipping back the jug and taking a healthy gulp of shine, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his buckskin jacket while holding the jug out to Arley.

“I hate to think about ‘em staying down there like that.”

“Well, hell, Elbert. What else’re we gonna do? Can’t keep an eye on ‘em all the time—and that’s what they need. There’s just too damn many. At least this way we don’t have to worry about ‘em hurtin’ themselves. Maybe she’s right. Maybe if we hadn’t been screwin’ our own kinfolk all these years, we wouldn’t have that god-awful mess down there.”

“Aw, that’s a buncha bullshit. Girl goes to school for a few years and you two think she’s Solomon’s sister or something.”

Willem laughed and Arley swallowed a mouthful of shine, smiling, his Adam’s Apple working in his throat as the liquor went down it.

“Besides, she said she was gonna invite some girls up here and let ‘em get to know you boys—like that makes any goddamn sense at all. Not drag a buncha kids off at gunpoint.”

“Oh, Elbert,” Willem said. “We ain’t hauled nobody off at gunpoint.”

The old man limped across the floor, to a small table in front of his cast iron stove. A wooden bowl of apples sat in the middle of the table’s rectangular surface, below that, an empty glass; an old dishrag and a plate with a smattering of leftover dinner-scraps beside it.

“Did we pull guns on them folks, Arley?”

“Hell no. We saved their asses from a bunch that was huntin’ ‘em through the woods.”

Elbert plucked an apple from the pile, took a bite and began to chew.

“See?” Willem said. “We saved their asses, helped ‘em out of a bind and brought ‘em here to rest up a spell. Just like you said, invited them up to get to know us.”

Elbert bit off another chunk. “Jesus,” he said around a mouthful of apple. “You two retards must think I’m as stupid as you are. Sometimes, Willem, I can’t hardly believe you came outa my loins, but I can damn sure see who that idiot belongs to.”

“Now, El—”

“Goddamn it, I seen ‘em leadin’ that little girl up the trail, and I seen y’all forcin’ them others into the cabin, and that sure as hell ain’t motor oil all over Arley’s arm, now is it? And I’ll tell you one more thing: you’re gonna go back down there and turn ‘em loose.”

Arley took another pull off the jug, grinning as Willem said, “Well, I don’t much think we oughta do that, Elbert.”

“Like I give a damn what you think. And you: bring that goddamn jug over here.”

“All I’m saying,” Willem said, as Arley started toward the table. “Is we might not want ‘em goin’ down to the valley and… well…”

“And what? You saved ‘em, didn’t you, helped ‘em out, didn’t you?” Elbert took the jug, put it to his lips and took a drink. “That’s what you said, isn’t it?”

“Well, yeah,” Willem told him. “But you know how them townsfolk are.”

“Just like you always told us,” Arley said. “Can’t trust nobody don’t live on this mountain. No tellin’ what kinda lies they might tell if we turn ‘em loose.” He shot a nervous glance Willem’s way, probably thinking about what Lewis had done to that girl, and he and Gerald had been right there with him. Willem didn’t know about that yet, not the details anyway, like how that kid had gotten away scot-free from the old shack and could be on his way to the law this very minute.

“Turn ‘em loose, huh?” Elbert sat the jug on the table and took another bite of his apple. “Thought you said they come up here on their own.”

Arley shrugged his shoulders as Willem came around the rocking chair. Snatching the jug and raising it to his lips, he took a drink and returned the jug to the table. They stood in the dimly lit kitchen, Elbert and Arley and Willem, their long shadows cast against the rough-hewn wall of the cabin.

“Goddamnit, I told you a hunnert times to leave them townsfolk alone, stay the hell away from ‘em. Strangers is one thing, but we can’t have this here bullshit. You boys know we’ve always kept clear of them people, left them alone and they left us alone. Now you two done gone and stole their kids from ‘em. Next thing you know, the whole goddamn valley’ll be up here huntin’ their asses.”

“Well, so what, they won’t find ‘em,” said Willem.

“Hell no they won’t, ‘cause they ain’t gonna be here, ‘cause you morons’re gonna take ‘em back down and turn ‘em loose. That’s what you’re gonna do, and that’s all there is to it.”

“Well, now, Elbert, I just don’t think that’s gonna happen.”

Arley flinched when Elbert slammed a fist against the table; the plate rattled and the glass turned over as Elbert issued a warning all three had heard many times before:

“One: I run things ‘round here, and as long as I’m around you’ll do what the hell I tell you!” He bit off another chunk of apple, tossed the spindly core onto the table and Willem grabbed the dishtowel, Arley’s eyes nearly popping from his head as the towel was clamped to Elbert’s mouth and his arms began to flail.

“C’mon,” Willem said, and Arley stepped forward to help restrain the old man, his and Willem’s shadows closing in like two hulking beasts, until they had devoured the stunned patriarch, who kept struggling against them, eyes bulging from their sockets as he tried desperately to snatch a breath that would not come.

He screamed something into the gag and Willem pulled it away.

“What’d you say?”

Gasping and wheezing, he choked out, “I said you’ll go to Hell for this.”

Willem clamped the towel back over Elbert’s mouth, and squeezed his nostrils shut, grinning as he said, “Keep it warm for us, Daddy.”







When it was over, when all of Elbert’s quaking and bucking and the holding him in place was done, Willem eased him into a chair, and the old man slumped face-forward onto the table. Willem tossed the dishrag onto the plate beside Elbert’s head, and turned to Arley, whose one good eye seemed as wide as a saucer plate.

“He choked on his food,” Willem told him. “We tried to help him but we couldn’t do nothin’.” When a moment passed and he didn’t get a response, he said, “Got it?”

“Yeah, sure thing, Willem.
Couldn’t do a damn thing to help him.”

“Choked on his food, Arley. That’s all you got to remember, and that’s all I want you to say. That’s all I want you to say—nothing else. I don’t know what the hell might happen if Lewis finds out what we did.”

“Gerald, too.”

“Fuck Gerald. Him, I can handle.”

Willem grabbed a chair at the end of the table. Scraping the wooden tips of the legs along the floor, he pulled it to Elbert’s side, sat down and laid a gentle hand on the dead man’s back, patting it, almost as if he were mourning the passing of a dearly beloved pet, or remembering some of the good times he and Elbert surely must have shared together. “Too bad he had to go out like this.”

Arley looked down, one eye staring at his dead kin while the other gazed across the room. He pulled out a chair, angling it toward them before dropping down onto the seat. Mere seconds ago, Willem had gleefully invited the old man into Hell, now here he was acting like he’d walked in on a guy who’d just died of natural causes. It was nerve wracking, but really, just another weird twist in what had already been a crazy day. The couple in the woods; it wasn’t that they’d killed them, but what they had done afterwards: nailing the headless corpse to the tree instead of hiding the body, and what Willem had done with that woman; the look in his eye when Horse-Trader-Harry challenged him—Arley knew the old timer would’ve been dead right then and there if Willem could’ve gotten the drop on him. Then tonight when the gunfire sounded and he’d suddenly appeared on the trail with his bow and quill of arrows slung over his shoulder, that nervous twitch of excitement so evident when Willem sent Gerald and those two girls on ahead on foot, and then he and Lewis and Willem jumped into the jeep, hightailing it back to the cliff just in time to see that wild showdown, and the car hurtling backwards down the mountainside. When they were in position, Lewis off in the dark woods, Arley hiding behind a tree and Willem next to the rock formation, Arley wondered what was coming next. Whatever it was, he thought it was going to be intense. And intense it was when the head came rolling out of the shadows, and the whistling arrow nailed Butchie Walker’s eyeball to the back of his skull, Arley stepping out from behind the tree and gutting the fleeing kid before he could take so much as a step. And Arley didn’t want to stop with the kid. He wanted more. When he put his knife to the long-hair, he wanted to slit his throat more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life. He wanted to kill them all, and he would have if not for Willem. He still didn’t understand what they were going to do with those two, surely not what Willem had suggested. But who could know with the way Willem had been acting lately. Look at what he’d just done—what they’d just done. The head of the family sprawled out dead across the table. And it wasn’t like it was the first time Elbert had raised holy hell at them. He’d done it plenty of times before, and a lot worse than that.

“Aw, hell,” Willem said, and Arley looked over at him. “We had to do it, simple as that.”

“No shit. Couldn’t very well let him turn ‘em loose, not after what we done down there on the mountain. And once he told Lewis and Gerald to let ‘em go, they’d have done it no matter what we had to say about it. He’s the head of the family.”

“Not anymore,” Willem said, and then pulled the jug to him. He no longer had his hand on Elbert, but was looking past him at Arley, as if the old man was no longer there. He lifted the shine and took a swig, and then handed the ceramic vessel to Arley, who took a pull and sat it on the table.

“Truth be told, I’ve been thinkin’ ‘bout it for a while now. Reckon I knew it was coming when that goddamn car-rustler started his shit this afternoon.”

“Guess that cocksucker’ll pay us what we want now, huh?”

“Damn sure better, if he knows what’s good for him.” Willem dug his feet into the floor, squalling the chair legs against it as he pushed back from the table. He lifted an arm and looked at the stainless steel Rolex watchband locked around his wrist, and saw his face reflected in the glass faceplate gleaming in the flickering light of the kerosene lamp.

“Only one way to find out,” he said as he stood. “C’mon.”

“Now? It’s the middle of the night, for chrissakes.”

“As good a time as any, I reckon.”















Chapter Twenty-Two







Eddie couldn’t believe how effortlessly the giant hillbilly scooped Thel into his arms and over his shoulder, hauling her up the mountainside as if she were not a flesh and blood person, but a scarecrow he’d stolen from a cornfield. And it wasn’t like it was easy going for any of them—Mark and Eddie and Brenda had struggled mightily to traverse the steep incline, but not Arley and Willem, and especially not Lewis, who’d grunted and huffed his way up the trail as steady and sure-footed as an old mountain goat.

At the top of the rise they stopped long enough for Willem and Arley to toss Butchie Walker’s shotgun into a jeep, which was parked in the middle of a trail that started near the cliff and wound its way straight up the mountain. And once the bow and quill of arrows was stored inside, he and Arley and Lewis led their captives onto the wide, flat surface of Rickert’s Peak, to the edge of the formation, where Eddie looked out across the mountainside. From here, he could see everything: the main thoroughfare running through the valley, the shops lining it; the road where Butchie Walker and his two fallen comrades had chased the Honda until Mark had sent them all screaming over the mountain’s edge. Ghostly beams of light painted the sky above the trail Eddie and his friends had fled down as they scurried away from one horrific situation into another so bizarre that it defied belief. They stood for a moment, Mark, Brenda and Eddie, before their captors ushered them back to the jeep.

And they were being held captive, there was no denying that, no matter what Willem and Arley had said about getting them up the mountain so they could take care of Thel. They were taking care of her, all right, such good care that none of them knew where the hell she was. Eddie had watched something in Brenda die when the jeep pulled away, leaving Lewis and her still unconscious friend behind. So transparent was the lie that no one believed it when Willem said his gigantic cousin was taking her to see Granny ‘to get her wound tended to’.

All three had turned to see Lewis standing in place, both he and Thel disappearing when the jeep curved up the narrow, winding trail.

Now Eddie wondered if any of them would ever see her again.

Up the mountain they had gone, Brenda in the front seat, Mark and Eddie kneeling in the rear compartment, Arley sitting between them on the jeep’s rusty frame, holding them in place by holding Willem’s machete by his side. Eddie probably wouldn’t have tried to escape anyway. What would he have done if he could’ve gotten away, run haphazardly down the mountain, leaving behind his injured best friend who had risked his life to help him, leave him to fend for himself? Then what, end up lost? End up running into Lewis or some other crazed freak, more like it—no telling how many of those fuckers were roaming the mountainside. And what about Brenda, could he really leave her on her own?

No. If they were going to get away, they’d have to do it together.

Those were the thoughts running through his head as the jeep pulled up to what he could only imagine to be some Hole In The Wall hideout for psychotic hillbillies, a suspicion seemingly confirmed when he spotted the wild-eyed old mountain man glaring down like God Almighty from his front porch overlooking the encampment.

Once on the ground, Arley herded them onto the porch and into the log cabin, pushing them through the door with a smile on his face. Several kerosene lamps cast the large room in a warm yellow glow. A couple of high-backed wooden chairs sat against the rough-hewn wall, beneath a white-curtained window on the left side of the cabin. The right side housed a stone hearth and an empty fireplace. A tattered and frayed couch with a guitar case propped up against its end, a couple of more chairs and an old oak rocker gave way to a large rectangular table occupying the back of the room. Two girls sat on either side of the table. The one with her back to Eddie had the thin frame of someone several stone’s throw away from maturation. He doubted if she was more than fourteen or fifteen years old. Long black hair cascaded down her back and over her shoulders, across the ill-fitting white gown she wore. The soiled garment had pockets sewn onto either of its sides; so long was the loose fitting dress that the pockets covered her knees. A line of embroidered multicolored flowers decorated the neckline and hem; a torn flap of fabric drooped from one wide pocket like a grimy cloth tongue. The other girl’s head hung over a bowl of stew, eyes closed as if she were bowed in prayer. Hands beneath the table, her long, unkempt hair covered most of her face. The tight silk blouse she wore seemed familiar to Eddie. When she looked up, he realized it was the doughnut-cutter’s girl, flanked by a guy with the butt of a pistol sticking out of his waistband, not much more than a teenager himself, who looked to be a younger version of Arley—minus the slow eye. She stared past him, and another woman who stood beside him, as if they weren’t even there. Eddie wondered if she was looking for a way out of this mess. He also wondered what had become of her boyfriend—he’d certainly looked fit enough to handle himself, but so had Butchie Walker and his boys.

“Looky what I brought!” Arley called out.

Brenda gasped. “Cindy?” she said.

“Hey, Brenda!” the girl answered. It was the cheerful reply of someone happy to see an old friend, and Eddie thought it seemed as out of place here as the slow-eyed freak might have been in a fine dining establishment.

“Keep an eye on ‘em, Gerald,” Arley said. “These two try anything—plug ‘em.”

“Plug ‘em!” the youngest girl called out, laughing and turning her head as Arley exited through the front door, Eddie flinching as Mark said, “What the
fuck?”

This girl, this child, had a carbon copy of the giant’s lopsided, bloodshot eye. Just like his, it sat halfway down a cheek whose flesh was the consistency of melted plastic. The other eye, the normal eye, which shone as bright as if a flashlight burned behind it, lay in a creamy patch of healthy skin, above a set of pushed-up nostrils that more resembled the snout of a pig than anything belonging to a human. Eddie had thought the giant to be a bizarre-looking creature, but this was the most grotesque thing he had ever seen.







*    *    *







He heard them, moving around in the dark, growling like a pack of hungry cats. But they couldn’t be hungry—not this fast. He doubted if they even needed her, not after that woman earlier in the day. But who could know their needs? He wasn’t even sure how many there were these days, or if they were all his kin. For all he knew, Willem and Arley could have thrown some strangers in with them; live bait who’d managed to stay alive. No telling with the way they’d been acting lately. Boy, if Elbert found out what they’d been doing, he’d be madder’n hell. Not about them killing folks—they’d been doing that for years, Elbert too. But he sure wouldn’t like what they’d been doing with them lately. What they’d been doing with what was left of them.

He had lain the girl down at the brink of the precipice, far enough away from the bloodstained ground that she wouldn’t have to worry about getting any on her. Not that it should be much of a worry—she was already covered with blood from her injured leg. Her pants were soaked with it, as were her arms and her hands. But Lewis didn’t think it was right to get somebody else’s blood on her. And he didn’t think it right to send her down to the shadows either, not alive, anyway. No matter what Willem said.

He’d never given them a live one before, and he sure didn’t want to start now, not with her—she was too pretty. Even in the flickering torchlight, he could see that. With her blonde hair and her chest all swelled out, the curve of her hip; she looked a lot better than the girl at that old rundown shack. So what if her face was all pale, she still looked pretty darn good. No. Huh uh. He didn’t want to give this one up. He wanted to marry with her, just like he’d done that other’n.

Fire blazing from a thick piece of wood wedged into the wall of the cave spread the giant’s shadow like an oil spill across the rocky floor. Tendrils of black smoke rose up to the ceiling, and then flowed across it in a wide, dark vein. Lewis leaned over, knees digging into the dirt as his deformed nose rested against her head. The scent of her hair, reminding him of apple blossoms on a bright spring morning, lay across her shoulders like fine strands of corn silk. He stroked a calloused hand across her face and she moaned, moved the hand to her breast and her eyes fluttered open. She turned her head toward him and they snapped up like windows being yanked skyward.

He smiled and she looked away, raising her hand a couple of inches off the ground before letting it fall limply to her side.

“You all right?” he said, and gave her shoulder a little squeeze. “You gonna be all right. Yep, you gonna be awww-right. Willem wanted me to give you to the shadows—”

Thel’s head jerked toward him, eyes wide and fraught with panic. Her jaws worked up and down, but the only sound to come out was a faint, dry rasp. Her head rolled back and forth as Lewis said, “I ain’t gonna do it though, not as long as you’re still with us.”

From down below, a husky voice said, “Send her on down.”

Another said, “That you, Lewis?”

Then a chorus of mewling bubbled up, a multitude of voices calling out, “Send her down! Send her down!” echoing through the cave as Thel sputtered, “P…please.”

“Don’t you worry,” he said, leaning over her body, one hand flattened on either side of it as he stared into the wide mouth of the pit. “Don’t you worry a bit.”

“Send her on down, Lewis!”

“I ain’t gonna do it!”

“You come down then!” the husky voice called from the darkness. “C’mon down and fuck me!”

“Ain’t gonna do that, neither!”

Lewis leaned a little closer, until his head jutted over the edge. He could see their opaque forms jostling around beneath him, feel his skin prickle as he stared into the darkness, as if an army of cockroaches was inching its way up his back, his heart hammering against his ribcage at the thought of what lay hidden down below.

“Yeah, cocksucker!” a man’s voice called out. “C’mon down here so I can fuck you!”

Lewis lurched backwards, Thel screaming as he scrambled over her, away from the pit. The voice echoing through the cave was one he had never heard before, the voice of a man so obviously not from around these parts. And it put the fear of God in him when it shouted, “C’mon, mountain man, send her on down. I’m tired of fucking these freaks!”

Lewis knew they couldn’t reach him; they couldn’t get at him. Even so, he couldn’t fight the dread slithering through his guts. What if somehow he did find himself down in the pit, what would happen then, when the hands were grabbing and the teeth were gnashing? They hated him, him and Willem. Once, they had been given a steady supply of food—real food—but Willem had put a stop to that, said they had to keep it for themselves. Good game was hard to come by, and they weren’t going to spend their days traipsing through the woods for the likes of them. Meat was meat, and as long as they had something in their belly, they’d be happy. What difference did it make where it came from, as long as Elbert didn’t find out what they were doing?

“Send her down, ya big son of a bitch!”

Maybe he should give them what they wanted and be done with it. That’s what Willem wanted. Maybe he should just do it. He still had that other girl to go back to. She was going to have his baby and it was going to be pretty, just like she was, and he could hardly wait to see it. It wouldn’t have an ugly old eye halfway down its face. Its skin would be soft and smooth like a baby’s should be, not a gnarled mess like his and Dolly’s. It would not end up in the pit like all the other disfigured and malformed children, kinfolk so hideous even Lewis could not bear to look upon them. This one was almost dead. Maybe almost was good enough. Willem sure seemed to think so.

“Gimme a live one, you son of a bitch!” It was the throaty voice Lewis knew well, and it sent a chill up his spine. He gave Thel a little nudge and her body went rigid, pushed her closer to the edge and she grabbed his wrist. “Please,” she said. “Don’t.” She had the frantic look of someone grasping at their final thread of hope.

“Willem says I have to.”

“I thought you wanted to marry me.”

Lewis flinched as Thel raised her hand. She stroked it across his misshapen face and he grinned.

“That’s what you said back on the mountain,” she said, and then smiled up at him, a sad, forced twist of the lips, more a grimace than anything else. “You can’t marry me if I’m down there with them, can you?”

“You really wanta marry with me?”

“I’ll marry ya, ya cocksucker!”

Cackled laughter rose up from the pit as Lewis roared, “YOU SHUT UP!”

“And give ya a honeymoon ya
won’t never forget!”

Lewis brushed a hand across Thel’s breast. This time she did not flinch. She looked up with a warm smile on her face, as if he were not a grotesque, inbred freak of nature but a long lost love who had finally made his way back home. He reached beneath her bloodstained blouse, cupped a breast in his hand and began kneading the soft mound of flesh, as the voices in the pit kept up their incessant chanting and mewling and lewd suggestions, and Lewis blocked them from his mind. He wasn’t about to give her up now.

Not now, not ever.

He slid his hand free, moved it down to her jeans and grabbed at the button fastening them closed. Thel screamed and he snatched it back as if a rattlesnake had lunged at him.

“Oh, God,” she whimpered. “My leg…it hurts.”

Lewis wanted so much to feel her wrapped around him, but he had once found a sparrow with a broken wing lying on the forest floor, and when he picked it up it’s brittle body crumbled in his hand. He didn’t want the girl to die on him, because then he could only have her once. Lewis wanted her to live a long time, so he could have her again and again. He stroked a hand down the side of her head as gently as he could. “I’m gonna take care of you.”

Thel’s sad, pathetic smile returned to her face, as her teeth chattered her body shook. “Rest,” she said. “I just need… to rest.”

Lewis gave her shoulder a little pat. “You go on and rest then,” he said. “We’ll get to marryin’ when I get back.”

“Why is it so cold in here?”

“We’re down deep, deep in the—”

“Goddamn you, Lewis! Throw her ass down here!”

“I ain’t gonna do it, I told you!”

“Well throw something down!”

Lewis reached beyond Thel to a human ribcage that lay split open down the middle on a patch of bloodstained ground several yards away from the yawning pit; a piece of an arm, a foot and a leg and a man’s severed head lay amongst various other body parts scattered about the place. He grabbed an arm, leaned across Thel and tossed it down, frowning as a great scrabbling rose up from the darkness. Then he stood up, dusting dirt off the knees of his bib-overalls. Grabbing the ax he’d left leaning against the wall of the cave, he made his way under the flickering torch and through the great walled-in room.







Thel watched him disappear into the narrow mouth of the tunnel, the agony in her leg so bad she could feel the throbbing all the way up in her temples. If only she had strength enough to stand, courage enough to push her way through the excruciating pain; she could get up and hobble after him, find her way back down the mountain and out of this nightmare. But it was too much. To move her leg was to invite unbearable suffering. She was flat on her back, helpless against whoever, or whatever kept calling up from the wide mouth in the cave’s center. She couldn’t believe what he had tossed down that hole, or the sounds that had come wafting up immediately thereafter: the insane howling of whoever was pushing and shoving down there; the unmistakable sound of lips smacking, frenzied laughter and the grinding of teeth.

Feeding sounds.

Somewhere in the valley, a warm, dry bed awaited her return. Food was in the kitchen, milk in the refrigerator. All she had to do was get up and leave. Just get up. She had to do it, no matter what the pain whispered to her—she had to. She sure didn’t want to be here when that crazy bastard came back to ‘marry with her’, whatever that meant.

Although Thel was quite sure of what his intentions had been.

What else could he have meant, fumbling around with her pants like a horny teenager? Thank God he’d stopped when she cried out. She didn’t think she could have lived through what was coming next—not with him.

Sooner or later he’d be back, and when he showed up, she was pretty sure he wouldn’t let a few tears stop him. She looked at her wound for a moment, at the blood-soaked blouse held in place by the tightly wrapped black leather belt. She couldn’t be here when he showed up. She just couldn’t. She moved her injured leg, crying out at a sharp stab of pain while the pit came to life with catcalls and howled laughter, and that deep-throated voice calling out, “Hey, little darlin’! Hey! Stick your face over the edge so I can get a look at you!”

Thel paid it no mind as she put her hands on the flat surface beneath her, tears streaming down her face as she tried pushing herself upright, trembling and sobbing at the unbearable agony it caused her. She managed to sit up for a moment, but the pain was so intense she fell back on her elbows, gasping and staring at the mouth of the tunnel, which at that moment seemed to be a million miles away.

“You okay up there?” It was the stranger’s voice which had caused Lewis so much fear and trepidation that rose above the others. “What’s the matter?”

“It’s my leg!” Thel cried out, still sobbing, the pain so great she thought she might faint. “It hurts so bad!”

“What’s your name?” the voice called up to her.

“Thel.”

“Look, Thel. Look around. See what you can find, a rope maybe? Is there a length of rope or a ladder? Maybe you could go find a long tree branch or something. Something to help get me outa here. Get me out and I’ll help you. Those cocksuckers jumped me and my buddy, took everything we had and left me down here. I don’t know what they did with him, but… if you can get me out…”

Thel looked around in front of her, but there was nothing on the cold dirt floor except a jittering shadow caused by the flickering torchlight. Even if there had been a rope or a piece of a tree limb, she couldn’t have gotten to it—she couldn’t even sit up.

“My leg… I can’t get up! I can’t stand!”

“Goddamnit! Try! There’s gotta be something up there!”

The frustrated tone of his voice made her feel even worse. If she could get him out of that hole, he would help her, but she could do nothing for him. She simply was not physically able to do it. And if she couldn’t move, she would be sitting here defenseless when that grotesquely deformed ogre returned. And he was coming back, he wanted her, that much she knew—she’d seen it reflected in his eyes. And now the tears really were coming, streaming down a face frozen with fear while her body trembled and shook.

“Goddamnit,” grumbled up from the pit, followed by the deep, husky voice of the female, “Just roll on over the edge, darlin’, and let Granny take care of you.”

A series of cackled laughter filled the cave as Thel said, “Please.”

“C’mon down, little darlin’!”

“Leave me alone!” cried Thel.

She looked over her shoulder at a human ribcage lying in a pile of bones just beyond her reach, at the arms and legs and other hacked up pieces of indistinguishable parts that lay scattered amongst the gory mess. In the middle of the disorganized array of dismemberment, two severed heads stood upright on a raised, flat stone; a dark-haired woman and a man in thick, black-framed glasses, facing each other with the horrified expressions of stark terror they had carried with them to their deaths; the flickering shadows combining with Thel’s tear-blurred vision to give the unlikely appearance of a couple of people nonchalantly carrying on a conversation.

Thel shrieked and screamed and collapsed onto her back, and as the laughter rose and her eyes began to flutter, she wondered how long it would be before her own head wound up on that wide, flat stone.















Chapter Twenty-Three







Willem led Arley onto Elbert’s front porch. They stood for a moment, staring down the mountainside before Willem noticed Lewis stomping up the path, the head of his ax making the wide, pendulant swings of an old man’s walking stick while his gigantic shadow stalked him up the trail like a great black beast.

“C’mon,” Willem said, and then he and Arley took off down the stairs, across to where the jeep had been left in front of Gerald’s place. They waited by the porch as Lewis made his way toward them in slow, plodding strides.

“Look,” Willem said. “I want you to stay here and look after Cindy’s pals.”

“Me? I thought I was goin’ with you.”

“Huh uh, Lewis is.”

“Lewis?
Why Lewis?”

“’Cause I wanta see the look on that old bastard’s face when he opens his front door in the middle of the night to find that big son of a bitch on his doorstep.”

“Shit, Willem, I wanta go, too. I wanta see what happens if he breaks bad like he did this afternoon.”

“He won’t. When I tell him about Elbert, he ain’t gonna do nothin’ but pay up. No, I need you to stay here and look after Cindy’s pals. And remember what I told you: he choked on his food.”

Arley nodded his agreement. Moments later, Lewis showed up. He had the nervous, apprehensive look of a misbehaving child caught with his hand in somebody else’s cookie jar.

“Well?” Willem said.

“What?”

“What? What do you think? How’d it go?”

“Aw, all right, I reckon.”

“You reckon?” Arley said. “What’dya mean, you reckon? You took her down to Granny, didn’t you?”

Lewis looked down at his feet, shuffled them, and said, “Kinda.”

Willem let out a frustrated sigh. “What’d you do?”

Arley said, “Did you send her down to Granny or not?”

“She wasn’t dead yet, Arley, and I ain’t never sent a live one down to ‘em.”

“Goddamnit, he told you—”

“Never mind that now,” Willem said, and then stepped over to Lewis, looked into his crooked, malformed face and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Look, Lewis, we’ve got some business to take care of, but first, well, I guess the best thing is to just come right out with it… Elbert passed on a little while ago.”

A puzzled frown passed over Lewis’ face. “Say what?”

“Yep, he sure did.”

“Choked on a goddamn apple core,” Arley told him.

Lewis made a move toward Elbert’s place, but Willem held him in place. “Huh uh,” he said. “You and I’ve some business to tend to. We’ll look after Elbert when we get back.” To Arley, he said, “Go on in there and take care of our guests. Me and Lewis have got business in town.”

Lewis tossed his ax in back of the jeep, and Willem climbed behind the steering wheel. When Lewis jumped onboard, the springs groaned and the chassis rocked back and forth. Moments later the jeep rumbled away, leaving Arley alone in front of the cabin.







Arley stood for a moment, watching Willem and Lewis make their way down the winding path. He wasn’t happy about staying behind. He was sure the horse trader was going to balk, and he wanted to be in on the action when he did. Wanted to see him bleed.
But Willem was the boss now, and Arley wasn’t about to go against him. Nobody defied Willem, a fact Arley had learned the hard way, many years ago when he’d gone crying to Elbert about something so trivial that now he could barely remember what it had been.

But he remembered what happened when Willem caught him alone on the mountainside the next day. He remembered being pinned to the forest floor, the strong forearm mashing his head against the ground so he couldn’t move it. And he sure wasn’t going to forget how Willem first teased him with a sewing needle, and then slowly, oh so slowly pushed it through his earlobe until it came out clean on the other side. Arley didn’t doubt one bit that Willem would have made good on his threat to slice that ear off had he ever gone crying to Elbert again. No. Nobody stood up to Willem, except for Elbert, and look where that had gotten him: rotting up in his cabin while Willem took his place as head of the family. Not that it mattered much to Arley. As far as he was concerned, Willem had been in charge ever since he’d shoved that needle through his ear. And now he was going to do what Willem told him to do, just exactly what he told him.

When the jeep dropped out of sight, Arley climbed the porch steps, crossed the hardwood planks and went inside. Cindy and Dolly were sitting at the table with the group he and Willem had brought up from the Peak, Gerald in one of the high-backed wooden chairs. He had pushed the front two chair legs off the floor and was leaning back against the wall. At the far end of the table was the girl Lewis had his way with back at the shack. Somewhere along the way, someone had slipped her pants on her. Seeing that vacant stare of hers reminded him of her boyfriend. He should’ve gutted the son of a bitch when he had the chance, no matter what Gerald said. Then he wouldn’t be standing here worrying about what was going to happen when the guy finally made his way back to town, or what the hell Willem might do if he found out it was Arley who had let him slip away.

“What’s the matter, cousin?” Gerald asked him.

“What?”

“You look like you seen a ghost or something.”

“I’ve got some bad news. Real bad news.”

“Well, spit it out, son,” Gerald said, as Mark and Eddie turned toward them, probably hoping the law was fixing to storm the compound.

“It’s Elbert. He passed on a little while ago.”

“Oh my God!” Cindy said, as Gerald said, “You’re shittin’ me.” His face went slack, all the color seeming to drain from it as he rocked forward the chair and stood.

“Huh uh.
Choked on a goddamn apple core, right in front of me. Willem beat the hell outa his back tryin’ to knock it loose, but it didn’t do no good. He just… died.”

“Jesus Christ,” Gerald said, then, “C’mon, baby.”

“Whoa,” Arley said, as Cindy rushed across the floor. “Where d’ya’ll think you’re going?”

“Going to see Elbert, by God.”

“We’re supposed to keep an eye on these guys.”

Gerald slipped his revolver from the waistband of his jeans and tossed it to Arley.

“You keep an eye on ‘em. We’re gonna see to Elbert.”

Cindy followed Gerald across the room, and out the front door they went. When the door slammed shut, Arley turned to his captive audience. Eddie’s eyes grew wide as Arley twirled the revolver like a gunslinger straight out of the old west, cocked the hammer back and flipped open the chamber, spun the cylinder and slammed it shut.

“Just so you know,” Arley said. “Any of you try anything, I’ll blow your brains out.”

Mark looked at his injured hand, flexed it and winced. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We won’t.”

“Goddamn right you won’t.”

Dolly, the pig-faced girl who still sat opposite Tina at the far end of the table, said, “Which one of these boys is gonna marry me?”

Arley looked from Mark to Eddie. Grinning, he said, “Take your pick, baby girl.”















Chapter Twenty-Four







Ain’t what I heard seemed to be the only thing Traber had heard all night—once from Luke Miller and once from Carl, and once from that goofy-assed bartender, Farley. The violent scene exploding behind his eyes every time he shut them wasn’t helping matters either. Thank God no one else had laid those words on him, because he didn’t know what he would have done; screamed, maybe, or pulled his Colt and shot them dead. Maybe both. Something told him he’d be hearing a lot of that shit in the coming days. If he was still alive. If what was left of the Miller brothers didn’t string him up and use his nut sac for a punching bag and the rest of him for fish bait. If he didn’t get them first—

which was looking more and more like the way to go. Quite possibly the only way to go if he wanted to come out of this thing alive. He had to get out of here before he did something crazy, and after downing his third beer and leaving the empty bottle on an unoccupied table, that was exactly what he did.

He walked outside, into the parking lot, where he noticed old man Edward’s pickup coming toward him. He couldn’t make out the girl snuggled up next to him, only that she was young—way too young for him. He stood for a moment, smiling and shaking his head. That old man got more pussy than he could shake a stick at, much more than he deserved. Traber figured he was paying for it. Why else would one of those little girls go off with him?

Maybe he’s trading them for it. He is Horse-Trader-Harry, after all.

“Trading them twenty dollar bills.”

Traber laughed as the pickup rolled to a stop in front of Farley’s. The girl gave the old man a peck on the lips, and then scooted across the seat. The door swung open and she hopped out onto the ground, smiling and waving as the pickup shot through the gravel lot on its way back to the blacktop.

Moments later she appeared in the doorway with a couple of her friends, her body long and lean, her full breasts, the sway of her ass as she moved across the parking lot, reminding him very much of Laurie.

Laurie.

All this time, he had thought those clandestine meetings to be their little secret, and now it seemed like half the town knew what he was up to. But how? How could so many people have known? He hadn’t told anybody. Which left Laurie, of course. Who else? She blabbed to her friends and they blabbed to theirs, and before you knew it a valley full of wagging tongues had sent good ol’ Rance to the closet with a shotgun in his hands. All in all a confounding and misfortunate set of circumstances that had left Traber on a lonely stretch of blacktop in the middle of the night, trying to figure a way out of this horseshit. He could just hear it now, if the state investigative authorities ever got wind he was involved in this mess:

‘Where were you around ten o’clock that night?’

‘Uh… uh…’

‘What’s that? I didn’t hear you.’

‘What was the question?’

‘Well, let me repeat it for you, Officer Traber: Where were you the night Rance and Laurie Miller got their guts splattered all over their goddamn bedroom!’

The idea floated down like manna from heaven. If anybody had a vested interest in Traber’s well being, it was Weaverton’s resident marijuana farmer. The last thing he needed was a change of regimes, and even if Butchie was tired of Traber constantly jacking him up for money and pot, he was quite sure the guy wouldn’t want to go from his happy go lucky business associate to Traber’s bible-toting sidekick, Rick Prescott. Not if he wanted to keep his operation running like the well-oiled machine it had blossomed into. Not if he wanted to keep his ass out of prison.

Traber smiled. Yep, that was where he was, all right, organizing a search party to comb the woods for Mary Jackson’s little girl. “Where was I?” he said to his make believe interrogator. “Why, up at Butchie Walker’s place. Don’t believe me, get your ass over there and ask him yourself. He’ll tell you.”

If he knows what’s good for him.

In Traber’s mind, the key to this whole fucked-up situation was having a proper alibi, so that anyone who might ask would know exactly where he had been tonight. Now all he had to do was get over to that goddamn double-wide and make sure Butchie knew.







*    *    *







Harry Edwards pulled up in front of his two-story house, killed the lights and the engine and stepped out of his truck. He paused for a moment by the front porch stairs to stretch, and to take in a deep, refreshing breath of mountain air. What a day it had been, and what a night. The ol’ horse trader was on a roll, and he knew it. Damn right he knew it. The pretty penny he’d made off Charlie Rodgers had set the tone for a fun-filled telephone conversation with his cousin over in Asheville, who couldn’t wait to get his hands on the SUV Willem Johnson and that slow-eyed kin of his had dropped off this afternoon. A shower and a change of clothes had sent him over to Farley’s for a burger and a beer, and a chance encounter with Becca Moore and her little friends. A few Heinekens later, he and Becca headed out to the truck for a little burning of the ceremonial bush. The next thing he knew, they were going at it pretty good on Harry’s king-sized waterbed.

Those little girls sure did seem to love the sway of that vinyl mattress, especially when he got it to rocking like a bucking bronco beneath their tight little asses. He always liked to see the surprised look wash across one of their faces when they realized not only could the old man get it up; he could keep it up as long as he wanted—indefinitely. Becca was a sweet kid—they all were—and it made his day to think he could actually entice one of them into his bed. But he was realistic enough to take it for what it was: a good-natured romp in the hay that began with a laugh and a joke and a twinkle of an old man’s eye, and ended when they hopped off the mattress. And he would never, ever, think about trying to take it any further than that. Hell, they were young, most of them younger than his niece, even. Just to be able to lay a hand on their fresh, nubile bodies was a gift from the Lord above. And he would never do anything to queer that deal.

Harry walked up the stairs. On his way across the porch, he glanced at the small brass thermometer perched in the wooden frame of his living room window. Fifty-two degrees.
Unbelievable. Fifty-two degrees at one-thirty in the morning at the tail end of the first week of December. Harry didn’t think the harsh Carolina winter weather had ever held off this long, but here he was, standing outside in just his shirtsleeves.

By the time his house key was in the lock and the door slammed shut behind him, Becca Moore had become a distant memory, replaced by thoughts of the silver Saturn SUV that lay hidden in the barn, and the easy money it would soon bring his way. All he had to do was hop in it tomorrow, drive across a few mountains and turn it over to Chop Shop Chucky, collect his bounty and high-five his cousin, and then spend the rest of the afternoon doing whatever the hell he wanted. Who knows, maybe he’d head over to Charlotte for a couple of days, stay the weekend and take in a Panther’s game. Nothing like a little organized violence to get the blood to pumping. And why not stay a couple of days, there wasn’t likely to be a stampede brewing down at Horse Trader’s Car Mart this weekend. Hell, he deserved a bit of a vacation after his little windfall this afternoon.

Harry ran his hand along the wall until he found a switch, stroked his hand upward and light flooded his living room. On his way across the hardwood floor, he scooped his remote control unit off the coffee table and fired up the fifty-two-inch Sony television sitting along the far wall, bringing forth a highlight reel that played in the background as one of ESPN’s talking heads began rattling off college basketball scores.

“Atta baby,” said Harry as a Carolina Tar Heel soared across the screen on his way to a rim-rattling dunk, and the talking head called out, “Look out belowwww!”

Harry laughed and jacked up the volume, tossed the remote onto his La-Z-Boy recliner and made his way down the hallway to the bathroom, where he turned on the light and positioned himself in front of the toilet. The sound of an engine filtering through the Sports
Center theme song kept him from unzipping his pants. He hurried back to the living room, wondering who the hell could be coming up his driveway this late at night. By the time he reached the front window, footsteps were thudding across his porch. He parted the curtain an inch or two, smiling at the red Camaro sitting in his driveway. Charlie and Tina, probably drunk as hell and come by to gloat, or to bust his balls about that two-headed coin.

What the hell, Harry thought on his way to the front door. Tomorrow was Saturday and none of them had to work. Might as well invite them in for a beer or two, smoke some of that kick-ass weed Charlie always seemed to have on him.

Harry’s smile disappeared when he opened the front door to find Willem Johnson standing on the porch in that buckskin jacket of his, smiling and nodding his head. Beside him stood a giant freak of nature blocking out most of the Camaro, and part of the old Army jeep that was parked in front of Harry’s barn. Harry had thought Willem’s little sidekick earlier in the day to be a fucked-up-looking piece of shit, but this guy was off the charts, with his malformed face and a disgusting lump of flesh for a nose, and that cockeyed eye-hole slid halfway down a mug that looked like it had spent the last ten years doing a two-step mambo with the ugly-stick; standing there in his grimy bib-overalls, grinning at Harry like he knew something Harry didn’t, the rancid smell of him twisting the old man’s stomach as it wafted in through the doorway. Behind him sat the red Camaro Harry had sold to Charlie Rodgers earlier in the day, the same Camaro he’d seen Charlie and Tina in tonight. And now these two cocksuckers had it?

Something else they had, too: a smarmy look that said ‘go ahead, make a play and see what happens’, a cocky, overconfident look that kept Harry from hauling ass to his den and grabbing his shotgun—something told him he wouldn’t make it very far if he tried it. The same something that told him the stain on the giant’s clothing and shoes wasn’t red paint. All of this adding up to one thing: he had to be careful, tread lightly, find out what was going on here and how his niece played into it.

Nodding past the giant, he said, “The hell’d you get that?”

Willem smiled. “Same place I got the last-un,” he said.

Harry looked from Willem to his deformed sidekick, then back to Willem, whose confident demeanor had turned to one of sheer triumph. The mountain man looked him square in the eye, smiled and said, “Reckon you’ll be givin’ me two-thousand dollars for this one.”

Harry stood his ground as his little speech came rolling down memory lane:

“I made this deal with your daddy a long time ago, and as long as Elbert’s around I’m gonna honor that deal.”

…as long as Elbert’s around…

If Elbert was around, Willem wouldn’t be here, but there he was, all right, standing on Harry’s front porch in the middle of the night, demanding his two-thousand dollar bounty. A swaggering lout full of piss and vinegar, staring him down as if he wouldn’t mind seeing what might happen if Harry said no. Maybe because he already knew what would happen. Maybe he couldn’t wait to get started, him and his freak relation.

Where was Charlie… and Tina?

My God, Tina.

“Well by God,” Harry said, cracking a smile, even though his face was pale and his guts were turning to ice. “That ride looks like its worth two grand.”

“Damn right it is,” Willem said, and his grotesque companion added, “Damn right.”

Willem took a step closer to Harry. “Well now,” he said. “You just put that cash money in my hand and she’s all yours.”

“Don’t keep that kinda money ‘round here. You come on back tomorrow and I’ll have it for you. Around ten or so, gimme enough time to get to the bank.”

“Ten o’clock, huh?
Easy as that.”

“Yep, easy as that.”

“A wise goddamn decision, old man.”

Harry shrugged. “Business is business, son. Just bring her on back tomorrow and we’ll do the deed.”

“Fuck that,” Willem said, nodding toward the Camaro. “We’ll leave her be, leave her sittin’ right where she is. Me and Arley’ll come down tomorrow and get the money. You won’t stiff us… If you know what’s good for you.”

“Well, I ain’t stiffed nobody yet.”

“Damn sure won’t fuck with us, will he, cousin?”

The giant cocked his head at Harry, as if regarding a strange species of bug he’d never laid eyes on until this very moment. Then he huffed out a laugh, and said, “Damn sure won’t! Not this one!”

Willem slapped his cousin’s shoulder, and cocked his head toward the jeep.

“C’mon, cousin, we got shit to do.” On his way down the front porch stairs, he called out to Harry, “Keys’re in the ignition, Horse-Trader!”

Harry didn’t know what to do, run to the den and grab his shotgun and haul ass across the yard? He could catch them coming down the driveway if he hurried. Then what? Kill them? Blast off a handful of fingers and they’d tell him what they’d done with Charlie. They’d done something to him—he didn’t just hand the Camaro over to them. And what about his niece? What about Tina? Jesus… Tina. Maybe Charlie had dropped her off at home before he ran into those two, and where the hell did he run into them, anyway?

The jeep rumbled down the driveway, and Harry sighed and shook his head. Tina was in trouble. He knew it. He could feel it. He didn’t believe for one minute that Charlie had dropped his niece at home. Just the other day, Harry’s sister had called up bitching about Charlie keeping her little girl out—half the night Linda had paced the floor, until Tina finally came sneaking in at three-thirty in the morning. No. Wherever Charlie was, Tina was with him. Harry just hoped they were both still alive.

Where did they run into those two?

Harry knew there was only one place their paths could have crossed: Rickert’s Mountain. And he was quite sure he knew where. Charlie had taken her up to that piece of shit Lover’s Lane shack he’d heard the kids talking about, and somewhere up there they’d run into the mountain men.

Harry closed the door. Turning and walking across the living room, he stopped at the La-Z-Boy, grabbed the remote and turned off the TV. Then he hurried down the hallway, to his den. Moments later the gun cabinet was open and a Mossberg 500® Pump Action Persuader® was in his hands.

Somewhere on Rickert’s Mountain was Harry Edward’s niece, and Harry meant to get her back. And if he found out she was dead, he’d kill every single one of those inbred sons of bitches for what they’d done to her.















Chapter Twenty-Five







Dolly.

She was a doll, all right, the kind you find on the cover of one of those horror books lining the shelves of Barnes and Noble, with its face all melted away and a fucked up eye staring off into the distance. Eddie could barely stand to look at her, yet, strangely, he found that he couldn’t look away. He looked away when she came around the table and laid a hand on his shoulder, though. She stood behind the vacant chair between Mark and Eddie, a wide grin plastered across her face. “This one,” she said, and then giggled and moved her small hand to Mark, who let out a disgusted groan when she started playing eenie, meenie, miny, mo with the two of them. The only thing preventing Eddie from elbowing her in the face was the crazy, gun-toting mountain man standing behind him—he thoroughly believed the guy would make good on his promise to ‘plug’ them if they tried anything.

“Eenee, meenie, miny, mo,” she said. “Catch a cutie by his toe.”

Cutie.

Not only was she ugly as sin; she was lame as hell, too. Eddie cringed when her hand ended up on his shoulder, and then breathed a quiet sigh of relief when she started up with that ‘my mother told me’ bullshit, extending the sing-song rhyme for another go round, which meant the bizarre-looking creature had her eye on Mark. Eye being the operative word—surely she couldn’t see anything out of that other misshapen hole. At least the room was dim. He would’ve hated to see her under a stark-white fluorescent light. Or wake up from a heavy night of binge-drinking to find that framed by golden rays of sunlight streaking in through his bedroom window.

The game ended with Dolly running a hand under Mark’s long brown hair.

“I’ll make ya happy,” she said, while Mark twisted away, and said, “You gotta be shitting me.”

“I’ll make both of ya happy!”

Mark looked at her, sighed and shook his head.

And Eddie was right there with him. It was ridiculous. Everything about their situation was straight out of some cheesy straight-to-video horror flick. Everything: stealing Christmas trees, for God’s sake; chased through the woods by a pack of bloodthirsty rednecks, flying backwards down the mountainside in Mark’s mother’s Honda; the severed head bouncing along the forest floor and the headless, disemboweled corpse nailed to the broad trunk of the tree. All capped off by a band of hillbillies from hell and their grotesque relations swooping down in a murderous rampage, and… Thel.

Where the hell was she?

“Hey, dude, Arley. Where the hell’s our friend?”

“Yeah, Arley,” Brenda said. “Where’s Thel?”

“I told you,” he said. “We took her to Granny to get that leg tended to. You didn’t want her bleeding to death, did you?”

“But… where?” Brenda asked him. “Where is she, why can’t we go see her, make sure she’s okay?”

“Why can’t we go see her?” The mocking tone of Arley’s voice put a frustrated frown on Brenda’s face.

Eddie didn’t say anything. What was the use, he knew the guy was lying. And he was quite sure that wherever Thel was, her leg wasn’t being ‘tended to’. They knew she wasn’t going to make it, probably left her bleeding out on the side of the mountain, or nailed to a tree like that poor guy down at the base of the cliff.

Arley chuckled, smiling as he shook his head. “Y’all need to lighten up. Dolly, uncork that jug and give our guests here a shot of Elbert’s finest. No reason to sit around all sad and shit. Your friend’ll get better, and when she does we’ll bring her on up.”

Dolly walked to the far end of the table and stood by Tina, who’s bowl of stew sat untouched in front of her, a fork and a spoon beside it, below a half-full glass of water. The moonshine was next to an empty porcelain bowl and some other eating utensils, directly in front of where Dolly had been seated when Mark, Eddie and Brenda were herded into the cabin. A kerosene lamp flickered in the center of the long, rectangular table as Dolly grabbed the jug, uncorking it on her way back down to Mark and Eddie, and Arley, who had walked over to join them. The pistol was back in his waistband, right beside the sheathed hunting knife he’d used on Bobby Jarvis. Not that it mattered to Eddie—he sure as hell didn’t have the nerve to make a move on him.

“What’s your name?” Arley said. “Mark, isn’t it?” He pulled a chair away from the table and sat down between Mark and Eddie.

“Yeah.”

“How’s that hand, Mark?”

He held it in front of him. The black and blue wound was swollen and puffy. Dried and crusted blood surrounded the puckered hole in the hand’s center. “Hurts like a motherfucker.”

“Give him the jug, Dolly.”

Dolly placed the jug in front of Mark, smiling as she said, “Here ya go, sweetie.”

“Go ahead, man. Take you a snort, it’ll do you good.”

Mark grabbed the jug and hefted it. He took a small sip and grinned, took a healthy drink and said, “Dayum.”

“Smooth, ain’t it?” Arley said, and Mark said, “Damn smooth.”

“Take you another pull,” Arley said, and Mark did. He took a drink and sat the jug on the table. Arley’s hand came up holding the pistol. He stuck it to Mark’s side, and Mark said, “Whoa, now!”

“Just so you boys know,” Arley said, smiling. “You pull any shit, you’ll wish you hadn’t.” He looked at Eddie, and then back at Mark. “We clear?”

“As a fucking bell,” Mark said, and then slid the jug past Arley, to Eddie, who looked at it while Arley said, “Go ahead, man. Take you a good long pull.”

Eddie picked up the jug and took a drink. Arley was right: it was smooth. It had a kick going down, but not much of one. He took another drink and returned the jug to the table, surprised to find a pleasant warm sensation already tingling his belly.

“So anyway, how’d y’all come to be runnin’ through the woods like that? What’d you do to piss them boys off?”

Eddie huffed out a breath.

“What?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

Arley slipped the gun back into his waistband. “Try me,” he said.

“Christmas trees.”

“Say what?”

“Yep,” Mark said. “Christmas trees. We were stealing fucking Christmas trees.”

Arley laughed. “You’re right,” he said. “I don’t believe you.”

“Yeah, well,” Brenda said. “It’s true… unfortunately.”

“Let me get this straight. Those guys were fixin’ to kill y’all over a couple of Christmas trees. Well that’s not very Christian of them boys, now, is it?”

Eddie shrugged his shoulders, and Mark said, “Seems like Christmas trees ain’t the only thing they’re growing up here.”

“Why hell no,” said Arley. “They’ve got pot planted all over the mountain.”

“Apparently,” Eddie said. “They thought we were raiding their shit.”

“Speaking of pot there, partner,” Mark said. “Why don’t you fire up one of them bad boys? You’ve still got some, don’t you?”

Yeah, right, thought Eddie. That’s all we need. Start smoking pot with this psychopath and who knows what’ll happen?

Eddie wasn’t sure he wanted to find out.

“Yeah, man,” Arley said. “Bust it out if you got some. If you don’t, I do. ‘Cause we have been raidin’ their shit.”

What a surprise, thought Eddie, as Mark said. “Nah, he’s got some, although I wouldn’t mind doing a little taste test comparison between the two.”

Dolly squeezed in between Mark and Arley. Eddie couldn’t believe it when she grabbed the jug and took a swig, couldn’t believe Arley didn’t stop her. After all, she couldn’t have been more than fourteen or fifteen years old, and even with that horrible-looking face, she still had a lingering aura of childhood surrounding her slender frame. But Eddie didn’t say anything. What did he care if she swilled down some moonshine? It wasn’t any of his business. He pulled the Ziploc baggy from his shirt pocket—with everything that had happened tonight, he’d actually forgotten he had it, but not Mark, no, hell no, not Rockley. That son of a bitch gets an arrow through his hand and a pig-girl calling dibs on him, and what does he come up with? Hey, let’s get high!

Eddie unrolled the baggy and extracted a couple of joints, pulled out his lighter and fired one up. Then he handed it to Arley and placed the lighter on the table, sat back in his chair and watched the hillbilly huff down a lungful—lips pressed together, he held it in for a moment, then a moment longer, his face turning red as a torrent of smoke came out in a spasm of violent coughs.

“Goddamn, son,” he finally said, a thin ribbon of white wavering up from the smoldering joint.

“Kick-ass, huh?” said Mark.

Arley put the joint to his lips, nodding as he took another long drag. He held it in a little longer this time, passed the joint to Mark and exhaled another thick cloud of smoke. This time it was his turn to express surprised appreciation. Mark laughed when he said ‘Dayum’. He hit the joint and Arley followed it up with, “I thought that shit down the mountain was good, but Jesus… I hope you guys have a healthy little supply of that stuff.”

“No need for a taste-test, huh?” Mark asked him.

Eddie fired up another doobie, and Arley said, “Comparing this to that would be like stackin’ creek water up to Elbert’s shine.” He hit the joint again, and then offered it to Brenda. She shook her head no, but he insisted. “C’mon,” he said. “Don’t be like that. We’re all friends here.”

Right, thought Eddie, direct from Hillbilly-Heaven, Arley the friendly neighborhood psychopath.

Brenda accepted the joint, and Eddie passed his to Arley. Mark said, “Speaking of shine…” and Eddie pushed the two-tone ceramic jug down to him. While Arley hit the joint, Mark tipped back the jug. Dolly stood beside him, smiling and running a hand up and down his back. Brenda sat across from them, watching Arley blow out another stream of smoke. At the far end of the table, Tina stared down at her bowl of stew as if she were gazing into a crystal ball. Eddie didn’t much feel like toking his brains out, but he slipped a pack of rolling papers out of his pocket, dipped into the baggie and went to work on another joint to keep the rest of them happy.

More importantly, to keep Arley happy.

On they went, Mark and Arley and Brenda, (even Dolly got in on the action)

passing the pot and the jug back and forth until the joints were nearly gone; Arley cracking jokes as if he were amongst a couple of drinking buddies instead of a group of freaked-out captives he and Willem had marched up there at gunpoint. He dropped the smoldering nub of a roach and crushed it against the floor, picked up a freshly-rolled joint and said, “This is some dynamite shit. Them assholes shoulda been asking you for pointers instead of chasin’ you through the woods.”

Them assholes.

And that brought it all back home: Butchie Walker and his boys massacred on the side of the mountain, Butchie screaming while that crazy son of a bitch Willem waved a skewered eyeball at the full moon; the massive arm of the giant swooping down with a blood-stained ax blade to put a stop to Butchie’s high-pitched shrieks.

Eddie shook his head, looked over his shoulder, and then back at Arley.

“Who’s guitar?”

“Huh?” Arley said. “Oh, that. That’s Gerald’s.”

“Oh yeah?
He any good?”

“He’s all right.”

“Oh, Arley,” Dolly said. “You know he can’t play that thing! Why he ain’t even—”

Dolly flinched when Arley said, “Shut the fuck
up!”

Eddie flinched a little too. Just like that, Arley had gone from the friendly neighborhood psychopath to one who looked like he could snap at any moment. Dolly turned away, staring down at the floor, as Eddie said, “Mind if I take a look at it?”

Arley turned toward him, eyelids drooping across his bloodshot eyes. Eddie thought it showed a marked improvement—at least he didn’t have to see the lazy, dead eye staring off into a world no one else seemed to have access to.

“What are ya,” Arley said. “Some kinda guitar-man?”

“Something like that.”

“Help yourself, brother. Like I said: we’re all friends here.”

He flicked some spent ash onto the floor while Eddie scooted his chair away from the table and stood up. As he started across the room, Arley slid loose his pistol, jammed the barrel into the side of Mark’s neck and looked over his shoulder at Eddie. A sharp, metallic click filled the room when the hammer was cocked back.

Brenda gasped, and Mark said, “Goddamn, dude!”

Eddie turned, and Arley said, “Just remember what I said about tryin’ anything. I’d hate to have to blow your partner’s head off, ‘specially now that we’re all gettin’ along so good together.”

“Dude,” Mark said, an uneasy grin spreading across his face. “What the fuck?”

Arley lowered the weapon, smiling and easing the hammer back into place. “Just fuckin’ with ya, brother.” He slid the pistol back into his waistband, grinning. “Man, you guys’re gonna like it up here. Ain’t they, Dolly?”

“They sure are.” Dolly hiked her dress up to her waist, past a small patch of black pubic hair. Rubbing herself against Mark’s hip, she said, “Especially this one.”

Brenda sighed and shook her head, and passed what was left of a joint over to Mark. “Here you go,” she said. “You look like you could use some of this right about now.”

“You can say that again,” Mark said, as Dolly dropped her gown back in place, giggling while Mark clamped the joint between his lips.

Eddie stepped over to the couch and ran a finger across a thin layer of dust coating a hard-shell guitar case that obviously had not been opened in quite some time, popped the latches and swung open the lid.

Yeah, right. Gerald’s. Where the hell’d Gerald get a five-thousand dollar Martin guitar?

Yeah, it was Gerald’s, all right, and Mark was the King of England and Eddie the man in the moon. The black finish, which had not a speck of dust on it, gleamed in the flickering light of the kerosene lamps. Eddie lifted the guitar and moved the case further down the couch. He sat on the armrest, strummed a chord and smiled, surprised that even with all the shit they’d been through tonight—and who knew what kind of trouble they were facing now—the rich, dulcet tone of the exquisitely crafted guitar could so easily pry a smile from him.

He closed his eyes and began to pick out a simple three-chord progression, a soothing and somewhat haunting melody he had recently made up, one he enjoyed playing around with and often came back to.

In the background, Brenda said, “So what exactly are you talking about, what do you mean when you say we’re gonna like it up here?”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “What’s up with that shit, you guys planning on keeping us up here permanently or something?”

Arley took another toke. Smoke flowed freely from his nostrils as he tapped the joint, sending a smattering of ashes free-falling to the floor.

“’Cause I gotta tell ya,” Mark said, “I’m not so sure—”

“Look, just consider yourselves our guests. Are we forcin’ you to stay here? Let’s just say it’s in your best interest to want to stay here, ‘cause, well, the alternative…”

Still picking, his hands still coaxing gentle and soothing tones from the guitar, Eddie looked up. Arley was facing away from him, toward Brenda, who sat on the opposite side of the table. Dolly stood behind Mark, her small head lithely bobbing back and forth in time with the music. Mark was staring at the pistol grip protruding from Arley’s waistband, so close it was that all he had to do was reach down and grab it, and he was thinking about doing it; Eddie could see it in his eyes. A look of fear and grim determination coexisted in those eyes. Eddie wondered how much longer his friend would live if grim determination won out. He did not like the dire implication of Arley’s last statement, and he was quite sure Mark hadn’t liked it either.

“You really are a guitar man, aren’tcha?” Dolly said, as Eddie continued to play.

Arley twisted around in his seat. Then he stood up, turned the chair around and sat back down, crossing his legs and leaning back, still sucking down smoke from what was left of his joint. Eddie was glad, because now he didn’t have to worry about his friend; the gun was on the other side, much too far away for him to even think about making a play for it.

Strains of music filled the room. Even Arley’s head was bobbing up and down. He closed his eyes and Eddie thought Mark was going to do something crazy, and why not, maybe something crazy, something bold and brazen was needed to get them out of this. But Mark didn’t do anything, and Eddie was glad—the last thing he wanted was to see his best friend bleeding out on the hardwood floor.

‘cause, well, the alternative…

What was the alternative, wind up gutted on the mountainside like Butchie’s pal, or maybe an ax to the head like good ol’ Butchie himself? Eddie kept the tune going, because right now, that was the only thing keeping him from doing something crazy.

“When we’re married,” said Dolly. “We can all sit around and listen to him play.”

“Married,” Mark said. “Okay. Arley, dude. What’s this married bullshit? First it’s that big-assed cousin of yours, now it’s her. Just for the fucking record: we’re not getting married, I’m not getting married—to her or anybody else.”

“I don’t know,” Arley said, smiling as Eddie’s fingers crawled up the ornate fretboard. “You might not like the alternative.”

Arley snickered as Mark blurted out, “There you go again with that shit. Look, you and that big son of a bitch and cousin Willem don’t have the right to hold us here. You know that, don’t you? Be reasonable.”

“Cousin?” said Dolly. “Willem’s his daddy.”

“What’dya
mean, daddy? Every one of them was calling each other cousin all the way up the mountain… Right, cousin?”

Arley, smiling and nodding his head, looked over at Mark and laughed.

“Well, what is he, your cousin or your dad?”

Probably both, thought Eddie, just as Arley confirmed it by saying, “Both.”

Mark sighed and shook his head. “You’re kidding.”

“Actually, he’s my brother, too.”

“Oh. My. God,” said Brenda, while Eddie, still playing the guitar, thought, Un-fucking believable. But it really wasn’t all that hard to swallow. Just look at them: Arley and his fucked-up eye, Dolly, whose face more resembled a swine’s than a human’s, not to mention that grotesque-looking Lewis-creature. No telling how many of these inbred freaks were roaming the forest.

Talk about a grim fucking fairy tale!

“Jesus,” Mark said. “That would mean Willem fucked, er, had sex with your aunt, who was also his mother.”

“Yep.”

“Dude, that’s seriously fucked-up.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Man.”

“Which brings us back to your question. Why’d we bring you up here.”

Mark sighed. “Oh, man,” he said. “Color me crazy, but I’m dying to hear this shit.”

The consternated look of worry on Brenda’s face said, ‘Not me. I just want to go home’.

Eddie kept on playing, and Dolly, who seemed delighted in the confusion she’d helped to create, kept swaying back and forth with the music, lifting her dress up to her shoulders, and then letting it drop, momentarily exposing her underdeveloped breasts to Eddie, who shook his head and kept on fingering the fretboard.

The joint Arley held had gone out during the conversation. He grabbed Eddie’s lighter off the table and fired up the short stub, sucked in a lungful and slowly let it out.

“Well, this here’s the deal. We got a lot of relations runnin’ ‘round with some fucked-up shit, much worse than me, worse than Dolly, even, if you can believe that. A month or so ago, Gerald—you met him just before he and his girlfriend hauled ass up to Elbert’s. Anyway, Gerald met Cindy and she told us the reason all these people had all this fucked-up shit wrong with ‘em was ‘cause we’d been fuckin’ the hell outa our own kin all these years. Which didn’t make no goddamn sense to Elbert, but she seemed to know what she was talkin’ about, and it made sense to Willem and me. Hell, we do have some odd-looking folks around here—and you ain’t seen the half of ‘em.”

Arley took another toke, twisted around in his seat and grabbed the moonshine, blew out the smoke and took a swig of shine, and then set the jug on the chair Eddie had vacated.

“Anyway, she got this idea to invite some of her friends up here, thinking they’d get to know some of us and, you know, marry up with us. Hell, some of us ain’t bad lookin’. Just look at Gerald and Willem, they ain’t got nothin’ wrong with them, and I ain’t too hard to look at.” Arley looked over his shoulder at Brenda. “Am I?”

“No,” she said, as Arley turned back to face Eddie, calling over his shoulder, “Glad to hear ya say that.”

An army of goose bumps marched slowly up Eddie’s back, and for the first time he actually considered rushing the prick. Maybe if he did, Mark would grab his arm or something, keep him from pulling the gun and blasting them to hell before they could kick the shit out of him. But Eddie knew he wasn’t going to rush the guy. He didn’t have it in him. He wasn’t going to do anything except keep on plucking those goddamn guitar strings.

“’Cause there’s a good chance you and me could end up married—that’s the plan, you know. Hell, that one down there’s promised to Lewis. I’m hopin’ you and me can marry up. She’ll have Lewis a baby and you’ll have one for me. These two studs’ll knock up Dolly and some other womenfolk, next thing ya know we got us a passel of good lookin’ healthy babies runnin’ ‘round the mountainside, and we don’t have to worry about no more defects, as Cindy calls ‘em.”

“Dude, c’mon. You’re telling me you guys hauled us up here to be a buncha baby makers?”

“Yep, that’s what I’m tellin’ ya, stud.”

“Man, I ain’t doing that shit.”

“What, you’re not a faggot are ya?”

“No.”

Muffled laughter rang out behind Arley. He laughed too, as Mark shook his head, a look of stunned disbelief twisting his face into an indignant scowl. The laughter rose and Eddie kept playing, because he was afraid that if he stopped, he might start screaming and never stop. Arley hit the joint again and the laughter rose even higher. Eddie looked over at Brenda, but the exaggerated sounds of merriment weren’t coming from her.

The doughnut cutter’s girl was making her way around the table, giggling wildly in a fit of uncontrolled laughter as she stepped past Mark, whose stunned look only intensified when he noticed her.

Arley, still chuckling, looked over his shoulder at Brenda, who shrugged her shoulders and smiled weakly. He turned to see Tina standing at his side, a look of pure insanity on her face as the laughter kept bubbling up.

“The fuck’re
you
laughin’ about?”

She swung her fist, screaming, “I’m on the fucking PILL, YOU PSYCHO SON OF A BITCH!”

Arley screamed when the tines of a fork clutched in Tina’s hand plunged into his eyeball; he went for his gun but Mark grabbed his, while Tina twisted the fork and Arley howled like a wounded animal, much like Butchie Walker had shrieked when Willem ripped the arrow from his eye socket. Two long strides and Eddie slammed the edge of the guitar down on Arley’s head. Then he brought it back up, swinging it like an ax with all his might, the wooden frame splitting in two when he drove it into Arley’s skull, and the stunned mountain man slumped sideways in his chair.

Dolly took off running but Mark grabbed a fistful of hair, flinging her violently across the table as knives and forks and Tina’s bowl of stew crashed to the floor, and Dolly landed on her back, Dolly screaming while Tina ran around the table, grabbing another fork as she went. She pounced on the shrieking girl, grabbed her by the throat and shouted, “If thine eye offends thee, pluck it out!”

“No!” Dolly yelled. “Please!”

Tina raised the fork high above her head—

“I know where they took that other girl!”

—slammed it down but Brenda blocked her arm before the tines hit home.

“Wait,” Brenda said. “Stop, we’ve got to help Thel!”

She released Tina’s arm, and her friend held the pointed ends of the fork mere centimeters from Dolly’s good eye, one hand gripped tightly around her throat as she pressed the fork into the soft skin covering the edge of her eye socket. Tiny drops of blood welled up around the tines as Tina said, “Remember what your cousin or your uncle or your daddy or whatever the fuck he is said about trying anything? Well, you fuck with me one goddamn time, little girl; I’ll dig out your eyeball and feed it to you.”

“Come on,” Brenda said. “Tina, come on.” She gently touched her arm, and Tina pulled the fork away. “She’ll be quiet, won’t you, Dolly?”

Dolly nodded yes, and Tina removed the hand from her throat. She stood up, and she and Brenda made their way around the table. Eddie was at the front of the cabin, peering through slightly parted curtains. Mark stood over Arley, who lay flat on his back on the floor, moaning, the fork sticking out of his eye like a planted flag—his fingers just below it fluttering against his cheek like a Parkinson patient. Mark held Arley’s gun in his uninjured hand. The huge hunting knife Arley had used on Bobby Jarvis was still in its sheath, the broken guitar in pieces on the floor where Eddie had dropped it.

“You see anything?” Mark said, and Eddie said, “Huh uh, nothing.”

Brenda nodded at the prone mountain man. “What’re we gonna do with him?”

Mark gave his shoulders a shrug. “I don’t know. We can’t leave him here like this… tie him up?”

“Fuck that,” Tina said, and then lifted her leg and stomped down, driving fork through brain tissue until the back of Arley’s skull jolted the fork to a sudden stop. For a brief moment his body went stiff. His fists clenched. Then a gurgled breath rushed from his mouth and he fell limp, his fingers unfurling like blooming flowers as his hands dropped to the floor. Tina lifted her foot and his head lolled sideways, leaving what was left of the fork bent over the bridge of the dead lunatic’s nose.

“Jesus Christ,” Mark said, as Eddie walked wide-eyed toward them.

Mark handed the gun to Eddie. “Here,” he said. “You’re gonna have to wield this bad boy.”

“Me?” said Eddie.

“Yeah, you. I’m right handed, and in case you haven’t noticed, some crazy motherfucker pulled an arrow straight through the son of a bitch.”

“Okay, man,” Eddie said. “No problem.”

Eddie, the revolver in his hand, started to slip it into his waistband, but he didn’t. He had never fired a gun before, had never even held one. With the way his luck had been running tonight, he’d probably end up shoving it in his pants and blowing his balls off. Then again, maybe his luck was turning, maybe their luck was turning. Moments ago they were on their way to God only knew where, probably to becoming sex toys for a bizarre bunch of one-eyed freaks, or worse—if anything could actually be worse than that. Now the tables were turned and they were on their way to… to where? Not straight down the mountain to the valley, which was where he wanted to go—where he thought they should go. No, they were on their way to Granny’s to find Thel, wherever the hell that was. But they couldn’t very well leave her behind. He sure as hell wouldn’t want them leaving him behind if he was lying wounded in… where? Where the hell was she, and what in the name of Heaven would they have to do to get her back?

Eddie sighed. “All right,” he said. “Let’s huddle up and figure out what we’re gonna do. First off, Dolly: where the hell is our friend?”

Dolly, who a moment ago had stood, and was now leaning against the wall in the corner of the cabin, said, “She’s in the caves.”

“Caves?” said Brenda. “I thought she was at Granny’s.”

“She is. Granny lives in the caves down by the Peak, with a bunch of our other kin, the ones that look way worse than me. That’s why Elbert and Willem put ‘em down there, ‘cause they look way worse than me. Most of ‘em is half crazy, some all the way.”

Willem. A shudder ran through Eddie at the mention of his name, one that grew in intensity when he tried to imagine what ‘way worse than me’ could possibly entail.

Mark knelt down beside Arley, studying him curiously, almost as if he were an artifact unearthed from some archeological dig. He stood up, and Eddie said, “C’mon over here, Dolly.” When she was by his side, he put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Listen, you take us on down there and help us get our friend back, and I won’t let anybody harm you. We’ll let you go once we get her back.”

“If I help ya will ya marry up with me?”

“Keep talking, bitch,” Tina said. “So I can feed your eyeball to you.”

Eddie sighed. “Would you just take us down there?”

“I said I would, didn’t I?”

“All right,” Eddie said. “Let’s get the hell outa here before Willem and the jolly green redneck gets back.”

The five of them moved to the front of the cabin, Mark and Eddie and Tina and Brenda, and the grotesque-looking little girl whose cousin had just died before her very eyes. Eddie swung the door open, and ghostly fingers of misty morning fog reached inside, beckoning the nervous quintet forward.















Chapter Twenty-Six







There were several things Tom Traber could have expected to find when he drove across the narrow wooden bridge in front of Butchie Walker’s place: the double-wide lit up and heavy metal music blaring from the sound system, or maybe some southern rock or some down-home country; the Markham brothers passing a joint back and forth while taking turns swilling down Jack Daniels. It wouldn’t have surprised him to happen upon a thoroughly plastered Bobby Jarvis, puking into the dirt while Butchie railed away at him and the redheaded Markham boys dropped a volley of F-bombs and one-liners on his drunken ass.

He didn’t expect the trailer to be dark and deserted and light filtering out though a wide-open barn door into the fog swirling around in front of it. But that was exactly what he found when he pulled up beside Butchie’s pickup and slammed the gearshift into Park, killed his lights and engine and stepped out of the car. Bobby’s Mustang was backed up to the barn. Traber walked over and laid a hand on the slick cool surface of its hood. Somewhere inside the weathered wooden structure, somebody was announcing a charity car wash over in Asheville. Then a song came on the radio. Traber thought something was missing, and something was missing: voices, the loud and boisterous voices of Butchie and his crew, who, if the barn door was wide open and the lights and the radio were on and the trailer was dark, most certainly should have been inside.

“Hey!” he called out on his way to the barn, and then stepped inside to see four empty chairs sitting around an old wooden table in the middle of the floor. Rows of pot plants hung upside-down from the ceiling. Behind one of the chairs were five stacks of sealed cardboard cartons—Traber counted twenty of them. Beside the chair, an open carton sat on the ground next to a black, fifty-gallon trash bag. A pile of the bulging black bags lay in a corner of the barn, next to a couple of stacks of the flat corrugated cartons Butchie used to transport his reefer throughout the state. A scale and a roll of packing tape sat on the table. A clear, bulging plastic Ziploc bag of pot lay open beside it. Beside the Ziploc bag, a round mirror encased in a thin wooden frame held a large mound of white powder. Beside the mirror was a cut-off length of plastic straw, a half-full Mason jar of shine, and a thick bud of marijuana damn near as long as Traber’s forearm. Several bottles of Michelob Lite—some empty, some only halfway—were also scattered around the table.

Many a day Traber had spent getting high with Butchie Walker and his boys while they bagged up their crop. But where were they now? It wasn’t like them to leave their shit unguarded in the middle of the night, the door wide open and the radio playing, not to mention the heaping mound of coke in the center of the table. Where the fuck did they go? It wasn’t a raid, it couldn’t be. Traber would’ve heard about it beforehand, unless somebody thought he was involved. Even then, the state and federal boys would be here taking the place apart, board by board and brick by brick.

Unless they’re on the way now.

The thought sent a chill up Traber’s spine.

Could they be?

And how in the hell would Butchie know about it?

He wouldn’t.

If he had friends in higher places than Traber, he wouldn’t have been able to keep it a secret. He would’ve bragged about it, rubbed it in Traber’s face. Pot plants all over the place, a mound of coke in the middle of the table; no telling how much of the shit they’d snorted to have left that much lying out in the open—probably a mountain of it. All wired up and nowhere to go. Wired up and couldn’t sit still, more like it. Probably took off on a beer run in Joey Markham’s Celica, so high they didn’t even realize they’d left the door open. There wasn’t any beer scattered around the table, no six-packs, no case of Michelob Lite. Just the empties. Maybe that was it. Maybe they’d hauled ass down the mountain and got distracted. For all Traber knew, they could be shacked up somewhere with a shit-load of women, cozy in bed while he stood alone in the barn, with… the keys to the goddamn Kingdom!

Traber stood for a moment, eyes sweeping the room while he considered the possibilities. He stepped up to the table and looked in the open fifty-gallon trash bag that was half-full of pot. Just beyond that, those twenty boxes packed full of sealed pound-sized containers stood before him. Boxes plumb full of weed. What was to stop him from taking one? Nothing, except that Butchie more than likely knew exactly how many he’d left stacked in the middle of the barn.

He wouldn’t know if Traber filled up an empty carton and tossed it into his trunk.

Unless they pulled in while I was in the middle of filling the son of a bitch up!

Traber looked out across the barn, at the bulging plastic sacks stacked up in the rear of it. Why settle for a box-full when he could take one of those bad boys? No way could Butchie be sure of how many were in that pile, not with all the shit those guys had slammed up their noses tonight. They had to be high as hell to leave the place unattended like this.

Hell, why not take two? Take two and haul ass, worry about the alibi in the morning.

Traber hurried across the barn and grabbed one of the plastic bags, surprised at how heavy it actually was. He hefted it up and over his shoulder. Then he was moving across the dirt floor and out into the night, a redneck Santa bearing gifts for himself. When he got to his car he leaned forward, balancing the pot on his back while he dug for his keys. Moments later the lid was up and the pot was in the trunk, and Traber was headed back for another load.

Halfway across the barn, the mirror caught his eye, and the mound of white powder upon it. Why the hell not? Traber reasoned as he walked over and took a seat. He picked up the straw, utilizing its end to carve a thick line out across the mirror. Then he fit the straw into his nostril, leaned over and huffed up half the line. The immediate rush sent a strong and powerful jolt racing through his nervous system. He pinched his nose and sniffed, releasing a nostril to clear out whatever coke remained. Then he sat for a moment, enjoying the buzz before picking up the shine and guzzling a mouthful. He returned the shine to the table and fit the straw into the opposite nostril, leaned over the table, dipped the straw in the coke, and heard a car rumble across the wooden bridge.

Headlights swept through the open doorway as the vehicle pulled up outside.

A door opened, and then slammed shut.

And here was Traber, caught red-handed with a pile of Butchie’s shit. Son of a bitch was going to be all over his ass, especially if he saw the sack of weed out there in his trunk. Be pretty hard to get him to go along with his bullshit alibi story now.

Oh, well, fuck it. He’ll come around, if he wants to keep his operation a secret.

Traber sucked up the rest of his line, already running a list of asinine excuses through his drug-addled brain.

Before him, someone shouted, “Traber!”

Someone who wasn’t Butchie Walker.

Traber looked up to find Harry Edwards standing in the open doorway, moonlight glinting off the blue-steel barrel of the shotgun he held before him. Traber, a cut-off piece of straw between his index and forefinger, a shitload of coke on the table and tiny pharmaceutical flecks clinging to his nose hairs, looked up at the pot plants curing on their taut strands of rope from one end of the barn to the other, looked back at Harry and sighed.

“Ain’t this a hell of a thing?” he said, a shit-eating grin spreading across his face. “Goddamn Butchie Walker. Hell, I knew that boy was wild, but look at this shit!”

Traber’s hand dropped to his waist and the straw tumbled to the floor. He stood up and took a couple of steps forward. “I didn’t believe it myself when that girl called up sayin’ they was runnin’ drugs outa here, and if I hauled ass up the mountain I’d find out for myself and, hell, I knew his daddy was runnin’ shine, but I thought all Butchie was growin’ was his goddamn trees! Hell, Horse-Trader, the last thing I—”

“Cut the shit, Traber.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’ve got a hell of a lot bigger problem than this.”

Traber wanted to say, ‘What in the Goddamn hell could be a bigger problem than this?’ But he didn’t. He looked Harry in the eye, and said, “What’re you talking about?”

“Those goddamn Johnsons’ve got my niece, and I need you to help me get her back.”

“What do you mean, they’ve got her?”

“I mean they’ve got her up on that mountain of theirs, and if I don’t go up there and get her back—right now—I may never see her again.”

“Just what in the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m talkin’ about her and Charlie Rodgers was up at Farley’s a few hours ago in that red Camaro I sold him this afternoon, and I just seen Willem Johnson and one of those inbred freak relations of his drivin’ it through the holler.”

“Oh, for God’s sake!”

“I know what I seen, goddamnit. Now, c’mon, I need your help to get her back.”

“I ain’t goin’ up no mountain in the middle of the goddamn night.”

“The way I see it, you ain’t got no choice.”

“Oh, I’ve got plenty of—”

“Seeing how I just walked in on our town sheriff snortin’ cocaine in the middle of a goddamn pot factory.”

“Goddamn it, Harry. That ain’t right. Hell, I don’t even know how to ingest the stuff.”

“Big-assed sack of weed layin’ in the trunk of your car.”

“That’s evidence!”

“Can the shit, Traber. I don’t give a high Holy fuck if you’re snortin’ coke or drinkin’ one. You’re either gonna help me get Tina back or I’m gonna call the state police and let ‘em know what the hell you’ve been up to.”

Traber crossed his arms over his chest, looked Harry dead in the eye, pursed his lips and shook his head. “You go on and tell whatever tale you want to whoever you wanta tell it to. I come up here on a tip and stumbled across the biggest bust in the history of this here county. Come mornin’, I’ll be a goddamn hero. Climb that mountain in the middle of the night? My ass!”

Harry jacked the shotgun and leveled it at Traber.

“Look, old man.”

A thunderous blast made toothpicks out of the chair the lawman stood beside.

“God damn, Harry!”

The snick-snack of another shell being chambered drove a frozen spike through Traber’s heart.

“Three seconds,” Harry said, his eyes narrowed, his face a sneering mask of hate. “That’s how long you’ve got to get your ass in gear, or listen to your guts paint the wall behind you.”

Hands held before him, Traber said, “Okay, okay, Harry. Take it easy. I’ll help you, just… take it easy.”

“C’mon then,” Harry said, and then stepped to the side, nodding at the doorway as Traber walked toward it. When Traber passed by, Harry followed him. Outside, a thick layer of fog blanketed the ground. The moon, which had been so full and bright, was now on the wane, obscured by wispy layers of a slow-moving cloud. Harry’s pickup sat at the edge of the yard, next to the police cruiser’s open trunk.

Harry’s eyes narrowed as he looked up at the mountain. “The fuck is that?”

“What?”

“That,” said Harry, and Traber said, “What the hell?”

Twin beams of light rose straight into the fog, painting pale white circles upon the sky.

“You got a shotgun in that cruiser of yours?”

“Yeah, I got one.”

“I think you’re gonna need it.”

Harry followed Traber to his patrol car, to the trunk where the bulging black plastic bag of marijuana lay. Traber leaned inside and shuffled the sack around, grabbed a pump-action shotgun, pulled it out and propped it up against the rear bumper. A worn, black canvas bag and a dark blue nylon windbreaker was in the trunk too. Traber grabbed the jacket and put it on.

“Harry, are you sure you wanta do this?”

“I don’t want to. I have to.”

Traber sighed and zipped open the bag, grabbed a box of shotgun shells and sat it on the fender. Then he was back into the bag, pulling out a couple of speed-loaders and shoving the ammo into his jacket pocket. “Okay, Horse-Trader, lead the way.”

“Yeah, right.”

“What?”

“You first. Jump in the passenger’s side and we’ll get going.”

Traber chuckled as he picked up the shotgun, grabbed the shells off the fender and slammed the trunk shut. On the way to Harry’s truck, he said, “What’dya
think that light belongs to?”

Harry said, “A car, a truck, I don’t know, something. Whatever it is, it’s pointing straight at the sky, and I’d like to know why the fuck it’s doing that.”

Traber opened the passenger door and slid inside. He propped his shotgun against the seat, staring out through the windshield as Harry pulled his door open. Harry started to climb in, but Traber said, “Hold it a minute.”

“What?”

“Look up there.”

Harry looked up to see a dark figure hauling ass down the mountainside. The cloud drifted away from the moon and Harry saw that it was Charlie Rodgers running haphazardly through the rows of fir trees—arms swinging and legs pumping as if the Devil himself was on his tail.

Or one of those goddamn
Johnsons.

Down the mountain and onto the road, not slowing down until he was across the narrow wooden bridge, Charlie pulled up breathless in front of Harry’s pickup.

“Jesus… Jesus, Harry,” he said, as Traber climbed back out of the truck. “They got her, Harry. Those goddamn Johnsons’ve got her.”

“I’ll be damned,” said Traber. “And here I thought you were losin’ your marbles.”

“They ain’t just got her. They got Thel Colbert and Brenda Sykes, too!”

“Goddamnit,” Harry said. “Get in the fucking truck!”















Chapter Twenty-Seven







The truck pulled onto the road, and Charlie said, “We were up at the old shack and—”

“Goddamnit, Charlie. How many times have I—”

“C’mon, Harry, just let him talk.”

Harry shifted gears and stomped the gas pedal. Dirt kicked up from the spinning rear tires as the truck roared through the holler. He eased up on the gas, downshifted and hung a right up the old mountain road.

“I’m sorry, Harry,” Charlie said. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay, Charlie,” Harry told him. “Just tell us what happened.”

But it wasn’t okay, and if Harry hadn’t needed the kid to get him to his niece, he would’ve pulled the truck over right then and there and kicked the ever living shit out of his sorry ass.

“Like I said, we were in the old shack, and Cindy Jackson and a bunch of—”

“Cindy Jackson?” said Traber.

“Yeah, I couldn’t believe it either, but there she was leading them Johnsons through the door, and this gigantic, freaky-lookin’ son of a bitch started kickin’ the shit outa me. Next thing I know the lights are out, and when I come to, Cindy and Tina and that Johnson bunch was gone. I got my clothes back on…” Charlie looked over at Harry, who was looking at him like he’d just as soon stomp a mud hole in his ass as hear another word.

“I’m sorry, Harry.”

“Yeah, so you said.”

“Keep going, Charlie.”

“I could hear ‘em outside, so I crawled out the window and hid and watched them from the woods. The giant and some young-looking kid led Cindy and Tina off toward the road, then that slow-eyed fucker came back inside the shack, probably—”

“Arley Johnson.”

“Huh?”

“Young, shoulder length hair and a dead lookin’ eye staring off in the distance?”

Charlie’s head bobbed up and down. “Yeah,” he said.

“That’s Arley Johnson.”

“I was damn glad I woke up and got outa there when I did, ‘cause why else was that son of a bitch comin’ back inside, except to kill my ass?

“He come in and hurried back outside, fired up the Camaro and made his way back to the road. I just followed along behind him. When he turned up the mountain, I figured he was heading up to their camp. So I kept on following him, up and around and around and up—it was easy, really. He couldn’t go very fast. That Camaro ain’t built for these ruts and bumps. I just kept his taillights in sight, and after a while he pulled up next to Tina and Cindy and the rest of his kin. The guy drove into a clearing and left the Camaro behind some bushes. Then the lot of ‘em piled into an old beat-up-looking jeep, and up the trail they went. I kept after them a while longer, and then went back to the Camaro—figured I’d haul ass back to the valley and get some help, but the son of a bitch took the keys with him.”

Twin beams of light pushed their way through the fog as they passed the cutoff to Charlie’s Lover’s Lane Shack. Harry kept the pickup moving from side to side in an effort to dodge the potholes and deep ruts lying in his path. They kept going until the road narrowed, and he could no longer avoid them.

As they lumbered along the trail, Traber said, “You ever been up there, Harry? You got any idea how many we’re fixin’ to go up against?”

“Huh uh.”

“Huh uh you never been up there, or huh uh you don’t know what kind of a buzz saw we might be walkin’ into?”

Harry huffed out a breath, shrugged his shoulders, and said, “Both.”

“Reckon we could use Butchie and those young guns of his about now, dope runners or no dope runners.”

“Oh,” Harry said. “They’re runnin’ dope, all right.”

“Not anymore, they ain’t.”

Both men turned to Charlie.

“What’re you talkin’ about?” Traber asked him.

“I left the Camaro and hauled ass after them. Just when I got ‘em in sight again, somebody back down the mountain fired a shotgun. Next thing you know, all hell breaks loose and people are screamin’ and yellin’… three more shotgun blasts and I didn’t know what to do, follow the jeep? I sure as hell wasn’t going toward the gunfire. So I just stood there for a while, watching, waiting... listening.

“I don’t know, maybe fifteen, twenty minutes later, I heard that shotgun going off again, and Butchie Walker calling out to whoever they was chasing. But now they were getting closer to me, and I sure as hell didn’t wanta be standing in the middle of the trail when they came around the bend. So I high-tailed it on up the path, figured I could find out where the jeep was heading, where they were taking Tina, maybe slip in and get her out, somehow.”

Harry eased off the gas, downshifting to yet a lower gear as the cab of the truck began lurching from side to side. Several yards ahead, a narrow path intersecting with the pothole-laden road they were on began a gradual downhill descent. He rounded a bend and the road became steeper, the going a little tougher as they headed farther up the incline. Ahead and to the right, fog swirled through the cones of light they’d seen stretching skyward back at Butchie’s place.

“Hold up a minute,” Traber said, opening the door, and then stepping out of the truck when it came to a stop. Harry shifted into Neutral, his foot on the brake while Traber stared down the mountainside at the headlights rising into the sky. He returned to the truck, jumped inside and slammed the door shut. “It’s a goddamn car pointing straight up the mountain.”

“I heard the whole thing…” Charlie said, as the truck pulled forward, following the same winding trail Mark and Eddie and Brenda and Thel had taken moments before the Honda plunged over the mountainside. “… another round or two of shotgun blasts, Butchie Walker yelling his threats, then a sound like a car crashing into a tree. By then I was up on the ridge. I couldn’t see what was going on, but I heard everything.”

The fog became thicker as Harry followed the road up and to the left, his headlights sweeping over the mountainside while the front of the truck angled steeper than it had since they’d started up the old mountain trail.

Traber stared out his open window, and Harry said, “How much farther? We’ve gotta be nearing the top.”

“We’ve got a good ways to go yet,” Charlie told him. “But we ain’t gonna make it all the way in this, unless you’ve got four-wheel-drive and some deep ruts in them tires.”

“We’ll make it,” Harry said, and drove on.

“What about Butchie Walker?” said Traber.

“Wow, Butchie Walker. The ridge leads to Rickert’s Peak. About the time I was set to break out of the tree line and into the clearing stretching out before it, I saw the giant and his slow-eyed pal standing at the edge of the cliff with some other guy wearing a buckskin jacket. Talk about a mountain man—the son of a bitch actually had a bow, and a quiver of arrows slung over his shoulder.”

“Goddamn Willem,” Harry said, and Traber said, “That son of a bitch.”

“Yeah,” Charlie said. “I could tell he was in charge. The three of ‘em stood there for a long time, watching. Every once in a while that Willem guy would point at something. That’s when I saw those lights and knew it was a car crash.

“After a while, they came away from the cliff, back to the mountain. Then they headed down, Willem on one side, his freaky kin on the other. That’s when I—there, over there, Harry.” Charlie pointed to the right. “Right over there, see where the trail branches off into those trees? That’s the way to the ridge. But we might as well stop and get out. You ain’t gonna make the steep hill we’re fixin’ to come to.”

Harry stopped the truck. “We’ll make it,” he said, his voice strong and sure.

“I’m telling you, you won’t.”

“Maybe you oughta listen to him, Harry. We’re not gonna be able to haul ass back down the mountain if we get the truck hung up in there.”

Charlie looked over at the old man. “You will get stuck.”

Harry sighed, took his foot off the brake and slipped the truck into gear. “Ah, hell,” he said. “All right.” He edged the truck a little ways down the trail. Then he was mashing the clutch and shifting into Reverse, backing up until his headlights pointed down the mountain. He killed the lights and killed the engine. Doors opened and the dome light came on, and he and Traber stepped out of the truck, both men wielding their weapons as Charlie shut Harry’s door, and Traber pushed his door closed, and darkness settled in around them.

“Anyway,” Charlie said, as they started down the trail. “When they went down, I went out into the clearing, over to the Peak and made my way out to the edge, got flat on my stomach and peeked down the mountain. I saw it all. Brenda Sykes and Thel and these two guys they were with at Farley’s came into the clearing. The next thing you know, a friggin head’s rolling—”

“A head?”

“Yeah, a head—about the time Butchie Walker and Bobby Jarvis come outa the tree line, a goddamn head comes bouncing out of the shadows. Thel runs and Butchie shoots her ass; Willem steps forward and fires an arrow into Butchie’s eye and one in his chest, Bobby Jarvis takes off and Arley steps out from behind a tree and guts the poor bastard. They fucking massacred them. Then they rounded up Brenda and Thel and their friends—oh yeah, Willem? He nailed one of those guys’ hands to a tree?”

“Jesus,” said Traber.

“Yeah, that was the first thing he did, right after the severed head showed up.”

“You were right,” Harry said, as the trail banked hard to the right and almost straight up. “We wouldn’t have made it.”

They struggled up the mountainside, heavy wisps of fog curling around their feet as they made their way forward. After a while, the path leveled off. But not for long, and soon they found themselves back on a steep uphill climb.

They stopped for a minute, and Charlie said, “They started back up the trail and I hauled ass across the Peak and into the woods. Let me tell ya: my heart was pounding by the time I hid my ass in them woods. I’ve never been so scared in my life.

“They had a jeep parked a little ways from the cliff. Willem and Arley and Brenda and those two guys got in it and took off up the trail. The giant carried Thel into the woods. He was making so much noise stompin’ through the underbrush, I decided to follow him. He took her into a cave. When he disappeared inside, I stopped. I was afraid he’d hear me. I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t following that big bastard, and I sure as hell wasn’t chasing after the jeep. I knew Tina was either in the cave or wherever the jeep was headed—it couldn’t’ve been far; we were damn near to the top of the mountain. Anyway, I got away from there and hauled ass down—”

The sharp report of a pistol firing in the distance cut him off.

“What the fuck?” said Traber, as the gunshot echoed across the mountain, and Harry said, “C’mon!”















Chapter Twenty-Eight







They stepped onto the porch, Eddie and Mark in front, Tina and Dolly behind them and Brenda in the rear. Eddie looked across the clearing and up the mountain. Cindy and Gerald were standing on Elbert’s front porch. Gerald, who had a shotgun pointed in their direction, didn’t say or do anything. Just stood there, watching as Cindy called out, “I’m sorry, Tina!”

Tina yelled back, “Not as sorry as you’re gonna be if I ever get my hands on you!”

“It all went wrong! It wasn’t supposed to happen like that!”

“Stupid little bitch,” Tina mumbled.

“C’mon,” Mark said. “Let’s get going before something crazy happens.”

Off the porch and onto the ground they went, Eddie looking over his shoulder at the shotgun-wielding mountain man, the only one he’d seen tonight who didn’t seem to have that hereditary dash of insanity about him, not like Arley and Willem, both of whom seemed to have been swimming in it. “All right, Dolly,” he said. “Which way to Grandma’s?”

“Straight down the mountain,” she said, as she stepped forward between Mark and Eddie. “Down in the woods by the Peak. Ain’t too awful far.”

They started down the mountain trail, Mark and Eddie, and this poor, misfortunate creature, who by the luck of the draw had ended up a grotesquerie of circus freak proportions, raised in poverty on the side of a mountain amidst a bunch of crazy rednecks. No telling what she had seen, what kind of sick and twisted perversions she’d been a party to, or had even been forced upon her. Growing up around Willem and Arley couldn’t have been easy, and Eddie felt sorry for her, because none of it was her fault: the way she looked, the way she acted, the fact that at such a young age she was willing to sleep with a perfect stranger as if it was the most natural thing for a child to do. And she was a child, with a child’s body and a child’s mind. Too bad her uncle fucked his sister and his sister fucked her son, or whatever the hell had happened to bring her into the bizarre world she inhabited.

Mark said, “Dude, how did we ever get caught up in this shit?”

“I think it started with a phone call from a friend, something about come on up to North Carolina and help me take a load of Christmas trees out to the Cajuns? Of course, my trusted lifelong friend neglected to mention a small detail or two, like he planned on stealing half the fucking trees.”

“Would that have made a difference?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie said. “Maybe. Would’ve been nice to know what I was getting myself into.” But Eddie knew it wouldn’t have made the slightest bit of difference. He would’ve done damn near anything to get away from that fucked-up situation back in Florida, and he was ecstatic when Mark invited him up. As for what he was getting himself into, one thing he knew for a fact, and had always known: anytime you hook up with Mark Rockley—anything can happen. “I damn sure wasn’t looking to get hung up in this shit.”

“Could’ve been worse.”

“What could be worse than this?”

“I don’t know, being shacked up in a dingy little apartment, pining over some conniving, two-timing, ball-buster?”

“Oh, yeah, that’s much worse than being chased through the mountains by a bunch of gun-toting dope farmers on their way to way to Appalachia’s version of Custer’s Last Stand.”

“You guys sure you’re not brothers?” said Brenda.

“That was fucked up, wasn’t it?” Mark said.

“Did you get a good look at Butchie’s boots?”

“What,” Mark said. “The serpents? Yeah, I saw that right off the bat. Hey, him and his asshole buddies jumping me at the truck stop was fucked-up, but they didn’t deserve what happened to them. Nobody deserves that.”

“No shit,” Eddie said, but he wasn’t so sure that he fully believed it, because at the time of their deaths, Butchie and his gang were seconds away from pulling off a little massacre of their own.

They were halfway down the winding trail that would lead them back to Rickert’s Peak, walking straight down the middle of the path like a bunch of school kids skipping merrily down a sidewalk on their way home from detention hall, when Brenda said,

“Maybe we should get off this path and move into the trees. No telling where Willem and Lewis are.”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “They could be coming up this son of a bitch right now.”

“God help us if they are,” said Eddie, and Mark said, “Fuck ‘em. We’ve got a gun.”

Eddie thought, yeah, too bad we don’t have Clint Eastwood to shoot it for us.

“Still,” Brenda said. “Maybe we shouldn’t be out in the open like a bunch of sitting ducks.”

“No doubt,” Mark again.

They cut to the left, across a small clearing and into the woods, where they stood for a moment staring through the fog, out at the path. Eddie looked back up the trail toward the shacks, but they’d gone so far he couldn’t even see them. “Well, hell,” he said. “Let’s get a move on.” He turned and started down the incline, tripped on a root and stumbled forward. His chest slammed the ground and so did his face, his hand followed suit and a gunshot echoed out over the mountain.

Dolly jumped; she tried to run but Mark grabbed a fistful of her hair. “Where’re you going?” he said.

“I don’t wanta get shot!”

“You ain’t gonna get shot,” Mark said, as Eddie stood up and brushed a hand across the front of his pants, the pistol still dangling from his hand.

“Way to go, Maverick,” Mark called out, as Dolly said, “You’re hurtin’ me.”

“I’ll hurt you a lot worse if you try running again.”

“Let her go, Mark,” Brenda said. “You won’t try anything, will you, Dolly?”

“I wasn’t tryin’ anything then. I’s just scared, is all.”

Tina, who had not uttered a word since leaving Gerald’s cabin, said, “I don’t trust her.”

“It’ll be all right,” Brenda said, and Mark said, “Shit!”

“What?”

“Listen.”

Far in the distance came the rumbling of an engine, the same one that had carried Mark and Eddie and Brenda up the mountain a couple of hours ago.

Dolly chuckled. “Boy, is he gonna be pissed when he sees what y’all done to Arley!”

“Shut up, bitch,” Tina growled, and Brenda said, “Jesus.”

Mark said, “The fuck’re we gonna do now?”, and Dolly giggled.

“Back into the woods,” Eddie said, and they turned and ran.















Chapter Twenty-Nine







They were up on the ridge, laughing about the look on Horse-Trader Harry’s face when he threw open his door to find Lewis standing on the porch. It had gone smooth, almost too smooth. Willem had thought the old man would put up a fight, order them off the porch and away from his house; argue or refuse to meet their demands, something. But he did none of those things, just accepted the deal like he already knew he had no choice in the matter. It went just the way it should have. Willem showing up in the middle of the night had sent an unspoken message: I’m in charge now! And when the old horse trader looked up at Lewis, and then over at Willem, the mountain man saw in his eyes that he knew whatever deal he and Elbert had cooked up in the past had come to an end, their business concluded and all matters put to rest.

Because Willem was in charge now.

They were just breaking out into the clearing when the loud report echoed across the mountainside. Willem stopped the jeep. “Listen,” he said, but there was nothing to listen to. He killed the ignition—still there was no noise. He fired up the engine and pulled forward.

“Where ya reckon that came from?” Lewis asked him, but Willem had no idea, and he voiced the thought with a grunt and a shrug of his shoulders.

They came to the edge of the cliff, hung a left and started up the trail. Once again, Willem stopped, mashed the clutch and pushed down on the brake, the engine idling noisily as he stared up the mountainside. He was a wild animal, raised in the deep woods of North Carolina, and now those animal instincts were kicking into high gear. He looked at Lewis, and said, “Somethin’ ain’t right.”

“You reckon Arley shot one of ‘em? You know how he is. Maybe he was just playin’ around and fired off a shot or somethin’.”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

It could have been that Arley had shot one of them, sure, why not—he did shit like that all the time. But something didn’t feel right. Willem looked around, eyes staring through layers of fog that had gotten thicker and more pronounced as they’d made their way up the mountain. “Why don’t you go on back down to the caves, check on that girl and make sure everything’s all right. Check it out and come on back home.”

Lewis swung a leg onto the ground, and gripped the frame of the jeep. Hoisting himself up and out, he leaned into the back. The ax he’d used on Joey Markham was next to Willem’s bow and quiver of arrows, and the shotgun that had been taken from Butchie Walker. Lewis grabbed the ax and took a backward step. He stood for a moment, watching the jeep rumble away into the distance, and then stalked off across the clearing.







*    *    *







They scampered away from the tree line, deeper into the woods. They could hear the jeep getting closer as it rumbled up the mountainside. Dolly knelt between Tina and Eddie, Brenda beside Mark, tears running down her cheeks, one hand shaking, the other clamped across her mouth, stifling the sobs that would surely give them away if she failed to keep them in check.

Dolly said, “I’d hate to be you guys when they get up to the cabin and see what y’all done.”

“Shut up,” Eddie told her.

She giggled and he grabbed a handful of hair, and yanked her head back.

“Hey,” she said, and he forced the gun into her mouth.

“I swear to God,” he said. “You make one sound, do anything to give us away—anything. He cocked the hammer back and her eyes grew wide. “There’ll be a hole where the back of your head used to be.” He paused a moment before adding, “Got it?”

The rumbling sound of the engine drew closer as Dolly’s head bobbed up and down, and Eddie looked deep into her eyes. He eased the hammer back into place, but left the barrel clamped between her teeth. “Just remember what I said.”

When the jeep rolled by, the fog was so thick they couldn’t even see it. They all breathed a sigh of relief, because if they couldn’t see Willem and Lewis, then Willem and that freak of nature cousin of his couldn’t see them.

“Whew,” Brenda said, as she and Tina and Mark stood, Mark arming a band of sweat from his forehead while Tina stared out at the fog-enshrouded trail.

Eddie slipped the gun out of Dolly’s mouth.

“You didn’t have to do that, you know. I wouldn’t’ do nothin’ to hurt you.”

“Glad to hear it,” Eddie told her as he stood. He took hold of her forearm and helped her up, put a hand on her shoulder, and said, “Can you take us to that cave you were talking about now?”

“I reckon.”

“Good deal,” Mark said. “Let’s get going.”

He took a step forward, but Dolly said, “Huh uh.” He turned and she said, “This way. I know a shortcut.”

They followed as she stomped through the underbrush, Eddie and Brenda behind her, then Tina and Mark… deeper into the woods until they came upon what looked to be a well-traveled footpath. Trees and bushes and thick patches of underbrush stood off to their right. On their left, the mountain and its landscape of rocks and trees, bushes and boulders rose up before them. Moonlight filtering through the treetops painted sharp, pinpointed patterns across the forest floor.

No one spoke as they made their way down the mountainside.

Brenda, still clad in only a bra and jeans, finally said, “Man, it’s getting cold out here. She rubbed a hand up and down her forearm, and Dolly said, “You should’a said somethin’ back at the cabin. I’d’ve got you one of Gerald’s shirts.”

Brenda said nothing as she walked forward, rubbing her forearm.







To say that Eddie was nervous would have been the understatement of the century. He didn’t want to go to the caves. He didn’t want to keep following Dolly—even if he did have a pistol in his hand. All he could think about was finding his way back to the clearing and running down the mountainside. That’s what they should be doing, hauling ass to the valley to get some help. Gather up an army of rednecks and send them into the caves.

The caves.

Jesus.

Who could know what waited there, or what might happen once they’d entered them? All they knew was they were going to ‘see Granny’, who lived in the caves with a bunch of her kin. The ones who look worse than Dolly.
Way worse than Dolly. What the hell did that even mean—how could it be possible? Eddie’s mind couldn’t wrap itself around the concept. It didn’t want to. If they did look much worse than Dolly, he didn’t want to see them. And he sure as hell didn’t want them seeing him.

‘Most of ‘em are half crazy’…

Jesus…

… some all the way.’

… fucking Christ.

No, he didn’t want to go there, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak up. And why, because in the course of three or four hours he had fallen for some country girl he’d probably never lay eyes on again after they got out of this? If they got out of this. Because Mark, even after some psycho had pulled an arrow through his hand, was willing to go forward, to face whatever horrible ordeal might be waiting so he could help rescue someone who was probably far beyond their help anyway?

Hell, she’s probably beyond anyone’s help, with all the blood leaking out of her, her poor little face as white as a fish’s belly.

Jesus.

Eddie looked over his shoulder at Mark, wondering if he had been thinking along those same lines. Mark shrugged his shoulders, and Eddie figured he probably had been. He turned back just in time to see Dolly reach into one of the wide pockets decorating the front of her loose-fitting gown, turn and drive a steak knife into Brenda’s chest, giggle and take off running down the path.

Brenda staggered backward, and Mark cried out, “Fuck!”

Eddie raised the gun and Tina said, “Don’t!”

And, of course, he couldn’t. Pulling the trigger would be like sending up a flare.

Hey, here we are! Right over here!

And God only knew what kind of crazy freaks of nature would come swarming out after them then.

Mark grabbed an arm and Eddie grabbed the other, and they eased Brenda onto the ground. Eddie went for the wooden handle of the knife still lodged in her chest, but Mark grabbed his hand. “Jesus Christ, Dude, haven’t you ever watched E.R.? You pull that shit out and she’ll bleed to death!”

“E.R.”

“What?”

“You watch E.R.”

“So what?”

“Gimme a break.”

“Clooney’s cool, man.”

“Get outa here.”

“And that friggin’ nurse Hathaway.”

“Christ.”

“They’re just reruns.”

“You’re a rerun.”

Brenda gasped out, “You guys are brothers. You gotta be.”

Eddie laughed and Mark shook his head, and Eddie said, “You okay?”

“Do I look okay?” she said, grimacing as they stared at her wound.

“Sorry,” he said, because with a line of blood trickling down from the hilt of the knife, she most certainly did not look okay. Not even close. “I mean, can you walk outa here if we help you up?”

“I can hardly breathe. Just let me lie here a minute.” Her eyes looked up at the treetops. Her eyelids fluttered a couple of times, and then fluttered shut.







*    *    *







They were up on the ridge now, running for the tree line. The clearing was in sight, beyond that, the woods. To the right was Rickert’s Peak, the giant rock formation Charlie and Traber and Horse-Trader Harry Edwards had seen damn near every day of their lives.

Running through the tree line and into the clearing, shotguns held in front of them like something out of a an old war movie. Too bad they didn’t have John Wayne or Chuck Norris leading the way. Too bad Charlie didn’t have John Wayne or Chuck Norris with him in the shack when the Johnsons stormed the building and all hell broke loose. Yeah, he’d told Harry what happened, all right. But he didn’t tell him everything. He told him about the giant kicking the shit out of him, but he didn’t tell him the lights didn’t go out, that he feigned unconsciousness while that monster raped the hell out of Harry’s niece. No way could he tell him about that—he could barely admit it to himself. The screaming and the crying and the animalistic grunting as that sorry son of a bitch rammed his… Charlie couldn’t bear to think of it now. All he could think of was getting up this godforsaken mountain and getting her back. He owed her that much. That much and a whole lot more. And if she’d have him, he would spend the rest of his miserable life making it up to her.

Across the clearing, past the trail and into the woods, Charlie in front, Traber and Harry on either side of him, running through the misty blanket of fog. They would get her back if they had to kill everyone on the mountain to do it. And if she was beyond their help, if—God forbid—she was dead, they would kill them anyway. Every last one of them.

Charlie slowed when they came to an outcropping of thick underbrush.

“This way,” he said, and then stepped to the right, Harry and Traber moving behind him until he finally spotted a break in the bushes: the opening that big-assed prick had carted Thel Colbert through on his way to the dark hole they had disappeared into.

“Through there.”

Down a footpath they went, Charlie leading the way, Traber and Harry huffing and puffing behind him… around and up and further into the dark woods of Rickert’s Mountain, until they were standing next to a sloping, rock-studded incline surrounded by bushes and trees, a mountainous incline of dirt and rock that rose high into the night.

Charlie followed a solid wall around and to the right. Slipping and sliding on some loose stones that littered the path, he finally stopped in front of an opening, tall and wide and big enough for a man to walk through. The dark mouth of the cave gave way to a long and narrow tunnel. At the end of the tunnel, a faint yellow glow.

“This is it.”

Traber handed his shotgun over to Charlie—“You know how to use this thing?”

“Damn right I do.”

—Pulled the box of shells from his jacket, and handed them to him as well. “Stuff these in your pockets and get up to that campsite.”

“What campsite? What’re you talkin’ about, Tina could be in—”

“She may be in here and she may not be. You said that giant son of a bitch carried Thel Colbert in here, and Brenda Sykes and her friends got hauled up the mountain in Willem’s jeep. What’s to say Tina isn’t up there too?

“Harry and I are gonna clean out this shit-hole. It could be long and loud and fucked-up as hell, and if it is fucked-up, it’s gonna get loud. We don’t know how far in we’ll have to go or how far away their camp is, but if we start droppin’ motherfuckers and that camp’s close enough for somebody to hear us and come haulin’ ass to the rescue, we’re gonna need you up there covering our asses.”

Harry shrugged his shoulders, looked at Charlie, and said, “Makes sense.”

Charlie opened the box of shells, stuffed half into one pocket and half into the other, and dropped the empty carton to the ground.

Traber said, “You ready?”

“Goddamn right I am,” Harry answered, and the two of them stepped into the dark mouth of the cave.







*    *    *







She ran giggling through the woods, happy to have gotten away. But it wasn’t much of a trick, not really. She’d planned it as soon as she landed in a heap on the bowls and silverware that had been swept off the table when Mark slung her across it. She was just sorry that other bitch hadn’t been behind her, the one who had stuck her with the fork and threatened to feed her eyeball to her. She’d hated doing it to the one who had been so nice. It didn’t matter though, not now it didn’t. None of them were going to make it off the mountain tonight. Not with what she was about to do.

There were several entrances to the caves, all of them leading to a series of dark passageways, many of which ended down in the pit. And Dolly knew every nook and cranny of each and every one of them. She didn’t need light to find her way around—she’d been in and out of those long and winding tunnels as far back as she could remember, visiting Granny, hiding in the shadows while Willem and Lewis and Arley dragged somebody kicking and screaming into the caves. Watching what they did to some of those outsiders made her glad she wasn’t one. She sure would have hated to end up like that, the way Mark and Eddie and that mean bitch Tina was going to end up: down in the dark with the Shadows ripping them to shreds. So maybe it was a good thing she had stabbed the other girl; that way she wouldn’t have to find herself down there with the shadow-people. Dolly was sure she wouldn’t have wanted that to happen. Dolly wouldn’t have wanted it to happen to her.

She stopped and turned and looked up the footpath. The fog was so thick she couldn’t see very far, so she just stood quietly, listening. She had expected them to chase after her, especially after she stabbed that girl, but they must not have because she would’ve heard them by now—talking or shouting, crashing through the underbrush or… something. But no one was following her, she was sure of it.

She grabbed the thin trunk of a tree, pulling herself up the hill as she leaned forward. Legs pumping and feet digging into the dirt, she kept going, until finally she had stopped again, fifteen yards or so above the footpath.

The fog was thick, but it didn’t stop her from locating the entrance she’d been searching for. She’d wanted them to chase her, not because she thought they could catch up to her—huh uh. No way. She knew they couldn’t do that. She wanted to run them around in circles and leave them wondering where the heck she had gotten off to. Which would’ve been up here, giggling and sliding into a hole much too narrow for a grownup to fit into. And she would have called out to them, too, just so they could see her scramble away, and then claw and scratch their way up after her, only to find her laughing at them on the other side of an entrance they could only reach an arm through.

And God help them if they did that.

Dolly couldn’t help giggling to herself as she dropped into the hole, her feet and hands finding every jutting rock as if they were a ladder she herself had built. She scaled the wall, down to the floor, and then took off along the long, dark corridor. Anyone else would have kept going until the tunnel dead ended into a solid wall of rock. But not Dolly—she knew better. A little ways down, she ran a hand along the rough-hewn wall. When the wall dropped away she turned into the opening. She quickly found the wall lining this tunnel, and then skipped along until it too dropped away. Then she was standing in the opening, staring up at a faint yellow glow she knew would lead her up to the pit.

At the top of the tunnel, she saw Lewis leaning over a girl with blood all over her pants, stroking a hand across her long blonde hair. He didn’t see Dolly. He didn’t hear her either, because Granny and the Others were calling up to him. But that was okay with Dolly. She wasn’t here to see him anyway. She took off to her left, past arms and legs and hunks of meat, and two heads on a rock that seemed to be watching her run by them… down into another tunnel that led to Granny and the rest of her kin.

Halfway down the corridor, a big metal key hung by a leather bootlace on a hook that was embedded into the wall. Anybody else would’ve run right by it. But not Dolly. Dolly knew where everything was down here. She ran by the hook and grabbed the key, and kept on running until she reached the rusty old gate that kept Granny and the Others from leaving the pit. Arley and Lewis said they weren’t allowed to leave it. That’s what Willem said, too. But Elbert didn’t like keeping them down here—he’d told her that himself. And this was an emergency, wasn’t it? Arley was dead and a bunch of outsiders had done it, and now they were fixing to hightail it to town to make trouble for the rest of them.

Not if Dolly could help it, they weren’t.

And Dolly could help it.

She fit the key into the lock that held the gate in place, turned the key and the lock popped open. She could still hear the voices calling out from the pit, echoing through the cave behind her. She lifted the lock away and dropped it to the ground. The rusty hinges squalled when she tugged on the gate. When it finally opened, she stepped further into the darkness, and yelled, “GRANNY! COME QUICK!”

In the darkness in front of her, someone said, “The gate’s open.”

Further away, someone else called out, “The gate’s open!”

From deep within the pit, somebody screamed, “THE GATE’S OPEN!”

Dolly took a backward step. She could hear them coming, screaming and shouting and calling out, “THE GATE’S OPEN! THE GATE’S OPEN!”

A webbed hand that looked more like a dolphin’s flipper touched her arm. It was soft and clammy and slippery-wet. A face appeared in the darkness, attached to a body that was slithering through the dirt like a snake. A second figure came crab-walking across the floor behind it. Seconds later, she was swept up in a mass of deformity, a swirling sea of human depravity that carried her away from the gate and up toward the flickering yellow glow at the apex of the tunnel.







*    *    *







Halfway down the corridor, voices echoed through the cave; screaming and shouting, curses and taunts and deep-throated moans. The hellish choir sent a chill up Harry’s spine, but it did nothing to slow him down. Nothing would weaken his steadfast resolve tonight. He looked over his shoulder at Traber. The guy may have been a first class fuck-up, but Harry was glad to have him back there. He couldn’t imagine going through this on his own. But he would’ve gone it alone if he’d had to—he would have done anything to get Tina back. He just hoped he wasn’t too late.

At the end of the passageway, they stepped into the faint yellow glow that had been visible from the mouth of the cave. The voices were louder now, more distinct as they called out a name—Lewis.

“C’mon, Lewis!” they cried out.

“C’mon, Lewis!” they shouted, and Harry thumbed the Mossberg’s safety into the off position.

“Throw her on down, ya cocksucker!”

“Jesus,” he whispered.

Cackled laughter echoed down the corridor as somebody screamed, “GIVE US ANOTHER ONE!”

Another one…

“I’ll be goddamn,” Harry said, and then took of running through the tunnel, closer to the torchlight flickering at the end of the line, Harry swinging his shotgun before him while Traber stayed at his heels.

The tunnel they were in fed into another long passageway. They entered it on a dead run, Traber and Harry angling down and to the left, their pumping legs drawing them ever closer to the moans and the shrieks.

Down the corridor, the voices were calling, “The gate’s open! The gate’s open!”

Harry burst into a huge cave to see the same inbred freak he’d found on his front porch earlier in the night kneeling next to Thel Colbert. Even in the dim glow of the torchlight, Harry could tell she was a miserable wreck—her eyes were closed, her face pale, her shirt and pants a bloody mess. Beyond the wounded girl lay a human ribcage, hacked to pieces beside a piece of an arm, a foot and a leg and a pile of rotted entrails. A decapitated head lay face down in the dirt, amidst hunks of meat and other indefinable parts that were scattered around two more severed heads, both of which stood upright on a raised, flat stone.

“Hey!” Harry yelled, his words drowned out by a rising tide of screaming and shouting, the animalistic howling of an army of freaks who seemed to be bubbling up from the darkness at the far end of the cave; at least twenty of which came screaming and crying and running hell-bent for the giant.

A one-eyed woman led the pack, her face a scarred mask of twisted flesh, a deep, black pit where her eye should’ve been. A man with a lopsided mouth and gnashing, jagged teeth followed, his wild hair a mass of tangled clumps, so long the mane trailing behind him looked like a bizarre forest creature hanging on for dear life. The giant picked an ax up off the ground. He stood and the shrieking woman flew at him, fingers clawing as his massive arm sent her screaming sideways into the pit. In one swift motion, the ax-head found the shoulder of the next raving lunatic; metal met bone and the limb fell away, blood spraying from the ragged stump as the severed arm dropped to the floor and the pathetic creature followed it, howling and landing on his knees while the giant kicked him in the chin. He fell backwards, one hand clutching his face, the other twitching in the blood-soaked earth while a little girl with a face like a human sow ran laughing toward the dark opening of a distant tunnel.

Men with flippers for hands and swollen and misshapen skulls ran side-by-side cackling, disfigured women, and children born of nightmarish deformities: bulging necks and humped-over backs, caved-in faces with open and leaking sores. Some missing fingers and some with too many fingers. One woman with a hole where her nose should have been raced beside a man who had no lips at all, who ran shrieking through a mouthful of broken and busted teeth. They laughed and they screamed and they howled and they moaned. Some moved quietly across the floor.

And then they were on him, clawing and scratching while the giant swung his ax, slashing and hacking and pushing and punching, while blood flew and bodies fell, and more bodies took their places. They leapt and clutched and grabbed and bit, until their scratching and clawing and howling and punching sent the giant stumbling sideways toward the pit.

“Jesus, Harry,” Traber said, as both stood wide-eyed and slack-jawed against the attacking horde.

A crab-walking, humpbacked freak grabbed a handful of Thel’s hair, and Harry said, “Kill them! Kill them all!”

The shotgun roared and the freak’s head exploded, and a smoking red cartridge landed at Harry’s feet. Then he was pumping and firing, stepping forward while Traber’s bucking .45 sent broken bodies to the blood-soaked floor.

A man ran screaming from the pack. “Wait a minute, motherfucker!” he yelled, and a roaring shotgun blast cut him nearly in half.

The giant teetered dangerously at the brink of the pit—Harry pumped and fired and his kneecap disintegrated, and he and the angry kin clinging to him toppled headlong into the wide, dark hole. Traber shot a woman in the chest and Harry finished her off, the roar of their weapons sending the others howling for the back of the cave while Traber reloaded and Harry ran after them, pumping and firing, two more dropping as the rest disappeared down the dark passageway.

Then they were gone, and all was quiet.

Except for the ringing in Harry’s ears.

He turned and went back to Thel, knelt down beside her and touched the side of her throat. “She’s still alive.” He looked up at Traber and smiled. “Barely, but still alive.”

“Sorry, Harry.”

“What? You did good.”

“No, for this.”

He pointed his .45, and Harry said, “What the fuck?”

“Like you said back at Butchie’s: you walked in on the town sheriff snortin’ cocaine in a marijuana factory.”

“Trab—”

Traber pulled the trigger and Harry grabbed his chest, blood spurting through his fingers as he fell sideways to the ground.

“Sorry, Harry,” Traber said again, and then finished him off with one to the head.

He crossed the floor and looked down at Harry, and then over at Thel. Harry was dead, the entire side of his skull blown away. Harry was dead, but not Thel. Traber could see the unsteady rise and fall of her chest. Harry was gone, a bullet in his head and one in his chest. Traber’s bullets. The giant’s ax lay on the ground, beside the pit. Traber walked over and picked it up, holstered his weapon and returned to Harry. He couldn’t afford to take any chances. Sure, Charlie Rodgers could end up dead—maybe he already was. But he couldn’t count on it. Come morning, he could be in town rounding up a posse. He’d tell them Harry and Traber had gone into the cave. Next thing you know, they’d be in the cave. Then the next thing you know, somebody would be digging the bullets out of Harry.

Traber’s bullets.

Traber drove the ax-head into Harry’s skull, pulled it out and swung it again, over and over until his head was a pulverized mush of red and gray and bloody slivers of bone. Then he lifted the ax and went to work on Harry’s chest, destroying it as well.

Now he was a hero. They’d gone into a nightmare world of bizarre, inbred freaks. Harry’d fought the good fight, but he ran out of shells and the giant got the better of him. Traber did the best he could, but in the end, he was lucky to have gotten out alive. Nobody left but the nightmare creatures, the ones they would have to lay waste to before the day was out.

Everybody dead but the freaks.

Traber buried the ax deep into Thel’s chest, and left it there.

Everybody.

He picked up Harry’s shotgun, jacked the remaining cartridges onto the ground and tossed the Mossberg next to Harry; bent down and picked up the unspent shells, and put them into his pocket. Then he turned and ran, down one passageway to the next, and then on to the next, a steady trot that took him through the mouth of the cave and into the fog… up the footpath and on to the clearing, to the tree line on the other side, headed back to the ridge, and to Horse-Trader-Harry’s pick-up.















Chapter Thirty







All was quiet when Willem pulled up to the cabin. Not a sound came from inside, no laughing and joking around, no hushed whispers or loud conversations. Nothing, not even Dolly.
The door open and light filtering out into the fog. He killed the engine and stepped out of the jeep, grabbed the shotgun and hurried onto the porch. Shotgun leveled, he stepped into the shack, and saw Arley lying motionless on the hardwood floor, a glistening scarlet trail running from his ruined eye to where blood had pooled beneath his head. Light from the flickering kerosene lamps glinted off the handle of the fork that had been mashed across the bridge of his nose.

Arley was dead, but where was…

“Gerald.”

Willem turned and ran out of the shack. He stared up at the vague outline of an identical wooden structure standing off in the distance, then over at Elbert’s place.

“Gerald!” he called out on his way past the jeep, hoping like hell something hadn’t happened to him too. He was across the clearing, approaching Elbert’s place when the unmistakable snick-snack of a round being chambered froze him dead in his tracks.

He lifted the shotgun, and Gerald called out, “Don’t do it!”

Willem could see him standing on Elbert’s porch, Cindy beside him while the business end of a shotgun stared Willem straight in the face.

“What the hell happened, Gerald?”

“They got away.”

“Got away, huh? Killed your cousin too, didn’t they?”

“Don’t know nothin’ ‘bout that.”

“And where were you? Huh, Gerald? Where were you when they killed your cousin and hauled ass outa that cabin? Where were you when you were supposed to be down there watchin’ those cocksuckers?”

“Lookin’ after Elbert.”

Willem smiled. “Look cousin, we need to—”

“They hauled ass down the mountain a little while ago.”

“Why in the hell didn’t you—”

“Better get after ‘em if you want ‘em stopped.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Why should I? I didn’t do nothin’ to ‘em. I ain’t the one hauled their asses up here at gunpoint.”

“Look, Gerald.”

“I ain’t the one raped their women.”

“We need to get after ‘em before they get too far.”

“Like I said: I ain’t the one hauled their asses up here. Ain’t my mess to clean up.”

“The law ain’t gonna see it that way.”

“I ain’t done a damn thing to them folks—we ain’t done a damn thing to ‘em. All that was you and Arley’s doing.”

“Lewis, too!”

“Either way, got nothin’ to do with us.”

“Goddamnit! You come down off that porch and go with me!”

“Don’t think so.”

“Okay, cousin, you go on and be like that.” Willem gave him a cold, hard stare, the same withering look that had wilted Arley and Gerald many times in the past. “I’ll be talkin’ to you later.”

“You mean like you and Arley talked to Elbert?”

“The hell you talkin’ about?”

“Lewis in on that too? I bet he ain’t. Bet he don’t even know what you two did… yet. Bet he ain’t gonna like it too much neither. Choked on an apple core, huh? How’d he get those bruises on his cheeks? Why’s his lips all swolled up?”

“Goddamnit, Gerald!” Willem said, and then turned and ran, down the hill and back to the jeep. Tossing the shotgun in the back, he jumped behind the wheel, and then turned his head and looked back at Gerald, at the shotgun that was still pointed in his direction. He shook his head, fired up the ignition and put the jeep into gear, made a long, sweeping U-turn, and headed back down the mountain.







*    *    *







Brenda opened her eyes, and Mark said, “We’ve gotta get her up.”

“How about it, Brenda?”

Her mouth opened. Her lips moved up and down, but nothing came out. Finally, she said, “Eddie… yeah, get me up.”

Mark grabbed an arm and Eddie grabbed the other. Tina went around and eased her hands under Brenda’s back. She groaned when they started to move her, and then gritted her teeth as they raised her gently to her feet. Her breathing was shallow, her face pale. She looked down at her chest and started to tremble. Her hand shook, and then fluttered uncontrollably as it rose toward the knife—Eddie, clamping a hand around her wrist, said, “Huh uh. Don’t touch it. Don’t even look at it.”

Mark said, “Can you walk?”, and Brenda said, “I’ll try.”

“We’ve gotta get you off the mountain,” said Tina. “We’ve gotta get you some help.”

Brenda, groaning with each faltering word, said, “What… about Thu… Thel?”

Eddie, his hand still holding Brenda’s wrist, said, “Dolly gave us the slip. We don’t know how to get to Thel. All we know is she’s in a cave somewhere and it’s too dark to go wandering around trying to find it. All we can do now is take you down the mountain and get you to a doctor, round up some folks and come back in the daylight and find that cave. I know it sucks, but it’s all we’ve got.”

Tina put a hand on Brenda’s shoulder. “C’mon, honey” she said. “Let’s get outa here.” She gave her a gentle nudge, and Brenda stumbled forward, Mark and Eddie on either side to keep her from falling; Eddie ending up with the gun in his waistband after all, because he needed both hands to steady Brenda.

The going was slow and tedious, but somehow they managed to get through the underbrush, to the edge of the clearing. Brenda said, “Stop.” But Eddie told her they couldn’t, that by now Willem would have discovered his son lying dead in the shack, and any second now he and Lewis could show up to exact their revenge. They had to go. If they had to carry her, then they’d do it. But they had to go, and it had to be now.

They made their way through the tree line and into the clearing, moonlight glinting off a narrow edge of metal sandwiched by the wooden handle of the kitchen knife protruding from Brenda’s chest. Eddie couldn’t stand looking at it, or at the dark trail that had spread from the wound. So he focused on the ground in front of them, a hand on Brenda’s back and one supporting her arm; a mirror image of Mark as they both guided her down the path.

The going was slow, but at least they were going down the mountain instead of into a cold, dark cave, which was how Eddie imagined it: cold and dark, a deep, dank burial vault that would have swallowed them whole and left them rotting with Granny and Thel, and the ones who looked so much worse than the deformed pig-faced girl.

Thel.

He couldn’t believe it had happened. They went looking for a little bit of fun before the long journey to Louisiana, and now look at them, beaten, battered and bruised, on a death march across a dark and foreboding landscape.

Down the trail they went, Tina with a hand on Brenda’s shoulder, Mark and Eddie on either side of her. Every once in a while Eddie would look over his shoulder, expecting to see the jeep barreling toward them. But where was it? Surely to God Willem and Lewis had found Arley by now. He couldn’t believe their luck would hold out, and he hoped against hope the mountain men didn’t find them, because he was afraid that he and Mark would run away and leave Brenda and Tina to fend for themselves. They weren’t superheroes, just a couple of down on their luck pot-heads, a couple of dumb-asses who had tried squeezing a little extra dough out of a load of Christmas trees.

Eddie looked up.

The peak was in sight. Fifteen or twenty yards away, they would begin their descent. It would be a long, hard trail, but they were going to make it. He knew it. He could feel it: hope, surging through his bloodstream like a jolting shot of adrenaline. Brenda must have felt it, too. Her feet moved a little faster now, her steps a little steadier, Tina walking along behind her, a supportive hand still clamped on her shoulder.

They reached the outer edge of Rickert’s Peak.

“Whew,” Brenda said when they found the path at the left of the formation. “I can’t believe we made it.”

Mark said, “We haven’t made it, yet.” Brenda frowned and he added, “But we will. Don’t you worry about that.”

Eddie wondered if Mark actually believed what he was saying.

Tina spoke the words that were on all their minds: “How’re we gonna get her down?”

She couldn’t go upright—that much was obvious. The trail was narrow, and much too steep to allow it. She couldn’t stand by herself, much less negotiate the rock-studded path.

Brenda stood quietly while Mark said, “You first, Tina. Then Eddie. We’ll sit Brenda down and scoot her along the path.” He paused for a moment, before adding, “Go ahead, Tina.”

Tina started down, and Mark said, “Tina.”

She looked up, and he said, “Anything happens, you haul ass running and don’t stop ‘til you get to some help. No matter what you hear behind you, get your ass down the mountain as fast as you can.”

In the distance came the steady rumble of an engine.

“You mean like that?” Tina said, and Mark said, “Shit!”







*    *    *







On his way up the mountain, Charlie kept his eyes and ears open, but he heard nothing. Not the thundering blasts exploding deep inside the caves, or Mark and Eddie and Tina talking amongst themselves as they tried formulating a plan to get Brenda out of the woods. He didn’t hear Willem calling out Gerald’s name as he made his way to Elbert’s cabin, or the argument that ensued when he reached it.

He heard nothing but his own footsteps, chirping crickets, and the wind rustling through the tree branches.

Traber’s pump-action shotgun gave him the courage to move forward, but Tina gave him the will.

Tina.

How could she ever forgive him? She hadn’t even wanted to go to the shack, and when they got there she didn’t want to go inside—she told him she didn’t. She’d done it to keep him happy.

But Charlie didn’t listen. He had beer in his belly, drugs in his blood and pussy on his brain. All he cared about was getting her inside, and getting inside her.

Maybe we should go somewhere else…

No shit.

Charlie turned and looked down the mountain, at the bend in the trail. He’d come a good ways since leaving Harry and Traber at the mouth of the cave, and he wondered how much farther until he reached the campsite. He also wondered who and how many would be there, and how long it would take for Harry and Traber to catch up to him.

He turned to resume his climb, and heard an engine turn over…

… gears grinding, and a vehicle rumbling down the mountainside.

Charlie started for the tree line, but halfway there he stopped. He didn’t know what to do, run for the woods or hold his ground, hit the dirt and blast them when they came around the bend or let them go by. He damn sure couldn’t just stand there in the open like a sitting duck.

The chugging sound of the engine was getting louder, the vehicle drawing closer.

Charlie pumped the shotgun, got down on his knees, and lay on his stomach, waiting for headlights to sweep over the mountainside. He was still waiting when the vague outline of a jeep appeared in the fog. Elbows planted in the dew-covered ground, he steadied the rifle stock against his right shoulder.

The jeep and its lone occupant rumbled closer.                                                     

Its lone occupant.

Willem Johnson in his buckskin jacket, his long hair blowing in the breeze.

Charlie was seconds away from scattering Willem’s head across the clearing. The seconds ticked down and his finger tightened on the trigger. All he had to do was squeeze it. Willem passed by and he relaxed his finger. He couldn’t do it. For all he knew, Tina was up at that campsite surrounded by God only knew how many of Willem’s inbred kin. No telling what would happen if they heard the shotgun thundering across the mountainside.

Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be pretty.

When the jeep was safely past, Charlie stood and ran toward the trail, much like Harry and Traber had hauled ass through the caves: shotgun held before him, feet churning against the tall grass… up the path and into the bend the jeep had just emerged from. When he rounded the curve he stopped. A faint yellow glow bled from the open doorway of a wooden structure thirty or so yards ahead. Beyond that, an identical building stood across a wide clearing from a two-story log cabin. Charlie could see light flickering in the front windows of each house. He took off at a dead run, eyes sweeping house to house. If somebody stepped out and challenged him he’d blow them apart. If a face appeared in a window, he’d duck and roll and come up blasting.

Ten yards and closing fast, ten more yards to go. Then he was on the porch and through the door, gasping and pointing his shotgun at the dead redneck lying face up in the middle of the floor, the same son of a bitch who had held Tina’s arms while the giant savaged her. Blood under his head, the handle of a fork protruding from his ruined eye socket. Charlie wished he could’ve been there to see it happen.

“Tina!” he called out.

He walked across the room, to a closed door, opened it and light filtered into a dark bedroom. “Tina!” he whispered, but no one answered. There was another door at the rear of the shack. He went to it and opened that one as well, and found another empty bedroom.

Charlie retraced his footsteps, across the room and out the front door. Over the porch and onto the ground, he ran from one building to the next, finger on the trigger, ready for anything. Once outside the cabin, he eased a foot onto the front porch step. Quickly but quietly, he made his way up the steps and across the porch, put his hand on the door and eased it open. He stepped through the doorway brandishing his weapon. He should have been afraid but he wasn’t.

Traber’s shotgun gave him the courage to move forward, Tina gave him the will.

Across the room he went, until he stood in front of a closed bedroom door. On the other side of the door came the sound of squeaking bedsprings, grunts and giggling young voices.

Charlie kicked open the door, exploded into the room and found a wild-haired old man on his knees on a mattress, ramming a young girl from behind. One bloodshot eye seemed to have melted halfway down her cheek—it was looking at Eddie while the other stared straight ahead. Half her face looked like it had been scalded with boiling oil. She had the pushed-up nostrils of a pig, which sat above a crooked mouth decorated with a massive set of buck teeth. She was huffing and puffing and laughing, gripping the bedpost while her hips moved in time with each of the old man’s humping strokes. A carbon copy freak of nature lay in the opposite direction beside her, smiling and giggling, and cupping impossibly long fingers around the old man’s balls. A bag of pot, a jar of moonshine and a flat cardboard package of Viagra lay on the small night table beside the bed.

The old timer looked at Charlie, laughed and said, “Well by God!”

Charlie couldn’t believe it.

“You crazy son of a bitch!” he said. “Grandma’s been worried sick over you!”

“She can keep on worryin’, ‘cause I ain’t comin’ home!”

“The hell’s got into you?”

“Ain’t what’s got into me; it’s what I’ve got into.”

“Goddamnit, Grandpa. Do you know these sons of bitches kidnapped my girlfriend?”

The old man stopped in mid-stroke while the girl moved slowly back and forth in front of him, smiling and rotating her hips. “Don’t know nothing ‘bout that,” he said. “Give Elbert across the way a little cash and he gives me pick of the litter. I don’t give a fuck what the rest of ‘em do.”

“You crazy son of a bitch.”

Charlie backed out of the room. Everybody worried about the prick, and he’s up here with these cocksuckers. He turned and crossed the floor. Then he was out into the night, on his way across the clearing. He came upon the side of the two-story log cabin and crept around to the porch, raised his weapon, and heard the unmistakable snick-snack of a shotgun being pumped.

The guy on the porch said, “Don’t try it, son.” It was the same guy Cindy Jackson had led into the shack, the only one who didn’t look like an inbred freak. He was standing beside her, the wide barrel of his shotgun a foot and a half from Charlie’s face. “You know I could blow your head off, don’t you?”

Charlie didn’t speak.

“Charlie,” Cindy said. “None of this was supposed to happen. We were just gonna—”

“Where is she?”

“She got away. Her and Brenda Sykes and a couple of guys I never seen before took off down the mountain a little while ago.”

“Go on,” Gerald said. “Go on after her. We ain’t gonna do nothin’ to stop you.”

“We’re sorry, Charlie. It wasn’t us. We didn’t want this. We didn’t want none of this.”

“Just remember we let you go, and don’t ever come back up here,” Gerald said.

Then he lowered his weapon and Charlie took off running, across the clearing and down the old mountain trail.















Chapter Thirty-One







They were halfway down the side of Rickert’s Peak, Tina in front, Eddie lifting Brenda’s legs and Mark cupping his hands under her armpits. Brenda, groaning and biting her lip, gasping and crying out every time they jostled her, was a far cry from the beautiful young woman Eddie had met back at Farley’s. A thin sheen of sweat covered a forehead and face as white as blackboard chalk. Mixed with the sweat were tears that came streaming down her cheeks. Her auburn hair, which had been as soft and fine as silk, now lay plastered against the sides of her head. She had the terrified look of a drowning victim grasping and clawing at the water before slipping beneath the surface one final time.

Farley’s.

It seemed like days since they’d walked into the place, rather than the hours it had actually been. Brenda and Thel on their barstools, the old redneck behind the bar.

Farley: ‘Rocks roll down the mountain ‘round here’

Yeah, rocks. Heads roll down the son of a bitch, too…

Thel’s brother swinging the stick, Mark dodging sideways, laughing as the cue bounced off Farley’s forehead.

Fun and games: bing, bang, boom; the truck blocking the highway as Mark sawed down the tree and threw it in the back. The red-headed pool player and her bouncing tits, the way she fondled her cue like it was her partner’s dick. Eddie holding Brenda tight against him as the music played and her perfume washed over him. The goofy look on Mark’s face as he danced with Thel and shot Eddie the ‘okay’ sign. The cheering crowd as Eddie rocked the joint, and then the four of them passing joints around the Honda, Mark and Eddie, Brenda and Thel.

Thel…

Eddie looked down at Brenda. It was all so surreal: the bloody trail leading from the knife, down her bare stomach and onto her jeans. The wooden handle jutting from between her gore-soaked bra had turned her into a human sundial. Eddie wondered if he would ever be able to flush the image from his mind, or any of his memories of this night.

He let go of her legs, moved a couple of feet back and grabbed them again.

“Oh!” she cried when he lifted.

He wanted to let her rest, let her marshal her strength. But he couldn’t. He didn’t dare. “You’ll be okay,” he told her. And the look in her eyes that screamed Stop lying!
made his heart sink.

The jeep rumbled to a stop above them, and Tina looked up.

“God,” Brenda said, and Mark said, “Shit!”

“Hurry!” Eddie said, Brenda crying out again as he and Mark bounced her up and down the trail, half-pulling and half-pushing, halfway carrying her down the rocky path.

“Quiet,
Brenda,” Mark whispered. “For God’s sake, be quiet.”

“Leave her alone!” said Eddie.

“She’s gonna give us away.”

“Just leave her alone.”

They kept moving her down the trail, lifting and scooting, sliding and pushing and pulling. The end was in sight, the disused campsite at the foot of the cliff, the charred logs and the flat stones laid out in a circle, broken and busted liquor bottles and old flattened and rusty beer cans—beyond them the clearing where Butchie Walker and Bobby Jarvis lay. Eddie could see them both sprawled out on the forest floor, the arrow rising from Butchie’s chest, Bobby still staring up at the heavens.

At the end of the trail, they eased Brenda to her feet. She stood for a moment, hands shaking by her side, Tina behind her, still with a hand on her shoulder as Mark and Eddie stared back up the trail.

They turned to Brenda, and Mark said, “Can you walk?”

She nodded and Eddie said, “C’mon.”

The four friends started across the campsite. And even though they barely knew each other, they were friends, for there could be no bond greater anywhere on earth than what they had been through tonight… through the campsite and out into the clearing, Brenda groaning with every faltering step she took, Eddie wondering when that crazy mountain man would step out of the shadows and nail them.

And then he did.

Willem stepped out of the looming shadow of Rickert’s Peak, into the moonlight.

He had a shotgun and the same ‘look what I’ve found’ smile Eddie had seen when they’d first laid eyes on him tonight. “Well, well, well,” he said.

Then he jacked the shotgun and the smile turned mean.

“Send her over.”

“Look,” Mark said. “Why don’t you just—”

“Send. Her.
To
me.”

Brenda said, “Let me go.”

And they released her.

She sighed, and then started across the clearing.

“That’s it,” Willem said. “Come to Papa.” He pulled his jacket open, revealing the long handle of a hunting knife sheathed to his belt. “I’ve got something for ya.”

She took another step, and he said, “Which one of you cocksuckers killed my boy?”

Mark and Eddie both said, “I did.”

Tina said, “I did, you son of a bitch.”

“Brave, huh? Let’s see how brave you are when I start nailing your asses to a tree… Right after I carve sweet cheeks here into fish
bait.”

Eddie grabbed his pistol and the shotgun roared to life. Brenda’s chest exploded and she slammed backwards to the ground, Willem jacking the shotgun before Eddie could even raise his weapon.

“Toss it, son.”

Eddie tossed the gun at Willem’s feet, and Tina fell sobbing to her knees.

The mountain man laughed and something whistled through the air. He looked up and an arrow found his chest. He staggered backwards, clutching the base of the arrow while the shotgun dropped to the ground and Mark and Eddie attacked, Mark hitting him high and Eddie hitting him low as the three of them went crashing to the ground.

“Don’t kill him!” somebody shouted, and Eddie looked up over his shoulder, both hands clamped around Willem’s throat as he and Mark held the madman in place.

At the top of the cliff was a vague outline of the ass-end of the jeep. Beside it stood the doughnut cutter with Willem’s bow in his hand. He waved, and then tossed something over the edge. Seconds later, a burlap sack landed with a clank at Eddie’s feet. He relaxed his grip on Willem’s throat, and the mountain man choked out, “You’re dead, motherfucker.”

“Shut up,” Mark said. He wiggled the arrow and Willem yelped.

Behind them, Tina, sobbing, cradled Brenda’s head in her lap.

Pebbles and rocks tumbled as feet pounded down the trail. Moments later, Charlie Rodgers walked through the campsite and into the clearing. When he reached Mark and Eddie, he said, “I can’t believe I hit him. I had a shotgun and the son of a bitch jammed on me. I can’t believe I actually hit him.”

“Well, you did,” Mark told him. “You nailed his ass good.”

Charlie picked up the sack he’d tossed from above. “Get him on his feet.”

They brought him roughly to his feet, jerking and shaking him, Eddie with a handful of hair; Willem screaming as Mark twisted the arrow. “Let’s see you pull it out, motherfucker! You got the juice for it? Huh? You got the juice for it, you son of a bitch!”

“Over there,” Charlie said, and they pushed him across the clearing, into the tree line until they were standing beside the headless corpse. “You do this? Did you nail this poor bastard up like a goddamn human scarecrow?”

“Fuck you,” said Willem.

“Tough son of a bitch, aren’t you?” Charlie said. “Tough when you’re draggin’ a buncha women through the woods.”

“Drug somethin’ through your woman.”

Mark twisted the arrow and Willem howled with pain, shoved it deeper and Willem screamed and grabbed his wrist. “Goddamnit,” he said. “Stop.”

“Lift him,” Charlie said. “Against the tree, shoulder-level with him.”

They slammed him up, backwards against the broad trunk, feet dangling a foot and a half off the ground as Charlie pulled a hammer and a handful of nails from the sack, and dropped the burlap to the ground. The nails were long and thick, with heads as round as quarters. The hammer was a five-pound ball-peen.

Willem yelped when a nail was pushed against his shoulder, and then screamed when the hammer came down.

Charlie said, “This is for Brenda, you son of a bitch.”, Willem shrieking and screaming as the pounded nail flattened against his shoulder.

“And this is for Thel.”

Charlie swung the hammer and another round of screaming and crying echoed across the clearing.

Mark and Eddie watched in stunned fascination as two more nails as long as spikes were driven into Willem’s other shoulder. And then, after one long moment of Willem screaming and crying, whining and cursing, Charlie hammered one final nail through Willem’s forehead, and the screaming stopped.

Charlie dropped the hammer and nails, and stepped back, like an artist admiring his handiwork.

“Jesus,” Mark said, and Charlie said, “He deserved it.”

And Eddie, staring at the dead mountain man crucified against the tree like Jesus on the cross next to a headless thief, found himself saying something he would never have thought himself capable of: “He damn sure did deserve it.”

Tina ran through the tree line to Charlie, and they came together like something out of a romance novel, except there was no kissing and clutching, for this was not a romance novel. It was real life, as real as life could get. They held each other for a long moment, and Eddie thought of Brenda, how her life had been stolen from her, the awful mess that had blown out of her back. He didn’t look in her direction. He couldn’t. He’d seen her ruined body once, and that was enough to last him a lifetime.

Charlie took a backward step. One hand holding Tina’s, the other by his side, he said, “Have you guys seen Harry or Traber?”

Mark said, “Huh?”

“No,” Tina said.

“We were all three together. I went up the mountain and they went to the caves. They should’ve been out by now. Maybe we should go look for them.”

“Maybe we should just get off the mountain instead, before some more Johnsons show up,” Tina told him. “You can round up some help and come back, ‘cause I sure as hell ain’t going into no caves.”

Eddie was glad to see Charlie nodding his agreement. The last thing he wanted was to go searching through some dark cave full of misshapen, inbred freaks. And if Harry and Traber—whoever they were—had gone in and not come back out, Eddie didn’t want to be the one going in after them. Not unless he had an army behind him.

Not even then.

Charlie crossed the clearing and picked up Willem’s shotgun. When he got back, he said, “Well, let’s get outa here.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Mark said, and then followed the others back along the tree line, past Butchie Walker and Bobby Jarvis’ prone bodies, to the narrow path he and Eddie had traveled up hours ago.

No one said much of anything as they made their way down the mountain, and then followed the trail up, back to where they had broken through the brush after leaving the wrecked Honda behind.

The cone of light had dwindled to a weak yellow glow, as the car’s battery had so obviously worn down. But Eddie could see it shining through the underbrush, and he stopped for a moment, and said, “I want my guitar.”

Mark said, “What are you, nutty? We’ll come back in the daylight and get it.”

“Huh uh. I want it now,” he said, and then stepped through the bushes, disappearing into the foliage as a shotgun blast echoed from somewhere down the mountain.















Chapter Thirty-Two







When Traber left the cave, he ran through the woods and into the tree line, across the clearing and over the ridge, and didn’t stop running until he was down the hill and back to the old mountain road. Sure, they’d wiped out a bunch of those freaky sons of bitches, but that didn’t mean more of them weren’t out there in the woods. For all he knew, Elbert Johnson himself was leading an army of them down the mountainside at that very moment. That, and the adrenaline pounding through his veins kept his legs churning. Kept his stomach churning, too.

Before he knew it, he was back at the truck. He didn’t know if Harry had left the keys in it or not, and for a brief moment, he wondered if he had. After all, he wasn’t exactly paying attention when they pulled up and jumped onto the ground. After the wild tale Charlie Rodgers had recounted, the only thing on Traber’s mind had been staying the hell alive.

He opened the door, breathing a great sigh of relief when he found the keys in the ignition, right where the old man had left them. Traber jumped behind the wheel, slammed the door shut and fired up the engine. Seconds later, the headlights were on and he was headed back down the mountain.

It had been a long, fucked-up day, starting with Mary Jackson’s angry ultimatum to find her little girl—which, oddly enough, had tied in with the rest of this insanity. Laurie Miller and her crazy husband, the Miller brothers, Butchie Walker and Bobby Jarvis… and if they were dead, where were the Markham brothers? All four of those guys hung together like glue. Were they lying somewhere on the mountain, too? Or did they somehow get away and make it back to the valley? Maybe they had loaded up Joey’s Celica and called it a night. Maybe, all coked up, Joey had decided to get an early start. Hell, they’d be leaving bright and early anyway. Maybe they had simply gone home before anything happened. And what had happened to send Butchie and Bobby chasing those folks through the woods?

Traber sighed. He would never know what happened. What he did know was, that he now had a built in alibi for anyone crazy enough to think he was mixed up with whatever had happened to Laurie and her husband. He was up at Butchie Walker’s place, organizing a search party for little Cindy Jackson, the crazy little bitch who’d taken up with one of the Johnson boys. The state police and the Miller brothers could be damned, Farley, too, and anyone else who dared cast suspicion Traber’s way.

You don’t believe me, ask Butchie. He’ll tell ya. What’s that? Butchie’s dead? Oh well…

All he had to do now was get down to the barn and clear out all the drugs—load up as much as he could, and then burn that sucker to the ground. Right after he looted Butchie’s double-wide. He doubted if Butchie kept all that drug money in the bank. He might not keep it in the house, either. Not all of it. Maybe some of it was buried. Probably a lot of it was buried. But Traber was willing to bet there’d be a sizable stash of it somewhere inside the trailer. And after everything had died down, he could always get a shovel and a metal detector and go treasure hunting. He’d probably find something, too.

Traber pulled up to a stop at the old holler road, rolled down his window and gunfire echoed across the mountain. The loud report of a shotgun. With any luck, Charlie Rodgers had just been removed from the equation. And if not, who cared? Traber’s story was solid gold. Nobody was going to doubt him after what turned up in that cave later on this morning. And no one would blame him for hauling ass back to the valley for help. It really was too bad about the old horse trader. Traber had always liked the guy. But he couldn’t have that kind of shit hanging over his head. Now it was all wrapped up in a neat little package.

He hung a left onto the road, heading for Butchie Walker’s place. Heading for home. Moments later, he was over the bridge and in front of the barn. Right back where it had all started.

Traber parked beside his police cruiser, killed the lights and the engine and stepped out of the truck. Everything was just as he’d left it: Butchie’s truck in front of the trailer and Bobby’s Mustang backed up to the open barn door. The trailer dark and the barn lit up, country music still piping out of the radio.

Traber walked across the dirt yard, into the barn, and cold steel touched the back of his neck. He jerked sideways and grabbed for his gun, and a shotgun went off beside his head. Before he knew it a hangman’s noose was around his neck and he was being dragged across the barn. Then the rope loosened and he was lying on his back in the middle of the floor, Luke Miller standing over him, smiling and shaking his head.

Brother Carl right at his heels.

Traber looked around the barn. Everything was gone: the hanging plants and the bulging black bags stacked up in the corner; the sealed cartons of pot and the flat cardboard boxes. Everything—even the scales and the jar of moonshine.

Luke said, “You just couldn’t leave her alone, could you?”

“What? What’re you talkin’ about?”

“What happened, he catch you two cocksuckers, shot Laurie and you shot him?”

“The fuck’re you talkin’ about?”

“Cut the shit, Traber.”

Carl laughed. “Yeah,” he said. “Cut the shit, Traber. The jig’s up, brother. And so are you.”

Yes, the jig was up, the noose around his neck—and these
motherfuckers… But he wasn’t going to admit it. He wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction. If they killed him, he wanted them to go through the rest of their life with just a sliver of doubt. If they killed him, he would haunt their sorry asses from the grave.

“Look, why the fuck would I do something like that?”

“I don’t know,” Luke said. “Maybe because you were fuckin’ her every which way but loose and he caught your ass doing it?”

Carl laughed, and Luke said, “Maybe because the only way out was to blow his shit away. ‘Cause from the looks of it, that was the only way you were gettin’ outa there.”

“Look, I wasn’t anywhere near their place. I promise.”

“You promise! That’s rich, ain’t it, Carl? He promises!”

“Rich as a box of choc-o-lots,” he said, mimicking the Alabama retard he’d seen on TV time and time again.

This time it was Luke’s turn to laugh, and Traber’s turn to feel his stomach shrivel into a fist-sized ball of ice when Luke pulled a knife from behind his back. It was long and wide, and razor-sharp, and Traber thought it was the biggest damned knife he’d ever seen.

“Hold him still, Carl.”

Carl put a massive boot on Traber’s arm, just below the shoulder, and pressed down with all his weight.

“Goddamn,
Carl,” Traber said, grimacing as sharp needles of pain exploded through his shoulder, down his arm and into his wrist.

“Not too hard, brother,” Luke said, and Carl eased up a bit.

The pain subsided, and Traber said, “Jesus, y’all.”

Luke grabbed Traber’s index finger, squeezing it tight as he pulled it upward.

“Jesus can’t help you, pal. Unless you tell the truth.”

“I am telling the truth.”

Luke held his blade against the meaty base of Traber’s finger, sliced it and blood began to flow. Traber, struggling to break free, screamed, and Carl pressed hard against his shoulder.

“Okay, Traber, one last chance. The boat’s sailin’, the train’s leavin’ the station. The truth, Traber. Tell it.”

“I wasn’t there.”

“You were there, all right.”

“I wasn’t. I swear.”

Carl chuckled. “Here we go again,” he said, and then pulled something from his pocket and dropped it onto Traber’s chest. It was a mashed up piece of a slug. “I dug this outa the doorjamb in Rance’s bedroom. You know what it is, don’t you, Mr. Colt .45.”

“Okay, okay! I was there, but I didn’t kill any—”

“Now you tell the truth,” Luke said, and then pressed the knife against the bleeding finger.

“Okay okay!” Traber said. “I’ll tell—”

“Too late!” Luke called out, laughing and sawing until the finger popped loose and blood began to spray, Traber screaming, “YOU GODDAMN SON OF A BITCH! I’LL KILL YOU!”

“Funny,” Luke said, sheathing the knife as Carl kept the crooked lawman pinned to the floor. “That’s just what I was gonna say to you.” He pulled a pound-sized Ziploc bag from beneath his jacket, grabbed a heaping handful of pot and packed Traber’s mouth full… returned the baggy to its resting place and nodded at Carl. “Get him up, brother.”

Carl pulled him up by the noose that was around his neck. It tightened and Traber grabbed at it, blood pumping from the hole where his finger should have been as he flailed helplessly at the rope. Then he was hanging backwards off the stout redneck’s back, his feet kicking air as nine fingers clawed the noose.

“Easy, brother,” said Luke. “We don’t want him dead… yet.”

Carl dropped him to the ground, Traber wheezing and clutching his throat as the brothers grabbed him again, Luke at one end and Carl at the other, the length of rope dragging behind as they carried Traber out the door, around the barn and into the back, to

Luke’s pickup, which sat behind the barn. In the bed of the pickup were the bulging black plastic bags, the taped up cardboard cartons and flat pieces as well. Luke grabbed a hammer and Carl grabbed a burlap bag full of nails. He pulled one out, laughing and waving it in Traber’s face. It was long and thick, with a head as round as a quarter.

Traber tried to scream but his mouth was packed full of pot, and all that came out was a low muffled wail that no one was ever going to hear. He screamed when they stepped away from the truck, and kept on screaming all the way to the deep woods behind the barn.















Chapter Thirty-Three







Orange streaks of dawn were creeping over the horizon when they broke through the tree line. Eddie carried his guitar down the mountain like a third-rate rock star weary from too many nights on too many roads. He was tired and thirsty, hungry and sad. Sad for Brenda and sad for Thel, who he assumed was lying dead in a cold, dark cave.

They came down through Butchie Walker’s fir trees, right past Jerry Markham’s body. Eddie didn’t look at it as they went by, but Mark and Charlie and Tina did.

Charlie, shaking his head, said, “What a waste.”

And everyone agreed that it was.

A rooster crowed as they crossed the road. Eddie shook his head and laughed.

Charlie and Tina brightened up when they spotted Harry’s pickup. They ran over and looked inside. The keys were in it but Harry wasn’t.

Charlie called out, “Harry!”

But no one answered.

“What the fuck?” he said.

Mark said, “Maybe they already went for help.”

“In what?
Traber’s patrol car is here, so is Harry’s truck. I don’t think they took off on foot.”

They crossed the yard, and stepped in through the open barn door, where they found blood on the floor, speckles of it on the wooden surface of the table.

Charlie turned and looked at Mark. “This ain’t good.” He stood for a moment, as if deep in thought. Finally, he said, “Fuck it. I’m gonna drop Tina off and go round up some help. Go back up and look for Harry.”

Tina said, “You think he’s still alive?”

Charlie said, “I don’t know, baby. I hope so.”

They went back outside.

Mark stopped beside the Mustang, and Eddie thought of the light blue Mustang back at Farley’s. Thel’s Mustang. He couldn’t help but wonder what had become of her, what she had endured down in the cave with the freaks who looked much worse than the pig-faced girl.

“Whose is this?” Mark said as he opened the door.

“Bobby Jarvis,” Charlie told him. “The guy Arley gutted. Won’t do him much good now. Use it if you need it, if the keys are in it.”

Mark said, “The keys are in it… cool.”

Eddie sat his guitar by the trunk, and Mark stepped up to Charlie. “You saved our lives, dude. I’ll never forget it.”

Grinning, Charlie said, “I did, didn’t I?”

“You damn sure did.”

Mark offered his hand and Charlie shook it. “So long,” he said, and he and Tina walked back to Harry’s truck. They both climbed in through the driver’s side, Tina first and Charlie behind her. Moments later, the truck started up and Charlie and Tina took off across the narrow wooden bridge.







“Jesus, dude. What a night, huh?”

“Fucked up, wasn’t it?”

“No doubt,” Mark said. He leaned into the Mustang and snatched the keys from the ignition, walked around to the trunk and handed them to Eddie.

“You gotta be kidding me,” Eddie said, when the trunk popped open and the strong, musky scent of high-grade marijuana wafted up from the pile of sealed cardboard cartons that filled it.

“Holy cow.”

“What’re we gonna do now?”

“What do you think we’re gonna do?”

“Don’t even think about it.”

“What?”

“You know what.”

“What do you wanta do, leave it here?”

“Haven’t you had enough? Didn’t you learn anything tonight?”

“Yeah, dude, I learned something. Don’t steal Christmas trees. Now pot, on the other hand.”

“You really are a dumbass, aren’t you?”

“What? We’ll drive out to the truck, bury this shit under the trees and haul ass to Cajun land.”

“Moron.”

“What could be easier?”

“Why don’t we leave it here and bypass the fifty year sentence when they catch us with that shit?”

“Now who’s the moron?”

“That’d be you, brother.”

“We really are brothers, aren’t we?”

“God, I hope not!”

Mark laughed and Eddie slammed the trunk closed. He walked around and opened the passenger door, leaned the seat forward and laid his guitar in the back. Then he stood up and looked across the roof at Mark, shook his head and they both got in the car. Once inside, Mark started the engine, gunned it a couple of times and slipped the transmission into gear.

Then the two of them roared out of the dirt lot, across the bridge and down the two lane black top.
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